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The Romantic Spell

Strong Feelings, Deep Memories, Long Distance

The Rhine to Landsberg Prison, 1814–1925

After the Great War, a former volunteer in the Bavarian army recollected 
his experience of August 1914 – the railway transport from Munich to 
the Western Front along the Rhine, and the initial charges on Flemish 
battlefields.

Finally, the day came when we left Munich in order to start fulfilling our 
duty. Now for the first time I saw the Rhine as we were riding towards the 
west along its quiet waters, the German river of all rivers, in order to pro-
tect it against the greed of the old enemy. When through the delicate veil of 
the dawn’s mist the mild rays of the early sun set the Niederwalddenkmal 
[Niederwald Monument] shimmering before our eyes, ‘Die Wacht am 
Rhein’ [The Watch on the Rhine] roared up to the morning sky from the 
interminably long transport train and I had a feeling as though my chest 
would burst.

What set the soldiers singing was a huge statue near Bingen overlooking 
the Rhine, erected to celebrate the unification of the German Reich in 1871 
following their victory in the war against France in 1870–1871. Finished in 
1883, the statue was a cherished landmark: the huge, imposing figure of a 
personified victorious ‘Germania’ goddess, twelve meters high, standing 
out on a lofty terraced setting overlooking the steep banks of the Rhine, 
visible from far away as part of the picturesque landscape (Figure 1.1). The 
Germania figure had become (and still is) a popular tourist destination. Its 
universal acceptance as a symbol of the German nation is demonstrated by 
the fact that in 1893 the chocolate manufacturer Stollwerck had exhibited a 
three-meter-high chocolate model of it at the Chicago World’s Fair.

On the plinth of the monument, the full text of ‘Die Wacht am Rhein’ 
was engraved on bronze plates. That song had been the semi-official anthem 
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28	 The Romantic Spell

of the 1870–1871 war, and it was now reprised by the passing soldiers, with 
its refrain ‘Dear Fatherland, you may rest assured, firm and faithful stands 
the Watch on the Rhine.’ Indeed, the outbreak of the war in 1914 was said 
to have been greeted with fervent joy by the men who sang ‘with feelings 
as though their chests would burst’ as they made their way to the fields of 
Flanders. Although some historians now query the ubiquity and fervour of 
that widely reported war enthusiasm, there were singing crowds, and there 
were many patriotic postcards from the early war years depicting merry 
soldiers singing ‘Die Wacht am Rhein’ in front of the Germania statue, 
keeping a felt experience in circulation like the one attested to in this war-
time memoir – an influential one, at that, because the 1914 volunteer remi-
niscing here was Adolf Hitler, and the quoted passage is from Mein Kampf.1

What was it that raised the soldiers’ spirits? The singing and the heav-
ing chests were inspired not by a calculated endorsement of realpolitik 
or of strategic war aims but by remembered glories, a nationally iconic 
landscape in the sunrise, a lavish statue that had become a landmark for 
all passers-by to admire, and a song that was familiar to and singable by 
everybody. And behind it all lay the collective sense that, as a nation, the 
singers were facing an ‘old enemy’ – that this war was the latest instalment 
in something transgenerational, an eternally renewed national challenge.

Figure 1.1  Germania monument at Niederwald near Bingen (drawing by Nikolai von 
Astudin, 1920). ERNiE imagebank
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The same affects return in the continuation of Hitler’s reminiscences. 
Against the terror and courage of the battlefield is set the inspirational 
value of an old song.

Then at last came a damp, cold night in Flanders through which we marched 
silently, and when the day began to emerge from the fog, suddenly an iron 
salute came whizzing over our heads towards us and with a sharp report 
the small bullets struck between our rows, whipping up the wet earth; but 
before the small cloud had dispersed, out of two hundred throats the first 
hurrah roared a welcome to the first messenger of death. But then it began 
to crackle and roar, to sing and howl, and with feverish eyes each one of us 
was drawn forward faster and faster over turnip fields and hedges till sud-
denly the fight began, the fight of man against man. But from the distance 
the sounds of a song met our ears, coming nearer and nearer, passing from 
company to company, and then, while Death busily plunged his hand into 
our rows, the song reached also us, and now we passed it on : ‘Deutschland, 
Deutschland über alles, über alles in der Welt!’ (Hitler 1939, 214).

