
 1 

 

INTERNATIONALISM FROM BELOW 
 

Reclaiming a hidden communist tradition to challenge 

the nation-state and capitalist empire 

 

Allan Armstrong 

 

Volume 1 

 

The historical development of nation-states and nationalism 

up to 1848 

 

 

Volume 2 

 

The world of nation-states and nationalism between the 

Communist League and the early Second International 

(1845-95) 

 

 

Volume 3 

 

Social democrats, 

nation-states and nationalism 

in the age of the Second International 

(1889 - 1916) 

 

In preparation 

 

 

Volume 4 

 

Communists, nation-states and nationalism during 

the 1916-21/3 International Revolutionary Wave 

 

 



 2 

 

Dedication to Myra Galletly 

 

Writing this book would not have been possible without the support of my 

partner Myra. Myra encouraged me to take early retirement from my 

teaching job, so that I have had the time to do the research and writing for 

this book. She has also accompanied me on many journeys to places that 

appear in this book, from Argentina, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Mexico and 

the USA in the Americas, to Crimea in the south and Estonia in the north 

of Europe. We have also spent a great deal of enjoyable time, closer to 

home, in Ireland, Wales, England and many parts of Scotland. 

 

Our two daughters, Caitrin and Eilis, now grown-up, were with us on our 

earlier journeys. Caitrin and her partner, John have gone on to take our 

grand daughter, Aoife, on their trips to Europe. Eilis and her partner Luke 

have become an independent global travellers, visiting many places way 

beyond those Myra and I have ever reached. 

 

Many of the places we have visited have left Myra and myself in awe, 

either of their natural beauty, or of the human imagination and tenacity 

involved in their creation. We have also developed a deep attachment to 

our own city of Edinburgh with its hidden histories, its vibrant cultural 

scene (especially beneath the veneer of all the official events). We have 

made close friends in many places through our work as teachers, in trade 

union and political campaigning, and through our love of music and 

conversation. 

 

But, most of all, Myra’s enormous generosity of spirit has hugely 

contributed to our shared desire, through good times and not so good 

times, to enjoy life in the here and now, whilst joining with others in the 

struggle for a better future. 
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Thanks to Bob Goupillot and Iain Robertson 

 

Bob and Iain are close friends and comrades, and fellow members of the 

Republican Communist Network. Bob’s greatest encouragement has been 

his belief that these books have something important to say.  Thus, Bob 

has pushed me, always in the comradeliest manner, to take the necessary 

steps to have this work published more widely. 

 

Iain has joined with Bob and myself on numerous social occasions, often 

fuelled by alcohol, where together we have entered the ‘republic of the 

imagination’! We believe that the creation of a new communist society is 

fundamentally about the transformation of human relationships; and that 

how we conduct ourselves in the here and now is vitally important to this 

process. 

 

 

Thanks to 

 

Many other friends and comrades, whose contributions to shared struggles, 

at work and in the community, have greatly developed my own thinking. 

These include the members of the Republican Communist Network, who 

have become familiar with many of the ideas in this book, and have 

indulged their promotion with generous space in our journal and blog, 

Emancipation & Liberation. Another good friend and comrade, the late 

Brian Higgins, a leading militant in the construction industry, and the rank 

and file Building Worker Group, the most blacklisted worker in the 

industry, a communist and republican, has also provided much inspiration.  

The views developed here have also been greatly influenced by my 

participation in both the Lothians Rank & File Teacher group and the 

Scottish Federation of Socialist Teachers, where I made many friends and 

comrades over many years.  I have made many more, as the former chair 

of the Lothians Anti-Poll Tax Federation and as co-organiser and 

participant in Republican Socialist Conventions and Global Commune 

events, and as an activist in the Radical Independence Campaign. 
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Some of the ideas on nationalities, nations and nationalism were initially 

developed in the Sixth Year Studies course, which I produced whilst I was 

working as a Modern Studies teacher in an Edinburgh secondary school. 

This was at a time when teachers were still permitted to undertake their 

own educational initiatives. My students also greatly helped, especially in 

the role-playing tutorials.  Nowadays though, so much of education has 

been reduced to the delivery of disconnected units of work, with 

meaningless learning outcomes, accompanied by a dispiriting treadmill of 

testing. This is training for a life in an alienated world, where the mindless 

pursuit of career and money dominates, and where selfish competition is 

allowed to eclipse cooperative learning and genuine education. 

 

In the process of working with others in opposing the exploitation, 

oppression and alienation imposed in today’s corporate imperialist world; 

and in seeking human emancipation, liberation and self-determination, I 

have joined with others who also appreciate that the creation of another 

world tomorrow means trying to lead a fulfilling life together today. 

 

Thanks to 

 

Niyi Osundare for permission to include his poem, I Sing of Change. Niyi 

was born in 1947 in Ikere-Ekiti in Nigeria. He became a poet, dramatist, 

literary critic and human rights campaigner. He moved to the USA in 

1997, working at the University of New Orleans. He is the winner of 

numerous awards both for literary creativity and championing human 

rights. I first read Sing of Change on the inside of a London Underground 

carriage. It was part of a series of poems displayed for commuters and 

travellers. Within the bowels of what was once the world's leading 

imperialist power, still economically and politically dominated by the City, 

an international community already exists and a future global alternative 

society could be in the process of being created. 
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I SING OF CHANGE 

 

I sing 

of the beauty of Athens 

without its slaves 

 

Of a world free 

of kings and queens 

and other remnants 

of an arbitrary past 

 

Of earth 

with no sharp north 

or deep south 

without blind curtains 

or iron walls 

 

Of the end 

of warlords and armouries 

and prisons of hate and fear 

 

Of deserts treeing 

and fruiting 

after the quickening rain 

 

Of the sun radiating ignorance 

and stars informing 

nights of unknowing 

 

I sing of a world reshaped 

 

 

Niyi Osundare 

Selected Poems, 1992 
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Volume 1 

 

THE HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF 

A WORLD OF NATION-STATES UP TO 1848 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

i)  Futures for mankind – for better or worse 

ii)  Moving beyond the Left’s partial critiques of a world dominated  

  by global corporate capital 

iii)  The development of an ‘internationalism from below’ perspective 

 

 

1. THE WORLD BEFORE NATIONALISM 

 

A.   Definitions and different approaches to the ‘National   

  Question’ 

 

i)  Nationalities, nations, nation-states and nationalism - present, past  

  and future 

ii)  Exploitation, oppression and alienation; emancipation, liberation  

  and self-determination 

iii)  Opposing social chauvinism/imperialism and social patriotism -  

  genuine Communism and the tradition of ‘internationalism from  

  below’ 

 

 

B.  Social transitions and territorial borders in the past and in the  

  future 

 

i)  A comparison between the move from state religions to secular  

  states and the move from nation-states to civic states 

ii)  Changing borders and movements and struggles which extend  

  beyond state boundaries 

iii)  Transcending nation-states and nationalism in the transition from  

  the lower to the upper phase of communism 
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2. DIFFERERENT ROADS TOWARDS  

THE NATION-STATE AND OTHER PATHS IMAGINED AND 

FOUGHT FOR 

 

 

A.    The rise of nations and nation-states - just one possible path of  

  social and economic development 

 

i)  Nation and nation-state - universal or historically limited   

  categories 

ii)  Before nations and nation-states - feudal imperialism and the   

  religious heretical, urban communal and mercantile capitalist   

  challenges 

iii)  Feudal imperialism successfully challenged - the  emergence of  

  the Swiss confederation 

iv)   The far from inevitable rise of capitalism and the nation-state 

 

 

B.  The ‘Spanish’ and ‘French roads’ versus the ‘Dutch’ and   

  ‘English roads’ 

 

i)  The conflict between the ‘Spanish’ and ‘French roads’ and the  

  emergence of the Dutch and English challenges 

ii)  The rise of two early nation states, England and the Dutch   

  Netherlands, was still limited by religious, dynastic and regional  

  loyalties. 

iii)  The conflict between the Stuarts' promotion of a British Union and  

  Empire, Calvinist support for of a Godly Kingdom, Radical   

  Leveller visions of a Godly Republic and Cromwell's Greater  

  English Republic 

iv)  The first defeat of the “motley crew” leads to the  accelerated rise  

  of commercial landed estates and mercantile monopolies, whilst  

  the Greater English Republic and the 'Western Design' become  

  harbingers  of a British imperial future 

v)   The growing power and influence of the UK’s constitutional   

  monarchy  and the entrenchment of overseas chattel slavery and  

  domestic wage-slavery 
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vi)  The underground Radical Enlightenment in contest with the   

  Mainstream Enlightenment 

vii)  The ‘English road’ versus the ‘French road’, the marginalisation  

  of alternative revolutionary visions and the triumph of the   

  Mainstream Enlightenment 

viii)  The conflict between British ruling class politics and the new  

  nationalism of the ‘freeborn Englishman’ 

ix)  English nationalism provokes cultural nationalist responses in  

  Scotland and Wales 

 

C.  The American Revolution and the ambiguous US Republic 

 

i)  From ‘freeborn Englishman’ and the Calvinists’ ‘chosen people’ to 

  ‘liberty loving Americans’ 

ii)   The emergence of ‘the American road’ and growing class tensions  

  amongst the victors – Federalists and Anti-Federalists 

 

 

 

3.  THE IMPACT OF THE 1789-1815 AND THE EMERGENCE OF 

NATION-STATES 

 

A.  From the Universal Republic to National Democratic   

  Republicanism 

 

i)  ‘Citizen of the World’ – the emergence of the ‘Universal Republic’ 

ii)  The ‘Universal Citizen’ and the ‘National Patriot’ 

iii)  New contradictions emerge between the bourgeoisie and the sans  

  culottes in France 

iv)  The retreat from the ‘Universal Republic’ to the national   

  democratic republic in Europe 

v)  Saint Domingue – the challenge of the ‘Universal  Republic’   

  reasserted 

 

B.   The emergence of ‘internationalism from below’ as a   

  revolutionary strategy for a world of ‘nation-states’ 
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i)  The Society of United Irishmen promote ‘internationalism from  

  below’ as a revolutionary strategy 

ii)  The growth of the ‘White Republic’ in the USA acts as a new  

  barrier to ‘internationalism from below’ 

 

C.  Competing versions of the ‘nation’-state 

 

i)  The mobilised nation, the formation of the first nation-states, and 

  the role of rising capitalism and its Liberal advocates in breaking  

  the revolutionary democratic link 

ii)  The undermining of an inclusive civic nation-state in France and  

  the idea of a new German nationality-state 

iii)  The reactionary origins of British ‘national’ identity 

iv)  Secessionist threats hold up the development of an American   

  nation-state 

v)   The aborted revolutions and the ‘Creole Republic/s’ of  Gran  

  Colombia 

vi)  Haiti – the challenge of the ‘Universal Republic’ contained and  

  progress reversed 

 

 

4. THE 1829-31 INTERNATIONAL REVOLUTIONARY  WAVE, 

THE RISE OF THE LIBERAL BOURGEOISIE AND THE 

RADICAL RESISTANCE TO THE NEW INDUSTRIAL 

CAPITALIST ORDER 

 

 

A.  From post-1815 reaction to the 1829-31 international   

  revolutionary wave 

 

i)  The Liberals’ view of the world in which they lived and their   

  opposition  to Conservatism and Radicalism 

ii)  The changing class nature of the Radicals’ world in the  developing 

  Industrial Revolution and their opposition to the post-1815 order in 

  the UK 

iii)   The Radical and Liberal challenges on the continent 

iv)  The Liberal bourgeoisie gain political footholds during the   
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  International Revolutionary Wave of 1829-31 

v)  The rise of ‘Jacksonian Democracy’ within the ‘White Republic’ – 

  the American component of the 1829-31 International    

  Revolutionary Wave 

 

B.  Radical resistance to the new capitalist industrial order from  

  1831-48 

 

i)  The emerging conflict between ‘lower orders’ Radicalism and  

  middle class Radical Liberalism 

ii)  The role of organised religion in maintaining control over the  

  ‘lower orders’ 

iii)  The triumph of Liberalism and the wider acceptance of a British  

  national identity 

iv)  Trying to hold together the US ‘White Republic’ in the  face of  

  class  and ethnic conflicts 

v)  ‘Jacksonian Democracy’ and the undermining of the American  

  ‘nation’ 

vi)  Greece and the emergence of religio-nationalism among various  

  diasporas in Eastern Europe 

 

 

5. MAZZINI’S PATRIOTISM VERSUS 

MARX’S COSMOPOLITANISM 

 

i)  Mazzini – the theorist and promoter of a world of nation-states 

ii)  Mazzini’s ‘Young Europe’ and his proposals for an    

  international, federal, democratic, republican order and  the role  

  of nations with 'a national mission’ 

iii)  Radical and Liberal internationalism undermined by the   

  development of  industrial capitalism 

iv)  Plebian and proletarian struggles and the emergence of a   

  conscious Communist challenge 

v)  Marx and Engels’ first attempt to challenge the Radicals and the  

  Liberals – the cosmopolitan approach 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

  i) Futures for mankind – for better or worse 

 

“There is no alternative” or “Another world is possible”.  Today these 

slogans represent two futures offered to humankind.  We hear the insistent 

tones of the first from the mouths of politicians and spokespersons acting on 

behalf of the global corporations and imperial powers.  Those who have 

criticised, petitioned, marched, fought, or taken other actions against the 

current imperialist onslaught have raised the second slogan. 

 

Before the First World War another generation also faced a crisis-ridden 

world.  This was brought about by the rise of what orthodox Marxists then 

termed Monopoly or Finance Capitalist Imperialism.  Rosa Luxemburg said 

that the choice facing humanity was either “Socialism or barbarism”.1 

Today, when we face the prospect of nuclear and biological warfare or 

massive environmental degradation, the independent marxist, the late Istvan 

Meszaros, has modified the second choice to read, “or barbarism if you are 

lucky."2 

 

However, compared to Luxemburg’s older positive option – “socialism” - a 

striking feature of today’s well-known slogan, “Another world is possible”, 

is its ambivalence.  What sort of society could form an alternative to the 

current ‘New World Order’? Luxemburg was a Jewish Pole, born in the 

Tsarist Russian Empire, who chose Germany as her adopted country.  She 

lived to see the beginnings of the International Revolutionary Wave of 

1916-21.  As a revolutionary Social Democrat, then Communist, she 

passionately believed that socialism was on the immediate political agenda.  

In 1919, however, she was brutally murdered by members of the Freikorps.  

Many of their number would later join Hitler’s National Socialist Workers 

Party.  Luxemburg would have recognised the threat posed by the barbarism 

of the Right.  However, Luxemburg’s early death meant that she did not 

have to face the barbarism of Stalinism, which emerged from within the 

Left. 

 

Today, most people on the Left are aware of the horrors of enforced 



 12 

collectivisation and the labour camps, and of the political purges, gulags 

and many state imposed death sentences in the old USSR, China and 

elsewhere.  Many, arguing in support of revolutionary changes, used to 

argue, “You can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs”.  Now they 

have to acknowledge that attempts to try out their recipes for making a new 

socialist society have ended up in failure.  Between 1989 and 1991 their 

alternative world order began to fall apart. 

 

Therefore, one of the strongest arguments used by the apologists for today’s 

‘New World Order’ is that history has proved that socialism or communism 

are impossible – utopian dreams which, if put into practice, only produce a 

dystopian reality.  As a consequence, many on the Left have been reluctant 

to name or to outline another possible world.  This reluctance remains, 

despite the financial chaos, increasing austerity, new clearances and 

enclosures, endless wars, environmental degradation, growing exploitation 

and oppression with the return of older forms of servitude, and the intense 

feelings of alienation we experience. Together these characterise life under 

a global corporate capitalism undergoing multifaceted crises today. 

 

Instead, opposition to the ‘New World Order’ draws its inspiration from a 

whole range of contradictory sources, including from both the Right and the 

Left.  This is the politics of Populism.  It has led to a great deal of 

confusion.  On the Right there has been a growth in both ethnic and 

religious supremacism,3 and on the Left there has been a

mixture of anti-state and drop-out Anarchism, Green Leftism and a neo-

Keynesian Reformism.  This Reformism is sometimes now projected on to 

a world scale, with proposals to change the workings of the World Bank, 

the IMF and the UN, to introduce a Tobin Tax on international currency 

transactions, and to promote international agreements on climate change, 

such as the Kyoto Protocol. 

 

Indeed, the lack of clear thinking has led to proposals for hybrid Right/Left 

Populist measures, such as ‘non-racial’ immigration laws, state backing for 

new faith schools and carbon emissions trading.  Such thinking can only 

increase the power of those currently promoting the ‘New World Order’, or 

of those ‘wannabes’ who hope to manage one of its national components.  

This would lead us to more political, economic and social dead-ends, and 
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hence fail to prevent a further descent towards barbarism… or worse. 

 

Many people, including once confident orthodox Marxists - former official 

(state-backed), and dissident (e.g. Trotskyist) Communists - no longer see 

much need for any systematic public presentation of a possible alternative 

world order.  However, in contrast to those who have bowed before the new 

Populism, there have been a small number of independent marxists who 

have begun the process of outlining the type of world we need to bring 

about human emancipation and liberation.  The late Istvan Meszaros4 and 

Cyril Smith5 are two recent individuals.  Both felt the need to re-examine 

the works of Marx and Engels, to find out what got lost, and to see how 

their writings and activities were subsequently distorted and used for ends 

very different from those originally envisaged. 

 

 

ii) Moving beyond the Left’s partial critiques of a world dominated  by 

global corporate capital 

 

The ideas explored in this book are also designed to make a contribution to 

the debate on the creation of another possible world.  Corporate imperialism 

has intensified our exploitation, oppression and alienation. Breaking the 

linked chains of wage slavery, women's exploitation, environmental 

degradation, sexual and national oppression is necessary to overcome these.  

This contribution examines the last mentioned link in this chain, or what 

has traditionally been called the ‘National Question’. It looks anew at 

attempts to contest the development of ‘nation’-states and nation-based 

politics in past struggles to achieve emancipation, liberation and self-

determination, to see if there is anything we can usefully apply today. 

 

A parallel can be made with those on the Left who have begun to seriously 

address the ‘Environmental Question’ under capitalism.  The current 

environmental degradation brought about by the workings of global 

corporate capitalism has produced many Green activists, with a wide range 

of politics, once again often connected by a shared Populism.  Most have 

turned their backs on any understanding of capital’s role in destroying our 

environment, or any possible Socialist/Communist solutions.  They can 

point to such grotesque, official Communist claims as, “All living nature 
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will live, thrive and die at none other than the will of man and according to 

his plans”6.  This claim was made in the USSR, where the state went on to 

promote Lysenko’s pseudo-science, the Virgin Lands Scheme, and presided 

over the gradual destruction of the Aral Sea, and the Chernobyl nuclear 

power plant disaster. 

 

However, John Bellamy Foster7 has gone back to examine Marx’s work on 

humankind and our relationship to nature.  Foster has shown that Marx 

already pointed to the immensely destructive nature of capitalism, even in 

its early days, and the profoundly negative affect its workings had upon the 

environment.  Much of this was forgotten when Marxism became ‘official’, 

i.e. a new state-backed ‘theology’ in the USSR.  Environmental 

considerations were given a very low priority during Stalin’s massive 

industrialisation and collectivisation drives from 1928, or Mao’s ‘Great 

Leap Forward’ from 1958. 

 

Just as some are now addressing the ‘Environmental Question’ anew, it is 

vitally important that we re-examine the ‘National Question’.  Many claim 

that the followers of Marx have failed to provide an answer to counter both 

continued national oppression and the strength of nationalism in the world 

today.  The break-up of the USSR, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia, 

between 1991 and 2008, and the Tibetans’ and the Uighurs’ conflict with 

the People’s Republic of China, all seem to point to the same conclusion.  

‘Post-capitalist’ states, created and run under the auspices of official 

Communism, have been unable to overcome the problems of nationalism 

and ethnic separatism. 

 

For a short period, after the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the break-up of 

the USSR, apologists for the emerging ‘New World Order’, like Francis 

Fukuyama, believed that liberal, ‘free-market’ capitalism had brought about 

‘the end of history’.8  It had relegated, not only ‘utopian’ alternatives such 

as socialism or communism to the historical dustbin, but would soon 

triumph over the remaining ethnic nationalisms, producing a world of 

liberal democratic states, all cooperating within a benign, global, ‘free 

market’ economy. 

 

There have also been some on the Left who have claimed that this ‘New 
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World Order’ has played a progressive role with regard to the ‘National 

Question’.  They have argued that nation-states are no longer able to 

effectively pursue their own imperialist projects, and that the ‘New World 

Order’ is ending the political basis both for ethnic separatism or the national 

exclusiveness of state-bound labour parties and trade unions.  Thus, Tony 

Negri and Michael Hardt announced the end of capitalist imperialism and 

welcomed a new world order, where a non-national, global ruling class is 

confronted by the non-national, global ‘multitude’.9 

 

After witnessing the American Neo-cons’ promotion of a quite undisguised 

US imperialism, under the Bush presidency, such thinking has been on the 

retreat.  Furthermore, whatever political illusions the incoming Obama 

Presidency initially brought in its train in 2008, he soon demonstrated that 

his real ‘international’ project was the repackaging and rebranding of US 

imperialism, and not the creation of a post-national ‘New World Order’.  

Furthermore, what began as individual Right populist national responses to 

this neo-liberal order, e.g. in Berlusconi's Italy, Putin's Russia, Modi's India, 

has now developed a more global thrust, heralded by the Brexit vote in the 

UK, and the election of Donald Trump as President of the dominant 

imperial power, the USA10. Therefore, more and more people can see the 

hollowness of the claim that the ‘National Question’ is in the process of 

being answered within a ‘New World Order’. 

 

The US/British imperial invasion and occupation of Iraq, followed by a 

tactical and partial retreat, has opened up the prospect of that state’s 

division into ethnic Kurd, and ethno-religious Shia Arab and Sunni Arab 

states, and even an attempt to revive, a territorially reduced, Sunni Islamic 

Caliphate.  Other countries, where UN-recognised ‘nation’-states have been 

largely undermined (e.g. the Congo Republic, Afghanistan and Somalia), 

are either being run by competing regional or tribal warlords, or have large 

areas under their effective sway.  Local power holders sometimes make 

direct deals with the bagmen of the global mining and arms corporations.  

Here, and in other places in the ‘Third World’, imperialist barbarism has 

already arrived. 

 

 

iii)  The development of an ‘internationalism from below’ perspective 
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Today the permanently inhabited part of our world11 is divided into UN-

recognised ‘nation’-states.  This has led to nationally based ways of 

thinking, along with their imperial projections.  Such thinking forms the 

unquestioned basis for many contemporary interpretations of the world. 

 

Socialists and Communists, however, have often claimed to look forward to 

a post-national world, and have developed theories and strategies to help 

bring about this alternative order.  In the past, orthodox Marxism saw the 

formation of nation-states and nationalism as an inevitable by-product of 

the rise of capitalism.  The growth of nation-states and their eventual 

worldwide triumph were seen as necessary stages between feudal (or other 

tributary - e.g. Asiatic) modes of production and the socialism/communism 

of the future.  However, this view is expressed a lot less confidently today. 

 

Volume 1 of Internationalism from Below provides evidence to show that 

nation-states and nationalism are relatively recent creations.  Although 

materialist in its overall approach, this contribution adopts a possibilist 

rather than a rigidly determinist interpretation of history.  The fact that all 

societies, since the creation of the first states have been class divided, 

leading to class struggle, has ensured that the socio-economic conditions 

prevailing at any time are contested. 

 

So, there is no predetermined outcome. There was nothing inevitable about 

today’s world of nation-states.  Therefore, this contribution takes seriously 

the slogan, 'Another World Is Possible'.  However, this slogan does not just 

describe the hopes of millions today.  Ever since the rise of the first 

exploitative societies, there have always been people who thought other 

worlds were possible, and who took action to realise their dreams. 

 

Chapter 1 introduces some working definitions of nationality, nation, 

nation-state and nationalism.  It points to the link between how these terms 

are understood on the Left, and the development of different approaches to 

the ‘National Question’.   This chapter then goes on to introduce the notions 

of exploitation, oppression and alienation to help us understand the 

development of class societies, and particularly capitalism, where nation-

state formation and nationalism became dominant. 
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The negations of exploitation, oppression and alienation are emancipation, 

liberation and self-determination. One form of self-determination, arising 

from resistance to the continued existence of exploitative oppressive nation-

states and of corporate imperialism today, is national self-determination. 

This book, though, asks whether national self-determination can be 

disconnected from nation-states, and what sort of possible society this could 

take.  It argues that the current world of ‘nation’-states is not an immutable 

feature of the human condition, which its apologists maintain.  It points out 

how the alienated nationalist thinking that has arisen from this 'nation'-state 

dominated world could be transcended. 

 

Chapter 1 goes on to examine the period when religious rather than national 

identities were dominant within particular states.  Many today, particularly 

on the Left, find it difficult to think of religion as anything other than an 

ideology, deliberately instilled by the dominant classes, in order to promote 

‘false consciousness’ amongst the oppressed, so they are easier to exploit.  

Yet, for most of human history, both those trying to impose exploitation, 

and those attempting to resist it, thought in religious terms. 

 

Just as many today accept that the prime role of a state is to advance and 

protect the ‘interests of the nation’, so, in the past, people accepted that 

religious issues were a key concern for the state.  Furthermore, in the 

current period of growing reaction, there has been a resurgence of religious 

modes of thought and religious supremacism, which, in some cases, are 

fusing with and redefining national identities.  So, examining the role of 

religion in the past can help us to comprehend its revival today, in the 

conditions of growing capitalist crisis. 

 

Studying the transformations, which took place in the relationship between 

religion and the state, can also help us to see new possibilities for 

transcending national identities in the future.  As a result of changing socio-

economic relationships and the development of new ideas, accompanied by 

political struggles, one-time religiously exclusive states gave way first to 

tolerant, then later to secular states.  Such dramatic changes, in the past, 

could point the way to the possibility of analogous changes bringing about 

the demise of nation-states and nationalism in the future. 
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Could we move beyond a world of ‘nation’-states, currently stretching from 

ethnically exclusive national to ‘multinational’ imperial states?  Could there 

be a possible future non-national society, where a person’s nationality, or 

even lack of one, is a personal matter?  Would it then be as difficult, in such 

a society, to comprehend struggles, once expressed in national terms, as it is 

to understand earlier religiously inspired struggles in today’s largely secular 

public world? 

 

Chapter 1 also shows that past struggles, even when conducted under 

different relations of production, or in very different historical 

circumstances, compared with today, have provided inspiration for later 

struggles.  Waged labour did not emerge as a pristine new historical force 

with the rise of industrial capitalism.  Workers also drew upon the past 

historical experiences of the artisans, labourers, peasants and even slaves, 

from whence they originated.  They migrated, voluntarily or involuntarily, 

between different, sometimes far-flung, geographical areas of the world.  

Their experiences informed their own struggles for emancipation, 

liberation, and self-determination. 

 

The working class has constantly been created and recreated, through 

technological changes, and by the addition or removal of migrants bringing 

or taking their own traditions of resistance.  This ever-changing process of 

class composition and recomposition has been moulded through struggle.  

Since our current world set-up has been ‘determined’ by past class 

struggles, there have always been other possible outcomes.  People’s 

actions did and do make a difference. 

 

Since the rise of industrial capitalism, people have continued to struggle to 

develop an alternative society.  This alternative has been termed humanism 

(by Marx in his earliest days), social democracy, socialism or communism.  

This book opts for the term communism to describe this.  However, this 

understanding of communism is different from that advocated by old-style, 

pre-1914 Social Democrats (many of whom would once have described 

themselves as Marxists and upholders of an ultimate communist society), 

and that of the official Communists in the Party-states of USSR, China and 

elsewhere.  It also goes beyond the thinking of many dissident Communists 
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(e.g. Trotskyists), who often see themselves in competition with Left Social 

Democrats and official, or former official Communists, when it comes to 

defending orthodox Marxism. 

 

The ideas needed to help create of a global commune will certainly draw 

upon Marx’s thinking.  However, there have been many new developments 

in scientific thought, which could contribute to such a project.  Attempts to 

shoehorn these into Marx and Engels’ categories, elaborated before 1883 

and 1895 respectively, in the name of upholding an orthodox Marxism, 

display more of a ‘theological’ approach than a commitment to an open 

method of enquiry. 

 

Chapter 1 concludes by looking at the social conditions, which could allow 

us to move beyond the present day world of UN-recognised ‘nation’-states.  

It looks at the possibilities for creating a new global commune, which could 

take us into a post-national social order. 

 

Chapter 2 examines the various historical options that existed in the period 

from the later Middle Ages in Europe.  It shows that the earlier struggles 

against feudalism were not national struggles.  City state republics with 

their mercantile empires fought against dynastic imperial states, whilst they 

were also subject to internal class struggles.  The important role of the early 

peasant republicanism, found in the multi-ethnic Swiss cantons, is then 

shown.  In the past, people have imagined other ‘possible worlds’ and 

undertaken various struggles to achieve their visions.  Many of these 

struggles came to head in Europe during the Reformation.  This became the 

subject of competing social visions, including communist Anabaptism.  

Where nationally based thinking was found, it coexisted with both more 

local and more universal modes of thought. 

 

There was nothing inevitable about the triumph of a capitalist world divided 

into today’s UN-recognised ‘nation’-states.  The current mix of economic 

and social relations, along with the varied types of ‘nation’-state that can be 

found throughout the world, demonstrate that there has not been a 

historically inevitable unilinear path.  Despite the economic dominance of 

global capital, today’s world remains politically, socially and economically 

variegated.  This is partly the result of particular class struggles inspired by 
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different visions of society.  Thus ‘nation’-states are not the product of a 

foreordained historical sequence, stretching from savagery, through 

barbarism, ancient slavery, feudalism, and on to capitalism; nor of the 

inevitable playing out of the reified categories of political economy - labour 

and capital, or wages, rents and profits. 

 

Today, after more than century of dominant capitalism, particularly in 

western Europe and the USA, it can often seem very difficult to conceive of 

a post-capitalist society, particularly one where the fetishisation of national 

identities is no longer found.  However, capitalism and ‘nation’-states have 

not always existed. 

 

Chapter 2 goes on to illustrate the somewhat chequered historical progress 

of nations and ‘nation’-states, by looking at the examples of Spain, France, 

the Dutch Netherlands, Britain/UK (including England, Scotland, Wales 

and Ireland) and the USA, and the cross-cutting, socio-economic and 

political developments, which pulled in other directions.  The Spanish 

Hapsburg Empire, which dominated large parts of the world in the sixteenth 

century, was not just the creation of ethnic Spaniards.  Its leaders, drawn 

from several nationalities/ethnic groups, saw themselves as creators of a 

‘universal’ empire, inspired by Roman Catholicism.  The Spanish Empire 

faced competition from the ruling classes of France, the Dutch Netherlands 

and England. 

 

Each of these states provided models, in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, which others sought to emulate.  Yet, despite these particular 

states having national names, it was still far from certain that they would 

emerge as full-blown nation-states.  The last part of Chapter 2 also shows 

that the conflict, which led to the creation of the USA in the eighteenth 

century, began as a struggle for the rights of the ‘freeborn Englishman’, and 

could have led to a number of very different political or territorial 

outcomes. 

 

Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker have also shown that non-national, 

‘lower orders’ class forces took part in universalism from below struggles, 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  These showed little regard for 

national boundaries.12  Today, a major section of the international working 
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class is made up of migrant workers, many unable to return to their former 

national homelands.  They are often grossly exploited and oppressed, and 

many have become involved in resistance.  They could yet provide the key 

to the creation of a future world without nation-states, through new 

‘universalism from below’ struggles. 

 

Three revolutionary waves – 1789-1815, 1829-31 and 1847-9 – proved to 

be decisive in the formation of today’s world consisting of ‘nation’-states.  

Yet, it was not until the defeat of the last of these revolutionary waves, that 

nation-states became the dominant ideally conceived form of territorial 

arrangement in the world - a form that would increasingly be emulated 

beyond their western European heartland.  Up until 1849, there were still 

other possibilities, which were fought for by different class forces. 

 

Chapter 3 examines the first of these revolutionary waves, from 1789-1815, 

and shows how non-national struggles, linked to demands for social 

emancipation, raised the possibility of forming a wider Universal 

Republic.  The highpoint of this revolutionary wave took place in Saint 

Domingue (Haiti), when black slaves led the struggle against chattel slavery 

and for racial equality. 

 

The possibility that this struggle could ignite a much wider social 

conflagration was readily appreciated by the leaders of the European 

colonial states, and by the new leaders of recently liberated USA and Latin 

America (Gran Colombia and the other post Spanish imperial states).  This 

is why most of these leaders went out of their way to contain this challenge, 

opting instead for a ‘White Republic’ in the USA or ‘Creole Republics’ in 

Latin America.  Although they were unable to restore black chattel slavery 

in Haiti, they were successful in helping to marginalise this universal 

revolutionary challenge, and eventually forcing this particular country on to 

a path of neo-colonial dependency. 

 

Thus, the defeat of the ‘Universal Republic’ in Haiti helped to pave the way 

for the form of capitalist imperialism, which developed throughout the 

nineteenth century.  In the last quarter of this century, what has sometimes 

been called ‘New Imperialism’ emerged, reaching its apogee in the ‘High 

Imperialism’ of 1895-1916.  This capitalist imperialist world consisted of a 
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hierarchy of metropolitan ‘nation’-states mostly based on industrial 

production, along with their subordinate colonies and semi-colonies 

producing primary products for the industries and workforces at the core. 

 

Once the possibility of the ‘Universal Republic’ receded, though, 

particularly after the marginalisation of artisans and peasants in Europe and 

the USA, or the emancipated former slaves in the republic of Saint 

Domingue, revolutionary democrats began to develop an internationalism 

from below strategy.  This was based on the acceptance of the existence 

and extension of nation-states.  These were increasingly seen to be the best 

political frameworks within which to realise their imagined new world.  In 

the process, advocates of ‘internationalism from below’ had to look beyond 

the Jacobin model.  Jacobins had opposed revolutionary universalism.  

Instead, they provided an updated and radicalised version of the earlier 

‘French road’ of development, sometimes in the guise of a pretended 

internationalism. 

 

The limitations of the Jacobin model also led to the growth in influence of a 

Romantic nationalism.  Some of this new Romantic political thinking 

openly abandoned any international pretensions, opting for the promotion of 

ethnic (mainly language-based) and later biological ‘racial’ nationalism and 

nationality/ethnic-states.  However, this political consequence of 

Romanticism only became clear after the failure of the 1847-9 International 

Revolutionary Wave.  Then Romanticism was taken up and incorporated 

into a new conservative nationalism.  The more far-sighted sections of 

existing ruling classes, particularly in the states making up what later 

became Germany and Italy, provided their support.  This later development 

will be examined in volume 2. 

 

However, with the ebbing, in the later 1820s, of the period of reaction that 

followed the 1815 demise of the International Revolutionary Wave, the 

‘Jacobin model’ re-established itself amongst many in the revolutionary 

underground.  This model inspired Philippe Buonarroti and the Carbonari in 

Europe (and also South America).  Wider Radical political forces shared 

such Jacobin-influenced thinking.  Radicalism attracted both the earlier 

plebian and the new working classes struggling against impact of 

encroaching industrial capitalism. 
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At this stage, Radicals were not yet able to comprehend the existence of a 

totally new industrial capitalist order, because such an order had not yet 

been created.  Industrial capitalism had not fully displaced the older modes 

of production and the varied social relations arising from them.  Instead, 

Radicals believed they were witnessing the rise of a new aristocracy - a 

bourgeois aristocracy or ‘millocracy’ - who used their new political and 

economic power for their own selfish ends.  Radicals believed that, if the 

majority of the people (or men, at least) could gain the vote and set up 

popular conventions or assemblies, then the people would assert their 

control over the political and then the economic realms and establish a 

social republic that could meet their needs.  Many Radicals upheld the idea 

of their nation-state being a social republic enjoying fraternal relationships 

with other social republics. 

 

Chapter 4 examines the very different vision of the nation-state advocated 

by the Liberals, who largely expressed the political interests of a rising 

bourgeoisie determined to change the existing economic order, highlighted 

by the centrality of political economy to their thinking and actions.  Unlike 

the Radicals, they wanted to remove all earlier constraints upon capital’s 

development.  The Liberals also opposed the rise of any revolutionary 

challenges to their domination.  In the immediate aftermath of the 1789-

1815 Universal and International Revolutionary Waves, the threats 

represented to the rising bourgeoisie, by the ‘lower orders’ ‘excesses’ in 

revolutionary France and elsewhere, led to Liberal timidity, and to their 

continued dependence on the existing state and its class backers inherited 

from the Conservative or traditionalist ‘Old Order’. 

 

Liberals tended to take their lead from the ‘English road’, with its British 

industrial and its associated parliamentary models.  The more limited notion 

of parliamentary sovereignty, found in the UK state, was much preferred by 

Liberals to the demons conjured up by any prospect of popular democracy.  

Thus, the birth of Liberalism was quite disconnected from the promotion of 

universal democracy, which most Liberals saw as a thoroughly dangerous 

idea at the time. 

 

Nowadays Liberalism tends to be associated, in many people’s minds, with 
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both individual rights and parliamentary democracy.  However, today’s 

Neo-liberals have a better understanding of the essence of Liberalism, 

which is to create the optimum conditions for the maintenance of the 

domination of capital.  In the early days, Liberals did not promote 

individual rights or universal democracy for all.  They advocated a top-

down, phased extension of the suffrage and educational provision; and only 

later in the face of social struggles, limited rights for trade unionists, women 

and ‘native' peoples.  Liberals often retreated rapidly if the challenges they 

faced from these groups became too great.  Neo-liberals have also been 

acutely aware that democratic and civil rights are an expendable ‘luxury’, 

when it comes to upholding their ‘free market’ economy.  Nowhere have 

the Neo-liberals rolled back the state.  Although they undermined state-

provided social provision for workers and peasants, they increased state 

spending on war, repression, surveillance, government contracts and 

subsidies for corporate capital, and bailouts for the banks. 

 

Back in the early nineteenth century, as the new capitalist relations 

embedded themselves more firmly within a weakening traditional order, the 

bourgeoisie gained in confidence.  Liberals began to challenge the 

Conservatives, who represented the ‘Old Order’, for political power.  In the 

process, they developed a Liberal nationalism that sought to transform 

existing states, or to create new nation-states.  This was to ensure that 

capital, and hence themselves as its owners and controllers, was provided 

with the ideal conditions to make profits - i.e. free trade, free sale of land 

and 'free' labour.  This was done to enable each national bourgeoisie to 

compete effectively on the ever-widening world market.  Liberals claimed 

that free trade would provide the conditions for international peace and 

sound diplomatic relations between nations. 

 

Chapter 4 goes on to show how the rising bourgeoisie and their Liberal 

representatives were able to take the political lead in a number of countries, 

during and after the 1829-31 International Revolutionary Wave, particularly 

in the UK, France, and Belgium.  This bourgeoisie developed the 

confidence to put itself forward as the leader of society.  Now that the 

formerly intransigent Conservatives were less sure of themselves in a 

rapidly changing world, some Liberals used the threat posed by the Radicals 

to exert political pressure.  However, these Liberals were always looking 



 25 

over their shoulders for any more threatening challenge emanating from the 

‘lower orders’. 

 

Industrial capitalism was slower to develop in the USA.  In the early 

nineteenth century, the US economy was still largely dependent on the 

export of primary products.  These included commodities grown on slave-

worked plantations.  Southern politicians supported free trade.  In contrast, 

the still relatively weak, embryonic industrialist capitalist class in the North 

supported economic protectionism, at least until they could compete 

successfully on the world market.  Furthermore, following the example of 

early promoters of industrial capitalist development in the UK, with their 

initially subordinate relationship to the landed aristocracy, their American 

equivalents took some time before they openly challenged the control 

exercised by those running the existing US political order.  The new 

American ruling class and their new US included a disproportionate number 

from the South who supported black chattel slavery. 

 

Just as landlords, big merchants and industrialists feared the ‘lower orders’ 

in the UK and western Europe, so plantation owners, big merchants and the 

new rising industrialists in the USA feared the social republicanism found 

amongst the increasingly threatened rural and urban plebians and the new 

working class, as well as the prospect of black slave revolts, and the 

continued opposition from of Native Americans on their frontiers.  Thus, 

the political compromise, between Northern and Southern politicians, which 

accepted the continuation of slavery, long remained a feature of US politics, 

just as compromises between Liberals and Conservatives were found across 

the Atlantic.  In the USA, though, a vigorous territorial expansion was also 

promoted, at the cost of the Native Americans and the new Mexican state, 

the better to hold together the contending political forces found in the new 

‘White Republic’. 

 

It was the continued expansion of capitalist social relations, assiduously 

promoted by the bourgeois Liberals, which was to finally break the link 

between the Radicals’ idea of revolutionary democracy and the reality of 

the newly emerging nation-states found in this period. 

 

Chapter 5 looks to the role of Giuseppe Mazzini in developing the most 
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influential approach to the ‘National Question’ found amongst the wider 

democratic opposition between 1830 and 1848.  Indeed, Mazzini’s 

influence continued well beyond the defeat of the 1847-9 International 

Revolutionary Wave.  Although a Radical himself, Mazzini’s thinking on 

the ‘National Question’, once it had been suitably diluted, went on to 

influence Liberals too.  His Radical supporters were still to be found in the 

First International, which was formed in 1864. 

 

Mazzini took up some of the elements of the revolutionary democrats’ 

‘internationalism from below’ approach, which had emerged from the 1789-

1815 Revolutionary Wave.  He considered himself a Patriot and not a 

Nationalist.  However, he was unable to see that his ideal international 

republican federation could not be attained under the constraints imposed 

by the growing industrial capitalist world order based on ruthless economic 

competition. 

 

In contrast, Marx and Engels were clearly able to see both the 

contradictions and limitations of capitalism when it came to human 

emancipation and liberation.  Michael Lowy has shown how, before 1848, 

they adopted a cosmopolitan approach in their attempts to bring about a 

new world communist order.13  Cosmopolitans believed that nations and 

national-based thinking were already things of the past.  This chapter goes 

on to compare the thinking of the early Marx and Engels with Mazzini in 

regard to the development of nation-states.  Marx and Engels believed the 

future for nation-states would be short, and that furthermore, it was the 

development of capitalism, which would bring about their demise. 

 

The failure of the hopes they entertained, before and during the 1847-9 

International Revolutionary Wave, had a profound effect on the nature of 

Marx and Engels’ subsequent thinking.  Nation-states were now here for the 

duration.  In response to the new situation they faced, Marx and Engels took 

on certain aspects of Mazzini’s programme to address the ‘National 

Question’ but reworked them for their own revised revolutionary 

perspectives. 

 

These post-1849 developments will be considered in Volume 2. There it 

will be shown how, in the new radically transformed circumstances, Marx 
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and Engels largely abandoned their earlier cosmopolitan approach and 

eventually returned to an earlier legacy I have termed internationalism 

from below, but placed it on a new class footing, in their new strategy to 

create world communism or the global commune. 
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1.        THE WORLD BEFORE NATIONALISM 

 

A.  DEFINITIONS AND DIFFERENT APPROACHES 

TO THE ‘NATIONAL QUESTION’ 
 

 

i)  Nationalities, nations, nation states and nationalism - present, past 

  and future 

 

Nationality, nation, and nationalism are three words that can provoke very 

different responses on the Left.  In a world of officially recognised nation-

states and national movements seeking UN approval, both ethnic groups 

(nationalities) and nations are often seen to have collective personalities.  

When asked to describe a particular ethnic group or nation, the response can 

be enthusiastic - “I support the Palestinians”; or hostile - “I oppose the 

Americans”.  There is another response, the loftily aloof - “I’m above such 

petty nationalist concerns".  This view appears to rise above the 

fetishisation of national identity.  Yet those who adopt this distanced 

attitude usually find others very easily give them a national identity, usually 

by virtue of the language, dialect, or even the accent they use. 

 

It is very difficult for most people today to step outside of the national 

identity given to them by the state.  Naturalisation of ‘aliens’ by states is 

often a long and difficult process, with differential obstacles placed in the 

way, according to a person’s class and national origins.  Many, who do 

‘escape’ their original state-given identity, do so involuntarily - as refugees.  

They then become ‘non-persons’, facing very uncertain lives, either in 

temporary accommodation, awaiting the police and immigration officers 

and a smashed-in door; being held in detention centres such as Belmarsh in 

Thamesmead and Dungavel in Ayrshire; and then deportation.  Others, 

without citizen rights, live a life of persecution like that depicted in Rabbit 

Proof Fence.14  This film shows the harrowing exploits of young Australian 

Aborigine girls torn away from their families by the state authorities. 

 

Before accounting for the wide divisions that exist amongst Socialists and 

Communists over the issues of nationality, nation, nation-state, 
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nationalism and nationalists, it is necessary to come to some 

understanding of what these words mean.  Different schools of thought use 

these terms to describe different phenomena.  Depending on a person’s 

politics, they can be viewed positively or negatively.  Furthermore, these 

categories have changed their meaning and significance over time. 

 

There is a large body of theoretical and historical work concerning the 

origins of ethnic groups and nations.  There are major disagreements over 

how far back in history, or even prehistory, the origins of ethnic groups can 

be found.  This book is primarily concerned with the development of 

nations, nation-states, nationalism and nationalists.  These are more recent 

phenomena, so the wider debate over the origins of ethnic groups has 

largely been set aside. 

 

Marx and Engels often used the term 'nation/s' very much in the sense that 

we would use the word 'people/s' today, without specific differentiation 

according to the historical period.  However, Marx's strictures with regard 

to the economic category of 'rent' apply with as much force to that of 

political term, 'nation'.  Among the “errors to be avoided in studying ground 

rent, and which obscure its analysis… {is} confusing various forms of rent 

pertaining to different stages of the social development process”.15  

Similarly, the meanings of the terms ‘nation’,  ‘nationality’ and ‘ethnic 

group’ have undergone historical changes.  Some of these changes will be 

explored in this contribution.  Therefore, the following definitions are 

offered provisionally. 

 

It is useful to use the term people, rather than ‘nation’, as a trans-historic 

general term.  Various forms of pre-nation groups were found amongst the 

peoples of the pre-capitalist world.  In the past, kinship, caste, religious and 

other identities often commanded a person’s loyalty rather than wider ethnic 

or nation identities.  This does not mean that all pre-nation groups have now 

disappeared; just that their relationship with wider society has been 

transformed by changes in the modes of production from ancient, tributary 

(including Asiatic and feudal), and on to capitalist (first mercantile, then 

industrial) societies. 

 

The term nationality can be defined today as membership of a cultural 
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group, but ‘racial’ (biological) definitions were widely used in the past.  

One key cultural feature is a shared language.  Because of the ambiguous 

use of the word nationality in the English language, so that it can cover 

‘citizenship’ of a particular state, e.g. the British within the UK; 

membership of a particular nation, e.g. England or Scotland; or of a 

particular cultural group, e.g. English or Scots, the term ethnic group will 

be used henceforth in preference to nationality. (The term national will be 

retained to cover ethnic and nation identities as required.) 

 

Many of those pursuing identity politics have increasingly resorted to the 

terms ‘ethnic group’ or ‘ethnicity’. This is used instead of the older, now 

widely discredited term ‘race’.  However, many ‘ethnicists’ still try to retain 

the racists’ notion of their chosen group having largely unchanging, deep-

seated social and individual characteristics. 

 

Therefore, an important qualification, when using the term ‘ethnic group’, 

is that particular ethnic groups can be created, or be transformed into others, 

either voluntarily or involuntarily, as historical circumstances change.  

Ethnic groups are not fixed social categories.  Sometimes, a dominant 

ethnic group imposes a particular ethnic categorisation on people, who 

would not use it to describe themselves.  Members of particular ethnic 

groups have frequently changed their language use, their self-descriptions, 

and have either voluntarily, or after initial resistance, assimilated to others.  

Furthermore, ethnic identifications are often given an all-determining social 

role, which fails to recognise the significance of other social distinctions 

such as class. 

 

In this contribution, nations are not equated with particular ethnic groups.  

Nations are seen to be the product of class societies, which have developed 

through the historical mixing and merging of more than one ethnic group.  

Nations also have a more definite link with particular territories than ethnic 

groups. The capacity to integrate different ethnic groups is an important 

feature of a nation.  Whilst many pre-nation groups, including ethnic 

groups, have assimilated others, nations have done this on a much more 

extensive scale, and have broken with the notion of shared kinship, that 

unites particular ethnic groups. 
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The methods used to integrate ethnic groups into a nation are very 

important when it comes to making any political assessment.  Many 

nations, in the process of their development, have gone through phases 

when they rejected the integration, either fully or partially, of certain 

classes, women, ethnic groups, or of people belonging to particular 

religions. 

 

When it comes to modern state formation, the failure of particular ‘nation’-

states to provide incoming residents from other nations and ethnic or 

religious groups with the means to integrate (e.g. naturalisation procedures), 

and to enjoy equality under the law, is an indication of a democratic deficit.  

This situation often leads to openly promoted ethnic oppression by the state, 

and encourages racist/chauvinist organisations to mobilise, intimidate and 

coerce ‘outsiders’.  Such democratic deficits show a failure to create a fully 

developed nation-state.  However, there is no predetermined reason why 

such an ideal should necessarily come about under capitalist conditions. 

 

Nation states differ from earlier states that also invoked their sovereignty 

over a particular territory.  In nation-states, sovereignty is said to lie in the 

‘people’/‘nation’, not a particular ruler, dynasty, or exclusive class 

assembly.  Governments in nation-states claim to rule on behalf of the 

whole people of a nation.  In the earlier phase of nation-state development, 

the extent of the ‘people’ might be quite limited, excluding from any 

political representation those without enough property, as well as women.  

Women were then ‘represented’ in the nation by their masters - fathers, 

brothers or husbands. 

 

Sometimes a particular ethnic group within the state was also privileged 

when the term ‘nation’ was invoked.  ‘Nation’-states, where full citizenship 

is permanently reserved for a particular ethnic group, would be better 

termed ethnic states, or ethnocracies,16 e.g. Israel and former apartheid 

South Africa.  There are also multi-nation states, e.g. the United Kingdom.  

The UK, while providing its subjects with an official British unionist state 

identity, encompasses specific and politically recognised hybrid national 

identities - Scottish and Welsh as well as the more ambiguous Northern 

Irish, the majority of whom currently consider themselves to be Ulster-

British (the minority think of themselves as Irish).  An English-British 
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identity is less obvious, when for many Britishness is just a form of Greater 

Englishness.  Until the 1960s there was also a shared British citizenship of 

the UK and its Colonies.  Therefore, the UK could be more fully described 

as a multi-national unionist and imperial state.  However, since the initial 

anti-immigration Acts of 1962 and 1971, and particularly since 1981, it has 

become much more difficult for non-white people from British colonies or 

former colonies to achieve full UK ‘citizenship’ (more accurately 

subjecthood) . 

 

Sovereign 'nation'-states are now recognised internationally by the United 

Nations (UN).  Despite the existence of a UN Charter, advocating the right 

of national self-determination and the protection of ethnic minorities, the 

UN still recognises parliamentary democracies, one-party states, military 

and personal dictatorships, where such rights are regularly abused or 

denied.  Providing that an existing state fulfils its essential function of 

assisting capitalist exploitation, on behalf of the global corporations and 

their main imperial state backers, any deficiencies in these regards can be 

set aside by the leading imperial states, particularly the USA, which 

dominate this institution.  The UN Security Council has established the real 

rules for such state recognition. 

 

Political nationalism is an ideology associated with the modern period.  It 

is marked by the promotion and development of particular nations or ethnic 

groups.  Where a ‘nation’-state has already been attained, then nationalism 

mainly promotes the interests of its ruling class and those supporting the 

existing state.  In the case of stateless nations and ethnic groups, 

nationalism is used to actively promote the interests of those who wish to 

enhance their political power, often with the aim of setting up of a new 

‘nation’-state within the wider world of officially recognised ‘nation’-states. 

 

Nationalists seek to unite different classes from their own nations or ethnic 

groups behind particular class leaderships.  They often invoke a common 

national identity in order to strengthen their cultural, economic and political 

position within existing nation-states, or during the struggle for, and the 

formation of, new nation-states.  Depending whether they represent existing 

or would-be ruling classes, nationalists defend already established ‘nation’-

states; seek cultural and/or political autonomy, a federal or confederal 
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political relationship for their nation within existing states; or full state 

independence for currently stateless nations and ethnic groups.  Nationalists 

believe that nation-states are the highest achievable form of political 

organisation. 

 

Nationalists take the view that the continued existence of nations and ethnic 

groups is a necessary social and political feature of human existence.  

Liberal nationalists may conceive of a world divided into equal, sovereign 

nation-states, but many nationalists (including many Liberals) harbour 

suspicions about the nationalism of other nations (or their ‘nation’-states), 

worrying about their revanchist or imperial claims; and of other ethnic 

groups – ‘foreigners’ or ‘aliens’ – who could weaken the social 

cohesiveness, which they desire. 

 

This is because nationalists often hold either to a Social Darwinian view of 

the world or see no possible alternative to market-based economics.  

Following such ways of thinking, they see human society as inherently 

competitive.  They point to the many ethnic groups, which have become 

extinct, either physically, through massacres or externally induced 

epidemics (genocide), or culturally, by bowing before more assertive 

nations or ethnic groups, and losing their former ethnic identities and 

languages (ethnocide).  Therefore, in this dog-eat-dog world, nationalists 

believe that every successful nation or ethnic group needs to create its own 

nation-state to protect its perceived interests. 

 

Nationalists are often very deterministic in their thinking, seeing the 

development of their particular ethnic group, nation, or their nation-state, as 

an almost inevitable, if sometimes chequered, historical process.  

Nationalists often try to link together very disparate elements, from very 

different periods of time, as they construct their national histories.  These 

can include ancient and medieval struggles of particular chieftains, nobles 

or kings.  Yet, such leaders tended to invoke kinship loyalty or feudal 

fealty, rather than seeking to create a territorial nation-state, uniting the 

whole of a particular ethnic group or nation.  Such leaders usually made no 

attempt to offer new freedoms to the ‘lower orders’.  They were fighting as 

existing or would-be ruling classes over the right to exploit either already 

subjected or newly conquered peoples.  The states they created offered little 
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or no representation for most people living within their boundaries. 

 

Many of those earlier struggles, seen by nationalists to have contributed to 

their continuous national histories, could have ended up with very different 

socio-political and territorial outcomes.  There was nothing inevitable about 

the coming together of the various territorial fragments, which nationalists 

often retrospectively bring together, to produce the ideal boundaries of their 

chosen nation-state.  Nationalists often gloss over very different types of 

historical societies, because they tend to see nationality (whether defined 

‘racially’, ethnically, or even by nation) as the most fundamental feature 

that relates an individual or family to wider society. 

 

Therefore, any attempt to deal with the categories, ethnic group, nation, 

nation-state, nationalism and nationalist needs to recognise their ambiguous 

legacy.  The best way to do this is to adopt a historical method to show 

there were other possibilities, both more progressive and more regressive, 

than today’s world of UN-recognised nation-states.  If nations, nation-

states, nationalism and nationalists have not always existed in the past, this 

raises the possibility that they may disappear in the future too.  Could the 

concept and reality of ethnic identity and nation be separated from that of 

the state? 

 

 

ii)  Exploitation, oppression and alienation; emancipation, liberation 

  and self-determination 

 

To get a clearer understanding, though, of the historical development of 

nations, nation-states and nationalism, it is necessary to go beyond their link 

with class society in general and see which particular form of class society 

has led to their fullest development.   Communists, and sometimes others on 

the Left, use three key terms to help us understand social relationships 

between human beings in class societies. These are exploitation, oppression 

and alienation. 

 

Exploitation, oppression and alienation have become more developed in the 

later forms of class society, particularly capitalism.  However, the 

ideologies used to disguise or justify class society have also become more 
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sophisticated.  There is a link here between the fullest development of 

exploitation, oppression and alienation, and the growing domination of 

nation-states and nationalism, as capitalist social relations have taken 

greater root and eventually triumphed on a global scale. 

 

Exploitation occurs whenever and wherever there is a dominant class able 

to extract surplus labour from a subordinate class.  Women became the first 

subordinate ‘class’ when patriarchal societies developed, following upon 

the demise of many earlier communal societies.  In patriarchal societies, 

men as husbands and fathers were able not only to control their wives’, 

concubines’ and children’s surplus labour in the form of goods and services 

(including sexual) but were also to transfer women and children as their 

property to other men.  Later class divisions often developed on the basis of 

the social conditions initially brought about by the emergence of patriarchy. 

 

When chattel slavery developed, the forcible extraction of surplus labour 

followed from the direct ownership of the slave by her or his master (or 

occasionally mistress).  Under various tributary systems, such as those 

found in China and India, the subordinate classes, particularly peasants, 

were expected to pay imposed taxes in kind (goods), services or money to 

state-employed collectors.  Under feudalism, another form of tributary 

society, serfs were forced to work directly on their lords’ land, and/or 

provide rents in services, kind or money. 

 

Under capitalism, however, surplus labour takes the form of surplus value 

directly extracted from waged labour in the process of production.  

However, this surplus is only realised as a payment (usually monetary) in a 

market away from the workplace.  Then it is distributed as profits, interest 

and rent in the process of exchange.  This helps to disguise its origin. 

 

There is another type of exploitation, the significance of which has become 

clearer as capitalism has conquered the planet and converted more and more 

of the natural world into private property.  This is the human exploitation of 

natural resources, sometimes beyond their sustainability. This has also led 

to the degradation, in many places, of some natural circuits necessary for 

life, e.g. air, water and nitrogen in the soil. 
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All earlier forms of human society have, at times, had negative effects upon 

certain life forms (e.g. the large mammals driven to extinction by early 

bands of hunters) and natural environments (e.g. the forests of Iceland 

destroyed by early Viking settlers).  However, capitalism’s inbuilt drive to 

accumulate has greatly extended and speeded up the human degradation of 

our environment. 

 

There is also a strong link between capitalist exploitation and the 

development of the nation-state.  A key function of nation-states is to 

ensure that capitalists can command labour and resources, as well as control 

the domestic market.  Furthermore, capitalists’ demands for cheap labour, 

greater access to resources and extended markets, has been a major factor in 

the promotion of imperial projects by those ‘nation’-states most able to 

exert their power outside their own state boundaries. 

 

Oppression occurs wherever a ruling class has developed a state with the 

power to enforce human exploitation upon the subordinate classes in 

society.  Indeed, the two things cannot be separated. Class societies and the 

state go together; exploitation and oppression go together. 

 

Oppression is most effective when rooted in customs, laws and other 

practices, which are accepted or endured by the subordinate classes.  These 

are reinforced by the ‘soft’ state – e.g. religion, education (training) and 

state regulation of the media.  In the past, organised or established religions 

could extend the role of this ‘soft’ state by the provision of charity to the 

‘lower orders’.  Capitalist states have, to different degrees, taken on this 

role through the provision of welfare. 

 

However, all states also have a ‘hard’ aspect, reserving for themselves the 

right to enforce repressive measures. I n different states, and in accord with 

the level of challenge the ruling class faces, these measures include the use 

of police and armed forces, psychological pressure and torture, the courts, 

fines, imprisonment and death penalties. 

 

It is only under capitalism, however, that there appears to be a separation 

between an economic arena of production and a political arena of the state.  

This division has given rise to the notion of ‘free' labour’ and free elections 
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under capitalism.  These ideas were first promoted by Liberals but accepted 

later by many Radicals and Social Democrats. 

 

However, from the earliest days of waged labour, under capitalism, many of 

those directly affected felt their lack of freedom acutely.  They had little 

difficulty seeing themselves as wage slaves, comparing their own insecure 

and impoverished lives with those of chattel slaves.  Others considered their 

new industrial masters to be a ‘millocracy’, enforcing a new form of 

serfdom, following in the exploitative and oppressive footsteps of the older 

feudal landed aristocracy. 

 

Once industrial capitalism and waged labour had become more firmly 

established, some workers became influenced by Ricardian socialism.17  

They opted for mutual associations or producer cooperatives, which they 

hoped could eliminate the effects of capitalist competition and lead to the 

creation of a producers’ commonwealth.  Some Anarchists, following 

Proudhon looked to non-state banks to provide credit.  State Socialists, 

following Lassalle, looked to the existing state to bring about the reforms 

they wanted.  Early revolutionary democrats sought to create social 

republics to regulate production and distribution. 

 

Marx and Engels, though, understood that capitalism is a particular system 

of exploitation and oppression.  They realised that the exploitation of 

workers in production requires a separate oppressive capitalist state.  

Neither side of this capitalist duality – the market or the state – can be used 

to eliminate the other.  Marx and Engels appreciated that our emancipation 

from the exploitation of wage slavery, and our liberation from state 

oppression, under capitalism, has to be a process, which involves struggle 

in both arenas.  This involves the creation of independent class 

organisations, which confront those of the capitalist class. 

 

The failure to fully appreciate the division of exploitation and oppression 

under capitalism has led to a divide on the Left between those who 

emphasise the importance of exploitation in the world of production and 

those who emphasise oppression by the state.  Some see political struggles 

to democratise the state as reinforcing state control (e.g. Anarchists like 

Proudhon, Bakunin and the Anarcho-syndicalists).  Others see economic 
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struggles over wage levels as being either a labour of Sisyphus (e.g. 

Lassalle and socialist propagandist sects like De Leon’s Socialist Labour 

Party drawing on his ‘Iron Law of Wages’), or the engine of political 

reform (Social Democrats, Left and Right).  They have looked to the state 

to bring about their desired changes.  In contrast, Marx and Engels outlined 

a strategy for independent working class organisations to work in and 

against capitalism in its workplaces, communities and state. 

 

Under slavery and tributary systems including feudalism, the oppressive 

role of the slave owner, state official or lord is obvious.  The slave owner or 

his slave drivers, the state’s tribute collectors and the lord or his henchmen 

were a real presence in the lives of the slave or the serf.  There were always 

attempts to justify this exploitation and oppression, often involving religion, 

e.g. ‘the divine right of kings’, and the ‘god-given’ nature of the existing 

hierarchical order. 

 

Under capitalism, though, workers appear to spend much time in a private 

realm.  This can either be the capitalist workplace, where we are ‘free’ to 

choose our employer and to sell our labour power; or our homes and 

community, where we are ‘free’ to live and to buy and consume whichever 

commodities and services we choose. 

 

However, even in capitalism’s ‘private’ world, there is a massive disparity 

in economic power.  The employers have the freedom to draw up 

employment contracts and to set wages.  We, as workers, without any other 

means of gaining a livelihood, have the ‘freedom’ to accept or reject these; 

or, at best, to modify their terms through collective organisation.  Similarly, 

despite enjoying the same legal right as any other person to buy the 

commodities or services we desire, there is obviously a considerable 

difference between workers’ spending power and that of the bosses.  This 

stems from the precariousness of workers dependent on the market or state 

for employment, and the technological deskilling of our labour; compared 

to capitalists’ ability to retain dividends, interest, rents, inflated salaries and 

bonuses for personal use, after they have deducted what they require for 

capitalist investment from the surplus value we have created. 

 

But those ‘private’ economic social relations that we find in the workplace, 
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home and community are still sustained by the state.  This is done through 

property and contract laws enforced in the courts.  There is also extensive 

state regulation of personal relationships through legally defined 

appropriate sexual and family behaviour, and through specific welfare 

measures. 

 

Furthermore, as in all pre-capitalist states, the capitalist state still maintains 

those repressive forces, which ensure that the conditions of exploitation are 

upheld, particularly when we mount any challenges to their existence.  

These state forces are more than prepared to invade the private realm.  They 

attack workers who picket or occupy private workplaces, although they are 

far less ready to take such measures against the owners, even when they are 

responsible for the deaths of workers, through inadequate health and safety 

provision.  They intrude into working class communities whenever we 

show signs of resistance.  They will demand entry or physically break into 

working class homes, when they want to arrest people who defy a legal 

system designed to uphold ruling class property. 

 

A key feature of all capitalist states has been the persistent attempts to 

delimit and police their territorial extent, the better to extract surplus labour 

within these boundaries and to dictate advantageous terms of exchange 

across them.  This provides a particularly strong impetus to the formation of 

capitalist states as ‘nation’-states.  And, wherever particular states have had 

the power to extend the exploitation of cheap labour, valuable resources and 

markets beyond their own boundaries, then oppression has had to be 

stepped up, and the states involved have been remoulded for imperial 

purposes. 

Alienation is another aspect of human existence found in all class 

societies. It is probably the least appreciated by communists and the wider 

Left, particularly its significance under capitalism.  Alienation is the third 

‘leg of support’ for all class societies.  As with exploitation and 

oppression, alienation is both more developed, and takes specific forms, 

under capitalism.  Alienation arises from our lack of control over the work 

we do, or how we do it.  Alienation arises from our lack of control over the 

products or services we produce, maintain or help to distribute.  Our 

relationships with other humans, within the capitalist economy, are 

distorted by the impact of commodity fetishism, which results from this. 
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Thus, alienation arises because we are forced to relate to others through 

competition, rendering many forms of cooperation more difficult or 

impossible. 

Alienation also arises from the power taken from us and appropriated by 

the state.  The capitalist state creates its own forms of alienation. Just as 

 social relations between people are perceived as relations between things 

(mediated by commodities and especially money); so, our relationships 

with other people are also distorted by the imposition of the capitalist state 

into our lives.  One particularly prevalent form of alienation arises from 

the worldwide existence of ‘nation’-states.  This is the fetishism of 

national identity, which alienates us from other humans, who are not of 

‘our’ ‘nation’-state. 

Indeed, if we consider the example of the UK state, which promotes British 

national identity as a form of ‘internationalism’, we can see just how 

alienating this can be.  From the Conservatives through the Lib-Dems to 

Labour, all British to their core, a shared acceptance of ‘Britishness’ goes 

along with support for the British High Command and its role in NATO.  

This has led to countless wars, which have alienated us from many peoples 

of the world.  It goes along with an acceptance of the British monarchy, 

which fronts the Crown Powers of a very undemocratic UK state.  Under 

the UK’s unwritten constitution, privileged judges are permitted to make 

legal rulings, which protect the state’s officials from many of the laws 

imposed on the alienated majority.  The Crown Powers, the UK’s very 

traditional class-based legal system, and all the mainstream parties, also 

uphold the right of the bankers in the City of London to use the state to 

exact tribute from the alienated majority.  We have seen this ever since the 

2008 Financial Crash. 

Thus, the UK state’s British ‘internationalism from above’ turns out to be a 

very limited internationalism confining its ‘self-determination’ to the 

interests of a British ruling class, including its English-British, Scottish-

British, Welsh-British and ‘Ulster’-British components.  Whenever the 

people in any of these three nations and province or part nation (Ireland 

remains partitioned) attempt to exert their own self-determination, the UK 

state and all the unionist parties join together to try to prevent this and to set 

people of one nation against the other – leading to another form of 



 41 

alienation. 

Historically, the use of the concept of alienation by Communists in 

understanding the ‘National Question’ has been virtually ignored compared 

to the use of the concepts of exploitation and oppression.  This is mainly 

because of the impact of orthodox Marxism, practiced by leading Second 

International Social Democrats and Third International official 

Communists, and often taken on board by many dissident Communists (e.g. 

Trotskyists) too. 

Some of their political ideologues have claimed that Marx rejected the 

concept of alienation in his more mature works; whilst others have claimed 

that his later focus, from the time of Capital, was on the specific instance of 

commodity fetishism, turning his back on other notions of alienation.  

Therefore, it is no surprise that orthodox Marxism has not attempted to 

apply the concept of alienation to the ‘National Question’. 

Ironically, although orthodox Marxism has made little use of the concept of 

alienation when examining the ‘National Question’, it has been quite 

prolific in its resort to the term which best describes the negation of this 

specific form of alienation – i.e. national self-determination.  However, 

precisely because this type of self-determination is not related to its 

antithesis, alienation, it has been adopted by orthodox Marxism, in a much 

more attenuated form.  Such thinking draws more on nineteenth century 

Radical and Liberal ideas of political democracy, than from any deeper 

understanding of the relationship between the development of capitalism 

and the nation-state and nationalism. 

Positivist philosophical and Darwinian theoretical thought, originating 

amongst Radicals and Liberals, strongly influenced the Second 

International’s ‘Pope of Marxism’, Karl Kautsky, when he addressed the 

‘National Question’.  He was particularly keen to develop an orthodox 

Marxism.  Kautsky did oppose those more Social Darwinian exponents of 

social imperialism, who were becoming influential within the Second 

International.  Social Darwinians thought that the ‘benefits’ of European 

‘progress’ or ‘civilisation’ could be brought about through the state’s 

adoption of a ‘positive’ imperial policy.  This often led them to turn a blind 

eye to the brutal impact of their own state’s actual imperial policies. 
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Kautsky and the orthodox Marxists, however, initially thought ‘progress’ 

had come about in Western Europe and the white settler colonies, as part of 

an inevitable transition from feudalism to capitalism.  Thus, they considered 

the more economically developed states, such as ‘Britain’/UK and 

Germany, to be further along the road of ‘progress’, which others must 

follow.  Similarly, they thought that capitalism must inevitably give way to 

socialism, and Social Democracy was on history’s winning side.  This was a 

very reassuring ‘Linus blanket’, as the competitive impact of the ‘New 

Imperialism’ sucked society towards the barbarism of the First World War. 

Kautsky believed that as states increased their level of economic 

development, the problems of national oppression would largely be 

overcome.  However, he was aware of the anti-democratic nature of 

governments in many European states.  These still did not provide equal 

political rights to the members of all their constituent nations or 

nationalities.  This is why Kautsky was prepared to support the ‘right of 

national self-determination’ at the 1896 Congress of the Second 

International in London. 

However, support for this right was largely understood by orthodox 

Marxists to be a temporary expedient, confined to more backward states.  

They believed that as these states increased their level of economic 

development, political reform would follow, and the 'National Question' 

would be solved.  Inevitable progress’ under an ideal capitalism would lead, 

not to particular national rights, but instead to general democratic rights.  

There might be a case for some limited forms of local or national self-

determination, e.g. territorial autonomy within the state; but this would still 

be but a prelude to greater national assimilation within the dominant 

national culture, and hence lead to greater uniformity. 

Contradictions arose because of this orthodox Marxist approach, 

particularly in the German, Austro-Hungarian, Russian, French, British and 

Swedish Empires.  Austro-Marxists, Bundists and others advocated cultural 

autonomy in their version of an alternative orthodox Marxism.  Both wings 

of orthodox Marxism were challenged by thinkers and activists, such as 

Kazimierz Kelles-Kruz in Poland, James Connolly in Ireland and Lev 

Iurkevich in Ukraine, who went back to what was, in effect, Marx and 

Engels’ later ‘internationalism from below’ approach. This will be dealt 
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with in Volume 3. 

However, even ‘internationalism from below’ thinkers and activists, such as 

Kelles-Kruz, Connolly in and Iurkevich, did not underpin their support for 

the exercise of self-determination with opposition to alienation.  These 

people were dissidents within a Second International whose leadership 

mainly came from the principal imperial powers.  These advocates of an 

`internationalism from below’ approach, like many later dissidents within 

and without the Third International, were still affected by elements of the 

then orthodox Marxism. 

This is one reason why orthodox Marxism’s resort to Radical and Liberal 

political thinking on ‘the right of national self-determination’ has often been 

adopted.  Leon Trotsky’s attack on US President Wilson’s apparent 

advocacy of the ‘right of self-determination’ in his ‘Fourteen Points’, 

published in January 1918, was largely about US ruling class hypocrisy in 

this regard.  This was something that could soon be parried back, when it 

came to the infant Bolsheviks’ attitude to self-determination in Ukraine, the 

Caucasus and Central Asia.  As it was, an increasing ‘realpolitik’, in both 

the USA and USSR, led to the ‘right of national self-determination’ being 

largely ignored in practice by both states. 

Since the Second World War, appeals to the ‘right of self-determination’ 

have often been rooted in the provisions of the UN Charter of 1945.  This 

Charter enshrined that particular right, after US President, Franklin D. 

Roosevelt and UK Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, originally 

incorporated it into the Atlantic Charter in 1941, also with a great deal of 

hypocrisy.  USSR Premier, Josef Stalin and others agreed to this in the 

Inter-Allied Council later that year, again hypocritically. 