Is this even genuine? Is it the recall of an authentic, factual experience, or 
is it embellished grandstanding? It matters little: this is how Hitler’s purple 
prose invokes national traditions in order to make the past relatable and 
inspirational. Hitler presents the events to his readers in terms that to him, 
and them, meaningfully suggest themselves. The cultural references that 
he uses to tie his narrative and his experience together were immediately 
familiar to all his readers, a clear and immediate presence in their minds 
and in their cultural frame of reference. But their chronology and combi-
nation is telling.

The Rhine’s picturesque, quintessential Germanness, and the need 
to defend it against an ‘old enemy’: these had been tropes ever since the 
Napoleonic Wars of 1806–1815, especially in E. M. Arndt’s seminal The 
Rhine, Germany’s River, but Not Germany’s Boundary (1813a). The two songs 
that are name-checked as being spontaneously sung and shared by the 
comrades-in-arms are from the 1840s. ‘Die Wacht am Rhein’ was written 
in 1840 by one Max Schneckenburger, defying France and its expansion-
ism by asserting that the German nation was ready to defend its quintes-
sential river in arms. ‘Das Lied der Deutschen’ (The Song of the German 
People, known from its opening line as ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über 
alles’) was penned in 1842 by August Heinrich Hoffmann von Fallersleben, 
yearning in exile for his country’s unification. The Niederwald Monument 
celebrating the victory of 1871 had been erected in 1883.2

All these dates, 1813, 1840, 1842, 1871 and 1883, are simultaneously recalled 
and invoked as a single compound – indeed, in the root sense of the term, 
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30	 The Romantic Spell

a ‘commonplace’ – in a narrative that, set in 1914, was written down in 1925 
while Hitler was serving a prison sentence at Landsberg. These dates ‘hang 
together’ culturally, not only in their recall but also in their gestation. They 
were not isolated offshoots of different circumstances at separate histori-
cal moments. As I shall argue in greater detail towards the close of this 
book (Chapter 11), these successive moments of crisis were experienced, 
even at the time, as a concatenated, ongoing and iterative whole; and it is 
that iterative whole that formed the memoryscape and the Weltanschauung 
of Hitler’s reminiscences. Arndt’s tract on the cultural geopolitics of the 
Rhine had been echoed in many reprints across the nineteenth century 
and, let it be stressed, also as war propaganda (a pocket edition was distrib-
uted to soldiers in 1914–1918); Schneckenburger’s song was written under 
Arndt’s shadow and with his endorsement, with reactivations in 1870, 1883 
and 1914. To see these as momentary cultural flare-ups triggered separately 
by the different political crises of 1814, 1840, 1870 and 1914 is to deny their 
ongoing presence and persistent, mashed-up availability as a cultural rep-
ertoire. Indeed, it is this cultural persistence that made it possible to expe-
rience the very different crises punctuating the century from 1814 to 1914 as 
an ongoing struggle between a timeless Germany and its ‘old enemy’. Both 
Germany and France, as states, had gone through repeated, drastic regime 
changes in those 100 years, but the enduring cultural repertoire made it 
feel as if it was always the same France, always the same Germany (nations, 
indeed, rather than states), in an ongoing struggle.

Nor do the iterative and self-stoking reverberations end there. By 
1925–1927, when Hitler wrote Mein Kampf, ‘Das Lied der Deutschen’ had 
become Weimar Germany’s national anthem. Propagandistic reports that 
it had been sung in battle led to the ‘Myth of the Battle of Langemarck’, 
about the heroism displayed on 10 November 1914 as a result of the 
anthem’s inspiring power. Hitler’s account obviously resonated with that 
myth. Initially reported in a propagandistic despatch from the Oberste 
Heeresleitung (supreme army command), and intended to raise the 
morale of the home front, the Langemarck myth developed into a memory 
cult after 1918. Veterans and revanchists gathered to commemorate their 
heroism in a war whose ruinous outcome they could not come to terms 
with, and the recall of Langemarck became a veritable cult among revan-
chists in the Weimar Republic in precisely the years when Mein Kampf 
was written. There were mass commemorations and fresh monuments 
and memorializations, which persisted into the Third Reich. In 1943, a 
Flemish contingent within the Waffen-SS was formed under the name 
Sturmbrigade Langemarck.3