The concept of alienation, virtually ignored by the orthodox Marxists of the 

Second International, had remerged briefly amongst Communists in 

response to the 1916-21/3 International Revolutionary Wave, particularly in 

Georg Lukas’ History and Class Consciousness.18  However, after the end 

of this International Revolutionary Wave, the Third International began to 

fall back on a more limited understanding of what constituted capitalism 

and, in the process, repeated the Second International’s orthodox Marxist 

marginalisation of the use of alienation.  The concept of alienation largely 
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fell off the political agenda, until the post-1968 political challenges. 

Post Second World War national liberation struggles in the colonies, and 

anti-racist struggles, particularly in the USA, however, led to the 

appearance of wider notions of what constituted national self-determination 

than had previously been upheld by orthodox Marxists.  Franz Fanon,19 

Renato Constantino20 and Cedric Robinson21 were important writers in this 

respect. The independent marxist, Istvan Meszaros, was able to see the 

significance of this.22  He wrote a major work on alienation, soon after the 

new post-1968 challenge to the existing order. 

During the second wave of feminism, in the 1970s, which was part of this 

wider post-68 challenge, Ann Forman made a persuasive use of the concept 

of alienation in her Femininity as Alienation.23  This represents a clear 

extension of the use of the term to address another form of alienation, this 

time resulting from the continued oppression and exploitation of women 

under capitalism. 

Istvan Meszaros24 and Bertell Ollman25 have shown that Marx continued to 

emphasise the importance of alienation, carrying the concept over and 

refining it in his later writings, particularly Capital.  However, in Marx’s 

original 1857 plan for Capital there were to be three further volumes, in 

addition to the three actually published.  One of these was to be on the state 

(13).26 Therefore, there is still further work to be done, when it comes to 

relating alienation to oppression. 

Communists have long broken from acceptance of the Radical and Liberal 

notion of ‘free’ labour, which underpins capitalist exploitation; and the 

notion of democracy being fully realised through free elections to 

representative parliaments, still based on capitalist state oppression.  

Communists see the ending of wage slavery and the withering away of the 

state as the only way to achieve full emancipation and liberation. 

However, there has been little attempt to come to a similar understanding of 

the limits of the capitalist version of ‘the right of national self-

determination’.  This would mean locating the idea of self-determination in 

the opposition to all aspects of alienation under capitalism. 

Such thinking would need to go beyond the notion that the optimum 



 45 

‘solution’ to the ‘National Question’ is the creation of a world of ‘nation’-

states.  The fetishisation of nationality, and hence of alienation between 

humans in different states, would still occur.  The UN Charter goes no 

further than acting as a written justification for an ideal world constituted by 

nation-states, where every nationality has exercised its right of self-

determination within the already existing global order. We need to 

understand the link between national alienation and the fetishism of 

nationality, which we experience under the capitalist nation-state, and all 

the other forms of alienation we suffer from under capitalism.  This would 

also allow us to support a much wider notion of self-determination as the 

antithesis to all forms of alienation. 

Furthermore, such an understanding could help Communists better 

appreciate one of the key forms that self-determination takes under 

capitalism – counter-cultural resistance and cultural celebration.  The 

capitalist ruling class has developed formidable means to deal with our 

resistance against exploitation and oppression when we protest, 

demonstrate, strike, occupy or rise up.  Their success in this regard can lead 

to quite long periods of lowered economic and political struggle, and 

apparent worker acceptance of their rule.  However, such is nature of the 

creative human being that the reappearance of resistance often occurs first 

in the cultural arena.  This resistance to alienation is harder to police, 

despite all ruling class efforts to do so.  Counter-cultural resistance and 

cultural celebration are key components of attempts to assert greater 

national self-determination. 

The Irish (cultural) Renaissance developed after the defeat of Parnell’s Irish 

Home Rule party in 1890, and the marginalisation of the tenant farmers and 

rural workers’ land and labour offensive.  This renaissance preceded the 

renewed movement for national self-determination after 1905 and the 

growing Irish labour challenge heralded by the 1907 Belfast Dockworkers 

Strike and the formation of the Irish Transport and General Workers Union 

in 1909.  James Connolly was able to see the political significance of this 

cultural revival, and very much gave it his support. 

The Harlem Renaissance developed after the defeat of the 1916-21 

International Revolutionary Wave in the USA, in which black workers had 

played a considerable role.  They were subjected to a vicious state and Ku 



 46 

Klux Klan led counter-offensive.  The cultural renaissance, which first 

developed in response to this setback, preceded the rise of a new wave of 

worker militancy, associated with the new industrial unions formed during 

the New Deal period, in the aftermath of the Great Crash in 1929.  Again, 

black workers played a significant part in these struggles. The black 

Socialist and later Communist, Claude McKay,27 was an important figure 

associated with this period. 

A wider appreciation of the idea of alienation and self-determination could 

also help Communists transcend that false individual/collective divide 

encouraged under capitalism.  This has led to the promotion of a real 

contradiction between a limited form of personal self-determination 

(making consumer or lifestyle choices) and a wider appreciation of 

collective self-determination (e.g. national and sexual self-determination, 

culminating in the transcending of the remaining of forms of alienation, 

which are linked with the continuation of exploitation and oppression). 

Marx clearly understood the dialectical link between the individual and 

collective.  He saw one of the key roles of communism being to overcome 

this contradiction in a new society where “the free development of each is 

the condition for the free development of all”.28  Capitalist social relations, 

and the liberal thinking arising from these, encourages the view that society 

is made up of individuals, who have to compete against each other to get 

on.  Marx understood humans to be primarily social beings, who, in the 

process of overcoming their alienation, developed their own individuality 

through cooperation with each other. 

 

iii)  Opposing social chauvinism/imperialism and social patriotism - 

  genuine Communism and the tradition of 'internationalism  

  from below' 

 

Although materialist in its overall approach this contribution adopts a 

possibilist, rather than a rigidly determinist, interpretation of history.  It 

takes seriously the slogan, “Another World Is Possible”, raised today to 

counter corporate capital’s “There Is No Alternative” mantra.  However, 

this slogan does not just describe the hopes for millions today.  Ever since 

the rise of the first class-based societies, there have always been people who 
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thought another world was possible.  They fought against exploitation, 

oppression and alienation. There was nothing inevitable about the current 

capitalist imperial world, divided into ‘nation’-states. 

 

Before the rise of capitalism, the ‘lower orders’ struggled against, for 

example, chattel slavery and feudal bondage.  Under capitalism, the ‘lower 

orders’ have gone on to struggle against wage slavery, as well as the other 

forms of exploitation, such as debt bondage (peonage) and domestic 

slavery, which have still not been eliminated.  Communists have joined 

with others in this opposition.  However, Communists have offered both a 

vision of, and struggled for, another possible world.  Communism 

represents the most advanced form of emancipation, liberation and self 

determination fought for by the exploited, oppressed and alienated, under 

the conditions of the existing capitalist world order. 

 

The alternative vision Communists offer is that of a society of freely 

associated producers based on the principle - "From each according to their 

abilities; to each according to their needs".29  This idea of communism 

cannot be exclusively attributed to particular individuals.  Its advocates do 

not seek to create new theologies, nor to canonise new secular saints.  This 

does not mean you can ignore the contributions of very significant 

individuals.  The names sanctified by official or dissident Communists – 

Marx, Engels, Lenin, Luxemburg and Trotsky - are indeed important.  

However, it is not enough just to examine the internal coherence, or the 

development of these individuals’ thinking and texts.  These people have to 

be judged by their actions and their contributions, both positive and 

negative, to the struggles of those wanting to attain human emancipation, 

liberation and self-determination. 

 

One feature that marks out the tradition of genuine communism from 

official and dissident Communist traditions is its yardstick of historical 

progress.  Any particular society, or oppositional movement, should be 

judged by the degree of human emancipation, liberation and self-

determination attained or struggled for.  Others have often reduced progress 

to a linear succession of ‘necessary’ socio-economic stages to be achieved, 

each involving more intensified exploitation; or to a technological 

determinism, with eulogies to bushels of wheat harvested, or to tons of steel 
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produced.  The delivery of their promises of emancipation and liberation 

always has to be put off - until later. However, even when and where earlier 

struggles were indeed constrained by economic conditions, the 

remembrance of those struggles and the desire for other possible worlds 

was a vital contribution vital part of later struggles.  Those who denigrate 

these earlier visions and struggles as being impossible and utopian in their 

time fail to see that had they been forgotten, then the various ruling classes 

would have had a much easier life.  Furthermore, the knowledge and social 

transmission of these earlier versions and struggles, under different social 

conditions, provides a key link with more contemporary struggles. 

 

Therefore, whilst it is certainly true that material and technological 

constraints have put decided limits on human possibilities, it is also the case 

that humans have sought freedom in all historical class-based societies, 

whatever their level of economic development.  People have usually been 

prepared to adopt new technologies and techniques, if they could be seen to 

improve their lives and not lead to their immiseration. 

 

The Plains Indians were quick to make use of the horse and rifle introduced 

to North America by European settlers.  Indeed, on many occasions, new 

technologies and techniques were invented by members of the ‘lower 

orders’;30 but were appropriated by others and turned against the majority of 

those who could have benefited.  Furthermore, imagined futures, 

highlighted particularly in the world of culture and art, have shown that the 

desire for human emancipation, liberation and self-determination can go 

way beyond the apparent existing economic constraints. 

 

For at least two millennia, the majority of the population of this planet has 

lived mainly in exploitative societies.  One characteristic of this world is 

that it has been divided into a patchwork of different states.  For a long 

period of time, different groups of neighbouring states were geographically 

separated from other such groups by major physical barriers, such as 

oceans, mountain ranges, deserts and rainforests, or by extensive areas with 

non-state societies.  In several areas of the world, such as mountainous 

south-east Asia, lying between the Han Chinese and the Indian Hindu-

Buddhist influenced states to the north and south west, there could be found 

state-resistant peoples, consisting of those fleeing enforced labour or 
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taxation. They occupied quite extensive territories.31  Sometimes they 

moved into previously unsettled areas; sometimes they mixed with the 

already settled indigenous occupants. 

 

In the later Middle Ages, an early ‘global economy' covered states in Asia, 

Europe and Africa through trade.  Trade linked these continents despite 

their different modes of production.  The commodities, which might 

eventually make their way to the ends of this ‘global economy’, were 

passed along a chain, by a series of traders.  The furthest links in this chain 

were largely unknown to those at its other distant ends.  There was, for 

example, virtually no direct and shared knowledge between say, China, 

what is now Mozambique and Norse Greenland.  Meanwhile, state and non-

state development in the Americas pursued quite separate paths. 

 

Until, the Spanish and Portuguese, later followed by the Dutch, French and 

English, had mastered navigation across the Atlantic Ocean, this major 

geographical barrier led, in effect, to two different human worlds32 

(notwithstanding some cross-Bering Strait contacts between the Inuit, and 

possible early cross-Pacific contacts by the Japanese, and the previous 

limited contact between the Norse and Native Americans along the north 

west Atlantic coastline).  A real worldwide awareness only developed from 

the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries.  This came about with the 

expansion of European-based trading posts, colonies and empires around 

the world.  Nevertheless, even from the earliest period of this European 

expansion, others - non-Europeans and those of mixed descent - came to 

share this global knowledge and experience too. 

 

Not surprisingly, in the face of the brutal attacks brought about by European 

imperial expansion, resistance arose amongst the clan and tribally organised 

peoples on the European periphery and in the Americas, from Afro-

American slaves and from various tributary states found in Asia, South and 

Central America and Africa.  Resistance also came from those Europeans 

forced into indentured labour, turned off their land, or driven into poverty as 

their handcraft skills were undermined by cheaper imported commodities. 

 

Whilst space still existed on this planet for new independent settlements to 

be created, or for new mixed communities to establish themselves beyond 
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direct state control, then other historical possibilities existed.  These could 

have led to a quite different patchwork of separate societies, or possibly 

another kind of world society.  However, by the second half of the 

nineteenth century, those supporting a world of ‘civilised’ nation-states had 

triumphed.  A handful of states had divided most of the world amongst 

themselves under a system of industrial capitalist imperialism.  This was the 

world in which the new Social Democrats and Communists found 

themselves in the nineteenth century.  This is the world they sought to 

change to a lesser or greater degree. 

 

Those, who largely accepted the established ‘nation’-state framework as the 

basis for their proposed social changes, have created the tradition known as 

social chauvinism.  They have championed their own ethnic group or 

nation and their state against challenges from other nation-states and from 

subordinate ethnic groups.  They have seen their state as the potential 

provider of the economic and social reforms they sought.  Some have gone 

further. By accepting or promoting their own particular state’s imperial 

‘achievements’ they have become advocates of social imperialism.  Any 

‘internationalism’ promoted by these schools of thought is usually imposed 

from above, often by brutal methods. 

 

Some Social Democrats and Communists from subordinate ethnic groups or 

nations also looked to enhance their own particular ethnic group or nation’s 

place in this given world order.  They saw political independence as a 

necessary stage before they could implement their proposed economic, 

social and cultural changes.  They have created the tradition known as 

social patriotism.  They have looked for allies amongst their own 

‘progressive’ national bourgeoisie.  They have tended to sacrifice the class 

interests of their particular nation’s exploited and oppressed to maintain 

‘national unity’.  They have often ignored, or vilified, all those belonging to 

the same ethnic group as the dominant ruling class, even when they too 

have suffered exploitation and oppression at its hands.  Their 

‘internationalism’ too has been limited, as it looked for powerful support 

from leaders of other nation-states in another form of internationalism - 

again, imposed from above. 

 

Although social chauvinism/imperialism and social patriotism often 
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confront one another, they are locked in a symbiotic relationship.  They 

feed off the negative features of each other, but do not offer a coherent 

liberating alternative.  One thing many supporters of both traditions often 

share is the belief in the Party-state as the bearer and promoter of a future 

society. 

 

In contrast, the emancipatory and liberating Communist approach, to an 

imperialist-dominated world divided into official nation-states, is that of 

internationalism from below.  This approach has been forged in struggle 

with the dominant imperialists and aspiring nationalists.  It has also 

challenged both the social chauvinist/imperialist and social patriotic 

politics, which are but projections of such ruling and would-be ruling class 

politics within the Social Democratic and official and dissident Communist 

movements. 

 

However, this ‘internationalism from below’ could not emerge before 

people became engaged in struggles to create popular democratic nation-

states.  Yet, important class struggles, which could have changed the 

economic, social and political nature of the world, took place over the 

centuries preceding the triumph of nation-states.  Many of these struggles 

were little concerned with state boundaries and have contributed to another 

tradition strikingly termed universalism from below by Peter Linebaugh 

and Marcus Rediker.33 

 

 

B. SOCIAL TRANSITIONS AND TERRITORIAL BORDERS IN 

THE PAST AND IN THE FUTURE 

 

i)  A comparison between the move from state religions to secular 

  states and the move from nation-states to civic states 

 

Today, it is often difficult to think outside of a framework of the 

fetishisation of nationalities, which makes nation-states appear to be the 

‘natural order’ of things.  However, we can go back to the early days of 

capitalist development, when nation-states were still far from being the 

‘natural order’, and far more people used religious terms to explain and 

understand the world they lived in.  It took several centuries of social and 
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economic change, and of wider social and economic developments, before 

the one-time, near universal link between religion and the state was broken 

in enough places to allow constitutionally secular states to emerge.  States, 

which were exclusively linked to a particular religion or denomination, 

gave way, first to tolerant, and then eventually to secular states.  Yet 

religions still existed and, indeed, proliferated within a new, increasingly 

secular, public world.  Is there a possibility of an analogous development, 

which could bring about a break in the connection between ethnic group, 

nation and the state in the future? 

 

What were the social conditions that gave religion such a deep hold over 

people?  Under western European feudalism, the majority of people were 

linked to the Roman Catholic Church by many ties.  The key events in a 

person’s life were all closely associated with the Church.  It was responsible 

for all its parishioners.  It compiled parish registers.  It baptised children, 

conducted marriages and organised funerals.  It held regular services in 

Latin - a non-national language.  It arranged visits from the priest as 

deemed necessary.  The Church was heavily involved in alms gathering for 

the poor and in the care of the sick.  It celebrated various holidays, 

sometimes dedicated to particular saints who were not necessarily of the 

same ethnic group as a particular state’s subjects.  There was also an 

impressive visual landscape of cathedrals, churches, monasteries, 

cemeteries and roadside crosses, as well as religious art in the form of 

statues, sculptures, paintings, stained glass and sacred books.  These all 

formed part of people’s lived environment. 

 

The Church set limits to the allowable beliefs of its adherents, pursuing 

heretics when they threatened the established hierarchy.  The Church was 

responsible for running the limited number of educational institutions.  It 

also levied tithes to pay for its ‘services’ and sold indulgences as a form of 

‘insurance’ for the after-life.  Many families would have members working 

for the Church in some capacity or other.  Therefore, there were a great 

many material factors, as well as the spiritual need to "protest against real 

distress",34 which have made religion a deeply rooted phenomenon. 

 

It is easy to see that today’s nationalism is no superficial ideological 

construct either.  From the mid-nineteenth century, right on through the 
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twentieth century, nationalism became the new ‘religion’.  Nation-states 

came to perform a very similar role, in developed capitalist society, to that 

performed by state-backed religions in feudal society. 

 

The nation-state is responsible for every citizen or subject within its 

particular boundaries.  People are officially registered at birth, marriage and 

death.  The state conducts censuses.  It is responsible for most people’s 

education, health care, social and individual security.  It often provides 

some insurance, e.g. pensions and sickness benefits, to cover both the 

foreseeable and the unforeseen eventualities of life.  There is also the built 

environment, which includes parliaments, various government buildings, 

national monuments, schools and universities, clinics and hospitals, often 

provided by the nation-state.  A lot of culture is presented in national terms, 

whether in galleries, theatres, libraries or other institutions.  Much of the 

media has been organised on a national basis, whilst advertising has made 

use of national motifs to sell goods and services. 

 

The state sets holidays usually marked by days of national symbolic 

importance.  It provides money for culture and sport, with the most 

prestigious awards being held, either at national level, or as inter-national 

competitions.  The state levies taxes for its services.  Many people are 

employed directly, or indirectly by the state.  Nationalism has met many 

people's strong craving for identity, in an alienating capitalist-dominated 

world, in a similar manner to religion.  So, nationalism too has a 'spiritual' 

aspect, as well as meeting real material needs for those living in nation-

states. 

 

The state decides who is a national citizen or subject, and deals with non-

nationals, including asylum seekers and migrant workers.  Its rulers 

persecute ‘aliens’ instead of ‘heretics’.  They decide what should be the 

official language/s.  They recruit national armies and security forces to 

protect their perceived interests. 

 

The nation-state displaced the religiously defined state in most parts of the 

world.  Can nation-states be transcended in an analogous manner to 

religiously defined states (i.e. those with established religions) in the 

transition from pre-capitalist to capitalist states?  Can we move beyond 
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today's world of UN recognised nation-states to a new international world 

order, where a person's nationality is a private matter and not the concern of 

the state? 

 

This situation will certainly not just come about due to ‘objective’ historical 

forces.  It will take the clash of real classes and interests.  The various 

ruling classes in the world today have profited from the existence of 

particular nation-states, and by invoking particular nationality ('racial' or 

ethnic) solidarities.  They cannot be expected to give-up these powerful 

bastions of support easily.  The ‘lower orders’ too, often cling on to national 

identities, when they still seem to provide some material or spiritual 

comfort in an insecure world, where alienated social relationships continue 

to prevail. 

 

Today, of course, there are very real transnational powers, such as the 

global corporations, which could bring help bring about the downgrading, 

or possibly even the abolition of certain nation-states.  However, all the 

evidence seems to show that whilst some states are drawn into wider 

con/federations and economic alliances (e.g. the European Union and North 

American Free Trade Agreement), these tend to be dominated by particular 

states (e.g. Germany and France, and the USA respectively).  Transnational 

corporate capital still depends on particular imperial powers, particularly 

the USA and its allies (especially the UK), to advance and defend its 

interests. 

 

Major imperial powers and particular corporations are just as likely to 

promote the further division of existing states, breaking them up into 

smaller units (e.g. in Iraq and Zaire), or to promote greater ‘balkanisation’ 

to increase the scope for a competitive ‘race to the bottom’, through the 

creation of low-tax and deregulated economic zones.  Thus, the 

transnational corporations and their imperialist backers can only bring about 

even more exploitation, oppression, alienation and environmental 

devastation in their ‘New World Order’. 

 

The growth of reaction in today's 'New World Order' threatens to take us 

backwards rather than forwards.  This is why the prospect of increasing 

barbarism is very much present as the current capitalist crisis deepens.  



 55 

‘History’ appears to be going into reverse gear.  National identity is giving 

way in many areas to religious identities and even to religious supremacism.  

An example can be found in many parts of the 'Muslim world' where 

imperialism has ensured that capitalism has developed in mainly dependent 

forms.  This has led to relatively weak national identities and ‘brittle’ states.  

The failures of secular nationalism, and of the Left, have led to the rise of 

various reinvigorated Muslim identities. 

 

In other nation-states, most obviously the USA, religious identity is often 

fused with national identity, in a manner many thought was on the way out 

at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth centuries.  A 

poisonous brew of American Christian supremacism has been fuelled by the 

onslaught of 'Korporate Amerika's 'One Free Market under God'.  Israel and 

India demonstrate the growth of other religious supremacist forces - Jewish 

and Hindu.  Neither is the 'secular' UK immune to this fused religio-

nationalist ideology, as the rise of Paisleyism from the 1970s in Northern 

Ireland showed.  The UK state still maintains an established religion in 

England as well as blasphemy laws.  New Labour bowed to reactionary 

pressure through its promotion of more state-backed ‘faith schools’.  The 

Tories have gone into coalition with the DUP, a deeply sectarian party 

believing in Protestant supremacy in the UK. 

 

So, initially anyway, the struggle for emancipation and liberation begins 

with the resistance to the current reactionary offensive.  However, the 

defence and advocacy of secularism today, by independent class 

organisations, needs to be linked to the promotion of a humanised world 

without nation-states in the future, once people are in a position to bring 

about a global commune.  What is needed is a genuine internationalism, 

which can challenge both reactionary populist nation-staters and neo-liberal 

corporate globalisers. 

 

The historical comparison of nationalism with religion strongly suggests 

that a propaganda offensive or coercive laws, directed against nationalist 

ideology and practice, is unlikely to overcome nationalism.  Instead, 

nationalism, like religion, can only be displaced when the social conditions, 

which give rise to nation-states, are themselves uprooted. 
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Marx's early writings on a specific religious minority, the Jews, give us an 

oblique hint of a possible emancipated future for all nationalities (ethnic 

groups) and nations, in a future transition to communism.  In the 1840s, 

there was a growing campaign for the political emancipation of Jews, 

particularly in the Rhineland.  The prominent German and atheist 

philosopher, Bruno Bauer, wrote articles directed against this campaign.  

He attacked the Christian constitutional basis of the Prussian and other 

German states of the time.  To counter this, he advocated the formation of a 

new, anti-religious (atheist), German state.  Therefore, he also opposed any 

attempt by Jews to have their specific religious disabilities removed, or their 

religion officially recognised.  Instead, Bauer, as an atheist, argued that 

Jews should join with non-Jews in a political struggle against religion itself. 

 

Marx, in contrast, supported the campaign to politically emancipate the 

Jews.35  Unlike Bauer, Marx did not advocate an atheist state but a secular 

state.  In a secular state people are free to practice the religion of their 

choice or none at all.  However, a secular state has no role in promoting 

religion, in upholding established churches, or in banning particular 

religions.  Religion becomes a strictly private matter. 

 

In the 1840s, both sides in the debate over Jewish emancipation considered 

the issue to be about religious, not national freedoms.  Marx, too, addressed 

the issue of Jewish emancipation, mainly as an issue of religious freedom.  

However, when he examined the position of Jews in its economic aspect, he 

characterised Jews as being a ‘chimerical nationality’.  “The chimerical 

nationality of the Jew is the nationality of the merchant”.36  Although this 

quote represents only a passing reference to ‘nationality’, Marx was, in 

effect, describing the position of Jews in Europe in a similar way to those 

later Marxists, who would later identify Jews as a ‘caste’ - a hereditary 

occupational group (an example of a pre-nation group).  It was not until the 

1880s that the terms of this debate really changed.  Then, a new racist anti-

Semitism began to replace the earlier, and originally mainly religiously 

based, anti-Judaism.37  By this time, Jews were no longer seen primarily as 

a religious group (nor a ‘chimerical nationality’ or ‘caste’) but were instead 

emerging as a definite modern nationality, i.e. an ethnic group. 

 

Marx’s support, in 1843, for a secular solution, to address the political 
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question of religion, points the way towards a possible future solution for 

the ‘National Question’ too.  Any genuinely democratic state (or the semi-

state of Marx’s first phase of communism) should leave the issue of a 

person’s ethnicity as a private matter.  This state would constitute itself, in 

effect, as a civic, not an ethnic, nor a multi-nationality state.  And, just as a 

secular state treats all religions, majority or minority, on the same basis, so 

a civic nation-state should deal with all ethnic groups in the same way, 

leaving national identity as a matter of personal choice. 

 

There is one necessary proviso though.  There would still need to be a 

lingua franca (possibly two, but not many more) for the conduct of 

public/civic, and probably much economic/civil, business.  The lingua 

franca would most likely be the language of the majority ethnic group, or 

where there was not just one, the major ethnic groups.  This would go along 

with the use of other languages, as required, for official dealings between 

those from minority ethnic groups and the administration. 

 

However, other linguistic possibilities have appeared too in the past. 

Pidgin38 languages have emerged in multi-ethnic contexts where there was a 

weak state.  Esperanto39 was developed as a universal language at the end of 

the nineteenth century.  Today, it is even possible to conceive of a 

technological solution, which gets around the need for a lingua franca.  A 

widely used, personal electronic device, capable of rapidly translating 

different languages in a conversational context, could yet be developed. 

 

Following the logic of promoting secular as opposed to atheist states, a 

genuinely democratic state or semi-state would refuse to suppress particular 

national identities through enforced assimilation.  Of course, in both the 

recent past and present, specific smaller and politically weaker ethnic 

groups have succumbed to such punitive measures (or to worse, e.g. 

genocide), just as specific religions and denominations have been 

eliminated by persecution.  But major religions, nations or ethnic groups 

cannot be done away with in this manner.  Nor, if a human and democratic 

solution is sought, should any religion be suppressed; nor any ethnic group 

be forced to assimilate; nor any language be driven into extinction.  

Furthermore, different languages, like the many forms of art found 

throughout history, are part of humankind’s rich common cultural heritage. 
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It is possible to take the religion/nation/ethnic group analogy further.  

Marx’s most famous statement concerning religion is, “It is the opium of 

the people.”  Many Socialists and Communists have taken, or would still 

take, a very similar attitude towards national identities.  Therefore, it is 

worth providing Marx’s quote on religion in full.  “Religious distress is at 

the same time the expression of real distress and also the protest against real 

distress.  Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a 

heartless world, just as it is the spirit of spiritless conditions.  It is the opium 

of the people”.40 Resort to religion is an alienated but understandable 

response to living in an alienating world.  Today, nationalism has either 

displaced religion in most areas of the world, or, in some cases, fused with 

it as ethno-religious nationalism.  This is another alienated response to 

living in modern capitalism’s alienating world of nation-states. 

 

 

ii)  Changing borders and movements and struggles which transcend 

  state boundaries 

 

If a greater understanding of the role of religion in past states, and of 

religious revivalism in today’s world show us, for better or worse, the 

possibility of alternative non-national worlds, there are also other features 

of pre-nation states, nation-states and their colonies, which can help us in 

this enquiry.  Many Marxists, examining the ‘National Question’ in the 

past, have tended to take a nation-state framework as given in their 

analyses.  Yet, as first mercantile, then industrial capitalism, transformed or 

uprooted earlier societies based on communal, household, tributary and 

petty capitalist forms of production, this precipitated massive migrations of 

peoples across state boundaries.  People moved to areas where they hoped 

to escape religious and political persecution, to have better economic 

prospects, and to set themselves up independently. 

 

Many, amongst those who had been ‘voluntarily’ indentured or 

involuntarily enslaved in the colonies, fled to frontier areas with minimal 

state control, or further still to form Maroon societies beyond the state’s 

reach.41  The American colonial frontier saw the massacre and enforced 

removal of Native Americans to make way for European settlers.  Yet, 
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some colonists lived peaceably amongst the Native Americans, others 

joined their tribes, whilst mixed communities of Metis42(French Canadian 

and Native Americans), Seminoles43 and Lumbees44 (escaped Black slaves 

and Native Americans) also emerged.  The island of Hispaniola, in the West 

Indies, became a haven for buccaneers from various European countries, 

African and ethnically mixed peoples.45  Escaped slaves formed the Maroon 

state of Palmares46 in northeastern Brazil, whilst also attracting Native 

Americans and Portuguese army deserters.  Palmares lasted for most of the 

seventeenth century, before succumbing to Portuguese attacks in 1695.  

None of the peoples involved in these movements was trying to form 

nation-states. 

 

Distinct ethnic minority communities have also been formed, particularly in 

major cities and seaports.  Sometimes, in the pre-capitalist past, this 

happened due to the extension of certain privileges, particularly for 

merchants, who were seen to be bringing beneficial trade to the host 

country.   Often though, the emergence of particular religious/nationality 

ghettoes has been a response by specific ethnic minorities (or sections 

amongst them) to discrimination from the majority or dominant ethnic 

community.  This has led to ethnic minority community self-reliance, and 

even to communities of resistance.  The Tower Hamlets area of London has 

been the home, in the past, to a significant Jewish refugee community,47 and 

more recently to a Bengali migrant community.48 Lascar49 seafaring 

communities have also been long established in England and Wales (e.g. 

Toxteth in Liverpool and Tiger Bay in Cardiff).  Such seafarers often have 

significant links with other communities abroad. 

 

Numerous organisations have been formed, which cater for specific ethnic 

minorities.  They have helped migrants to make their way in their new 

country of residence, whilst preserving, and often transforming cultural 

activities brought from their former countries of residence.  The music of 

Shane McGowan and the Pogues is a fusion of Irish traditional and British 

punk music, developed in the Irish migrant community of North London.50  

The London Welsh Centre51 and the Indian Workers Association52 provide 

an example of a cultural centre and a political organisation for specific 

ethnic minorities in England.  Similar organisations are to be found in most 

countries where there are significant numbers of immigrants. 
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Migrant workers and their descendants have joined workers’ organisations 

in their adopted country, bringing their own traditions of struggle with 

them.  Many people, involved in either voluntary or involuntary migrations, 

have also remained attached to the social and political communities of the 

countries they left.  Liverpool had an Irish Nationalist MP from 1885 until 

192953.  Political parties, based in the migrant donor countries, have 

extended their organisation to cover the various diasporas.  The Irish Home 

Rule League had a major branch, the Glasgow Home Rule Association, in 

Scotland.54 

 

Sometimes, the headquarters of a particular national organisation were 

located abroad, as in the case of the Irish Fenian Brotherhood in the 

USA.55  Sometimes, political parties in the ‘host’ countries created special 

organisations for particular ethnic minorities.  The Connolly Association 

was formed by the CPGB for the Irish in Britain.56  In states, such as the 

Tsarist Russian Empire,57 or the USA,58 Socialist ideas and organisations 

were often sustained more effectively within the ethnic minority 

communities than within those of the majority community. 

 

Particular struggles have resulted in the movement of highly politicised 

groups of people.  The Polish Legion59 formed from exiles in France, after 

the partition of Poland in 1795, was the first of several contingents of Poles, 

who contributed much to other people’s struggles, particularly in France, 

Italy and Hungary.  The Irish Brigade60, formed in the Union Army, during 

the American Civil War, included those who had fled from the failed Irish 

risings of 1848 and 1849. 

 

Throughout modern history, certain cities and countries have formed 

‘international’ centres for particular political groups, e.g. Geneva and 

Amsterdam for the Calvinists in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; 

France and the USA for republican refugees from 1792; again, the USA 

after the failures of the 1830 and the 1848 revolutions in Europe; and the 

USSR for official Communists from 1921.  Political organisers have made 

use of such centres to plan their international struggles, whilst wider groups 

of political refugees have sought asylum there. 
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Enlightenment thinkers, such as Benjamin Franklin61 and Immanuel Kant,62 

envisaged a worldwide republican confederation.  Franklin thought that the 

states of the USA would provide the initial building block.  Jacobins, like 

Philippe Buonarroti,63 thought that republican France would perform a 

similar role.  He took this idea into the Carbonari, a secret international 

organisation active between 1820-31.64 One intention of those Bolshevik-

Communists, who declared the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics in 1922, 

was that its founding republics would be the first in a future worldwide 

socialist federation.  This is why the USSR bore no specific national name. 

 

Any attempt to understand the ‘National Question’, which does not examine 

these counter-national currents, also underestimates the possibilities for 

alternatives in the past and today.  The economic, political and 

environmental catastrophes brought about by corporate globalisation, with 

its many national and religious conflicts, have led to an unstoppable 

movement of migrants around the world.  This reminds us that, in the past, 

there were also major movements of people across state boundaries.  These 

influenced the outcome of both pre-national and national struggles. 

 

As migrant workers today try to defend their most basic material 

requirements, the need for transnational organisation becomes apparent.  It 

is even possible that those most marginalised and unorganised at present 

could, in transformed political conditions, take us beyond 'internationalism 

from below', which currently represents the best political option in a 

hierarchical, imperial world of 'nation'-states.  Hints of this future were 

demonstrated in the USA, on May Day, 2006, when “over three million 

{mainly working class immigrants}… went on strike, walked out of 

schools, boycotted and marched in several hundred cities across the 

country”.65   These global migrants represent a new “motley crew”,66 which 

could open up the prospects for a new 'universalism from below'. 

 

The social forces, which could make a new worldwide society possible, 

already exist.  They showed the first real signs of an international fight-

back, after a quarter of a century of the current Capitalist Offensive.  On 

February 15th, 2003, the largest coordinated international demonstration in 

the history of the world occurred.  Whilst Bush and Blair’s war with Iraq 

was the immediate target of this impressive protest, it would never have 



 62 

been so large without the prior work done by the anti-corporate 

globalisation movements. 

 

And, within these movements, there is a Left wing, which is consciously 

anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist.  It is here that we can once more find the 

voices of those who refuse to accept the past failures of the ‘one-state/one 

party’ social chauvinists, and the fragmentary separatism of the social 

patriots.  'Internationalism from below’ could emerge as a political force 

once more and this is linked with a vision of a new society - a global 

commune. 

 

 

(iii) Transcending nation-states and nationalism in the transition from 

  the lower to the upper phase of communism 

 

For Marx, Engels and other Communists, the attempt to make that vision of 

genuine communism a reality, meant rooting it in real forces present in 

existing society.  These would be able to take advantage of the growing 

contradictions of crisis-ridden capitalism as it increasingly blocked off any 

road to human progress.  Marx and Engels, though, opposed the Anarchists, 

arguing that the uprooting of capitalism was not a single revolutionary 

event flowing directly from an insurrection, but a revolutionary process. 

 

They saw this process beginning under capitalism with the creation of 

independent class organisations, able to work in and against the capitalists 

in their workplaces, communities and their state.  These independent class 

organisations would be involved in continuous struggle to reach the position 

where they are able to take power.  This would likely occur first nationally.  

However, in a globalised capitalist world, this power would need to be 

extended internationally, if it was to have any long-term prospect of 

survival. 

 

Because Marx, unlike the Anarchists, saw the full implementation of 

communism as a process, he saw the necessity for a semi-state in the first 

phase of communism.  This was needed to enforce the majority’s control 

over and against any remaining internal and external capitalist resistance.  

The significance of the ‘semi’ is that such a state is based on enforcing the 



 63 

power of the majority, not the minority, as occurs under capitalism.67 

 

Marx and Engels identified two features in this process of uprooting 

capitalist social relations.  These are the abolition of wage slavery and the 

creation of new forms of human association based on the commune 

principle.  These break down the division between the economic and 

political inherited from capitalism.  Sovereignty lies in direct forms of 

democracy, which exercise control over the indirect representational forms.  

This arrangement can also dispense with the bloated state bureaucracy that 

fills the gap between parliaments and local councils on one hand, and the 

people whom the capitalist ruling class try to control on the other. 

 

However, from the Communist Manifesto, written at the outset of the 1847-

9 International Revolutionary Wave, to the Critique of the Gotha 

Programme, written by Marx in 1875, and Anti-Duhring, written by Engels 

between 1876-8, following the experience of the Paris Commune, they 

grappled with the problem of the state.  Nor, as Communists, were they 

alone in this. 

 

The lower phase of communism has sometimes been termed socialism, 

although both these terms are often understood in quite different ways after 

the experience of Social Democracy and official Communism.  Marx and 

Engels thought that the conditions, which made the semi-state of the lower 

phase necessary, stemmed from the period of time taken to embed the new 

the social relations in society, in the face of the remaining capitalist internal 

and external opposition.  When new social relations were securely 

embedded and this opposition overcome, that created the conditions for the 

‘withering away of the state’ in the upper phase of capitalism, as 

international socialism gives way before a global commune.68 

 

Marx and Engels saw the process of moving from the lower to the upper 

phase of communism, and the consequent ‘withering away of the state’, as 

creating the material conditions for the transcending of nation-states and 

nationalism.  Whether or not people would still retain particular national 

identities, mixed national identities, albeit on a personal, not a state-backed 

basis; or whether people will move on to some new post-national form of 

identity, we can only conjecture at this point of time. 
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However, looking to the initial and lower, rather than the later and upper, 

phase of communism, some comparisons with the transition to capitalism 

can be suggested.  The first phase of secular states under capitalism actually 

led to a proliferation of new religions.  It is quite likely that the 

establishment of a new civic (non-national), democratic semi-state will 

initially lead to a proliferation of national cultures. 

 

To help us create the independent class organisations, which can bring 

about the lower phase of communism, we need a genuine internationalism, 

which can challenge both the nation-staters and the corporate globalisers.  

The next chapter will highlight the idea that nations, nation-states and 

nationalism are not a necessary feature of the ‘human condition’.  They 

have not always existed in the past, whilst all empires, capitalist ones 

included, eventually decline.  The challenge facing Communists, though, is 

whether the current multi-facetted crisis of the global imperial order takes 

us further towards barbarism… or worse; or whether we can break free 

from this horrific future and create a global commune. 
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SUMMARY 
 

a) The term ‘peoples’ is a trans-historical category describing human 

beings living in a wide variety of ethno-religious groups and socio-

political conditions within differing modes of production (e.g. 

communal, slave, tributary including feudal, and capitalist) over the 

whole period of human existence on this planet.  Before the rise of 

nations, there was a variety of ‘pre-nation groups’, e.g. kinship, caste or 

religious. 

 

b) The term ‘nationality’ describes a particular ethnic or cultural 

group.  Language is an important cultural marker of an ethnic group.  

Ethnic groups have existed for a long period of history, although the 

particular factors that united them (e.g. imagined kinship or shared 

historical myths) have changed over time and under different modes of 

production. However, particular ethnic identities are not fixed either.  

They change over time, due to factors such as their elimination by, or 

assimilation into, other ethnic groups or nation-states. 

 

c) The term ‘nation’ describes a larger group of people usually drawn 

from several ethnic groups and occupying a particular territory.  The 

idea of the nation draws on wider shared historical myths, usually 

linked with these particular territories.  The development of nations is 

a more recent phenomenon accelerated by the rise of capitalism. 

 

d) The term ‘nation-state’ describes modern territorial states where 

the ruling class claims to rule on behalf of the whole nation.  Initially, 

attempts to form nation-states were associated with the revolutionary 

democracy.  However, as industrial capitalism took root after a series 

of major class struggles, Liberals were able to impose their own form of 

‘nation-states’.  Once capitalism had become the dominant form of 

socio-economic organisation in the world, after 1849, a Conservative 

nationalism also developed, which promoted the formation of new 

nation-states from above.  Today nation-states can take the form of 

parliamentary democracies, one-party, military and personal political 
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dictatorships. 

 

e) The term ‘nationalist’ describes those who wish to unite classes to 

mobilise on a nation-wide basis.  This is so that they can organise their 

followers for certain political ends, e.g. the defence or expansion of 

existing nation-states, the union of previously divided peoples, and 

greater autonomy, confederation, federation or political independence 

for their particular nation or ethnic group. 

 

f) The term ‘nationalism’ describes an ideology.  Nationalism seeks to 

prioritise people’s national identity over economic, social and political 

divisions in society.    It usually invokes a shared history for its 

particular nation.  Nationalism is often linked to parties in existing 

nation-states, or to national movements and parties, seeking greater 

recognition for their nation or ethnic group wherever it has not been 

constituted into a separate state. 

 

g) Nations developed within particular class societies.  All these are 

marked by exploitation, oppression and alienation.  Capitalism 

develops these three features to their greatest extent.  It is within 

capitalism that nation-states and nationalism have taken form. 

 

h) The move away from religiously based pre-capitalist states to 

religiously tolerant and secular states in the transition to capitalism 

highlights the possibility of a move away from nation-states and 

nationalism in the future.  There are also numerous historical instances 

when the ‘lower orders’, especially migrants have organised across 

state boundaries. 

 

i) Capitalism is not a permanent system, but its positive ending 

necessitates a transition to a global commune, where exploitation, 

oppression and alienation are ended through human emancipation, 

liberation and self-determination (in its widest sense).  The ‘withering 

away of the state’ would provide the basis for the transcending of 

nation-states and nationalism.  Any remaining national identities would 

be a purely personal matter.  There would be a possibility that new 

non-national forms of human identity could emerge. 
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2.   DIFFERENT ROADS TOWARDS THE   

NATION-STATE AND OTHER PATHS IMAGINED 

AND FOUGHT FOR 
 

 

A.    THE RISE OF NATIONS AND NATION-STATES - 

JUST ONE POSSIBLE PATH OF SOCIAL AND POLITICAL 

DEVELOPMENT 

 

 

i) Nation and nation-state - universal or historically limited 

 categories 

 

Whenever nationalists have to acknowledge systems of socio-economic 

organisation, such as feudalism or capitalism, these are often attributed to 

particular ethnic groups or nations.  Thus, we can have the ‘Norman Yoke’ 

responsible for feudalism in England, Anglo-Normans (or just the English) 

for feudalism in Scotland, Jews for finance capital, and Anglo-Americans 

for global imperialism.  For many nationalists, particular social systems are 

not the creations of particular classes, but the inventions of particular ethnic 

groups or nations, the better to pursue their own usually hostile national 

interests. 

 

In contrast to such nationalist viewpoints, Communists see the key divisions 

in world history arising from class struggles.  Ancient, tributary (including 

feudal) and capitalist societies are examples of class-based social systems in 

history.  These societies have certainly been further divided on territorial, 

economic, political and cultural grounds.  However, to define the various 

groups involved in this process as nations or conscious nationalists is to 

impose inappropriate categories on very different historical phenomena. 

 

If we take a pre-class society, such as the Inuit, living around the Arctic 

Ocean, they did not originally conceive of themselves as just one ethnic 

group amongst many others.  They originally considered themselves to be 

‘the people’.  When the New World was ‘discovered’ by people from a 
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number of European-based empires, a huge debate opened up as to exactly 

‘who’ or ‘what’ the newfound peoples were.  The notion that Native 

Americans, or later the Australian Aborigines, were part of a wider category 

of nations or ethnic groups, alongside the Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, 

French or English, would have been widely contested by the majority of 

new invaders. 

 

Biblical sources, which linked African peoples with the children of Ham, 

contributed to early racist attitudes.69  White settlers in the Americas 

condemned Native Americans as ‘savages’ partly because they did not 

consider land to be property.  Native Americans viewed land in the same 

manner as we still view air today.  Because Native Americans did not 

demarcate the land they used, it was considered to be virgin territory by the 

white settlers.  This meant it could be seized, occupied, and its former 

inhabitants driven away or massacred. 

 

By the early nineteenth century, new biological classifications derived from 

botany and zoology had begun to influence racist thinking.  British settlers 

in Tasmania considered the original Aboriginal inhabitants to be a ‘sub-

human’ species, who could be hunted down and exterminated.  By the later 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, pseudo-scientific racist theories, 

making particular use of the latest biological evolutionary ideas, became 

more widely popularised.70 

 

The peoples of the world were ‘carefully’ measured, quantified and 

classified into a racial hierarchy headed by the ‘white man’, or even more 

exclusively, by the ‘Aryans’ or ‘Teutons’.71  Such thinking encouraged 

genocidal practices, which were actively promoted by imperialists, e.g. by 

King Leopold II of Belgium in the Congo Free State,72 and by the German 

colonial state against the Hereros and the Namaqua of South West Africa 

(Namibia).73 

 

The concept that all people belong to some ethnic group, which forms the 

fundamental unit of many nationalists’ historical thinking, took time to 

develop.  Anthropology, the study of the various peoples and cultures of the 

world, was heavily influenced by the needs of the rulers, merchants, 

colonisers and by the ideologues of the European-based capitalist empires.  
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The imperialist masters gave backing to anthropological enquiries, so that 

they would be better able to control the various peoples they came into 

contact with. 

 

In the Victorian and Edwardian heyday of High Imperialism, the pseudo-

scientific equation of ‘race’ with nationality predominated, both in 

anthropological thinking and in colonial policy.  Social Darwinists extended 

Darwin’s own theories of biological evolutionary development to human 

society.  They were very influential in this regard.  And there were still 

racist thinkers who denied that all ‘races’ were part of the same species – 

homo sapiens or human beings. 

 

Those who, in contrast, took a more culturalist approach still often reserved 

their ethnic classifications for what they saw as ‘primitive’ societies.  They 

usually believed that the inhabitants of advanced, commercial, industrial or 

capitalist societies were members of a higher social order of fully-fledged 

nations, who had successfully overcome earlier ‘tribal’ or other more 

localised identities. 

 

It took a prolonged period of anti-colonial resistance, leading to the creation 

of new independent states, before anthropology could decisively adopt the 

notion that all the world’s people belonged to different ethnic groups, each 

with a potential to create ‘nation’-states by the criteria acceptable to the 

UN.  Indeed, with the winning of political autonomy, by such peoples as the 

Inuit74 in Kalaallit Nunaat (Danish Greenland) and Nunavut (Canada), this 

potential is even recognised for ‘fourth-world’ ethnic groups, who had been 

previously dismissed as ‘primitive’ or ‘pre-historic’ because they had never 

formed their own states. 

 

The categories of ethnic group and nation may be particularly useful when 

trying to understand recent world history.  Most people can now 

comprehend these concepts wherever they live.  Where Communists 

disagree with nationalists is over their universal historical validity and the 

political consequences the latter claim follow from recognising these 

categories.  In the past, many socio-cultural groups, who have lived on this 

planet, would not have understood the modern concept of ethnic groups and 

nations.  Their loyalties could be to kinship groups, castes, guilds, religions, 
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or to particular monarchs and their dynasties. 

 

Furthermore, Lenin reminded us that all national cultures are class divided, 

with the dominant culture being that of the ruling class.  However, he also 

argued that, “The elements of democratic and socialist culture are present, if 

only in rudimentary form, in every national culture, since in every nation 

there are toiling and exploited masses, whose conditions give rise to the 

ideology of democracy and socialism”.75  Such a view can contribute to an 

‘internationalism from below’ approach when addressing the ‘National 

Question’. 

 

 

ii)  Before nations and nation-states - feudal imperialism and the  

  religious heretical, urban communal and mercantile capitalist  

  challenges 

 

The distinctive features of modern nations and nationalism are not to be 

found back at the beginnings of so-called ‘civilised society’.  Although the 

term ‘nation’ appeared in Ancient Greece and Rome, and later during the 

Middle Ages, its meanings were very different from what we understand by 

the word today. 

 

City-states, not a Greek nation-state, were the principal political units in 

Ancient Greece.  A Roman Empire, which expanded beyond its origins in 

the city of Rome, and then way beyond the Italian peninsula, allowed non-

Latins to become citizens, although the majority still remained tributary 

subjects.  Some nationalist historians look back to the Middle Ages for the 

creation of the first nation-states.  This process is often equated with the 

early establishment of monarchical power and its ability to impose royal 

administrators throughout the realm, as in the case of the medieval 

Kingdom of England. 

 

Yet the social and political divisions recognised in such feudal society were 

vertical and hierarchical rather than horizontal and encompassing.  The 

'lower orders' owed allegiance to their immediate superiors.  State-wide 

bodies, which organised the subordinate classes across the whole state 

territory, hardly existed.  Indeed, many state rulers, including the medieval 
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kings of England, and feudal landholders ruled over, or held land, in a 

number of discontinuous pieces of territory.  At the same time, the Roman 

Catholic Church, which provided a defence for the feudal order, was not 

national in character.  All these features of medieval society tended to 

reinforce the recognition of hierarchical fealty rather than any commonly 

shared national identity. 

 

Wars in medieval Europe were not struggles between mobilised nations.  

They could be dynastic, like the Wars of the Balliols and Bruces in 

Scotland, 76 or the Wars of the Roses in England.77  Where state territory 

was not openly augmented by conquest, would-be rulers invoked real, 

imaginary or forged genealogies to justify their claims.  The key to success, 

in wars of conquest or dynastic conflicts, was the king or the claimant’s 

ability to win the support of the major lords and their armed retinues.  

Armed support from the leaders of other states, as well as mercenary forces 

from outside the realm, were often sought, whilst Papal approval sometimes 

assisted particular dynastic claims.  Feudal and kinship ties, not national 

ties, were the determining factors.  Local wars arose as a result of feudal 

quarrels, whilst the Roman Catholic Church promoted Crusades,78 which 

permitted wider alliances of feudal lords and other adventurers to pursue 

their interests on a much grander scale.  Shared religious, not national, 

identity provided the justification for these bloody ventures. 

 

Although some feudal rulers did try to assert their control over the local 

officials of the ‘universal’ Roman Catholic Church, they did not mobilise 

any popular national challenge to the Church as such.  They still needed 

local ‘divinely’ sanctioned support for their hierarchical feudal order.  The 

‘lower orders’ related to the Church through a complex system of religious 

bodies with the parochial being most relevant to their lives, whilst many 

also came in contact with the mendicant orders.  Neither the parish priests, 

nor the religious orders, were organised on a national basis.  Non-national 

Latin remained the Church’s official language. 

 

In the Middle Ages, there were heretical groups, which challenged the 

Catholic Church, such as the Cathars79 and the Waldensians.80  Neither of 

these religious groups was nationally orientated.  When the Reformation 

emerged, it was divided into moderate and radical wings.81  There were 
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marked differences between the religious reformers, e.g. the Hussites82 and 

Lutherans,83 and the revolutionaries holding to a state-theocratic view, e.g. 

the early Calvinists,84 or to a millenarian view, e.g. the Taborites85 and 

Anabaptists.86  However, in this period, the overwhelming majority of those 

fighting, whether it was on the side of reaction, reform or revolution, held 

their social, economic and political thinking within a religious framework, 

despite their fundamental differences. 

 

Consequently, contending parties tended to form from those with particular 

religious affiliations rather than from any particular nationality.  Calvinists 

sought a religious, not a nation or nationality, basis for their ideal state.  If 

the Catholic Church had its ‘international’ centre in Rome, then Geneva, 

and later the United Provinces, took on the role of a Calvinist ‘international’ 

centre.  Serverus87, who inspired the later Unitarians, wanted to unite 

Christians, Moslems and Jews with little regard for state boundaries; whilst 

Christian communists, such as the Anabaptists, looked to a godly world 

without states. 

 

Substantial medieval states, such as Burgundy,88 disappeared without 

leaving a nation or even an ethnic trace.  Today the descendants of the 

medieval Burgundians form part of different nations and ethnic groups and 

live in different ‘nation’-states (Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands 

and Switzerland). 

 

Central and Eastern Europe was dotted with a host of geographically 

disconnected cities, sited within a variety of feudal states.  However, many 

of these cities adopted a common Magdeburg or Lubeck Law.89 The present 

day city of Tallinn in Estonia was divided between two separate 

administrations and legal systems - the Danish feudal upper city, Toompea, 

and the lower city, Reval, with Lubeck Law.90 

 

Medieval merchants and artisans would have found the scope for adopting a 

wider national identity quite restricted.  Their personal security was 

sometimes confined to the area enclosed by the burgher-controlled, fortified 

city walls.  As well as providing a secure place in which their inhabitants 

could have their trading privileges enforced against other possible 

competitors, these walls were designed to protect their inhabitants from 



 73 

rapacious feudal emperors, kings, princes and lords, or from brigands who 

often infested the countryside outside. 

 

During the first crisis of European feudalism, in the late thirteenth and early 

fourteenth centuries, the earliest struggles of an embryonic new capitalist 

class (mainly merchants and master craftsmen) took place.  Where 

merchant power did grow significantly, it was not integrated nation-states 

they created, but territorially discontinuous, mercantile empires, like those 

of Venice91 and Genoa92 around the Adriatic, Mediterranean, Aegean and 

Black Seas; or alliances of geographically separated merchant cities, with 

their trading outposts, like the Hanseatic League on the Baltic and North 

Sea coasts. 

 

In Europe, some of the most significant struggles took place between the 

economically advanced city-states, particularly in the north of Italy, 

Flanders and southern Germany and the lords, princes, kings and emperors, 

who wanted to end their political independence.  Leonardo Bruni, who lived 

in the republic of Florence, was a champion of the republican liberty of the 

urban commune.  He opposed the imperial despotism of the Holy Roman 

Emperor.  He fought to maintain the independence of his city-state, not for 

a new Italian nation.  His influential anti-feudal imperial book, written in 

the early fifteenth century, was entitled, The History of the Florentine 

People.93 

 

The ‘lower orders’ sometimes actively or passively resisted the extension of 

territorial state powers.  Some sought succour in supra-national institutions 

such as the Roman Catholic Church, or joined the oppositional ‘heretics’, 

sometimes fleeing across borders to escape persecution.  Being prepared to 

abandon home and to take flight was a way-of-life for many Jewish ghetto 

dwellers subjected to regular persecution and episodic pogroms.  Peasants 

and others sometimes fled to territory beyond effective kingly and lordly 

control, either as domestic outlaws (e.g. Robin Hood-type figures in forests 

such as Sherwood), or as beyond-the-frontier settlers (e.g. the initial 

settlements of the Vikings in Iceland and Greenland, and the early Cossacks 

on the Steppes). 

 

Nevertheless, there was still social conflict involving commoners and their 
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masters within particular states.  The feudal crisis, which developed towards 

the end of the thirteenth century, led to a number of important struggles.  

William Wallace’s lesser landholder and burgher alliance fought against 

Edward I’s Anglo-Norman and Norman-Scottish feudal imperial alliance 

for control of the Scottish realm, from 1297-1305.94  Many lords in 

Scotland were decidedly unhappy about the prospects opened up by 

Wallace’s stunning victory at Stirling Bridge in 1297.  They tried in turn to 

coopt him and then to marginalise him, before betraying him to Edward I 

and a gruesome death at Smithfield in London in 1305. 

 

With Wallace removed, competing lords returned to feudal dynastic wars, 

with Bruce, Comyn and Balliol leading the various factions contesting the 

Scottish crown, and seeking backing from either Edward I or the Pope for 

their claims.  As late as 1462, the John Macdonald II, Lord of the Isles and 

the Earl of Douglas (the leading members of two families that fought on the 

side of Scottish ‘patriot’, Robert the Bruce, in 1314) entered an alliance 

with Edward IV of England, under the Treaty of Westminster-Ardtornish to 

carve Scotland up between them.  Feudal ties and interests, not loyalty to 

any nation, remained their dominant concern.95 

 

Another significant struggle emerged in Flanders at the same time that 

Wallace was active in Scotland.  In 1302, Flemish weavers, led by Pieter de 

Coninck, with some limited support from local aristocrats, defeated King 

Philip of France’s mounted knights at the Battle of the Golden Spurs at 

Courtrai.96  Flanders gained two years of effective autonomy.  However, as 

in Scotland, a more traditional feudal order was soon reasserted.  

Nevertheless, memories of these struggles became part of lower orders’ 

folklore, inspiring future resistance. 

 

 

iii)  Feudal imperialism successfully challenged - the emergence of the 

  Swiss confederation 

 

The struggle with the most significant impact took place in what is now 

Switzerland.  Peasants, living in the Alpine forests ambushed the Hapsburg 

imperial forces at Morgarten, in 1315, to defend their local autonomy.97  

They won effective independence for the Confederation of the Cantons of 
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Uri, Schwyz and Unterwalden.  But their victory had much greater 

significance.  “Nowhere did liberty flourish more radically than in the 

Forest Cantons.  People associated liberty with productive labour, a 

European idea that departed dramatically from the Graeco-Roman culture’s 

belief in the incompatibility of human labour and true humanity”.98  This 

idea provided a link with a much later social republicanism.  Before this, 

the idea and reality of republicanism had largely been confined to 

aristocratic and mercantile oligarchies in certain European city-states. 

 

During the Middle Ages, the Swiss cantons provided an important trade 

route between the economically advanced northern Italian and southern 

German cities.  Early engineering projects (e.g. stone bridges) greatly 

improved communications through the Alps, whilst peasant farmers 

provided food and fodder for travelling merchants and their pack animals.  

The Confederation won support from the urban cantons of Lucerne and 

Zurich.  They went on to gain a crushing victory over the Hapsburgs at the 

Battle of Sempach in 1386.99  The Swiss peasant/burgher alliance was more 

radical than the other alliances opposing the feudal imperialist states of the 

time.  Whilst city-states in Italy, Germany and Flanders eventually 

succumbed, one after the other, to feudal imperial or local aristocratic 

control, the Confederation of Cantons put up a successful resistance.  

Indeed, its forces were much feared.  One major source of Swiss people’s 

income came from fighting as mercenaries for the rulers of other states. 

 

The emerging Swiss Confederation united both rural and urban cantons.  

This contrasted strongly with such urban republics as Florence and Venice.  

These imposed a virtually imperial control over their surrounding rural 

areas.  As the Swiss Confederation moved into the early modern age, it was 

able to bring together cantons with German, French, Italian, Romansch and 

Ladin speakers and people of Protestant and Catholic denominations.  In the 

various German territories of the Holy Roman Empire, however, the 

independent power of the cities was undermined and subordinated to the 

control of princes and lords, after the Lutheran princes crushed the Peasants 

War in 1525.100 

 

The successful defence of the power of the independent cities, within the 

Swiss Confederation (with the support they enjoyed from the rural cantons), 
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allowed Calvinism, a more radical burgher form of Protestantism, to 

develop and survive these onslaughts.  It is significant that where lords were 

in overall control of the Calvinist movement, in France, Poland and 

Hungary, monarchist forces defeated them.  In Scotland, it was only the 

strong movement from below which prevented the complete collapse of 

lordly Presbyterian Calvinism in that country in the face of the Stuarts’ 

Royalist counter-offensive.  It was in the Swiss Confederation, and later the 

Dutch Confederation, that merchant burgher led Calvinism most effectively 

defied imperial absolutism. 

 

There was certainly nothing inevitable about the emergence of a Swiss 

nation-state.  The struggles of the revolutionary Anabaptists, in the 

sixteenth century, could have led to very different political outcomes, as 

could a more complete Counter-Reformation in the Alpine regions.  The 

growing strength of the city merchants also tended to undermine the 

position of the peasants and artisans.  The rural cantons could have been 

completely subordinated to, or even absorbed by, the urban cantons.  Yet, 

the Peasant Revolt in 1653101 ensured that the Confederation of Swiss 

Cantons, like the Dutch Netherlands and England, was able to successfully 

resist any moves to oligarchic supremacy or monarchical absolutism.  In 

other parts of Europe, a renewed feudalism was gaining strength, with 

absolutist regimes forming under Louis XIV in France, Frederick III in 

Denmark, Charles XI in Sweden and later, Frederick the Great in Prussia. 

 

However, the rising importance of the cross-Atlantic trade had already 

marginalised the Swiss role in the European economy, greatly slowing 

down its further economic development.  The growth of agricultural and 

mercantile capitalism, in the Dutch Netherlands and England, opened up the 

possibility of a new political path in Europe – that of nation-states.  The 

Dutch United Provinces were united on a confederal basis, but their 

significant role in the seventeenth century world economy, and in opposing 

the rule of the Spanish Emperor, pushed these provinces into more united 

action, contributing to the eventual formation of a Dutch nation-state. 

However, this political consummation was not completed until the 

declaration of the unitary Batavian Republic in 1795.102  Meanwhile, the 

now economically and politically peripheral Swiss state still retained strong 

cantonal attachments until the 1848 Revolution.  It was only then that 
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Switzerland moved from being a confederal to a federal republic.103  Thus, 

the eventual triumph of particular nation-states was a long drawn-out, and 

far from inevitable, process. 

 

Calvinism initially very much saw itself as an international movement, 

centred first on Geneva, then later in Holland. However, the method 

Calvinists used to increase its influence was to become the established 

religion in particular states.  In the process, Calvinism’s ‘chosen people’ 

shifted from being a wider religious to a narrower ethno-religious concept.  

‘Calvinism in one country’ made its own contribution to the development of 

particular ‘nation’-states and ethno-nationalism, particularly in Ulster and 

the Boer Republics.  Furthermore, the Calvinist tradition of the ‘chosen 

people’, brought to the American colonies by Lowland Scots and Scots-

Irish settlers, fused with the Protestant traditions of the ‘free born 

Englishman’, to help create the notion of ‘liberty loving Americans’.  These 

‘liberty loving Americans’, however, did not usually extend their ideas of 

freedom to black slaves or Native Americans. 

 

However, some Calvinists did abandon the idea of becoming the established 

church in a particular state, and formed independent churches or smaller 

sects.  It was amongst some of these non-state backed Calvinists, or former 

Calvinists, that more radical notions developed.  In effect, they joined a 

wider tradition that included the remnants of the Hussites, the Moravians104, 

Anabaptists, e.g. Mennonites105 and Independents, e.g. Quakers.106  Some of 

these groups held more enlightened attitudes toward black slaves and 

Native Americans, and later towards the Catholic Irish. 

 

Some have argued that it was the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia,107 which 

finally saw the triumph of nation-states in Europe.  From this viewpoint, 

earlier attempts to impose feudal imperial control under the Holy Roman 

Empire, or to assert Papal supremacy in the secular as well as the religious 

spheres, had shown themselves to be no longer viable by this date.  This 

treaty meant that each state was now acknowledged to be sovereign over its 

own territory.  Rulers had the power to impose the established religion of 

their choice.  The ability to impose a uniform, or at least stable, religious 

order within a particular state was still seen to be more important than 

promoting a single national identity. 
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Absolutist monarchies like France under Louis XIV, and constitutional 

monarchies like the UK under William III, united wider sections of the 

landed aristocracy, gentry, state bureaucracy, legal profession and richer 

merchants under their national banners.  Yet, the ‘lower orders’ were still 

not recognised as having any independent national political interests within 

those post-1648 states covered by the Treaty of Westphalia. 

 

The growing numbers of uprooted vagabonds were seen to be a particularly 

troublesome force.  They were usually more resistant to ruling class 

demands to submit before the state than the more respectable settled 

plebians.  More dependable foreign mercenary forces were still often used 

to conduct many states’ wars.  No section of the ‘lower orders’ formed any 

part of the ruling class’s political ‘nation’.  Nation-states, which drew their 

legitimacy from the people, in any wider sense of the term, still did not 

exist. 

 

The modern concept of the nation and, in particular, the nation-state, could 

only arise as a product of particular political struggles involving the ‘lower 

orders’ within what eventually became clearly defined state territories.  

Until some of these ‘lower orders’ made their political mark, they counted 

for little in the thinking of their feudal ruling classes.  Feudal laws, of 

course, did acknowledge the existence of the ‘lower orders’, but mainly by 

placing numerous restrictions upon them, the better to exploit them. 

 

Feudal dynasts and later ruling classes went to great lengths to strongly 

differentiate themselves from the ‘lower orders’ of the territories they ruled.  

They often deliberately cultivated a different language, e.g. French for a 

long period of medieval English history and German at the Russian tsarist 

court.  As late as the eighteenth century the UK’s aristocracy, and the rulers 

of many of the small German states, accepted French as the language of 

culture and diplomacy. 

 

Feudal ruling classes usually emphasised their origins amongst the 

conquerors of the people they ruled over - with ‘Franks’ lording it over their 

perceived Gaulish and Roman-French subordinates in France, whilst 

‘Sarmatian’ and ‘Varangian’ aristocrats looked down upon Polish and 
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Russian Slavs.108  Today, in contrast, the most reactionary members of the 

ruling class usually publicly emphasise their common ethnic/'racial' identity 

with the majority of their fellow citizens or subjects.  Three examples, from 

the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, illustrate the notion that 

all people within a particular state belonged to a common nation was not 

widely shared. 

 

When the leading Scottish democrat, Thomas Muir, was put on trial for 

treason in 1793, the judge, Lord Braxfield, gave an insight into the then 

current ruling class thinking as to the extent of their 'nation'.  "As for the 

rabble, who have nothing but personal property, what hold has the nation on 

them...  They may pack up all their property in the twinkling of an eye, but 

landed property cannot be removed".109  The nation was still not the people, 

but the major landholders and the property they held and represented. 

 

A few years later, under the influence of the French Revolution, the Polish 

gentry took an important decision in their campaign to re-establish the 

Liberal 1791 May Constitution against the Conservative Polish magnates 

and their Tsarist Russian allies.  “The old word for ‘nation’ had meant only 

the nobility as convened in historic political assemblies.  It {only} now 

meant the whole Polish people… as a community in which all classes were 

merged in a common polity which gave them rights”.110 

 

However, by 1815, once the national democratic aspirations of the recent 

revolutionary wave had finally gone down to defeat, the Hapsburg Emperor, 

Francis I, could still glibly say, “Peoples, what does that mean? I know only 

subjects”.111 

 

 

iv)  The far from inevitable rise of capitalism and the nation-state 

 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Social Democrats and 

Communists looked back to the period of medieval history for the origins of 

the capitalism they now hoped to replace.  Linked to this enquiry, which 

took place mainly in the Second International, was a keen debate over the 

origins of nations and nation-states.  This debate involved, amongst others, 

Otto Bauer, James Connolly, Karl Kautsky, Kazimierz Kelles-Krauz, 
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Vladimir Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Renner, Josef Stalin, and Lev 

Iurkevych112.  Marxists made a distinction between the various pre-nation 

identities found under feudalism and the creation of the first modern nations 

and nation-states under capitalism. 

 

Yet the dominant belief, then held by most Social Democrats and 

Communists, was of a rather rigid, predetermined ascent from barbarism, 

ancient slavery and feudalism to capitalism, and ever on to the inevitable 

socialist/communist future.  This was problematic.  Today we might 

consciously include the aim of creating a socialist/communist society in our 

political programmes.  However, you will not find a single political 

programme, or contemporary equivalent, which included the aim of 

creating a capitalist society in the prolonged period beginning in sixteenth 

and seventeenth century Netherlands and England, through the wars against 

Spain, the Revolution in the Three Kingdoms, 'The Glorious Revolution’, 

the crushing of the Jacobite rebellions, and on to the American and French 

Revolutions. 

 

Political competition took place between various subordinate classes as the 

second major crisis began to engulf European feudal society from the 

fifteenth century.  These classes did become increasingly conscious of a 

desire to create a new society, or to recreate an imagined older one.  Yet, it 

also took a long time before the idea that such new societies should take a 

particular national form became the dominant view.  This outlook competed 

both with more universal and more local, non-national, religious and later, 

secular viewpoints. 

 

Therefore, when industrial capitalism did finally emerge as the globally 

dominant economic system, it was only in some areas that it led to the 

domination of classic capitalist/waged labour social relations of production.  

Various social formations, with hybrid production relations, were and still 

are found, especially beyond the core areas of industrial production in the 

world.  Household and varieties of limited communal production, as well as 

various petty capitalist forms of production, have all continued.  In many 

areas of the world, chattel slavery, bonded and indentured labour expanded 

as capitalism spread.  Debt peonage has limited the mobility of labour, 

whilst truck shops limited the full development of the ‘free market’. 
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Furthermore, those who wanted to challenge the countless restrictions and 

injustices of late feudal society were divided between people who 

championed individual property, and those who wished to protect or re-

establish communal property.  In the struggle against feudalism both sets of 

challengers saw their sides as better able to offer wider salvation or 

freedom.  They did not seek to establish a full-blown capitalist system 

based on nation-states.  This would have been alien to them. 

 

Capitalism was only first recognised and described as a system by Thomas 

Hodgskin in Labour Defended against the Claims of Capital in 1825.113  

Several centuries had passed during which a number of very different 

political and socio-economic outcomes could have arisen from the struggles 

that occurred between the crisis of fifteenth century European feudalism 

and the triumph of nation-state based, industrial capitalism in the mid-

nineteenth century. 

 

Indeed, in the early stages, it was not even clear that Western Europe would 

emerge as the dominant area in the world.  Recent research has undermined 

the traditional Eurocentric view, which places Western Europe at the centre 

of global development from the days of Classical Greece onwards.114  An 

earlier 'world economy' was centred on the southern and eastern Asian 

landmass with Central Asia (the Silk Roads) and the Indian Ocean as its 

major trading routes.  There were extensions to this economy into the 

Mediterranean Basin, along the east African coast, and to the East Indies. 

 

China, in particular, underwent major economic transformations from the 

eleventh century, which anticipated many later European developments by 

several centuries.  Even as late as the eighteenth century, agricultural 

productivity was often greater, and craft-based production more skilled, in 

China and India than in Europe. Indeed, after being economically 

subordinated to European then US imperialism for more than century, 

China is showing strong signs of re-emergence as an independent, and 

possibly future dominant imperial centre, as the USA goes into relative 

economic decline.115 

 

1492, the date of Columbus’ ‘discovery’ of the Americas, is often invoked 
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as the date, which showed the superiority over the West over the East.  Such 

a view concentrates on the decline of the previously economically and 

socially advanced, Islamic Andalusia,116 to the benefit of a rising Catholic 

Spanish Empire.   However, the Islamic Ottoman Empire117 was in the 

ascendant in the Balkans and Black Sea periphery in this same period.  The 

Ottomans attracted finance, skilled craftsmen, artists and technicians from 

several states in Europe.  Ethnicity and nation-state development hardly 

figured in the societies of the Islamic world. 

 

Mercantile capital has existed for a long period of history.  For much of this 

time, this form of capital existed as subordinate elements within tributary 

modes of production such as European feudalism, or in various Asiatic 

societies, such as the Ottoman, Ming118 and Mughal119 Empires.  When the 

great European mercantile empires developed, from the sixteenth century 

onwards, this did not necessarily prefigure the development of nation-states, 

nor of the division of all peoples into fixed ethnic groups or ‘nation’-states.  

The situation was more complex.  Supranational dynastic elements were 

strong in the Spanish Hapsburg Empire, and would have remained a strong 

element in the British Empire, if the Stuarts had remained in power. 

 

Furthermore, one indicator of the reality of alternative, radical, non-national 

paths of social development lay in the emergence of Pidgin English, and 

other languages as linguae francae on the Atlantic seaboard and elsewhere.  

Here, multi-ethnic societies created a language, which combined nautical 

English, the ‘sabir’ of the Mediterranean, the hermetic-like cant-talk of the 

underworld and West African grammatical constructions.120 

 

There was a prolonged historical period when various types of property - 

feudal (whether aristocratic and oligarchic; or dynastic and imperial), 

communal, small-scale (freeholder or artisan) and large-scale (landed, 

mercantile and industrial) – were found in varying combinations.  These 

contributed to complex supra-national, national and local class struggles. 

 

Even as late as the end of the eighteenth century, nation-state development 

was still an exception in the wider world.  Specific national identification, 

where it existed, was often quite fluid.  Thus, the early intellectual leaders 

of a new national movement amongst the southern Slavs121, living in the 
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Hapsburg Austro-Hungarian Empire, promoted ‘Illyrianism’122 and the 

notion of an ‘Illyrian nation’.  This drew upon the ancient history of the pre-

Slav Illyrian tribal inhabitants and Napoleon’s more recent creation of the 

Illyrian Provinces in 1809.123  Later, specific Croat, Serbian and Slovene 

nationalisms were to emerge, alongside Serbo-Croat, then later a wider 

Yugoslav nationalism.  Many peasants, however, would have retained more 

local non-national and particularly religious identities, whilst still accepting 

Austrian or Hungarian overlordship.  Opposition to Ottoman Turkish rule in 

the south was as much based on Eastern Orthodox religious, as upon clear 

ethnic grounds, with other Slavic language speakers, particularly in what 

later became Bosnia, remaining Muslims. 

 

The concept of the all-class inclusive nation-state only developed in an 

indirect manner out of earlier anti-feudal struggles.  It took the triumph of 

industrial capital, in the mid-nineteenth century, before whole states existed 

where most of the workforce had been reduced to selling its labour power 

for a wage. 

 

The majority of the populations, living in these new ‘nation’-states, was 

now directly subjected to capitalist social relations within a common 

national market.  Industrial capitalists wanted to mould existing states, or to 

create new ones, which would ensure that the optimum conditions were in 

place to exploit waged labour, and which could further develop the 

domestic market.  They wanted national state regulation of finance to 

safeguard their investments and profits.  They also wanted national armies 

and navies to promote their wider interests, including imperial ventures 

when they had the strength to do so.  In self-defence, the working class of 

the new nation-states undertook national political campaigns to legalise 

their trade unions, to reduce hours of labour, to improve safety at work, and 

to implement social welfare measures. 

 

The iron link, which appeared to chain capital, labour and the nation 

together, only came about due to the political victories of the industrial 

capitalists and their allies, in struggles with those advocating very different 

futures.  With the eventual triumph of industrial capitalism as the main 

determining force in the global economy, nationalism, in various forms, 

became the dominant kind of politics in the world. 
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Linebaugh and Rediker124 have shown that there were other social forces, 

which could have led to different paths of social, yet non-national, 

development.  If dynastic empires represented a possible conservative path 

of supra-national development, then the multi-ethnic communities, which 

arose on the Atlantic fringes, particularly from the sixteenth to the 

eighteenth centuries, offered a more radical alternative to the ultimately 

successful bourgeois national path.  Other worlds were possible. 

 

 

B.  THE ‘SPANISH’ AND ‘FRENCH ROADS’ VERSUS             

THE ‘DUTCH’ AND ‘ENGLISH ROADS’ 

 

 

i)  The conflict between the ‘Spanish’ and ‘French roads’ and the  

  emergence of the Dutch and English challenges. 

 

Two important struggles developed, which, although showing early signs of 

nation-state formation, were still very much marked by local, religious and 

other class conflicts that cut across this process.  These struggles took place 

in the Netherlands and England.  Both states confronted the dominant 

power in Europe and the western hemisphere of the time - the Spanish 

Empire, and later the French. 

 

Despite its name, the Spanish Empire was not a nation-based society.  Many 

of its ruling personnel were not Spanish but were drawn from a range of 

local aristocrats.  Charles V, often seen as the most powerful King of Spain 

(1500-58), also became the Holy Roman Emperor (1519-56).125  He was 

brought up in Flanders and spoke French and Flemish as his first two 

languages.  His successors became the main political and the military power 

behind the Counter-Reformation.126 

 

The initial rise of Protestantism had been accompanied by the Peasants’ 

War (1524-5).  Anabaptism represented the most revolutionary wing of the 

Reformation.127  Its peasant and artisan followers struggled against both 

aristocratic and burgher exploitation and oppression.  Religious and 

political modes of thinking were still intertwined.  Although Anabaptism 
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had its main centre in the German states, its influence spread much more 

widely, including into the Netherlands and some Alpine cantons.  

Anabaptism was a name used by the ruling classes of the time to conjure up 

the same sort of fear later invoked by the labels, ‘Levellers’, 

‘Jacobins’/‘Democrats’ and ‘Bolsheviks’/‘Reds’. 

 

The majority of Europe’s imperial kings and aristocrats gave their support 

to Roman Catholicism.  Lutheranism looked to a Reformation that drew 

most of its influential support from lesser kings, princes and lords.  Some 

Calvinists also looked to monarchs, princes and lords, but most of 

Calvinism’s committed support came from merchants and master craftsmen 

in the cities.  However, Catholics, Lutherans and Calvinists were all 

opposed to the Anabaptists’ Radical Reformation.  Indeed, it was Luther 

who offered his most vehement support to the crushing of the Anabaptist 

peasants in their main German centres. 

 

Various local feudal ruling classes were split over whether Protestantism 

helped to give them more power, or whether it just conjured up lower class 

‘demons’ which threatened them all.  The Hapsburg Holy Roman Emperors 

gave the lead to those rulers who thought that only a full-blown Counter-

Reformation, which suppressed all heresy, both revolutionary and reformist, 

could fully restore the ruling classes’ political and social position. 

 

Charles V, as Holy Roman Emperor, initiated this process with the Council 

of Trent.  Here the Counter-Reformation codified its dogmas and drew up 

its anathemas.  Its work was completed by 1563.128  Charles V’s Hapsburg 

successors to the office attempted to reverse the advance of both state-

Protestantism and the ‘lower order’ challenges inspired by heretical ideas.  

A refurbished Inquisition, and the newly founded Jesuit Order, became key 

elements in this Counter-Reformation.  The Protestant threat was rolled 

back from most southern, central and eastern Europe by 1648, under the 

Counter-Reformation alliance of Pope, Holy Roman Emperor and Catholic 

kings and princes. 

 

During the same period, the new state of Spain conquered the most 

extensive empire the world had then seen, stretching from the Americas in 

the west to the Philippines in the east.  Gold and other valuable 
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commodities, gained largely through the ruthless exploitation of the Native 

Americans and later imported African slaves, added massively to the wealth 

and power of the Spanish Crown, aristocracy, merchants and the Catholic 

Church.  Those, who administered the upper echelons of the Spanish 

Empire, were drawn from a wide variety of ethnic backgrounds.129  They 

included Flems, Italians, Aragonese/Catalans, as well as Castilian Spanish.  

Later, Catholic aristocratic refugees from places such as Ireland also rose to 

leading positions in the Spanish army, administration and the Catholic 

Church. 

 

In Europe, the Spanish Empire persecuted not ethnic but religious 

minorities - Moors, Sephardic Jews and heretics.  In the Americas, though, 

disagreements arose over the treatment of those Native Americans who had 

been converted to Catholicism.  Some were given paternalistic religious 

protection in the Jesuit Reductions of Argentina, Paraguay and Brazil from 

Spanish and Portuguese slave-hunters until the second half of the eighteenth 

century.130 

 

A few Native Americans with an aristocratic Inca background were 

accepted into the Spanish administrative system as caciques ruling over the 

encomiendas from which tribute was extracted.  In 1780, the Jesuit 

educated cacique, Tupac Amaru II,131 descended from the last Inca ruler, 

led what he hoped would be a Native American/Creole united rising against 

Spain.  However, the history of Creole brutality towards Native Americans 

was so deep-rooted, that the Native American insurrectionaries killed the 

Spanish Creoles.  Once the Spanish authorities had regained control, and 

captured, tortured and killed Tupac Amaru, no significant section of the 

Catholic Church tried to counter the gulf between Native Americans on one 

side, and Spanish and Spanish Creole on the other, with any conviction. 

 

For much of the sixteenth and early seventeenth century, the ‘Spanish road’ 

with its divinely sanctioned, imperial, monarchical and aristocratic feudal 

order was the dominant model in Europe and the Americas.  France, the one 

Catholic power, which provided it with a challenge, did not overtake Spain 

as the more powerful model until the Treaty of the Pyrenees in 1659.132 

 

France was in the process of becoming a more centralised state.  Its 
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economically and socially privileged aristocracy was more politically 

restricted than in Spain.  The leading personnel running France’s absolutist 

imperial state and empire were drawn from a narrower ethnic base than 

those people running its Spanish competitor.  Paris was much more a focus 

for the country’s aristocracy than Madrid was in the Spanish Empire.  

Antwerp, Naples and Lisbon (1580-1640) provided the aristocrats of the 

Spanish Empire with alternative political and social centres. 

 

Cardinal Mazarin greatly helped by ensuring that the activities of the 

Catholic Church were more fully subordinated to the French state’s political 

interests.  Mazarin, who was of Italian origin, had to become naturalised as 

a Frenchman in order to become more politically effective in France.133  

However, whilst the aristocracy developed a common French courtly 

culture, later famously centred on Louis XIV’s Palace of Versailles, the tax-

burdened peasantry still spoke various dialects of langue d’oil (from which 

the modern French language eventually developed) and langue d’oc (e.g. 

Occitan), as well as Breton, Basque, Flemish or Alsatian German.  

Absolutist France was not a nation-state, for as Louis XIV, the ‘Sun King’, 

allegedly said, “L’etat, c’est moi”.134 

 

France’s politics were not so tied to the Counter-Reformation as Spain’s.  

From 1598-1685 Calvinist Huguenots were tolerated in the French state.  

Catholic France sought Muslim Ottoman allies against the Catholic Holy 

Roman Empire in the sixteenth century, and Protestant Dutch and English 

allies in its wars against Catholic Spain in the seventeenth century.  Louis 

XIV’s absolutist France was the inspiration for many German princes, as 

well as for the later Stuart kings of, and Jacobite pretenders to the Three 

Kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland. 

 

 

ii)  The rise of two early nation states, England and the Dutch  

  Netherlands, was still limited by religious, dynastic and regional 

  loyalties. 

 

Whilst the early development of new nation-states, from the late sixteenth 

century in England and the Dutch Netherlands, was certainly historically 

important, there was still nothing inevitable about the wider adoption of this 
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particular path of state formation.  There were other possibilities in the 

lands bordering the Atlantic, Caribbean and eastern Pacific, where many of 

the key struggles occurred.  This extensive region was marked by several 

different modes of production and hybrid social formations.  The area 

witnessed the dramatic rise of Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, French and 

English overseas empires and mercantile colonies.  These impacted upon 

the archaic American Inca, Aztec and Maya states, the African kingships 

and the Gaelic, Native American and African chieftaincies and clans with 

their different socio-economic systems.  The expansion of the still semi-

feudal Spanish Empire killed millions and reduced agricultural productivity 

in many areas previously controlled by the archaic American states. 

 

The devastating Thirty Years War (1618-48),135 with its complex dynastic, 

religious and economic roots in the widening crisis, which had faced 

European feudalism from the fifteenth century, set back economic 

development in central Europe.  In the sixteenth and early seventeenth 

century, peasants, artisans, and other members of the ‘lower orders’ had 

challenged the landlords and merchants over the type of society they 

wanted to create.  Their defeat contributed to the ‘Second Serfdom’ in 

Central and Eastern Europe.136 

 

Linebaugh and Rediker have identified a period from around 1600 to 1640, 

when an early English mercantile and landed capitalism spread its influence 

around the North Atlantic periphery.137  During this period, though, the 

Dutch contribution was more significant.  Dutch New Amsterdam did not 

give way to English New York until 1674.138  New forms of capitalism 

spurred economic and technological advance in the Netherlands and 

England and to a lesser extent, France.  Mercantile capitalism also directly 

contributed to the new cross-Atlantic slave trade led by the Dutch, and then 

by the English, later the British.139  This was to have an increasingly 

catastrophic effect on African economic and social development. 

 

From the late sixteenth century, Spanish imperial power was challenged by 

the Dutch Netherlands.  The Dutch fought an Eighty Years War (1568-

1648), until they finally won Spanish recognition for their independence by 

the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648.140  Merchants were the key class behind 

the Netherlands’ challenge to Spanish imperial power.  Spanish imperial 
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territories suffered increased economic retardation, as Spain succumbed to 

the legal and illegal commercial encroachments of the Dutch (and later the 

English) and to free-lance, multi-ethnic buccaneers. 

 

The United Provinces of the Netherlands, which, from 1568, had defied 

their Spanish imperial overlords, originally included Flanders and Brabant 

(now in Belgium), before most of these two provinces were reconquered by 

Spain.  This division of the Netherlands did not reflect any ethnic divide, 

since both areas were overwhelmingly Flemish by language.  This split 

between the Dutch and Spanish Netherlands shows the importance of 

religious identity in the conflicts of the time. National identity had not yet 

become clearly separated from religion.  Thus, Calvinism and Catholicism 

came to form the religio-political basis for the new state divide between the 

Dutch and the Hapsburg Netherlands. 

 

A distinct Dutch national identity would only emerge slowly from earlier, 

wider Flemish/Low German loyalties.  However, this was not the whole 

picture, since there were still many Catholics in the Calvinist-ruled, United 

Provinces.  Religious toleration was adopted as state policy to encourage an 

acceptance of a new Dutch national, as opposed to a more limited Calvinist 

religio-national identity, which would not have been attractive to Catholics. 

 

However, the Republic of the Seven United Provinces of the Netherlands 

still remained a confederal state with strong local attachments.  These 

provided the focus for continued political division and conflicts.  A major 

schism occurred within the Dutch Reformed Church in which the 

Calvinists, with the backing of Prince Maurice of Orange, won out.  Prince 

Maurice was particularly keen to pursue the war against the Spanish 

Empire.  This was fought on a worldwide scale.  This prolonged war 

brought about the unity necessary to win Spain’s final acknowledgement of 

Dutch independence.  The massive wealth generated by the expansion of a 

Dutch mercantile empire greatly contributed.  Much of this was obtained by 

the most ruthless methods, including the promotion of the slave trade.  This 

rapid rise, from being merely a northern possession of the vast Spanish 

Empire, to being a major worldwide imperial power, able to take on and 

humiliate its former master, encouraged other Protestant states, especially 

England, to follow the ‘Dutch road’ as an alternative model to the ‘Spanish 
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road’. 

 

England’s opposition to Spain began with backing for the Dutch rebels in 

1585 and climaxed with the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588.  

However, England’s initial challenge had largely petered out, soon after the 

accession of James I to the new United Kingdom, following the Union of 

the Crowns of England and Scotland in 1603.  Nevertheless, it was in this 

process of conflict with Catholic Spain that the idea of an English Protestant 

nation began to take root, under ‘Good Queen Bess’.  Key English historical 

figures from the time, such as the playwright, Christopher Marlowe, the 

poets Edmund Spenser and Sir Walter Raleigh, combined their cultural 

activities with service to the English Crown.  Marlowe was a government 

spy;141 Spenser and Raleigh took part in the suppression of the ‘mere 

Irish’;142 whilst Raleigh also took part in the first attempted English 

colonisation of Virginia, as well as undertaking Crown licensed privateer 

attacks on the Spanish Empire.143 

 

Thus, English colonial expansion was initially achieved through a 

combination of piracy and trade under Crown license.  Later this was 

extended through Crown chartered colonisation, which contributed to the 

growth of chattel slavery and indentured labour in the American colonies.  

Colonial expansion was accomplished by state-backed terror and superior 

sailing ship technology.  By these means the commoners of England, 

Ireland, Africa, Barbados and Virginia were expropriated and set to labour 

as “hewers of wood” and “drawers of water".144 

 

In England, the new, more commercially orientated nobility and the gentry 

were the main rising class forces.  England had developed an early, 

territorially integrated, market economy, focusing particularly on the needs 

of London.  Foodstuffs from the Home Counties, woollen cloth from the 

West Country, and coal from Newcastle were all sold in London markets.  

Advanced agricultural methods and artisan craft techniques were imported 

from the Dutch Netherlands.  It was these economic developments that 

brought the more commercially minded nobility, gentry and the merchants 

to the fore. 

 

A common English language print culture existed in England.  This could 
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be read by growing numbers of gentry, merchants, and even some yeomen 

and artisans.  However, a strong English national identity had not yet 

penetrated very deeply amongst the wider population, especially tenant 

farmers, labourers, and ‘vagabonds’.  England’s navy did recruit seamen 

from throughout the country.  In contrast, army regiments were still raised 

mainly at the county level.  However, despite the growth of definite English 

nation-state characteristics, this process was offset by cross-cutting 

regional, religious and other class struggles. 

 

The English Plantations of Ireland145 and the colonisation of North America 

also provided contradictory pulls, which were to work against the setting-up 

of a geographically circumscribed English nation.  By the end of the 

seventeenth century, a few of the descendants of the early Plantation 

settlers, such as William Molyneux, did begin to identify themselves more 

with Ireland than England.146  When the Pilgrim Fathers left Plymouth in 

1620 for Massachusetts, they left as persecuted religious separatists 

(Independents).  They arrived in the Crown chartered colony of New 

England.147  Over time, they became Congregationalists, ‘freeborn 

Englishmen’ and only finally, in the last quarter of the eighteenth century, 

‘liberty loving Americans’. 

 

Since Henry VIII’s days, there had been a national Church of England.148  

French Catholic kings had tried to subordinate the Papacy to French state 

interests through a policy known as Gallicanism.149  In the sixteenth 

century, Henry VIII went further and decided to ‘nationalise’ the Roman 

Catholic Church in England the better to use its powers for his own ends.  

Now, whilst the Catholic Church had often proved to be as exploitative and 

repressive landlords as the Crown and the secular lords of the manor, the 

confiscation of their properties, particularly through the dissolution of the 

monasteries, placed much of their property in the hands of a new rising 

class of commercial landlords.  Henry VIII through his chief minister, 

Thomas Cromwell, used his Reformation to build up a new loyal English 

ruling class. 

 

These landlords were not at all averse to promoting enclosures to encourage 

grazing for wool production.  This led to the evictions of their tenants, and 

of those traditional yeomen landholders unable to provide the legal 
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documents, pay for the necessary lawyers, or face down the coercion and 

violence of the new landlords, be they major lords or the rising gentry. 

Some joined Kett's Rebellion in Norfolk in 1549.150  Others retained their 

support for the Roman Catholic Church, but the reign of the Catholic Queen 

Mary did nothing to improve their position, whilst her persecution of 

Protestants ensured that more popular forms emerged.  The most important 

group amongst these Protestants were the Puritans, who increasingly 

challenged state Anglicanism. 

 

Following the Union of the English and Scottish Crowns, the new Stuart 

dynasty, acted as state centralisers.  They promoted political absolutism 

within the various territories, including overseas colonies under Crown 

control.  The Stuarts maintained state control over the Churches of England 

(which also operated in Ireland and the English colonies) and Scotland, 

through an episcopal hierarchy.  They were backed by more traditional 

landowners and by the beneficiaries of royal monopolies. 

 

In growing conflict with the Crown, the new rising class forces, represented 

particularly by the gentry and merchants, tried to assert their power within, 

and then attempted to win control over, the English state, so they could 

better promote their interests.  The established Church of England was at 

the centre of this conflict.  In the course of the unfolding struggles with the 

Tudor and Stuart monarchs and their aristocratic supporters, the challengers 

first adopted Puritanism 151 and later Presbyterianism.152 

 

Later, though, an even more challenging opposition, the Independents broke 

from other Puritans and organised outside of the Church of England.  They 

were part of the separatist tradition, many of whose adherents, under James 

I and Charles I, went into exile in the Netherlands, or settled in New 

England.  Some of the latter, however, returned to England itself, when the 

political situation had become more favourable.153 The ranks of the 

Independents included Congregationalists, Baptists, and later, Quakers.  

They represented the lineal descendants of the earlier Radical Reformation.  

The most radical independents were also linked with the longstanding 

yeomen opposition to enclosures and were particularly strong in East 

Anglia. 
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The English Civil War (1642-51) is often seen as a battle between two 

national sides, the Cavaliers or Royalists led by Charles I, and his son, on 

one side, and the Roundheads or Parliamentarians led by Cromwell on the 

other.154  Polarisation between national political forces was indeed 

significant but, for many, more local identities were just as, or even more 

important.  The gentry were torn by “the conflict between loyalty to the 

nation and loyalty to the county community.  This cut across the 

conventional divisions, like a geological fault… In some respects the 

England of 1640 resembled the union of partially-independent county-

states”.155 

 

Charles I's wider entanglements in these islands and beyond tended to 

produce conflicts complicated by the issue of dynastic control rather than 

clear-cut national struggles.  The kings of England had earlier spent over a 

hundred years  (1337-1453) trying to maintain their lands in France.  Later, 

despite the Tudors being forced to abandon their last continental foothold at 

Calais, in 1558,156 they were still looking overseas - and from 1556 to the 

new English plantations in Ireland.  There was no clear political decision 

taken to develop a specifically English nation within England’s territorial 

bounds. 

 

 

iii)  The conflict between the Stuarts' promotion of a British Union  

  and  Empire, Calvinist support for a Godly Kingdom, Radical  

  Leveller visions of a Godly Republic and Cromwell's Greater  

  English Republic 

 

The ‘English’ Civil War emerged from a wider conflict over the religio-

political direction of the Three Kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland, 

and the new colonies in North America.  These territories were politically 

united only under the Stuart dynasty.  Roman Catholics, 

Anglicans/Episcopalians and Calvinist Presbyterians clashed, with different 

classes using religious arguments to enhance their power.  The 

Independents, mainly supported by the ‘lower orders’, wanted to abolish the 

established Church altogether, in order to achieve greater liberty. 

 

Religio-national conflicts took place beginning, in 1638, with the Bishops’ 
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Wars in Scotland between Episcopalians and Presbyterians.157  The 1641 

Irish Rebellion was more complex.  It led to a decade of struggle between 

competing visions of a Catholic order, Episcopalianism, Presbyterianism 

and Independency.158  It was only in 1642 that civil war broke out in 

England itself.159  This was initially dominated by conflict between Royalist 

Episcopalians and Parliamentary Presbyterians before the more 

revolutionary republican Independents entered the fray.  As the decisive 

events in this wider struggle moved to England, Oliver Cromwell emerged 

as the Independents’ leader.  In the process ‘God’s Englishman’ began to 

promote a new, more widely based, English nationalism, in which secular 

national elements became more important.  Socio-political as much as 

religious divisions also marked the split, which emerged amongst the 

Independents between Cromwellians and the more radical Levellers.160 

 

However, in the early stages of the War of the Three Kingdoms, Scotland 

was the most important centre of conflict.  In 1643, the Scots Presbyterian 

leaders were able to impose The Solemn League and Covenant upon an 

English Parliament eager for Scottish armed support against Charles I.161  

The Scottish negotiators did not try to turn Englishmen and Irishmen into 

Scotsmen.  Instead, they wanted all the people living in the British Isles and 

the North American colonies to live as Presbyterians and Calvinists.  They 

even tried to summon a wider assembly of all the Reformed Churches in 

Europe before settling for the negotiations with the English.162  The final 

agreement of the Westminster Assembly of Divines was as important to 

Scottish Presbyterians as the agreement of the English Parliament. 

 

Compared to England, Scotland was still a relatively economically 

backward country, with only a small proportion of merchants, 

manufacturers, artisans, and farmers in its population.  Kinship and local 

ties remained strong.  Nevertheless, such ties also helped a Scottish 

merchant class to develop, undertaking competitive trade in England and its 

American colonies, much to the resentment of English merchants.  

However, in Scotland, religious identity still remained more important than 

national identity.  Calvinist theology provided the ideology, and 

presbyterian organisation (with its kirk sessions) the discipline with which 

to unite those classes wishing to challenge the Stuarts’ tyranny, whilst at the 

same time keeping the ‘lower orders’ in check.   Scottish religious divines 
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clung to their vision of a Covenanted Presbyterian and Calvinist order, 

extending over the England, Scotland, Ireland and colonial North America. 

It was only between 1690 and 1707 that the Church of Scotland reluctantly 

settled for Presbyterian ‘Calvinism in one country’. 

 

By contrast, an early nationalism was already becoming more powerful in 

England, absorbing within it the once more important religious elements of 

oppositional thought.  Cromwell finally asserted republican control over all 

of these islands by 1651.  He had defeated the English Royalist 

Episcopalians, Presbyterians and the Levellers, the Irish Confederates, the 

Scottish Episcopalians and both the moderate and more radical wings of the 

Scottish Presbyterians.  The political settlement, which Cromwell imposed, 

contrasted quite sharply with the earlier Solemn League and Covenant, 

which it effectively replaced.  “He retained a tripartite name, the 

Commonwealth of England, Scotland and Ireland.  Cromwell might rule an 

entire archipelago, but its periphery had only been conquered to protect 

England and for ‘God’s Englishman’ the name of England was sacrosanct, 

the concept of ‘Britain’ an unwelcome intrusion associated with the 

ambitions of the Stuarts… which had threatened England’s identity.  He had 

dreams of a just and godly future for Ireland and Scotland - through making 

them ‘little Englands’; but England would remain England”.163 

 

However, transitional religio-political arrangements were still necessary, 

particularly in the non-English-speaking areas of Wales.  Here a Fifth 

Monarchist general, Thomas Harrison164 headed up a commission to 

implement the 1650 Act for the Propagation of the Gospel in Wales.  The 

Bible was published in the Welsh language.  Nevertheless, “The aim was 

Anglicisation”.165  Several of “the Commissioners were English, and the 

anglicised border counties were heavily represented, and the proportion of 

Welsh gentry was very small”.166 

 

Before Cromwell could achieve his aim of creating a Greater English 

Republic, he had to confront the most radical forces to emerge from the 

class conflicts of the time.  They originated the ranks of the Independents, 

particularly within the New Model Army.167 They were called the Levellers. 

Not all of their ranks thought in national terms.  The more plebian forces 

pursued their own social visions.  This multi-ethnic adversary - the “motley 
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crew” – was termed “the multi-headed hydra” by those who feared its 

power.168  This opposition sought to raise up a ‘New Jerusalem’ against the 

wicked ‘Babylon’.  Its dominant ideology was radical Antinomianism,169 

where moral conscience stood above the law of the state and therefore 

legitimised resistance to oppression. 

 

This Antinominianism partly grew out of the earlier Radical Reformation 

tradition.  It now developed more secular components.  When Cromwell put 

a brake on further revolutionary changes, Antinominianism continued to be 

upheld by the Levellers.170  They made conscience (not the citizen) and life 

(not the nation) the subject of their declaration in the Second Agreement of 

the Free People of England in 1649.171  Here, they did not invoke the 

‘English people’, but claimed they were “of England” - a geographical 

expression. 

 

In contrast, those Cromwellian Independents, who moved to more secular 

English thinking, invoked the Gothic tradition172 of freedom against what 

they saw as Roman tyranny.  From this developed an early particularist 

nationalism, which came to be associated with the notion of the ‘freeborn 

Englishman’.  According to this point of view, Anglo-Saxon settlers in 

England had ejected the Romano-British from their lands and had 

developed a freedom-loving society based on village assemblies under the 

guidance of witnagemots (proto-parliaments).  The Norman tyrant kings, 

who had ended Anglo-Saxon rule in 1066, were themselves eventually 

rendered accountable to Parliament through the Magna Carta in 1215.  

Thus, the struggle against King Charles and the Stuarts was seen as just the 

latest episode in this epic historic struggle - parliamentary rule against 

despotic monarchs. 

 

In contrast, some Levellers held to a universal, but still religious idea of 

freedom.  Equitable government flowed from God’s natural law.173  John 

Warr, in his Corruption and Deficiency of the Laws of England (1649), 

went further.  In this work, “freedom… appears to be a cosmic principle 

embedded in the orderly operation of the universe itself”.174  This became 

the first step from deist to later scientific thinking, upon which universal 

thinking could be upheld without resort to either Christian or other religious 

views.  These Levellers understood the political limitations of the ‘freeborn 



 97 

Englishman’ tradition, which sought to replace royal sovereignty with 

parliamentary sovereignty.  They realised that the ‘lower orders’ would still 

remain politically, economically and socially excluded under such a regime.  

To many Levellers, the Anglo-Saxons were every bit as much conquerors as 

the Romans and Normans.175 

 

But the Levellers’ ranks also included those who wanted communal 

property ownership.  They remembered the wider commons lands of the 

past, and some looked sympathetically to those still trying to defend the 

remaining clan-held lands in Ireland.  Unencumbered by the notion of the 

privileged ‘freeborn Englishman’, they were able to oppose the New Model 

Army being sent to Ireland to reimpose the English order brought about 

there by the Plantations.176 

 

Some, including the True Leveller, Gerard Winstanley, were to form the 

Diggers.177  They tried to set up communistic farming communities.  The 

most advanced Levellers also opposed slavery.  Their ideas contributed to 

the resistance of the multi-ethnic indentured labourers in the colonies, and 

of the mixed Native American, Black and White communities (including 

the buccaneers of the Caribbean), which formed beyond the colonial 

governors’ effective control.178 

 

By 1649, it had become apparent to many Independents that Cromwell was 

not interested in creating a society based on widespread small-scale 

individual property ownership.  This had been a social vision, which had 

inspired many in the ranks of the New Model Army.  Instead, new forms of 

monopoly, particularly large commercial landed estates, were growing in 

strength.  The Levellers drew their support from left wing of the 

Independents, the small merchants, manufacturers, artisans and yeomen.  

They opposed the Cromwell’s model of economic and social development.  

Most Levellers desired an end to monopolies and wanted a much wider 

distribution of individual property.  They produced An Agreement of the 

People 179 and challenged Cromwell in the Putney Debates in 1647.180 

 

After bowing to the Radical Levellers' demand to execute Charles I in 1649, 

Cromwell went on to crush this revolutionary opposition in England, in a 

series of actions, of which the best known occurred at Burford in 
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Oxfordshire.181  This was immediately followed by the Cromwellian 

occupation of Ireland.  Most of the confiscated land ended up in the hands 

of English landlords and merchant companies.  The way was paved for a 

particular path of economic, social and political development in these 

islands.  This came to be based upon domination by still mainly aristocratic, 

but now more commercially minded landlords, and by mercantile 

capitalists. 

 

The economic underpinning of Cromwell's new Greater English Republic 

was state promoted Mercantilism.  The Fenlands of East Anglia was an area 

where the conflict between a new national economic orientation and 

defence of an older local, household and commons subsistence economy 

was particularly acute.  Before the English Civil War, Cromwell had legally 

represented the interests of the fenmen, in the face of this new economic 

challenge.  However, he went on to become the chief advocate for an Act 

“designed to complete the drainage work on the Bedford Level.  The 

wording of this act is textbook mercantilism”.182  Corn and grain were to be 

grown for domestic sale, coleseed and rapeseed for making soap, oil for the 

wool-spinning and clothing industry, and flax and hemp for the linen and 

naval cordage industries.  This would encourage “trading at home and 

abroad… relieve the poor by setting them to work, and… redound to the 

great advantage of the nation”.183  The commoners of the Fens resisted this 

strongly, and it was only through the use of Scottish prisoners of war that 

the southern Fens were reclaimed.  Forced labour was part and parcel of 

many early large-scale capitalist developments.  However, in the northern 

Fenlands the commoners triumphed.  This allowed their traditional way of 

life to continue as one of the many local cultures not fully brought under the 

heel of the new capitalism until the nineteenth century. 

 

 

iv)  The first defeat of the “motley crew” leads to the accelerated rise 

  of commercial landed estates and mercantile monopolies, whilst 

  the Greater English Republic and the 'Western Design' become 

  harbingers of a British imperial future 

 

As a result of these developments, the possibility of forming a confederal 

civilian republic of England,184 Scotland and Ireland ended.  Some 
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Independents, still drawing upon older Radical Protestant thinking, had 

advocated a wider ‘republic of the godly’, uniting England and the Dutch 

Netherlands.185  Cromwell, though, sought to transform the Stuarts’ 

dynastically linked, Three Kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland into 

a more centralised, Greater English, mercantile republic capable of meeting 

the Dutch competition. 

 

The rise of merchant capital had already led to purely commercial conflict 

between England and the Dutch Netherlands.186  Revolutionary religious 

aspirations for Salvation were beginning to give way before the more 

profane and earthly notion of Profit.  Cromwell set aside any religiously 

based Protestant solidarity, the better to pursue English merchants’ secular 

and national commercial interests.  The Navigation Acts were passed in 

1650 and 1651, arriving “at a fully-fashioned conception of economic 

policy in essentially its national form”.187  Dutch shipping was to be 

excluded from English, ‘British’ and colonial ports.  English naval power 

was to be the chosen method for promoting the country’s mercantile 

capitalism. 

 

The famous Dutch philosopher, Hugo Grotius, confident in the superiority 

of Dutch commercial shipping, had already published his Mare Liberum.  

This work advocated ‘freedom of the seas’.188  John Selden, the English 

philosopher answered him in Mare Clausum.  This suggested that the seas 

could be claimed by states in much the same way as land.189  “Mercantilist 

logic was the logic of violence in an age of violence”.190  Cromwell initially 

offered the Dutch a deal to divide the world into two spheres of 

influence,191 in a similar manner offered to Spain and Portugal in the Papal 

brokered, Treaty of Tordesillas of 1494.  The Dutch replied to the English 

with an offer of free trade between the two ‘godly’ republics. 

 

Unable, however, to compete with the stronger Dutch economy, 

Cromwell’s new ‘Greater English’ republic sought a war with the Dutch 

republic, to win by force what could not be won through economic 

competition.  The First Anglo-Dutch war lasted from 1652-4.  Cromwell’s 

support for a more secular notion of English nationalism, now enhanced by 

Mercantilist policies, was then further developed by his alliance with 

Catholic France against Catholic Spain between 1654 and 1660.  However, 
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Cromwell’s grandiose ambitions, shown in his ‘Western Design’,192 to 

replace Spanish colonial power with English colonial power in the 

Caribbean, came unstuck in Hispaniola.  Yet, the incidental seizure of 

Jamaica from Spain, in 1656, contributed mightily to the expansion of the 

English (and later British) promoted chattel slavery.  This further reinforced 

large-scale landed and mercantile capitalism through the development of 

plantation-based agriculture in the colonies. 

 

Commercial landlords and large merchants were already beginning to map 

out a new English national path.  Cromwell’s ambition for England to 

replace Spain and to overtake the Dutch, as the leading world power, 

anticipated the ‘English road’ of the eighteenth century, with its Patriot 

politics.  Those following this particular course of development included 

improving landlords and tenant farmers, merchants, manufacturers, shippers 

and colonists.  Yet the ‘nation’ being promoted was still geographically 

flexible.  ‘England’ included those settlers living overseas in the colonial 

ports, towns and their immediate hinterlands. 

 

Thus, the development of an English nation and English nationalism, tied to 

a definite geographical territory, was to remain a messy historical process.  

Under Cromwell, these two notions had already clashed with the early 

Stuart attempts to create a wider British identity focused upon the monarch 

after the Union of the Crowns in 1603.193  Later, as ‘lower orders’ English 

nationalism developed further, it increasingly challenged ruling class 

attempts to create a British ‘national’ identity, after the parliamentary Act of 

Union with Scotland in 1707. 

 

Although the ‘Greater English’ republic was short-lived, enough of the old 

feudal baggage had been cleared away to allow a new political 

rapprochement to develop.  This was highlighted, when the restored King 

Charles II gave his protection to Thomas Hobbes, the controversial author 

of Leviathan.194  This book strongly defended the need for a ‘strong state’, 

but not on the traditional grounds of support of the king’s ‘divine right to 

rule’, but on the basis of a ‘contract theory’ between sovereign and subject.  

Charles’ own personal wish was to copy the absolutist power of Louis XIV.  

However, the landlord/merchant alliance was still able to maintain itself as 

the dominant political and economic force in the Three Kingdoms after the 
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Stuarts returned. 

 

Before this particular landlord/merchant alliance could find a form of state 

more suitable for its rule, it faced another challenge, which initially forced it 

deeper into alliance with the Stuarts.  For there was growing resistance to 

the rapid development of indentured labour in the American colonies.  

There were moves by settlers, who wanted more land and freedom from the 

colonial governor’s control, so they could forcibly eject Native Americans 

from their lands.  This culminated in Bacon’s Rebellion in Virginia, in 

1676.195  Bacon probably drew much of his anti-Native American thinking 

from his English Cromwellian republican outlook.  Only now the ‘savage 

Indians’ took the place of the ‘wild Irish’.  The colonial elite sought the 

support of the Stuart imperial state to crush this rebellion.  This slowed 

down developments that could have led to political independence for the 

colonists much earlier than 1776.196 

 

However, there were further challenges to Stuart absolutism from radical 

Calvinists (the United Societies/Cameronians) in Scotland after 1679 

(127),197 and from Commonwealthmen, influenced by the Levellers, in 

Monmouth’s Rebellion of 1685.198  These challenges, along with the 

growing state mercantilist competition from France, persuaded the majority 

of English, Scottish, Anglo-Irish and Ulster-Scots merchants and 

commercial landlords to seek external support from William of Orange, in 

order to assert their political independence against the Stuart monarchy.  

This was done to contain both the challenges from below and the threats 

from the Stuarts and their overseas backers, and to advance the merchants’ 

and landlords’ own wider economic interests. 

 

In contrast, the post-Restoration Stuart kings, Charles II and James II, tried 

to build up their own dynastic rule, over the Three Kingdoms, as a client 

state of Louis XIV’s absolutist France.  Cromwell had allied England with 

France in 1658, whilst Louis was still in his minority.  This decision 

represented an early example of what Americans today call ‘blowback’ - 

unintended and unwanted consequences.  A year later, France definitively 

overtook Spain as the leading European power, highlighted by the Treaty of 

the Pyrenees.  This treaty ended the twenty-four years of war between them. 

King Louis entered his majority in 1661 and, as the Sun King, emerged as a 
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new absolutist ruler, presiding over a France.199  He sought to subordinate 

other European states, including the Stuart’s Three Kingdoms, to his French 

state.  Charles II made his secret Treaty of Dover with the French king in 

1670. 

 

Thus, France threatened to become the major challenger, rather than Spain, 

to the ambitious ‘English road’ originally pioneered under Cromwell’s 

Protectorate.  The Dutch Netherlands no longer perceived as the immediate 

enemy, now took on a new significance, since they were in the continental 

frontline against an aggressive and expansionary France.  So, despite the 

two recent wars between the English and Dutch, the anti-Stuart forces 

began to look to King William of Orange for support. 

 

 

v) The growing power and influence of the UK’s constitutional 

 monarchy and the entrenchment of overseas chattel slavery and 

 domestic wage-slavery 

 

William of Orange,200 descendant of the Maurice who had led the Dutch 

independence campaign, had come to power in the Dutch Netherlands in 

1672, after a coup, which overthrew the merchants’ republican oligarchy 

there.  With his family now in the position of guaranteed hereditary 

Stadtholder, the United Provinces moved closer to resembling a 

constitutional monarchy.  William could act brutally against leading 

individual merchants, such as the de Witts, who had wanted to maintain 

their own oligarchal republican rule.  Yet William was still careful to 

uphold the wider economic and social interests of the Dutch merchant class. 

 

William’s greatest success, however, lay in winning the backing of the 

majority of English, Scottish, Anglo-Irish and Ulster-Scots landlords, 

merchants, colonists, politicians and oppositional thinkers, some of whom 

lived in exile in the Dutch Netherlands.  They feared the slide of James II 

towards absolutist rule over the Three Kingdoms, his Catholicism, and the 

possible threat to their economic interests posed by political subordination 

to the French state.  They were also concerned about the continued 

rumblings from below.  These were the main reasons why they backed 

William for king in the Glorious Revolution of 1688. 
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William was prepared to accept the real political power of the landlords and 

merchants in a new constitutional monarchy.  He became head of the non-

Calvinist Church of England.  William also accepted the merchants’ desire 

to pursue an independent and increasingly British imperial course.  The 

Scotsman, William Paterson set up the Bank of England,201 in 1693, to 

finance government war expenditure.  Paterson went on to help found the 

commercial Bank of Scotland, in 1694, with assistance from Englishman, 

John Holland.202 

 

William III’s military defeat of James II was finally achieved in Ireland in 

1691.203  However, he also had to suppress other challenges.  He 

marginalised the Cameronians’ challenge in Scotland from 1689-92.204  

These Radical Calvinists, more based on the small tenant farmers and 

artisans, had broken from the landlords and merchants’ now established 

Presbyterian Church of Scotland, and, in effect, joined the ranks of the 

Independents.  In the process, some moved from being supporters of a 

constitutional monarchy, with a covenanted king, to being theocratic 

republicans. 

 

The Scottish merchants’ own attempt to set up a colony in Darien205 

between 1695 and 1700 was also undermined.206  It was this experience, 

which persuaded most Scottish aristocrats and some merchants and bankers, 

including William Paterson, to overcome their earlier opposition to union 

with England.  An Act of Union was passed, in 1707, in the teeth of popular 

opposition.  There was still some aristocratic opposition on traditionalist 

dynastic grounds from the Jacobites (supporters of the Stuart ‘Old 

Pretender’), and also from such minor landowners as Andrew Fletcher of 

Saltoun.207 Fletcher was part of a European oligarchical republican 

tradition. He envisaged a future Europe organised as a confederation of 

small states.208 

 

The merchants were divided over the Act, with some giving their support.  

Merchants gained legal access from their Scottish ports to trade with what 

had previously been exclusively English-run colonies in North America and 

the Caribbean in particular.  Furthermore, the leaders of the Presbyterian 

Church of Scotland were won over to the Union when it was awarded the 
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state’s official religious ‘franchise’ north of the border, although English 

and Irish Presbyterian coreligionists continued to suffer political disabilities 

elsewhere in the UK. 

 

The enlarged Parliament in London also presided over a subordinate Anglo-

Irish Dublin Parliament.  Early attempts by some Anglo-Irish to extend the 

parliamentary union to Ireland failed.  The new Anglo-Scottish British state 

formed the political core of a growing British Empire.  William also 

remained Stadtholder of the United Provinces, as well as becoming king of 

the UK.  This widened power base allowed him to resist absolutist France 

more effectively.  After the Nine Years War (1688-97) William’s rule over 

the UK was finally recognised by his continental opponents in the 1697 

Treaty of Ryswick.209 

 

This was soon followed by the War of the Spanish Succession.  The Treaty 

of Utrecht, of 1713,210 which marked its end, conceded to the UK the 

valuable ‘asiento’, or the right to deliver slaves to the Spanish Empire.211  

The new British Empire also gained territories at the expense of Spain.  

Some of the imperial ambitions, which had been first entertained in 

Cromwell’s ‘Western Design’, were now coming to fruition. 

 

Furthermore, the Dutch state, weakened by continuous continental war, was 

now undergoing a long process of decline.  The City of London eventually 

overtook Amsterdam as the main international banking centre.  The decline 

of the Dutch state left France and the UK as the principal protagonists.  

With the ending of both the ‘Spanish’ and ‘Dutch roads’ as models to 

emulate, the ‘French’ and ‘English roads’ now vied for global supremacy, 

as the eighteenth century opened.  The UK made colonial gains, at the 

expense of France, through the Treaty of Utrecht.  However, there was still 

to be a considerable to-and-fro between the British and the French over 

colonies in the eighteenth century. 

 

From the 1690s, an increasingly British Atlantic-wide capitalism 

consolidated itself.  In Ireland, the older, more tenuous Elizabethan, Stuart 

and Cromwellian Plantations were given a much more secure basis, through 

the wholesale uprooting of Old Irish and Anglo-Catholic Irish property by 

means of the Penal Laws.212  The members of the Ascendancy, consisting 
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mainly of Anglo-Irish Protestant landlords, developed their expanding 

commercial estates through Improvement and the rack-renting of the Irish 

Catholic peasants.  The Whigs213 emerged as the main political 

representatives of the landed and mercantile oligarchy throughout the 

British Isles. 

 

In eighteenth century England, growing numbers of labourers were forced 

off the land through enclosures.  Draconian laws also ensured a plentiful 

supply of coerced and casual labour.  There was frequent resort to 

imprisonment, transportation and the death penalty to enforce both labour 

discipline and respect for private property.  The 1714 Riot Act214 and its 

later extension, the 1723 Black Act,215 were introduced for this purpose. 

 

Whilst large-scale commercial landlords and powerful merchants still 

remained the dominant economic groups in society, a new class of 

manufacturers began to emerge in the later eighteenth century, partly out of 

the ranks of the skilled artisans.  Some merchants had tried to increase their 

own control over the artisans through the ‘putting-out’ system.  They 

supplied the artisans with raw materials, which they paid for with the 

finished goods they supplied.  However, the rising class of manufacturers 

realised that waged labour offered them more control over the producers 

and hence greater profits.  Artisans stoutly resisted these encroachments 

upon their ‘liberties’.  An increasingly powerful British state, and its local 

landlord-dominated courts, extinguished the earlier ‘liberties’ and common 

rights of yeomen, small tenant farmers and artisans alike.  As a result, 

waged labour was further extended. 

 

As the growing capitalist economy took firmer root in the UK, displacing 

communal, freeholder and artisan household economies, those uprooted in 

the process faced hard times.  Improvements in agricultural techniques, 

promoted by capitalist landlords and the better-off tenant farmers, may have 

boosted productivity and overcome the food shortages found during earlier 

famines.  These had largely been caused by natural events (e.g. bad 

weather, disease and vermin), and had been greatly exacerbated in the 

earlier, technologically more backward, feudal economy. 

 

However, the mere existence of sufficient food supplies did not now, in 
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itself, ensure that the remaining semi-subsistence peasants, or the new class 

of wage labourers and their dependents, had adequate access to these.  Food 

was transported to whichever regions or countries commanded the highest 

prices.  Those peasants, still clinging on to some land through various forms 

of customary tenure, also faced the continued threat of enclosure.  Many 

found their margins for existence narrowed. 

 

Commercial landlords no longer showed much paternal concern.  In the 

past, under more feudal conditions, when hard times had occurred, 

landlords might have deferred rents and even provided minimum 

subsistence to ensure that their tenants’ labour was still available for future 

exploitation.  However, as capitalist economic relations spread, landlords 

and other employers could draw instead upon the greater numbers of 

displaced peasants and artisans moving around the country to find work. 

 

Today’s worldwide mass migrations of workers, desperately trying to evade 

chronic poverty, absolute destitution, environmental degradation, and 

imperial wars and other lethal conflicts in the ‘Third World’ countries, were 

prefigured by the inter-regional and inter-continental migrations of the 

eighteenth century.  These included migrants from the culturally diverse, 

English-speaking regions of the UK, as well as from Scottish and Irish 

Gaeldom, and from Welsh-speaking Cymru.  Others were forced to become 

indentured labourers in the American colonies.  There were also black 

migrants from the colonies.216  Some of the latter would have been, in 

effect, the refugees of their day, trying to escape chattel slavery.  To their 

number can be added other overseas refugees, such as the Huguenots from 

France. 

 

All these uprooted people would have experienced cultural differences and 

varying regional and parochial arrangements to control their movements as 

disorientating as those facing today’s migrant workers. Today, UK 

governments try to implement laws, which allow a flow of migrant workers 

(particularly skilled) to fill major gaps in the labour market, but which also 

exclude ‘undesirables’.  In the eighteenth century, local courts and parish 

authorities pursued policies to encourage ‘able-bodied’ labour when 

required, but also to discourage any ‘undeserving’ vagrants.  Despite these 

hurdles, self-organisation still developed, including amongst the various 
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black communities.217  This led to some early forerunners of what have 

been termed ‘communities of resistance’ in the present-day world.218 

 

On the other side of the Atlantic, in the American colonies, large slave-

serviced plantations developed rapidly.219  Slaves were now 

overwhelmingly black, victims of the barbaric cross-Atlantic slave trade, 

known as the ‘Maafa’ (holocaust) to African historians.220  Thia black 

slavery became far more economically significant than white indentured 

and penal labour, which nevertheless still continued.  Some white labour 

was now used in an overseer role, the better to divide the earlier ‘motley 

crew’.  Others either accepted the ‘king’s shilling’ or were press-ganged to 

serve in the British army and navy.  Here they helped to enforce imperial 

control over the subject peoples and classes. 

 

The territorial extent of the British American colonies increased 

considerably.  The lands of Native Americans were either seized or 

subordinated to the Crown through treaties.  The colonies of European 

competitors were annexed after a series of wars.  This allowed the practice 

of chattel slavery to be further extended, particularly on the southern 

tobacco and indigo plantations. 

 

However, resistance grew once more on the sailing ships, which traded in 

slaves.  Their crews were often multi-ethnic and many resorted to mutiny, 

especially between 1716 and 1726.221  Some ships passed directly to their 

sailors’ control.  These were the ‘floating republics’ flying the Jolly Roger.  

They became such a threat to the slave trade (often seizing ships, and 

sometimes offering freedom to the slaves) that the British Navy had to 

devote considerable resources to defeating the pirates’ challenge. 

 

Furthermore, black slaves on the plantations became involved in risings.  

These were usually brutally crushed.  Runaway slaves were more successful 

in forming Maroon societies beyond the slaveholders’ control.222  In 

Jamaica, the former slave, Cudjoe, led a resistance that forced the colonial 

authorities to recognise Maroon independence by treaty, in 1738.223  

Another challenge lay in the ports where multi-ethnic communities formed 

an increasingly vocal opposition.  There was a major multi-ethnic 

insurrection in colonial New York in 1741, which went down to defeat.224 
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In this early period of capitalist development, chattel slavery and wage 

slavery advanced side-by-side, although, in the UK itself, chattel slavery 

was restricted to black domestic servants, until a legal ruling ended this.  

However, the geographical divide between the American colonies and the 

UK was still politically bridged by the imperial state.  Colonial planters, 

particularly in the West Indies, often held large estates in the UK too.  They 

promoted both directly coerced and ‘free’ waged labour simultaneously.  

The profits made from the two different kinds of exploited labour could be 

invested in the further ownership of chattel slaves, or the employment of 

wage slaves. 

 

In this period, a fully developed Mercantilist theory represented the 

economic thinking of the larger and more influential merchants.  This 

theory225 argued that the state should use its power to increase trade, and to 

control labour.  This would help to produce the wealth, which would be of 

mutual benefit to merchants through profit, and to the state through excise 

revenue and taxes.226  The cynical Mercantilist economist, Bernard 

Mandeville, highlighted the calculated choice to be made, when deciding 

which type of labour to employ.  “It is manifest, that in a Free Nation where 

Slaves are not allow’d of, the surest wealth consists in the multitude of the 

Laborious Poor”.227 

 

John Locke had already shown employers how it was possible to find 

conditions, in England, that most closely approached those of chattel 

slavery.  He recommended that, “children over three ‘should be taught to 

earn a living at their working schools for spinning and knitting’”.228  Child 

labour remains a practice still ruthlessly pursued by employers today in 

large parts of southern Asia. 

 

 

vi)  The underground Radical Enlightenment in contest with the  

  Mainstream Enlightenment 

 

The Dutch Netherlands had developed into a major centre of religious 

tolerance and opposition to absolutism.  The United Provinces were a haven 

for a whole host of refugees.  Spain and France also took in refugees, such 
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as out-of-favour Catholic aristocrats and persecuted priests fleeing from 

Protestant-ruled states.  Thus, Catholic refugees to Spain and France often 

came from the economically unproductive sectors of society.  However, 

most Calvinist/Huguenot and Jewish refugees to the Dutch Netherlands 

(and later the UK) were merchants or artisans.  They spurred economic 

advance in the countries they settled in.  Calvinists came from as far afield 

as Hungary and Scotland, whilst Cromwellian and Leveller political 

refugees arrived from England, after the Stuarts returned.  Rationalist 

philosophers took refuge from absolutist France.  Dissident Calvinist 

Remonstrants also welcomed Unitarians from Poland.  The United 

Provinces also had its own Independent sects (some descended from the 

Anabaptists). 

 

This was the wider milieu which helped to produce the revolutionary 

philosophy of Baruch de Spinoza, an apostate Jew living in Amsterdam.  

Spinoza advocated freedom of thought, secularism and republicanism.  

Politically, he was far in advance of most of his actual or near 

contemporaries in the early Enlightenment.  These included Gottlieb 

Liebnitz,229 John Locke230 and Isaac Newton.231  The Royal Society of 

London officially promoted Locke and Newton, partly as a counter to 

dangerous ideas being promoted by independent ‘coffee-house’ 

philosophers.232  Locke downplayed his earlier anti-government thinking 

and actions.  Like Newton, he later sought to provide a philosophical basis 

for oligarchal rule and political stability, after the Glorious Revolution.  He 

was also a shareholder in the Royal African Society, a slave trading 

company.233 

 

After the experience of the mid-century revolutionary upheavals throughout 

Europe, including the UK (1638-60), Catalonia (1640-52),234 Naples 

(1647),235 and Switzerland (165)236 any scientist or philosopher who wished 

to gain official acceptance had to ensure that his new discoveries in science, 

or developments in philosophical thought, did not help to undermine the 

existing social order.  Religious toleration and constitutional monarchy 

marked the outer bounds of the political freedoms sought by the emerging 

Mainstream Enlightenment. 

 

Spinoza, along with his associates and followers, however, represented an 
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alternative Radical Enlightenment.237  Spinoza drew inspiration from the 

massive 1647 revolt in Naples, against the Spanish authorities controlling 

the city.  He made a pen and ink sketch of Masaniello, the plebian 

fisherman who led the revolt.238  Indeed, Spinoza can perhaps be seen as the 

ideological precursor of the later tradition, which Linebaugh and Rediker 

have strikingly termed universalism from below;239 or, as a recent 

biographer has claimed, Spinoza “with his pen, as well as his brush, had 

appointed himself the spiritual leader of a global revolution”.240 

 

This Radical Enlightenment provided a link from the earlier revolutionary 

traditions of the sixteenth century Radical Reformation and seventeenth 

century Radical Antinominians (e.g. the Levellers) to the later 

Revolutionary Democratic thinking, which emerged in the late eighteenth 

century.  The Mainstream Enlightenment, however, tended more to follow 

in the reforming tradition of Lutheranism.  It looked first to kings and 

princes to implement their proposed reforms from above.  It feared any 

challenges from below.  The Mainstream Enlightenment also anticipated 

Napoleon’s ‘Enlightenment Empire’, and the bourgeois Liberalism of the 

nineteenth century.  The Radical Enlightenment, in contrast, led to very 

different social visions and political possibilities compared to the world of 

industrial capitalism and nation-states that eventually triumphed after the 

defeat of the 1847-9 Revolutions. 

 

Today, the failure to make the distinction between the Mainstream and the 

Radical Enlightenment has led some, once on the Left, such as the late 

Christopher Hitchens241 and Nick Cohen,242 to support imperialist wars to 

impose ‘Enlightenment principles’ from above.  Official and dissident 

Communism has failed them, so only US imperialism and its principal ally, 

the UK, can face down the new challenges from reactionary religious 

supremacists and ethnic nationalists.  The USA and the UK are seen to 

embody the principles of the Enlightenment.  Yet, to the degree that this is 

true, it is conservative Mainstream Enlightenment values, which protect 

property and patrician rule, and promote only class-limited freedoms, that 

these ‘nation’-states and empires have upheld, not Radical Enlightenment 

values promoting universal emancipation and liberation. 

 

Back in the seventeenth century, though, the idea of a ‘nation-state’ was 



 111 

still far from central to the Enlightenment project in Europe.  This is 

highlighted in the writings of the Mainstream Enlightenment thinker, 

Liebnitz.   “Justice is that which is useful to the community, and the public 

good is the supreme law – a community, however, let it be recalled, not of a 

few, not of a particular nation, but of all those who are part of the City of 

God”243 and, “Provided something of consequence is achieved, I am quite 

indifferent whether this is done in Germany or France, for I seek the good 

of mankind”.244 

 

Liebnitz’s cosmopolitanism still took on a religious form.  In the eighteenth 

century, Mainstream Enlightenment thinkers turned away from Liebnitz’s 

earlier religious striving for a universal ‘City of God’.  They looked 

initially, either to Europe’s ‘enlightened despots’ or to the constitutional 

monarchy of ‘England’ as the best agents to promote their projects.  Later, 

this more secular focus on existing states provided an ideological conduit, 

which permitted particular notions of the ‘nation-state’ to develop, 

especially in Jacobin and Napoleonic France, and in the UK.  Many major 

political, social and economic struggles still lay ahead though, before the 

eventual triumph of the ‘nation-state’ and of political nationalism. 

 

 

vii) The ‘English road’ versus the ‘French road’, the marginalisation 

  of alternative revolutionary visions and the triumph of the  

  Mainstream Enlightenment 

 

By the end of the seventeenth century, the more revolutionary visions once 

associated with Europe and North America’s earlier massive revolts had 

been marginalised.  Many of those who had once been Anabaptists or 

revolutionary Independents had retreated into Pietism.245  Radical 

Calvinism was thinned out, as more of its supporters gained wealth and, in 

order to protect this, compromised with their ‘godless’ governments.  Some 

attempted to come to terms with the rapidly changing world through New 

Light theology.246  These desertions left behind powerless sects,247 which 

could only bear witness.  The Radical Enlightenment was driven 

underground by censorship, dismissal from employment, imprisonment and 

executions. 
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The Glorious Revolution had cemented an Anglo-Dutch (after 1707, a 

British-Dutch) Alliance.  Many, throughout Europe and its colonies, saw 

this alliance as the main bulwark, first against Louis XIV, until his death in 

1715, and then his successors in absolutist France.248  Constitutional 

monarchy and religious toleration were seen to be the instruments needed to 

ensure the success of commercial enterprise, which would encourage 

improvement and useful innovation, and protect certain ‘liberties’. 

 

The choice now seemed to reduce itself to absolutism or constitutional 

monarchy; to state and church-promoted persecution or to toleration; and to 

despotic rule or the rule of law – i.e. ‘the French road’ versus ‘the English 

road’.  It took a further half-century before the ‘English road’ gained 

supremacy over the more conservative ‘French road’.  Yet, there was 

nothing pre-ordained about this eventual triumph.  French absolutism could 

count on a large Jacobite continental diaspora, and a substantial ‘fifth 

column’ of Jacobite supporters, throughout the UK.  They mounted some 

serious military challenges, including the 1715 and 1745 Rebellions.249 

 

However, the Hanoverian state also had its supporters in France.  In the 

early stages, these included the Camisards in the Cevennes, who resisted 

Louis XIV’s dragonnades, after the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 

1685.  This act had ended toleration for the Calvinist Huguenots.  The 

largely Occitan and Calvinist Camisards formed the biggest and most 

effective component of the now illegal Huguenot opposition in France,250 

just as the culturally distinct, but traditionalist Episcopalian and Catholic, 

Highland Gaels were the biggest and most effective component of the 

Jacobite opposition in the UK. 

 

After the Camisards’ final defeat, in 1715, another type of English/British 

opposition to French absolutism developed.  This was the philosophical 

challenge represented by the Enlightenment.  The development of the 

Mainstream Enlightenment was a key ideological force, which contributed 

to the battle for English/British hegemony.  As the UK gained wider 

political and economic power in the early eighteenth century, Locke and 

Newton, central figures of the Enlightenment in England, increasingly 

replaced the earlier continental figures, Descartes and Leibniz, as the 

champions of the wider Mainstream Enlightenment throughout Europe and 
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the colonies.251 

 

Whig history likes to emphasise the Mainstream Enlightenment’s 

opposition to despotism, superstition and bigotry.  However, Enlightenment 

philosophers found themselves sponsored by many European courts, giving 

rise to the phenomenon known as ‘Enlightened Despotism’.252  Just as the 

changing alliances of European states, in the later seventeenth century, led 

to mixed Catholic/Protestant state alliances, so European ruling classes and 

their established churches now drew upon selected features of Mainstream 

Enlightenment, rather than depend solely on imposed religious orthodoxy 

and control, to buttress their own position.  However, all states, whatever 

the nature of their religious establishment, or degree of support for the 

Mainstream Enlightenment, were concerned to counter the Radical 

Enlightenment, with its promotion of alternative social visions and its 

republicanism. 

 

Voltaire,253 an avid advocate of the ‘English road’, became the greatest 

representative of the Mainstream Enlightenment in Europe and the 

Americas by the mid-eighteenth century.  He, like Locke, held shares in a 

slaving company and held pronounced racist views254.  Montesquieu255 was 

another keen supporter of the UK’s ‘balanced constitution’, with its place 

for the Monarchy, the Lords and the Commons (confined, of course, to 

those with sufficient property).256  France also developed its own school of 

economics, the Physiocrats,257 to challenge the dominant, bureaucratic state 

Mercantilism found there.  In effect, the Physiocrats argued that France 

should adopt the ‘English road’ and push for large-scale capitalist 

landownership and production.258  Not for them, the championing of 

peasant land ownership and production.  This ‘other road’ had been argued 

by many Levellers in the Revolution of The Three Kingdoms, and was to 

resurface in France, itself, in the 1789 Revolution. 

 

Whig history sometimes overlooks the wider international dimensions of 

the conflict.  The Jacobite challenges have often been dismissed as doomed 

from the start because their main support was to be found in the 

economically more peripheral areas of the UK.  Neil Davidson, though, has 

demonstrated the wider international interests at stake and the forces 

involved, backed primarily by France, in the last 1745 Rebellion.259  It was 
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only the defeat of this last Jacobite rebellion that finally altered the balance 

of forces in favour of the ‘English road’. 

 

After this, English/British military and commercial domination was then 

achieved at a global level, during the Seven Years War of 1755-63, in the 

world’s the first truly multi-continental conflict.260  As a result, the UK 

ended up in possession of a much more substantial empire in North 

America, the West Indies and India.  The ‘English road’ had triumphed.  

The earlier ideological distinction between the English, freedom-promoting, 

maritime and trading empire, on the one hand, and the continental, despotic, 

landed empires, on the other, became blurred and harder to maintain. 

 

The victory of the ‘English road’ gave some merchants, and in particular, 

the new class of manufacturers, the confidence to break with earlier 

Mercantilist and protectionist thinking and policies.  They had needed such 

state policies to provide them with initial government protection, and to aid 

them against foreign competition.  These policies had set them up on a firm 

footing.261  However, once the UK state, with its British Empire, had clearly 

become the world’s leading economic power, many manufacturers and 

some merchants started to argue for a loosening of the state’s protective and 

regulatory measures.  They advocated free trade and the further 

development of a ‘free’ labour force (no guilds, no minimum wages, no 

price controls and no protective poor laws).  They wanted to push back the 

state to a supportive rather than a directing role in their economy. 

 

One consequence of the 1707 Act of Union was the increased role of 

Scottish thinkers in the broader Mainstream Enlightenment.  Adam Smith262 

wrote his Theory of Moral Sentiments in 1759.  This book was still written 

very much in the dominant philosophical mode of the Enlightenment.  But, 

by 1776, Smith was to publish his more famous, The Wealth of Nations, a 

major work of political economy outlining the role of manufacturing, with 

its promotion of the division of labour, and the need for free trade.  A clear 

separation between the economic and political realms, characteristic of what 

was to become classical capitalism, was beginning to emerge.  From then 

on, into the nineteenth century, political economists, such as Smith, 

Ricardo,263 Malthus264 and Nassau Senior,265 became as important public 

figures as the previously dominant philosophers. 
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In the mid-eighteenth century, another Scotsman, David Hume266 replaced 

Locke as the central figure of the Mainstream Enlightenment in the UK.  

Hume’s own sceptical philosophy did prepare the ground for a later shift 

from religious toleration towards secularism – albeit only half-heartedly in 

the UK itself.  He influenced leaders of the American Revolution, who were 

the first to give secularism constitutional force in a newly independent 

USA. 

 

Nevertheless, Hume was a politically conservative figure within the 

Enlightenment and, in some ways, anticipated the later counter-

revolutionary, Irish Whig, Edmund Burke.267  Hume’s main fear was 

revolutionary upheaval and republicanism.  His historical writings tried to 

reconcile the seventeenth century Stuart monarchy with constitutionalism 

and toleration.  He was particularly opposed to those Puritans, Presbyterians 

and Independents who had initiated the challenge to the old monarchical 

order.  They had unwittingly opened up a revolutionary road of the 

Independents in England, and later the radical Covenanters in Scotland.  

Hume believed, however, that a more balanced constitutional monarchy had 

eventually been achieved in the UK as a result of the Glorious Revolution. 

 

Hume was opposed to both ‘extreme’ camps in Scotland – Radical 

Covenanters and reactionary Jacobites.  He started off writing a History of 

Great Britain, but it was amended to a six volume History of England, not 

because he ignored events in Scotland (or Ireland), but because Hume saw 

nothing historically useful in Scotland’s political traditions when it came to 

the formation of his preferred constitutional monarchical order.  The 

success of the ‘English road’ led Hume to see all his positive antecedents as 

being confined to England’s history and culture.  By the early nineteenth 

century, leading Scottish members of the British ruling class were happy to 

have themselves described as ‘English’. For them, ‘England’ included 

Scotland, just as the word ‘men’ has often been used to include women. 

 

Hume also provided a racial ideology to justify the continued spread and 

use of chattel slavery in the British Empire at a time when this was being 

actively challenged.268  In contrast, those struggling against chattel slavery 

drew inspiration from their own African tribal traditions, or from the 
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Independents, Radical Covenanters and from the thinking derived mainly 

from the Radical Enlightenment.  The Mainstream Enlightenment was 

much more divided over the issue. 

 

 

viii) The conflict between British ruling class politics and the new  

  nationalism of the ‘freeborn Englishman’ 

 

The triumph of the ‘English road’ also provided a considerable fillip to the 

further economic and social development of the English nation and to the 

political development of English nationalism.  The defeat of the Stuarts’ 

moves to absolutist rule from 1688-91, reconfirmed by the defeat of 

Jacobite challenges in 1715 and 1745, undermined the older focus on 

dynastic loyalty.  The latter had still permitted a whole host of older, and 

some newer, kin-based, or regionalist, and sub or supra-national identities 

to exist under the ‘benevolent’ patronage of the monarch of the Three 

Kingdoms.  These included the various Gaelic chieftaincies, marginalised 

Welsh-speaking communities, the New English and the Ulster Scots in 

Ireland, Scots Episcopalians and ‘freeborn Englishmen’, whether living in 

England or the colonies. 

 

The Hanoverian regime’s continued confrontations with absolutist France, 

however, encouraged an English nationalism, which began to appeal to new 

social forces.  They challenged the English/British aristocrats’ traditional 

acceptance of the superiority of French cultural norms.  This has been 

highlighted in Gerald Newman’s The Rise of English Nationalism – A 

Cultural History, 1740-1830.  The title is over-modest since the book also 

demonstrates the key international and national political factors contributing 

to this new nationalism.269  The poet, Henry Fielding, the artist, William 

Hogarth, and the English dictionary compiler, Samuel Johnson, were 

representatives of this new development in English cultural nationalism.270 

 

This English nationalism soon took on a more political dimension.  William 

Pitt the Elder, the ‘Great Commoner’,271 acting initially more in the 

merchants’ rather than the large landed interest, expressed this nationalism 

in his support for commercial wars against the French and Spanish.  He was 

mightily helped by George III’s desire to undermine the political power of 
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the great Whig landed families.  However, divisions between the 

entrenched, post-1688, Whig aristocracy, their royal-backed Tory 

challengers, and those lesser Whigs amongst the gentry and merchants, 

created a political space, which permitted others to promote a more plebian 

English nationalism.  John Wilkes is its best-known champion.272 

 

The old republicans, and some Whigs amongst the aristocracy of England, 

saw themselves as part of wider non-national tradition.  They looked to the 

aristocratic republicanism of the ancient Athenians, Romans, and medieval 

Venice and Florence.  Wilke’s more ethnic English nationalism, however, 

drew upon the seventeenth century Gothic constitutional tradition 

celebrating elected kings.  It looked back to England’s 1689 Bill of Rights 

following from the Glorious Revolution of the preceding year, the years of 

Queen Elizabeth I and the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588, the 1215 

Magna Carta, and the freeborn Anglo-Saxons forced into submission by the 

‘Norman Yoke’ in 1066.273 

 

This notion of the ‘freeborn Englishman’ had gained its initial impetus in 

the years of Parliament’s struggle against Charles I in the seventeenth 

century and had taken greatest root amongst Cromwell’s supporters.   It 

became a much more widely accepted view in England, the wider UK, and 

the North American colonies, in the century following the Glorious 

Revolution.  However, by the eighteenth century, the tradition of the 

‘freeborn Englishman’ became most strongly associated with the UK’s 

constitutional monarchy, as the earlier republicanism became eclipsed.  

However, the republican variant of this tradition was to take strong root in 

the American colonies in the latter half of the eighteenth century. 

 

When George III saw new plebian forces moving on their own account to 

attack haughty aristocratic power, he formed an alliance with the less 

radical Whigs to oppose them.  John Wilkes, the plebians’ hero in 

Parliament, was ousted.  He was arrested in 1763 and fled to the Continent.  

He returned in triumph, though, in 1768, to the shouts of “Wilkes and 

Liberty”, despite his continued exclusion from Parliament.  In 1769, he 

went on to win three successive parliamentary elections, two held after he 

was banned from taking up his seat.  Wilkes’ election victories were in the 

largely urban Middlesex constituency.  This seat had a more extensive 
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franchise that included some artisans.  Wilkes also had the support of many 

of the non-voting labouring poor.  This new plebian nationalism put more 

emphasis on the Anglo-Saxon ‘common man’, or the ‘freeborn Englishman’ 

in contrast to the privileged feudal Norman-French aristocrats, and their 

perceived descendants in the Hanoverian Parliament. 

 

A parallel development took place in the American colonies.  Before the 

end of the Seven Years War, in 1762, there had often been considerable 

French pressure on the colonial frontier, frequently exerted by their Native 

American allies.  Most colonists were quick to call on the British 

government to defend the rights of ‘freeborn Englishmen’, against these 

French-backed ‘savages’.  When the British forces and their colonial 

supporters got the upper hand, the vengeance wreaked on the Native 

Americans was brutal, often extending to those who had played no part in 

the earlier attacks, especially when it provided an opportunity to seize their 

land. 

 

However, a new contradiction was to emerge between the colonists 

defending their rights as ‘freeborn Englishmen’, and a British government 

pursuing its own wider imperial interests.  Initially, the signs were 

encouraging for the grasping colonists.  As soon as the Seven Years War 

started, in 1755, the British governor of Nova Scotia sought sanction for a 

government-sponsored, mass ethnic cleansing operation.  New England 

fishermen were particularly keen to have unimpeded access to Nova 

Scotia’s coastal waters. 12,000 inhabitants of mixed French and Mi’kmaq 

Indian ancestry were forcibly transhipped from Acadie.274  Half died on the 

journey to Louisiana.275   

 

This particular action was more draconian than the still brutal treatment 

meted out in the Scottish Highlands after the Jacobite defeat at Culloden 

less than ten years earlier in 1746.  Highland Gaels had then faced the 

murderous brutality of government troops after the battle.  This was 

followed up by a policy of repression in the Highlands and Islands.  A 

series of coercive measures were introduced, designed to bring about an end 

to the clan-based way of life.  However, the state backed ethnic cleansing 

exercise, initially proposed by some, was never carried out in the 

Highlands. 
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An alternative use was found for the people of the Highlands.  They were to 

be maintained as a labour reserve from which to recruit regiments for the 

British army.  General Wolfe, who had fought against the Jacobites at 

Culloden, demonstrated the new imperial attitude, as he deployed his 

Highland regiments before the French-held Quebec City, in 1759, during 

the Seven Years War – “No great mischief if they fall”.276 

 

Significant former Jacobites had also been won over to British colonial 

service.  James Murray, Bonnie Prince Charlie’s page at Holyrood in 1745, 

became British colonial governor of New York, then Virginia.  Simon 

Fraser, who fought for the Jacobites at Falkirk in 1746, became a leading 

British general in the Seven Years War.  Many of Warren Hastings’ East 

India Company officers were former Jacobites.277 

 

Therefore, a political divide opened up between those who wished to build 

up the British Empire by means of treaties with beyond-the-frontier peoples 

such as the Iroquois Confederacy,278 by concessions to recently conquered 

peoples, or by the cooption of previously oppositional individuals such as 

now loyal, but former Jacobite leaders; and those, such as Wilkes, who 

wanted to extend an empire only in the interests of ‘freeborn Englishmen’.  

Those who considered themselves to be ‘freeborn Englishmen’ were to be 

found throughout the Empire, particularly in the American colonies. 