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009667142.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 16 Nov 2026 at 05:31:09, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009667142.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


	 Strong Feelings, Deep Memories, Long Distance	 31

Strasbourg to Casablanca, 1792–1942

As to ‘Die Wacht am Rhein’, modern readers are probably most familiar 
with that song from the movie Casablanca (1942). In Rick’s café, the song 
is chauvinistically belted out by a new generation of German soldiers, 
Nazi officers this time. It is, however, drowned out as ‘La Marseillaise’ is 
defiantly, triumphantly intoned by a united chorus of refugees from all 
over Europe. Among the many stranded nationals, all trying to escape 
from Nazi tyranny, one young Frenchwoman, Yvonne, stands out. 
Jilted by Rick, she has become dissipated and promiscuous and has been 
degrading herself with Germans; but she now finds her true moral com-
pass and identity as, tearfully and passionately, she sings the anthem that 
is hers more than anyone else’s, and concludes with a shouted ‘Vive la 
France!’ (Figure 1.2).

The tears were not just acted: the French actress Madeleine Lebeau, 
who played the Yvonne character in the Hollywood studio, had in real life 
lived the plight of the fictional Casablanca refugees. She and her Jewish 
husband, Marcel Dalio (who played a croupier in Rick’s café), had been 
forced to flee Nazi-occupied France and on dodgy passports had wan-
dered from Lisbon via Mexico and Canada to Hollywood. The role and 
the actress merged in the very real passion of this scene. Madeleine Lebeau, 
too, in a bitterly ironical twist of twentieth-century history, experienced 
that ‘feeling as though my chest would burst’.4

Figure 1.2  Yvonne (played by Madeleine Lebeau) tearfully shouting ‘Vive la France!’ after 
singing ‘La Marseillaise’ in the film Casablanca (1942). Wikimedia Commons
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32	 The Romantic Spell

The power of ‘La Marseillaise’ to inspire such passion is almost prover-
bial. Composed by Charles Joseph Rouget de Lisle in Strasbourg on the 
eve of the Battle of Valmy (1792), it became an icon of popular defiance 
and battle-readiness. The Romantic historian Jules Michelet canonized the 
moment of its creation (Figure 1.3) as an almost metaphysical, spiritual 
moment of self-realization:

Rouget de Lisle, for he it was, burst into the room, wrote it all down, 
music and words. He returned singing the stanza ‘Come, children of 
the fatherland!’ (Allons enfants de la patrie!). It was like a burst of light 
from the sky. Everyone was moved, excited, all recognized the song even 
as they heard it for the first time. They all knew it, they all sang it, all of 
Strasbourg, all of France. The world, for as long as there will be a world, 
will forever sing it.

To the Romantic transcendence of this magic moment, Michelet adds an 
explanation of his own: in its combination of battle fury and magnanimity, 
this song is more than a mere rhetorical contrivance. It is a direct manifes-
tation of the very soul of the French nation. ‘Such indeed was the soul of 
France, moved by imminent combat, violent against its obstacle, yet wholly 
magnanimous, with a youthful and naive grandeur; even at the height of 
anger, above anger.’ That sublime rhetoric is vintage Michelet, who habitu-
ally saw in the glories of Revolutionary events the glory of France itself. But 
precisely in that oft-repeated flourish, Michelet proves himself a Romantic. 
He constantly extrapolates from the concrete to the metaphysical, from 
event-based factualism to the transcendent. And while history is a series 
of concrete events, the informing power that drives and experiences it – 
the nation, the ‘soul of France’ – is transcendent, metaphysical, eternal. 

Figure 1.3  Claude Joseph Rouget de Lisle singing ‘La Marseillaise’ (Isidore Pils, 1849; 
Musée historique de Strasbourg). Wikimedia Commons

Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009667142.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 16 Nov 2026 at 05:31:09, subject to the

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009667142.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


	 Strong Feelings, Deep Memories, Long Distance	 33

That rousing power of ‘La Marseillaise’ makes it the mother of all national 
anthems.* Indeed it was – and in a historical sense too.5

People who, at moments of crisis, invoke the nation in a national 
anthem, attune themselves to the superhuman power that the nation is 
held to possess. The ecstatic fervour that can result, the ‘feeling as though 
one’s chest might burst’, is what in this book I call charisma.

Agincourt to D-Day, Novgorod to Leningrad

There is something poignant and uncomfortable in the realization that the 
author of Mein Kampf and the defiant anti-Nazi refugees in Casablanca 
could both share the same affect: the charismatic fervour derived from 
dedication to one’s nation and to the ideals that the nation stands for. 
National fervour is obviously an affect that can inspire very different ide-
ologies and that can be found in many different countries. Let me briefly 
add, for good measure, examples from the other two main belligerents in 
World War II: imperial Britain and Stalin’s Russia.

In 1944, around the time of the Normandy landings, Lawrence 
Olivier was commissioned to turn Shakespeare’s Henry V into a 
government-funded, morale-boosting film.6 The film was dedicated to 
the ‘Commandos and Airborne Troops of Great Britain, the spirit of 
whose ancestors it has been humbly attempted to recapture’. That ‘spirit 
of the ancestors’ involves a set of cultural remembrances telescoping first 
350, then 500 years back in history. The film’s opening shots set the scene 
at William Shakespeare’s own theatre in London. At the Globe, some-
time in 1600, Shakespeare’s play The Chronicle History of King Henry the 
Fifth with His Battell Fought at Agincourt in France is to be produced. 
That framing device is gradually abandoned and the play-as-staged-in-
early-modern-London dissolves into the play-as-set-in-medieval-France. 
After the initial framing minutes, Olivier’s Henry V moves from 1600 
London to 1415 France.

First staged in 1600, a fraught year in Elizabeth I’s reign, Shakespeare’s 
history play recalled and celebrated an expedition during the Hundred 

	*	 A chronology of some sixty European anthems (e-rn.ie/anthems) shows that only two (anomalous ones 
at that) antedate ‘La Marseillaise’: the British ‘God Save the King’ (which dates back to the early eigh-
teenth century and which celebrates the monarchy and its sovereign rather than a nation-state) and the 
Dutch ‘Wilhelmus’ (which dates back to the sixteenth). The ‘Wilhelmus’ gained its status as the official 
anthem of the Netherlands only in the course of the nineteenth century, and during that century had to 
wrest that status from an anthem composed in 1816, ‘Those of Netherlandic Blood’. To all intents and 
purposes, then, ‘La Marseillaise’ is the prototype of all European national anthems.
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34	 The Romantic Spell

Years’ War that culminated in England’s glorious victory at Agincourt 
(1415). Henry V is studded with rousing speeches, familiar and quotable 
sound bites, spurring on the combatants (‘Once more unto the breach, 
dear friends, once more’) and glorifying them as ‘We few, we happy few, 
we band of brothers’. That last speech is a masterstroke of time-travel back 
and forth: for Shakespeare, in recalling 1415, is putting a prophecy into 
Henry’s mouth foretelling how the battle of 1415 will be remembered and 
celebrated in the future.

And so the spirits of the Agincourt ancestors travel from 1415 through the 
Shakespearean amplification of 1600 into Olivier’s 1944 film; in the process 
they canonize the Normandy landings as an iteration of England’s heroic 
history. The battles were waged against France (in Henry V’s time), against 
Philip II’s Spain (in Shakespeare’s time) and against Hitler’s Germany, but 
England is always England.