 

The defeat of the French in North America gave these ‘freeborn 

Englishmen’ more confidence.  In 1772, Lord Mansfield had made a 

decision in court, declaring that slavery was illegal in England.  The 

implications of this greatly worried those ‘freeborn English’ colonists of 

Virginia who owned slaves.  Their political leaders began to organise a 

confederation of colonial states, to defend their property and commercial 

interests in the colonies more effectively against the British imperial 

state.279 

 

Tensions also developed on the colonial frontier between the British 

government, which wished to maintain its alliance with the Iroquois 

Confederacy, and the colonial settlers who wanted to take over more Native 

American land.  As the colonists’ opposition to the British government 
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developed, the new Tory Prime Minister, Lord North,280 ensured the passing 

of the Quebec Act in 1774281.  This was designed to win the support of the 

French-speaking Catholic leaders in that recently conquered province, and 

to prevent any possible defection to the increasingly rebellious American 

colonists.  The Catholic religion was given official recognition in Quebec, 

and the collection of church tithes was permitted, whilst the feudal 

privileges of the French seigneurs were restored. 

 

This was a quite different approach to that initially adopted in the Highlands 

straight after Culloden, in 1746, or in Acadie, in 1755.  These earlier 

draconian measures had had the hearty support of many ‘freeborn 

Englishmen’.  Therefore, in the face of this new British ruling class 

challenge, an alliance was formed between the opposition in England and 

the American colonies to stymie the approach represented by the Quebec 

Act.  John Glynn,282 Wilkes’ ally, led the opposition in the British 

parliament, whilst feelings were riding high in the American colonies 

against what they termed the ‘Intolerable Acts’.283  This was a play on 

words directed against the idea of toleration of Catholics. Opposition to 

both Catholicism and feudal privilege were key components of the 

nationalism of the ‘freeborn Englishman’; along with a marked hostility to 

those they deemed "savages". 

 

Within the UK, English chauvinist antipathy towards Scots was directed 

towards those who were seen to be ‘carpetbaggers’ within the British 

administration in London.  They included the political allies of the English 

aristocratic Whigs and Tories.  Therefore, when the Scotsman, John Stuart, 

Lord Bute284 became the British Tory Prime Minister in 1762, he got 

another Scotsman, Tobias Smollett285 to publish a pro-government paper, 

the Briton.  This emphasised the positive role played by Scotsmen in the 

furtherance of Great Britain and the British Empire.  Wilkes responded with 

the scurrilous and scathing anti-Scottish North Briton, not from the point of 

view of a ‘South Briton’, but as a ‘freeborn Englishman’. 

 

The Scotsman, Tobias Smollett, took it upon himself to update David 

Hume’s History of England.  However, writing in this period of growing 

English chauvinist antipathy towards Scotland, Smollett’s attitude was 

rather different to Hume’s.  Whilst Smollett also saw the Jacobites’ defeat 
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as politically necessary, he still viewed the Battle of Culloden as a tragic 

event.  When James Macpherson’s Gaelic epic, Ossian (1760) became the 

subject of English withering scorn, particularly from Samuel Johnson, 

Smollett wrote a defence, in 1771, in one of his novels.286 

 

 

ix)  English nationalism provokes cultural nationalist responses in  

  Scotland and Wales 

 

A new bardic nationalism emerged amongst the intelligentsia in Scotland 

and Wales, in the form of antiquarian studies, novels and poetry, to counter 

English chauvinist hostility.  And, just as Wilkes’ followers developed a 

more plebian English nationalism, so a plebian proto-nationalism began to 

develop in Scotland in response.  In 1774, Edinburgh poet, Robert 

Fergusson, lampooned Samuel Johnson and his dictionary.287  William 

Hamilton’s translation of Blind Harry’s Wallace was the second-best 

selling book in Scotland, after the Bible.288  In Scotland’s relatively literate 

society, this celebration of William Wallace as a medieval patriot 

contributed to the wider spread of both national and anti-aristocratic 

sentiment.  Hamilton's book also had a Scottish patriotic and decidedly anti-

English character. 

 

There was a problem, though, in trying to develop a coherent Scottish 

national history to match the plebian history of the ‘freeborn Englishman’.  

Which tradition did you champion?  Jacobitism was associated with defence 

of aristocratic privilege, ties to domestic Episcopalianism, and to 

continental Catholic powers.  As for its Presbyterian opponent, the actions 

of the old Covenanters had been stripped of their radical political content.  

They were now mainly remembered and promoted solely as religious 

martyrs in order to encourage piety and subordination to the Church of 

Scotland’s mainly landed patrons.  This depoliticisation went hand-in-hand 

with the Church’s continuing accommodation to the British ruling order.  

These were some reasons why the emerging cultural nationalist 

intelligentsia in Scotland tended to look to a largely mythical and distant 

past for inspiration.  They made use of the new antiquarian studies to 

provide evidence for their view of Scotland’s ancient history. 
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It took some time before a specifically Scottish national political movement 

was to emerge.  This still needed further economic and social changes, and 

the political impact of the French Revolution and of the United Irishmen.  

Later, the Clearances289 left behind an impoverished rural semi-proletariat 

in the Highlands.  Those who were uprooted contributed to the making of 

an urban proletariat along with evicted Lowlander and Irish peasants.  

These migrations, to Scotland’s rapidly expanding Central Belt cities and 

towns, led to a new composite, oppositional, plebian culture.  This put more 

emphasis on the Jacobite as ‘outlaw’, and also reconnected with an older 

radical Covenanter martyr tradition that had defied the UK state.  Robert 

Burns’ poetry and songs were inspired by both these influences.290 

 

A Welsh bardic nationalism also developed, led particularly by Edward 

Williams/Iolo Morgannyg.291  Significantly, he was a member of the 

London-Welsh community.  The first outing for his gorsedd (community of 

bards) was held on Primrose Hill in that city.  Welsh writers sometimes 

promoted the notion that Ancient Britons292 were the historical people who 

formed the basis for the wider British nation, rather than the Anglo-Saxons 

favoured by English nationalists and some Lowland Scots.  Bardic 

nationalism was to become central to the widely supported Welsh language 

based cultural nationalism of the nineteenth century Wales, particularly in 

the many eisteddfodau. Eisteddfodau are Welsh language cultural events 

presided over by bards. 

 

Before the American War of Independence broke out in 1775, the UK state 

had been able to extend its power, not only over England, Wales, Scotland 

and Ireland, but also over a worldwide empire.  A British ruling class had 

begun to form, drawing on Welsh, Scottish and Anglo-Irish, as well as 

English, landed and mercantile elites.293  British nationalism, though, had 

not yet taken much deeper root.  Those most committed to building a 

British Empire based on commercial profits still worked, when and where 

necessary, with a wide variety of local leaders often accepting their cultural 

differences, or even ‘going native’ themselves.294 

 

However, British elite ‘realpolitik’ was contested by the nationalism of the 

‘freeborn Englishman’, whether he lived in England, or in the colonies.  

Welsh and Scottish economic development still lagged considerably behind 
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English. As a consequence, more Scottish lords, merchants and lawyers and 

Welsh gentry moved to England.  Those Scottish merchants and plantation 

owners, who wanted to catch up with their English counterparts, were very 

conscious of their reliance on British imperial trade backed, when 

necessary, by British naval and military force.  Emerging Welsh and 

Scottish cultural proto-nationalism initially grew as a defensive response to 

the English chauvinist hostility found within the English-dominated UK 

state and within English society, not in opposition to the British Empire 

from which leading Scots and Welsh both wanted to profit. 

 

 

 

C.  THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION AND THE AMBIGUOUS  US 

REPUBLIC 

 

 

i)  From ‘freeborn Englishman’ and the Calvinists’ ‘chosen people’ 

  to ‘liberty loving Americans’ 

 

In 1775, however, English nationalism was to become politically 

disorientated by a new revolt of the ‘freeborn Englishmen’ in the 

colonies.295  Initially, this revolt was viewed by many English nationalists 

as being part of the common struggle on both sides of the Atlantic.  The 

geographical bounds of the English nation had still not been fully 

determined.  Together, metropolitan and colonial ‘Englishmen’ could fight 

against the King George III and the aristocracy’s corruption of Parliament.  

‘Freeborn Englishmen’ “clung to a confused hope that the Americans might 

be kept within the empire by a scheme of imperial federation and perhaps 

simultaneous political reform”.296  “The rights claimed by Americans were 

the old rights of Englishmen – trial by jury, freedom of elections, no 

taxation without representation”.297 

 

However, ‘freeborn Englishmen’ “were monarchists and imperialists, while 

the seceding Americans were fast becoming republican anti-imperialists”,298 

or perhaps more accurately, many were becoming anti-British, American 

republican imperialists.  Many one-time ‘freeborn Englishmen’ in America 

still wanted to maintain black chattel slavery.  Black slavery was to be 



 124 

given constitutional sanction in the new USA.  Others continued their 

campaigns to annex Native American territory.  New wars were soon made 

upon the Native Americans, beginning with the Iroquois. 

 

Eighteenth century American imperialism, like seventeenth century English 

imperialism, was given a massive boost, by its own ‘counter-revolution 

within the revolution’.  That is because new American republican 

imperialism was not the inevitable outcome of the developing American 

Revolution.  It is necessary to go back further to see other possibilities.  The 

contributions made by people inspired through having lived in African and 

North American tribal societies, members of religious sects descended from 

the Radical Reformation tradition (Mennonites and Amish299), or from 

Cromwellian and Leveller exiles, Quakers and radical Calvinists, and 

participants in both wings of the Enlightenment, can all be seen. African 

American slaves, Native Americans, farmers, artisans, small merchants, 

sailors, indentured labourers and others undertook actions, which they 

hoped could achieve another possible world. 

 

Linebaugh and Rediker have pointed to the subterranean origins of the 

‘cycle of American Revolution’, when the Jamaican slave leader, Tacky,300 

struck “the tocsin of freedom’s uprising” in 1760.  Although the slave 

leaders drew mainly on African tribal military traditions to inspire their own 

revolt,301 some of those defeated took refuge in the American mainland 

colonies.  Here they became part of the ‘motley crew’, who helped to make 

the revolution there.  This ‘motley crew’ opposed military and naval 

impressment and slavery.  In 1764, James Otis from Boston, inspired by 

Tacky’s Revolt, wrote The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and 

Proved.   He claimed that all men “white or black” were “by the law of 

nature freeborn”.302 

 

People of mixed African and European descent were to be found, 

particularly in the port cities.  Some colonial settlers on the frontier even 

adopted the Native American way of life, seeing it as superior to that they 

had left behind.303  Sometimes, captured settlers and their children were 

rescued in raids.  Quite a number chose to stay with their previous captors 

when the opportunity to be ‘liberated’ came up.  Whites ended up holding 

prominent positions in their adopted Native American tribes, even 
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participating in the wars against those white colonists trying to seize tribal 

lands. 

 

English Quakers and German Menonnites in Pennsylvania made common 

cause against the prevailing settler attitudes.  In 1688, they made the first 

declaration against black slavery in the colonies.  “Now tho they are black, 

we can not conceive there is more liberty to have them slaves, as it is {for 

Turks} to have white ones.  There is a saying that we shall doe to all men as 

we will be done ourselves, making no difference of what generation, 

descent or colour they are… have these negers not as much right to fight for 

their freedom, as you have to keep them slaves”.304 

 

Many Calvinists, however, particularly those of Scotch-Irish descent, had 

developed certain attitudes and methods, when seizing the lands of the ‘wild 

Irish’ in the seventeenth century.  They would often apply these methods to 

the ‘savage Indians’.  They lived on the furthest edges of the frontier, where 

they could not necessarily call on the support of British colonial troops, and 

indeed, were often seen by the colonial authorities as provoking Native 

American attacks.  Whereas other settlers took advantage of the highly 

unequal treaties, which conned many Native Americans out of their land, 

many of these Scotch-Irish settlers, in particular, directly seized Native 

American land.  They often massacred the Native Americans, so that they 

could not retaliate later.  These Calvinists saw themselves as the ‘chosen 

people’.  They tended to view Catholic Irish, Native Americans and African 

slaves as God’s ‘outcasts’ deserving of any ill treatment that was meted out 

to them. 

 

Scotch-Irish and Lowland Scots played a prominent part in the American 

Revolution.  Their Calvinist notion of being ‘the chosen people’ linked up 

with those adhering to the notion of the ‘freeborn Englishman’.  In the 

process, together they became ‘liberty loving Americans’, with a shared 

antipathy to those Native Americans, Black slaves and later mainly Catholic 

Irish migrants, who were not considered part of their ‘American nation’. 

 

In contrast, some small congregations, made up initially of Radical 

Calvinist emigrants (probably including former bonded prisoners) from 

Scotland, became the first Christians to exclude slave owners from their 
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membership.305  Furthermore, “A section of the Covenanters {meaning 

here, the radical wing of the Calvinists}, led by the Rev. Alexander 

Craighead... declar{ed) not only their religious convictions, but also their 

rights to civil independence... {and} indeed made a public demand for 

national independence from Great Britain".306 

 

Other groups developed, who increasingly asserted the rights of the 

colonists against the British imperial Hanoverian state.  They drew upon 

both radical religious thinking and that of the rising secular Enlightenment.  

The Great Awakening acted as a spur to religious radicalism.307  The 

moderate Whig secular opposition looked to Mainstream Enlightenment 

figures, such as Locke, for inspiration.  The more radical opposition looked 

back to the republican Commonwealth tradition as well as to Radical 

Enlightenment figures.  As American colonists’ support for the legacy of 

the 1688 Glorious Revolutionary constitutional monarchist settlement 

receded, under the rule of George III and Lord North, supporters of social 

millenarianism and political republicanism increasingly challenged the 

more moderate colonial leaders.308 

 

One American Enlightenment representative stands out, and that is 

Benjamin Franklin.309  He went beyond the Mainstream Enlightenment 

thinking and embraced the Radical Enlightenment, although he did not see a 

complete division between the two.  Feudal practices hardly existed in the 

American colonies and religious toleration was widely practiced, so there 

was not the same sharp split there between the Mainstream and Radical 

Enlightenment. 

 

Franklin was a deist and freemason, a scientist and freethinker.  He met and 

corresponded with Enlightenment figures in the American colonies, 

England, Scotland, Ireland, France and elsewhere.  Although acquainted 

with such prominent Mainstream Enlightenment thinkers as David Hume, 

Adam Smith, William Robertson,310 Lord Kames,311 Voltaire and 

Quesnay,312 he also had contact with Radical Enlightenment figures, such as 

Joseph Priestley,313 Tom Paine,314 David Williams315 and Richard Price.316  

Furthermore, although many of his earlier political friends and contacts 

amongst the Whigs became more conservative over time, Franklin became 

more radical.  He was a major inspirational figure in the American 
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Revolution and a key link to the developing revolutionary movement in 

France.317 

 

Franklin was originally employed by the Quaker party in Pennsylvania to 

defend their interests in London.  This meant asserting the colonial 

assembly’s rights against the London-based proprietors.  Franklin began his 

political life as a unionist, seeking the kind of Union for the American 

colonies within the UK that Scotland had made in 1707.318  Initially, he 

looked for allies amongst the UK Whigs, such as Pitt the Elder, for reform 

of the Empire.  In 1754, he suggested the Albany Plan of Union319 to unite 

the American colonies in order to increase their influence at Westminster 

and to win the support of the Native Americans in the UK’s Seven Years 

War with France. 

 

Although Franklin supported the usual brutal methods of warfare against 

the French-supporting Native Americans, he seems to have been positively 

influenced by the Iroquois Confederacy, which was allied to the British.  

This more enlightened policy, which he came to adopt, brought him into 

conflict with backcountry, Scotch-Irish settlers seizing Native American 

lands.  In 1763, he led the Philadelphia militia in blocking the attempt by 

the Paxton Boys’ to initiate a large-scale massacre to follow their murder of 

twenty Christian members of the Susquehannock tribe.320  Under Franklin’s 

influence, some elements of both the Albany Plan and the Iroquois tribes’ 

confederal principles of political organisation321 eventually found their way 

into the Articles of Confederation322 in the War of Independence in 1781. 

 

Franklin’s political switch, from being a British constitutional unionist to 

becoming an American revolutionary republican, came about as the result 

of the continued obstruction to any imperial reform plans by the British 

government.  Worse, the British stepped up their demands upon, and their 

restrictions over, the colonists without any proper political representation in 

return.  A visit to Ireland and Scotland, in 1771, helped to convince 

Franklin that Union under the British Crown did not necessarily bring 

progress for the many.  “In those countries a small part of society are 

landlords, great noblemen and gentlemen, extremely opulent, living in the 

highest affluence and magnificence, the bulk of the tenants, living in the 

most sordid wretchedness in dirty hovels of mud and straw and clothed only 
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in rags…” 323 

 

Franklin admired the French Mainstream Enlightenment philosopher, 

Voltaire, and the political economist, Quesnay, leader of the Physiocratic 

School.324  He enjoyed a close relationship with Louis XVI’s reforming 

minister, Turgot who supported Physiocrat economic policies.325  However, 

the French Physiocrats’ support for the ‘English road’ overlooked the fact 

that it had required two revolutions before commercially minded, improving 

landlords had won both political and economic hegemony in the UK.  

France’s conservative aristocracy resisted any challenges to their political 

domination.  They supported the continuation of the country’s state-

promoted Mercantilist policies. 

 

Although Franklin was supporter of the French Physiocrats, he clearly 

thought that their insistence on the primacy of agricultural production (over 

manufacture and commerce) was particularly appropriate for the many 

freehold, farming communities in the American colonies.   He believed that 

these communities formed the material and moral basis for his ideal 

republic.  “I thought of the happiness of New England, where everyman is a 

freeholder, has a vote in public affairs…” 326 

 

The Industrial Revolution was to come later to the USA than to the UK, so 

Franklin was unable to see that general labour, as opposed to agricultural 

labour, formed the source of all new wealth.  In the UK, political 

economists, such as Adam Smith, were already beginning their analysis of a 

manufacturing economy.  Even here, though, it still took until the early 

nineteenth century before Ricardian Socialists highlighted the political 

significance of a general labour theory of value for a new industrial working 

class.327 

 

Nevertheless, Franklin’s links with the French Enlightenment proved 

particularly useful when Louis XVI decided to give his backing to the 

American Revolution, in order to revenge France’s defeat by the British in 

the Seven Years War.  Franklin served for seven years as the American 

Revolution’s commissioner in France.  Louis XVI, however, was to suffer 

from another example of what is today known as ‘blowback’.  Many of the 

advisors, whom he sent to help the American colonists, saw this as an 



 129 

opportunity to put into practice the Enlightenment principles, which were 

being denied in France.  When they returned to France, some ended up 

participating in the early, more moderate phase of the French Revolution.  

The Marquis de Lafayette , 328Franklin’s friend, was one such figure. 

 

Some recent settlers in North Carolina-claimed territory, west of the 

Allegheny Mountains, took Franklin’s championing of the small farmer to 

heart.  They petitioned the Continental Congress in May 1785 to be 

admitted to the USA as a separate state of Frankland, before changing its 

proposed name in order to court the support of the revered Franklin.329  

Benjamin Franklin declined to give his support.  The first draft of their 

proposed Franklin state constitution would have prevented laywers, doctors 

and preachers from election to the new legislature at Greeneville.  This 

interesting limitation was rejected though in a referendum! 

 

Nevertheless, the economic character of the economy found on the frontier, 

and the Franklin farmers’ hostility to East Coast bankers and merchants, 

became clear when barter was established as the means of making 

payments.  Corn, tobacco, apple brandy, animal skins and foreign money 

could all be used.  This part-subsistence way of life has been characterised 

as the ‘household mode of production’.330  When the Republic of Franklin 

was refused admission to the USA (it had majority support amongst the 

member states, but not the necessary two-thirds needed) its governor, John 

Sevier, in desperation, sought Spanish support.  As a result, the North 

Carolina authorities arrested Sevier, in 1788.  North Carolina soon made 

over its trans-Allegheny claim to the new federal US government.  Franklin 

‘state’ became part of its Southwest Territory in 1790, before becoming part 

of the new state of Tennessee, which was established in 1796.331 

 

The aged Franklin returned from France to the USA in 1785 and helped to 

devise the country’s new federal constitution.  He urged the delegates at the 

Constitutional Convention, held in Philadelphia in 1787, to give their 

assent, whilst harbouring his own doubts over its future prospects, “A 

republic if you can keep it”.332  He knew that his ideal republic had not been 

established.  He spent his last years campaigning for the emancipation of 

black slaves; beginning in Pennsylvania, where more enlightened attitudes 

towards African Americans had taken greater root.  By 1804, all the 
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Northern states had begun to emancipate their slaves.333  However, in the 

North, unlike the South, chattel slavery did not form the basis of the 

economy.   Independent farmers, white indentured labourers, convicts, freed 

men and women, as well as poorer settlers taking wages, formed the 

majority of the workforce in the North. 

 

Franklin’s advanced republican approach left behind no organised political 

party in the USA.  Those Republicans, who did emerge, came from a 

narrower tradition.  The American colonial elite fought the growing 

movement for colonial independence on two fronts.  Developing a new 

American Patriot politics, they eventually took on the might of the British 

imperial state.  But they also suppressed the ‘motley crew’ who had first 

raised the spectre of independence for the colonies, and who had struggled 

to realise very different social visions. 

 

The merchant and plantation owner “vanguard struck back in the 1770s and 

1780s against mobs, slaves and sailors in what must be considered the 

American Thermidor”.334  This led to a “retreat from the universalistic 

language that had been forged in the heat of the 1760s and 1770s and 

permanently emblazoned in the Declaration of Independence.  The reaction 

was canonised in the American constitution, which gave the new federal 

government the power to suppress domestic insurrection”.335 

 

And where did these merchants and plantation owners seek inspiration for 

their simultaneous challenge to the British Crown’s imperial power, and the 

suppression of the ‘lower orders’?  It was the Cromwellian Revolution, or 

more properly the ‘counter-revolution within the revolution’ of 1649, which 

now provided the leaders of the American colonies with a precedent. 

 

Cromwell had jettisoned earlier Leveller opposition to chattel slavery, the 

better to strengthen his merchant allies’ desire for profit from this trade.  

And, of course, slaveholding remained a fundamental feature of the new 

USA on the plantations of the South.  Cromwell, in rejecting the Levellers 

proposed alliance with the ‘Native Irish’ had unsuccessfully tried to drive 

them over the Shannon into the poor lands of Connacht.  Later in the US 

imperial republic, President Jackson was more ‘successful’, in the brutal 

‘Trail of Tears’, in driving the Native Americans in the Five Civilised 
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Tribes to ‘Indian Territory’ over the Mississippi. 

 

The old seventeenth century Cromwellian and Independents’ Gothic 

tradition had maintained the fiction that the freeborn Anglo-Saxons had not 

conquered and enslaved the Ancient Britons, but had expelled them from 

their lands,336 which consequently became unoccupied ‘virgin territory’.  

Similar self-serving English and later American colonist thinking could 

maintain that Native Americans had either not effectively occupied, or had 

abandoned, the land they lived on. 

 

In this manner, those who emerged triumphant, as the new leaders of the 

USA, revived Cromwell’s earlier imperial republican tradition of the 

‘freeborn Englishman’. However, in the process of jettisoning their various 

earlier colonial hybrid, e.g. Virginian or Pennsylvanian, English, or the 

Scots, Scotch-Irish identities, they instead became ‘liberty loving 

Americans’. 

 

With African American slaves and Native Americans largely excluded from 

any potential benefits of the American Revolution, the Continental 

Congress, with its representatives from the thirteen American colonies, 

drew most support from those former ‘freeborn Englishmen’, backed by the 

'chosen people' amongst the Lowland Scots and Scotch-Irish frontier 

settlers.  When war broke out, the British government was therefore able to 

gain considerably more support from Native Americans and African 

American slaves than the American colonists were able to do. 

 

The British authorities retained the backing of the Iroquois Confederacy.  

New York’s African American slaves were promised emancipation if they 

deserted their American masters.  Many crossed the border into Loyalist 

Canada, settling mainly in Nova Scotia.337  The one area, within what 

became the USA, which did abolish slavery (it was the first), was the new 

Republic of Vermont.338  The new Republic of Vermont was also the first 

to give the vote to all adult males.  Its leaders did play a prominent part in 

the struggle against the British, but at one point were prepared to join 

Canada, if  the US government would not admit Vermont as a new state.  It 

was finally admitted in 1791, but only as part of a deal between Northern 

and Southern politicians that also admitted the slaveholding state of 
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Kentucky into the Union.  However, it was Vermont’s involvement in an 

armed dispute with New York’s colonial rulers that initially led it to make 

its own declaration of independence in 1777, so it was not formally 

recognised by the Continental Congress, which organised the American 

colonial resistance to British rule.  This initially led the Republic of 

Vermont to make tentative overtures to Britain once more, despite such 

well-known leaders as Ethan Allen339 having recently been at the forefront 

of the American independence struggle.  They faced a similar difficult 

choice to the leaders of the Republic of Franklin, when they sought help 

from Spain, after rejection by the Continental Congress. 

 

Earlier British moves to keep the French Quebecois landlords on board, as 

well as the West Indies colonial plantation owners’ fears of slave risings, 

ensured that these colonies remained loyal.  Therefore, no attempts were 

made by the British government to emancipate slaves in the West Indies, 

whilst those emancipated slaves from the thirteen colonies, who did make 

their way to Nova Scotia, were to be largely abandoned.  Many died, and 

those remaining were subjected to new pressures, being shipped off to 

Freetown in West Africa between 1787-92.  The directors of the Sierra 

Leone Company denied them access to freehold land.  Later, the black 

settlers invoked the injustices of the Highland Clearances and rebelled in 

1799, only to be put down by a new wave of British government sponsored, 

former Maroon immigrants from Jamaica.340 

 

If the war for independence had been confined only to the American 

Patriots and the British with their Loyalist and Native American allies and 

German mercenaries, it is not certain whether the Patriots would have been 

victorious at this particular time.  It was mainly because royalist France 

(and Spain) gave substantial support to the American colonists that the 

balance of forces moved decisively in the Patriots’ favour.  With this 

assistance, the American colonies finally achieved their independence, in 

1783, by the Treaty of Paris.341 

 

 

ii)   The emergence of ‘the American road’ and growing class tensions 

  amongst the victors – Federalists and Anti-Federalists 
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“America made Europe seem unsatisfactory to many people of the middle 

and lower orders… It made a good many Europeans feel sorry for 

themselves and induced a kind of spiritual flight from the Old Regime”.342 

The ‘English road’ no longer seemed quite so attractive.  The Revolution 

“dethroned England and set up America as a model for those seeking a 

better world”.343  Furthermore, it was dethronement in a double sense – both 

England’s toppling from first place in affections, and the abandonment of 

the British constitutional monarchy as the ideal form of government. 

 

However, there was no unanimity amongst the American victors over the 

type of ‘American road’ to be pioneered.  Furthermore, many amongst the 

victors showed little loyalty to any notion of an American nation.  Although 

no longer considering themselves ‘freeborn Englishmen’, many still gave 

primary support to their individual states, which had been formed from the 

old British colonies, and as yet were only loosely allied.  New republics, 

such as Vermont and Franklin, had even threatened to leave the Union 

when they were not accepted in their own right. 

 

The differing political views over this issue reflected the interests of 

different classes, and the various ideas about the economic and social future 

of the new republic.  The Northeast had a tradition of township councils and 

colonial assemblies with an extensive male suffrage and a strong 

community ethos.  However, there were also cities in New England and the 

mid-Atlantic, like Boston, New York and Philadelphia with much sharper 

class divisions.  The economy of the Northeast was based on commercial 

agriculture, fishing and artisan manufacture, as well as both domestic and 

overseas trade.  It was in this area that the Federalist Party emerged.344  

Here, they found their strongest support amongst the wealthier merchants, 

bankers and ship owners, as well as amongst some better-off, more 

entrepreneurially inclined artisans. 

 

The Federalist leaders wanted a national government with extensive powers 

above and beyond those of the thirteen states constituting the infant USA.  

They wanted a national bank, a funded national debt, and a tax on whiskey 

to pay for it.  They took inspiration from the British economic system with 

its government-promoted, national monetary, fiscal and trade regulation 

policies.  The ‘English road’ was still the inspiration for the Federalists’ 
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model of how the new country should develop.  Like Henry VIII’s attempt 

to ‘nationalise’ the Catholic Church, the Federalists wanted to 

‘Americanise’ the English model they had inherited, retaining, in particular, 

those powers which helped them to maintain control over the ‘lower 

orders’.  Like Cromwell’s attempt to create a Commonwealth with its 

Scottish, Welsh and Irish components subordinate to England, the 

Federalists wanted to create a United States of America, with its constituent 

states subordinate to the Federal government, and their base on the 

commercial Atlantic coast. 

 

In the immediate aftermath of the American Revolution, merchants and 

landowners in the American colonies were still economically dependent on 

trade with the UK, to which they exported mainly primary products from 

the Atlantic ports.  Therefore, leading Federalist, Alexander Hamilton, 

wanted time to build up American manufacturing.  Nevertheless, he initially 

opposed the adoption of protective tariffs, because he feared the increased 

economic strength this would give to artisans.345 

 

It was only in the second and third decades of the nineteenth century, after 

the defeat of the UK in the 1812-5 War, the collapse of French and Spanish 

imperial presence on or near US borders, and with manufacturing taking 

off, that the new American ruling class became more confident about 

asserting an independent foreign policy.  Before this, most Federalists 

supported what was still a dependent relationship with the UK but hoped 

eventually to increase American economic independence.  This was because 

French and Spanish imperialism were still forces to be reckoned with in the 

Americas.  So, the Federalists were eager to re-establish good political 

relations with the UK.  They wanted to avoid being drawn into any armed 

conflict with their most favoured international ally. 

 

Federalists also understood that the further promotion of capitalist social 

relations would, of necessity, lead to an increasingly hierarchical and class-

divided society.  Therefore, a stronger, more centralised state would be 

needed to contain the inevitable class conflicts.  The Federalists were to 

strongly oppose any democratic ideas stemming from the French 

Revolution, which commenced just two years after the signing of the new 

US constitution in 1787.346  They wanted to protect their new state from the 
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pressures of plebian democracy.  Once again, they looked to the UK for 

their models. 

 

Hamilton was a key Federalist political thinker.  He adopted a political 

approach resembling that of the English Whig, Pitt the Elder.  Many in the 

opposition attacked him as being a ‘royalist’.347  Hamilton believed in a 

strong central government with the power to suppress the ‘lower orders’.  

This remained an important feature of his Federalism.  Just before losing his 

life in a duel, in 1804, Hamilton wrote a letter, which claimed that, “Our 

real disease… is DEMOCRACY”.348 

 

British Whigs had supported the ideal of a balanced constitution for the UK, 

with its King, Lords and Commons.  This idea underpinned the British 

constitutional monarchy.  However, with both King and Lords removed 

from the picture in the former Thirteen Colonies, the initially dominant 

American Federalists were most concerned that the Commons, or popular 

democracy, should not win out. 

 

Therefore, the then Federalist, James Madison devised a new version of the 

tripartite balance of powers, this time between the Presidency, Judiciary and 

Legislature.349  Hamilton would have been quite happy to let the Presidency 

develop quasi-monarchical powers, but Madison realised that obvious 

moves in this political direction would arouse strong opposition, after the 

recent war against George III. 

 

Madison came up with a Bill of Rights to conciliate the opposition.  This 

though only reinforced the position of the Judiciary, which could rule on 

any constitutional conflicts.  The Judiciary’s position was greatly 

strengthened by the Federalist Chief Justice, Judge John Marshall between 

1801-35.350  In effect, the federal Supreme Court judges became ‘Law 

Lords-for-life’.  Another step was to weaken the ‘Commons’ itself.  It was 

divided between the more democratic House of Representatives, and the 

demographically unbalanced, states-based Senate.  An Electoral College 

also shielded the Presidency from the popular pressures of direct election. 

 

Opposition to the Federalists came from the small farmers of the West, and 

the more plebian elements in the North.  They became known as the Anti-
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Federalists,351 although, as yet, neither they nor the Federalists were 

organised as separate parties, and both had representatives in the new US 

government.  The Anti-Federalists also included Southern slave owners, 

who came to dominate the opposition.  The slave owners acted as a block 

upon further democratic advances.  They might have been expected to give 

support to the Federalists in their opposition to plebian democracy.  

However, the other side of the domination of slavery in the South was the 

relative lack of white plebian forces there.  Furthermore, the issue of black 

slavery prevented any such permanent political alliance with the Federalists.  

Exploitation of black slaves was the basis of Southern wealth.  The largely 

Federalist Northern merchants and manufacturers thought that slavery both 

limited the extension of the domestic market and the creation of a wider 

pool of waged labour. 

 

The Southern section of the US ruling class objected to Northern 

politicians’ opposition to black slavery.  They claimed that an exploitable 

underclass was needed, both in the North and the South, and that it little 

mattered whether it was white wage slaves in Northern cities, or black 

chattel slaves on Southern plantations.  However, worries that Northern 

Federalists might use US state powers to emancipate black slaves ensured 

that Southern politicians opposed them, and they became Anti-Federalists.  

Southerners supported individual states’ rights and strong elected state 

legislatures.  They could dominate the latter since slaves had no vote, and 

because of the smaller plebian element in the more sparsely populated 

South. 

 

The Western and Northern colonial frontiers had fairly weak political 

institutions.  Its backcountry farmers and artisans upheld a more self-

sufficient individualism than that found in the long-settled townships of 

New England.  Nevertheless, there was still a strong communal component 

associated with the household mode of production on the frontier.  This led 

to shared community involvement at times of farmhouse building and 

harvesting, and resort to community vigilantism particularly against Native 

Americans.  This area was to experience a number of risings against the 

new ruling class in the East, which contributed to the popular support for 

Anti-Federalism.  Whilst opportunities existed on the frontier for people 

both to get their own land and to avoid wage slavery, these acted as a 
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barrier to the economic plans of the Federalists. 

 

The Anti-Federalists also had the support of some artisans and waged 

workers in the Northern cities.  Along with the poorer Western and 

Northern backcountry farmers, many were suspicious of both taxes and 

customs duties.  These were associated with the old British colonial rule.  

They saw the rich merchants and financiers amongst the Federalists as 

forming a new aristocracy. 

 

From 1786-7, American revolutionary veteran, Daniel Shays, organised a 

revolt of poor farmers in western Massachusetts.  They were protesting at 

having to sell their land cheaply to city speculators to pay-off debt and 

against being imprisoned for failure to pay debts or taxes.  They were 

known as the Regulators and “‘their creed is that the property of the United 

States’ having been freed from British exactions ‘by the joint exertions of 

all, ought to be the common property of all’”.352 

 

This revolt by the ‘lower orders’ was enough to panic some Anti-

Federalists, such as Sam Adams353 into the Federalist camp, whilst 

weakening the resolve of others.  President George Washington,354 who saw 

himself above party politics, took quick action to suppress the revolt.  

Ruling class fear contributed to widen the impetus for a more federal 

interpretation of the original 1771-81 Articles of Confederation.  Federal 

powers were increased at the Constitutional Convention held in 1787.355 

 

Yet, the Anti-Federalists were even keener than the Federalists when it 

came to expanding American territory.  Thomas Jefferson356 was a crucial 

figure in advancing the idea of an "Empire of `Liberty"357 which could 

claim ‘lower orders’ (albeit Whites only) allegiance.  Although he opposed 

Federalists like Hamilton, he also argued against those still advancing the 

old territorial claims of the former colonies, which now formed the new 

states making up the USA.  A debate opened up about how to deal with the 

Old North West, which lay beyond the Ohio River, and was claimed by 

several eastern seaboard colonies.  This area had been had ceded by the 

British to the new USA, under the Treaty of 1783.358
 In reality, the British 

retained a presence in the North West Territories and did not finally 

abandon their claim until their defeat in the 1812-5 War. 
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However, the North West Ordinance of 1787359 placed this area under 

federal control prior to its full colonisation and division into new states.  

Both the Federalists and the Anti-Federalist Jefferson supported this.  The 

Federalists’ notion of a future USA was based on establishing a more 

centralised and elite-run state, with those from the ‘lower orders’ doing 

most of the toil.  Jefferson envisaged a more popular American Republic 

made up of a growing confederation of new states, with the active political 

involvement of white, mainly farmer-citizens. 

 

The North West Ordinance also banned chattel slavery in this new 

territory.360  Whatever limited consideration was shown to the African 

American population by this measure was not matched by any to the Native 

Americans who actually inhabited the Old North West. Over the next few 

decades, they were to be systematically deprived of their traditional lands. 

However, those more ardent Southern pro-slavery, Anti-Federalist 

politicians were able to extract major concessions, when they came to an 

agreement with the worried Federalists over the US Constitution in 1787.  

Southern political representation in Congress was given extra weighting by 

adding the non-voting slaves to the numbers making up each state’s 

representational entitlement.361  This compromise, forged between the 

Northern and Southern colonial elites, who met together to defend their 

particular interests at the first Continental Congress, in 1774, was followed 

by later constitutional compromises to preserve black slavery within the 

new USA.  In the future, Southern slave owners would gain further 

concessions now that they held disproportionate power over US politics. 

 

However, just when the new American ruling class thought they had largely 

achieved their aims, by winning acceptance for their new Constitution, 

events were taking place in Europe, which would lead to profound 

challenges to the social order, the constitutional settlement, and to the very 

continuation of the USA itself.  The formation of an American nation-state, 

encompassing all residents, White, Black, Native American (and later 

Hispanic) with a clearly agreed territorial extent, ideologically supported by 

a widely accepted popular American nationalism, was to be a fraught 

process. 
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SUMMARY 
 

 

a)   Social Democrats and Communists have argued over the 

historical periodisation of the development of nation-states and 

nationalism.  However, they have usually agreed that nation-states and 

nationalism are historically limited categories.  States organised around 

other principles (e.g. tribal chieftaincies or dynasties) existed before 

nation-states.  Kinship, caste and religious identities preceded 

nationalism and provided ideological support for earlier class societies. 

 

b)  In the European Middle Ages, the feudal order was marked by 

struggles between city states, lords and emperors.  Class struggles 

involving the ‘lower orders’ also occurred, though they rarely 

attempted to win state control beyond the level of city-republics.  In the 

Confederation of Swiss Cantons, however, a new and more inclusive 

republicanism emerged, based on the rule of ‘productive labour’ – the 

peasantry. 

 

c)  States, where upholding particular religious identities was a 

significant mechanism of social control, underwent changes in the 

transition from feudalism to capitalism.  Initially, their rulers 

determined the particular religion of their subjects.  This situation gave 

way, first to tolerant, then later to secular states.  Many of the social 

conflicts, which racked the crisis-ridden feudalism of the later Middle 

Ages, took on a religious form, e.g. the Anabaptism in the Peasants’ 

War in ‘Germany’, the Calvinism of the city burghers, and the anti-

establishment Independency of the gentry, as well as the small master 

and artisan Independency of the Levellers.  The development of nation-

states was not the inevitable socio-political outcome of the breakdown 

of the pre-existing feudal order in Europe, and even less so elsewhere in 

the world. 

 

d)  Neither the emergence of Spain nor France as powerful states led 



 140 

directly to the formation of nation-states.  Indeed, the kings of Spain 

initially tried to create a ‘universal’ Roman Catholic empire.  

Absolutist France made few moves to culturally integrate or assimilate 

the ‘lower orders’ from the many ethnic groups found in its provinces. 

 

e)  In the seventeenth century the United Provinces emerged as a 

powerful mercantile capitalist imperialist state.  Attempts were made to 

create an inclusive Dutch national identity, through the introduction of 

religious toleration, and an easier naturalisation process for 

immigrants.  However, the state’s confederal nature still produced 

countervailing centrifugal forces.  This was not overcome until the 

formation of the Batavian Republic in 1795.  Meanwhile, it took until 

1848, before the creation of the Swiss Federation produced the greater 

political unity in that state, which finally ended Switzerland’s 

confederal nature. 

 

f)  England, with its developed commercial landlord and merchant 

dominated economy, also displayed early signs of nation-state 

formation.  However, England’s involvement in the dynastic conflicts 

and the religious conflicts of the wider Three Kingdoms (England, 

Scotland and Ireland) cut across this development.  Furthermore, 

settlers in the overseas colonies often considered themselves to be 

‘freeborn Englishmen’.  This led to an indistinct notion of the nation’s 

territorial extent.  Conflicts also emerged between those, mainly 

amongst the ruling class, who wished to encourage a British imperial 

loyalty and those, mainly from the ‘lower orders’, who wanted to assert 

English supremacy.  Moves in Scotland, Wales and Ireland to counter 

this English chauvinism initially produced a cultural ‘bardic 

nationalist’ response. 

 

g)  Calvinist Presbyterian Scotland emerged in the context of the 

defeat and marginalisation of international Calvinism (which had once 

included significant forces not only in Switzerland, the Netherlands and 

England, but also in France, Hungary and a few German 

principalities).  Presbyterian Calvinism became the official religion of 

Scotland in 1690, following an alliance with William of Orange and 

anti-Stuart forces in England.  Presbyterian Calvinists were able to 
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maintain their dominant position in Scotland, after the Act of Union in 

1707.  They accepted ‘Calvinism in one country’.  This shift from an 

international Calvinism to a particular national Calvinism led to an 

ethno-religious notion of the ‘chosen people’.  This also contributed to 

an aggressive racism amongst Calvinist Scotch-Irish and Lowland 

Scots frontier settlers, whether in Ireland or the British American 

colonies. 

 

h)  The thirteen North American colonies, which broke away from 

the British/English Empire, in 1776, began the long process of forming 

an American nation-state - the USA.  The transition from being 

‘freeborn Englishmen’ and Lowland Scots and Scotch-Irish ‘chosen 

people’ to ‘liberty loving Americans’ led to an ethnically limited 

understanding of who constituted an American ‘nation’.  Black slaves 

and Native Americans were largely excluded. 

 

i)  Once the US had gained its independence  intense class struggles 

broke out, alongside political struggles between Federalists and Anti-

Federalists, over the nature of the American nation and republic.  In 

the early days of the USA, some states made moves to leave the Union.  

It was not until the Union victory, in the 1861-5 Civil War, that the 

USA became a full federation rather than retaining aspects of a 

confederation.  The existence of black slaves and the extensive 

territories still contested by Native Americans delayed the development 

of a more inclusive American nation-state. 

 

j)  The ‘lower orders’ or ‘motley crew’ contested the development of 

an imposed capitalism with its enclosures, clearances, and the gradual 

elimination of artisan production.  Some looked to the past, others 

imagined and fought for new possible worlds. Those coming from a 

variety of traditions stemming from the Radical Reformation and the 

Radical Enlightenment, as well as black slaves and former slaves, and 

other non-European peoples who had been colonised, contributed to 

both non-national and more inclusive ideas of who constituted a nation. 

Many ‘lower order’ struggles were conducted, in effect, on the basis of 

‘universalism from below’. 
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3.      THE IMPACT OF THE 1789-1815           

        REVOLUTIONARY WAVE AND THE   

         EMERGENCE OF NATION-STATES 
 

A.       FROM THE UNIVERSAL REPUBLIC TO 

         NATIONAL DEMOCRATIC REPUBLICANISM 

 

i) ‘Citizen of the World’ – the emergence of the ‘Universal Republic’ 

 

With the passing of the new US Constitution and the overcoming of 

domestic resistance, the American ‘Thermidor’ appeared to have triumphed 

by 1787.  Yet the ‘liberty tree’ soon sprouted new branches362 in France, the 

Netherlands, Saint Domingue (Haiti), Ireland, Scotland and England, on the 

North Atlantic periphery, as well as some of the German statelets and 

Poland in the east.  This, in turn, gave a new lease of life to the opposition 

in the infant USA. 

 

Revolution broke out once more, with the Storming of the Bastille in Paris 

in 1789.363  Although this date is traditionally seen as heralding the French 

Revolution, it can also be seen as part of a wider attempt to set up the 

Universal Republic.  The ensuing social and political maelstrom, and the 

suppression of this and other possibilities, then created the conditions for a 

more definite International Revolutionary Wave to come to the fore, with its 

distinct national democratic components.  This particular revolutionary 

wave came to an end with the Congress of Vienna in 1815,364 although 

there were some belated ripples in Haiti, Latin America, Italy, Spain, 

Portugal, and even in Tsarist Russia. 

 

The revolutionary highpoint in Europe occurred between 1792-4.  In 1793, 

a new Constitution365 was formally adopted in France.  It was partly 

inspired by the earlier ‘Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen’ 

of 1789.  The new constitution also proclaimed the superiority of popular 

sovereignty over national sovereignty.  It acknowledged the right of 

rebellion, and indeed, the duty to rebel when the government violated the 

rights of the people.  It provided various economic and social rights, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Declaration_of_the_Rights_of_Man_and_of_the_Citizen
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Popular_sovereignty
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Popular_sovereignty
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_sovereignty
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Right_of_rebellion
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Right_of_rebellion
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including the right of association, right to work and public assistance, and 

the right to public education. Thus, it was based on the idea of a social 

republic. 

 

However, in the face of a counter-revolutionary alliance, giving its backing 

to domestic reaction, the 1793 Constitution was never implemented.  Beset 

on all sides, power became more centralised in the hands of Jean-Paul 

Marat366 and Maximilien Robespierre,367 culminating in the Terror.368  

Jonathon Israel characterises Robespierre and Marat as authoritarian 

populists and identifies an anti-republican element in Robespierre's 

thinking.369  The growing ‘counter-revolution within the revolution’ 

brought about a retreat from the social republic.  The Terror was in turn 

overthrown in the Thermidorian Reaction of 27th May 1794.370  This led to 

the abandonment of those social elements of the republic, which had been 

upheld.  This was done to ensure that a new political framework, following 

the overthrow of absolutist feudalism, allowed a growing capitalist class to 

entrench its preferred socio-economic order, hindered by as few social and 

political constraints as possible. 

 

Thus, when the Directory took power, in 1795,371 another Constitution was 

introduced,372 which overthrew many of the earlier social gains.  It focused 

instead on the need for a strong executive, and a united French ‘nation-

state’ imposed centrally from above.  The Directory abandoned those 

commitments to elements of the social republic (e.g. the right to work and 

to public assistance) as a more confident bourgeois leadership promoted a 

society that rejected what they claimed were outdated feudal labour 

obligations in favour of capitalist labour contracts (i.e. ‘free’ wage labour) 

in France. 

 

The launch of revolution, in 1789, had originally raised the possibility of a 

more comprehensive path of non-national social development  - the 

Universal Republic.  A debate took place, in 1790, in London’s 

Coachmaker Hall.  The question asked was, “Which Character is most truly 

amiable, the FRIEND - the PATRIOT - or the CITIZEN OF THE 

WORLD?” 373  Those involved in this debate were opposed to the dynastic 

regimes of the European Crowns, but each option highlights a different 

approach:- the localist - the friend, the national - the patriot, and the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Right_of_association
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Right_to_work
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_assistance
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Public_education
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universalist - the ‘citizen of the world’. 

 

One factor, which contributed to this development of ‘universalism from 

below’, and the emergence of 'citizens of the world', was the constant 

Atlantic wide circulation of personnel.  These people included former 

indentured labourers, escaped or freed slaves, and sailors and former 

soldiers who, along with others, suffered much, but still managed to survive 

the suppression of the various riots, mutinies or risings.  They contributed to 

new rebellions.  Colonel Edward and Catherine Despard,374 Thomas 

Spence,375 and Robert Wedderburn,376 Thomas and Lydia Hardy,377 the 

former slave, Olaudah Equiano,378 and the poet, William Blake,379 were 

examples of those championing this 'universalism from below'. 

 

Furthermore, people from a wide range of class and ethnic backgrounds had 

already received their revolutionary apprenticeships in the American War of 

Independence.  They included the Marquis de from France, the Polish 

nobleman, Tadeusz Koskiusko,380 the former artisan and exciseman, Tom 

Paine from England, and the former black slave, Henri Christophe from 

Saint Domingue.381  In their eyes, revolution was not solely an American 

concern, but a much wider affair, which could lead, either to universal 

Enlightenment, or to the ending of slavery in its various forms. 

 

'Citizens of the world' were to be found amongst sections of the new rising 

bourgeoisie and, in particular, amongst their champions in the 

Enlightenment intelligentsia.  Philosophers and scientists alike exchanged 

papers, held meetings, and socialised across state boundaries, sometimes 

even when their own states were at war. 

 

Freemasonry also gave encouragement to the notion of ‘citizens of the 

world’.  Many merchants became freemasons, following the wide network 

of contacts they gained through their involvement in the ever-widening 

world market.  Thus, masonic lodges had extended their presence from a 

number of capitals, provincial centres and ports, including London, Paris, 

Edinburgh, Glasgow, Belfast and Bordeaux to the British and French 

colonies, particularly in North America and the Caribbean.382  Freemasons 

were found in other European states and their colonies.  Lodges included 

prominent aristocrats and even members of royal families at one social end 
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of their membership, as well as artisans at the other.  Members came from 

various Christian denominations, as well as from adherents of Judaism and 

Deism. Freemasons took their name from the guild fraternities of 

stonemasons, which had formed in the Middle Ages. 

 

The masonic “brotherhood was a society of equals, but it was organised in a 

hierarchy of merit, and social equality generally stopped at the lodges 

door… All were champions of cosmopolitanism, enthusiastically embracing 

the idea of global brotherhood.  Some were radically inclusive in their 

membership.  But only a minority were racially mixed, others exclusively 

black”.383  Given the freemasons’ class and ethnic make-up, it is not 

surprising that, when it came to a more cosmopolitan practice, much of this 

was confined to their own ‘virtual world’ of ceremony and ritual. 

 

However, some freemasons, particularly those from the ‘lower orders’, tried 

to extend the visions encompassed in the lodges’ virtual world to the real 

world.  They became involved in the developing struggles, particularly for 

democracy.  Various organisations, from the Girondins384 and Jacobins, 

United Irishmen,385 Carbonari,386 on to early Socialist and Anarchist 

organisations, were to be influenced by masonic ways of thinking and 

organising.387 

 

Benjamin Franklin was a freemason.388  He had seen the new United States 

of America as a pole of attraction, to which other republican states could 

unite in the common “pursuit of happiness”.  For Franklin, the USA 

represented the first stage in the construction of a future federal republican 

world.389  This anticipated the way that republican France would become a 

model for many revolutionary democrats; and also, the way that the infant 

Soviet Russia was later to be the seen by many communists as the first 

building block of a worldwide ‘Union of Soviet Socialist Republics’. 

Immanuel Kant, the Prussian Enlightenment philosopher, also looked 

forward to a cosmopolitan world order.390 

 

Confident bourgeois economists thought that increased commerce, brought 

about by free trade, could lead to greater peace and to closer international 

cooperation.  This middle class cosmopolitanism could be considered an 

alternative 'universalism from above'. 
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Later, Engels was to ridicule these two wings of cosmopolitanism - the 

Radical utopian schemers advocating their political or social programmes, 

and the more practical Liberal free traders.391  However, 'universalism from 

below' and 'universalism from above' were both to have their advocates and 

followers in the Revolutionary Wave, which engulfed the world in the 

aftermath of the Storming of the Bastille. 

 

 

ii) The ‘Universal Citizen’ and the ‘National Patriot’ 

 

The Revolution was not seen initially in exclusively French national terms.  

Its appeal easily spread to the merchants, manufacturers, artisans, peasants 

and the radical intelligentsia in the neighbouring countries.  Revolution 

broke out in the Bishopric of Liege in August 1789392 and in the Austrian 

Netherlands, in January 1790.393   When the Jacobin Club was formed in 

1789, its membership included Arthur Young, the English agricultural 

reformer, and Tipu Sultan, King of Mysore394   The Jacobin Clubs, formed 

in 1789, originally had a moderate constitutional monarchist leadership.  

The expulsion of the Rightist, Feuillant group, in March 1792, by the 

Girondin members of the Jacobin Clubs, pushed the Jacobin Clubs in a 

republican direction.  The Girondins were in their turn expelled by the more 

populist Montagnards395 in March 1793.  Historians labelled these 

Montagnards, the Jacobins, although their political basis had changed 

during the revolutionary period.  

 

In 1792, German sympathisers set up a short-lived Republic of Mainz, after 

French revolutionary forces had driven out the bishop, the traditional ruler 

of this particular statelet.396  The future German publisher from Hamburg, 

Freidrich Perthes, welcomed the French revolutionary armies’ victories 

over the counter-revolutionary armies of the German kings and princes.  

“As a man and a citizen of the world I rejoice over the progress of the 

French armies”.397  In 1794 Thomas Muir398 was sentenced in Edinburgh to 

be transported to Australia.  On his journey he left a book as a gift in Rio de 

Janiero, which he signed, “Thomas Muir of Hunters Hill, by race a Scot, in 

Spirit a citizen of the World”.399 

 

George Washington from the new USA, and the more radical, Joseph 
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Priestley and Thomas Paine from England, David Williams from Wales and 

Anarchasis Clootz 400 from Prussia, were all made full citizens of the new 

France and members of the National Assembly.401  The notion of the 

‘universal citizen’ or ‘citizen of the world’ was in the air. 

 

Those, from a mainly bourgeois or professional background, who had 

earlier taken their inspiration from the Patriot politics of the US Republic, 

were forced to take heed of this wider notion of universal citizenship.  A 

compromise emerged between the non-national ‘universal citizen’ and the 

‘national patriot’ that emphasised the civic, not the ethnic/nationality, 

nature of the new nation states they hoped to create. 

 

The new civic nation, established in France in 1789, was to be open to all 

pre-nation groups living within the state’s boundaries, including what we 

would today call ethnic groups - be they French (langue d’oil speakers), 

Occitan (langue d’oc speakers), Alsatian-German, Breton, Basque, Catalan, 

Corsican, or Flemish.  There were to be equal individual rights for all, 

provided everyone accepted a new French civic identity.  The implications 

for those people, previously considered not to be fully French, were 

expressed most clearly, when the new National Constituent Assembly 

granted full citizenship to all Jews in 1791.  The legislator, Clermont-

Tonnere declared, “As a nation the Jews must be denied everything, as 

individuals they must be granted everything”.402 

 

For those who did not speak the French language, the opportunity to learn 

would be provided in the state-run schools and universities.  The children, 

at least, of the humblest Breton peasant, could rise to the top along with ‘the 

best of them’.  At this time, many saw French as a ‘universal’ language in a 

similar way to Latin during an earlier period of western European history.  

Bertrand Barere addressed the Jacobin Club in Paris on 27th January 1794.  

“Today I am going to draw your attention to the most beautiful language in 

Europe {French}, which was the first to consecrate the rights of man and 

citizen, which is called upon to inform the world of the most sublime 

thoughts on liberty and one of the grandest political ideas”.403 

 

It took some time before the contradiction between the use of a particular 

culture-bound language and a genuine universalism was more widely 
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appreciated.  Indeed, many later revolutionaries, national democrats and 

members of the Left still failed to make this distinction.  Jacobins and 

supporters of Napoleon, some ‘1848ers’, as well as many members of the 

First, Second and Third Internationals, were to adopt what became the 

dominant ethnic group, or social chauvinist (and sometimes, social 

imperialist) view of human progress and revolutionary advance.  Their 

thinking in this regard, based on the privileging of certain ‘civilised’ or 

'progressive' nations, derived from the Mainstream Enlightenment.  

However, the emergence of a centralised French nation-state, based on the 

notion of a French republic representing the French people, was not the 

inevitable outcome of the revolutionary wave that reverberated around 

Europe and the wider Atlantic world from 1789. 

 

The shift, in France, from the constitutional monarchy, fronted by a 

reluctant Louis XVI after 1789, to a republic in 1792, initially took place 

under the leadership of the Girondins.  The Girondins were initially the 

best-organised 'party' to emerge out of the tradition of the Radical 

Enlightenment. Their leader was the lawyer Jean-Jacques Brissot,404 the 

upwardly mobile son of an innkeeper, educated as a lawyer, and a 

freemason.405 He was a key figure amongst the Girondins.  Before the 

Revolution, he had lived in England, had been imprisoned in the Bastille, 

and had travelled to the USA as a member of the anti-slavery Amis des 

Noirs (Friends of the Blacks).  Another significant Girondin was the Lyon 

manufacturer, Jean-Marie Roland.  The Girondins strongly opposed the 

initial Moderate leaders of the French Revolution, such as the Marquis de 

Lafayette and Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyes, who came from the tradition of the 

Mainstream Enlightenment (best represented by Voltaire and Montesquieu). 

 

The Moderates' ideal was a constitutional monarchy, which guaranteed 

inherited property rights, whilst supporting the abolition of the old feudal 

privileges, and breaking Vatican control over the Catholic clergy in 

France,406 which they claimed had been responsible for the 'abuses' in the 

system.  The Girondins wanted to go further, and create the conditions for 

wider social forces, including manufacturers, merchants, successful artisans 

and peasants, to transform the old economy.  The Girondins were mostly 

republicans and atheists.  They argued that it was not only the ending of the 

old privileges that was required, but also the embedding of a completely 



 149 

new republican and secular (or even atheist) political order.  This would 

provide the constitutional underpinning for a prolonged revolution from 

above.  That would involve an extended period of popular education, based 

on the principles of the Radical Enlightenment.  In the meantime, they 

sought to further develop the Revolution through their influence in new 

political clubs (e.g. the Jacobins and Cordeliers), and through newspapers 

such as the Patriote Francais and La Feuille Villageois (Village Leaf). 

 

As the title of Patriote Francais indicated, the Girondins were French 

Patriots.  They believed that France was now in a position to take over the 

political and moral lead from the USA, in the struggle to bring about a truly 

Enlightened World.  After all, France had been the recognised forcing 

house for Enlightenment philosophy in the later eighteenth century, 

producing some of its most advanced thinkers in Diderot,407 Helvetius 
408and d'Holbach.409  Furthermore, a very definite French nation had grown 

to maturity within the old order.  This was highlighted when the antiquated 

Three Estates of the Old Regime dissolved themselves into the new 

National Assembly on 17th June 1789.410  The USA, however, was still a 

new and uncertain creation lying far from the ‘centre of the world’.  The 

Girondins admired the American revolutionaries, especially Franklin (and 

this was reciprocated), but saw Europe, and in particular France and Paris as 

the real centre of world affairs.  They also had allies amongst the Patriot 

opposition in both the Dutch and Austrian Netherlands, and in Geneva,411 as 

well as in England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales. 

 

Although Brissot probably saw the French language as the best ‘universal’ 

means of communication, his desired French Republic was meant to be a 

political and civic, not an ethnic, body.  He did not see the existence of the 

French Republic as an isolated phenomenon, but as constituting the centre 

of a new international fraternal order of national republics, along with their 

reformed colonies (after the abolition of black chattel slavery by 

enlightened statesmen).  Brissot very much reflected the initial self-

confidence of the larger French merchants.  He was a strong advocate of 

revolutionary war. 

 

It was during the first war against the émigré counter-revolutionaries and 

their Austrian and Prussian allies that some of the contradictions in the 
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Girondins’ stance emerged.  In the early days of the Revolution, on 29th 

November 1789, “the right of the self-determination of peoples”412 had been 

invoked by a middle class dominated National Guard meeting at Valence, to 

unite the previously semi-autonomous provincial Languedociennes, 

Provencaux and Dauphinois.  Another such meeting was held in Strasbourg 

on the 13th June 1790.  It brought together National Guards from Alsace, 

Lorraine and Franche-Comte. 

 

These new National Guards claimed that, “They were Frenchmen not 

because treaties made by their sovereigns in the past had joined their 

provinces to France but because they themselves wished to be French”.413  

The National Assembly adopted the same principle, when it annexed the 

Holy Roman principality of Salm (in Lorraine) and the Papal territory of 

Avignon and Comtat-Venaissin.414  Furthermore, people in Savoy (the 

Occitan French speaking part of the Kingdom of Sardinia), and in some 

Walloon (French speaking) parts of the Austrian Netherlands, also asked to 

join the new French nation-state.415 

 

However, the Girondins were looking further still.  They supported the 

notion of the ‘Great Nation’ with ‘natural frontiers’416 for France, stretching 

from the Rhine in the north and northeast, to the Atlantic in the west, the 

Alps in the southeast, and the Mediterranean and the Pyrenees in the south.  

However, non-French speaking, Flemish, German and Italian speakers still 

inhabited these lands.  When the Girondins pressed for revolutionary war, 

they did find allies amongst  “the Dutch and Belgian Patriots and the Swiss, 

Savoyard, Italian and German refugees in France”.417  However, “these 

requests… for aid and protection also awakened in many French hearts the 

old instincts of conquest and domination.  Some saw France, the ‘Great 

Nation’ as the liberator; others, as the conqueror”.418 

 

The Girondin dominated Legislative Assembly declared war on Austria on 

the 20th April 1792419.  By advancing on the Austrian Netherlands, and in 

particular, Antwerp, they knew they were also attacking the interests of the 

British ruling class.  “The French bourgeoisie… were obsessed by the 

frightening progress that the British had made over France in industry and 

commerce, on the seas and in the colonies”.420  Just like those English 

merchants, faced with the success of the ‘Dutch road’ in the seventeenth 
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century, these French merchants did not have the patience to slowly follow 

the path of the ‘English/British road’.421  So that “France could compete 

with Britain at the economic level on equal terms they set out to smash their 

redoubtable rival by brute force”.422 

 

However, the war did not go as the Girondins planned.  Counter-

revolutionary forces organised openly and secretly within France.  They 

looked forward to the overthrow of the Revolution by invading Prussian 

and Austrian armies.  Basic foodstuffs became scarce, as many merchants 

hoarded goods and prices soared.  This prompted the appearance of new 

‘lower order’ class forces, including the lesser merchants, shopkeepers and 

artisans.  The sans-culottes, or bras-nus,423 emerged as the most 

revolutionary force, quite prepared to take the most draconian action to 

defend the Revolution and their immediate economic interests.  

Representatives of the ‘lower orders’ began to assert their influence in the 

Jacobin and other clubs, in the local administrative Sections, in the 

Legislative Assembly. Marat, the editor of L’Ami du Peuple 424 and 

Robespierre were Assembly members.  Georges Danton425 even became 

Minister for Justice.  The Girondins began to grow concerned. 

 

Those people, amongst these new rising political groups within and outside 

the Jacobin Clubs, appreciated that any successful defence of the 

Revolution necessitated more radical measures in the face of the growing 

counter-revolutionary threats.  These measures needed to go beyond those 

the Girondins had already implemented or even contemplated.  An 

insurrectionary Commune was set up in Paris on August 10th, 1792, the 

Sections were opened up to all,426 and the Legislative Assembly was 

radicalised, passing a host of new social measures.  These included the right 

to divorce, announcing the independent arrival of women into the world of 

politics.427 

 

Executive power increasingly passed into the hands of a revolutionary 

Provisional Executive Council,428 where the Jacobins, Danton and 

Robespierre gained more influence.  The revolutionary Paris Commune 

imprisoned Louis XVI.  The ‘First Terror’ was launched against the 

perceived domestic enemies of the Revolution on September 2nd, 1792.429  

The invading Prussians, marching ever closer to Paris, were at last defeated 
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at Valmy on September 20th.430  The following day, the 1791 constitutional 

monarchist order was overthrown, and a new National Convention 

constituted, as Year I of the French Republic was declared.431 

 

The more politically experienced and better-known Girondins still formed 

the majority in this National Convention, but in reality, it had been those 

who became known as the Montagnard (the Mountain) section of the 

Jacobins, backed by the sans-culottes, who had brought about the new 

political situation.  This signalled their forceful entry into the previously 

Girondin dominated political order.  However, for the present, the 

Girondins were able to bask in the recent successes of the French 

revolutionary armies, as they crossed the border into the Austrian 

Netherlands, Holy Roman imperial Rhineland, and Savoy and Nice in the 

Kingdom of Sardinia, where they enjoyed considerable local support. 432 

 

On 19th November 1792, the National Convention proclaimed,  “In the 

name of the French nation… {to} grant brotherly assistance to all peoples 

which may desire to recover their freedom”.433  The Girondins’ 

revolutionary war was back on course.  However, when they organised 

referenda to get the local populations to vote to join republican France, in 

what local Patriots now termed Belgium (the former Austrian Netherlands 

and the Bishopric of Liege), only a small number cast ballots, despite 

French army pressure.  Furthermore, it was left to the pro-French 

Convention in Mainz, protected by French troops, not the wider populace, 

to vote the brief Rhenish-German Free State into France.  The largely 

French-speaking, Bishopric of Basle became the short-lived Rauracian 

Republic, before being directly annexed and made a French department,434 

as the Girondin policy of creating a ‘Great Nation’ was openly pursued. 

 

Other Jacobins, particularly Robespierre and Marat, remained wary about 

the Girondins’ ‘Great Nation’ ambitions, preferring to concentrate their 

attentions on ridding existing France of the greatest domestic symbol of 

counter-revolution – the imprisoned King Louis XVI, along with his 

aristocratic supporters.  Against the wishes of the majority of Girondins, 

who saw the imprisoned Louis XVI as a useful bargaining counter in any 

post-war negotiations, those Montagnard Jacobins, allied with the sans-

culottes, pushed for the king’s execution on 21st January 1793.435  They 
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viewed any military occupations of new non-French territories in a similar 

way to which they viewed those French lands held by hostile domestic 

counter-revolutionaries – as enemy territory.  They saw any new external 

territorial acquisitions as a source of supplies for the revolutionary army 

and of state.  There was the added incentive that those occupied lands, lying 

beyond traditional French-state territory, might soon have to be given up 

anyhow.436 

 

Although the Jacobins and Girondins were in conflict over the best 

revolutionary policy to pursue, the combined effect of the Jacobin promoted 

execution of Louis XVI and the Girondin promoted annexations, was to 

conjure up an opposition consisting of the largest European counter-

revolutionary alliance yet seen - the First Coalition,437 involving the UK, the 

Dutch Netherlands, Prussia, Austria, Spain and Naples. 

 

In the face of this new combination, the Girondin’s latest war went badly.  

The occupying revolutionary armies, often accompanied by their local 

Patriot and other supporters, were forced back into France by the armies of 

the First Coalition.  Prices escalated for essential goods.  Once more, as in 

August the previous year, the ‘lower orders’, particularly the sans-culottes, 

began to organise.  In fear of these latest developments, the Girondins 

began to lose their earlier confidence.  The Girondin-appointed General 

Dumouriez, head of the now retreating French revolutionary army in 

Belgium, defected to the Austrian forces.438  Suspicious sans culottes 

demanded the Girondins be brought to account.  Furthermore, the 

Girondins, as strong advocates of free trade, refused to take any effective 

action to feed the increasingly hungry Paris masses.  Merchants, who were 

backed by the Girondins, were some of the main beneficiaries of the price 

rises caused by war-imposed scarcity, hoarding, inflation and the issue of 

devalued currency. 

 

 

iii)  New contradictions emerge between the bourgeoisie and the sans 

  culottes in France 

 

Those Jacobin Club members who were to become the Montagnards saw 

their chance.  With the support of the sans-culottes, they forced the 
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resignation of the Girondins by seizing control of the National Convention 

on 2nd June 1793.439  During the ensuing days of growing counter-

revolutionary threats, the National Convention’s power was wielded by a 

Montagnard revolutionary dictatorship, headed by Robespierre.  Its power 

resided in the Great Committee (Committee of Public Safety) and the 

Committee of General Security.440  Robespierre and his allies used the 

Terror to eliminate the republican democrats headed by Brissot.  This 

Terror, like those later directed by Stalin and Mao-Tse Tung, very much 

undermined those arguing for cosmopolitan or international revolution. 

However, it was not until Napoleon's ascendancy that the new French 

regime began to make the sort of pragmatic deals to appease domestic 

conservatism, along with international deals with conservative and even 

reactionary forces, which were later to be adopted by Stalin and Mao-Tse 

Tung, on the basis of national state realpolitik. 

 

The contradiction that had emerged between the Girodins advancing their 

Radical Enlightenment Republic whilst trying to maintain the support of 

merchants and others profiting from war, reappeared in a new guise within 

the Montagnards (who now inherited the Jacobins' label) between the 

national populists wanting to establish their Virtuous Republic and the sans 

culottes consisting of artisans and the labouring poor, seeking a Social 

Republic.  Robespierre, basing himself on what he deemed to be Rousseau's 

thinking, saw himself as the embodiment of the French people's 'General 

Will', exercising a personal dictatorship on their behalf.  The Paris Sections 

and the political clubs were meant to act as a transmission belt for his ideas, 

supported by an inner core from the Jacobin leadership. They were not 

meant to act as democratic bodies making their own demands and 

exercising their own control. 

 

The new Jacobins had to perform a delicate balancing act.  They still 

needed the sans-culottes as the domestic shock troops of revolutionary 

terror, and as a source of recruits for the revolutionary armies, suppressing 

both domestic counter-revolution and fighting invading counter-

revolutionary armies.  However, the Jacobins were extremely wary of 

making any permanent economic concessions to the sans-culottes.  Like the 

Girondins, they wanted to eliminate all the ‘restrictions’ upon the economy, 

which they also claimed were a feudal legacy of the Old Regime.  
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Nevertheless, they felt it necessary to introduce the Law of the General 

Maximum 441 of the 29th September.  This fixed the price of basic 

necessities and wages.  They organised revolutionary militia to enforce 

this.442 

 

However, what the Jacobins saw as purely emergency revolutionary 

measures, many of the sans-culottes wished to make permanent.  They held 

to a more definite vision of a social republic.  On 25th June 1793, Jacques 

Roux issued what was called the Enrage Manifesto, in which he declared 

that, “Freedom is only a vain phantom when a class of men can starve 

another with impunity. Equality is a phantom, when the rich, by the 

monopoly, exercise the right of life and death over his fellow man.  The 

Republic is a vain phantom when the counter-revolution operates every day 

through prices which three-quarters of citizens can achieve only with 

tears”.443 

 

Jacques Roux, Theophile Leclerc and Jean Varlet, were the best-known 

spokesmen for the Enrages.444  “They spoke for the heterogeneous mass 

dominated by the petit bourgeoisie and artisans still committed to private 

property. They contented themselves with demanding measures which 

would limit the damage done by the new capitalism, but not stop it 

completely”.445  They were embedded in the new independent revolutionary 

organisations, which had been emerging since the setbacks earlier in the 

year.  These included the Society of Revolutionary Women, set up on the 

10th May, where Claire Lacombe was a prominent member; and the forty-

eight Paris Sections, which elected a revolutionary leadership at Eveche on 

12th May.446 

 

Roux’s Enrage Manifesto still makes reference to the “universal republic”, 

but quickly moves on, linking the “flame of liberty” to the “cult of the 

fatherland”.447  The emerging nation-state was increasingly seen to be the 

framework within which to advance the Revolution.  The Paris sans-

culottes had a vision of the type of wider republic they wished to set up.  On 

29th April, the General Council of the Paris Commune had “decided to form 

a corresponding committee… which would be responsible for 

corresponding with the 44,000 municipalities…  ‘All the communes in 

France should be sisters’”.448  The Enrage, Jean Varlet, thought that this 
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should be the model for all new nations as the Revolution expanded beyond 

France.449 

 

Such ideas also spread amongst the ‘lower orders’ in the surrounding 

countries, outflanking not only the ideas of the local bourgeois Patriots, but 

those of the French Jacobins too.  The immediate post-1789 unity of the 

Radical Enlightenment supporters in the Jacobin Clubs, had already led to a 

break, first with the constitutional monarchist Feuillants and then Radical 

Enlightenment Girondins, the former when they failed to counter the 

continued reactionary Catholic and royalist forces; the latter when they 

failed to meet the immediate needs of the increasingly politicised 'lower 

orders' - the sans culottes. Now, it was the Montagnard Jacobins who were 

being challenged. 

 

Just as the Enrages’ socio-economic vision could still envisage a society 

based on an association of small property owners, provided the greed and 

selfishness of the emerging bourgeoisie, especially the speculators and 

hoarders, was suppressed; so, they could envisage an international order of 

associated commune-states, provided the grasping war mongers and 

profiteers were dealt with.  This represented a step back from the most 

radical ‘universalism from below’ ideas entertained by many people around 

the North Atlantic periphery less tied to any particular ‘nation’.  Instead, it 

represented the first signs in the development of the ‘internationalism from 

below’ approach, which emerged as a revolutionary response to the French 

bourgeois consolidation of their ‘nation-state’, and its attempted military 

export, from 1795 onwards. 

 

In France, a situation of ‘dual power’ developed as the sans-culottes, and 

the Enrages in particular, extended their influence in the Sections, and 

created even more radical clubs.  However uncomfortable this made 

Robespierre and the Jacobins, they still had to deal with the prospect of 

growing counter-revolutionary reaction, and they needed sans-culotte 

support to do this.  The Jacobins’ situation was growing more desperate.  