A film that channelled memories from an even deeper past was Sergey 
Eisenstein’s Alexander Nevsky of 1938. It was commissioned by Stalin at 
a precarious juncture, when Eisenstein was absolved from an ideological 
ban during the ongoing purges of the time and before the Molotov–
Ribbentrop Pact, which imposed a brief truce between Nazi Germany 
and the USSR. In that year, Eisenstein filmed a historical novel in the 
patriotic ‘defence of the fatherland’ mode, culminating in the defeat of 
the Teutonic Knights in 1242 on Lake Peipus at the hands of the Russian 
leader Alexander Nevsky, Prince of Novgorod and Kiev. The stature of 
Alexander Nevsky in Russian historical consciousness had been assured 
by his canonization as a saint of the Russian Orthodox Church. In the 
post-Napoleonic nineteenth century, some fourteen Russian Orthodox 
churches had been built and dedicated to Alexander Nevsky around the 
edges of the empire: from Vilnius (1865) to Tbilisi (1871), from Łódż 
(1884) to Baku (1888), from Warsaw (1894) to Novosibirsk (1896) and 
from Tallinn (1900) to Yalta (1902), as well as in Paris (1861) and Belgrade 
(Serbian Orthodox, 1877). The national celebration of thirteenth-century 
Nevsky was as familiar to communist Russia as that of Henry V was 
to Britain. In the event, Eisenstein’s film conformed to the ideologi-
cal requirements of the time by combining a strong leader (Stalin-style) 
with idealized stalwarts from the common people. What united them 
was the German threat coming from the west.7

All these cases combine rousing war propaganda with elements that 
are both culturally produced and culturally disseminated: anthems, the-
atre, commemorations. The formula is strikingly similar across profoundly 
diverse ideologies (Fascist, republican–democratic, imperial, communist). 
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The culturally platformed appeal to nationality also encompasses countries 
and locations far apart in space – the placenames mentioned here reach 
from Hollywood to Novosibirsk and from London to Baku. And the cul-
tural texts produced in a very short time span (Mein Kampf, 1925; Alexander 
Nevsky, 1938; Casablanca, 1942; Henry V, 1944) can effortlessly activate 
memories from a time span ranging from 100 to 150 years before (Mein 
Kampf, Casablanca) to five centuries (Henry V) or even seven (Alexander 
Nevsky). The process is obviously one of condensation, even compression. 
That is what the cultural element in nationalism does: it consists of a vast, 
diffuse set of symbols and references but can condense and pack all of that 
into a tight political punch, concentrating the nation’s time and space into 
a single thing – timeless, topical, ubiquitous.

From Reverence to Charisma

Civic Religion and History-Makers

Love of one’s country is a very ancient affect, and in the spectrum of 
human virtues and emotions it has since Cicero been linked to the con-
cept of filial piety: we love our country the way we love our parents, with 
a sense of reverence and an acknowledgement of their superiority and 
our subservience. There is a religious, devotional element in this rela-
tionship between an individual and their country. In 1762, Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau’s Du contrat social (The Social Contract) pinpointed it: ‘Jamais 
État ne fût fondé, que la Religion ne lui servit de base’ (never was there a 
state founded without religion having served as a basis). Religion and the 
state share protocols, ceremonies, hallowed spaces and a sense of perma-
nence transcending the lives of individual people. They share cults: the 
churches have their saints, the states their Great Men, and statues, shrines 
and commemorative feasts honour both. For Edmund Burke, it is the 
superhuman longevity of the state and of its institutions that inspire awe 
and reverence. A social contract, yes; but one much more august than ‘a 
partnership agreement in a trade of pepper and coffee, calico or tobacco, 
or some other such low concern’. It is a universal rather than a particular 
one, stretching over ‘many generations’, and for that reason it is to be 
looked upon with ‘reverence’:

it becomes a partnership not only between those who are living, but between 
those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born. 
Each contract of each particular state is but a clause in the great primeval 
contract of eternal society.8
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36	 The Romantic Spell

Burke’s sense of pious reverence towards the state as a sublime edifice 
of social permanence is still classical, rooted in the Ciceronian ethics of 
proper citizenship. In the course of the nineteenth century, this would 
morph into a tearful, chest-constricting pathos inspired by the nation.

Burke’s assertion of the state’s awe-inspiring stability responded to a ris-
ing tide of subversion: the quotation is from his Reflections on the Revolution 
in France (1790). That revolution put paid, much to Burke’s dismay, to 
the time-hallowed endurance of the old order. As the French Revolution 
swept custom and tradition aside and rebooted the state, its new leaders 
felt that their position was like that of the early statesmen of the emerg-
ing states of classical antiquity, unburdened by established tradition and 
free to shape society as they saw fit. They started a new calendar and year-
count, to begin with, and developed a personality cult of the strong polit-
ical visionary. Robespierre considered himself a ‘lawgiver’ in the mode of 
the primordial legislator of ancient Sparta, Lycurgus. Napoleon was uni-
versally seen, in dread or admiration, as a superhuman Titan and crowned 
himself like a new Julius Caesar. His stature is strikingly expressed in the 
proto-Fascist art of his tomb in the Invalides, where he is depicted as dis-
pensing laws, roads, canals, weights and measures, institutions – creating 
the state in a continuous act of superhuman willpower. The cult of person-
ality around Stalin, Hitler, Ceauşescu et hoc genus omne is a direct contin-
uation of this tradition. It combines omnipresence with absence: portraits 
are everywhere, mass rallies part of the pageantry repertoire, but with the 
Great Leader himself usually at a safe distance.9

As we shall see in Chapter 3, the decades that saw the political turmoil 
of Robespierre and Napoleon also saw the cultural onset of Romanticism. 
The most prominent philosopher of the time, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich 
Hegel, was deeply concerned with the historical turbulence of his times, 
and Napoleon loomed large in his thought. His Lectures on the Philosophy 
of History (delivered in the 1820s and published posthumously in 1837 and 
1840) were primarily concerned with the rise and fall of states – the stabil-
ity of the Burkean state was well and truly obsolete by now. Hegel argues 
that the self-perpetuating power and grandeur of the state (the thing that 
had so impressed Burke and the Burkean conservatives) was suscepti-
ble to drastic change, but only if that change emanated from outside its 
own order. Truly revolutionary and history-moving impulses are given 
from outside the state through the personal instrumentality of specifically 
‘clear-sighted’ and powerful individuals who, though concerned with their 
individual vision rather than with their institutional context, at the same 
time actualize a higher, world-changing purpose. These order-changing 
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supermen Hegel called by the ancient Greek name of ἡρωες, heroes: demi-
gods, offspring of a divine/human couple, often mythically standing at the 
beginning of a dynastic lineage.

Such [i.e. such as Julius Caesar] are all great historical men – whose own 
particular aims involve those large issues which are the will of the World-
Spirit. They may be called Heroes, inasmuch as they have derived their 
purposes and their vocation, not from the calm, regular course of things, 
sanctioned by the existing order; but from … that inner Spirit, still hidden 
beneath the surface, which, impinging on the outer world as on a shell, 
bursts it in pieces, because it is another kernel than that which belonged to 
the shell in question. … Such individuals had no consciousness of the gen-
eral Idea they were unfolding, while prosecuting those aims of theirs; on the 
contrary, they were practical, political men. But at the same time they were 
thinking men, who had an insight into the requirements of the time – what 
was ripe for development.

In other words: the order of things was made, and from time to time 
unmade and remade, by Great Men with a superhuman purpose and 
power. Their power to shape history, rather than to be shaped by it, was 
what made mutations in the world order possible: the downfall of existing 
empires, the rise of new ones. Hegel obviously had Napoleon in mind.