Like the recent Girondins before them, they faced defections (e.g. by 

Georges Danton) and foreign invasions (e.g. the British occupation of 

Toulon), but also the assassination of one of their leading members, Jean-

Paul Marat.450 
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Robespierre had to pursue a delicate balancing act.  The Jacobins, again like 

the Girondins, were threatened with being outflanked on their Left, by an 

even more radical bourgeois force, the Hebertistes.451  They were prepared 

to go considerably further in making concessions to win sans-culottes 

support.  However, the Hebertistes were almost as wary of the sans-

culottes’ own independent organisations, and helped Robespierre, arrest the 

Enrage leader, Roux, on 6th September 1793.452 

 

The Jacobins’ main strategy to ride the revolutionary storm was to 

constantly seek to subordinate all independent initiatives to dictatorial 

central authority, and then to redirect them against the perceived unpatriotic 

domestic allies of the First Coalition.  However, the Jacobins seized upon 

the opportunities provided by any falling back of open counter-

revolutionary threats to close down the sans-culottes’ independent 

organisations.  On September 9th, the Sections were prevented from meeting 

in permanent session, and women’s political clubs were banned on 30th 

October.453 

 

Yet, to prevent the complete desertion of the sans-culottes, which would 

leave the Jacobins (and the Hebertistes) very exposed, in the face of more 

counter-revolutionary threats, measures such as Law of the Maximum had 

to be accepted.  The Hebertistses were also allowed to launch their Festival 

of Reason,454 mainly directed at the Catholic Church in France, which now, 

despite the earlier attempt to win its ordinary clerics over by breaking 

reactionary Vatican control over them, was increasingly siding with open 

counter-revolution. 

 

However, things slowly began to improve for the Jacobins on the ‘external’ 

front, which for much of 1793 was internally located within France.  The 

counter-revolution was defeated in Bordeaux on 18th September, in Lyons 

on 9th October, whilst a significant victory was gained on 27th October, at 

Cholet, in the main counter-revolutionary centre of the Vendee.  The First 

Coalition forces, led by Austria, were defeated at Wattignies, near Lille, on 

15th-16th October, and Toulon was recaptured from the British, on 19th 

December, under the leadership of a certain Napoleon Bonaparte.455 
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As a result, Robespierre felt he could now turn on the Leftist Hebertistes.  

He had their leaders executed on 24th March.456  This was balanced off by 

the execution of the Rightist Dantonists on 5th April.457  On 15th May, the 

Jacobin Club voted to exclude the more revolutionary Popular Societies, 

which had been formed after the closing down of the Sections.458  However, 

losing support both to the Left and to the Right, Robespierre was forced to 

become even more dictatorial.  He launched his own Festival of the 

Supreme Being on 8th June, effectively signaling the end of the celebration 

of popular atheism, and creating a new Deist religion, which would buttress 

property and bourgeois values.  “Robespierre was raised above ordinary 

mortals, becoming a sort of mediator between man and divinity”.459 

 

In this, he finally managed to alienate both those still surviving atheist 

Hebertistes, but also, more significantly, the latest manifestation of the 

Right wing of the Revolution.  They wanted to make use of the improving 

international situation to stabilise and consolidate the regime, through 

making overtures to the Catholic Church, eager to regain property and 

influence, and by appealing to sections of the bourgeoisie, who had been 

alienated by recent ‘excesses’.  The latter could also be won over to a 

successful ‘revolutionary’ war, not so much to bring ‘liberty, fraternity and 

equality’ to other nations, but to provide France, meaning mainly 

themselves, with loot and profits. 

 

Robespierre, always suspicious of the political popularity of successful 

figures associated with the army, was not keen on continuing the war, 

which was now going successfully on all fronts.  Lazare Carnot,460 the 

Committee of Public Safety’s organiser of the revolutionary army, saw his 

chance, and secretly plotted with others, who wanted an end to 

Robespierre’s internal blood letting.  On the 27th July (Thermidor) 

Robespierre was arrested and executed the next day.461  This event 

represented a new stage of ‘counter-revolution within the revolution’.  Over 

the next few months, the Law of General Maximum was repealed, all 

churches restored to religious use, and a new constitution introduced on 23rd 

August 1795, which introduced property qualifications for voters.462 

 

Desperate last attempts at resistance were made by the sans-culottes.  In the 

Prairial revolt between the 20th- 21st May 1795, three armed Sections made 
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their way to the Convention, but failed to take control.  This allowed the 

supporters of Thermidor to regain the initiative and begin a ferocious 

repression.463  The older counter-revolutionary forces of the aristocracy and 

their backers thought their opportunity had arrived, and mounted their own 

White terror, directed against both the sans-culottes and Jacobins.464  

However, the Whites’ openly counter-revolutionary attempt to overthrow 

the regime was drowned in blood by Napoleon Bonaparte, on 4th October 

1795.465  Bonaparte, a new rising star, had been promoted to General since 

his role in ending the British occupation of Toulon.  The National 

Convention was soon dissolved, and direct rule imposed by a Directory on 

26th October.466 

 

This Directory also had to resort to strong-arm methods to suppress 

continued opposition to its Left and Right. However, it was the successful 

French military invasions of Belgium, the Netherlands, and northern Italy, 

which ensured that the Directory retained the support of key sections of the 

new rising bourgeoisie,467 forming from those manufacturers, merchants, 

landowners and various professional groups, who had directly benefited 

from the abolition of the Ancien Regime.  There was less pretense of 

providing revolutionary support for sister republican nations.  Exacting 

tribute and recruiting soldiers from occupied territories became more 

important.468 

 

There was still a role for some of the surviving revolutionary democrats 

associated with the Radical Enlightenment, but this was now overseas.  

Quite a few went to Egypt, when the Directory sent its forces to the Nile 

Delta in 1798.  Here, they were super-confident that their Radical 

Enlightenment philosophy would soon help local Muslims overcome the 

benighted situation they had lived in under the Ottoman Mameluke elite.  

The key to the doors of this 'universal' enlightenment was the learning of 

the French language in the Egyptian Institut pour les Sciences et les Arts set 

up in Cairo.  Recent experiences closer to home had not removed their 

French culture-bound blinkers, so it was not surprising that this experiment 

failed, and that the Middle East venture ended in final defeat in 1801; but 

not before French troops had taken part in "an appalling massacre of the 

inhabitants" of Jaffa.469  Today, we still have some modern-day advocates 

of the Mainstream Enlightenment, who believe that Muslims can be 
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bombed into accepting their views! 

 

 

 

iv)  The retreat from the ‘Universal Republic’ to the national   

  democratic republic in Europe 

 

The jailed Prairial activist, Gracchus Babeuf,470 took stock of the recent 

revolutionary experience, declaring, in his Manifesto of the Equals, “From 

time immemorial we have hypocritically been told: Men are equal… real 

equality is but a chimera…  The French revolution is but the precursor of 

another greater, far more solemn, which will be the last.  The people 

marched over the corpses of the kings and priests who banded against them.  

They will do the same to the new tyrants and Tartuffes471 who sit in the 

seats of others”.472  The manifesto went on to outline a vision of agrarian 

communism. “We aim at… the COMMON good or the COMMUNITY OF 

GOODS! No more private property in land: the earth is nobody’s…. its 

fruits are everybody’s.473 

 

Babeuf was a member of the clandestine Society of Equals whose members 

also included some now marginalised Jacobins.  “They located sovereignty 

exclusively in local assemblies of the people…  There would be a central 

assembly which would have the job of coordinating the wishes expressed 

by the various parts of the ‘sovereignty’, but it would not be sovereign itself 

in the way bourgeois parliament is today and the Convention had been…  

They stopped posing the question of democracy in the abstract and looked 

at in relation to the class struggle and social inequality”.474 

 

However, following the ongoing retreat from the earlier notion of the 

Universal Republic, Babeuf’s manifesto was firmly situated in the mould of 

national democratic republicanism, addressing its demands five times to the 

“PEOPLE OF FRANCE”.475  Most significantly, it completely failed to 

address the situation in the French colony of Saint Domingue, which had 

recently become the epicentre of universal revolution, in an epic struggle to 

end black chattel slavery and to bring about racial equality. 

 

The Directorate was preparing to end the last special measures, which still 
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provided some economic security to the Paris masses.  The Society of 

Equals decided to launch an insurrection.  However, the Directorate had 

infiltrated the Society and its leaders were arrested on May 10th, 1796, the 

day before the planned rising.  After removing the leaders from Paris, where 

the possibility of supportive actions concerned the authorities, Babeuf was 

tried and then guillotined on May 27th, 1797.476 

 

There is evidence that this planned rising was meant to coincide with 

others.  Philippe Buonarroti,477 an ardent Italian supporter of the French 

Revolution, hoped to take advantage of the presence of French troops in 

northern Italy, by declaring the Republic of Alba, on 26th April 1796, to 

advance the revolutionary cause.  However, the Directorate handed the 

territory back to the King of Sardinia two days later.478 

 

Meanwhile, in the Dutch Netherlands, a new Batavian Republic had been 

established early in 1795, after invasion by the combined armies of the 

French Republic and the Batavian Legion under General Pichegru and 

Herman Willem Dandels respectively.  These moves were supported by the 

independent action of Revolutionary Committees in the major Dutch 

cities.479  Many Dutch revolutionaries, inspired by the earlier actions of the 

sans-culottes and Jacobins in France, wanted to push this Revolution 

further.  They launched an insurrection led by cannoneers in Amsterdam, on 

the same day as that originally planned for in Paris by the Society of 

Equals.480 

 

The French Directorate was as hostile towards Dutch democrats as they 

were towards French democrats.  Dutch democrats were dismissed as 

“veritables sans-culottes”.481  The Directorate had already ensured that 

“French soldiers were under orders to keep away from the Dutch clubs”.482  

French troops helped the Batavian authorities to put down the rising.483  

Two Batavian ministers, Johan Valckener and Jacob Blauw, involved in the 

rising, made themselves scarce, but their motivation was never to advance 

the universal republic, but to strengthen the Batavian Republic.  They were 

as prepared as the Directory to make treaties, which sacrificed international 

revolution to the needs of their new national republic.484 

 

Later revolutionaries were to draw many parallels between the fates of the 
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French (1789-99) and the Russian Revolutions (1917-21).  One parallel 

could perhaps be seen in Buonorroti.  His stance, in relation to Italy, 

anticipated that of such Bolsheviks as Georgy Pyatakov (a Ukrainian from a 

Russian background)485 and Christian Rakovsky (a Romanian)486 who both 

equated the spread of the Revolution between 1917-19, with the extension 

of a still Russian dominated state.  Another parallel could be drawn between 

Valckener and Blauw’s stance in the Batavian Republic and Josip Tito’s 487 

position in Yugoslavia at the end of World War II.  Tito, whilst welcoming 

the aid of the Red Army in ousting the German Nazis, had no intention of 

subordinating Yugoslav interests to those of the USSR. 

 

If the prime European centre of revolution lay in France and soon spilled 

over into the neighbouring countries, a second centre of the revolution, 

Poland emerged in Eastern Europe.  Its impact, however, did not spread as 

easily to surrounding states as the Revolution in France. 

 

Poland, a once large Central and Eastern European state, was by the end of 

the eighteenth century, in the process of being dismembered by its more 

powerful neighbours, Romanov Russia, Hapsburg Austria and Hohenzollern 

Prussia.  Poland was in effect a hybrid, oligarchical republic and 

constitutional monarchy.  It had no hereditary king.  The Sejm, a parliament 

representing an extensive political class of nobles - the szlachta - elected 

Poland’s kings.488  This contrasted with Europe’s other constitutional 

monarchies and oligarchic republics at the time.  In the United Kingdom, the 

monarchy’s power was limited by Parliament (since 1688), which 

represented not just landed aristocrats but also rich merchants.  The 

confederal Republic of the Seven United Netherlands (1588-1795) was 

dominated by the merchant class, which was involved in continuous struggle 

with the Stadtholder, who tried to accumulate monarchical powers.  The 

Republic of Venice (c.700/1172-1797) was directly controlled by a rich 

merchant oligarchy, which elected the Doge to preside over their affairs.  In 

Poland the szlachta membership extended from those who held little more 

property than free peasants in many other countries to a group of very rich 

magnates.  The city-dwelling burghers and artisans had little political 

influence.  The majority of the peasants were still serfs liable for many 

feudal dues.  Nevertheless, there was more religious toleration and Jews 

enjoyed more freedoms in Poland than in most of the rest of Europe. 
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The large magnates had recently made attempts to extend their power at the 

expense of the lesser nobles, with the aid of a strengthened monarchy.  The 

effect of the growing conflict between the two wings of the nobility was to 

weaken the Polish state, making it prey for its more powerful neighbours, 

particularly Tsarist Russia.489 

 

Tadeusz Kosciuzsko led the lesser nobles in the struggle against the 

conservative magnates.490  He had served as an American army officer 

during the War of Independence.  He became very much influenced by the 

Revolution in France.  Poland gained Europe’s first written and liberal 

constitution in 1791.  To counter this, the counter-revolutionary Targowika 

group, backed by the magnates, sought the support of the Russian Tsar.  

They ended the short period of constitutional monarchy, and forced 

Kosciuzsko into exile.491  Nevertheless, he returned in 1794 and launched a 

new revolutionary movement from the city of Cracow. 

 

The Poles defeated a Russian force at Raclawice.492  However, other 

neighbouring states feared that, “A Poland that was consolidated and 

genuinely independent, especially if it gained strength by concessions to 

burghers and peasants, would have an unsettling effect on burghers and 

peasants under Prussian, Russian and Austrian rule”493.  The Prussians 

therefore invaded Poland too. 

 

The defenders of the Polish Revolution were faced with a quandary.  The 

moderates, led by a vacillating King Stanislas, only wished to defend the 

recent 1791 liberal monarchist constitution.  This had not abolished 

serfdom.  A new Left emerged under Hugo Kollontay.494  He advocated the 

emancipation of the serfs.495  Kosciuzsko supported the Left, arguing that 

“Victory will go to those who fight for their own cause”.496  A new 

Proclamation was issued which removed the feudal impositions.  The Left 

was also anti-clerical, since the Polish Catholic bishops had supported the 

recent partition of Poland.497  The most radical Warsaw journalists “used 

the language of universal revolution.  Leaflets and broadsheets were printed 

in German and Russian… To revolutionaries in all other countries the Poles 

offered fraternity”.498 
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However, despite Kollantay’s efforts to give land to the peasants, this 

measure came too late.499  The Polish revolutionary army was defeated by 

the combined might of Prussia and Russia, at the battle of Maciejowice, in 

October 1794.  Kocsiuzsko escaped, but Kollantay spent years in a 

Hapsburg prison.500 

 

This defeat blocked the way to the East for this particular revolutionary 

wave.  However, the Poles’ struggle contributed to saving the Revolution in 

the West, since Prussian and Russian troops were too occupied in Poland to 

be able to provide the forces to invade Republican France in the crucial 

years of 1793-4.  The Poles paid an extremely heavy price for this indirect 

support though.  Its three neighbouring states - Russia, Austria and Prussia - 

partitioned what remained of Poland in 1795.  With the exception of the 

short-lived Napoleonic client state of the Duchy of Poland, between 1807-

13501 and the Free City of Cracow502 from 1815-46, independent Poland 

was to disappear from the map of Europe for over a century. 

 

Nevertheless, émigré Poles were to play a considerable part in various wars 

and revolutions, beginning with the formation of the Polish Legion,503 

which served as part of Napoleon’s army.  Despite this commitment to 

international support, most Polish revolutionaries, like their French Jacobin 

counterparts, were now committed to a national democratic republic.  

However, a small number did make the commitment to a ‘Universal 

Republic’, when they served in Saint Domingue. 

 

 

v)  Saint Domingue – the challenge of the ‘Universal Republic’  

  reasserted 

 

The 1789-1815 revolutionary wave (with further ripples in the Caribbean 

and the Americas until the mid-1820s) produced spatially separate 

whirlpools of revolution, first in France and its neighbouring states, then in 

Poland, the UK (particularly Ireland), the USA and finally in Spanish 

America.  However, none of these revolutionary whirlpools reached the 

intensity of that in Saint Domingue, a French colony in the Caribbean.  It 

was here that the struggle for a ‘Universal Republic’ was reasserted 

between 1794 and 1801. 
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The Saint Domingue revolutionary vortex produced eddies, which reached 

out to the revolutionary whirlpools in Europe and the Americas.  However, 

the actions taken, or not taken, by the leading revolutionary forces in these 

centres, meant that these eddies did not coalesce into one universal 

revolutionary vortex, based on a common struggle for universal 

emancipation and liberation.  Instead, as the revolution in Europe ebbed, 

revolutionaries were drawn along the path of trying to create their own 

national democratic republics.  These were linked by political sentiment or 

trading relations, rather than by bringing all its members together within a 

‘Universal Republic’.  Saint Domingue was effectively quarantined before 

eventually being reabsorbed into the world system, but not as a beacon for a 

new, non-racial emancipated order, but as a marginal, and subordinated 

black neo-colony. 

 

Proportionately, there were more people involved in the revolution in Saint 

Domingue than elsewhere.  Here the notion of the ‘Universal Republic’ was 

clearly linked to the idea of universal emancipation - the ending of slavery 

and racial inequality.  The revolution in French Saint Domingue (soon 

extended to Spanish Santo Domingo) marked the world’s first successful 

rising against chattel slavery.  This represents a major historical event in its 

own right. 

 

However, the brutal actions undertaken, not only by panicked reactionary 

and conservative political forces, to crush this symbol of revolt; but also by 

seemingly more revolutionary forces to marginalise this centre of universal 

emancipation, had significant longer term consequences for world 

economic and political development in the nineteenth century and beyond. 

 

The huge slave plantations found in Saint Domingue, at the end of the 

eighteenth century, represented not a primitive pre-capitalist economic relic, 

but some of the largest capitalist enterprises then found in the world.  Here, 

the coercive measures already found in all the new capitalist enterprises - 

factory, mine, field, or ship - had been developed to the highest degree.  The 

black chattel slavery found on the sugar plantations was not the antithesis of 

what was termed ‘free' labour, but the extreme end of a spectrum of 

capitalist labour discipline imposed on chattel and wage slaves. 
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The early, largely metropolitan based, Abolitionist movement was very 

much influenced by a combination of the Mainstream Enlightenment and 

Christian Evangelistic thinking.  There was no belief that black chattel 

slaves could rise against their exploited and oppressed condition.  

Emancipation and liberation would be a top-down affair, with enlightened 

employers, or morally concerned statesmen, introducing a phased 

programme of manumission.  As a first step, the slave trade was to be made 

illegal.  This would ensure that any new supplies of chattel slaves were cut 

off. 

 

Various forms of unfree labour remain in today’s global corporate imperial 

order.  Capital is now even more dependent for labour on the movements of 

migrant workers.  These people face death, serious injury, sickness, 

physical attacks, detention and super-exploitation as ‘illegals’.  Liberals 

sometimes call for the protection of asylum seekers, with selective 

amnesties for ‘the deserving’, and action against illegal labour traffickers.  

These responses are today’s equivalent to those of the Liberal Abolitionists, 

who drew a distinction between the ‘freedom’ of labour in the metropolitan 

nation-states and the lack of freedom found in the colonies and 

dependencies.  A common underlying racism, shared by one-time Liberal 

Abolitionists and many of today’s supporters of selective asylum and 

migrant workers’ rights, is the product of an imperially divided world.  The 

defeat of universal emancipation, in the 1789-1815 revolutionary wave, 

massively contributed to the development of such a world in the nineteenth 

century. 

 

Thus, two other policies became linked with the Liberal wing of the 

Abolitionist movement.  As plebian and working class forces contested the 

‘rights of capital’ in the name of the ‘rights of labour’, some Liberal 

advocates of the new political economy thought it expedient to counter this 

with a defence of all forms of property.  They extended their support for 

property rights in capital (profits) and labour (wages) to land (rents), 

financial loans (interest), even to the ‘property rights’ of slave owners.  

Thus, the idea of compensation for the financial ‘losses’ of the slave owners 

began to take root in the Abolitionist Movement.  Secondly, when the 

question arose as to what would happen to the slaves after such 
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‘emancipation’ was implemented, the idea that they should be encouraged 

to ‘return to Africa’, or at least remove themselves from white society, 

became more common.  The UK state-backed creation of Sierra Leone and, 

later the US state promotion of Liberia, were early precedents of the 

promotion of this policy.504 

 

In 1789, Saint Domingue was the richest European colony in the world, 

growing sugar and coffee on black slave worked plantations.  These 

plantations produced commodities for a French and wider market.  

Plantations could be bought and sold.  They conducted their business on 

profit maximising lines.  They were large-scale capitalist concerns.  The 

population of Saint Domingue was made up of 40,000 Whites, 30,000 

Mulattoes and freed Blacks, and 500,000 black slaves.505  Rich French 

white planters, including supporters of Mainstream Enlightenment 

thinking,506 imposed a racially segregated order, which discriminated 

against Mulattoes and freed Blacks, but which showed its most brutal face 

in the legal killing, torture, rape, beating and everyday humiliation of black 

slaves to enforce labour discipline. 

 

Initially, it was the intermediate group of Mulattoes and freed Blacks, who, 

late in 1789, pressed for their equal rights with the new citizens of France, 

ignoring the vast majority of those still enslaved in Saint Domingue.  The 

French National Convention reacted by granting more authority to the 

Colonial Assembly, which was controlled by the rich white planters, who 

owned the half million slaves.507  When Vincent Oge organised a rebellion, 

confined to Mulattoes, to assert their perceived new rights after the Fall of 

the Bastille, it was quickly put down by the white militias.  Oge was 

captured and publicly tortured and killed.508  This reaction by the white 

French planters, even towards free Mulattoes, highlighted the nature of the 

political and social order that prevailed in the slave-based colonies.  Racial 

equality, even between Whites, Mulattoes and free Blacks, was not going to 

be readily accepted by the plantation owners in these colonies. 

 

Nevertheless, the planters’ brutal actions did embarrass the French National 

Convention into acknowledging the rights of some 400 free Mulattoes on 

May 15th, 1791.509  This small concession just infuriated the white 

plantation owners of Saint Domingue even more.  They made plans to fully 
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reassert their control over black slaves, freed slaves and Mulattoes alike.  

Their desire for total control meant that all non-Whites had to be 

permanently oppressed. 

 

As conflict raged across the whole of Hispaniola (French Saint Domingue 

and Spanish Santo Domingo) over the next few decades, the level of 

violence found there was beyond anything experienced in Europe at the 

time.  This violence stemmed from the only methods the plantation owners 

could utilise to maintain such an extremely divided economic, social and 

political system.  This ingrained brutality and intransigence could only be 

countered by the slaves’ own counter-violence in turn. 

 

The news of growing Revolution in France, coupled to divisions amongst 

the Whites, Mulattoes and freed Blacks in Saint Domingue, encouraged 

black slaves to organise themselves independently.  Dutty Boukman, a 

Vodou510 priest,511 planned an uprising, which was launched on the night of 

August 22nd, 1791.512  “From their masters they had known rape, torture, 

degradation and at the slightest provocation, death.  They returned in kind.  

For two centuries the higher civilisation had shown them that power was 

used for wreaking your will on those whom you controlled.  Now that they 

held power they did as they had been taught.  In the frenzy of the first 

encounters they killed all…  They did not maintain this vengeful spirit for 

long.  The cruelties of property and privilege are always more ferocious 

than the revenges of poverty and oppression.  For one aims at perpetuating 

resentful injustice, and the other is merely a momentary passion soon 

appeased.”513 

 

After the brutal suppression of the earlier Oge-led Mulatto rising, this slave 

rising brought about a wider unity amongst the oppressed of Saint 

Domingue.  It brought together leaders such as the freed slave and 

freemason, Toussaint L’Ouverture,514 the slave, Jean-Jacques Dessalines,515 

the one time slave, Henri Christophe,516 who had served in the French army 

in the American War of Independence, and later, the Mulatto, Alexandre 

Petion,517 who had trained at the Military Academy in Paris.  When, on 

September 24th, the French National Convention repealed even its earlier 

very limited May 15th Act,518 this retrograde action helped to cement a 

wider black slave, freed slave and Mulatto opposition, although tensions 
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still remained between these groups. 

 

Although such leading Girondins as Brissot had supported the emancipation 

of the slaves, they had never envisaged this happening by the slaves 

overthrowing the old order themselves.  Meantime, a section of the Jacobins 

defected to the Right, forming the Feuillant group.519  They strongly 

opposed any concessions to the slaves.  At this stage many of the remaining 

Jacobins still looked no further than the Mulattoes and the previously freed 

slaves to augment their extremely limited white support on Saint 

Domingue.520  Such appeals were complete anathema to the French 

plantation owners who now turned to the British for support.  They joined 

Pitt’s international counter revolutionary alliance - the First Coalition.  This 

coalition was initially directed at both the Revolution in France, and the 

wider revolutionary wave that threatened both the Ancien Regimes of 

Europe and the British constitutional monarchy.  The British government 

also threw itself wholeheartedly into the defence of chattel slavery, sending 

troops to the Caribbean. 

 

The British were keen to demonstrate their support for the slave owners.  

They captured the French colonies of Martinique and Guadeloupe.  In 

desperation, the Jacobins sent three commissioners to Saint Domingue, and 

following a long established and cynical tradition,521 offered emancipation, 

on June 21st, 1793, to those who would join the French army in the fight 

against the British and their Spanish allies.  Significantly, even the most 

revolutionary of the French constitutions - that of 1793 - had made no 

attempt to abolish black chattel slavery.  Not surprisingly, rebellious black 

slaves remained cautious about giving their support to the French Jacobins.  

Therefore, to ensure their support, Commissioner Sonthonax was forced to 

issue a decree, on August 23rd, to take effect in northern Saint Domingue. 

 

This decree “was the first unconditional, total and immediate abolition of 

slavery in world history”.522  The effect was electrifying.  Key black slave 

leaders soon tied their demands for emancipation and racial equality to the 

idea of a ‘Universal Republic’.  L’Ouverture issued a statement “calling for 

the allegiance of all blacks to the cause of universal emancipation”,523 not 

only in the north, which his forces now largely controlled, but also 

throughout the island.  On May 4th, 1794, after receiving news that the 
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Jacobin controlled National Assembly had finally formalised Sonthonax’s 

Saint Domingue slavery abolition decree on February 4th, L’Ouverture gave 

his backing to the Jacobins.524  Revealingly though, leading Jacobin, 

Robespierre, had absented himself from the Assembly when the anti-slavery 

decree was issued, a portent of further troubles ahead.525 

 

L’Ouverture created a powerful military force of black freed slaves, which 

fought off Spanish, British and French counter-revolutionaries, whilst 

working with, and playing off, the never more than half-hearted and limited 

French revolutionary and US Federal party government assistance.  The 

very notion of a successful slave rising drove the Anti-Federalist, Southern 

US politicians into a hatred-fuelled frenzy.  Many French slave owners had 

fled from Saint Domingue, bringing their slaves with them to the USA, and 

also to the adjacent Spanish controlled Louisiana.  This latter move led to 

an attempted slave insurrection at Point Coupe in 1795.526  This so unsettled 

the Spanish authorities, that they banned the slave trade on this coast.  

Northern US politicians were also worried about the possibilities of a wider 

‘lower orders’ revolt.  However, only a few white Abolitionists defended 

the black slaves’ revolt.527 

 

In the 1796 US Presidential election, the Northern Federalist, John Adams 

defeated the Southern Anti-Federalist, Thomas Jefferson.528  The Federalists 

were strongly opposed to revolutionary France, and the encouragement it 

gave to democratic sentiment in the USA.  Under the Federalists, US policy 

moved to a more overtly pro-British stance, provoking the anger of the 

French government, which was currently at war with the UK. 

 

Initially, the new French Directory considered invading both southern USA 

and British colonial Jamaica to incite slave revolts there.529  Had that 

happened, it could have changed the course of world history.  If the 

suppression of the Levellers, in 1649,530 marked one particular historical 

turning point, then the decision by the Directorate not to promote a general 

anti-chattel slavery revolt in the Americas and Caribbean, in 1796, could be 

thought of as another such historical turning point. 

 

By 1798, the Directory was sending another envoy, Hedouville, to pursue 

an altogether different policy.  He promoted division amongst the 
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revolutionary forces in Saint Domingue.  He gave his backing to the 

southern Mulatto, Rigaud against the northern Black, L’Ouverture. An 

extremely brutal and largely racial ‘War of the Knives’ ensued before the 

renegade Rigaud was defeated in 1800.  Dessalines pursued a policy of 

vicious reprisal, before L’Ouverture could rein him in.531 

 

L’Ouverture took cognisance of the growing ‘counter-revolution in the 

revolution’ in France.  This threatened a return to French state-backed black 

chattel slavery in Saint Domingue.  Therefore, he took advantage of the 

newly elected, John Adams’ Federal administration to win US backing for 

the de facto independence already achieved, rather than relying on the 

French Directory’s cooling revolutionary ardour.  A deal was struck 

between the leaders of Saint Domingue and the USA by which French 

privateers were denied access to Saint Domingue’s ports, which were 

opened up instead to the American navy and merchant shipping.  US 

warships formed part of the new Saint Domingue navy.532 

 

Nevertheless, the US government was still extremely concerned about the 

growth of pro-Saint Domingue sentiment amongst its own black slaves.  

The last thing on the minds of Northern Federalists was any idea of general 

slave emancipation, especially if initiated by the slaves themselves.  

Federalists still adhered instead to a programme of step-by-step, state-by-

state, manumission.  Therefore, they ensured that part of the deal with 

L’Ouverture was a promise that his troops would not be used to end slavery 

elsewhere.533 

 

The decision by the French Directory not to promote a general slave 

uprising had left revolutionaries in Saint Domingue less room for 

manoeuvre.  Meanwhile, the leading Federalist, Alexander Hamilton gave 

his advice on the political and social system he advised for Saint Domingue.  

“The Government if independent must be military partaking of the feudal 

system”.534  This advice, whether followed consciously or not, was later to 

be taken on board by Dessalines and Christophe.  They represented the 

leaders of the attempted ‘counter-revolution within the revolution’ of Saint 

Domingue/San Domingo and later, Haiti. 

 

The British government, seen as an ally by US Federalists, continued with 
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its own approach to the situation in Saint Domingue.  Whereas the 

Federalists had come to a pragmatic arrangement with L’Ouverture, in 

furtherance of their own opposition to the French Revolution; the British 

government continued to build a very different opposition to the French 

Revolution, by providing military support for those French plantation 

owners who wanted to reinstate black slavery.  In this manner, the British 

government abandoned the earlier policy it had pursued during the 

American War of Independence, when it had offered emancipation to those 

African American slaves belonging to American Patriots.535  However, even 

then, the British government had made no such offer to Loyalist owned 

slaves.  So now, in attempting to suppress this new beacon of revolt in Saint 

Domingue, the British government was once more defending the interests 

of its own loyal colonists, who also owned slave-based plantations in the 

Caribbean. 

 

A combination of L’Ouverture’s successful military tactics, and the yellow 

fever thoroughly defeated the British forces, forcing an evacuation by the 

secret treaty of 1798.536  L’Ouverture then managed to extend his rule over 

the whole of the island of Hispaniola, after he successfully invaded Spanish 

Santo Domingo (later the Dominican Republic), abolishing slavery there 

too, in 1800. 537  This was a truly revolutionary historic achievement. 

 

L’Ouverture introduced his “constitution of 1801, {which} without a doubt 

took universal history to the furthest point of progress by extending the 

principle of Liberty to all residents regardless of race, including political 

refugees who sought asylum from slavery elsewhere” (175).538  

L’Ouverture still saw this emancipation as taking place within a wider 

‘Universal Republic’, in which mainland France and Saint Domingue were 

component parts.  L’Ouverture considered himself to be French and 

believed that all those people living in the greater republic of France, 

including its overseas territories, whether White or Black, were equal 

citizens.  This represented the highpoint of the universalist tendency in this 

particular revolutionary wave.  However, by 1801, such universalism had 

largely disappeared amongst revolutionaries in Europe.  The overwhelming 

majority of revolutionaries in Europe were now national democrats.  

Furthermore, they were to confront major problems in trying to develop an 

appropriate revolutionary strategy to deal with the new political situation 
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they faced. 

 

 

 

B.    THE EMERGENCE OF ‘INTERNATIONALISM FROM   

 BELOW’ AS A REVOLUTIONARY STRATEGY 

FOR A WORLD OF ‘NATION-STATES’ 

 

i)  The Society of United Irishmen promote ‘internationalism from 

  below’ as a revolutionary strategy 

 

The transition from the struggle for the universal republic to a new 

revolutionary ‘internationalism from below’, which accepted a future world 

of nation-states, can be seen in case of the Society of United Irishmen.539 

 

The impact of the revolutionary wave had transformed the older class and 

creed restricted, Anglo-Irish, Protestant, Patriot opposition to the British 

government, which had been led by Henry Grattan.540  These Patriots had 

sought inspiration from the American colonial elite’s challenge to George 

III in the American War of Independence. 

 

Ireland was in a different political position to France.  French republicans 

lived in a state, which was seen by many, in Europe and its colonies, as 

representing the highest stage of civilisation.  Even when French 

republicans rejected the Ancien Regime’s political and economic order, 

they still saw the culture of the French Enlightenment, which had developed 

within its bosom, as superior to other cultures.  Therefore, it was perhaps 

not surprising that many French republicans were later able to transfer their 

earlier support for the Republic to the Napoleonic Empire, based on a new 

form of ‘enlightened absolutism’.541  Ireland, in contrast, was a subordinate 

part of the UK. 

 

A leading section of the United Irishmen, though, began to see the need to 

break free from the British Union and Empire.  Therefore, in a distinct 

break from the French national republican model, which effectively 

privileged the dominant ethnic group’s language and culture, the United 

Irishmen made a real effort to incorporate the denigrated vernacular Irish 
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Gaelic culture.  In much Enlightenment thought, such ‘barbarian’ cultures 

had been associated either with backwardness and incivility or regarded 

nostalgically as belonging to ‘noble savages’.  The latter were now rapidly 

disappearing, closing the door on an imagined more heroic and innocent 

form of human existence in the past. 

 

Some Irish leaders, however, had been influenced by the bardic cultural 

nationalism that had developed in opposition to English (including Planter) 

chauvinism.  The United Irishmen organised the Belfast Harp Festival in 

1792542 and promoted Turlough O’Carolan, the blind harpist, as the Irish 

national bard.  They published a Gaelic miscellany, Bolg an tSolair in 

1795543 and adopted the Gaelic slogan, Eireann go brach – ‘Ireland 

Forever’.544 

 

The United Irishmen did not see the English/Gaelic divide as being the 

main cause of Irish divisions.  They saw these as lying in the sectarian 

religious policies promoted by the UK’s constitutional monarchist state 

with its Established Church.  Therefore, the United Irishmen’s aim was, “To 

unite the whole people of Ireland, to abolish past dissensions, and to 

substitute the common name of Irishmen in the place of the denominations 

of Protestant, Catholic and Dissenter”.545 

 

Furthermore, as well as broadening their ethnic and religious bases of 

support, and deepening their social base, revolutionary leaders in Belfast 

also initially saw themselves as part of a wider universal challenge to the 

old order.  Former slave, Olaudah Equiano lived in the city from May 1791 

to January 1792.  He had a big impact on the Belfast leadership of the 

United Irishmen.546  Key leaders became involved in the campaign to 

emancipate slaves.547 

 

But the rising influence of pro-bourgeois forces in France transformed the 

mass, armed, sans-culottes mobilised defence of the Revolution of 1792 

into a French republican imperialist war under the Directorate by 1795.  

This had gone hand-in-hand with a new, less revolutionary constitution, the 

marginalisation of plebian democracy and the blocking of moves towards a 

social republic, when the Directorate ended the price controls that had 

benefited the sans-culottes.  The new regime also led to a marked cooling 
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towards the ex-slave led rising in Saint Domingue. 

 

After the execution of Louis XVI, in 1793, the British government had 

become increasingly involved, under the First Coalition, in the widening 

war against all revolutionary forces.  The UK soon assumed overall 

leadership and clamped down on the growing revolutionary and reform 

movements in Ireland, Scotland, and England.  It mobilised its formidable 

navy, and later an army, in a prolonged series of wars against both 

Revolutionary and Napoleonic France.548 

 

The leaders of the French Republic, whether under the Girondins, the 

Jacobins, the Directorate or the Consulate, advocated an international 

strategy  - they had to in self-defence - but this internationalism was 

decidedly skewed.  There was now a distinct hierarchy of republics and 

republican movements with France very much at its apex.  The French 

Republic was becoming more imperial by the day as the pro-bourgeois 

forces consolidated their economic hold. 

 

Nevertheless, as host country to the only successful revolution, France still 

provided the model for other republicans.  In the process, the French 

national revolutionary example steadily eclipsed the earlier universal 

revolutionary model.  The new French Directory, which took power in 

1795, was more calculating and cynical in its dealings with these national 

republican movements.  The continued existence of the Directory pushed 

these movements’ leaders into greater dependence upon its support. 

 

In response to the changed political situation, the strategy, which came to be 

adopted by the United Irishmen, amounted to an early form of 

‘internationalism from below’.  They sent emissaries to Scotland, England 

and France to prepare a wider challenge to Crown rule in the UK and 

British Empire, and to oppose the British led counter-revolution in Europe.  

They had already made an early appeal to the first National Convention of 

the Scottish Friends of the People in Edinburgh in 1792.549  The United 

Irishmen’s address,550 written by William Drennan,551 appears to be a 

deliberate appeal to anti-Unionist sentiment, in an attempt to separate the 

Scottish, more republican wing, led by Thomas Muir, from the moderate 

and respectable wing, led by Lord Daer, still seeking reform of the British 
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parliament. 

 

James Thomson Callender552 had already written and circulated The 

Political Progress of Britain.  This advocated a revolutionary ‘break-up of 

the UK and British Empire’ strategy to counter the British reformist policies 

of the moderate leaders of the Scottish Friends of the People.  His pamphlet 

attacked the chauvinism of both the English Patriots and the British 

imperialists.  “At home Englishmen admire liberty…  Abroad they have 

always been harsh masters”.553  He then widened his attack to all those who 

collaborated with the British Empire, including Scots too.  For the sake of 

“tea and sugar, and tobacco, and a few other despicable luxuries… what 

quarter of the globe has not been convulsed by our ambition, our avarice, 

and our baseness?  The tribes of the Pacific are polluted by the most 

loathsome of diseases.  On the shores of Africa, we bribe whole nations by 

drunkenness, to robbery and murder…  Our brandy has brutalised or 

extirpated the aborigines of the western continent; and we have hired by the 

thousands, the survivors, to the task of bloodshed”.554 

 

Callender pilloried those moderate reformers who held up the wonderful 

Whig Constitution bequeathed by the 1688 Revolution. “What ‘our 

excellent constitution’ may be in theory… In practice, it is altogether A 

CONSPIRACY OF THE RICH AGAINST THE POOR”.555  Nor did 

Callender hold any historical illusions in the Stuarts (later the Jacobites), 

whom the Whigs had displaced in 1688.  He dismissed James II as “an 

infatuated old tyrant”.556  Callender was a member of the more plebian and 

revolutionary Canongate branch of the Friends of the People in Edinburgh.  

This branch enjoyed links with the London Corresponding Society.557  His 

pamphlet was published in both Edinburgh and London. 

 

The contacts, which Callender had made with the United Irishmen, helped 

him escape to the USA from his temporary hiding place in Dublin, when he 

was proclaimed an outlaw in 1793.  Here he met William Duane 558 a 

member of both the United Irishmen and the London Corresponding 

Society.  A further edition of Callender’s pamphlet was published in 

Philadelphia.  Thomas Muir, another member of the Friends of the People 

(and later the United Irishmen), and an acquaintance of Callender’s, was not 

so lucky.  After returning to Scotland from Belfast, he was sentenced in 
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1793, by Braxfield, the Lord Justice Clerk, to transportation to Australia for 

fourteen years, for his role in the first Convention of the Scottish Friends of 

the People. 

 

Two further Conventions of the Scottish Friends of the People were held in 

Edinburgh, the last one in 1793, before it merged into a wider British 

Convention.  This Convention ignored the moderate leaders of the London 

Friends of the People and drew delegates instead from the London 

Corresponding Society, the London Constitutional Society and the Sheffield 

Society,559 as well as from the United Irishmen.560 

 

Following this challenge, the British government launched a sedition trial in 

Edinburgh.  This resulted in Convention delegates, William Skirving,561 

Maurice Margarot 562 and Joseph Gerrald563 receiving the same sentence of 

transportation as Muir.  The government then further stepped up its 

repression.  This pressure led to the moderate Scottish leaders’ withdrawal 

from opposition to the government, whilst more radical leaders were either 

transported, jailed, in exile or in hiding. 

 

Edmund Burke,564 a one-time Irish-British Whig supporter of the American 

Revolution, had already initiated a propaganda offensive against the French 

Revolution.  He condemned the ‘swinish multitude’ 565 in his Reflections on 

the Revolution in France.  He justified his support for the government 

clampdown on the internal opposition in the UK.  The moderate reforming 

Scottish lawyer and politician, Sir James Macintosh, had written the 

Vindiciae Gallicae in reply, but he now rejected revolutionary 'excesses’. 566 

The revolutionaries, though, looked to exiled Englishman, Tom Paine’s The 

Rights of Man,567 to provide the arguments in support of democratic 

revolution. 

 

The government then turned upon and broke the remaining plebian and 

revolutionary wing of the Friends of the People in Scotland, after a planned 

insurrection to set up a Provisional Government was uncovered in 

Edinburgh in 1794.568  This Pike Plot was meant to initiate a wider 

insurrection in the UK’s other two capitals.569  The popular revolutionary 

toast of the time, which encapsulated the ‘internationalism from below’ 

approach, was, “To the swine of England, the rabble of Scotland and the 
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wretches of Ireland”.570  The term 'swine' was a direct reference to Burke's 

attack on the supporters of the French revolution.  

 

Faced with this widening opposition, the British and Irish Governments 

spread their repression to England and Ireland.  In May 1794, habeus corpus 

was suspended,571 whilst William Drennan was tried in Dublin in June.572  

Prominent leaders of the London Corresponding Society, Thomas Hardy,573 

John Thelwall574 and John Horne Tooke,575 were unsuccessfully tried for 

treason in October.576  This failure prompted the British government to 

introduce the draconian Treasonable Practices Act into England, which 

were modelled on existing Scots law.  The Seditious Meetings Act of 1795 

soon followed.  Various Loyal associations had been active since 1793, but 

things took a decided turn for the worse when the Government gave 

backing to the use of the viciously sectarian Orange Order in Ireland.  This 

had been set up in 1795 as a counter-revolutionary Loyalist force to break 

the United Irishmen.577 

 

The collapse of the Scottish Friends of the People, and the driving 

underground of the United Irishmen, placed the leadership of the 

oppositional movements in more determined and revolutionary hands.  In 

Scotland a new distinct revolutionary and clandestine organisation, the 

United Scotsmen, was formed in 1796.578  Both the United Irishmen and 

United Scotsmen maintained links with the London Corresponding Society 

and other organisations in England.  The United Irishmen also had members 

serving in the British Navy.  The United Irishmen sent emissaries to France, 

Scotland and England. 

 

The United Scotsmen were involved in a plan that involved the French 

Directory and the Batavian Republican Navy.  French troops were to be 

landed on the east coast of Scotland from Dutch ships in 1797.  After 

triggering a rising of the United Scotsmen, these troops were to march 

across the narrow Central Belt and sail from the west coast to the north of 

Ireland, where the United Irishmen would join the rebellion.579  However, 

spontaneous Anti-Militia Riots led to a premature and hastily organised 

rising in Strathtay.580  Nevertheless, mutinies at the Nore and Spithead 

opened up the prospect of neutralising the formidable British Navy.581  Only 

adverse winds prevented the Dutch invasion fleet from setting sail.  In the 
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meantime, though, both the Scottish Anti-Militia Riots and the British Navy 

mutinies were suppressed.  The Royal Navy eventually destroyed the Dutch 

fleet at the Battle of Camperdown in October.582 

 

Scots revolutionary democrat, and also sworn United Irishmen member, 

Thomas Muir, who had been rescued by a joint French/American mission 

whilst imprisoned in Australia, managed after series of escapades to make 

his way to France.  Here, he tried to get the French Directorate to support 

another invasion of Scotland, with the aim of overthrowing the British 

Union and the wider UK (including Ireland).  He wanted to set up republics 

in Scotland, Ireland and England.  In his 1797 appeal for support, he 

invoked the Radical Calvinist Covenanting history to highlight the 

Scotland’s tradition of opposition to “tyrants”.583  Muir also transcended the 

earlier anti-English chauvinism associated with the Scottish mob.  “It is not 

the English people that La Grande Nation {France} has to fight, it is only 

with a hundred or so scoundrels”.584 

 

However, the French Directorate recognised the significance of the 

reassertion of British naval control over the North Sea, and the recent 

setbacks in Scotland in the wake of the suppression of the Anti-Militia 

Riots.  United Scotsmen leader, George Mealmaker585 from Dundee, had 

been tried and transported, whilst Angus Cameron, the organisation’s 

bilingual English/Gaelic speaking leader, responsible for organising the 

Strathtay Rising,586 was on the run.  Ireland was clearly a better bet for 

armed intervention.  Therefore, the French Directory gave its support to 

United Irish leader, Wolfe Tone’s proposals for a new invasion of Ireland587 

despite an earlier French naval force’s inability to land there in Bantry Bay 

in 1796.588 

 

By 1798, though, the British government, after its recent successes, felt 

confident enough to provoke rebellion in Ireland, the better to crush 

resistance once and for all.589  Therefore, when the help, which Tone 

desired from the French Directory, belatedly arrived in the form of General 

Humbert’s landing in Connacht,590 it was too late.  The United Irishmen, 

goaded by brutal state repression, had already risen in Wexford and Ulster, 

and gone down to defeat in the face of the combination of the British Army, 

the Irish Yeomanry and the Orange Order. 
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The British government had also made concessions to win the support of 

some more conservative Irish Catholic leaders, in a similar manner to those 

once made to the French Catholic leaders in Quebec, in the face of 

impending revolution in the American colonies.591  The British Navy 

captured Tone off the northern Irish coast.  He was sentenced to death but 

committed suicide in jail in November 1798.  Muir, his Scottish rival for 

French support, died two months later just outside Paris. 

 

Once Napoleon had become First Consul, revolutionaries in Europe became 

more and more aware of the growing imperial trend in French politics.  

Robert Emmet,592 a United Irishman, who escaped to the continent after the 

failed 1798 Rising, acknowledged the new situation.  He faced a similar 

situation to those twentieth century revolutionaries confronted with Stalin’s 

total subordination of overseas revolutionary movements to the interests of 

the ‘Soviet’ state.  “Repudiating his earlier {advocacy of seeking French 

support} Emmet no longer felt that ‘if a French force ever landed in Ireland, 

its influence & strength would be employed to eradicate every vestige of 

republicanism… to establish a government which would be modelled after 

that of the protecting country… & in order the better to support that fabric, 

to prop it up by a Catholic Establishment’”.593 

 

In 1920, Communists, whose immediate revolutionary plans had been 

largely thwarted in the West, turned to the East.  In 1800, Emmet, once 

dependent upon, but now stymied in France, turned to the West.  After the 

victory of Thomas Jefferson594 and his Democratic-Republican Party,595 in 

the 1800 Presidential election, Emmet’s “opinion of the United States began 

to rise; it was he believed, a ‘happy country, where Liberty is triumphant 

and cherished’”.596  However, any possibility, that the USA itself could 

become the new focus of international revolution, was also soon to be 

dashed. 

 

 

ii)  The growth of the ‘White Republic’ in the USA acts as a new  

  barrier to  ‘internationalism from below’ 
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Despite the earlier defeat of Shay’s Rebellion, and the imposition of the 

new US federal constitution, which had increased the new American ruling 

class’s power to suppress internal opposition, the ‘lower orders’ made new 

challenges as they grew in confidence again.  Initially, however, their 

struggles were largely local in focus, and concentrated in Pennsylvania, a 

longstanding area of popular opposition.  1794 witnessed the Whiskey 

Rebellion in opposition to Federalist attempts to impose a whiskey tax, 

which discriminated against small producers.597  The Fries Rebellion 

followed this revolt in 1799.598  This involved farmers in Pennsylvania, who 

demonstrated against the new tax, which discriminated against people of the 

state, because it was meant to be collected from land, dwellings and slaves.  

Pennsylvania had few slaves, so the tax hit land and dwellings in this state 

more heavily. 

 

Although defeated, these rebellions gave a big fillip to the formation of a 

new anti-federalist, Democratic-Republican Party.  This was organised by 

Thomas Jefferson and other Anti-Federalists, in an attempt to mobilise 

plebian discontent against the ‘aristocratic’ Federalists who now controlled 

the infant USA.  Republican exiles in the USA campaigned within 

Democratic-Republican societies.  James Thomson Callendar and William 

Duane also joined forces in the American Society of United Irishmen 

(ASoUI).  This Society was open to revolutionary republicans of all 

nationalities.  It countered the activities of William Cobbett/‘Peter 

Porcupine’, the English Tory then living in the USA, who wanted to 

promote the UK/US war alliance against the French Republic.599  He 

showed his contempt for the now receding Universal Republic, declaring, “I 

hate the citizens of the world, and their indiscriminating benevolence.  ‘I 

love my dog {England/UK} - you love yours’.  That is my motto”.600  In 

contrast, members of the ASoUI opposed the “‘un-Irish’ Orangemen and 

the ‘pro-British’ Federalists”.601 

 

Emigré republicans had to face the Federalist government’s 1798 Alien and 

Sedition Acts, which were directed against new political asylum seekers.602  

Their pro-British Federalist adversaries recognised the republican 

democrats’ ‘internationalism from below’ basis.  A Federalist writer, in the 

Philadelphia Gazette, claimed that the successful political campaign to win 

the support of the various migrant communities in electing the Democratic-
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Republican, Thomas Jefferson as President, was divided between “Cooper 

for England, Callender for Scotland and Duane for Ireland”.603 

 

Jefferson won the US Presidency in 1800.  His government abolished some 

of the Federalist taxes, including the hated Whiskey Tax.  It also let the 

Sedition Act expire and repealed one of the Alien Acts, directed against the 

supporters of the French Revolution and republican political exiles from the 

UK.  Jefferson, however, also encouraged economic policies designed to 

bolster a national economy by encouraging capitalist manufacturing.604  In 

this he could draw support not only amongst capitalists employing wage 

labour, but amongst the better-off, more economically ambitious artisans 

too. 

 

Nevertheless, Jefferson’s own idea of ‘democratic’ republicanism was 

reserved for his Whites only "Empire of Liberty".  He idolised yeomen 

farmers.  He wanted them to be the main beneficiaries of his ideal imperial 

confederated republic. His 'liberty loving' Americans were seen as the 

historical descendants of early Anglo-Saxon settlers of England.605  The 

Native Americans were due to 'disappear', just as those Ancient Britons 

living in England had, whilst a remnant was forced to the less satisfactory 

land beyond the frontier.  Initially this meant that the Mississippi would 

become the new Offa's Dyke. Although Jefferson was himself a Virginian 

slave owner, he envisaged a situation in which black slavery would 

eventually die out.  Existing slaves would be given manumission after they 

had repaid their original cost to their masters. 

 

However, the rapid extension of the new cotton plantations in the South, 

servicing the UK's rapidly developing Industrial Revolution, led to other 

Southern Republican-Democrats’ growing unapologetic support for the 

continuation of black slavery.  Thus, chattel slavery was not to die out 

‘naturally’ as Jefferson and some other Democratic-Republicans had 

originally hoped. 

 

Therefore, African-Americans in the USA had become increasingly restive.  

The state-by-state programme of manumission soon stalled, and faced little 

prospect in the South, as slavery was being profitably extended there.  

African-Americans, both free and unfree, took inspiration from the anti-
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slavery revolt in Saint Domingue.  Gabriel Prosser planned a slave rising in 

Virginia, beginning on August 10th, 1800.606  He invoked America’s own 

revolutionary tradition, hoping to win support from the white ‘lower 

orders’, from the Baptist and Methodist churches, and from the French 

government.607 

 

However, Gabriel’s timing turned out to be misjudged.  A dreadful storm 

prevented the planned rising, and Gabriel was betrayed, sentenced, and 

hanged along with twenty-seven others.608  Yet, it was perhaps Gabriel’s 

political mistiming which proved to be the rising’s real undoing.  French 

commitment to the ending of slavery, even within Saint Domingue, never 

mind the wider Caribbean and American seaboard, was over.  In the 

ongoing campaigning for a new US President, Thomas Jefferson and his 

new Republican-Democratic Party were advancing strongly.  Jefferson’s 

new party represented a continuation of the Anti-Federalist alliance of 

Northern and Western farmers, artisans and small traders and of Southern 

slave owners.  Jefferson’s ally, James Monroe, Governor of Virginia, 

quickly quashed Gabriel Prosser’s planned slave insurrection.609 

 

The prospect of African-American slave self-emancipation panicked not 

only Southern slave owners, but also many Northern politicians - both 

Federalists and Democratic-Republicans.  They saw African Americans, 

both unfree and free, as a potentially destabilising element in American 

society.  Moderate supporters of Abolition opposed the extension of voting 

rights to freed slaves, hoping to encourage these African Americans to 

move elsewhere.  Thus, Northern support for slave manumission usually 

went along with racist policies designed to exclude freed African 

Americans from wider civil rights, particularly the franchise.610  Their ideal 

was a ‘Black-free’ American ‘nation’ constituted as a ‘slave-free’ ‘White 

Republic’.  In reality, Gabriel could expect little help from this quarter. 

 

Once Napoleon took full control of the government in France, former slaves 

faced the prospect of French state backing for the reimposition of black 

chattel slavery.  Soon Jefferson was giving his support to Napoleon’s 

attempt to crush the slave rising in Saint Domingue.  Napoleon, though, saw 

the retaking of Saint Domingue as merely the first step towards to re-

establishing the French American Empire lost in the Seven Years War 
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against the British.  In 1800, Napoleon gained Louisiana611 from Spain in a 

secret treaty.  His next task was to try and occupy it.612  Saint Domingue 

would need to be effectively controlled for it to act as a base for any further 

American adventures. 

 

The ferocious resistance put up by the former black slaves, along with the 

yellow fever, destroyed Napoleon’s armies in Saint Domingue.  If Napoleon 

had been successful, the infant USA, under Jefferson’s Presidency, could 

have been largely reduced to French client state status, like the German 

Confederation of the Rhine or the Cisalpine Republic.  Tensions would then 

probably have soon emerged amongst the Democratic-Republicans between 

those coastal plantation owners who were prepared to make foreign 

alliances to maintain slavery, and those frontier settlers who wanted all the 

Western lands opened up for occupation by white farmers, whatever the 

obstacle – foreign powers, Native Americans, or ‘lily-livered’ US 

governments. 

 

However, after defeat in Saint Domingue, Napoleon decided to cut his 

losses in the Western Hemisphere.  In 1803, the Anti-Federalist Jefferson 

hypocritically invented new federal powers for the Presidency and 

undertook the Louisiana Purchase from France for $15M.613  This 

acquisition represented a massive increase in the land area of the USA.  

Jefferson took credit for something that was only possible because of the 

impact of the Saint Domingue slave revolt he had so feared.  Furthermore, 

black slave resentment in Louisiana had been far from smothered by the 

Spanish authorities’ crushing of the Point Coup rebellion in 1795.  This was 

highlighted by a further uprising led by the black Haitian-born freeman, 

Charles Deslondes, on Louisiana’s German Coast in 1811.614  Southern 

plantation owners no doubt wanted to ensure that this potential base for any 

opposition was brought under effective US government control. 

 

Jefferson’s eyes were also set on the Pacific Northwest, to which he sent an 

exploratory overland expedition led by Lewis and Clark between 1804-6.615  

Jefferson wanted to create a “Pacific Northwest Republic, to stand to the 

United States, its mother country, as {his own state} Virginia had stood to 

Britain."616  ‘The Great American Desert’, as the western prairies were then 

regarded, was, like the Atlantic Ocean, too wide and too formidable a 
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barrier to make unification with the mother country practicable then.  

Independence, the catchword of the American Revolution, would be an 

even more fitting objective for the North West: it would carry out the 

ideological mission of the American Republic”.617 

 

If Franklin had envisaged a worldwide republican federation, then Jefferson 

entertained more limited but, nevertheless, still grandiose, ambitions.  “Our 

confederacy {the USA} must be viewed as the nest, from which all 

America, North and South, is to be peopled”.618  Through the Louisiana 

Purchase, Jefferson had, in his own mind, bought a continental  ‘Atlantic 

Ocean’ to provide access to future white settler republics in the West.  Had 

his immediate wishes been met, we might well today be calling the citizens 

of the Pacific Northwest, New Columbians,619 rather than Americans. 

 

Jefferson’s key ally, in negotiating the Louisiana Purchase, was James 

Monroe, suppressor of the Gabriel Prosser’s attempted slave rising.  

Monroe later became President in 1817.  Jefferson also had the support of 

the Western frontiersmen eager for more land, which meant the land 

occupied by Native Americans.  However, these settlers were not to be the 

main beneficiaries of the Louisiana Purchase.  Most of the best land went to 

slave-owners, who greatly extended their plantations.620 

 

Influential politicians, from the slave plantation state of Virginia, found 

themselves able to support a federal measure abolishing the international 

slave trade to the USA in 1808.  However, this was not done for any 

humanitarian reasons, but so that Virginia could become the leading 

commercial slave-breeding state, and hopefully enjoy a monopoly in the 

domestic slave trade.  Larger numbers of black slaves were then sold on 

from Virginia to the plantations of the Deep South than were brought across 

the Atlantic from Africa.621  Nevertheless, the ban on the international slave 

trade was not that strictly imposed in the USA, particularly on the Gulf 

Coast. 

 

Furthermore, it was not just amongst the longer settled American citizens 

that support for a ‘White Republic’ led to a rapid curtailment of democratic 

notions.  The resulting sharp divide between the ‘races’ greatly benefited 

the American ruling class. The political refugees and Democratic-
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Republican supporters, Cooper, Callender and Duane, were all to be 

seduced by the politics of the ‘White Republic’.  Duane could express his 

support for the Fries Rebellion of white farmers in Pennsylvania,622 whilst 

Callender, who had earlier condemned the impact of British imperialism on 

indigenous peoples, was an important Democratic-Republican propagandist 

against the Alien and Seditions Acts directed largely against white political 

refugees. 

 

However, both Duane and Callender responded to Gabriel’s planned slave 

revolt in a similar shocked manner to Jefferson himself.623  This revealed a 

growing racism that also prevented them from encompassing African-

Americans within their imagined American Republic.  Indeed, Cooper, 

when he later became president of South Carolina College, began producing 

new political and ‘rational’ (i.e. non-Biblical) arguments to justify the 

South’s continued commitment to black slavery.624 

 

However, émigré United Irishmen in the USA did include anti-slavery 

advocates amongst their ranks.  Thomas Addis Emmet,625 brother of the 

more famous Robert, was a member of the New York abolitionist 

Manumission Society.626  He made the connection between the treatment of 

African-Americans and Irish.  “Some supposed – what has already been 

asserted of the negro race – that the Irish were an inferior semi-brutal 

people, incapable of managing the affairs of their country”.627 

 

Meanwhile, Robert Emmet, himself, was making plans for a rising in 

Dublin in 1803.  These plans involved Michael Dwyer, who had been able 

to hold out against UK government forces for five years in the Wicklow 

Mountains, after the defeat of the United Irish Rising in 1798.628  Jemmy 

Hope,629 the artisan weaver from Ulster, was also involved in the planned 

rising. 

 

This rising was to coincide with another in England, to be led by the Anglo-

Irish, Colonel Edward Despard630 and his African-American wife, 

Catherine, along with the ‘motley crew’ of London.631  Emmet and Despard 

were executed for their roles.  Former United Irishmen were also involved, 

along with convicts, in the Castle Hill Rebellion against the British colonial 

authority in New South Wales in 1804.632  Maurice Margarot, former 
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member of the London Corresponding Society, transported in 1794 for his 

role in the British Convention, held in Edinburgh, is also thought to have 

taken part.633 

 

However, despite all the disappointments and setbacks, and the political 

weaknesses and divisions amongst the leaders, a distinct path of 

revolutionary change began to be charted for the future – internationalism 

from below. 

 

 

 

C.  COMPETING VIEWS OF 

THE EMERGING ‘NATION’-STATE 

 

i)  The mobilised nation, the formation of the first nation-states, and 

  the role of rising capitalism and its Liberal advocates in   

  breaking the revolutionary democratic link 

 

Once the possibilities of creating a universal global order had receded, most 

revolutionary democrats saw the mobilised nation as forming the basis for 

their new nation-states.  They envisaged the nation as a liberating force 

uniting previously divided social estates and people from a wide variety of 

different local backgrounds.  Previous wars were seen to be the instrument 

of monarchist and aristocratic interests bent on maintaining privilege and 

monopoly at home and abroad.  The imperial monarchies were seen to be 

responsible for the standing armies, navies and foreign mercenary forces.  

These led to crushing tax burdens, unwelcome billeting on the people, the 

press gangs, and the continuous threat of wars pursued solely for their 

masters’ benefit.  Revolutionary democrats struggled to have the old 

standing army and foreign mercenaries replaced by popular militias and 

dedicated international volunteers, mobilised for defence, or to end 

monarchist and feudal oppression in revolutionary wars. 

 

The creation of new nation-states was seen as the way to encourage not 

only fraternity within a civic nation, but also between nations.  One 

ideological indicator of this more universal internationalist desire was the 

resort to non-nationality names when new nation-states were set up.  Roman 
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classical forms were adopted, e.g. the Batavian Republic in the Netherlands, 

the Helvetic Republic in Switzerland, and the Cisalpine Republic in 

northern Italy. 

 

In the early stages of the revolution in France, important sections of its 

national republican leadership were not contemplating the creation of a new 

hierarchical capitalist order, where a new ‘aristocratic’ bourgeoisie replaced 

the traditional landed aristocrats.  Instead, some republican leaders thought 

that peasants would prosper after gaining individual property rights in the 

land they worked.  Artisans would also increase their personal wealth as a 

result of greater trade leading to a bigger demand for their commodities.  “A 

society of small producers… {with} a promise of universal ownership {had 

been} the ideal even of Montagnards like Robespierre”.634  Therefore the 

majority (well, at least of the adult males) could look forward to getting the 

property-based vote. 

 

Although not then achieved, voices demanding equality for women were 

first raised in this period.  Olympe de Gouges published her Declaration of 

the Rights of Women and the Female Citizen in 1791.635  Mary 

Wollstonecraft published A Vindication of the Rights of Women in 1792.636  

The idea of extending the franchise to the ‘lower orders’ and to women 

went along with the idea of the nation encompassing all of its citizens.  

Claire Lacombe,637 founder of the Society of Revolutionary Republican 

Women, went further and supported the Enrages in the desire for a social 

republic. 

 

However, the continuing spread of a not-yet named capitalism contributed 

to the increasing identification of particular ethnic groups with the ‘nation-

state’.  In France, despite the original promise of universal ownership, 

“economic development followed another path and competition brought 

very different results”.638  Speculators and contractors found the new 

national state a useful vehicle, not just for amassing great personal wealth, 

but also for raising capital to invest in various projects.  Some of these 

became large capitalist enterprises. 

 

Both commercial and the rising new industrial capitalism led nationally 

focussed bourgeois advocates to adopt currencies displaying national 
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symbols for their states.  They also promoted an official state language 

much more actively, particularly through expanded national education 

systems.  State territorial space was administratively reorganised, and the 

official state language was used to name more and more features of the 

political, economic and cultural landscape.  Internal tariffs and tolls were 

abolished to help develop a unified national market.  Later, national postal 

and telegraph systems, as well as improved highways, canals and railways, 

were developed to further integrate the nation-state’s territory. 

 

The previous patchwork of territories found in many European states - 

whether crown lands, duchies, palatinates, or 'free' cities - had claimed a 

bewildering array of special ‘privileges’ or ‘liberties’, encouraging various 

exclusive class, religious, occupational (e.g. guild) and localist identities.  

These were eventually abolished in favour of uniform territorial and citizen 

rights.  Nation-state frontiers were later to become more effective barriers, 

better policed to keep out ‘undesirable foreigners’. 

 

Therefore, the initial idea of a social republican, non-nationality, inclusive, 

civic nation-state, forming part of a fraternal international brotherhood of 

nations, increasingly diverged from the growing reality of more limited 

democratic, nationally specific, and increasingly aggressive nation-states.  

These were locked into a competitive capitalist world system, necessitating 

shifting alliances with, or hostility towards, other states. 

 

Expanding capitalism undermined the earlier idea of a small property 

owning democracy as surely as the brutal enclosures and clearances had 

broken-up communal and household property, with their supporters’ very 

different social visions.  Despite the earlier hopes of the early revolutionary 

democrats, the new capitalist-subverted nation-states (and their imperial 

projections) later developed a xenophobic and militarist potential and 

reality, which often exceeded that of the previous feudal imperial dynasties. 

 

However, by that time, it was no longer possible to return to the old 

bourgeois cosmopolitan or to the plebian ‘universalism from below’ models 

as alternatives.  These paths might have represented possibilities in the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  Then, those who advocated the 

new nation-state model still had to compete with others fighting for 
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different visions of the future.  As for the ‘motley crew’, there had still been 

territory that had not been effectively integrated into the existing empires 

and states – whether monarchical or republican.  Here they could still 

escape and offer a challenge as ‘outsiders’.  Furthermore, when the dynastic 

empires had gone into decline, there had been real scope for these 

‘outsiders’ to link-up with other ‘motley crews’ in the strategic ports and 

cities of the imperial centres and provinces.  The chattel slave rising in Saint 

Domingue provided a real instance of universalism from below. 

 

However, the rise of the new, more powerful, nation-states left fewer 

independent bases for opposition, either internally or externally.  The state-

backed agrarian capitalist enclosures, which drove the peasants from the 

land, were followed by the state-backed industrial capitalists’ ruination of 

the artisans, as the imposition of waged labour was aggressively 

promoted.639  These developments led to decreasing numbers of domestic 

‘outsiders’ as capitalist labour relations were directly imposed upon the 

majority of the population.  The more effective control of national and 

colonial frontiers also broke the independent links of the Maroons and 

others with the outside world through the smuggling of contraband and the 

illicit movement of people.  Some of these mixed societies were broken 

militarily, as in the Seminole Wars in the USA.640 

 

The principal opposition, to the emerging social order in Western Europe, 

changed from being the independent peasants and artisans to the industrial 

and agricultural working class, as capitalist labour relations became 

dominant.  This meant the new opposition was now mainly internal not 

external to the rising capitalist order.  There was no longer independent 

territory available from which to mount an alternative universal challenge 

from below.  The nation-state became the principal contender as the ideal 

form of state within the new rapidly developing, international capitalist, 

economic order. 

 

It was in this context too, that the initially weak political forces of 

Liberalism began to develop more confidence.  They promoted ‘free' labour 

as their ideal alternative to chattel slavery, as well as to earlier forms of 

feudal labour dependency.  Their attempt to deny the possibility of a 

universal emancipation which also included the ending of wage slavery, 
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contributed to the emergence of their version of ‘free’ nation-states being 

the most desired political framework for the new world capitalist order. 

 

Furthermore, as new nation-states in Europe were created, through struggles 

against the old dynastic and oligarchic order, they often maintained or 

extended their domination over subordinate, mainly non-white peopled 

territories.  Some Liberals could contemplate these colonies becoming 

future ‘nation-states’, once their residents had fully internalised the socio-

economic practices and cultural values of their ‘enlightened’ colonisers.  In 

practice, though, ‘decolonisation from above’ turned out to be as 

‘successful’ as the promise of slave ‘emancipation from above’ through 

phased manumission. 

 

Liberal political economists encouraged workers to be content with the 

property they held in their own labour.  It was argued that waged workers 

were not the personal property of their employers.  Therefore, workers and 

employers had a common interest in opposing chattel slavery.  This notion 

was promoted to counter the idea that waged labour is just another form of 

unfree labour - wage slavery - employed by the new bourgeoisie to make 

profits and to assert its economic, social and political control over the 

growing working class.  Liberals also informed workers that they were part 

of a new progressive social order, marked not only by ‘free’ labour, but also 

by their increased purchasing power brought about by free trade.  Workers 

were told that their own labour, just like the capital belonging to its 

bourgeois owners, which unlike the labour of chattel slaves, was their 

personal property, was fully rewarded on the market. 

 

When European states had extended mercantile capitalist domination over 

much of the globe, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they 

promoted various combinations of unfree and ‘free’ labour in the territories 

they directly controlled, both in the metropoles and the colonies.  These 

forms of labour exploitation extended from the waged labour found in the 

new factories, mines and the ‘improved’ fields of North West Europe, to the 

chattel slavery found on the sugar and tobacco plantations in the Caribbean 

and on the Atlantic seaboard of North America. 

 

The great claim made, by those Liberal apologists, concerning the 
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fundamental distinction between unfree chattel slavery and ‘free’ waged 

labour, was not always appreciated by those directly affected.  Children 

forced to work long hours in mines or servicing dangerous machinery, 

women subject to sexual assaults by foremen in factories, and other workers 

facing punitive fines for the slightest ‘failings’, would not necessarily have 

seen their position as very different from that of chattel slaves.  Indeed, a 

small minority of the latter, living as house slaves, faced a less coercive 

disciplinary regime in their work.  Spokesmen for those former tenant 

farmers or artisans, and for those workers thrown into unemployment, and 

now denied any independent source of livelihood, could point out that at 

least chattel slave owners had to provide some subsistence for their human 

property, whilst the new mill and mine owners felt no responsibility at all 

for the lives of the ‘free’ labour they employed. 

 

Tied houses and company shops were also used to increase the capitalists’ 

control over the ‘free’ labour force.  Local judiciary and militias could be 

relied upon to quash not only any overt resistance, but also those who tried 

to supplement their meagre incomes by resort to the commons (for food 

collection, hunting, fishing or grazing animals), which were now being 

increasingly privatised.  The death sentence was used for a wide range of 

‘offences’ against property, whilst transportation usually led to permanent 

exile, or to an early death on the unsanitary prison hulks and the convict 

ships. 

 

Early Liberalism and its new political economy were not associated with 

the struggle for genuine democracy.  The rising bourgeoisie made sure that, 

when pushing for any extension of the franchise, it was on the basis of new 

restrictive property qualifications to keep out the ‘lower orders’.  When 

workers formed new trade unions or other defensive organisations, they 

were soon faced with measures such as the Chapelier Law,641 passed by the 

French National Assembly in 1791, and the Combination Laws passed by 

Westminster in 1799 and 1800.642  These laws outlawed workers’ economic 

associations and the right to strike. 

 

Under the pretext of abolishing all feudal restrictions upon economic 

activity, the emerging bourgeoisie suppressed artisan and workers’ 

organisations.  These were now attacked as being attempts to maintain 
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outdated guilds or similar associations.  However, the industrial capitalist 

class, along with its allies in commerce and large-scale agriculture, could 

use their own increasing political power within the state, both nationally 

and locally, to impose their will, without, at this stage, resorting to separate 

employer combinations.  All in all, there was little freedom for ‘free’ waged 

labour. 

 

Nor did the rise of new industrial capitalism propel the world economy 

along an inevitable path of ‘free’ labour displacing earlier ‘non-capitalist’ 

unfree labour.  Chattel slavery did not die out ‘naturally’ as Washington, 

Jefferson and other early leaders of the American Revolution had originally 

hoped.  Nineteenth century industrial capitalism, like its eighteenth century 

mercantile-agrarian capitalist predecessor, encouraged the simultaneous 

development of both chattel and waged slavery, but on a greatly increased 

scale. 

 

The big increase in the demand for raw cotton in Lancashire’s new mills, 

combined with the invention of Eli Whitney’s cotton gin, in 1793,643 

contributed to the rapid expansion of black chattel slavery on the 

plantations of the American South.  Later in the nineteenth century, even 

when chattel slavery was eventually abolished under the law, the needs of 

an expanding industrial capitalism still drew millions into other forms of 

unfree labour - indentured, corvee and those in debt peonage.  Even 

amongst those millions employed as ‘free’ waged labour, many were 

migrant labourers on insecure seasonal contracts with very low pay and 

harsh working conditions. 