This was the very Truth for their age, for their world; the species next in 
order, so to speak, and which was already formed in the womb of time. It 
was theirs to know this nascent principle; the necessary, directly sequent 
step in progress, which their world was to take; to make this their aim, and 
to expend their energy in promoting it. World-historical men – the Heroes 
of an epoch – must, therefore, be recognized as its clear-sighted ones; their 
deeds, their words are the best of that time.10

Alongside this political philosophy of history, Romanticism also created a 
poetic philosophy of history. The poetics of Romanticism (discussed more 
fully in Chapter 3) sets the creative spirit apart from the common individ-
ual. What makes the artist special is not just accomplished craftsmanship 
but also a power to reach higher states of awareness and to intuit transcen-
dent truths. The inspired artist is the essence of Romanticism, and like the 
primordial lawgivers he, too, is traced back to the dawn of civilization. His 
typology goes back, by way of Ossian, to the mantic bards who explore 
liminal spaces and who, in Shelley’s words, are ‘the unacknowledged leg-
islators of the world’. What they produce is, in Thomas De Quincey’s 
distinction, a ‘literature of power’ rather than a ‘literature of knowledge’. 

This intuitive, visionary power means that the Romantic artist, heir 
to Homer and Ossian, can stand alongside political state-makers such 
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38	 The Romantic Spell

as Robespierre or Napoleon, heirs to Moses, Lycurgus and Caesar. The 
Romantic artist in his ‘literature of power’ articulates the nation, brings 
it into being through his capacity to channel and capture its essence and 
to express its character in inspired, poetic language. Moses, Jesus and 
Muhammad founded religions; Lycurgus, Caesar and Napoleon estab-
lished empires, states; Homer, Dante and Shakespeare can create civiliza-
tions, cultural communities, nations.

Hero-Worship: Carlyle to Weber

The twinning of political and cultural ἡρωες-supermen, initiators of new 
orders, was made explicit by Thomas Carlyle in his On Heroes, Hero-
Worship, and the Heroic in History (1841). Carlyle provided a moral com-
pass for a timidly secularizing world. What, if not religion, could make us 
good, and make us better people? Carlyle argued that we should realize 
the best in our humanity by trying to live up to the great ἡρωες and the 
example they set us. Hero-worship was the next best thing to the worship 
of a divine godhead.

For Carlyle, as for Hegel, ‘heroes’ is a word redolent with its original 
Greek root meaning: superhumans occupying an intermediate, indeed 
mediating position between humanity and the gods, often born from a 
union between a god and a mortal. Their awe-inspiring power provides 
their descendants with a lasting reservoir of moral pride and collective 
idealism. Hero-worship, accordingly, was held up by Carlyle as a just and 
necessary pedagogical principle, enabling individuals to rise above their 
mean level by emulating lofty examples.

Carlyle found some modern-day equivalents of the Greek Kadmos 
and Theseus figures, or the Hebraic Moses, in the powerful, history-
changing cases of the prophet Muhammad and Frederick the Great of 
Prussia. (Hegel himself had identified three: Alexander the Great, Caesar 
and Napoleon.) Carlyle’s history of the French Revolution, anti-French 
and anti-Revolutionary though it was, showed surprising respect for the 
strong, inspired leadership of Robespierre and Napoleon, capable of tam-
ing the forces of anarchic discord.11

Alongside such political history-changers, however, Carlyle recognized 
that the same role could be played by writers: hypercanonical writers such 
as Homer, Shakespeare and Dante, who provided the Greeks, English and 
Italians with a lasting cultural identity as strong as any religion or state. 
‘The Great Man here too, as always, is a Force of Nature. Whatsoever is 
truly great in him springs up from the inarticulate deeps.’ Carlyle canonizes 
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Shakespeare into an essential cornerstone of the English presence in world 
history: an Everyman (‘our poor Warwickshire Peasant, who rose to be 
Manager of a Playhouse, so that he could live without begging’), not a 
primeval mythical deity like Odin, and yet, ‘in spite of the sad state Hero-
worship now lies in’, the most cherished cultural presence ‘in this land 
of ours’, for ‘millionsof Englishmen’. More cherished and precious, even, 
than Britain’s colonial empire in India.