 

Many amongst the ‘lower orders’ were not taken in by the claims made for 

‘free’ labour made by the rising bourgeoisie.  There were substantial 

numbers of small farmers (whether still owning their own land, or providing 

services or rent for its use), artisans, freed slaves and tribal peoples.  They 

continued to oppose labouring under capitalist discipline, either in the new 

‘satanic mills’, or through falling into dependency upon grasping merchants 

and bankers.  Their visions of different possible worlds, whether seeking 

the re-establishment of an imagined golden past, or the more forward-

looking creation of a new social republic, had considerable impact in the 

international revolutionary waves from 1829-31 and 1847-9.  Some of these 
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people allied themselves with the ‘victims’ of the invading industrial order - 

the new waged working class. Developing out of an initially wider 

revolutionary democracy, they later began to organise politically as 

Radicals. 

 

 

ii)   The undermining of an inclusive, civic nation-state in France and 

  the idea of a new German nationality-state 

 

The new features associated with expanding industrial capitalism 

undermined the initial internationalist, non-nationality and civic view of the 

nation-state associated with the revolution in France.  The nation-state had 

been meant to form the basic building block of a wider fraternal 

international order. 

 

Under the old French absolutist political system, the king had the power to 

summons the representatives of the three estates - the aristocracy, the 

church and the bourgeoisie.  The revolution in France was initiated when 

the last of these - the third estate - demanded that the other two privileged 

estates merge with them to represent a single French nation. 

 

The handing over of the traditional duties from the non-national Catholic 

Church to the new French nation-state was underlined by the Assembly’s 

decision, “that keeping a register of births, marriages and deaths should be 

the responsibility of the state”.644  The Vatican and traditional French 

Catholics’ opposition to the downgrading of Church’s role remained strong, 

and often violent.  However, the French state’s taking on of greater direct 

responsibility for the people, marked a significant step in the development 

of a more secular order, where the new nation-state took on many of the 

functions of the earlier state-backed religious officials. 

 

Therefore, a strong tendency towards strengthening the French nation-state 

emerged from 1789.  French Patriotism was one shared characteristic of the 

Girondins, Montagnards and Hebertists, despite differences over what true 

Patriotism meant.  Patriotism influenced the Enrages and the Society of 

Equals too.  However, the rising revolutionary wave, which had spilled over 

into adjacent countries from 1789, and the remarkable outbreak of the 
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revolution in Saint Domingue for emancipation and racial equality from 

1793-1801, had produced other more universalist and internationalist 

pressures.  These could have altered the whole course of this particular 

revolutionary wave and future history. 

 

There are interesting parallels with the situation during the 1917-21 

‘Russian’ Revolution.  Here, several reactionary invasions helped to stifle 

the early democratic impulse embodied in the soviets and factory councils.  

The retreats led instead to the supremacy of the Bolshevik-led Party-state, 

first under Lenin’s leadership, then under the personal dictatorship of Stalin.  

Similarly, reactionary invasions of revolutionary France snuffed out the 

early communal basis of the social republican state.  The latter was replaced 

first by Jacobin, then later by Napoleonic, top-down, bureaucratic, state 

centralisation. 

 

In both the ‘Russian’ and French cases, increasing external pressure led to a 

retreat to revolutionary nationalism.  The later Jacobins’ verbally declared 

support for international revolution, and the Bolshevik Communists’ 

support for the Third International, became increasingly threadbare covers 

for French national Jacobinism and Russian Party-state Bolshevism.  Full-

blown imperialism appeared once more in the guise of Napoleon’s and 

Stalin’s Empires. 

 

In France, a specific nationality (ethnic/cultural) colouring - French - was 

given to the new nation-state. An indicator of future problems was the 

failure of the notion of a Gallican Republic to take root.  The state 

emphasised the ‘superiority’ of the French language.  This was to have a 

sharply retrograde influence on many of those who later promoted ‘nation’-

states.  The earlier revolutionary phase in France has been largely ignored 

or downplayed by later revolutionaries. 

 

Eamon O’Coisain has demonstrated that, in the first phase of the revolution 

in France after 1789, independent local communes had been established.645  

They sought wider association and democratically accountable 

centralisation.  Revolutionary decrees were originally published in Alsatian-

German, Basque, Breton, Flemish and Italian, with attempts also at Catalan 

and the dialects of Bearn and the Languedoc, as well as in the official 
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French language.  This opened up the possibility of building a genuinely 

popular democratic republic from below. 

 

There were largely Breton-speaking communes which were initially 

enthusiastic supporters of the revolution.  If the infant French Republic had 

been able to maintain itself on an associated communal basis, then it would 

have been possible for many communes to retain their local language, 

whilst using French as a lingua franca for wider association.  Instead, the 

increasingly bureaucratic state enforcement of French nationality, and the 

imposition of the French language, helped to push these communes into the 

arms of the counter-revolution. 

 

It was not until the experience of the Paris Commune that Marx fully 

appreciated the bureaucratically centralised nature of the French state, 

initially brought about by the Jacobins and greatly furthered by Napoleon.  

Marx then looked to the return of the commune as the basis for any new 

revolutionary democratic semi-state.646  However, both before and after 

1871, many Social Democrats and Communists identified with the 

centralisation of the Jacobins, downplaying its top-down bureaucratic 

features. 

 

Between 1795 and 1815, a large shift occurred in the understanding of the 

nation and nation-state in the later phases of the revolution.  This was partly 

the result of the de-universalisation of the revolutionary wave.  The 

invading armies of the Jacobins and Napoleon were still seen as 

revolutionary, but also increasingly as largely French and imperial.  

Napoleon even tried to expand his Empire by imposing family members 

and favourites as rulers on compliant subordinate states, in the manner of 

the old dynastic empires. 

 

New national movements arose in response to this, both to the south and to 

the east.  However, these areas were less economically developed.  So, “all 

the wars of independence waged against France bear in common the stamp 

of regeneration mixed up with reaction”.647  This is why the provincial 

juntas, responsible for the 1808-14 Revolution in Spain, issued 

“manifestoes… proclaiming the King, their holy religion, and the 

country”.648  This religiously-based, semi-nationalism did not inspire later 
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revolutionary democrats.  It bore too many links with a reactionary past for 

most Liberals, never mind for Radical republicans.  Furthermore, in the 

nineteenth century, Spain and Portugal both retreated to the sort of dynastic 

struggles long left behind in the rest of Europe. 

 

However, in the still disunited states, which were to constitute the German 

Confederation after 1815, a new national movement developed, half in 

admiration for Napoleon, half in bitter resentment at the humiliation of 

being occupied.  A cosmopolitan current still remained, which believed that 

French republican, and the later Napoleonic conquests, had delivered the 

backward German states from medievalism.  Those cosmopolitans had 

looked to France to initiate a new universal Enlightenment order.   Its two 

best-known figures were the polymath, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe649 and 

the playwright, Freidrich Schiller.650  They looked forward to enlightened 

Germans holding a similar position within a French-led universal republic, 

to that Greeks once held within the old Roman Empire.  Despite living in a 

country with a tradition of anti-Judaism,651 Goethe could still make the 

following statement. “The Germans should be dispersed throughout the 

world, like the Jews, in order to fully develop all the good that is in them for 

the benefit of mankind”.652 

 

There were even revolutionary democratic German supporters of 

Napoleon’s seizure of the Rhineland.  There had already been an earlier 

precedent, with the French state take-over and the ongoing assimilation of 

the Alsatian-Germans.  After a brief occupation by the Prussians, the 

Rhineland was to remain part of France until 1814.  In return for this 

territorial loss, Napoleon appeared to offer Germans a chance to develop a 

new nation-state from his satellite Confederation of the Rhine.653  This 

French-backed German state replaced that of the ancient Hapsburg 

dominated Holy Roman Empire.  The Confederation maintained many of 

the traditional rulers, but introduced the Enlightenment influenced 

Napoleonic Codes.654  These ended most feudal laws. 

 

Given the other choices – an Austrian Hapsburg, or a Prussian 

Hohenzollern dominated Germany - many revolutionary democrats were 

initially prepared to go along with the more enlightened French model.  

Austria and Prussia only appeared to be semi-German, both having 
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extensive territories outside the old Holy Roman Empire; whilst Radical 

German nationalists pointed to Germany and France’s shared ‘Germanic 

heritage’ dating from the days of Emperor Charlemagne.  Whilst such 

enthusiasm was largely confined to a few respected intellectual figures, 

some sympathy for the earlier French republicanism and for Napoleon’s 

‘Enlightenment Empire’ lingered on, particularly in those states situated 

directly on the French border. 

 

Napoleon, however, largely undermined the possibility of creating a new 

German nation-state.  The role of the Confederation of the Rhine was 

reduced to providing endless armies to advance the Emperor’s wider 

imperial aims.  It was little more than a client state.  Therefore, a new type 

of German nationalism began to arise in opposition to this.  In the 

eighteenth century, Johann Gottfried von Herder,655 influenced by the early 

Romantic Movement,656 had introduced the cultural concept of the ‘volk’ 

(folk).  At this stage emphasis was placed on a shared German language.  In 

the first decades of the nineteenth century the concept of the ‘volk’ was 

politicised by Adam Muller, Ernst Moritz Arndt, and particularly Father 

Jahn.657 

 

The guerrilla actions of Ludwig von Lutzow’s658 Prussian free corps, and 

Andreas Hofer’s659 Austrian militia in the Tyrol, both fighting against the 

Napoleon’s allies of the Confederation of the Rhine, helped to develop a 

new vehemently anti-French and anti-Enlightenment version of German 

nationalism.  In this respect, their actions resembled those of the Spanish 

guerrillas also taking action against Napoleon’s forces at the same time.  

Nevertheless, neither Emperor Francis I of Austria, nor King Friedrich 

Wilhelm III of Prussia, wanted to promote themselves as potential unifiers 

of a German nation-state.  They were, however, prepared to make use of 

such irregular forces, if they helped them in their struggle against Napoleon, 

and in advancing their own particular dynastic aims. 

 

A weak Liberal German nationalism also emerged.  The ambiguity of its 

politics was highlighted by its choice of flag.  A republican-style tricolour 

was adopted, but with the Holy Roman imperial colours of black, gold and 

red.  German antiquarians and folklorists found it just as difficult as the 

earlier Scottish bardic nationalists660 to develop a coherent nationalist 
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historiography, which could unite all Germans.  The Germanic Frankish 

leader, Charlemagne, was an ambiguous figure, also claimed by French 

aristocrats, whilst the Germanic tribal leader, Hermann (Arminius), who 

had defeated the Roman legions in the Teutoborg Forest, in AD 9, had been 

a pagan. 

 

Therefore, many German nationalist historians placed more emphasis upon 

Friedrich Barbarossa, the thirteenth century King of Germany and a Holy 

Roman Emperor.  Both pro-Austrian and pro-Prussian Germans could adopt 

this Christian Crusading ‘hero’.  The Austrian Hapsburgs could also use the 

fact that Barbarossa had been Catholic, so the pro-Prussians added the 

Protestant, Martin Luther, who produced the first German translation of the 

Bible, to their nationalist pantheon.  Catholics would blame Luther, though, 

for the deep religious split he caused amongst Germans during the 

Reformation, which contributed to their centuries’ long political and 

territorial disunity.  Such ideological competition was to continue until 

Prussia defeated Austria in 1866. 

 

However, German nationalists, whether pro-Austrian Catholics, pro-

Prussian Lutherans, or sceptical of either dynasty, were still quite happy to 

promote a vision for their ideal German nation-state which would 

incorporate the territories of the old Holy Roman Empire.  In the medieval 

past these had even included the Netherlands, Switzerland, and parts of 

northern Italy.  Up to 1806, the Empire still contained majority Czech-

speaking, Bohemia and Moravia, and majority Polish-speaking, Upper 

Silesia.  An anti-Slav, and a more muted anti-Italian chauvinism emerged, 

alongside strong antipathy towards Enlightenment France, as features of 

this new German nationalism.  Catholic and Lutheran German nationalists 

also shared a pronounced anti-Judaism. 

 

Many of those aspiring to a new German nation-state sought wholesale 

Germanification of the East, and the ending of a specifically Jewish 

religious presence in Germany.  Total assimilation represented the liberal 

end and expulsion the reactionary end of the political spectrum over this 

issue.  The latter more resembled the pattern found in the US imperial 

republic.  Its leaders had consciously tried to exclude Native Americans and 

African Americans from the new nation from the outset. 
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iii)  The reactionary origins of British national identity 

 

France provided late eighteenth century and nineteenth century 

revolutionaries with the most Radical notions of what constituted an ideal 

nation-state.  The United Kingdom provided an alternative model, 

particularly for the US Federalists in the late eighteenth century, and many 

Liberals in Europe and elsewhere later in the nineteenth century. 

 

After 1789, the UK’s unwritten constitution might seem politically archaic 

compared to the 1791, 1793, and even the 1795 written constitutions of 

France.  Nevertheless, the ‘English/British road’ had placed the UK to the 

forefront of economic development, something even French bourgeois 

leaders were acutely aware of.  Furthermore, as the Industrial Revolution 

took greater root, the rapidly growing social division between capital and 

labour ensured that Liberals in the UK kept well clear of any revolutionary 

democratic notions of the nation-state.  They opted instead for top-down 

managed change, and the conservation of older political forms, whilst 

transforming their original purposes, to aid industrial capitalist 

development. 

 

This realisation that UK society was undergoing a major economic 

transformation meant that British ruling class opposition to the French 

Revolution tended to differ in nature to the ultra-reactionary opposition in 

France and elsewhere in Europe.  In contrast to Joseph de Maistre,661 

Edmund Burke understood that political change was inevitable.  However, 

it had to be controlled to maintain the power of the traditional ruling class.  

Burke’s conservative, anti-democratic political support for the existing 

British constitutional monarchy was a complement to his economic 

Liberalism.  Together these would bring the ‘swinish multitude’ to order.  

His ideal economic order needed a strong patrician state to deal with the 

class conflicts imposed by the continued enclosures, the new clearances, 

and the imposition of waged labour. 

 

During the period of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, Pitt the 

Younger,662 drawing upon the support of Burke and others, promoted an 
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alternative version of the ‘nation’-state.  The United Kingdom, originally 

established between 1688 and 1707, provided the model.  The British ruling 

class felt keenly the challenge represented by the national republican 

democracy of revolutionary France.  To counter this, the ‘lower orders’ 

were encouraged to participate in ‘their’ nation, but as subjects of a 

constitutional monarchist British Union.  They were mobilised by the state 

in the British Navy and Army, and by their ‘betters’ in Loyal associations, 

or they were allowed to rampage in ‘King and Country’ mobs. 

 

Protestantism, now safely distanced from its seventeenth century 

revolutionary connotations, was also invoked as an important element in a 

common British ‘national’ identity.  However, by the time of the 1789-1815 

Revolutionary Wave, the key political divide in the UK was no longer 

religious.  It lay instead between the supporters of revolutionary democracy 

and the supporters of the existing constitutional monarchy.  The influential 

churches – in England and Wales, the Church of England, Methodists and 

other Dissenters; in Ireland the Anglican Church of Ireland, the 

Presbyterians, other Dissenters and the Roman Catholic Church: in Scotland 

the (Presbyterian) Church of Scotland, the breakaway Presbyterians and the 

(Anglican) Episcopalians in Scotland – had to decide which side they were 

on. The majority amongst their leaderships supported the existing 

constitutional order, but significant minorities, particularly in the non-

established churches, gave their support to revolutionary democracy, 

highlighted by the leading role of Presbyterians amongst the United 

Irishmen. 

 

Politicians, such as Pitt the Younger, were prepared to acknowledge the 

need to draw Catholics into the ‘British nation’, and to entice them away 

from any dangerous flirtations with revolutionary Irish democracy. The 

regium donum, a grant from the state, originally established by Charles II to 

win the loyalty of Protestant Nonconformists, was extended the Catholic 

Church to finance a new seminary at Maynooth in 1795.663 

 

Burke was an early advocate of an Irish-British identity, which could 

incorporate Catholics.  However, George III and the Tory Loyalists opposed 

such views.  They still supported a Protestant establishment and anti-

Catholic laws.  Support for a semi-tolerant, UK constitutional monarchy 
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was the British ruling class-promoted answer to secularism and 

republicanism.  The established Crown in Parliament was its answer to 

national republican conventions. 

 

The UK was a Unionist state, not a unitary British ‘nation’-state.  Although 

a well-developed English nation had been in existence for over a century, 

‘Britishness’ still only truly united ruling elites, mainly through the joint 

promotion of the British Empire.  This British ruling class was formed from 

the English and Scots landed and merchant classes.  It also included Anglo-

Welsh and Anglo-Irish landlords and some elements of the older native 

ruling classes who had become more Anglified, or who confined any 

remaining earlier national sentiments they held to cultural or historical 

pursuits.  The new attempt to forge a wider ‘British nation’ was the product 

of a concerted British ruling class, imperial, counter-revolutionary 

offensive. 

 

There was a close link between enforcing British imperialist interests 

abroad and the promotion of a British Union ‘nation’-state at home.  This 

was demonstrated by the role of Lord Hawkesbury664 in the 1790s.  He 

persuaded the Scottish-British government minister, Lord Dundas665 to send 

a massive army to the West Indies in 1796 to crush the slave rebellions and 

to uphold British (English and Scottish) sugar planters’ interests.666  In 

1797, Lord Hawkesbury also acted as colonel of the English Cinque Ports 

Cavalry that helped to suppress the Anti-Militia Riots in Scotland (with 

their United Scotsmen influence),667 which threatened the local members of 

the unionist British ruling class. 

 

From 1793, the British ruling class led European reaction in a joint attempt 

to crush the revolutionary challenge on the Continent and the rest of the 

world.  The counter-revolutionary terror unleashed by British Crown forces 

in the 1790s had killed 30,000 in Ireland.668  However, this was dwarfed by 

the horrors brought about in order to reimpose black slavery in the West 

Indies, where there were 40,000 British casualties alone.669  Here, as in Iraq 

and Afghanistan today, nobody bothered to count the number of ‘enemy’ 

casualties. 

 

The reactionary promotion of a British ethno-religious ‘national’ identity, 
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and the official resort to Protestant sectarianism to defend the established 

order, were to have longer-term consequences for the development of a 

British ‘nation’-state.  In Ireland, British ‘freedoms’ under a Protestant 

Crown offered the Catholic majority very little compared to the democratic 

and secular republican unity of Irish ‘Protestants, Catholics and Dissenters’ 

upheld by the United Irishmen. 

 

United Irishmen had been to the forefront of the ‘internationalism from 

below’ alliance of Ireland, Scotland and England before their defeat in 

1798.  This defeat allowed the British ruling class to cement its control over 

the whole of the British Isles by means of the 1801 Act of Union.  Figures 

associated with the United Irishmen, such as Robert Orr, warned of the 

dangers of the threatened Union, drawing on the example of the “injuries of 

Scotland”,670 in a similar manner to Benjamin Franklin.671  Orr “cited the 

unfulfilled reforming agenda of Fletcher of Saltoun to critique political 

incorporation as regressive”.672 

 

Burke and Pitt had wooed moderate Catholic opinion with the possibility of 

Catholic Emancipation after the new Union.  The Loyalist Orange Order, 

however, led the reactionary wing of the opposition to the 1801 Act.  

Nevertheless, the Ascendancy in Ireland became persuaded that their best 

long-term interests lay in throwing their lot with the numerically dominant 

British Protestants in a parliamentary union with Great Britain.  They had 

been unnerved by the recent threat from a possible united Irish nation.  

Catholics would remain a minority in the expanded parliamentary Union 

even if Westminster were to be opened up to them.  Therefore, the 

Ascendancy swapped its semi-detached, autonomous, Anglo-Irish identity 

for a subordinate, but more secure, Irish-British identity, which, after the 

1801 Union, would now be politically represented at Westminster, in both 

the House of Commons and House of Lords.  The unionist form of state, 

pioneered with the 1707 Scottish Act of Union, was extended. 

 

The Ascendancy concentrated its attentions upon asserting its control over 

the devolved administrative machinery of British rule in Ireland.  They 

ensured that further back-up was available, when necessary, through 

continued sponsorship of the Orange Order.  In order to widen its influence, 

the Order extended its membership from Anglicans to Presbyterians (many, 
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after the defeat of the 1798 Rising, now distancing themselves from any 

earlier United Irishmen connections), and also into England and Scotland, 

allying with the most reactionary sections of the Tories.  Drawing upon 

such wider support, the Ascendancy was able to delay the anticipated early 

implementation of Catholic Emancipation until 1829.673 This meant that 

Burke’s and Pitt’s desire to create a wider ‘British nation’ which 

encompassed Catholic Ireland was to be undermined. 

 

When the Congress of Vienna674 met in 1815 after the final defeat of 

Napoleon, UK political leaders joined with those from Hapsburg Austria, 

Romanov Russia and Hohenzollern Prussia to blot out the revolutionary 

democratic vision originally inspired by republican France.  By this time, 

the UK was a very different society and political order compared to the 

dynastic empires of its allies.  Yet, after the recent fears of revolution, 

conservatism dominated the politics of this state too.  The Anglo-Irish Lord 

Castlereagh675 acted as the UK’s representative at Vienna.  The Congress 

representatives redrew the map of Europe to satisfy the various victor 

dynasties.  However, they also redivided the wider colonial world, mainly 

to the benefit of the mercantile interests found in the UK. 

 

The agreed ‘Concert of Europe’ was presided over by the Hapsburg Prince 

Metternich.676  He wanted the return of the old order.  The reactionary 

Bourbons were brought back again in France.  They were soon allowed to 

join the ‘Concert of Europe’.  Both the republican and Napoleonic traditions 

were forced into what Martyn Lyons has termed the ‘Underground 

Republic’.677 

 

The national chauvinism of the eighteenth century ‘freeborn Englishman’ 

merged into a wider British Unionist and Empire Loyalist tradition in the 

nineteenth century.  This accepted Scots, Anglo-Irish, Ulster Scots, Anglo-

Welsh, and loyal white colonials as junior partners in the building of the 

great British Empire.  This new British Unionist and imperial tradition was 

initially forged, though, between 1792 and 1815, during the revolutionary 

wave, when it countered French, American, Irish, Scottish and English 

republican democracy and the universal republic of Saint Domingue. 
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iv)  Secessionist threats hold up the development of an American  

  nation-state 

 

Until the 1800 Presidential election, the Federalist Party dominated politics 

in the USA.  They wanted to pursue the ‘English/British road’.  However, 

the incoming Republican-Democrat President Jefferson wanted to pioneer a 

new ‘American road’, through an expanding ‘White Republic’.  This meant 

actively involving white farmers, in particular, in the politics of the USA.  

The clash between the Federalist and Republican-Democrat visions nearly 

produced territorial secessions from the infant USA, several decades before 

the attempted breakaway by the pro-slavery South in the American Civil 

War.  The formation of an American nation-state turned out to be a very 

fraught business, with several other possible territorial outcomes. 

 

Today, the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century US Federalists are 

sometimes seen as the precursors of President Lincoln’s Republicans, 

determined to create a more centralised and larger Union - in other words 

champions of a united American nation-state.  This was not the Federalists’ 

priority at the beginning of the nineteenth century.  Many Federalists only 

wanted closer unity for the states they thought they could control or 

dominate.  Federalists represented those larger landed, commercial and 

banking interests.  They were initially unsure about the development of 

manufacturing industry, which might just create another unruly group, 

along with those pro-Republican-Democrat small farmers.  However, like 

Burke in the UK, they appreciated that change was inevitable, and they 

wanted it brought about in a planned and orderly way from above, which 

left the new governing American elite in firm control. 

 

The Federalists knew that Southern slave owners and Western and Northern 

backcountry farmers had very different visions for the future.  Slavery in 

the South, and the availability of cheap land in the West, formed barriers to 

the development of ‘free’ waged labour.  With the threat of Northern 

interests being swamped by these other two blocs, the Federalists became 

the focus for two attempts at secession in the early days of the USA. 

 

Many Federalists had opposed the Louisiana Purchase, which they saw as 

bringing them no immediate economic benefits, whilst simultaneously 
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increasing the political weight of their political adversaries in the South and 

the West.  In 1804, Senator Timothy Pickering, along with other New 

England Federalists, joined with renegade Republican-Democrat, Aaron 

Burr678 in a plot to create a new secessionist state in the North East.  They 

wanted the UK to cede Canada to their proposed new state, in return for 

their support in the ongoing war against Napoleonic France.679  However, 

Jefferson’s success in gaining the Louisiana Territory at a bargain basement 

price, whilst still maintaining the peace, saw off the northern Federalist 

challenge this time. 

 

In 1815, similar secessionist forces came together in Connecticut at the 

Federalists’ Hartford Convention.680  The three years’ war against the 

British had been unpopular with the Northern Federalists.  Producers and 

shippers of primary products to the UK had wanted a peace policy.  This 

would have allowed for continued trade, without the threat of sailors or 

cargoes being seized on the high seas by the British Navy.  The Federalists 

began to make another move for New England to secede from the USA, if 

the war against the UK was not ended. 

 

However, 1815 turned out to be the year of the UK and its allies’ final 

victory over France.  Despite being technically an ally of defeated France, 

the USA had achieved its own victory over British forces in the local 1812-

5 war;681 so it emerged from the wider conflict considerably strengthened.  

Therefore, the Federalist opposition soon fell away.  The tariffs, which had 

been imposed against British imports, acted as a spur to manufacturing in 

New England.  No longer seeing the rise of more manufacturers as a 

possible political threat, but a complement to existing agricultural 

production, trade and commerce, this development further undermined the 

remaining Federalist opposition there. 

 

However, the Federalists were not the only force pressing for secession.  No 

sooner had Burr failed to win wider support for the first breakaway north-

eastern American state, than he became involved in a plan to lead a 

breakaway western American state in 1805, with the help of General James 

Wilkinson, the Commander in Chief of the US Army.  Burr managed to win 

support for his scheme from both the British and the French Ambassadors 

to the USA.682  Wilkinson was in the secret pay of Spanish officials in 
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Mexico.683  However, neither the UK nor France, now locked in deadly 

conflict, nor yet a weak Spain, had the necessary military forces to back 

Burr in this particular venture. 

 

When the planned secessionist adventure came to light, Burr felt 

politically exposed.  He faced accusations of treason.  Therefore, he 

announced that the forces he had been raising in western Pennsylvania 

were to have been used, not to create a new state out of already recognised 

US territory, but to launch a ‘war of liberation’ to overthrow Spanish rule 

in Mexico.  Mexico still included the territory not only of present day 

Mexico but all of the current states of Texas and the US Southwest.  Burr 

sought the support of those American colonists already living over the 

USA’s western border; in order to create a white settler controlled Empire 

headed by himself, as the new North American ‘Napoleon’.  Furthermore, 

given the shifting international balance of power at the time, and the 

relative weakness of the USA, such breakaway developments were by no 

means impossible. 

 

Although Burr’s particular scheme collapsed, it was to be a precursor of 

many future American filibustering military adventures.  The first of these 

was the 90 days, Republic of West Florida set-up, in 1810, by American 

settlers in defiance of the Spanish colonial authorities.  West Florida 

largely corresponded with the lower sections of present day Mississippi 

and Alabama.  It was soon annexed to the USA by Jefferson’s Republican-

Democrat successor, President Madison.684  Spain was in a very weak 

position at the time and did not constitute the same possible threat earlier 

posed by Napoleon’s France. 

 

Throughout the period of the Napoleonic Wars, the British also continued to 

be a threat to US government designs, in the old Northwest and the trans-

Appalachian South.  British Canada still lay to the North, and there were 

political and military forces in the UK hankering after the downfall of the 

infant USA.  Lacking sufficient domestic military forces, the British 

resorted once more to supporting Native American allies, who felt far more 

threatened by the American white settlers. 

 

US official government policy had been to buy Native American ‘surplus’ 
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land to make it available for white settlers.  This meant that the Native 

American tribes had to abandon their mixed farming and hunting way of 

life with its need for extensive lands.  They had to settle down in one place 

to practice farming in the style of the American colonists.  Both in the Old 

Northwest and the trans-Appalachian Southwest, many Native Americans 

did indeed adopt this new way of life.  The Five Civilised Tribes685 in the 

South even went as far as employing black slaves in the manner of their 

white neighbours. 

 

However, so many of these land deals were made under duress, with land 

sold at ridiculously cheap prices by unrepresentative tribal leaders, that 

resentment soon built up amongst the Native American tribes.  Added to 

this were the actions of many white settlers, who just took the land they 

wanted anyhow in defiance of the agreed treaties.  Movements built up 

amongst the Shawnees in the Old Northwest led by the chieftain 

Tecumseh,686 and amongst the Red Stick Creeks in the trans-Appalachian 

Southwest.  They wanted a return to the traditional Native American way of 

life with the removal of American colonists from their areas. 

 

Yet, Tecumseh, and the other tribes he sought allies amongst, had long had 

experience with first French, then later British colonial authorities, as well 

as white settlers.  Furthermore, since the USA had won independence, 

Tecumseh realised that its government was not committed to the earlier 

treaty approach of the French and British colonial authorities.  Speculative 

land companies and white settlers took advantage of tribal divisions to seize 

as much land as they could.  Native Americans were not going to be part of 

a ‘liberty loving’ American ‘nation’ built in traditions of the ‘freeborn 

Englishman’ or Lowland Scots and Scotch-Irish ‘chosen people’. 

 

Tecumseh hoped to create a Native American nation, by uniting and 

achieving a wide confederacy of existing tribes.  He tried to overcome tribal 

differences by emphasising pan-Native American unity and the common 

ownership of the land.  This was to prevent individuals, whether they were 

recognised chiefs or not, from selling it.  Tecumseh appreciated the danger 

to the Native American way of life represented by overdependence on 

colonial trade, including the destructive effects of alcohol.  Neither did a 

permanently settled farming way of life have much appeal.  With extensive 



 209 

areas of land still under Native American control, Tecumseh’s proposed 

alliance still offered the prospect of effective opposition to domination by 

an unwelcome, invading, hierarchical, class-divided society. 

 

Interestingly, the one group of white American settlers with whom 

Tecumseh did enjoy good relations was the Shakers.  Their founder, Mother 

Ann Lee, claimed religious descent from the exiled Calvinist Camisards in 

London.  She had emigrated from Manchester to New York. They wanted 

cooperation with Native Americans and respected the Shawnees’ 

religion.687  Although expressing a theology and practice that more 

resembled those of the old Anabaptist/Independent tradition, their founder 

came from Radical Calvinist roots.688 

 

Tecumseh’s Native American alliance was also trying to achieve similar 

ends to many from the European ‘lower orders’, and to those of the freed 

slaves in Haiti.  People clung on to household or older communal forms of 

production.  These were not yet completely subordinated to either the 

market or to imposed wage labour.  The older ways of living were still a 

preferable alternative for many fearful of losing their freedom within an 

encroaching commercial society with its new wage slavery, debts and 

subordination to a central state. 

 

By 1812, Tecumseh was able to unite key sections of the Native Americans 

in the Old Northwest and the Southwest.  He launched a serious attempt to 

restrict the USA to the eastern margins of the continent.  He had the support 

of the British for a war to create a new Native American state west of the 

Appalachians.  If he had been successful, he would have created a loose 

Native American confederacy with the various participating tribes having 

considerable autonomy, whilst practicing a division of labour in the 

performance of both secular and spiritual functions. 

 

This confederacy would have been allied to the British colonial government 

in Canada, in a similar way to the Iroquois Federation, which had once been 

the ally of the old British colonial government in North America before the 

American War of Independence. Resort to British help did not mean that 

Tecumseh intended to become a passive British colonial client, anymore 

than Ethan Allen did in trying to establish the Republic of Vermont, or John 
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Sevier did in seeking Spanish help to maintain the State of Franklin, or 

indeed those American colonists did, when they had sought French imperial 

support in their own struggle for independence. 

 

Tecumseh’s challenge was one of the biggest that Native Americans ever 

mounted against the US government.  Although Tecumseh’s forces made a 

major contribution to defending British Canada from an American invasion, 

they were themselves pushed out of the Old Northwest by US forces.  

Colonel Richard Johnston killed Tecumseh in 1812.  Johnston was later to 

become a Democratic Vice-President in between 1837-41.689  Further south, 

Andrew Jackson690 helped to defeat the Shawnees’ allies, the Red Stick 

Creeks in 1814.691  Jackson’s policy of US expansionism, at the cost of 

Native Americans, was a particularly popular policy with white western 

frontiersmen. 

 

The British launched other attacks, including seaborne landings on the US 

coastline.  They burnt down the new capital, Washington DC.692   However, 

in 1815, Jackson played a major part in the defeat of the British at the Battle 

of New Orleans.  He emerged from this war as a new hero. Many 

Americans saw this as a second War of Independence.  Jackson’s victory 

blocked any possible attempts by the British to take advantage of their 

defeat of Napoleon in 1814 by seizing the Louisiana Territory.  It was an 

episode in this war against the British that inspired the writing of the ‘The 

Star-Spangled Banner’.693 

 

Since Jefferson became President in 1800, the Democratic-Republican 

Party had united the plebians of the North and West behind his attempt to 

marginalise the larger merchants and bankers in the Federalist Party.  The 

free farming class in the West was led to believe that chattel slavery would 

eventually die out in the South, but that there was still a possible threat that 

freed African Americans might seek land in the West.  Therefore, Jackson 

sponsored the American Colonisation Society (ACS).  This had been 

created to ensure that freed slaves would ‘return to Africa’.694  In 1822, the 

ACS created the territory of Liberia695 in West Africa for freed slaves, 

following the British precedent during late eighteenth century at Freetown 

in Sierra Leone.696 
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Nevertheless, until the time slavery finally ‘disappeared’, Democratic-

Republican leaders still saw the need to maintain the alliance with Southern 

slave owners.  President Monroe had already backed Jackson in the war 

against the ethnically mixed Seminoles in East Florida.697  East Florida 

largely corresponds with the present day state of Florida.  East Florida was 

still part of the Spanish Empire at this time, but the US government ratified 

Jackson’s occupation.  The territory was annexed to the USA, and Jackson 

was given the governorship in 1819.  Previously, East Florida had also been 

a sanctuary for runaway slaves. 

 

In order to maintain Democratic-Republican unity, President Monroe had to 

pursue a political balancing act between anti-slavery and pro-slavery forces.  

In 1820, the Missouri Compromise was agreed.698  The Compromise 

created the new slave state of Missouri, with the North being compensated 

with the new free state of Maine.  The lands of the Louisiana Purchase were 

divided into those states and territories either open to, or banned from, 

having black chattel slavery. 

 

The retired Democratic-Republican, President Jefferson, who had hoped for 

the gradual dying away of slavery within the USA, gave warning.  He 

called the agreed extension of slavery into new territory, “A fire-bell in the 

night”.699  Thus began the realignment of American politics, increasingly 

divided on sectional lines along the Mason-Dixon Line.700  The 3-way 

tensions, between the North, South and West gave way to an increasingly 2-

way split between North and South, as supporters of ‘free' labour and free 

soil joined together to confront the power of the chattel slave owners. 

 

The infant USA had been the one area of the world, where its Founding 

Fathers, inspired by Enlightenment values, thought they had a ‘clean sheet’ 

upon which they could first build a new American nation and republic.  

This would act as an inspiration to others.  After all, North America was not 

held back by the outdated feudal and monarchist traditions still found in 

Europe.  If Jefferson’s Democratic-Republicans still supported the powers 

of the individual states constituting the Union, this had not prevented the 

party from massively contributing to the expansion of US territory and 

influence.  Furthermore, ‘states rights’ had not initially been exclusively 

associated with the defence of slavery, as the unilateral establishment of 
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slave-free Vermont had highlighted. 

 

Democratic-Republicans believed that true American unity could be 

brought about voluntarily in the process of building a more confederal 

republic of mainly white citizen farmers and artisans.  Most political powers 

would lie in the individual states, over which it was easier for the plebian 

classes to exercise some effective control.  Northern and western 

Democratic-Republicans believed that slavery would disappear over time 

and that freed black slaves would ‘return to Africa’.  Native Americans 

would be pushed further and further west, as their lands were taken over, 

either through sales usually undertaken by trickery, or seized by force, often 

after killings, which the federal government and the new state authorities 

ignored. 

 

The Federalists and their successors, however, envisaged a different 

political order where the new elite would use their control of the US state to 

promote commercial primary production, increased manufacturing and 

foreign trade. This meant having a strong federal state, which could 

effectively police and discipline any plebian opposition.  Whereas some 

Democratic-Republican frontiersmen were quite prepared to seize Native 

American land directly, Federalists preferred to back East coast based land 

speculators, who would sell on the land they had bought to white settlers. 

 

However, there was to be some fusion between the anti-Federalist and 

Federalist approaches.  Once they had gained control of the US government 

themselves, Democratic-Republicans made more use of the federal powers.  

Henry Clay701 promoted the ‘American System’ of protection to build up 

the economic strength of the Union, including manufacturing.702  In this he 

also enjoyed the support of economically better-placed artisans. He was 

able to overcome some of the earlier Anti-Federalist opposition to US 

governmental powers by tying tariff collection to the promotion of new 

roads, which would benefit the West and South.  Land, federally acquired 

from the Native Americans, could also be sold directly to white farmers. 

 

A period of greater national unity followed the USA’s victory over the UK 

in the 1812-15 War.  Napoleon’s defeat also eliminated any French threat, 

whilst Spanish imperial power was now being undermined by revolts 
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throughout Latin America.  The ‘American System’ was now being 

confidently adopted as an alternative to the ‘English road’.  Yet, the new 

‘Era of Good Feelings’ in the USA was to last little more than a decade.703  

It was the rising force of a new industrial capitalism, with its demand for 

wage slaves in the North and black chattel slaves in the South, which soon 

undermined any ‘good feelings’. 

 

 

v)   The aborted revolution in the ‘Creole Republic/s’ of Gran  

  Colombia 

 

Latin America was another area where the idea of setting up new nation-

states was far from the thoughts of those opposed to Spanish or Portuguese 

imperial control.  When Napoleon took over Spain, control over its various 

colonial territories fell to local juntas.  Initially, there were disputes between 

these juntas as to the extent of their territorial control.  However, a further 

division opened up amongst them, when the Supreme Central and 

Governmental Junta of Spain and the Indies effectively collapsed on 

January 29th, 1810.704 

 

The New Granada (Colombia), Venezuela, Chile and Rio de la Plata 

(Argentina) juntas had originally been established to maintain their 

territories’ independence from France, when the latter’s armies occupied 

Spain.  However, several of these juntas then increasingly asserted their 

independence from Spain, after the French army was forced to retreat in the 

Peninsular War.  In contrast, and probably as a result of facing more radical 

opposition, juntas in New Spain (Mexico), Central America, Quito 

(Ecuador), Peru, Upper Peru (Bolivia) and the Caribbean islands, still 

maintained their loyalty to the Spanish monarchy, when it was restored in 

1814.  This led to further conflict between the now republican 

independence-seeking juntas and the loyalist juntas backed by Spain. 

 

Francisco de Miranda705 is associated with creating a vision of a new 

independent state in Latin America.  Miranda was from a Spanish colonial 

(Canary Islands) merchant family.  He had been brought up in Spanish 

Venezuela.  After serving with the Spanish army, he moved to the USA in 

1783, meeting with several American revolutionary leaders there.706  He 
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then moved to England before participating in the early, more moderate, 

phase of the revolution in France.  He befriended leading Girodins, 

especially Brissot, and served with General Dumoriez in the Austrian 

Netherlands in 1792.  Because of his association with Dumoriez, who 

defected to the Austrians, Miranda was nearly executed by the victorious 

Jacobins on two occasions.707  He escaped and later switched his support to 

the British in 1806.  The UK was at war with Spain, at this time an ally of 

Napoleonic France.708   Miranda saw this war against Spain as giving him 

an opportunity to win the widest possible Latin American independence. 

 

Miranda came from the same colonial elite background as many of the 

earlier American and Irish Patriots.  They had represented the most 

significant force for political change in their countries prior to 1789.  When 

Miranda lived in the UK and in France, he associated with Patriot 

groupings.  Miranda’s idea of political independence hardly involved the 

‘lower orders’.  The majority living within the Spanish and Portuguese 

empires lived under various forms of servitude, including chattel slavery.  

Leadership of the independence movements, in contrast, was mainly 

confined to Spanish and Creole (Spanish American) landowners, merchants 

and professionals. 

 

Nevertheless, Miranda’s vision for Latin America was extremely ambitious, 

even more so than that of Thomas Jefferson for the USA.  Miranda 

envisaged a new Colombia stretching from the Mississippi to Cape Horn 

(including Portuguese Brazil), with a hereditary emperor called the Inca 

(although very definitely not an Amerindian).709  Perhaps the memory of 

Tupac Amaru's last Amerindian-led rising still had some political purchase.  

However, Miranda’s limited class vision, shared by most other leaders of 

the independence movements in the Spanish American Empire over the 

next two decades, contributed to the failure to realise his aims. 

 

Because of their refusal to seriously consider Amerindian peasant and black 

slave emancipation, these leaders found that they had to confront ‘lower 

orders’ mobilised against them in defence of king and empire.  This was a 

repeat of the situation faced by the similarly placed colonial elite during the 

American War of Independence.  For, although Patriot leaders in the USA 

were able to win over white farmer and artisans, they still found themselves 
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opposed by most Native Americans and black slaves.710  In the case of the 

Spanish American Empire, free farmers and artisans formed a much smaller 

proportion of the population, whilst unfree peasants and Amerindians 

formed a correspondingly larger proportion. 

 

Now, some of these ‘lower order’ forces did join the independence cause 

whenever they were given a chance to take on their immediate oppressors.  

Father Hidalgo led such a peasant rising in Mexico, before he was captured, 

defrocked, tried and executed on 30th July 1811.711  However, the 

immediate oppressors of the ‘lower orders’ often included the ‘patriotic’ 

landlords and merchants fighting for political independence.  Therefore, it is 

not surprising that, whenever the ‘lower orders’ threatened to revolt, 

‘patriotic’ leaders usually got cold feet, whilst many others thought it wiser 

to support Spain. 

 

Miranda, who had initially hoped to trigger off his wider Colombian 

revolution in Venezuela, with the help of the British, found that they had 

deserted him when Napoleon invaded Spain.  This now made Spain a 

British ally.712  Nevertheless, the effective collapse of the Spanish 

government provided Miranda with the opportunity to revolt.  He looked 

back to the moderate early version of revolution that he had experienced In 

France.  In 1810, Miranda returned to Venezuela and formed La Sociedad 

Patriotica, modelled on earlier French revolutionary clubs.  He persuaded 

the local junta to declare for independence and fly a tricolour.713 

 

The new republican regime now had to try and assert its control over the 

whole of Venezuela, taking on the still powerful royalist supporters there.  

Unfortunately for Miranda, a combination of economic crisis, and improved 

fortunes for the Spanish state (backed by British forces in the Peninsular 

War) led to his growing isolation, capture, transhipment and imprisonment 

in Spain in 1812, where he died in 1816.714 

 

Despite, the restored Spanish monarchy’s ability to reassert its control over 

most of its former American empire, several centres of opposition still 

remained.  Simon Bolivar715 became the best-known leader who, in a 

similar fashion to Miranda, thought that the way to fight the Spanish was to 

unite all the oppositional juntas into a single force.  Like Miranda, Bolivar 
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came from the colonial elite, and this class background also limited his 

political vision.  Whereas Jefferson promoted a ‘White Republic’, Bolivar, 

in effect, advocated a ‘Creole Republic’, with the mestizo and mulatto716 

plebeians, the Amerindian peasants and the black slaves largely excluded 

from power. 

 

Bolivar became a military commander for the junta of the United Provinces 

of New Granada (present day Venezuela, Colombia, Panama and part of 

Ecuador) in 1813.717  Like the Jacobins and Napoleon, Bolivar detested 

royalists, whom he largely equated with Spanish-born residents.  He issued 

the Decree of War to the Death,718 which permitted the killing of any 

Spanish-born resident not actively fighting on the revolutionary side.  As in 

Saint Domingue, the maintenance of the existing colonial order, had meant 

that everyday brutality was hard-wired into the existing social order, 

producing a violent response.719 

 

In order to be more effective in the struggle against imperial Spain, Bolivar 

encouraged greater centralisation over a territorially expanding Gran 

Colombia.  He wanted to go even further than those American 

revolutionaries, who had constituted their new con/federal USA on the basis 

of the states formed from the old British colonies.  Bolivar wanted a 

centralised Gran Colombia with completely new administrative divisions. 

 

Bolivar faced considerable opposition from those Spanish-Americans who 

had formed the old colonial administration, and who wished to cling on to 

their power in any new independent state.  This grouping formed the 

Rightist federal opposition.  However, largely due to the lack of wider 

economic integration (the various Spanish American colonies usually had 

more direct links with Spain than with each other) and the semi-subsistence 

nature of much economic activity, neither centralised nor federalised state 

control was also able to hold together the diverse areas making up Gran 

Colombia.  As a consequence, a more localist opposition sprang up too.720 

 

The one possibility of bringing about greater unity would have been to link 

the struggle for independence with the emancipation of Amerindian 

peasants and black slaves.  Such revolutionary democratic centralisation 

was not the road Bolivar followed though.  Instead, he was inspired by the 
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top-down bureaucratic centralisation associated with Napoleon.  Bolivar 

had witnessed and been impressed by Napoleon’s coronation whilst he lived 

in Paris.  He probably saw himself as the future emperor of Gran 

Colombia.721 

 

To begin with, Bolivar’s armed revolt went very badly.  He was forced to 

flee to Jamaica in 1815.  Like Miranda before him, he hoped to get British 

military support.  Like Miranda he was unsuccessful.  After an attempt on 

his life, Bolivar had to flee to revolutionary Haiti, where President Petion 

gave him sanctuary in the south.  Petion went further and provided Bolivar 

with aid and soldiers, who landed in Venezuela.  Petion’s support was 

meant to be in return for Bolivar’s abolition of black chattel slavery in Gran 

Colombia.722 

 

However, Bolivar was not prepared to alienate his elite support.  Therefore, 

Manual Piar,723 a mulatto revolutionary, who had been born in Dutch 

Curacao (an island off Spanish Venezuela), challenged Bolivar from the 

Left.  In 1807, Piar had gone to assist the revolution in Haiti.  Here he took 

command of a warship.  Piar later joined the revolution in Venezuela in 

1813 as a military officer.  The Venezuelan republican forces suffered a 

number of early defeats at the hands of the royalists, who had been able to 

mobilise ‘lower orders’ forces opposed to their independence-seeking 

oppressors.  Piar thought that any successful advance for the revolutionary 

movement would necessitate it taking up demands for social emancipation.  

Piar rapidly rose through the ranks of the military, becoming General-in-

Chief, after successive victories over the royalists, through which the 

revolution was extended into Guyana.724 

 

But now, Piar’s revolutionary views and actions brought him into conflict 

with Bolivar.  Bolivar instinctively recognised the class challenge 

represented by such an effective revolutionary as Piar.  Bolivar had Piar 

executed on October 15th, 1817.725  Marx was particularly scathing in his 

estimation of Bolivar.726  Marx showed his admiration for “Piar, a man of 

colour and a native of Curacao conceived and executed the conquest of the 

provinces of Guiana”.727 

 

However, fortune began once more to desert Spain.  As long as the Spanish 



 218 

state had been required as an ally against Napoleon, then it could expect 

support from the UK.  In 1815, the prospect of French assistance to 

oppositional forces had evaporated after Napoleon’s defeat. The UK 

government slowly began to move back to a more traditional anti-Spanish 

stance.  Support was given to suitably moderate forces that might contribute 

to undermining the Spanish Empire, whether they were Spanish Liberals or 

seekers of independence.  Indeed, a British Legion, in a backhanded 

government compliment to the earlier French backed (e.g. Polish) legions, 

was sent to assist Bolivar.  It contributed to the victory over Spanish forces 

at the battles of Vargas Swamp and of Boyaca, both in 1819, and the 

decisive victory of Carabobo on 24th June 1821.728 

 

On August 30th, 1821, the Congress of Curuta agreed on the constitution for 

the new republic of Gran Colombia, with Bolivar as President.729  When 

San Domingo declared its independence from Spain, in the same year, it 

applied, without success, to join Bolivar’s Republic of Colombia.730  

However, the new landowner controlled government would not abolish 

slavery, so the adjacent Haitian government invaded and took over the area. 

So, in a similar manner to Jefferson’s ‘White Republicans, Bolivar’s 

‘Creole Republicans’ contributed to the marginalisation of revolutionary 

Haiti. 

 

Bolivar hoped to maintain enthusiasm for his vision of Gran Colombia, by 

providing support for struggles against Spanish royalist forces in Peru.  

Here he allied with Jose de San Martin731 from Argentina.  He had first 

helped Chile gain its independence in 1818.  However, like Bolivar, San 

Martin also had a wider vision.  He went on to take over the Peruvian 

capital, Lima, becoming the Protector of Peru on 12th July 1821.  He then 

linked up with Bolivar at Guayaquil in Ecuador on 22nd July 1822.  Bolivar 

became dictator of Peru in February 1824, and began mopping up 

operations against the royalists, particularly in Upper Peru.732 

 

After the defeat of the royalists, a new independent republic of Bolivia 

(named after Bolivar) was established in 1826.733   Bolivar, however, would 

have preferred it to become part of an enlarged republic of Peru, before 

coming part of Gran Colombia.  However, he left behind his loyal 

lieutenant, Antonio Jose de Sucre,734 as President of Bolivia, and a 



 219 

constitution, which provided for a lifetime president.  He hoped this would 

create a wider precedent.735 

 

Ever aware of the federalist and separatist pressures, Bolivar reorganised 

Gran Colombia on centralist lines, abolishing the inherited Spanish colonial 

administrative units.  He created twelve new departments in 1824.736  

Nevertheless, pressures continued to mount, compelling Bolivar to 

officially become Dictator on August 27th, 1828.737  This led to a failed 

assassination attempt the following year, and his decision to go into exile in 

Europe.  However, Bolivar died in 1830 before he could leave.738  In the 

following year, Gran Colombia finally fell apart, dividing into the separate 

states of Colombia, Venezuela and Ecuador.739 

 

So, Gran Colombia proved unable to constitute itself as a ‘United Sates of 

Latin America’.  In contrast, by 1831, the USA looked well on its way 

towards forming a new nation-state, with a capacity to incorporate new 

territories on its borders.  This was possible because, as the USA expanded, 

it mainly annexed, not well-developed states, but lands occupied by Native 

Americans, or lands only under the loose control of its southern Mexican 

neighbour.  It appeared that earlier secessionist tendencies had been 

overcome. Certainly, most Native Americans were not brought into the 

American nation, but their numbers continued to decline proportionally, 

through death mainly by disease and enforced eviction from their traditional 

lands and the increase in white settlement.  However, the USA was to face 

another major convulsion - the American Civil War between 1861-65.  This 

threatened to split the nation-in-making and the US state.  It was the still 

unresolved issue of continued black slavery, which was to bring about this 

state of affairs. 

 

The pursuit of an effective military alliance (such as had originally brought 

the thirteen British North American colonies together to constitute the 

United Sates of America) proved not to be sufficient to hold Gran Colombia 

together, once Spain had been defeated.  Certainly, a combination of the 

vast size of the Spanish American Empire, and its lack of prior economic 

integration contributed to this disunity.  However, in a similar manner to the 

USA, up until Lincoln’s Emancipation Declaration of 1863, the failure of 

Bolivar to link attempts to form a wider republic with moves to provide 
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equality for a downtrodden Amerindian peasantry, black chattel slaves and 

the poorest whites, also massively contributed to the centrifugal forces that 

ended Gran Colombia. 

 

Today, Bolivar is remembered in South America precisely because of his 

continent-wide, anti-imperial ambitions.  Ironically, the keenest advocates 

of the ‘Bolivarian Revolution’ today lie amongst the most exploited and 

oppressed sections of the indigenous peoples and descendants of slaves, 

whom Bolivar and his Creole allies had so little regard for. 

 

The unpredictable and often contested territorial boundaries, which slowly 

emerged in the Americas in the nineteenth century, highlight the fact 

today’s ‘nation’-states have not come about as the result of some inevitable 

historical development of nations. 

 

 

vi)  Haiti – the challenge of the ‘Universal Republic’ contained and 

  progress reversed 

  

The consolidation of the national republican path of revolution, and of the 

French nation-state, under the Girondins, Jacobins, the Directory, followed 

by Napoleon’s Consulate, had already cut off the possibility of equal 

citizenship being associated with its colonial territories.740  Therefore, it was 

at the 1801 highpoint of the revolutionary wave in Saint Domingue that the 

difficulties in trying to progress further became more apparent. 

 

France had moved further Right after the politically ambiguous Directorate 

gave way to Napoleon as First Consul in 1799.741  He launched a war upon 

the now effectively independent Saint Domingue in 1801.742  He claimed 

only to want to keep Saint Domingue as part of a wider French Republic.  

In this he had the full backing of the new Democratic-Republican, President 

Jefferson, elected in 1800.  Jefferson had only managed to get elected due 

to the over-representation given in Congress to the Southern states, which 

counted non-voting slaves in the allocation of Congress seats.  Jefferson 

was very much associated with the notion of the USA as a ‘White 

Republic’. 
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Napoleon, having successfully split the former black slave forces in Saint 

Domingue, captured and imprisoned L’Ouverture in France.  Napoleon’s 

forces then went on to take direct control of former Spanish San Domingo 

in readiness to reimpose black slavery over the whole of the island.  This 

would, of course, have been welcomed by the new President Jefferson, 

himself a slave owner, dependent on Southern slave owner support.  

However, Napoleon had grander ideas than wanting to reclaim the very 

profitable Saint Domingue (and its neighbour San Domingo).  He wanted 

to use the island as a base to assert French control over Louisiana, which 

Spain had secretly ceded to Napoleon in 1800.743 Such a development 

would have split Jefferson’s Republican-Democrat alliance. 

 

Former slave, Dessalines and mulatto, Petion, who had both recently sided 

with the French, changed sides one again and became involved in an even 

more brutal war with Napoleon’s generals.  Charles Leclerc died of yellow 

fever.  Vicomte de Rochambeau was defeated at the Battle of Vertieres in 

November 1803.744 

 

Dessalines, who had earlier put down the Directorate-backed and Mulatto-

led rebellion against L’Ouverture, issued a new constitution on May 20th, 

1805.  He renamed Saint Domingue as Haiti, adopting the Amerindian 

Tainos’ name for the island, thus emphasising his complete break with 

French (and Spanish) colonialism.745
  Compare this with ‘America’, or the 

sometime suggested ‘Colombia’, the terms used by White colonists, named 

after Amerigo Vespucci and Christopher Columbus respectively. 

 

A political retreat from the universal emancipation and racial equality, 

which had been most associated with the now dead L’Ouverture, was now 

written into this new constitution.  Article 12 stated that, “No white person, 

of whatever nationality, may set foot on the territory in the role of master 

nor in future acquire any property there”.746   However, to overcome the 

fine gradations of race previously promoted by the French plantation 

owners’ colonial regime, article 14 went on to state that, “All distinctions of 

colour will by necessity disappear among the children of one and the same 

family… Haitians will henceforth be known by the generic denomination of 

black”.747  However, this term ‘black’ was a meant as a political, rather than 

an overtly ‘racial’ category.  For article 13 included such ‘blacks’, as those 
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“white women… {and} the Germans and Poles naturalised by the 

Government”.748 

 

These Germans and Poles had been part of the fraternal legions, cynically 

recruited by Napoleon to crush the rising in Saint Domingue.  However, 

some members of these legions had defected to the side of the ex-slaves and 

they settled in Haiti.  They represented perhaps the last European echo of 

the ‘Universal Republic’ in this revolutionary wave. 

 

L’Ouverture, Dessalines and their successors tried to keep European 

colonial powers at bay, by occupying Santo Domingo, until they were 

forced to retreat before the French who occupied the eastern part of the 

island in 1805.749  Furthermore, successive Saint Domingue and Haitian 

leaders were unable to provide any direct aid to a succession of slave risings 

partly inspired by their example, e.g. Jean Kina’s rising in Martinique in 

1800,750 the planned Gabriel Prosser rising in Virginia in the same year,751 

and Louis Delgres’ attempted resistance to Napoleon’s invasion of 

Guadeloupe in 1802.752  Therefore, instead of extending a possible 

campaign of universal emancipation throughout the Caribbean and 

Americas, the new Haiti had to be content with acting as an asylum for 

escaped black slaves. 

 

Haiti was the second state in the Americas to win its independence from the 

European colonial powers.  In an attempt to maintain equality of status with 

France, Dessalines, copying Napoleon, declared himself Emperor Jacques 

in 1805.753  He was committed, like L’Ouverture before him, to the Haitian 

economy remaining part of the world market, as a producer of sugar and 

coffee.  To enforce this, Dessalines introduced a system of agrarian 

militarism, where everyone had to “work either as soldiers to protect the 

nation or as laborers on the plantations to generate crops and income to 

keep the nation going”.754  Not surprisingly, many former slaves felt that the 

new work regime resembled that which they thought they had overthrown.  

Dessalines was assassinated in 1806. 

 

However, a split occurred between his successors, the black ex-slave, 

Christophe and the free mulatto, Petion.  After a struggle, Christophe 

declared himself King Henri in the north of Haiti and pursued similar 
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economic policies to Dessalines.  He also followed a pragmatic foreign 

policy, preferring to deal with British and American merchants.  Given the 

British government’s predilection to support slave owners, he negotiated an 

agreement by which the British ceased trading in slaves, whilst northern 

Haiti would not threaten British colonies in the Caribbean.  Northern Haiti, 

short of plantation labour, remained open to escaped black slaves, who were 

now paid a wage.755  These policies provided Christophe’s state with 

increased finances but, as with those of Dessalines before him, proved 

unpopular with ordinary Haitians.  Fearing a similar assassination attempt 

to that on Dessalines, Christophe committed suicide in 1820.756 

 

Petion, however, was elected President in the south of Haiti in 1806.757  He 

tried to stay truer to the earlier revolutionary legacy in Saint Domingue.  He 

remained a republican.  In 1815, Petion provided Simon Bolivar, leader of 

Gran Colombia’s struggle against imperial Spain, with sanctuary, material 

and infantry support.  In one respect he went further than L’Ouverture.  

Petion seized commercial plantations and distributed their land to the freed 

slaves, who now constituted a new peasantry.  This was a popular move.  

Most of these peasants fell back on the subsistence farming that they or 

their ancestors had known in Africa.  Just like those contemporary small 

farmers and artisans in Europe and the USA, or Tecumseh’s alliance of 

Native Americans, these black farmers were keen to avoid the harsh 

disciplinary regime associated with capitalist ‘free’ but waged labour. 

 

Petion’s economic policies undermined Haiti’s still largely export based, 

capitalist, agricultural economy, as well as leading to a considerable fall-off 

in state revenues.  However, whilst Christophe used the revenues from the 

plantations in the north to finance a regular army to protect his state from 

possible European attacks, Petion was prepared to depend on the voluntary 

mobilisation of free peasants if it proved necessary.  Nevertheless, in the 

face of continued attempts at colonial encroachment, he still felt the 

pressures of the growing isolation of his small statelet.  Going against his 

own earlier democratic principles, Petion became President for life in 1816.  

He died two years later from yellow fever, ironically the same disease 

which had killed so many of the colonial troops sent to crush the revolution 

in Saint Domingue. 
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In some respects, the different political choices made by Christophe and 

Petion resembled those faced by later revolutionaries in the former Tsarist 

Empire, when the immediate possibility of spreading revolution 

internationally had ebbed away - as in early 1918 after the failure of the 

Brest-Litovsk Talks758 with Imperial Germany, and again after the 

overthrow of the Bavarian, Hungarian and Slovak Soviet Republics in 1919. 

 

Christophe had followed Lenin’s realpolitik of early 1918, when he struck a 

deal with threatening imperial powers, whilst trying to maintain control 

over enough territory to build up a stronger state.  Christophe’s agrarian 

militarism also resembled Trotsky’s proposed militarisation of labour in 

1920.759   Petion’s actions, however, more resembled those of the Left 

Social Revolutionaries, who, in supporting the distribution of land to the 

peasants, also believed they could be called upon to fight against any threat 

of, or the actual military occupation of their land, by German and Austro-

Hungarian armies in 1918.760 

 

However, a much stricter and longer term, ‘cordon sanitaire’ was 

maintained against Haiti by European and American states, than even 

against the infant USSR. Despite Petion providing significant support for 

Bolivar’s struggle against the Spanish, Bolivar made no attempt to invite 

Haiti to join the newly constituted federation of Gran Colombia in 1821, at 

its founding Congress of Cucuta.  Bolivar, who had promised that he would 

abolish slavery, in return for Petion’s earlier support, was too tied to the 

creole landowners and merchants.  They had no intention of ending forced 

labour. 

 

Thwarted in its attempts to break out of the isolation it faced, the new 

President of a reunited north and south Haiti, Jean-Pierre Boyer,761 invaded 

Spanish Haiti (as San Domingo was now called) in November 1821 and 

arranged its unification with Haiti.762  The local Creoles and Mestizos had 

wanted to join the federation of Gran Colombia for different reasons, i.e. to 

ensure that black ex-slaves did not rule over them.  Therefore, black slaves 

and freemen were not at all convinced that swapping Spanish rule for rule 

by Gran Colombia would end chattel slavery.  Hence, they gave their 

overwhelming support to a united Haiti covering the whole island, to 

provide at least some protection against the reimposition of black chattel 



 225 

slavery. 

 

Bolivar was provided with another opportunity to end Haiti’s isolation 

when he organised the Congress of Panama in 1825.763  Invites were sent 

out to form a defensive alliance of those states, which had succeeded in 

breaking away from European colonial control.  This Congress was 

attended by Gran Colombia, Peru, the United Provinces of Central America, 

and by Mexico.  The USA was also invited, but not Haiti, the second state 

in the Americas to win independence from its colonial masters. 

 

The prospect of Haiti being invited, or its claims even being considered, 

produced consternation amongst the southern members of the US Congress, 

when the issue of sending American delegates was debated.  Missouri 

senator, Thomas Benton, argued that, “We receive no mulatto consuls or 

black ambassadors {from Haiti}.  And why? Because the peace of eleven 

states in this Union will not permit the fruits of a successful Negro 

insurrection to be exhibited among them”.764  Delegates from the black 

chattel slavery upholding USA turned up in Panama after the Congress had 

finished, but their shared concerns with many of the creole republicans who 

did attend, ensured that no invitation was ever given out to Haiti. 

 

Sensing the extreme isolation being imposed on Haiti, not only by the 

European colonial powers - France, Spain and the UK (all of which 

supported black chattel slavery), but also of the black slavery (openly or 

tacitly) upholding USA and Gran Colombia, Boyer felt forced to come to an 

onerous deal.  France, with its outstanding ‘property claims’ in Haiti, still 

represented the greatest immediate threat.  France gave diplomatic 

recognition to Haiti in 1825, but only after imposing draconian financial 

penalties.765  Haiti could not pay these and had to take out a bank loan from 

France, which was not finally paid off until 1947! Thus, Haiti became tied 

to imperial masters by some of the strings later associated with neo-

colonialism.  To raise the money to pay this debt, Boyer introduced the 

Rural Code the following year.  This led to the reimposition of the kind of 

labour discipline earlier attempted by Christophe in the north.  It was 

actively resisted.766 

 

By now, the door to universal emancipation had long gone.  The rulers of 
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the new enlarged Haiti were trapped in an attempt to create a nation-state on 

an island, where social divisions between Blacks, Mulattoes, Creoles and 

Spanish (who now looked to the USA or Spain) became further 

accentuated.  Neither of the two earlier models of development, the 

‘northern’ military agrarianism, nor the ‘southern’ peasant semi-

subsistence/semi-commercial farming, had much chance of success, under 

the foreign debt-ridden, neo-colonial regime imposed by France. 

 

After being forced into neo-colonial dependence, Haiti was to lose its 

former Spanish component, which became, first the Creole-run Dominican 

Republic in 1844, and then a restored colony of Spain 1861.  This colonial 

neighbour state was overthrown in 1865, with help from a combination of 

Haiti and the USA.  The USA had just freed its own slaves during the 

American Civil War.  Haiti was finally awarded US diplomatic recognition 

in 1864.  However, it was significant that under the terms of US 

negotiations with the new government of the Dominican Republic, the 

country was meant to become the home for newly freed black American 

slaves.  The underlying racism of the moderate wing of the Abolitionist 

movement, who wanted rid of the freed black slaves, was made clear.  

Furthermore, in another indication of future problems for the ‘independent’ 

states of the Caribbean, the US government also sought a naval base in the 

Dominican Republic in the negotiations. 767 

 

Although this treaty was defeated in the US Senate in 1870,768 the US state 

was able to reduce both Haiti and the Dominican Republic to semi-colonial 

status by the beginning of the twentieth century.  US troops went on to 

occupy Haiti between 1915-34, and the Dominican Republic between 1916-

24.  Subsequent US military withdrawal was conditional upon leaving 

behind pliant regimes.  This led to US support for two particularly odious 

dictatorships, those of Rafael Trujillo769 in the Dominican Republic from 

1930-1961, and of the Duvaliers770 in Haiti from 1957-86.  Furthermore, 

Trujillo demonstrated a longstanding Creole elite hostility to Blacks, by 

conducting a six-day massacre of between 20-30,000 Haitians in 1937.771 

 

The most recent and ironical development has been the US military 

reoccupation of Haiti, under the black US President Barack Obama.  By 

adopting this course of action, Obama has used the pretext of providing aid, 
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after major earthquake catastrophe, to augment US state support for another 

reactionary regime, in addition to those the US currently backs in Colombia 

and Honduras.  This has been done to undermine the anti-US imperial 

upsurge in Venezuela, Bolivia and Ecuador, and of course, the now nearly 

sixty year long challenge to US hegemony in the Caribbean represented by 

Castro’s Cuba. 

 

The revolution for universal emancipation had its epicentre in Saint 

Domingue and San Domingo up until 1801.  The subsequent retreats, 

setbacks and failures of the  ‘independent’, ‘nation-state’ model, which 

former colonies and semi-colonies were forced to adopt, within the new 

capitalist world order, first took root during and after the 1789-1815 

revolutionary wave. 
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SUMMARY 
 

a)  A revolutionary wave spread around the North Atlantic fringe 

and Europe from 1789.  In its initial phase, it had a strong 

‘universalism from below’ component.  The revolution became linked 

with ‘lower orders’ struggles for wider emancipation.  When it spread 

to Saint Domingue, in 1791, this component reached its most advanced 

form, in the struggle against black chattel slavery and for racial 

equality.  Toussaint L’Ouverture fought for a ‘Universal Republic’. 

 

b)  Supporters of a ‘Universal Republic’ had the widest notion of 

emancipation and liberation amongst revolutionary democrats - they 

included the ‘lower orders’, all ‘races’ and women.  This has also been 

termed ‘universalism from below’ to distinguish it from early 

Enlightenment inspired cosmopolitan notions of ‘universalism from 

above’. 

 

c)  Other types of revolutionary democracy emerged during the 

1789-1815 Revolutionary Wave, including social republicanism, 

Jacobinism in France, Jeffersonian ‘White Republicanism’ in the USA, 

and Bolivarian ‘Creole Republicanism’ in Gran Colombia.  Jacobins 

and some social republicans would not have extended their nation-state 

to include women, whilst white and creole Republicans excluded Blacks 

from their republics. 

 

d)   France was at the centre of the 1789-1815 Revolutionary Wave.  

‘The Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen’ and 1793 

Constitution placed emphasised the people and popular sovereignty.  

The notion of a ‘civic nation’ took root. It was open to those from all 

the previous ethnic groups, other local identities and religions who 

were prepared to become citizens of a French Republic.  The 

contradiction involved in failing to distinguish between a particular 

national identity and a genuine universalism was a feature, not only of 

most French revolutionary democrats, but of many later Social 
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Democrats and official and dissident Communists too. 

 

 

e)  However, the ‘counter-revolution within the revolution’ began in 

1795.  This led to increased attempts, by successive French 

governments, to direct the wider republican movement in the interests 

of a new ruling class.  It also led to a more specifically French nation-

state.  In the retreat from a more universal model, the French language 

and culture were strongly promoted.  The French Republic was seen to 

be at the apex of a new international republican order.  After Napoleon 

ended the Republic, he promoted a French-led ‘Enlightenment Empire’ 

between 1804-15. 

 

f)  ‘Internationalism from below’ developed as a response to this, 

when it became clear that the French Republic was not committed to a 

‘Universal Republic’ and that its possibility had receded.  Non-French 

leaders, such as the revolutionary democratic United Irishmen, had to 

reconsider their strategies.  The United Irishmen forged a new alliance 

with revolutionary democrats in Scotland, England and the USA, 

whilst still maintaining contacts with the new French regime.  Most 

revolutionary democrats, e.g. in Poland and the Netherlands (Batavian 

Republic) also settled upon a specifically national republican path in 

the pursuit of their aims. 

 

g)  In contrast to the French Jacobins, the United Irishmen viewed 

the language and culture of previously socially and politically 

subordinate people (i.e. the Gaelic Irish) in a positive manner.  This 

partially built on the earlier Irish bardic nationalism. 

 

h)  As French imperial interests increasingly dominated the thinking 

of the French Directory and Consulate, it looked, for a short time, as if 

the USA might emerge as the centre for an ‘internationalism from 

below’ challenge to the existing order.  However, the growth of a 

narrower ‘White Republican’ tradition, associated with Jefferson’s 

Democratic-Republicans, closed off this door.  He helped to isolate the 

anti-slavery revolution in Saint Domingue and put a brake on the 

further development of Abolitionism in the USA itself. 
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i)  As the International Revolutionary Wave ebbed, new versions of 

nationalism took root.  Napoleon continued to pursue his ideal French 

nation-state, based on a civic model, open to all ethnic groups living in 

France.  However, this went along with French imperial expansion.  

This undermined much of the earlier support, beyond its borders, for 

the French national republican, or the ‘Enlightenment Empire’ models. 

 

j)  The rising Romantic nationalism found in Germany rejected a 

civic model for its ideal state and sought instead to unite a specifically 

German people in a new ethnic ‘nation’ or ethnocracy (initially this 

was based on language).  This would later provide a model for 

Conservative nationalists. 

 

k)  The political leaders of the UK state consciously developed 

another ‘nation’-state model during the 1789-1815 Revolutionary 

Wave. To oppose revolutionary democracy, they promoted 

constitutional monarchy.  A new counter-revolutionary British loyalty 

was encouraged.  It focused on the Union and Empire, the monarchy, 

the post-1688 Parliament, and the Protestant establishment.  Loyal 

associations were mobilised against democratic societies.  An earlier 

English nationalism was transformed as a wider British ruling class 

encouraged other British national identities.  The Union was extended 

to incorporate Ireland.  There was also increased toleration for 

Protestant Nonconformists, and later for Roman Catholics, to gain 

their political acquiescence.  Through this process a top-down British 

unionist and imperial ‘nation’-state was forged. 

 

l)  The early USA came under secessionist pressure, particularly in 

the conflict between the richer landowners and merchants who backed 

Federalists like Hamilton, and the alliance of Democratic-Republicans, 

who were made up of Southern slave owners like Jefferson, and small 

farmers and artisans.  In addition, Tecumseh mounted the biggest 

Native American challenge yet in the trans-Appalachian territories of 

the USA.  However, in the longer run, it was the failure to abolish black 

chattel slavery that threatened to undermine the USA, and to prevent 

the successful formation of an American nation. 
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m)  Partly inspired by the elite Patriot-led opposition, which had 

established the USA, key leaders in the struggle against the Spanish 

American Empire - e.g. Miranda, Bolivar and San Martin - attempted 

to set up Gran Colombia as a largely ‘Creole Republic’ - a ‘United 

States of Latin America’. Their failure to link the struggle for 

liberation with the social struggles of black slaves and Amerindian 

unfree peasants constantly weakened their endeavours.  In the end, 

although the Spanish Empire was ousted from the mainland Americas, 

both the grander vision of Gran Colombia, and its more limited initial 

realisation, gave way to a number of much smaller states.  The leaders 

of these states were tied economically to the existing European imperial 

states, particularly to the economically dominant UK.  This external 

dependence produced internal class conflicts that have still not been 

resolved to this day. 

 

n)  However, the greatest retrogression in this revolutionary wave 

occurred in Saint Domingue, despite heroic efforts in the face of 

numerous attempts to crush this beacon of resistance.  The highpoint 

was the new constitution of 1801.  However, in the face of continued 

attempts at suppression or marginalisation by the states of France, UK, 

USA and later, Gran Colombia, the independent Haiti of 1804 was 

forced back into economic dependence upon its own primary resources, 

whilst having crippling debt imposed upon it in 1825.  The political 

courses adopted by the competing governments of an initially 

territorially divided Haiti anticipated similar choices forced upon later 

countries winning their independence from their colonial masters.  

Haiti provides the world’s first example of a state forced into neo-

colonial dependence, then subjected to increasingly overt imperial 

interference.  Attempts to establish viable ‘nation’-states under 

conditions of neo-colonialism have proved very difficult. 

 

o)  During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the 

notion of the ‘nation-state’, which was held by revolutionary democrats 

and by later Radicals, was tied to ideas of a very different social order.  

They envisaged a nation-state constituted as a social republic in a 

fraternal international alliance with other social republics, based on 
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popular conventions or communes.  Such a vision brought together 

both those resisting the imposition of wage slavery and those recently 

brought under its yolk. 

 

p)  However, the insidious growth of an as yet unrecognised capitalist 

order, and its main protagonists, the rising bourgeoisie, undermined 

this early vision of the nation-state.  An increasingly influential Liberal 

political economy, which endeavoured to promote the conditions 

necessary for capital’s unimpeded self-growth, was later to contribute 

to a Liberal vision of the nation-state.  However, major social conflicts, 

and two further International Revolutionary Waves (1828-31 and 1847-

9) proved necessary before Liberal nationalism was in the ascendancy 

and the bourgeoisie was able to create a new world order in its own 

image.  In the meantime, the Liberals faced a Radical challenge. 
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4. THE 1829-31 INTERNATIONAL 

REVOLUTIONARY WAVE, THE RISE OF THE 

LIBERAL BOURGEOISIE AND THE RADICAL 

RESISTANCE TO THE NEW INDUSTRIAL 

CAPITALIST ORDER 
 

 

A)    FROM POST-1815 REACTION TO THE 1829-31      

 INTERNATIONAL REVOLUTIONARY WAVE 

 

i)  The Liberals’ view of the world and their opposition to   

  Conservatism and Radicalism 

 

A further fillip to a possible future world of nation-states came about due to 

the growing confidence of the new bourgeoisie, sometimes termed the 

middle class.772  They and their Liberal773 spokesmen championed a new 

industrial capitalist order.  They first gained economic, then social power, 

before attempting to win political hegemony within the states in which they 

lived. 

 

The Liberals were politically very cautious to begin with.  This was partly 

due to the bourgeoisie’s still limited penetration of the traditional economic 

order, and also their horror at the ‘excesses’ of the ‘lower orders’ in the 

recent revolutionary wave.  However, the Liberals still enjoyed one major 

advantage over the Radicals.774  To bring about the new order desired by 

many Radicals - a fraternal international federation of social republics - 

necessitated another international revolutionary wave.  Radicals were not 

united by extensive and well-established economic linkages, but mainly 

through political connections, maintained through the ‘Underground 

Republic’ at times of severe oppression, only being able to come out 

publicly on occasion.  The period immediately following 1815 presented 

few such occasions. 
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In contrast, the bourgeoisie was quietly developing its economic power 

despite any reverses in the political arena. New forms of industrial 

production increased their economic linkages and extended their owners’ 

social influence, even whilst their hands were still relatively far from the 

levers of political power.  However, as more and more of the economy 

became subordinated to the new capitalist social relations, the Liberals’ 

thirst for political power grew too. 

 

Liberal political economy had to challenge the rearguard mercantilist and 

protectionist thinking of the chartered trading companies and the 

aristocratic landlords, often associated with traditionalist Tories.  Liberals 

pointed to the unproductive and undeserved nature of profits and rents 

associated with the old monopolistic practices.  Therefore, they argued for 

free trade, and an end to restrictions on the sale of property and the use of 

labour.  They were interested in land for its monetary value and its potential 

for profit making.  Unlike the aristocracy, land held no great sentimental 

value for the bourgeoisie.  Similarly, they entertained few paternalistic 

concerns for the workers whom they employed. 

 

At this stage, Liberals were quite happy to use the label ‘political economy’, 

for what their neo-Liberal descendants today call ‘economics’.  Liberals 

knew then that openly declared political struggles were still necessary 

against an ‘Old Order’ based on very different values.  Liberals wanted to 

appear before the ‘lower orders’ and the Radicals as champions of political 

struggle against this ‘Old Order’.  Today’s neo-Liberals, however, pretend 

there is only one order - ‘free market’ capitalism; that their economics is 

neutral; and that “there is no alternative”. 

 

Liberals in the UK only slowly emerged from the old aristocratic and 

mercantile Whig ‘Party’.  Nevertheless, even then, Liberal political 

economy denied the possibility of the Radicals’ proposed social republic, an 

altogether different alternative to the ‘Old Order’.  The Liberals welcomed 

the control exercised over the workforce and the productivity gains 

resulting from the increased division of labour, and from the profits to be 

made by the greatly increased productive power brought about by the 

application of new machinery. 
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Jean-Baptiste Say believed that supply created its own demand.775  Nassau 

Senior argued that capitalists derived their profits by their abstinence from 

consumption.776  David Ricardo and Thomas Malthus thought that workers 

were only cutting their throats when they took industrial action to increase 

their wages.777  Andrew Ure and John McCulloch maintained that the 

introduction of machinery was always beneficial to society.778  In the face 

of this ideological onslaught, the ‘lower orders’ were meant to find solace 

in the various middle class-led Nonconformist and Evangelical churches 

proselytising in their communities, and from which charity might be had as 

a last resort. 

 

When Adam Smith had written his famed Wealth of Nations, in 1776, the 

‘nation’ he had in mind, was a ‘Britain’ led by its enlightened middle and 

upper classes.  Later, in 1818, David Ricardo advocated a theory of 

comparative advantage,779 which showed that any nation, operating in a 

world governed by ‘free trade’, could optimise its wealth through 

specialising in the use of its particular resource and skills endowments.  

However, both Smith’s and Ricardo’s ideal ‘nations’ would have excluded 

the majority from any direct political representation. 

 

As the bourgeoisie extended its economic power, Liberals analysed the 

political nature of the world they found themselves in.  They intended to 

change it, the better to meet their requirements.  Initially, though, Liberals 

had to work within the existing state framework, which often did not 

coincide with that of a particular nation.  In the UK they developed a 

political theory, which, in practice, meant upholding parliamentary 

sovereignty.  Furthermore, Liberals often had to make compromises with 

Tories, to hold back any Radical challenge, which they feared far more. 

 

The Tories still upheld a much older idea of the ‘nation’ confined to the 

major landed and commercial property owners, held together by the 

combined power of the monarchy, aristocracy and established religion.  

There were very real conflicts between Conservatives, Liberals and 

Radicals.  The political world did not just follow some hard-wired capital-

logic and metamorphose into nation-states with representative parliaments.  

There was still no inevitability of a future world of nation-states. 
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ii)  The changing class nature of the Radicals’ world in the   

  developing Industrial Revolution and their opposition to the post-

  1815 order in the UK 

 

The Industrial Revolution greatly increased the numbers of wage-dependent 

proletarians, particularly those working in the new mills and mines.  

However, artisans, smallholders and others strenuously resisted the process 

of proletarianisation, with its hated factory system and craft-destroying 

machines.  A ‘lower orders’ Radical Movement780 encompassed both the 

traditional plebian and the new working classes, as well as many small 

masters. 

 

Opposition to the new industrial order first took the form of riots, a long 

established tradition, and secondly of strikes involving waged workers.  In 

the Midlands and northern England, between 1811-14, the authorities had to 

use large numbers of troops and resort to capital punishment and 

transportation to crush the Luddites.781  The Luddites conducted a 

prolonged campaign, including the destruction of the new machinery, to 

save of their livelihoods. 

 

In the period of reaction, following the defeat of Napoleon, the Liberals 

made relatively little political headway.  A Tory-dominated parliament 

passed the Corn Laws in 1815.782  Along with the continued enforcement of 

the 1799/1800 Anti-Combination Laws,783 directed against organised 

labour, these Corn Laws represented the imposition of reactionary landlord 

power, over both plebians and the bourgeoisie alike. 

 

 It was a combination of independent plebian action and political campaigns, 

largely organised by the Radicals, which offered the only real challenge 

during the dark days of Lord Castlereagh’s government.784  The so-called 

Philosophical Radicals, headed by Jeremy Bentham,785 kept a low political 

profile at this time.  The Philosophical Radicals did not publish their 

Westminster Review until 1823.  They were, in effect, cautious political 

Liberals.  In some ways, they resembled the later Fabian Society, looking to 

the ‘lower orders’ for support, but largely confining themselves to a 
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constitutional politics, which advocated gradual reform of the existing 

order. 
 

Scottish Liberal Whigs included Lord Henry Brougham786 and Lord 

Francis Jeffrey.787
  Brougham and Jeffrey were editors of the Liberal Whig, 

Edinburgh Review, founded in 1802.  It influenced Liberal thinking 

throughout the UK.  Brougham successfully conducted the legal defence 

of Princess Caroline, the estranged wife of George IV.  The Popular 

infatuation around a marginalised member of the royal family anticipated 

that around Lady Diana, ‘People’s Princess’.  Along with Lord Henry 

Cockburn,788 they also adopted a moderate political course, although 

Jeffrey and Cockburn did provide free legal support in the courts for 

arrested Radicals.789 

 

Two different strands of opposition emerged.  The first, the more moderate 

Hampden Clubs led by Major Cartwright, Henry 'Orator' Hunt and Samuel 

Bamford.790  It was aimed at uniting the new Radical middle class with the 

more respectable of the 'lower' class' Radicals.  They were the first to 

organise large public meetings, which focussed their activities upon 

organising petitions.  However, there was a more revolutionary 

underground organisation, the Spencerian Philanthropists, which included 

people like Arthur Thistlewood, James Ings, and the Jamaican-born 

William Davidson and Robert Wedderburn.791  They took up the issue of 

the post-war plight of workers.  They also took up the issue of rising bread 

process badly affecting the wider 'lower orders', and which threatened to 

bring about serious hunger.  Some of their members also actively 

campaigned against chattel slavery. 

 

There was an increased government clampdown, with the 1817 Gagging 

Acts792 designed to ban any large Radical public meeting; and the Six Acts 

by which the Radical press was not banned outright  but subjected to a hefty 

stamp duty to limit its readership.  Charges of sedition and blasphemy were 

used to intimidate the editors.  Richard Carlile,793 editor of the 

Republican,794 conducted a long campaign of defiance.  The Republican had 

a larger readership than The Times. 

 

The government also made the use of spies and agent provocateurs and 

recruited a middle class yeomanry to suppress meetings.  This contributed 
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to increased confrontation.  The Spa Field Riots in 1816, in which the 

Spencerian Philanthropists played a leading role, was one of the first 

indications of this.  Growing unrest led to the attempted March of the 

Blanketeers from Manchester to London795 and the abortive Pentrich Rising 

in Derbyshire, both in 1817.796  The organisers of the Hampden Clubs 

continued to organise further public meetings despite the government 

clampdown, with a large meeting planned for St. Peters Fields in 

Manchester in 1819.  The consequent Peterloo Massacre,797 led to the 

initiative passing to more radical forces, with the Spencerian Philanthropist 

led Street Conspiracy798 and the Radical Rising in Scotland in 1820.799 

 

In Scotland, in the wake of the ongoing Industrial Revolution, the main 

locus of opposition moved from the east to the west of the country.  In 

1815, enthused by Napoleon’s escape from Elba, thousands of weavers, 

tailors and masons demonstrated at Drumclog in Ayrshire.  They 

deliberately chose two closely located sites, one where the Radical 

Covenanters had won a military victory in 1679, and the other where 

William Wallace had fought his first battle in 1291.800 

 

Glasgow had witnessed the Weavers’ Strike in 1813.  This was the biggest 

strike that had occurred in Scotland up to that date.  The weavers’ defeat led 

to the ending of the statutory wage regulation, which had previously offered 

workers some protection.  Moreover, these regulations were brought to an 

end in both Scotland and England.801  This provided an incentive for united 

workers’ action.  Scottish Radicals joined with the Hampden Clubs.  Over 

the next few years, the plebian Union Societies were formed in Scotland.802  

They had clandestine links to London revolutionaries through Arthur 

Thistlewood and William Davidson. 

 

Unrest in west central Scotland, coupled with organised solidarity following 

the Peterloo Massacre, culminated in the 1820 Radical Rising, with its 

associated mass strike action, the greatest yet seen.  This rising showed 

elements of the old United Scotsmen’s ‘internationalism from below’ 

approach.  It declared its solidarity with the English Radicals after the 

Peterloo Massacre, whilst proclaiming ‘Scotland Free or a Desart’ (sic) on 

the banner held by Scottish Radical leader, James ‘Purlie’ Wilson.803  He 

and two other leaders, John Baird and Andrew Hardie were hanged and 
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beheaded.  Twenty others were transported to Australia, whilst others fled 

abroad including George Kinloch (later Radical MP for Dundee) 804 and 

William King Mackenzie, (later leader of a republican rising in Upper 

Canada).805 

 

After the Rising’s suppression, George IV visited Edinburgh in 1822.  

‘Geordie’s Jaunt’ was the Scottish establishment’s attempt, choreographed 

by the historical novelist and Tory, Sir Walter Scott, to win wider loyal 

support for the Crown and Union.806  Defeats had eclipsed the older United 

Scotsmen ‘internationalism from below’ approach.  A British reformism, 

which had been previously associated with the Whigs, and more recently 

with Liberals, began to be taken up by more of the Radicals too. 

 

The Scots-born Radical-Liberal MP, Joseph Hume,807 sat for various seats 

in Scotland, Ireland and England.  He was involved in the parliamentary 

campaigns against the Combination Acts, flogging in the army, and 

impressments of sailors.  Later, Hume also campaigned against the Orange 

Order.  He later became involved in the moderate, middle class wing of the 

Chartists. 

 

As a consequence of a greater acceptance of the British state, Radicals 

began to push for all-UK reforms.  They moved away from the earlier 

‘internationalism from below’ alliances, which had linked the United 

Irishmen, United Scotsmen and the London Corresponding Society, or the 

more recent attempted joint protest action against the Peterloo, which 

included the Radical Rising in Scotland.  Nevertheless, the Radicals were 

still articulating a different conception, both of the political form any 

‘nation’-state should take, and of whom constituted the nation.   They 

campaigned for the repeal of the 1825 Combination Act, which still 

severely limited trade union activity, and they fought for universal male 

suffrage. 

 

In Ireland, since 1808, successive British Tory governments had launched a 

serious attempt to bring about a ‘Second Reformation’, through massive 

state investment in the established Church of Ireland.  The aim was to 

convert the Catholic Irish into a loyal part of the ‘Protestant British 

nation’.808  Along with others, Daniel O’Connell809 created the Catholic 



 240 

Association in 1823 to counter this offensive.810  However, as yet, 

O’Connell was not prepared to break the Union, and still entertained the 

possibility of the Irish becoming ‘West Britons’.811  The British ruling class 

might still create a ‘British nation’ covering the whole of the ‘British Isles’. 

 

 

iii)  The Radical and Liberal challenges on the continent 

 

Radicalism was also the main challenger to the reactionary post-1815 order 

imposed on the continent by Metternich’s ‘Concert of Europe’.  He led the 

Holy Alliance made up of Russia, Austria, and Prussia (1815) the 

Quadruple Alliance (which included the UK) and the Quintuple Alliance (to 

which was added Bourbon France in 1818).  Despite the various ruling class 

alliances, formed to eliminate all political vestiges of the preceding 

revolutionary wave, attempts were still made by Radicals in Italy and Spain 

to contest the post-1815 reactionary order.  In Italy, the underground semi-

masonic and republican Carbonari812 attempted to overthrow the Kingdom 

of the Two Sicilies in 1820, and the Kingdom of Piedmont in 1821.813  

Acting for the Holy Alliance, Hapsburg troops crushed both these risings. 

 

In Spain, however, it was the Liberals who tried to reinstate the 

constitutional monarchist constitution of 1812, but Bourbon French forces 

intervened to support the reactionary Royalists.  The Liberals were defeated 

between 1822-3.814 

 

The British ruling class was not entirely happy about the role of 

Metternich’s Holy Alliance in defending and promoting reactionary 

absolutist regimes.815  Many leading British politicians were anti-Catholic, 

whilst the UK was a constitutional not an absolutist monarchy.  This unease 

became apparent in the case of Portugal, which was effectively a British 

semi-colony.  Portuguese Liberals had originally wanted the removal of 

British troops stationed in their country during the Peninsular War.816  They 

hoped to regain control over both Portugal and its colony in Brazil, and to 

force the return of the king, who had based himself in Brazil during the 

Napoleonic occupation.  They wanted to create an independent 

constitutional monarchy, inspired by but not subordinate to the UK. 
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King Peter, however, decided to remain in Brazil, declaring himself 

Emperor of both countries.  Brazil provided a more secure base for 

advancing his Conservative monarchist cause throughout the Portuguese 

Empire.  When the king refused to return, the Liberals sent Portuguese 

troops to Brazil.  The king ended up leading a struggle for Brazilian 

independence, in much the same way that Ian Smith would declare 

Rhodesian UDI in 1965.817  A British naval force helped King Peter to 

succeed in 1822.818  Well away from the main centres of European 

reactionary power, Brazil now became, in effect, another British semi-

colony, with its extensive slave-based plantations. 

 

Back in Portugal, the Liberals had to pursue a different path and accepted 

another member of the royal family, Joao VI, as king.  However, heartened 

by King Peter’s success in Brazil, and the apparent British backing for 

reaction, Prince Miguel began an open offensive against the Liberals in 

Portugal too.  He took covert measures to overthrow the country’s Liberal 

tolerating king.  This also meant taking on the merchants of Oporto, Lisbon 

and the Portuguese Atlantic islands.  They had traditionally enjoyed their 

own close links with the UK.  So, in this case, the British navy intervened to 

defend Portugal’s Liberal politicians.  Prince Miguel was sent into exile in 

1823.  However, he returned four years later to establish a repressive 

Conservative regime in Portugal.819 

 

In 1825, Tsarist Russia witnessed the Decembrist Revolt,820 led by army 

officers who had been influenced by Radical and Liberal ideas whilst 

stationed in the West.  Their revolt was suppressed and five of its leaders 

were publicly hanged. 

 

There were also expressions of discontent in the German Confederation, 

which had been formed in 1815 at the Congress of Vienna.  A German 

student fraternity organisation, the Burschenschaften, heavily influenced by 

German Romanticism, was formed.  They organised a demonstration at 

Wartburg in central Germany in 1819, where the Napoleonic Civil Code 

and Austrian, Prussian and Hessian military regalia were ceremonially 

burned.821 

 

These German Romantic nationalists did not yet link their notion of the 
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German-speaking ‘volk’ to that of race.  That was to come later after the 

defeat of the 1848 Revolutions.  At this early stage, the ‘volk’ did not yet 

have the German supremacist connotations it later became associated with.  

Nevertheless, there were the beginnings of a distinct, Right wing 

component to this new German nationalism.  Its supporters called 

themselves Die Schwarzen (the Blacks).  They were intensely anti-French, 

anti-Judaic and male supremacist in their views.822  Their German 

nationalism also drew strongly upon Lutheran Protestantism. 

 

A German nationalist murdered the traditionalist playwright, Kotzebue, in 

1819.  Nationalists had condemned his dramas as anti-Christian, unpatriotic 

and feminine.  As a consequence of this murder, Metternich took the 

opportunity, with the backing of the Holy Alliance, to introduce the 

Carlsbad Decrees.823  These banned the Burschenschaften.  They also 

introduced the strong measures of press censorship, which Marx and Engels 

first cut their political teeth opposing, a quarter of a century later. 

 

In the period of reaction following the post-1815 period, it was much harder 

for Radicals to maintain international links, although these did exist, 

particularly on the continent, through the ‘Republican Underground’. 

Therefore, the old top-down Jacobin model of a French-led international 

federation of republics based on national conventions; or the more 

revolutionary democratic model of an international federation of social 

republics based on popular assemblies or communes, disappeared from 

view - at least until the next international revolutionary wave, which began 

in 1829. 

 

 

iv)  The Liberal bourgeoisie gain significant political footholds during 

  the International Revolutionary Wave of 1829-31 

 

By the end of the 1820s, the stranglehold of post-1815 Toryism began to 

break down in the UK. Reactionary forces retreated on the continent too.  

The social and political status of many manufacturers and members of the 

middle class in the UK improved, when the 1828 Test and Corporation Acts 

repealed discriminatory laws directed against Nonconformists.824  The 

scope for Liberal politics increased. 
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Between 1829-31, another International Revolutionary Wave occurred.825  

Wider opposition developed.  As Radicalism began to spread its influence 

once more, Daniel O’Connell also saw the opportunity to use the increased 

political divisions at Westminster to outflank the Protestant Anglo-Irish 

Ascendancy.  He led the largely middle class-led Catholic Association in 

Ireland, which resorted to mass political mobilisation to achieve Catholic 

Emancipation throughout the UK in 1829.826  O’Connell, whilst 

condemning ‘lower orders’ violence, astutely used its threat to force the 

Tory government to back down.  This example, in turn, inspired a UK-wide 

campaign to eliminate unequal parliamentary representation and to widen 

the franchise.827  Liberal leaders sought the support of the Radicals to scare 

the Tories. 

 

Changes had been taking place amongst the Whigs, traditionally the party 

of the larger landlords and merchants.  These contributed to the 

development of a more modern Liberal grouping with the support of the 

bourgeoisie.828  Lord Russell829 presided over this transition.  As a result of 

extra-parliamentary pressure exerted by the Radicals, and the more timid 

constitutional campaign led by the Liberals, the unity of the diehard Tories 

started to break up.  Certain capitalist concerns, such as brewing and 

finance, became more aligned with the Tories, helping convert to them to 

Conservatives, who became more accommodating to the new capitalist 

order.830  They were prepared to accept some reforms, if they contributed to 

the maintenance of the existing social order.  Robert Peel831 led those Tories 

who acknowledged the new situation brought about by the growth of 

industrial capitalism. 

 

In the meantime, the Tory split allowed a Whig/Liberal alliance government 

to take office in 1830.  This year also witnessed the toppling of the 

Bourbons in France during the July Days or Revolution.832  This led to the 

establishment of a new Liberal political regime there, under the ‘Citizen 

King’, Louis Philippe. 

 

In 1832, the new Whig government in the UK finally passed a Reform 

Act.833  This extended the franchise to the middle class.  The French 

historian, Elie Halevy, called this ‘The July Revolution in England’.834  By 
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this he meant that these two events led to the introduction of a limited more 

liberal, constitutional monarchist order, with the increased influence of 

parliament, first in France, then in the UK. 

 

However, moves were made in both states to restore the old conservative 

order.  The Duchess of Berry became the focus of an armed attempt at 

Bourbon restoration in 1834.835  This challenge was easily seen off.  Later, 

in the UK, the reactionary Duke of Cumberland became the focus of an 

attempt to prevent his more liberal sister, Princess Victoria, from taking the 

throne in 1837.836  He was the Grand Master of the Orange Order.  This plot 

also soon fell apart. 

 

The now confident Liberals in France and the UK were not going to permit 

reactionaries to jeopardise their recent, hard-won political gains, by 

provoking even more social unrest amongst the workers, artisans and 

peasantry.  In Ireland, the British government did not want to add further 

fuel to the fire represented by the ongoing Tithe Wars.837  Here Ribbonmen 

were involved in violent actions.  This resistance has been likened to 

primitive agricultural ‘trade unions’.838  Their campaign of intimidation was 

directed against the landlords, their agents and collaborators.  It aimed at 

ending the tithes paid to the minority established Church of Ireland. 

 

In the heady days marking the opening of the new decade, events in the UK 

(including Ireland) and France raised political expectations elsewhere.  

They prompted revolutionary action in Belgium in August 1830.839  The 

Congress of Vienna had awarded King William of the Netherlands this 

former Austrian Hapsburg territory in 1815.  An alliance of Belgian 

Catholics and Liberals came together in opposition to his regime.  Catholics 

were inspired by the example of O’Connell's earlier emancipation campaign 

in Ireland, whilst Liberals looked to the July Days in France for inspiration. 

 

There was also a more Radical grouping in Belgium, which hoped to unite 

with France in a new wider republic.  A considerable number of Flems 

(when still a pre-nation group) had already become French nationals in 

northern France.  The creation of a new Belgian state was the Great Powers’ 

alternative to the absorption of this territory into France.  Fearful of the 

wider consequences, the Belgian Catholic/Liberal alliance accepted the 
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great powers’ imposition of a monarchy. 

 

Catholic Flems and Walloons were the principal peoples living in Belgium.  

The former shared the same language as the Dutch, and the latter the same 

language as the French.  Later, with growing secularisation, this attempt to 

construct a ‘nation’-state largely on the basis of religious identity became 

more strained.  Developing Flemish ethnic identification created a new 

basis for political division.  ‘Belgianness’, like ‘Britishness’, was another 

example of a top-down, state promoted national identity.  Later in the 

nineteenth century, a new Belgian imperialism was to buttress this Belgian 

identity, just as the British Empire continued to provide support for a 

British identity.  However, in both cases, once empire went into significant 

decline, other national identities emerged from below. 

 

The 1830 revolution in Switzerland brought some democratisation at 

canton level, but no political advances at national level.840  1830 also saw 

the gentry-led Rising in Congress Poland841 go down to defeat at the hands 

of Tsarist Russian forces.  Congress Poland had been awarded to Russia at 

the Congress of Vienna.  Thus, Poland remained divided between Russia, 

Austria and Prussia, leaving only the Free City of Cracow as a medieval-

style city-state.  The defeat of the Rising led to the removal of all 

remaining political autonomy for Poland.  The gentry had not emancipated 

the peasants, whilst Jews were still treated with suspicion.  Neither group 

saw much reason to join the Polish Rising. 

 

The Polish Rising was the biggest single event of the 1829-31 International 

Revolutionary Wave.  It led to many deaths, both of resisting Poles and 

occupying Russian troops.  Although events in France and Belgium 

certainly inspired this Rising, the influence of Polish nationalism based on 

Romanticism became stronger, through work of people like the poet, Adam 

Mickiewicz,842 and later, the composer, Frederic Chopin, who lived in exile 

in Paris.843  Emigré Polish revolutionaries went on to play a considerable 

part in other peoples’ national movements.844 

 

Events in France and the UK encouraged the development of Radicalism 

and Liberalism in Germany.  Hesse, Hanover and Saxony moved closer to 

being constitutional monarchies on the British and French pattern.845  
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Radicals and Liberals attended the large political gathering held at 

Hambach Castle in the Rhineland Palatinate in 1832.846  The overall 

political tone was pro-French and contrasted with the pro-Prussian 

demonstration held in Wartburg in 1819.  After the abortive 1830 

Revolution, Prussian forces had sent fleeing Poles back over the border into 

the gunfire of the occupying Tsarist Russian forces.847  Emigre Poles and 

French visitors were given a sympathetic hearing at Hambach Castle. 

 

A hint of support for a French nationalism was also expressed.  It was 

suggested that republican France might give up Alsace Lorraine (where 

many still spoke German), in return for which it could receive the French-

speaking part of the Netherlands (now Walloon Belgium).848  However, 

later French sabre-rattling in 1840, which demanded the annexation of the 

left bank of the Rhine, brought a much more overtly anti-French and 

Romantically-inspired ethnic nationalism to the fore again in Germany.849  

The Radicals of Young Germany850 had already declared their opposition to 

the anti-democratic, class-limited franchise proposed by German 

Liberals.851  By 1840, Radicals such as Arnold Ruge852 feared that the anti-

French xenophobia was diverting the people’s attention away from the need 

to confront Germany’s own reactionary rulers.853 

 

Furthermore, the Prussian state had become adept at presenting itself in a 

reforming light since it was forced to adopt some changes in the face of the 

earlier Napoleonic threat.  It was now able to win some grudging respect 

through its promotion of a wider German customs union – the Zollverein.854  

The Zollverein created a common market from the Baltic to the Alps and 

from the Rhineland to eastern Prussia.855  If the bourgeoisie’s political 

ambitions were thwarted, they could still satisfy some of their economic 

aspirations.  Free trade between the German states, followed by states-

promoted railway construction, helped their new industries to develop.856 

 

In southern Europe, the Carbonari-led national movement was crushed in 

Italy by Hapsburg troops,857 whilst Louis Philippe interned Italian 

revolutionaries to demonstrate his limited and purely domestic French 

ambitions.  The already weak, semi-constitutional, Spanish regime 

descended into a period of dynastic civil war.858  Civil war continued in 

Portugal, although here the absolutist contender, Miguel, was finally seen 
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off with the aid of British warships in 1834.859 

 

Earlier revolutionary democratic movements, during the 1789-1815 

Revolutionary Wave, had emphasised the non-ethnic, territorial nature of 

the states they hoped to create.  They used old Latin names such as 

Batavian, Helvetican and Cisalpine to label their new republics.  However, 

in 1830, King Philippe styled himself King of the French, whilst King 

Leopold became King of the Belgians. 

 

On one hand, rulers now claimed that they ruled on behalf of the people, not 

for a more limited political class.  A new more inclusive notion of the 

nation was taking root.  However, on the other hand, in line with much 

Romantic thinking, such titles emphasised the particular ethnic nature of 

their new states.  King Otto of Greece clearly understood this difference. 860  

The newly created state of Greece comprised less than half the area it does 

today. There were probably more Greeks still living throughout the 

Ottoman Empire than within the new Greek state.  King Otto rejected the 

title ‘King of the Greeks’, because he understood that it would bring him 

into continuous conflict with a still threatening Ottoman Empire, where an 

extensive Greek ethnic diaspora still lived.  His chosen title showed that his 

ambitions were confined to the territories of peninsula and the immediate 

insular Greece. 

 

Liberal political forces were still weak internationally.  As in the case of 

Belgium, the long Greek struggle for national liberation against the 

Ottoman Empire ended up, in 1832, with an externally imposed foreign 

king. This ended the republican presidency under the Kapodistrias 

brothers.861  The Liberal politicians in the UK and France went along with 

these constraints, because they did not want to disrupt the post-1815 peace, 

under which the bourgeoisie’s economic power had been able to grow. 

 

After the 1829-31 International Revolutionary Wave, Liberalism was 

indeed strengthened, but the reactionary ‘Concert of Europe’ was still able 

to enforce its political straitjacket upon the new national democratic 

movements.  Faced with the threat of more Radical movements from below, 

Liberals proceeded with caution, making compromises with Conservative 

forces, fearful lest more concerted opposition might raise the spectre of 
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national democratic republicanism.  Therefore, despite the accelerating 

growth of industrial capitalism, politics still had not yet polarised around 

the division between capital and labour and the era of European nation-

states had not yet triumphed.   

 

 

 

 

v)  The rise of ‘Jacksonian Democracy’ within the ‘White Republic’ – 

  the American component of the 1829-31 International   

  Revolutionary Wave 

 

The physical, economic and political space for pre-industrial capitalist ways 

of life had been rapidly receding in the UK, a factor which often produced 

even greater desperation amongst the small tenant farmers and artisans, who 

were being squeezed out.  The Atlantic coastal areas of the USA were 

undergoing a similar process.  During the 1820s, the first textile mills 

appeared in New England.  Coal mining and iron production were being 

developed in Pennsylvania.  The rapid spread of cotton plantations in the 

South was a direct response to the Industrial Revolution, first in the UK, 

then later in New England.  Despite the use of black chattel slaves, these 

cotton plantations were very much part of the transition to a wider global 

industrial capitalist order. 

 

However, the US western frontier still offered an avenue of escape from 

industrial capitalism not so easily found in Europe.  Here white settlers 

bought or occupied land and often practiced a form of a semi-subsistence 

household economy.  Cooperation between neighbouring farming families 

in performing tasks was still quite common.  Barter of goods and the direct 

exchange of specialised labour, as required, were both practiced.  Produce 

was sold on the market, but many people in these farming communities 

strongly opposed the new larger scale capitalism, particularly the activities 

of the East Coast based banks, with their speculative land buying, and their 

foreclosures imposed on those unable to pay debts. 

 

For a prolonged period, these frontier farmers tried to limit, or exercise 

control over the penetration of the new capitalist economic and social 
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relations in their areas.  They believed that independent farmers constituted 

the backbone of ‘liberty loving America’ and they championed a ‘White 

Republic’.  Sometimes they formed an alliance with waged workers in the 

larger industrial and commercial centres of the East, but with few 

exceptions, not with enslaved or free African Americans; and certainly not 

with Native Americans, upon whose land they continually encroached. 

 

The rise of Andrew Jackson’s new more plebian Democrat Party,862 and his 

election as President in 1829, could perhaps be seen as ‘the July Days in 

America’.  The French traveller, historian and political writer, Alexis de 

Tocqueville,863 clearly identified the ‘Jacksonian Democracy’ he witnessed 

on his travels in the USA as the particular American form of Liberalism.  

De Tocqueville was a supporter of the liberal constitutional monarchy 

recently established in France.  He believed that the USA had been able to 

achieve a more advanced Liberalism than any in Europe due to the absence 

of any remaining aristocratic elements, except in the South where slavery 

still existed.  Although black slavery was still extending its area of 

operations, de Tocqueville thought that ‘Southern feudalism’ was doomed.  

Nevertheless, like most Liberals of his day, de Tocqueville still had a racist 

attitude towards Native Americans and was a supporter of white settler 

colonialism. 

 

The political innovations brought about by Jackson, after his election as ‘the 

common man’s President’, were firmly within the parameters of the 

existing ‘White Republic’.864  The disappointments over the new Liberal 

order, experienced by the Republicans in France, and by the Radicals in the 

UK, were also felt by workers, artisans and poor farmers in the USA. 

 

Jackson appreciated the need to watch his left flank.  A Workingman’s 

Party had already been formed in New York in 1829.  This showed that 

some workers were aware that the new Democrat Party was not meeting 

their needs.865  However, the Workingman’s Party was too small and 

geographically circumscribed.  The Democrats’ programme of offering help 

to those moving to the West, and opening up the possibility of a small-

scale, ‘people’s capitalism’, proved too attractive to many.  Indeed, such 

populist republican views were to remain a powerful alternative attraction, 

amongst successive generations of American workers, both to those 
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provided by European-style social republicanism, and later by European 

Social Democracy and official Communism. 

 

Jackson did meet some of the demands of his plebian supporters.  He 

limited the powers of the hated National Bank originally set up by the 

Federalists.  He paid off the National Debt.  Nevertheless, Jackson still 

wanted to promote large-scale manufacturing.  He made a new deal with 

Northern manufacturers to protect their infant industries by levying federal 

tariffs on foreign imports. 

 

The ‘common man’ was not only up against the highly visible Eastern elite.  

There was also the more insidious effect of the continuous penetration of 

capitalist economic relations into the frontier areas.  New roads and canals 

into the interior brought capitalist institutions and practices in their wake.  

The upholders of a wider ‘free market’ were extending their influence, 

drawing larger numbers under their sway, and eliminating or marginalising 

the remaining communal or household aspects of the old economy. 

 

Most of the Founding Fathers in the USA had thought that black slavery 

was on its way out.  Jefferson’s Republican-Democrats had supported slave 

emancipation for the Northern states, and believed that slavery’s pernicious 

influence, whilst it still lasted, could be contained within the Southern 

states.  The panic caused by the slave revolts in Haiti, and by Gabriel 

Prosser’s rebellion showed, however, that slave self-emancipation was very 

much feared, and that deep racist sentiment remained.  Jackson’s Democrat 

Presidency was to be rocked by Nat Turner’s slave insurrection in 1831.866  

Jackson launched the Second Seminole War in 1836, partly to eliminate a 

refuge for runaway slaves, now that plantation agriculture was being 

extended to Florida.867 

 

Jackson’s Democrats, like Jefferson’s Republican-Democrats before them, 

still included the Southern slave owners within its broad alliance.  John 

Calhoun was their spokesman within his government.868   This led to 

tensions.  Slave owners did not support federal tariffs because they did not 

want to face other countries’ retaliatory tariffs on their cotton exports.  They 

also wanted to avoid paying duties on the imported luxuries they had come 

to enjoy in their grand mansions on the plantations.869  They accused 
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Jackson of reneging on anti-federal principles, just as the Federalists had 

accused Jefferson of hypocrisy on this score.  However, when Nat Turner’s 

insurrection broke out, the local Virginian slave owner controlled militia 

was quite happy to receive assistance from the Federal marines to suppress 

this rising.870 

 

Having seen off the Workingman’s Party and the Nat Turner challenges, 

Jackson concentrated on minimising the North/South conflict.  This could 

still split the Democrat Party alliance and undermine the formation of the 

USA as a particular form of ‘nation’-state - the ‘White Republic’.  Jackson 

promoted a policy of federal government backed, white settler expansion, in 

those US territories largely occupied by Native Americans.  The 1830 

Indian Removal Act planned the eviction of those still remaining Five 

Civilised Tribes, living east of the Mississippi.  By 1838, they had been 

forcibly marched, on the ‘Trail of Tears’, to the much poorer Indian 

Territories, west of the Mississippi (now Oklahoma).  This journey cost 

many Native American lives.871  Some of the cleared land went to white 

farmers.  Northern manufacturers thought that they would form an 

expanding market for their products now protected by the steep tariffs of 

1828.  Other land, however, ended up in the hands of the Southern slave 

owners as ‘King Cotton’ continued to spread its rule westwards. 

 

This state-promoted expansion of territory still did not satisfy the white 

settlers on either side of the USA’s southern frontier.  American settlers had 

begun moving into Mexican Texas in the 1820s.  Settlers from the USA 

began to form a significant part of the population of Texas.  Since most 

came over the border from the American South, many brought black slaves 

with them.  Indeed, Texas became an entrepot for the illegal international 

slave trade.  Black slaves from Africa and Cuba were then sold on in the 

slave markets of New Orleans in the USA.872 

 

The first attempt to create a breakaway state from Mexican territory was led 

by Haden Edwards.  Initially, and very untypically for such a person, he 

sought an alliance with nearby Cherokee Indians.  In 1827, he attempted to 

create a Fredonian Republic near modern day Nacogdoches.  The Mexican 

government was able to break this attempted alliance, and they also enjoyed 

the support of another American settler leader, Stephen Austin. The 
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Fredonian revolt was crushed in 1827.873 

 

However, Santa Anna, a leading Mexican general, took effective power in 

1833, and soon switched from being a Liberal to being a Conservative.  He 

tried to centralise state power, provoking armed resistance in several 

regions.  This was viciously crushed.874  American settlers were concerned 

about Mexico’s now officially backed Catholicism, its constitutional 

(although often breached) opposition to chattel slavery, and its imposition 

of new tariffs partly directed against the USA.  Therefore, after biding their 

time, American settlers launched a rebellion in 1835.875  Under the 

leadership of Sam Houston, and now with the support of Stephen Austin, 

they won independence for the new Texan Republic in 1836.876 

 

The famous Monroe Declaration of 1823 had stated the US government’s 

intention to oppose any European imperial intervention in the Americas, 

North and South.877  This followed the growing successes of Bolivar’s wars 

of liberation, and the winning of Mexico’s independence in 1821, in the 

face of the much-weakened Spanish Empire.  Both Jackson and his 

Democrat successors had been careful not to be seen to openly attack 

independent Mexico.  The Republic of Texas was to remain independent for 

nine years, although it remained a close ally of the USA, with a virtually 

open border between them to its north and east.  The creation of this 

particular new fraternal republic represented a further extension of slavery.  

It formed another threat to the creation of the original Jeffersonian 

American nation-state – a ‘White Republic’ (one where freed black slaves 

were meant to ‘return’ to Africa.) 

 

 

 

B. RADICAL RESISTANCE TO THE NEW BOURGEOIS 

INDUSTRIAL ORDER FROM 1831-48 

 

i)  The emerging conflict between ‘lower orders’ Radicalism and  

  middle class Radical Liberalism 

 

Neither the older plebian nor the newer proletarian wings of the Radicals 

confined themselves to the Liberals’ constitutional politics during or after 
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this International Revolutionary Wave.  In 1831 and 1834, there were 

strikes and risings by Lyons silk weavers in France.878  In 1831, Bristol was 

rocked by a full-scale riot,879 whilst the Merthyr Rising in Wales880 that 

year, involving coal miners and ironworkers, represented the biggest 

working class challenge yet seen in the UK. 

 

The ‘Great Betrayal’ represented by the 1832 Reform Act, which followed 

the massive extra parliamentary action of artisans and workers, excluded 

the ‘lower orders’ from any political power (and even removed a few from 

the existing franchise).  By confining the vote to the middle class, the 

bourgeoisie was able to make its own political breakthrough.  The Liberal 

bourgeoisie had formed an alliance with Tory and Whig landlords to limit 

the scope of the extension of the franchise.  Although aristocratic landlords 

and their allies were long to remain the biggest group of MPs at 

Westminster (whilst, of course their House of Lords still maintained its 

parliamentary veto), the Municipal Reform Act of 1835881 soon opened up 

the way for the owners of industrial and commercial businesses to dominate 

of much of local urban government. 

 

Bourgeois Liberals used their new parliamentary influence to pass the 

draconian Poor Law Amendment Act in 1834,882 and their new local 

municipal power to enforce it.  This law extended and institutionalised the 

hated workhouse system.  Conditions in the ‘bastilles’, as they were quickly 

termed, were designed to be repellent to ensure that the employers would 

have access to the maximum amount of exploitable labour.  The 

unemployed had previously been able to resort to outdoor relief in times of 

distress.  Now, with this former protection removed, large numbers of 

parish dependents, particularly children, were shipped to the ‘dark satanic 

mills’ in the North. 

 

In 1834, the Grand National Consolidated Trade Union was formed.883  

Many thousands joined, particularly in the south of England.  Although 

influenced by the Utopian Socialist ideas of Robert Owen,884 its members 

soon became involved in strikes against the employers, which Owen 

opposed.  He wanted to use the Union’s members to set up of an alternative 

society.  A frightened ruling class soon turned upon the Union, leading to 

the trial and transportation of the Tolpuddle Martyrs in 1834.885 
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At this stage, the bourgeoisie saw little need to provide any comfort to the 

working class.  Malthus, an exponent of the new political economy (or ‘the 

dismal science’) demonstrated, to the factory owners’ satisfaction, that 

wage rises could bring no possible benefit to the working class.  The 

inevitable increase in population would just lead to shortages and 

starvation.  Therefore, workers would just have to accept their miserable lot. 

 

Meanwhile, prison reformers advocated the construction of new jails.  

Along with the workhouse, these were a means to discourage unwilling or 

rebellious waged workers.  Bentham had devised a plan for an ideal model 

prison, the Panopticon, with "a new mode of obtaining power of mind over 

mind, in a quantity hitherto without example".886  The ultimate deterrents to 

resistance were to be found in the penal colonies for transported convicts at 

Port Arthur887 on Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania), and on Norfolk Island888 

in the Pacific Ocean. 

 

The new Whig/Liberal government passed the Slavery Abolition Act of 

1833, with the support of Tory philanthropists.889  The slave revolts in 

Barbados in 1816, Demerara (Guyana) in 1823, and Jamaica in 1831, 

reinforced a growing opinion in the UK that, after the successful slave 

rising in Haiti, the days were now numbered for this particular type of 

enforced labour.  However, the form that slave emancipation eventually 

took was most revealing.  According to Liberal emancipators, slave owners 

had to receive substantial financial compensation for the loss of ‘their’ 

property.  The freed slaves received nothing.  This was very much a case of 

‘emancipation from above’, based on the sanctity of capitalist property 

rights. 

 

An increasingly confident bourgeoisie now wanted to assert its economic 

ascendancy over the older aristocratic landlords.  This led to the creation of 

a more vigorous form of Liberalism, which became known as Radical 

Liberalism.  However, this was a quite different middle class form of 

Radicalism, compared to that found amongst the ‘lower orders’.  After the 

1832 Reform Act, the bourgeoisie felt it had gained enough political power 

to mount its own independent but entirely constitutional economic reform 

campaign.  Radical Liberalism entered its ‘heroic’ period, when its two 
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greatest champions, Richard Cobden890 and John Bright,891 launched the 

Anti-Corn Law Association in London in 1836.892  Its purpose was to end 

the tariffs on wheat, which had been introduced to benefit the landlord 

class. 

 

However, the London Working Men’s Association (LWMA)893 was also 

formed in the same year, with the aim of further extending the franchise to 

cover the male working class, abandoned by the Liberals in 1832.  The 

LWMA, although still led by a more Radical section of the middle class 

drew in respectable artisans and skilled workers.  Many of its ‘lower order’ 

members wanted to protect an artisan and agricultural smallholder 

economy, whilst some, inspired by aspects of Utopian Socialism, wanted to 

create an entirely new social order.  The scene was set for a major class 

confrontation between the middle class Radical Liberals and those Radicals 

who wanted further parliamentary reform and social improvements. 

 

The Anti-Corn Law League was set up in Manchester in 1838.  This year 

also saw the launching of mass action to push for the implementation of the 

political aims of the new LWMA's People’s Charter.894  The Charter was 

initially seen by many plebian Radicals to be too moderate, but they 

decided, nevertheless, to give it their backing.  Those advocating ‘moral 

force’ hoped to win an extended franchise in order to elect Chartist MPs.  

They looked for support first amongst the Radical Liberals.  They hoped to 

use their parliamentary influence to help halt the ongoing ruling class 

offensive.  Many of the Radical Chartists, though, advocated ‘physical 

force’ to achieve their aims, and they drew much of their support from 

sections of the new working class.  They saw the Anti-Corn Law League as 

representing the class enemy, its sole purpose being to lower wages.  They 

challenged the organisers at meetings and hustings. 

 

As long as the Radical Chartists remained a formidable force, the Radical 

Liberals behind the Anti-Corn Law League could not achieve their aims.  

The main battleground between the classes was to occur in the major new 

textile, coal and iron mining districts of northern England, Wales and 

Scotland.  The old cloth manufacturing and iron producing areas of 

southern England were now in economic decline. 
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Between 1838 and 1842, there were two major phases of the struggle to 

achieve the Charter.  The first ended with the Newport Uprising in Wales, 

in 1839, which went down to defeat.895  However, within a few years the 

battle recommenced, culminating in the strike wave and associated Plug 

Riots in Lancashire in 1842.896  These strikes were a response to wage cuts.  

Some of the local employers, the strikers faced, were members of the Anti-

Corn Law League.897  The local Chartists gave their support to the strike.  

This challenge was met by the troops of the ‘Iron Duke’ Wellington, by the 

imprisonment of many Chartist leaders, and by the transportation of rioters.  

Defeat cleared the way for the Radical Liberal bourgeoisie to campaign 

much more openly and to finally get the repeal the Corn Laws in 1846.898  

These Radical Liberal victories represented a significant setback for the 

Chartists.  They also marked a significant victory by industrial capitalists 

over the aristocratic landlords. 

 

Ireland, fully part of the Union since 1801, also experienced widespread 

rural unrest at this time.  Here a rack-rented peasantry, living on the very 

margins of existence, formed the majority of the population.  O’Connell, the 

leader of earlier successful political campaigns in Ireland, saw the human 

raw material he needed for another mass campaign.  In 1840, he founded 

the Irish Repeal Association to end the 1801 Act of Union.899  He wanted to 

create a more modern, English-speaking, largely Catholic Ireland, which 

would reject both its Protestant Anglo-Irish landlord and Irish Gaelic 

peasant past.  O’Connell saw the resurgent Catholic Church as his principal 

ally in this, but he had also looked to British Liberal parliamentary support, 

after the Lichfield House Compact of 1835.900  Therefore, O’Connell 

limited the scope of the campaign to keep these two sets of political allies 

on board. 

 

At this stage, the Catholic Church hierarchy, encouraged by the direction 

taken by the Oxford Movement901 in the Church of England, still saw a 

strong Catholic Ireland as a possible base to re-Catholicise England.  It may 

be thought that the British Liberals would have welcomed the prospect of 

the repeal of the 1801 Union, since that would have led to the removal of a 

large block of reactionary Anglo-Irish Tory landlords from Westminster.  

However, there were also their Nonconformist brethren in Ulster to 

consider.  Therefore, neither the Catholic Church nor the British Liberals 
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supported the ending of the Union. 

 

The Repeal campaign, however, enjoyed the support of Young Ireland902 

and its influential journal, the Nation,903 which was launched in 1842.  Two 

of its prominent contributors were the Protestant, Thomas Davis904 and the 

Catholic, Charles Gavan Duffy.905  The Nation invoked the United Irishmen 

tradition, boldly challenging anyone, “Who fears to speak of Ninety-Eight.”  

Like the United Irishmen, the Nation wrote of an Ireland of “Protestant, 

Catholic and Dissenter”, but it now added, “Milesian and Cromwellian.”906
  

 

Young Ireland pushed for a series of monster meetings to create pressure to 

repeal the Union.  However, O’Connell was concerned to keep his British 

Liberal allies.  Therefore, after the initial wave of mass meetings, he backed 

down, under British government pressure.  He cancelled the meeting to be 

held at Clontarf, near Dublin, in 1843.  Sir Robert Peel, the Conservative 

Prime Minister, realised that more would still be needed to head off this 

continued threat.  Following on a 1795 precedent, during the days of the 

United Irish opposition, Peel brought forward the Maynooth Bill, in 1845, 

to woo the Catholic hierarchy.907 

 

The Radically inclined members of Young Ireland were very upset by 

O’Connell’s climbdown.  However, it took until 1847 before they formed 

the Irish Confederation908 to make the case for a more vigorous struggle for 

Irish independence.  ‘The ‘Great Famine’909 had already hit Ireland in 1845, 

but ‘Black 47’ was to be the worst year.  James Fintan Lalor910 began to 

argue for a class struggle-based approach, with resort to non-payment of 

rents and the prevention of the export of foodstuffs.  John Mitchel911, a 

prominent Protestant figure in the Irish Confederation, produced a new 

paper, the United Irishman.  It argued for resistance to British rule using 

Lalor’s suggested methods. 

 

Despite the longstanding tradition of rural resistance, ‘The Great Famine’ 

overwhelmed Ireland.   Effective resistance proved impossible in these 

circumstances.  Many people roamed the highways, even resorting to 

boiling nettles for food. They died in their countless thousands. The 

survivors made it to the ports.  Huge numbers of poverty-stricken and 

starving Irish took to the famine ships.  They headed for England, Scotland, 
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Wales and beyond, including the USA, Australia and Canada.  These 

migrants were desperate for any kind of work.  So, the employers used this 

opportunity to promote sectarian/racist divisions amongst the working class. 

 

This divide-and-rule strategy (first used when the frightened Anglo-Irish 

Ascendancy promoted the sectarian Orange Order after 1795) was to be 

much resorted to later.  However, the Chartists in Britain actively countered 

this, and several Irishmen rose to prominence in their leadership, notably 

Bronterre O’Brien912 and Feargus O’Connor.913  Whilst Daniel O’Connell 

had always refused to give his support to the Chartists, in order to keep his 

Catholic and Liberal allies, the Radical wing of the Chartists gave its 

support, first to the demand of the Irish Repeal Association, then to that of 

the Irish Confederation, for the ending of the Act of Union. 

 

The defeat, in 1842, of the most recent Chartist challenge, the collapse of 

the Irish Repeal Association, after 1843, and the parliamentary victory over 

the landlords in 1846, paved the way for an increasingly triumphalist 

‘millocracy’. I ts members showed little concern for the appalling 

conditions under which their workers laboured, or the destitution they faced 

when unemployed.  The death rates in the new mill and mining towns were 

often so great that there was no guarantee that the workforce would be 

reproduced within their bounds.  This hardly bothered the industrial 

capitalists, who could now draw upon a seemingly endless labour supply as 

a result of the new Poor Laws, the Enclosures in England, the Clearances in 

Scotland and, after 1845, the Famine in Ireland. 

 

After the recent major working class challenges, a lot of thought went into 

the maintenance of ‘law and order’.  The government maintained an 

extensive network of spies, urban barracks with troops held in reserve, 

whilst making provision for middle class special forces to replace the old 

yeomanry and extending the professional police force.  The London 

Metropolitan Police914 and the Irish Constabulary,915 in particular, were to 

prove effective in dealing with renewed threats. 

 

However, even the hard-nosed, factory owners, eventually realised that they 

could not gain wider acceptance for their new industrial order by depending 

solely on coercion, charity and ‘sermons’ from Malthus.  Workers,  
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‘imprisoned’ for long hours in the ‘dark satanic mills’, resisted the imposed 

discipline by all manner of means, whether collectively or individually.  

Their ‘extra-mural’ activities often appeared threateningly unruly too.  The 

novels of Charles Dickens,916 Charles Kingsley,917 and other moralists, 

helped to shame the bourgeoisie into acceptance of greater social 

responsibilities. 

 

 

ii)  The role of organised religion in maintaining control over the  

  lower orders 

 

Liberal Nonconformists and Tory philanthropists joined forces to provide 

some moral cover for wage slavery at home.  They opposed chattel slavery 

abroad.  They also pursued a new missionary-led Christian crusade amongst 

the ‘benighted heathens’, the Hindus, Buddhists and Muslims in the 

colonies and beyond.  The various churches made greater attempts to bring 

workers and others under their influence.  Some undertook revivalist 

campaigns, others promoted charities, showing their concern for paupers, 

children, women, and other ‘lost souls’. Such attempts had started in the 

eighteenth century with the promotion of Evangelical revivalism in the form 

of Methodism throughout the UK and the American colonies, and by the 

Evangelicals within the Church of Scotland. 

 

The established churches, with their fixed parish boundaries, linked to older 

patterns of residence and economic activity, were not geared for the 

massive dislocations and population movements brought about by the 

Agricultural and Industrial Revolutions and overseas emigration.  The 

Methodists and Evangelists were organisationally more flexible, conducted 

more emotionally charged religious meetings, and published cheap religious 

tracts.  They were able to appeal to those most disorientated by recent 

economic and social changes. 

 

Theological and nationally based splits occurred, leading to a number of 

separate Methodist churches in the England between 1784 and 1795,918 in 

the USA in 1784,919 and Wales in 1811,920 and to growing division within 

the Church of Scotland.921  Middle class members led most of the new 

churches and they were anxious to maintain their control.  Their political 



 260 

influence was further increased when political disabilities were removed for 

Nonconformists, with the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts in 

1828.922 

 

Yet, sometimes splits occurred in these Nonconformist churches when 

‘lower orders’ concerns were not addressed.  Furthermore, when workers 

had confidence in their own self-organisation, they were less influenced by 

religion.  Nevertheless, particularly after major political defeats, workers 

often turned to the churches, to independent religious visionaries, or formed 

their own sects,923 whilst the often lowly born priests of the Catholic Church 

provided some succour to the many poverty stricken Irish immigrants. 

 

In the period of reaction, after the failure of the 1789-1815 Revolutionary 

Wave, organised religion made a comeback.  The Founding Fathers of the 

USA had been mainly secular.  They had included liberal Christians, Deists 

and freethinkers.  However, Methodists, Baptists and Presbyterians all 

increased their political influence in the USA, partly as a result of the 

Second Great Awakening from 1800-30.924  Religious revivalism provided 

some comfort for those facing the hardships arising from the transition to 

the new market economic order, or the dangers on the frontier.  

Furthermore, an independent Black Methodist Church was constituted in 

Philadelphia in 1814, due to dissatisfaction with the attitudes of the white-

controlled, official, Episcopalian Methodist Church.925 

 

In the UK, the post-1815 Tory governments strongly promoted the 

established churches, in order to promote loyalty and deference amongst the 

‘lower orders’.926  However, the rising industrial capitalist class tended to 

support the Evangelicals, who promised more effective social control in the 

new industrial cities and towns.  The Evangelicals first took over the 

established Church of Scotland in 1834 but found that Scottish landlords 

were not prepared to give up their patronage rights.  So, in 1842, under the 

leadership of Thomas Chalmers,927 they formed the Free Church of 

Scotland.928  Wesleyan Methodists in England, and Calvinist Methodists in 

Wales increased their influence too.  Primitive Methodism, which directly 

involved members of the ‘lower orders’ in its running, took root in areas 

which faced the collapse of their older independent small farming, weaving, 

and mining communities.929 
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In Ireland, the more Radical Irish Presbyterianism of the late eighteenth 

century gave way before Conservative Irish-British Presbyterianism of the 

early nineteenth century,930 with the reactionary sectarian wing gaining 

increasing ascendancy over a smaller more tolerant Liberal wing.  The 

Catholic Church establishment also became increasingly reactionary in 

politics and ultramontane in religion, purging itself of liberal influences.931  

It formed the spiritual wing of Metternich’s ‘Concert of Europe’, fighting to 

conserve the old dynastic and aristocratic order. 

 

Others, however, claimed that there was still an alternative earthly path 

open.  The growing working class could avoid Malthus’ dire predictions.  

People like Edward Gibbon Wakefield promoted new overseas colonies in 

South Australia, Upper Canada and New Zealand for settlers from the 

UK.932  Highland landlords shipped off their cleared tenants to these lands.  

There was still considerable reluctance by the state to get directly involved 

in sponsoring settler colonies after the earlier American experience.  

Nevertheless, the idea of new colonies acting as a safety valve for growing 

working class unrest began to be aired, reviving an earlier ‘solution’ to deal 

with vagrants and convicts. 

 

After Radical Chartism was forced into retreat in 1842, many workers 

accepted an alliance with philanthropic Tories to win the Ten Hours Factory 

Act in 1847.933  Meanwhile, Chartist leaders tried to revive their 

organisation by trying to create domestic agricultural colonies as an 

alternative to the increasingly all-pervading industrial capitalism.  They 

attempted this through the Chartist Land Company.934 

 

Workers were hard hit by the 1847 Crash, which put many out of work.  

This recession mainly resulted from the collapse of a speculative boom in 

railway construction, but it proved to be short-lived.  The bourgeoisie soon 

regained confidence and returned to their prolonged political offensive, in 

Parliament, local government, the press, universities and the churches, to 

remould British society to fully meet their needs under industrial capitalism. 

However, before the way was cleared for the complete political ascendancy 

of an industrial capitalist order within a liberal constitutionalist United 

Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, this new aspiring ruling class still 
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had to confront the International Revolutionary Wave spreading out from 

the continent.  This occurred between 1847-9. 

 

 

iii)  The triumph of Liberalism and the wider acceptance of a British 

  national identity 

 

One result of the rise of the Liberal-supporting bourgeoisie in the UK was 

the development of a wider basis for the adoption of a British national 

identity.  The Whigs and the Tories, along with their successor Liberal and 

Conservative Parties, all had MPs elected from England, Scotland, Wales 

and Ireland.  At an all-UK level, the principal parties shared a growing 

British nationalism, which formed a largely unquestioned feature of their 

politics. 

 

The middle classes of Wales, Scotland and Protestant Ireland largely 

confined their hyphenated (i.e. Welsh-British, Scottish-British and Irish-

British) identities to their private and social lives.  Adherence to Welsh 

Methodism, the Free Church of Scotland and Irish Presbyterianism 

provided significant socio-cultural markers.  Nevertheless, these churches’ 

adherents increasingly accepted both the constitutional monarchy and the 

United Kingdom, which had already been established by the British ruling 

class.  Thus, they could contemplate the final creation of a united ‘British 

nation’, which would leave Welshness, Scottishness or Irishness as purely 

regional features of their identities, in much the same way as for the people 

of Yorkshire or the West Country. 

 

To further this unity, Nonconformists and Radicals from Scotland and 

England (and later Wales) became involved, first in the British Voluntary 

Society from 1833,935 and later in the Liberation Society from 1844,936 to 

campaign against the establishment of the official Churches of England 

(including Wales937) and Scotland.  Significantly, winning Nonconformist 

support in Ireland for the disestablishment of the Anglican Church was to 

prove more problematic. There was growing support for 

Anglican/Presbyterian unity, in a country where Protestants formed a 

minority.  This was eventually to have some bearing on the future of British 

national identity in Ireland in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 
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A united Welsh state, extending to the administrative boundaries of the 

nineteenth century, had never existed.  Edward I’s 1282 conquest of Wales 

followed by the imposition of the Statute of Rhuddlan, and Henry VIII’s 

later 1535-42 Acts of Union,938 (imposed by the Crown, not negotiated 

between English and Weks parliaments, since that had been no Welsh 

parliament since 1404) had the effect of politically and socially 

marginalising Welsh language speakers, who were overwhelmingly tenant 

farmers and artisans.  Welshness enjoyed little institutional basis for 

continued existence, with the Welsh language being in territorial retreat, 

although spoken by larger numbers, as the Welsh population grew.  The 

new and Welsh Presbyterian Methodist Church, however, continued to 

sustain the language, using the Bible first published in Welsh in 1770.939  

They made a substantial contribution to Welsh publishing.  There was also 

a growth in the number of local eisteddfodau, although this Welsh bardic 

nationalism too did not contest the existence of a British state.  A major 

source of its support lay amongst the London-Welsh. 

 

However, a plebian, Welsh language press, including the bilingual, Y 

Gweithiwr/The Workman (1836) and Udgorn Cymru/The Trumpet of Wales 

(1840),940 appeared during the Chartist years.  South and Mid Wales were 

important Chartist centres.  Chartists also worked with the backing of the 

underground, popular, physical force movement, the Scotch Cattle.941  The 

Newport Rising, of 1839, was one indicator of the centrality of South Wales 

at this stage of the struggle.  Here the UK state was directly challenged by 

an armed republican rising, meant to trigger wider risings in England on an 

‘internationalism from below’ basis.  These risings failed to materialise, and 

this Welsh challenge was defeated.  Nevertheless, a widespread movement, 

the Rebecca Riots,942 directed against road tolls, continued until 1844.  

There was a parallel between the clandestine methods of resistance used in 

Wales, and those used in Ireland at the time. 

 

Having engaged in the economic, social and political struggles in the most 

committed manner, Welsh Chartists experienced defeat more profoundly 

than others.  South Wales was the most heavily militarised area within 

Great Britain.943  Many older Welsh artisan and early working class 

communities underwent major upheavals, followed by large-scale 
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migrations.  Former Chartists left Wales and took their own traditions to 

wherever they settled, whether it was nearby Liverpool, or far away western 

Pennsylvania and Patagonia. 

 

In 1847, the British government published its Report into the State of 

Education in Wales (the Blue Books), after two decades of militant 

political, social and economic struggles.  The parliamentary committee 

responsible for the Report was obviously concerned about the unsettled 

state of Wales.  It put much of this down to the Welsh language being a 

‘great evil’, which obstructed intellectual and moral progress.944 

 

The only British state institutional support for any notion of a Welsh nation 

lay in the Church of Wales.  However, if anything, this body was seen by 

most Nonconformist Welsh speakers as being an ‘English’, or Anglo-Welsh 

landlord dominated body, subordinate to the Church of England.  Welsh 

Nonconformists, including the majority Calvinist Methodists, considered 

themselves to be Welsh-British, and were allied to other British 

Nonconformist churches.  With the collapse of militant Chartism, 

Nonconformism and its associated constitutional Liberal and Radical 

Liberal politics took deeper root in Wales. 

 

Scotland still had its own religious, education and legal systems.  The 1707 

Act of Union, negotiated by the respective ruling cases in their two 

parliaments  had guaranteed these.  This provided strong institutional 

support for the developing sense of a specifically Scottish-Britishness, first 

extended to the rising middle class.  The defeat of the United Scotsmen in 

1797, and the Radical Rising in 1820, had marginalised any revolutionary 

democratic or Radical ‘lower orders’ notion of a Scottish nation.  

Nevertheless, national cultural sentiment remained strong, with different 

classes drawing upon their own versions of a past Scottish history in prose, 

verse and ballads. 

 

The Disruption, in 1843, had led to the Free Church breakaway from the 

ruling class-dominated Church of Scotland.  The Free Church leader, 

Thomas Chalmers, had long worked to bring the burgeoning working class 

communities in Scotland, created by the Industrial Revolution, under the 

moral direction of Scotland’s middle class.  They supported his attempt to 
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cut the amount of rates spent on parish relief.945  Chalmers also saw the 

threat represented both by Radicals and Socialists within the Chartist 

movement.946  Some amongst the Chartists’ ‘moral force’ wing set up their 

own alternative Christian Chartist churches.947  However, the eventual 

demise of Chartism led to an extension of the social reach of the Free 

Church, and of the political reach of Liberals and Radical Liberals in 

Scotland.  The Free Church supported the British Empire, especially since it 

provided opportunities overseas for Evangelism. 

 

In the late eighteenth century Ireland, there had been an important shift 

towards the formation of a united Irish nation, bringing together previously 

divided Catholics, established Anglican Protestants and mainly Presbyterian 

Dissenters.  The defeat of the United Irishmen in 1798, followed by the 

1801 Act of Union, however, led to significant moves towards the adoption 

of an Irish-British identity, particularly amongst Protestants - first amongst 

the middle class, then tenant farmers, artisans, and later, workers too. 

 

Presbyterians, repudiating past revolutionary connections, had divided into 

Conservative and Radical Liberal wings led by Henry Cooke and Henry 

Montgomery.948  Cooke was friendly with the reactionary Conservative 

Ascendancy landlords and had far more influence. He opposed the 

Voluntaryism of many Nonconformists and defended the imposed tithes 

paid to the Church of Ireland.  Cooke threw himself into a united Protestant 

sectarian front with the Anglican Church of Ireland against Roman 

Catholicism.949  He also moved mainstream Presbyterianism into a closer 

accommodation to the Orange Order. 

 

The Orange Order helped both to cement Protestant ‘lower orders’ loyalty 

to the Crown, the Union and Empire, and to provide an unofficial reserve 

force for the local ruling class when required.  The Orange Order, founded 

as a counter-revolutionary force at the time of the United Irishmen 

challenge in the 1790s, remained a reactionary organisation, with increasing 

influence in the army, amongst ‘mainland’ Tories’ and even the royal 

family, in the person of the ultra-reactionary Duke of Cumberland.950 

 

The British ruling class, after finishing with the Orange Order’s counter-

revolutionary services, proscribed it in 1823 for being an unnecessary 
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menace to public order.951  In 1836, the Irish Orange Order should have 

been closed down after a parliamentary enquiry into its role in a possible 

coup plot against the recently crowned Queen Victoria.  However, despite 

this apparent setback, the Order continued to meet clandestinely. 

 

The UK state’s inability to effectively proscribe the Orange Order showed 

how important this sectarian organisation was for maintaining British rule 

in Ireland.  If the Irish Constabulary, formed in 1822, was the state’s front 

line of defence, then there were also Protestant landlords, Irish-British army 

officers and local magistrates, who quietly ensured that the Orange Order 

was preserved as an unofficial force.  Whigs serving in the Dublin Castle 

administration made some attempts to lessen the influence of the Orange 

Order.  However, even Whigs were prepared to resort to the Orange Order, 

when they felt that British rule in Ireland was threatened.  The Whig, Lord 

Lieutenant of Ireland, Lord Clarendon, approved of the arming of the 

Orange Order in 1848 to suppress the challenge of the Irish 

Confederation.952 

 

At the time of the Act of Union in 1801, Pitt’s promise of early Catholic 

emancipation had been designed to draw the Catholic middle class into the 

‘British nation’.  The eventual winning of Catholic emancipation, in 1829, 

opened up the prospect of developing a Catholic variant of Irish-

Britishness, alongside the already established Protestant Irish-Britishness. 

Some Liberals and Radicals hoped this religious difference would be 

overcome too.  In 1832, O’Connell had argued at Westminster, that, "The 

people of Ireland are ready to become a portion of the Empire, provided 

they be made so in reality and not in name alone; they are ready to become 

a kind of West Briton if made so in benefits and justice; but if not, we are 

Irishmen again".953 

 

However, it was as Irish men and women that various ‘lower order’ 

organisations sustained the long-standing tradition of rural, quasi-nationalist 

protest.  John Mitchel, of the Irish Confederation, wrote that there were two 

distinct movements in Ireland during this period.  There was the Catholic 

Relief Agitation led by O'Connell, which was both open and legal and 

wanted the admission of professional and genteel Catholics to all benefits 

under British law.  The other was the Ribbonmen954 and similar secret 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Mitchel
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societies, which formed part of a long tradition, particularly of rural 

resistance, which went back to the eighteenth century Whiteboys955 and 

Defenders.956  The Anglo-Irish Ascendancy landlords and their agents were 

the prime targets of the Ribbonmen.  According to Mitchel, “for fear of the 

latter”, Great Britain with a “very ill grace yielded to the first”.  Mitchel 

claimed that the British government wanted to win over landed and 

educated “Respectable Catholics” so they would "become West Britons".957 

 

However, in the end, it was the ‘Great Famine’, between 1845-49, which 

ended any real prospect of creating a ‘British nationality’, which 

incorporated the Irish too.  ‘West Briton’ was to become a term of contempt 

throughout Ireland, including amongst the Catholic middle class. 

 

 

iv)  Trying to hold together the US ‘White Republic’ in the face of  

  class and  ethnic conflicts 

 

In the USA, Jackson’s Democrat Party had not lived up to all of its 

supporters’ hopes.  A more Radical view still persisted on the Democrats’ 

left wing.  Although the Democrats had earlier been able to absorb the 

independent Workingmen’s Party, discontent arose once more leading to 

the establishment of the Equal Rights Party (Locofocos), in New York in 

1836.958  This formed part of a wider Patriot movement, which also 

involved the white farmers of the western and northern frontiers.  Many 

waged workers still saw their current employment status as a temporary 

feature of their lives, before they set up independently on their own, rather 

as many earlier imported indentured labourers must also have hoped.  

Frontier farmers wanted to hold on to their independence and to maintain 

the household and communal aspects of their economic life.  Many ‘upped 

sticks’ and migrated even further west, or north, to avoid the commercial 

capitalist enslavement on its continued march towards the frontiers.   This 

Patriot movement was linked to similar discontent in Canada. 

 

There were rebellions against British Crown rule in both Lower Canada and 

Upper Canada in 1837.  These were led respectively by the Quebecois, 

Louis-Joseph Papineau959 and by Scottish-descended, William Lyon 

Mackenzie.960  Small farmers and artisans were the main supporters of these 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Briton
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two movements.961  They opposed British colonial control and the colonies’ 

banking and land speculation interests.  When Papineau’s and Mackenzie’s 

rebellions were defeated, these two leaders took refuge amongst the 

American Patriots.  Many Americans had settled in Upper Canada.  There 

was strong support in the northern US states for the Canadian opposition, 

and one joint attempt was made to invade Canada on December 13th, 1837.  

This failed.962 

 

The new Democratic US government, under President Martin Van Buren,963 

might have been expected to give its support to the Patriots.  Van Buren 

came from the Democrats’ Radical wing.  However, he felt threatened by 

the existence of the Equal Rights Party and the very Radical nature of the 

Patriot movement.  The Democrats still depended on support from the 

Southern elite.  Van Buren was not prepared to challenge the slave owners 

as many wished him to do.  He confined himself to opposing any further 

extension of black slavery in US territory. 

 

To win over supporters of the Equal Rights Party, Democrats adopted much 

of their programme, including the ten hours day, which was implemented in 

all federally owned workplaces by 1850.  To avoid further conflict with the 

British, Van Buren began negotiations to establish a firm US-Canada 

border.  He also wanted to retrieve the black slaves, who had successfully 

mutinied on the American slave ship, Creole, and who had escaped to 

British-held Nassau in the Bahamas.964  A final US/British settlement was 

made under the Webster-Ashburton Treaty of 1842.965  This move 

maintained the Democrat Party alliance.  But Canadian and American 

Patriots, the escaped black slaves (whom the British had imprisoned) and 

Native Americans on the new Maine/New Brunswick border (who found 

their lands divided) were all to be bitterly disappointed. 

 

However, the developing strains amongst the Democrats, over the issue of 

slavery, split the party and finally gave the Federalists’ successor party, the 

Whigs,966 a chance to take office in 1841.  Opposition to slavery was 

growing in the USA, particularly after the formation of the independent 

Abolitionist Movement in 1831, the publication of William Lloyd 

Garrison’s Liberator,967 followed by the foundation of the American Anti-

Slavery Society (AAAS) in 1833.968  Frederick Douglas, an escaped slave, 
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toured Europe extensively on behalf of the AAAS.969  The ‘Underground 

Railway’ (192)970 organised the freeing of black slaves held in the South.  

Many women, both black and white, were involved, and this helped to 

inspire the formation of a Women’s Movement in the USA, later formally 

established at the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848.971 

 

The Whig US government interlude proved to be short-lived.  Although its 

President, John Tyler, was nominally a member of the party, he behaved 

more like a Democrat.  The Whigs were mainly based in the North and, 

despite being opposed to black slavery, were increasingly being sucked into 

tolerating its expansion in order to maintain the Union.  Tyler sanctioned 

the annexation of the independent slave state of Republic of Texas, a 

measure put into effect by his successor, James Knox Polk972 the Scotch-

Irish descended, pro-slavery, Democrat President who took office in 1845. 

 

In a bid to overcome the growing political divisions, Polk stepped up the 

old Democrat policy of imperial expansion.  He updated the Monroe 

Doctrine, replacing it with the promotion of the USA’s ‘Manifest 

Destiny’.973  This provided a justification for war against Mexico.  

Opposition to Mexico’s official state Catholicism helped to win the support 

of many Protestant Americans.  US victory over Mexico and the subsequent 

Treaty of Guadeloupe Hidalgo974 led to the whole of the Southwest, from 

Texas to California, being annexed by the USA in 1848.  California’s 

existence as an independent republic was much briefer than that of Texas, 

lasting only twenty-five days.975 

 

The growing economic and political power of the USA was now producing 

greater forces of attraction, rather than contributing to a wider proliferation 

of independent ‘daughter republics’ as Jefferson had originally envisaged, 

or the prospect and reality of new independent republics, such as Aaron 

Burr’s failed attempt in the West, Stephen Austin’s abortive Fredonian 

Republic, or Sam Houston’s decade long, Republic of Texas.  The forces of 

secession were held at bay, as long as the Southern slave owners could be 

kept on board. 

 

The conquest of northern Mexico led to the largest accession of US territory 

since the Louisiana Purchase.  However, it put new strains on the continued 
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North/South political compromise.  Texas had already been admitted to the 

Union as a slave state in 1845, with Wisconsin soon added as a 

compensatory non-slave state.  Therefore, in order to maintain the delicate 

balance between Southern slave owner and Northern manufacturing 

interests, Polk pushed for a war with the UK in the New Northwest (the 

Oregon Territory).  The aim was to add new state territory from which 

chattel slavery would be excluded to counterbalance any possible new 

southern slave states. 

 

In the end, the vast Oregon Territory was divided peaceably between the 

US and the UK in 1846.  The position of Native Americans, Metis trappers, 

and the settlers’ Native American wives and partners soon deteriorated as 

new US states were created, and new white American cultural norms were 

introduced from the East.976  The formation of a united nation-state, equally 

open to residents of all ethnic groups, was still far from being achieved. 

 

 

v)  ‘Jacksonian Democracy’ and the undermining of an American  

  ‘nation’ 

 

The political transition from Jeffersonian ideals to those of ‘Jacksonian 

democracy’ in the US ‘White Republic’, during the third and fourth decades 

of the nineteenth century, led to an ideological shift, like that from Pitt the 

Elder’s Whigs to John Wilkes’ English patriots, in the later eighteenth 

century.977  As both English and American nationalism developed more 

‘lower order’ roots, it became even more ethnically exclusive. A more 

populist and chauvinist ideology came to the fore. 

 

Jackson’s ‘liberty loving Americans’ shared several features with those late 

eighteenth century plebian ‘freeborn Englishmen’, including hostility to 

Native Americans and, amongst many of his supporters, to Catholics too.  

The Gothic tradition, which had contributed to the notion of the ‘freeborn 

Englishman’ in England and its North American colonies, now developed a 

specifically ‘liberty loving American’ variant.  According to this, England 

had been unable to fully escape ‘Roman tyranny’, either under the Stuarts 

or the Hanoverian George III.  The true Anglo-Saxon tradition had begun 

its new journey to America with the Mayflower in 1620, and the Battle of 
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Bunker Hill in 1775 had been fought between American ‘Gothic freedom’ 

and English/British ‘Roman tyranny’.978 

 

Many ‘liberty-loving Americans’, like that ‘freeborn Englishman’, John 

Wilkes, equated their liberties with Protestantism.  This represented a 

considerable retreat from the secular ideals of the majority of the American 

Founding Fathers, who been much influenced by both the Mainstream and 

Radical Enlightenments.  Many of Jackson’s supporters, though, were more 

influenced by Protestant religious revivalism. 

 

Furthermore, the Calvinist tradition of the ‘chosen people’, which Scots and 

Scotch-Irish settlers had also brought, first to the British American colonies, 

and then to the USA, also melded with the ‘freeborn Englishmen’ tradition. 

Together they created a ‘freedom-loving’ American ‘nation’, which 

excluded black slaves and Native Americans.  It was as if the Cromwellian 

English Republic and the Calvinists’ Covenanted Scotland and Ireland 

(particularly Ulster), having been thwarted in their homelands, finally 

triumphed across the Atlantic Ocean.  Together their association of 

‘freedom’ with particular nationalities (or ethno-religious groups) 

contributed to the delay in the further development of an inclusive 

American nation for a considerable period. 

 

However, the Radical Reformation tradition contributed to another 

American tradition.  Mennonites,979 Amish980 Hutterites981 and Shakers,982 

formed religious communities were based on communal organisational 

principles.  These limited the penetration of the capitalist market into their 

internal social relations.  These religious groups have continued to this day.  

They were more successful than the various secular experiments, which 

tried to set up Utopian Socialist communities and all failed.  These included 

New Harmony in Indiana, inspired by Robert Owen983 and the efforts of the 

American Transcendentalists.984  American Transcendentalism’s best-

known representatives were Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David 

Thoreau. 

 

The more conservative Mormons created a new White American religious 

denomination.  However, despite their opposition to slavery (whilst also 

being anti-African American), their pro-bigamy stance meant that Mormons 
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made few friends in the then western, now Mid-west states of the USA.  

Persecuted, and under the leadership of Brigham Young,985 they had to 

abandon the states they had originally settled in and migrate to the desert 

basins of the Rockies between 1846-7, into what was then still Mexican 

territory occupied by Native Americans.  Thus, began another short-lived, 

beyond US frontiers ‘Jeffersonian republic’, although hardly one that 

Jefferson would have approved of, given its theocratic political form. 

 

The Mormons’ attempt to create a new ‘Zion’ in what is now Utah and the 

surrounding states was more a precedent for other later ‘Zionist’ 

colonisation attempts.  The nineteenth and twentieth centuries were to 

witness David Jones’ attempts to found a Welsh-speaking colony in the 

Chubut Valley of Patagonia,986 Jewish Zionist attempts to create a new 

Israel in Palestine987 and Marcus Garvey’s Black Zionist ‘Back to Africa’ 

Movement. 988 

 

Political divisions over black slavery in the USA reproduced themselves in 

the main Protestant denominations.  Separate pro-slavery Southern Baptist, 

Methodist and Presbyterian Churches emerged in 1840, 1844 and 1861 

respectively.  They were comforted by the notion that black slaves were the 

descendants of the biblical Ham989.  In response to this, independent black 

churches were organised.990  They produced traditions of both 

accommodation and resistance, which like the mainstream and largely white 

American denominations, were to have a considerable longer-term cultural, 

social and political impact in the USA. 

 

Just as the earlier notion of the Protestant ‘freeborn Englishman’ had 

hampered the development of an agreed geographically-bounded, English 

(or British) nation in the eighteenth century, so the notion of the white 

Protestant, ‘liberty-loving American', helped to delay the emergence of an 

agreed geographically bounded, ethnically inclusive, American nation-state 

to a much later date. 

 

 

vi)  Greece and the emergence of religio-nationalism amongst the  

  diasporas in Eastern Europe 
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Elsewhere, the rise of new ‘nation’ states created different problems.  The 

precocious struggle for Greek independence from 1821-9991 had partly 

stemmed from the diaspora Greeks’ role as merchants and professionals.  In 

these roles, they regularly met with western Europeans and Russians.  This 

brought them in contact with Freemasonry and some of the more advanced 

Radical (mainly French) and Liberal (mainly British) versions of 

nationalism. 

 

As a result, the struggle for political independence arose earlier in this far 

corner of the Balkans than in many areas of Central and Eastern Europe.  

The majority of the population in these parts of Europe were still peasants, 

whilst Germans and to a lesser extent Poles and Hungarians, were the 

dominant social groups, even if they constituted a minority outside either 

the cities or their rural mansions.  It was only in the aftermath of the 1847-9 

International Revolutionary Wave992 that an ethnic nationalism, which 

appealed to the peasantry, took much root here. 

 

Initially the diaspora Greek merchants and professionals wanted to 

encompass all Orthodox Christians in the Balkans, Aegean Islands and the 

Cypriot  (and possibly some Anatolian) provinces of the Ottoman Empire in 

a revived and reformed Eastern Orthodox Byzantine Empire.993  This pan-

Orthodox approach contributed to the rise of another form of nationalism - 

religio-nationalism.  This nationalism combined similar elements of the new 

and the old to those that Marx had recognised in Spain’s resistance to 

Napoleon.994 

 

This struggle was directed against the Ottoman Caliphate.995  The Ottoman 

rulers directly combined religious and political authority unlike the 

dynasties, constitutional monarchies and republics in Western and Central 

Europe, where religious and political authority was separated.  However, 

the Caliphate also provided official recognition to the followers of the non-

Moslem ‘Peoples of the Book’ - Christians and Jews.  A millet system996 of 

devolved political control prevailed, which awarded considerable power to 

the various Orthodox Christian and Jewish religious leaders over their 

followers. 

 

This provided a contrast to many earlier Christian states, which had often 
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expelled those who did not belong to the established religion, sometimes 

after initial a ‘lower orders’ led ‘religious cleansing’ to provoke their flight.  

Only later was religious toleration extended, in these states, first to non-

established Christian denominations and, later and less often, to Jews and 

Moslems (of whom there were very few after their expulsion from Spain in 

the early sixteenth century).  It was only during the French Revolution that 

the idea of providing Jews with equal rights was seriously raised at the state 

level. 

 

Members of the influential Greek Orthodox clergy, along with many 

merchants and professionals, lived in the wider diaspora in Ottoman 

Anatolia and the Balkans, or in Tsarist ‘New Russia’ on the northern edge 

of the Black Sea.  However, this relatively privileged grouping did not 

command significant support amongst other non-Greek Orthodox adherents.  

Furthermore, the imperial capital of Stamboul/Constantinople, in the 

Ottoman Empire, remained a bigger pull for many Greeks than provincial 

Athens, whilst Odessa and Crimea were home to many other Greeks in the 

Tsarist Empire. 

 

However, after the Ottoman forces had defeated risings elsewhere, the most 

spirited opposition came from the Greek-speaking peasantry, militias and 

klephts or outlaws of the Peloponnese.997  Greek nationalists had to come to 

terms with the idea of a more limited Greek territorial ethnic-state or 

ethnocracy, confined to this more economically backward part of the former 

Ottoman Empire. 

 

The Greek Orthodox Patriarchy,998 based in Constantinople, understood that 

Greek political independence could undermine its own power within the 

Ottoman Empire. Furthermore, if people from other ethnic groups, e.g. the 

Romanians and Bulgarians, attempted to follow the Greek example of 

winning national independence, they would likely demand a break, not only 

from the Ottoman authorities, but also from the Greek Orthodox Patriarchy.  

And so it proved to be, later in the nineteenth century, when the Romanian 

and Bulgarian church leaders declared ‘autonomy’ for their own Orthodox 

churches999 after struggles for greater national self-determination 

culminating in political independence. 

 



 275 

The Greek Orthodox Church hierarchy demanded a price for its support for 

a new territorial Greek ethnocracy.  They insisted on maintaining a specific 

Greek Orthodox identity as a hallmark of ‘Greekness’. Thus, they 

contributed to religio-nationalism.  Indeed, Greek religio-nationalists were 

so successful in this, that when Greece and the post-Ottoman Turkey 

undertook a population exchange in 1922, after a period of considerable 

bloodletting, Greek-speaking Muslims were consigned to Turkey, whilst 

Turkish-speaking Christians were consigned to Greece.1000 

 

As elsewhere in Central and Eastern Europe, another Romantically inspired 

notion of a more secular ethnic nation took root amongst Radicals and 

amongst Liberals in the nineteenth century.  This nationalism could take on 

board Greece’s ancient pre-Christian Classical legacy. Romantic 

nationalists attempted to gain support from a land-hungry Greek peasantry. 

However, because the Greek Orthodox Church still played a considerable 

role in peasant lives, religio-nationalism retained much support.  The legacy 

of pagan Classical Greece held little attraction for peasants, who saw those 

still existing, ruined monuments as little more than a source of useful 

building materials. 

 

Tsarist Russia also wanted to encourage Greeks to think of themselves as 

linked by Orthodox religion, ‘protected’ by the Tsar, rather than separated 

from Russians by a Greek ethnic or linguistic identity.  This was because 

the Tsar had designs on the Ottoman Empire, with the ultimate goal of 

winning Constantinople.  A pan-Orthodox stance was designed to further 

this aim.  It also helped the Tsar extend his empire to areas in the Caucasus 

where the Armenian and Georgian Orthodox churches were dominant. 

 

The Armenians, like the Greeks, also had a considerable a diaspora.1001  

Armenians were even more widely distributed.  In the early nineteenth 

century, they could be found living from the lands of the old Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth and Tsarist Russia to the Ottoman and Persian 

Empires.  Some influential Armenians, influenced by the Greeks, were to 

attempt to create their own nationality-state.  However, apart from a few 

mountainous areas of the Caucasus, nowhere else did Armenians form a 

majority amongst any local population.  The Armenians’ economic weight, 

stemming from their significant role as merchants, sometimes disguised this 
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fact. 

 

Later nineteenth century Armenian nationalists tried to establish a much 

wider Armenian nationality-state in Anatolia,1002 in which cultural identity 

was meant to become an important feature.  Initially though, the Armenian 

Orthodox Patriarchy and nobility, who were well placed within the existing 

Ottoman order, resisted this. Later though, after facing numerous Ottoman 

state or local Kurdish initiated massacres, the Armenian Orthodox Church 

came to give its support to an Armenian ethnocracy.  They developed a 

religio-nationalism, like their Greek Orthodox counterparts, to maintain 

their influence in the very different political order they later faced. 

 

The Karaite Jews1003 constituted a different sort of diaspora.  Their 

historical migration into Europe, like the Armenians, was also from the 

East.  Karaites were descendants of the Khazars,1004 a Turkish language-

speaking people, whose leaders had converted to Judaism, and formed an 

extensive empire north of the Black Sea, between the tenth and eleventh 

centuries.  This empire was eventually overthrown, and the overwhelming 

majority of Khazars later became Muslims and were subsumed in a wider 

Turkish-speaking population. 

 

However, some of the still remaining Khazar Karaite Jews were invited into 

the old Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (just as Ashkenazi Jews from 

Western Europe were to be) and later became part of the Tsarist Empire, 

when Poland was dismembered.  Other Karaites, still living in Crimea, also 

became part of the Tsarist Empire, when it displaced Ottoman rule there. 

 

In contrast, though, to the Greek and Armenian religio-nationalists, the 

Karaites never moved beyond a religious identity to form a new ethnic 

identity.  Their numbers were relatively small and their leaders less 

influential and ambitious. But perhaps most importantly, there was no 

longer any historical ‘homeland’ they could revive - the Khazars had 

disappeared from the map. 

 

So, perhaps in the true sense of the word, the Karaites were no longer a 

diaspora, since there was no remaining ‘homeland’.  However, the later 

development of Jewish Zionism,1005 which sought the ‘re-establishment’ of 
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the old Jewish ‘homeland’ of Israel in Palestine (then administered by the 

Ottoman Empire), highlighted the very tenuous links that ethnic and religio-

nationalists1006could use to make their territorial claims. 

 

For, it is more than likely that some Ashkenazi Jews in Eastern and Central 

Europe, who were later to give their support to Zionism, were descendants 

of Jewish converts from around the Mediterranean, not of the people of the 

ancient states of Israel or Judah,1007 many of whom, like the later Khazars, 

had converted to Islam.  If further historical and human genetic research 

proves this to be the case, then perhaps most of the European-descended 

Jews living in Israel today could just as well be considered an Ashkenazi-

Yiddish diaspora. 

 

As a result of past history and recent struggles, people from the emerging 

ethnic groups, nations and ‘nation’-states of the nineteenth would take on 

diverse characteristics. Differing forms of nationalism developed according 

to the class forces involved.  However, not all peoples made this transition.  

The formation of new ethnic groups, nations and ‘nation’-states was to 

produce many conflicts.  Furthermore, every new ‘nation’-state had to 

accommodate to an over-arching reality - first, the ever-growing penetration 

of the world market, often accompanied by new domestic capitalist social 

relations, and later, the development of a capitalist imperialism, which put 

even greater constraints on autonomous socio-economic development. 
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SUMMARY 
 

a)  After the demise of the ‘Universal Republic’ in Europe, another 

strand of revolutionary democracy emerged, which had considerable 

long-term influence - Jacobinism.  With the isolation of the ‘Universal 

Republic’, first declared in Saint Domingue in 1801, the Jeffersonian 

‘White Republic’, and later the Bolivarian ‘Creole Republic/s’ became 

the dominant models in the Americas.  However, a more plebian 

‘internationalism from below’ model emerged which countered the 

Jacobin and Jeffersonian models. 

 

b)  After 1815, most revolutionary democrats adopted the label 

‘Radical’.  Radicals from the ‘lower orders’ sought political change to 

promote their ideal society, which could be characterised as the ‘social 

republic’.  The most advanced Radicals envisaged a world of social 

republics united in a fraternal federation, based on popular assemblies 

or communes, brought about through ‘internationalism from below’ 

struggles. 

 

c)  Radicals represented heterogeneous social groups.  Plebian 

Radicalism included small masters, shopkeepers, artisans and tenant 

farmers who were trying to resist being turned into wage slaves.  

Radicalism’s ranks also included many from the new working class.  

Some workers wanted to end their condition of wage slavery by gaining 

land, others, particularly in the skilled trades, wished to use their 

knowledge of the new technologies to create a better non-capitalist 

society. Radicals wanted political power to establish social republics.  

Radicals were to the forefront of the struggles against continental 

reaction and British Conservatism (Toryism) in the period immediately 

following 1815. 

 

c)  As the Industrial Revolution advanced, the working class 

component of ‘lower orders’ Radicalism increased.  The 1820 Rising 
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(and Clydeside general strike) in Scotland, the Bristol Riots and 

Merthyr Rising in 1831, the Lyons Silk Weavers Rising of 1834, the 

Newport Rising of 1839, the Plug Riots of 1842 and the Silesian 

Weavers Revolt of 1844 all highlighted the plebian desire for Radical 

change. 

 

d)  The Liberals, representing the interests of the rising bourgeoisie 

(or middle class), were much less forthright in the period following 

1815.  They had been somewhat chastened by the emergence of the 

‘lower orders’ opposition as a political force.  Their growing power 

mainly stemmed from their economic influence as the Industrial 

Revolution took greater root. 

 

e)  Liberals wanted to exert their control over ‘nation’-states so that 

the bourgeoisie could create the optimum conditions for a new 

industrial capitalist order based on ‘free labour’ (i.e. wage slavery) and 

‘free trade’.  Initially, however, they pursued a cautious political 

strategy to reform existing states.  They usually opposed a more 

widespread democracy, pressing for more limited political reforms, 

which would increase the middle class’s political weight.  Liberals 

attempted to exclude the ‘lower orders’ from the franchise.  They used 

their political power to introduce new measures of coercion to 

discipline the working class. 

 

f)  The Liberals emerged as the main beneficiaries of the 1829-31 

International Revolutionary Wave.  They were prepared to ally with 

pragmatic Conservatives and settled for reformed constitutional 

monarchies, where this was a political option, such as in France after 

1830, and in the UK after the Reform Act of 1832. 

 

f)  Nor did the bourgeoisie yet have enough political influence to 

determine their state’s international policy.  During the 1829-31 

International Revolutionary Wave, Liberals compromised with 

reaction (represented by Metternich’s ‘Concert of Europe’).  This also 

reflected their concern that more Radical political possibilities should 

be marginalised.  They accepted the disciplining of Radicals like 

Mazzini’s followers, and the imposition of outside monarchs upon 
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Belgium and Greece.  Belgium and Greece were the only two new 

national states to emerge in a Europe still dominated by dynastic 

imperial and sub-national states.  The 1830 Polish Rising was crushed 

largely due to its leaders’ limited social base of support. 

 

g)  ‘Lower orders’ Radicalism came into increasing conflict with a 

new Radical Liberalism during the 1830s and ‘40s.  This Radical 

Liberalism reflected the bourgeoisie’s growing class confidence and 

desire to replace the Conservative landlord class as the ruling class.  

This conflict was highlighted in the UK by the political competition 

between the Chartists (and their Irish allies) and the Anti-Corn Law 

League.  It took the defeat of the 1839 Insurrection, the 1842 Plug 

Riots, and O’Connell’s retreat over Irish Repeal in 1843, to clear the 

way for the Liberals’ political triumph represented by the repeal of the 

Corn Laws in 1846.  However, on an international scale, the class and 

political contest between the ‘lower orders’ and middle class vision of 

the new social and political order still had to come to head in the 1847-9 

International Revolutionary Wave. 

 

h)  In the UK, Liberals further developed the idea of a top-down 

‘British nation’.  They hoped to end the remaining political distinctions 

between England (then including Wales), Ireland and Scotland.  

Ideally, they hoped this would create a ‘British nation’, which would 

render any remaining hyphenated identities, e.g. Irish-British or 

Scotch/Scottish-British, as purely personal features, in much the same 

way as particular religious identities (e.g. Nonconformist, Roman 

Catholic, Jewish) had or would become accepted. 

 

i)  Although the Radicals in the UK held to a different notion of how 

their ideal nation-state should be constituted, they began increasingly 

to adopt a British reformist orientation as the Liberals gained more 

influence and used their power to transform the old UK political 

structure to meet the needs of industrial capital. 

 

j)  The strongest opposition to top-down ‘Britishness’ (i.e. becoming 

a ‘West Briton’) came from those small tenant farmers and landless 

labourers in Ireland, who were engaged in near continuous struggles 
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over land and tithes.  However, in both Scotland and Wales, there was 

more success in winning support for ‘Britishness’ as the middle class 

was increasingly brought into the running of the UK state, and 

promoted the prospect of real reforms. 

 

k)  In the USA, the new ‘Jacksonian Democracy’, ushered in after the 

1828 election, represented a continuation of the White Republican 

political tradition left by Jefferson.  Furthermore, the White 

Republican ‘liberty loving American’ represented a transformation of 

the ideas of the ‘freeborn Englishman’ and the Lowland Scots and 

Scotch-Irish Calvinist ‘chosen people’. This national particularism 

obstructed the emergence of an inclusive American nation.  Whereas, 

in Europe, Liberal compromises with dynastic and other forms of 

reaction acted as a brake on revolutionary and radical change, the US 

Democrats’ continued compromises with Southern slave owners had an 

analogous effect. 

 

l)  The inability of the US state to emancipate all black slaves, or 

where they had been emancipated, to extend them equal rights, held 

back the formation of a unified American nation and nation-state.  As 

the North-South divide widened, the grounds were being prepared for 

future conflict.  The continued expansion of the western frontier at the 

expense of Native Americans and Mexicans, the ensuing competition 

between Northern anti-slavery and Southern slave owner interests over 

newly occupied and settled land, highlighted the imperial republican 

nature of the USA.  Both state promoted and local (usually officially 

tolerated) unofficial violence towards African Americans and Native 

Indians created a legacy, which was later used to suppress other 

oppositional forces, especially the infant working class. 

 

m)  Just as there was no pre-ordained trajectory from a world of 

tributary (e.g. feudal) social relations to the all-round triumph of 

industrial capitalism, where capital confronted only labour; so there 

was no pre-ordained trajectory from feudal dynasties or mercantile 

oligarchies to bourgeois nation-states.  Differing historical socio-

economic patterns and various class struggles produced a more 

variegated state system, and different patterns of nationalism. 
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n)  This included the retreat, which could be seen with the rise of 

Romantic nationalism, from the notion of a civic state shared by all 

citizens, associated with the French Revolution.  Those demanding 

more ethnically defined states, e.g. an American ‘White Republic’, or a 

united German ethnic-state/ethnocracy, developed a path later adopted 

by Conservative nationalists making populist appeals to the ‘lower 

orders’ as a counter to growing social democracy, based on an 

expanding working class. 

 

o)  Ideas spread further and faster than changing economic and 

social relations.  Thus, nationalism also developed in the shatter zone 

between the very new and the traditional.  This included the religio-

nationalism, which developed in Spain and Greece. 

 

p)  Diaspora-inspired movements for ‘homelands’ in perceived 

‘ancestral’ lands, were first developed in Greece, but provided 

inspiration for later movements of Armenians in eastern Anatolia and 

the Caucasus, and for Jews in Eastern and Central Europe. 

 

q)  Some of these movements became associated with various 

‘Zionist’ colonisation projects. This occurred in cases such as the 

Mormons forced into Utah, and the Welsh colonists who moved 

voluntarily to Patagonia, where neither had any ancestral links.  The 

later Jewish Zionist project, initially associated with a minority of 

Ashkenazi/Yiddish Jews living in Eastern  Europe, probably involved 

many who were not actual descendants of those Jews who had been 

forced to leave Palestine nearly two millennia before. 

 

r)  Major class struggles, from the end of the 1789-1815 

Revolutionary Wave, through the 1829-31 International Revolutionary 

Wave and beyond, increased the possibility that ‘nation’-states would 

become the dominant form of state organisation, first in Europe.  This 

culminated in the 1847-9 International Revolutionary Wave. 
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5. MAZZINI’S PATRIOTISM VERSUS 

MARX’S COSMOPOLITANISM 
 

 

i) Mazzini – the theorist and promoter of a world of nation-states 

 

After the demise of the 1829-31 International Revolutionary Wave, 

Giuseppe Mazzini1008 emerged as probably the most significant nineteenth 

century promoter of a world of nation-states.  He had been a member of the 

Carbonari,1009 and had taken part in an unsuccessful rising in Piedmont in 

1831.  He was jailed for his role in this, but was soon released, and he 

moved to Marseille.  However, his presence was not welcomed by the new 

liberal regime in France, which was worried about upsetting the Holy 

Alliance.  So, he moved on to Switzerland, long a haven for political 

refugees. 

 

Mazzini decided to abandon the old Carbonari methods.  This meant that he 

had to challenge the influence of Philippe Buonarroti.1010  Buonarroti had 

been born in Tuscany but moved to Corsica in 1790.  He had made a 

favourable impression upon the French Jacobins when he denounced the 

famed leader of the Corsican independence struggle, Paoli Pasquale, for his 

desertion in 1793 to the royalist cause, after he had initially welcomed the 

1789 Revolution.  Buonarroti was awarded French citizenship.  He went to 

the border town of Oneglia in preparation for a republican offensive into 

Genoa and Piedmont.  However, when the Directorate ousted the Jacobins, 

in 1795, Buonarroti joined Gracchus Babeuf’s1011 Conspiracy of Equals in a 

failed armed rising.  Babeuf was executed, whilst Buonarroti was 

imprisoned, but later released. 

 

Babeuf had taught Buonarroti of the need for a highly centralised 

conspiratorial organisation.  Buonarotti became one of the leaders of the 

post-1815 Carbonari.  He claimed to be running an International, with 

supporters in several European countries, and even in South America.  
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However, the various national organisations, where they existed, acted 

independently, adapting to local political conditions.  Nevertheless, 

Buonarroti remained a staunch Republican.  He had been unmoved by 

Napoleon’s ‘Enlightenment Empire’.  Yet, Buonarroti still remained a 

strong supporter of ‘the French initiative’.1012  This meant that French 

Republicans and a future French Republic would always be central to his 

plans for the setting up of other national republics.  In this respect, 

Buonarroti was as loyal to the Jacobin ‘party’, and the primacy of a French 

Republic, as any Communist Party member ever was to the CPSU 

leadership and the USSR. 

 

Mazzini, however, decided that a new form of politics was required.  

Europe’s reactionary dynastic regimes made it impossible to organise 

openly within their borders.  The leaders of any new national republican 

‘party’ would of necessity be forced to live abroad.  Mazzini still believed 

armed risings were needed as a prelude to national revolution.  However, he 

thought that the ground should be prepared by a period of extensive 

propaganda, rather than launching the putsches favoured by the Carbonari. 

 

Mazzini’s strategy involved the production of journals.  These could be 

smuggled over borders and distributed clandestinely to reach their target 

audience.  Then, when the time was right, a revolutionary base could be 

established from which guerrilla action would be launched.  This would 

hopefully precipitate the wider national revolution.  Some of these methods 

for taking political power were later to be adopted by both official and 

dissident Communists. 

 

Furthermore, Mazzini believed in the necessity of a temporary period of 

revolutionary dictatorship.  There would be “a Central Junta, a provisional 

government vigorously constituted by a few strong men, a kind of 

Committee of Public Safety, which will occupy itself with the affairs of the 

revolution”.1013 Only when the revolution was secured would a Constituent 

Assembly be summoned, and a national constitution be voted upon.  As the 

late Hal Draper has shown, support for the need of such temporary 

dictatorships was widespread at this time.1014 

 

Mazzini set up his first organisation when he was living in Marseille.  It 
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was called Young Italy and published a journal of the same name.  Young 

Italy’s membership was to be confined to Italians, since Mazzini believed 

that only Italians could liberate their own country.  He opposed 

Buonarroti’s ‘French initiative’ because he believed that French 

governments would only become involved in Italian affairs for their own 

selfish reasons, not to bring genuine liberation to the Italians. 

 

Nevertheless, Mazzini was still keen to have the support of revolutionaries 

from other countries to aid his armed initiatives in Italy.  He believed that 

Italian revolutionaries could reciprocate this help by supporting other 

national republican risings in turn.  Indeed, supporters of Young Italy, 

including the renowned Italian fighter, Garibaldi, organised an Italian 

Legion to help Uruguay’s Liberal independence struggle against the King of 

Brazil and the Conservatives in Argentina.1015 

 

In 1834, Mazzini planned an Italian republican invasion of Savoy (then part 

of the Kingdom of Piedmont).  This was launched from Switzerland with 

the support of Polish, Swiss, French and German émigré republicans.1016  

The hope was that a successful rising in Savoy would trigger off a wider 

revolution, beginning in the rest of the Kingdom of Piedmont and then 

extending to the other Italian states and territories. 

 

As it turned out the invasion was a fiasco, although Mazzini avoided 

capture.  The failure of Mazzini’s republican offensive left the way open for 

the Italian (Liberal) Moderates to pursue an alternative strategy.1017  They 

looked to the new King Charles Albert of Piedmont to lead the struggle for 

Italian unity under the Crown.  Moderates wanted to retain as much of the 

old social order as possible, making only the minimum necessary changes.  

Therefore, Moderates were prepared to curry the support of foreign powers 

to achieve Italian unity.  They wanted to avoid any independent 

mobilisation of popular support in Italy. 

 

In 1831, Mazzini had himself written an Open Letter to the new King of 

Piedmont, asking him to act as the figurehead leader of a campaign for 

Italian unity.  However, “Behind Charles Albert, or any other prince, he 

always saw a Committee of Public Safety, with himself in control”.1018  

Furthermore, Charles Albert was no constitutional monarch, and certainly 
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no supporter of the Radicalism that Mazzini advocated.  Nothing came of 

the initiative.  After this, Mazzini remained a republican to the end of his 

life, even when other republicans were to make their peace with the future 

King of Italy. 

 

 

ii)  Mazzini’s ‘Young Europe’ and his proposals for an international, 

  federal, democratic, republican order and the role of nations with 

  a ‘national mission’ 

 

On April 15th, 1834, undeterred by the recent setback in Savoy, Mazzini 

formed Young Europe.1019  This was effectively Mazzini’s new 

International designed to replace Buonarroti’s Carbonari.  Seventeen 

revolutionaries from Young Italy, Young Germany and Young Poland met 

in Berne in Switzerland.  Young Europe contributed relatively little in the 

way of planned uprisings.  Its wider influence was to be more ideological.  

Mazzini made a major contribution to national democratic and republican 

thinking in both its Radical and Liberal forms in Europe and the Americas.  

It was also to have a hold over many on the Left until as late as the Paris 

Commune in 1871.  Young Europe’s founding statement declared that:- 

 

1)  Young Germany, Young Poland and Young Italy being Republican 

  associations led by the same faith in liberty, equality and progress do 

  hereby fraternally associate and unite, now and forever. 

2)  A declaration of these principles which constitute the universal moral 

  law, in its bearing upon human society shall be drawn up by the  

  three national committees. 

3)  In all matters not comprehended in the Declaration of Principles…  

  each  association shall be free and independent.1020 

 

Young Europe promoted federalism in its organisational methods.  It 

advocated a federal republican union of European states.  It challenged 

Buonarroti’s awarding of primacy to French republicans, which stemmed 

from French Jacobinism.  Young Europe  opposed the Jacobins' imposition 

of a single state language.  Mazzini made it clear that his promotion of an 

Italian language to politically unite the Italian people was not meant to 

displace the many regional dialects or other languages1021 spoken by 95% of 
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the population.  Young Europe wanted not only equality between the 

constituent national republics of a federal Europe, but cultural diversity 

within each republic. 

 

Representatives from Young Switzerland and Young France soon declared 

their support for Young Europe.  However, only Young Switzerland 

produced its own a regular journal.  Its editor, Jacques Fazy, also produced 

Europe Centrale with financial help from Young Italy.  Yet Fazy still 

remained friendly with Buonarroti.  As a republican and freethinker, Fazy 

was to have a considerable impact on the future development of Swiss 

politics.1022 

 

Young Germany1023 was unable to withstand the state oppression that soon 

clamped down on the limited liberal freedoms won after 1830.  Repression 

led to hundreds of arrests in Prussia, Hesse and Bavaria.  Many fled abroad 

to Paris, Brussels, Zurich, London and the USA.1024  After failing to usurp 

the UK crown, Queen Victoria’s uncle, Ernest, the Duke of Cumberland, 

became King of Hanover in 1837.1025  This German state had previously 

shared a dynastic monarchy with the UK.  However, under the Salic Law, 

which only permitted males to inherit the throne, Victoria was prevented 

from becoming Queen of Hanover.  Thus, it was, as King of Hanover, that 

Ernest Augustus,1026 the former ultra-reactionary head of the Orange Order 

in the UK, now scrapped Hanover’s limited constitutional reforms.  

Opposition to the German dynasts then took the form of the Young 

Hegelians’ fairly rarefied philosophical debates,1027 or of the German 

workers’ Communist circles, formed in exile. 

 

Young Ireland1028 was also inspired by the example of Young Europe, 

although it was only formed in the late 1830s, after Young Europe had 

ceased to exist as an organisation.  Charles Gavan Duffy was on Young 

Ireland’s right wing.  Unlike Mazzini, who was merely sympathetic to 

Catholicism, Duffy was a committed Catholic, although not of an 

ultramontane persuasion.  He worked with Protestant allies on the 

influential paper, the Nation.  Mazzini was unhappy about the pronounced 

secular stance adopted by republican leaders of the Swiss Diet, when they 

opposed the reactionary rising of the Catholic Sonderbund,1029 which was 

designed to split the Swiss Confederation.  However, unlike Duffy, Mazzini 
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threw himself wholeheartedly into the 1847-9 republican revolutions.  In 

contrast, “Duffy attacked Garibaldi and Mazzini as anti-papal 

adventurers”.1030  Duffy’s political moderation was one reason why the 

Radical wing of Young Ireland, the Irish Confederation, emerged as a 

counter force.  This included James Fintan Lalor,1031 Thomas Francis 

Meagher,1032 John Mitchel1033 and William Smith O’Brien.1034 

 

Before the defeat of the 1847-9 International Revolutionary Wave, Marx 

and Engels often expressed a cosmopolitan indifference towards nation-

states.  It was only because of this major political setback that Marx and 

Engels came to accept that nation-states were going to be around for some 

time.  Before this they tied to counter those influenced by Mazzini’s ideas 

through their promotion of a cosmopolitan world view.1035  After 1849, they 

accepted some of his ideas, but subordinated them to the transitional 

arrangements needed along the road to a world communist order.  They 

rejected the idea of a permanent, Radical liberal capitalist order that 

Mazzini never progressed beyond. 

 

Mazzini wrote about nations with a ‘national mission’.1036  One of these, of 

course, was Italy.  Mazzini’s proposed Italian nation included Corsica (then 

part of the French state), Malta (then a British colony), the southern Tyrol 

(under Hapsburg control) and the Swiss canton of Ticino, as well as all the 

peninsula and island states and territories that were to eventually constitute 

the state of Italy.1037   With regard to Nice (then part of Piedmont) and 

Trieste (then under Hapsburg control) Mazzini was prepared to have a 

referendum to decide the issue.  He first adopted this approach when Young 

Italy was involved in the abortive invasion of Savoy.  If he had been 

successful, the Savoyards were to have been given a referendum to decide 

whether they wished to become part of a united republican Italy, join the 

Swiss republican confederation, or constitutional monarchist France.1038 

 

Later, Mazzini was to urge the dissemination of “the principles of national 

freedom and progress… in favour of the right of every people to self-

government and the maintenance of their own nationality; to promote a 

good understanding between the people of every country”.1039  Clearly this 

anticipated the democratic notion of ‘the right of nations to self-

determination’, alongside the promotion of internationalism.1040  Mazzini 



 289 

developed some of the methods to address the ‘National Question’, which 

Marx and Engels would later adopt too.1041 

 

Although Mazzini hoped that a future united republican Italy would take 

over the Swiss canton of Ticino, he and many other radicals remained 

grateful for the historic role the Swiss Confederation had played.  It had 

opposed the Hapsburg dynasty and empire and provided asylum for 

political refugees.  Mazzini envisaged a future Confederation of the Alps, 

which included the cantons of the Swiss Confederation, northern Tyrol, 

Carinthia and Carniola (from Hapsburg Austria) and possibly Savoy.  

Mazzini’s proposed Germany also included the Netherlands and Flemish 

Belgium, whilst his proposed France included Walloon Belgium.  He also 

envisaged a united England, Scotland and Ireland; a united Iberia (including 

both Spain and Portugal); and a united Scandinavia (including Denmark, 

Sweden and Norway).1042 

 

In Central and Eastern Europe, Mazzini saw the various Slav peoples as 

potentially powerful allies in Italy’s struggles against the Hapsburg Empire.  

He also shared the widespread Radical and Liberal enthusiasm for the 

struggles of the Greeks against the Ottoman Empire.1043  However, Mazzini 

only made provisional suggestions as to the geographical extent of his 

proposed future federations for Illyria, Danubia and Hellenia.  His proposed 

future independent Polish republic and a republican Russia would divide 

and incorporate the various peoples living in their borderlands between 

them.1044  Given his obvious sympathy for Poland, Mazzini would probably 

have supported those Poles who wanted to reconstitute the old Polish 

Commonwealth, with its Polish, Ukrainian, Byelorussian and Lithuanian 

ethnic groups. 

 

Marx and Engels would later agree about the geographical extent of many 

of these  ‘nations with a mission’ or ‘historic nations’.  However, when it 

came to the majority Czech-peopled territory of Bohemia and Moravia, they 

considered their Slav inhabitants should be assimilated, or even suppressed, 

if they put up any resistance to absorption within the ‘historic German 

nation’.1045  For Marx and Engels, the Czechs were a ‘historyless people’.  

Marx was to accuse Mazzini of trying to invent a separate Czech 

nationality.1046  It took some time before Marx and Engels realised that 
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certain ‘historyless peoples’ could, in changing historical circumstances, 

join the forces demanding progress.  Marx and Engels also had little 

sympathy for Switzerland and would probably have preferred it to be 

divided between Germany, France and Italy. 

 

Despite Mazzini’s obvious support for a nation-state solution to end the 

dynastic imperial states and the various petty statelets, which dominated 

Europe at the time, he remained a staunch internationalist.  He was even 

opposed to nationalism itself, seeing it as “dangerous perversion of {the} 

patriotism” he championed.1047  Mazzini’s own international vision 

represented a modification of an older Enlightenment universalism, but now 

adapted to a world of nation-states. 

 

Mazzini took exception to the Italian nationalist notion of the 

Mediterranean Sea being the ‘Mare Nostrum’ (our sea) and believed it 

should be shared by all nations as the ‘Lago Europeo’.1048  Here, by 

ignoring the African and Asian nature of lands bordering the south and east 

of the Mediterranean Sea, Mazzini also revealed his support for a feature of 

much Mainstream Enlightenment thinking - a belief in the superiority of 

European civilisation.  “Italy’s mission was first of all to take the lead in 

producing a community of nations in Europe and thereafter extending 

European civilisation to {what is today} Tunisia and Libya, as well as 

joining Russia and Britain in the civilisation of the Far East”.1049  He shared 

the idea of Europe’s wider ‘civilising role’ in the world with many Liberals 

and Radicals, including John Stuart Mill,1050 and also with revolutionaries, 

including the early Marx and Engels.1051 

 

Mazzini was aware that European powers might annex colonial territories 

for less than altruistic motives.  He thought that “the expansion of Europe 

would only be justifiable insofar as it fostered emancipation, education, 

democratic rights and abolition of slavery; and only if it aimed at 

establishing new self-governing nations”.1052  Marx and Engels were more 

sanguine than Mazzini about the motives of the various European colonial 

powers, but for much of their earlier lives they still thought that these 

imperialists were inadvertently promoting progress in these areas. 

 

Mazzini probably had more influence on the early national democratic 
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movements than any other thinker.  Elements of his ‘programme’ became 

widely accepted in the Radical and Liberal movements of the time.  When 

the First International was set up in 1863, Marx thought that its initial 

manifesto owed far too much to Mazzini.1053 

 

 

iii)  Radical and Liberal internationalism undermined by the   

  development of industrial capitalism 

 

One aspect of Mazzini’s politics placed him outside of the Radicals’ ranks.  

He remained a supporter of religion.  He had a rather unique approach to 

this though.  He did not support any particular Christian denomination.  He 

believed that Lutheranism had been a necessary corrective to medieval 

Catholicism, but regretted its inability to reform the whole Church, which 

had left it divided instead.  Mazzini believed that the Catholic Church could 

still undergo a second more effective reformation, but one where all 

Christians could perhaps be reunited under a new ethical religion.  He 

admired the Unitarians, warmed to tolerant British liberal Nonconformists, 

but strongly disliked Calvinists whom he saw as intolerant and divisive. 1054 

 

Mazzini was hostile to atheism, freemasonry and even to secularism, which 

he equated with generalised religious indifference.  Mazzini placed his trust 

in the notion of progress.  He thought that both Catholic priests and 

Protestant ministers could be won over by the new scientific developments 

and by the rise of Radical and Liberal politics.  He was particularly 

influenced by Felicite de Lammenais1055 who, having once been an 

ultamontane1056 supporter of the Vatican, moved to become a Radical Deist 

and a leader in the 1848 Revolution in France.  Mazzini was also influenced 

by Saint-Simon’s attempt to construct a new religion,1057 but he still hoped 

that any future religion would be based on Christian ethics. 

 

In 1846, in a repeat of his earlier short lived ‘flirtation’ with Charles Albert, 

Mazzini briefly thought that the new ‘liberal’ Pope Pius IX might promote 

Italian unity.  His hopes were soon to be dashed.  Mazzini’s already 

mentioned prevarication over the role of the Catholic Sonderbund was 

partly due to the fact that his former Swiss ally, Jacques Fazy led the 

opposition.  Fazy was a Socialist and atheist and was strongly criticised as 
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such by Mazzini.1058  Yet Mazzini was quite aware of the reactionary nature 

of Metternich’s actions.  He thought, however, that a progressive element 

would emerge from amongst the Catholic priests. 

 

The problem Mazzini faced was that the Catholic hierarchy was moving 

away from Liberalism to reactionary Ultramontanism.  Those more plebian 

priests in contact with the Radicals, and those middle class secular Catholic 

organisations, were no more able to reverse the political trajectory of the 

Catholic hierarchy than those Liberation Theologists who emerged within 

the Catholic Church in the 1960s and ‘70s.  Mazzini took an anti-Vatican 

stance whenever the Catholic hierarchy opposed his own political projects.  

He was to oppose the future Kingdom of Italy’s constitution because it 

declared Catholicism to be the official state religion.1059  Yet Mazzini still 

kept looking for signs of progressive religious change. 

 

Pope Pius IX, though, continued to follow the reactionary logic of his 

politics.  More people, both Radicals and Liberals, were imprisoned in 

Papal State jails than in any other Italian state.  Even King Victor 

Emmanuel was excommunicated.  Pope Pius later issued his Syllabus of 

Errors in 1864.1060  He had ‘papal infallibility’ declared an official Catholic 

dogma at the First Vatican Council in 1870.1061  He did this as he walled 

himself up in the Vatican against the forces of Italian unity closing in upon 

him. 

 

Even Italian Liberals, such as the Moderate Count Cavour, saw the need for 

a secular state.1062  He clearly understood that the Vatican was beyond 

reform and that it remained totally hostile towards Italian unity.  As for 

Mazzini’s other allies, particularly amongst the ‘Young’ movements, they 

saw Mazzini’s pro-religion stance as something of an eccentricity.  Most 

members were freethinkers or atheists.  This included Garibaldi, the Che 

Guevara of his day.1063  Young Europe members just let the organisation’s 

Rule 3 pass - “One God, One ruler – His law, One interpretation alone of 

that law - Humanity”.1064  Mazzini obviously framed this rule himself.  

Other members believed that they were that Humanity interpreting that law.  

Therefore, they saw no need for any ‘divine’ guidance. 

 

Thus, Mazzini’s own thinking about religion had relatively little impact 
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upon the wider Radical or Liberal national movements of his lifetime.  

However, it was a very different matter when it came to his continued 

support for a new capitalist order.  If Mazzini made some undoubted 

contributions towards an ‘internationalism from below’ approach to the 

‘National Question’, these, like those of the earlier Enlightenment 

universalism, were rendered utopian by the economic and political 

developments associated with rising industrial capitalism and imperialism. 

 

Mazzini had no conception of an alternative to capitalism.  This became 

even clearer, when he helped to form the People’s International League in 

1847.  “It is emphatically for peace that the League is founded.  Not the 

pretence of peace now existing, but peace founded upon right and ensured 

by justice… peace for the free growth of national peculiarities of character; 

that like the world’s goods may be readily exchanged, that every man may 

have the opportunity of placing himself in that sphere in which his energies 

may be turned to best account for the public service, and that each country 

may thus be the gainer, not only by immigration of useful members from 

other countries, but also by the emigration of such of her own members as 

cannot find it a home for the profitable investment of their faculties; for a 

constant intercommunication of ideas and information for the benefit of all 

countries; and for free trade, the unrestrained interchange of natural 

products and manufactures by which alone the material wants of nations 

can be supplied”.1065 

 

Thus, Mazzini linked his vision for peace and internationalism with 

profitable investment and free trade.  Mazzini saw free trade and ‘free’ 

labour as the economic bedrock of his political project for an international 

federation of nation-states.  Mazzini was quite aware of the failings of the 

‘actually-existing capitalism’ but, like many other Radicals, he put these 

down to the still remaining outdated monopolies and restrictive policies 

propped up by the traditional reactionary regimes, or to the abuse of 

political power by a new ‘illiberal’ bourgeoisie.  They appeared to be acting 

selfishly in their own narrow class interests and not for the greater benefit 

of the whole nation.  He believed that Radicals, however, acted with a 

higher moral purpose. 

 

Mazzini thought these problems could be countered if Radicals overthrew 
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the reactionary dynastic regimes.  They would then organise effective 

political action to win parliamentary representation.  Workers would form 

their own cooperative associations, which would improve their position 

within the new order.  Mazzini helped to form mutual aid societies amongst 

émigré Italian artisans in London.1066  Once again, these ideas had strong 

roots amongst Radicals and the wider workers’ movement, particularly 

amongst those artisans who opposed the loss of personal liberty associated 

with the imposition of waged labour; but also from skilled tradesmen who 

felt they had the skills to control the new technologies brought about by the 

Industrial Revolution. 

 

Mazzini was strongly opposed to those new groupings of Socialists and 

Communists who promoted class struggle.  These had emerged in the 1829-

31 International Revolutionary Wave.  Any sympathy Mazzini had for 

socialist ideas was confined to the earlier Utopian Socialist thinking, 

particularly that of Saint-Simon.1067  Mazzini rejected class struggle and 

believed strongly in the progressive nature of the new technology of the 

Industrial Revolution.  Mazzini only believed in the need for political 

liberation and saw no need for the emancipation of wage labour. 

 

Nevertheless, like many republicans, Mazzini still adhered to the old 

Jacobin idea of equality.  He wrote that, “Liberty is little, is nothing, if it is 

not the necessary means for founding Equality, for reconstituting the 

people.  Liberty is the critical part only.  Liberty by itself is Protestantism in 

religion.  Liberty by itself is Romanticism in literature.  Liberty is negation 

and of itself constructs nothing”.1068  Mazzini believed it was the job of the 

leaders of any new republic to implement egalitarian measures, but only 

after they had already won political power. 

 

Mazzini thought that class struggles divided the national republican 

movement.1069  Some supporters in the various ‘Young’ movements 

opposed him over this.  They had declared their support for the Lyon Silk 

Weavers Rising in 1834.1070  Fazy championed workers’ struggles in 

Switzerland.1071  Mazzini’s views on the need for workers’ mutual or 

cooperative associations overlapped with those of the anti-state Anarchist, 

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon1072 and the state Communist, Louis Blanqui.1073  

Nevertheless, both of these figures saw Mazzini as counter-revolutionary, 
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because he wanted to retain a role for capitalist entrepreneurs alongside 

workers’ mutual associations.1074 

 

However, perhaps Mazzini’s biggest failing in opposing class struggle was 

highlighted in Italy itself.  Here, peasants still laboured under semi-feudal 

conditions, enduring severe exploitation and oppression and living in 

grinding poverty.  Later, Marx pointed out that Mazzini’s failure to 

champion and lead the peasantry in their struggles actually helped the 

Austrian Hapsburg oppressors of Italy.1075  Mazzini’s anti-class struggle 

stance also played into the hands of the Moderates he so despised. 

 

Many Radicals, and all Liberals, upheld the progressive nature of the new 

industrial capitalist order.  This led to political slippage between the two 

groups.  However, although Radicals accepted the existence of a capitalist 

order, they tended to be more pro-democracy and also wanted to exercise 

various forms of workers’ control over capital.  Over most issues Mazzini 

tended to the Radical, rather than the Liberal wing of politics.  He saw that 

Liberals were very hesitant in their attitude to democracy.  Liberal regimes 

like that of Louis Philippe, and those liberal Moderates he knew in the 

various Italian states, might sometimes invoke an abstract notion of liberty, 

but they were more concerned to defend a hierarchical social order.  Yet 

Mazzini still hoped that Liberals would uphold the principles they professed 

to adhere to, so he made overtures to gain their support. 

 

Provided that Mazzini was living at a safe distance, the Moderates in Italy 

were prepared to acknowledge his contribution to the struggle for unity.  

However, as with Louis Philippe’s French liberal regime, their support did 

not extend to offering practical aid to Mazzini’s various republican 

initiatives.  It was only when Mazzini moved to England in 1837, that he 

found greater acceptance in Liberal circles.  In this respect, British Liberal 

attitudes to Mazzini were similar to those later expressed in the UK towards 

Nelson Mandela under the South African Apartheid regime.  Nevertheless, 

even in the UK, Mazzini was subjected to abuse from The Times.1076  

Furthermore, Mazzini accused Peel’s Tory government of opening his mail, 

and of betraying those involved in an attempted rising in Naples to the 

authorities in 1842 1077 
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When the Tories were ousted in 1847, Mazzini believed that the Foreign 

Office still remained under the influence of “a particularly reactionary 

aristocratic section of the UK government”.1078  He hoped to mobilise wider 

Liberal opinion, “so that whenever European Affairs may call for 

interference, they may be in no doubt as to the course to be pursued”.1079  

However, the Peoples International League, which Mazzini helped to 

organise for this purpose, depended more on the work of English Radicals, 

particularly William James Linton,1080 than upon the Liberals. 

 

Linton surveyed the turbulent Liberal and Radical movements in Belgium, 

Portugal, Poland, Greece, Switzerland, and the Slav states of the Austrian 

and Russian empires at the outset of the 1847-9 International Revolutionary 

Wave.  He saw a Europe, "filled with the very elements of social 

combustion".1081  However, Linton’s experience during this period led him 

to make a break with the idea of cross-class movement and dependence on 

bourgeois Liberals.  Linton became involved with the Red Republicans 

(76),1082 the most radical grouping to emerge from the remnants of the 

Chartists, after 1849. 

 

Mazzini, however, was to remain wedded to his notion of cross-class unity 

for the national cause, and his hopes that a ‘Liberal Britain’ would uphold 

Liberal principles internationally. 

 

 

iv)  Plebian and proletarian struggles and the emergence of a   

  conscious  Communist challenge 

 

The emergence of distinct plebian and proletarian struggles had been a 

marked feature both of the period of the 1829-31 International 

Revolutionary Wave itself and of the two decades following.  In 1831 there 

had been the Merthyr Rising and the first Lyon Silk Weavers’ Revolt.  

Artisans and workers constituted the most radical wing of the wider 

political movements in the UK and France at the time.  At a time when 

industrial capitalism was not yet securely imbedded in wider society, and 

when socialist ideas were still quite nebulous and tinged with utopianism, 

many workers struggled, in effect, to create a social republic. 
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The second Lyons Silk Weavers Revolt in 1834 stood out though, because 

it happened after the revolution in France had subsided.1083  The weavers 

fought alone.  They felt that they had been short-changed by Louis 

Philippe’s Liberal constitutional monarchy.  Their desired Radical social 

republic had not been achieved.  It was due to similar feelings of being 

cheated, this time by the 1832 Reform Act, that the Chartists were formed 

in Great Britain.  This had led to the determined actions of its working class 

wing at Newport in 1839, and the Plug Riots of 1842.  In 1844, the Silesian 

Weavers’ Revolt1084 broke out, and there were similar disturbances in 

Bohemia that year. 

 

These risings and revolts did not form a part of an organised international 

political challenge, nor even links in a wider revolutionary chain.  However, 

they did share a similar background of rapid economic change as 

industrialisation advanced.  Poverty-stricken artisans competed for work 

with the new industrial machinery.  The new working class was subjected to 

the vagaries of boom and slump.  Nevertheless, connections were soon to be 

made by artisans, waged workers, and by members of the Radical and 

revolutionary intelligentsia. New class struggle-based Communist and 

Socialist organisations emerged.  There was still considerable ideological 

confusion.  These groups were influenced by the wider Radical movements, 

and by various oppositional thinkers of the time, including those harking 

back to an imagined golden past. 

 

Artisan journeymen, particularly in luxury trades such as tailoring, cabinet 

making and silk weaving, still continued their longstanding tradition of 

‘tramping’ from place to place.  They often crossed state borders to do their 

work.  Furthermore, a new wage dependent working class was recruited 

from people who came from a very wide variety of ethnic groups and pre-

nation groups.  Together they formed part of the mass emigrations and 

immigrations, which already marked this early phase of capitalist 

development.  Thousands of German workers were to be found in Paris, 

whilst English, Scottish, Welsh, Irish, German, French Canadian, and other 

ethnic groups joined the growing manufacturing workforce in the USA.  

Those Irish immigrants, who flocked to the mines and the canal and railway 

construction sites of Britain, were still far from being British by nationality, 

despite their ancestors’ families having lived for centuries within the  
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‘United’ Kingdom. 

 

Workers were not yet fully moulded into national citizens.  They clung on 

to earlier identities for a considerable period of time.  There was a usually 

very limited franchise, a minimal national state regulatory system of 

‘industrial relations’ (other than restrictive laws and coercion), and few less 

meaningful welfare measures to bind workers to a nation-state.  Where 

there were still certain laws and practices offering the plebian classes some 

protection, these were most often locally, not nationally, enforced.  Such 

concessions had been made under the pressure of pre-capitalist class 

struggles, when yeomen, artisans and labourers had tried to impose their 

own ‘moral economy’.1085  It was precisely such restrictions on free trade 

and ‘free’ labour that the rising bourgeoisie was trying to eliminate. 

 

However, there were soon functioning international networks of artisans, 

workers and revolutionaries.  The Chartist paper, the Northern Star, 

maintained correspondence with the German Arbeiterbildungsverein 

(Worker Educational Society), whilst the Fraternal Democrats, formed by 

George Julian Harney,1086 in 1846, corresponded with the Democratic 

Association in Brussels.  This organisation had specific general secretaries 

for affiliated nationalities.1087 

 

Marx and Engels both wrote of the significance of the Silesian Weavers 

Revolt of 1844, linking it with the workers’ movements in France and 

England.  Various artisan and worker communist groups came together to 

form the Communist League in 1847.1088  Marx and Engels decided to join.  

They were commissioned to write The Communist Manifesto.1089  This was 

published just days before the outbreak of the 1848 February Revolution in 

Paris.  The events of the 1847-9 International Revolutionary Wave were to 

have a profound effect on the approach Marx and Engels adopted to the 

‘National Question’.  However, between Marx and Engels’ first public 

emergence as political activists in 1844 and the 1847-9 revolutions they 

adopted a radical cosmopolitan approach, as Michael Lowy has 

demonstrated.1090 

 

 

v)  Marx and Engels’ first attempt to challenge the Radicals and the 
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  Liberals – the cosmopolitan approach 

 

In 1845, Engels clearly showed how the revolutionary principle of the 

'brotherhood of nations', first publicly raised during the French Revolution, 

could only be won on a new proletarian and communist basis.  In the same 

year Marx went even further.  He believed that the rule of the bourgeoisie 

was likely to be short-lived, since capitalism was an unstable social system.  

It would soon be replaced by an alternative humanist/communist order, 

based initially on the collective practice and organisation of the proletariat, 

struggling to overcome its exploitation and oppression. 

 

Engels pointed to the need to overcome the limitations of earlier attempts to 

set up a ‘brotherhood of nations’.  He outlined a new working class 

viewpoint in opposition both to the petty bourgeois and bourgeois forms of 

internationalism then prevalent:- 

 

“Be calm, dear Germany.  The nation and the French republic are of great 

importance to us.  The brotherhood of nations... is now everywhere 

practised by the most radical political party...  The brotherhood of nations 

under the flag of modern democracy... originated in the French Revolution 

and has developed in French communism and English1091 Chartism...  In 

truth the words democracy and brotherhood of nations have at present a 

social sense, and contain a political meaning...  Democracy today means 

communism... finally, the brotherhood of nations has today more than ever a 

social significance.  The imaginings of a European republic and universal 

peace through political organisation {petty bourgeois radicalism} have 

become as ridiculous as the phrases about the brotherhood of nations under 

the aegis of universal free trade {bourgeois liberalism}... the proletarians of 

all countries... are beginning to practice true brotherhood under the banner 

of communistic democracy.  The proletarians are the only ones who can 

really do this; for the bourgeoisie has special interests in each country, and 

since these interests are for them the most important thing, they can never 

advance beyond nationalism” 1092 

 

Engels did not want to dismiss those social republicans and communists he 

was working closely with at the time.  He wanted to raise their sights above 

the contemporary political debates, still being conducted on a national 
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republican basis, and fought out in the pages of the various democratic, 

socialist and communist journals. 

 

Marx polemicised against the political economist, Freidrich List.1093  List 

was a Liberal, but a Liberal like Henry Clay in the USA, who felt it 

necessary to depart from classical free trade principles and advocate 

measures of economic protection for infant industries.  List had been 

offered the editorship of the Rheinische Zeitung, but turned it down clearing 

the way for Marx to take the job.  In 1841, List had written his own 

politico-economic programme for a united Germany, The National System 

of Political Economy.1094 

 

List was clearly engaging with the many Radicals and Liberals of his day, 

for whom free trade was axiomatic.  For them it formed an indispensable 

step towards their ideal world order.  List replied that,  “The result of a 

general free trade would not be a universal republic, but, on the contrary, a 

universal subjection of the less advanced nations to the predominant 

manufacturing, commercial and naval power…  A universal republic… i.e. 

a union of the nations of the earth whereby they recognise the same 

conditions of right among themselves and renounce self-redress, can only 

be realised if a large number of nationalities attain to as nearly the same 

degree as possible of industry and civilisation, political cultivation and 

power.  Only with the gradual formation of this union can free trade be 

developed, only as a result of this union can it confer on all nations the 

same great advantages which are now experienced by those provinces and 

states which are politically united".1095 

 

Hence, List argued for tariffs to protect German industries.  These tariffs 

were to be directed mainly against the powerful competition from British 

capitalism.  Marx attacked List’s national Liberalism, claiming it would not 

have the effect List intended.  Marx, in contrast to Engels at the time, 

thought that the various national bourgeoisies would soon become mere 

local personifications of a cosmopolitan capitalist order.  This is 

comparable to the view that the capitalist firm cannot exist in isolation but 

must be part of a wider, competitive, capitalist political economy.  Marx 

thought that any attempt to develop a specifically German, state-promoted, 

capitalist system could not be successful.  It would be like trying to get 



 301 

paternalistic factory owners to unite with their workers, in order to create a 

conflict-free city council and self-sufficient local community in the midst of 

a hostile external world. 

 

Marx dismissed List’s worries that Germany would become subordinated to 

Britain as a misrepresentation of reality.  “England’s industrial tyranny over 

the world is the domination of industry over the world.  England dominates 

us because industry dominates us”.1096  In other words, what appeared to be 

an English (British)-dominated system to List, was merely the initial phase 

of a wider cosmopolitan economic system that would lose its national 

colouring as it further developed.  Even if Germany opted for national 

capitalist development, its people would still become enslaved in a 

cosmopolitan capitalist order. 

 

Marx viewed the role of certain ‘historic nations’ as merely constituting a 

temporary transitional stage in a rapidly developing cosmopolitan capitalist 

world.  “After industry in England, politics in France, philosophy in 

Germany have been developed, they have been developed for the world, 

and their world-historic significance, as also that of these nations, has 

thereby come to an end”.1097  In The Communist Manifesto, Marx and 

Engels went further, arguing that, "National differences and antagonisms 

are daily more and more vanishing, owing to the development of the 

bourgeoisie, to freedom of commerce, to the world market, to uniformity of 

the mode of production and in the conditions of life corresponding 

thereto".1098 

 

Whereas List advanced a case that had elements of the much later radical 

Dependency Theory, which rose to prominence in the Third World of the 

1960s and ‘70s, ironically Marx advanced some ideas, which anticipated 

elements of American Cold War economist, Walt Rostow’s theory,1099 and 

many present-day advocates of corporate globalistion.  For Marx, as for 

these economists, the advance of capitalism in economically backward 

areas leads not to their dependency.  Instead, as Marx later wrote, “The 

country that is more developed industrially only shows to the less 

developed the image of its own future”.1100 

 

Marx believed it was not necessary for Communists to confine themselves 
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to national revolutions, since the bourgeoisie itself was already creating a 

new global order, which meant that a cosmopolitan communism was on the 

agenda.  Instead of List’s national Liberal programme, Marx advocated an 

immediate revolution, involving an alliance of English/British, French, 

German and other revolutionaries, which would grow over into a worldwide 

communism.  So widely were the new capitalist social relations being 

contested, that Marx, along with many others, believed the bourgeoisie and 

the kind of society they promised, only had a very short future.  “Today 

{the proletariat} are still the slaves of the bourgeoisie, and in them he {the 

bourgeois} sees nothing but the instruments of his dirty lust for profit; 

tomorrow they will break their chains and reveal themselves as the bearers 

of human development which will blow him sky-high together with his 

industry”.1101 

 

Thus, Marx and Engels already saw the new industrial working class as the 

standard bearer of future emancipation, liberation and self-determination.  

They did not wait for the arrival of a world with only two classes - capitalist 

and proletarian.  The already existing working class would draw the 

peasants and artisans behind them in a struggle to overthrow the remaining 

feudal bonds, without these allies first having to become wage slaves.  

Indeed, so bleak was the future promised by the bourgeoisie, in its ‘dark 

satanic mills’, that peasants and artisans would have a very strong incentive 

to join with the working class in overthrowing industrial capitalism before it 

overwhelmed them too. 

 

Marx, following Engels, was impressed by the organisation of the Chartists.  

However, given the failure of revolution in the UK during the earlier 

International Revolutionary Waves (1792-1815 and 1829-1831), and of the 

attempted Chartist Risings in 1839 and 1842, Marx looked first to the 

experienced and steeled French revolutionaries to take the lead. 

 

Marx believed that it would be relatively easy to win support for this 

approach amongst the infant working class.  “The nationality of the worker 

is neither French, nor English, nor German, it is labour, free {wage} 

slavery, self-huckstering {selling oneself}.  His government is neither 

French, nor English, nor German, it is capital.  His native air is neither 

French, nor German, nor English, it is factory air”.1102 The Communist 
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Manifesto went even further, “The modern industrial labour, modern 

subjection to capital, the same in England, as in France, America, as in 

Germany, has stripped {the proletariat} of every trace of national 

identity”.1103 

 

Marx and Engels’ belief in the short life expectancy of ‘historic nations’ 

was very much linked to their view of the rapid spread of industrial 

capitalism.  They argued that this was a necessary precondition for the 

transition to a communist future.  In some of their early writings, it seems 

that an all-triumphant, rising capitalism was clearing out every last vestige 

of feudal society (and soon the Asiatic despotisms too).  This process would 

create a new society with a ‘clean slate’, leaving only the proletariat to 

confront the bourgeoisie.  An increasing crescendo of class struggle, 

spreading out over the world, would eventually, but inevitably, lead to the 

formation of a new global humanist/communist social order. 

 

Certainly, at the time of Marx and Engels’ earlier writings, industrial 

capitalism and bourgeois Liberalism were already powerful forces in Great 

Britain.  However, they were still being strongly contested by the plebian 

classes and by Radicalism.  Many in the Chartist movement1104 opposed the 

rise of industrial capitalism.  Others hoped to use the new technological 

advances to help create a utopian socialist order.1105  However, workers, 

artisans, tenant farmers, small masters and shopkeepers did not form the 

only opposition.  Before 1849, the notion that industrial capitalism provided 

the model for the ‘civilised world’ was a minority view, even amongst the 

ruling classes of Europe and the Americas, never mind the other extensive 

areas of the globe, not yet ruled by colonial powers. 

 

In the UK itself, substantial numbers amongst the older landed class, 

including most Tories, looked in horror as the bleak new industrial urban 

landscapes spilled over into ‘merry old England’.  William Cobbett,1106 

former scourge of Jacobins and republicans,1107 along with other Tory 

‘Radicals’, was vehement in his disapproval of this new rising industrial 

capitalism.  There was even a Young England movement,1108 although far 

removed from the radical republicanism of Mazzini’s followers.  Its best-

known member was Benjamin Disraeli.1109  Perhaps, the title was adopted 

with a certain irony, since it formed a grouping within the Tory Party.  It 
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was on the party’s Right wing and supported a return to feudal ideals and 

dynastic legitimism.  Young England members were sentimental Jacobites 

who believed that the UK had taken the wrong political turn in 1688.  They 

supported the aristocratic interest and particularly the Corn Laws.  

However, unlike the reactionary Legitimists on the continent, Young 

England remained constitutional in their politics.  Some of their members 

looked to the Oxford Movement to create a reformed high Church of 

England, which could provide a moral and spiritual lead to the country. 

 

Meanwhile, on the continent (and in the infant USA), politicians, 

economists, writers and poets expressed their distaste for the type of society 

developing in the UK.  They wanted to avoid this possible future at all 

costs.  They looked back to an imagined ‘golden age’, in which peasants 

and artisans had been either treated with benevolent paternalism in 

medieval Europe or had been independent small producers in the early 

Roman Republic or the territories of the Germanic tribes.  Marx had little 

time for such sentimentalism, especially when it infected the nascent 

Communist movement.  He dismissed such thinking as ‘feudal socialism’. 

 

In contrast to Marx and Engels’ cosmopolitanism, the Chartist Left in the 

Fraternal Democrats adopted an ‘internationalism from below’ stance.  In 

1847, the English Chartist, George Julian Harney,1110 protested against joint 

British, French and Spanish suppression of a revolt in Portugal.  “A blow 

against freedom on the Tagus is a blow against all friends of freedom on the 

Thames”.1111  Marx, at that time, would likely have seen the Portuguese 

state as historically redundant and destined to be absorbed into a larger 

Spanish/Iberian nation.  It was Harney and the London-based Society of 

Fraternal Democrats1112 who endeavoured to take Mazzini’s 

‘internationalism from below’ on a proletarian footing, “giving life to a new 

Young Europe”.1113 

 

Many Chartists also supported the Irish struggle to break the Union.  Marx's 

advice to those Chartists, and to others, who wished to support the struggles 

of the Polish and Irish, was to place their faith in the revolutionary struggles 

of the proletariat in the dominant nation, not so much in the struggles of the 

peoples of the oppressed nations. 
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“Of all countries, England is the one where the contradiction between the 

proletariat and the bourgeoisie is most highly developed.  The victory of the 

English proletarians over the English bourgeoisie is, therefore, decisive for 

the victory of all the oppressed over their oppressors.  Hence Poland must 

be liberated not in Poland but in England”.1114 

 

Over two decades later, when looking back to his earlier attitude towards 

the struggle for Irish liberation, Marx wrote that, “For a long time I believed 

that it would be possible to overthrow the Irish regime {the Protestant 

Ascendancy} by English working-class ascendancy...  Deeper study has 

now convinced me of the opposite”.1115  Marx’s earlier denial, of the prime 

importance of organising support for peoples struggling against national 

oppression stemmed from the over-optimistic, cosmopolitan perspective he 

held in the 1840's. 

 

As Marx and Engels were soon to appreciate, during and after the 1847-9 

Revolutions, national identities and nationalism still had a long life ahead of 

them.  When this became clearer, they moved away from their earlier 

cosmopolitan view.  They adopted a more internationalist perspective, 

which acknowledged the continued existence of nations and ethnic groups.  

This will be dealt with in Book 2. 
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SUMMARY 
 

a)  Guiseppe Mazzini was one of the first to theorise a strategy of 

national democratic revolution in a world of nation-states.  His Young 

Europe movement provided the main ideological force behind a lot of 

revolutionary and radical democratic thinking of the time.  His 

supporters were to have considerable political influence, including 

within the First International.  Significant Mazzinian influence on the 

Left continued until the defeat of the Paris Commune in 1871. 

 

b)  Social Democrats and Communists adopted different approaches 

to deal with the ‘National Question’.  These were influenced by, or 

developed in conflict with, earlier revolutionary democratic and radical 

approaches.  Some revolutionaries, including the early Marx and 

Engels, adopted a cosmopolitan approach.  This championed a world 

without any national identities.  Cosmopolitans tended to think that 

national issues could be ignored since capitalism itself was abolishing 

nations.  Those ‘historic nations’, which were currently in the vanguard 

of advancing ‘progress’, would also give way before a new 

cosmopolitan capitalist order. 

 

c)  Marx and Engels only came to accept a future world of nation-

states after the failure of the 1847-9 International Revolutionary Wave.  

They then began to abandon their previous cosmopolitan approach.  In 

the process, they moved first towards a privileging of a growing 

number of ‘historic nations’ before adopting an ‘internationalism from 

below’ approach.  This approach adopted elements of Mazzini’s 

‘internationalism from below’ ideas as part of their own transitional 

strategy to achieve a world communist order. 

 

 

 

June 2016, updated May 2020 
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