For our honour among foreign nations, as an ornament to our English 
Household, what item is there that we would not surrender rather than 
him? Consider now, if they asked us, Will you give up your Indian Empire 
or your Shakspeare, you English; never have had any Indian Empire, or 
never have had any Shakspeare? Really it were a grave question. … should 
not we be forced to answer: Indian Empire, or no Indian Empire; we can-
not do without Shakspeare! Indian Empire will go, at any rate, some day; 
but this Shakspeare does not go, he lasts forever with us; we cannot give up 
our Shakspeare!12

One of the most important followers of Carlyle, Matthew Arnold, 
picked up this idea in his Culture and Anarchy of 1869. Arnold, like 
Carlyle, saw a new responsibility for public intellectuals in a secularizing 
age: to dispense life-lessons, to give ethical and intellectual guidance. 
Arnold located this responsibility primarily in the field of culture, which 
in his outlook almost takes the place that had been left behind by an 
evaporating religiosity. Culture for him was ‘the best that is known and 
thought in the world’ and a necessary ingredient in lifting humans above 
the level of mere cogs in a socio-economic machinery. He idealized the 
Greek world for the ‘sweetness and light’ of its culture – poetically indi-
cating that the hard work of a beehive is not an end in itself but provides 
the world with honey (sweetness) and candlewax (light). This provides 
a saving grace without which Arnold’s dour, pragmatic, wealth-obsessed 
Victorian contemporaries would become (his word) mere philistines. 
What society needed was public intellectuals (‘critics’) who could ‘learn 
and propagate the best that is known and thought in the world’. What is 
more, it was ultimately through the instrumentality of culture that soci-
eties could become harmonious wholes, rather than merely transactional 
exchange networks. Indeed, culture was ultimately a necessary safeguard 
against social disintegration – hence the ‘Culture and Anarchy’ title of 
his book.13

Thus Carlylean thought accorded an increasing ‘national’ importance 
and authority for writers. Many, from Pushkin, Mickiewicz and Petőfi 
on, saw themselves as sacral prophet-figures, as champions articulating 
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or channelling their nations’ wishes, aspirations and collective imagina-
tion. Even where they themselves did not develop Romantic pretensions 
to become Heroes in the Carlylean sense, they did attract the hero-worship 
of their readers, who following their deaths proved quite ready to canonize 
them and to create a cult in their memory. By 1916, James Joyce sarcas-
tically imputed to his adolescent persona Stephen Dedalus the ambition 
to ‘forge in the smithy of his soul the uncreated conscience of his race’ 
(A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man); Joyce was by then already begin-
ning to see through this lofty sentiment as a commonplace.

If we look at the cult of great heroes of the nation, we see that artists 
and writers feature surprisingly prominently – given their lack of political 
agency or actual raw power. Indeed, their lack of political power is com-
pensated for by a surplus of cultural authority, and in the long run this 
may give cultural saints, as opposed to political leaders, a greater historical 
permanence; for political leaders are usually caught up in political strug-
gles that leave political losers and victims in their wake, as well as hard 
feelings. Artists and writers are feel-good heroes. They serve as consensus 
figures and have fewer enemies. There were many, many statues erected to 
Lenin and Stalin in Russia between 1920 and 1990, but the ones to Pushkin 
and Rimsky-Korsakov have survived. In the historical portrait gallery of 
twentieth-century French banknotes, Napoleon makes only a fleeting 
appearance (and that only in his early-career status as general in the service 
of the Directoire); his presence on French twentieth-century banknotes is 
drowned out by a huge company of writers, painters and composers.14

Carlyle’s notion of the hero-figure as an inspiration to society was 
followed and amplified by Emerson’s lecture series on ‘Representative 
Men’ and in Nietzschean thought. It kept a cultural life in nineteenth-
century historiography, where the organizational narrative model of 
arranging important developments under the rubrics of heroic ‘Great 
Men’ was notoriously predominant. ‘Men’ they were, of course; the 
shining exception being Joan of Arc, who was rediscovered by the 
Romantics after Schiller’s play Die Jungfrau von Orléans and, celebrated 
by Michelet and his followers, became a national cult figure in France 
as a truly supernatural agency for the country’s salvation, embodying 
(depending on the historian’s secular or religious proclivities) either the 
transcendent, imperishable spirit of France or God’s solicitude for that 
chosen nation.15

From the field of culture the Carlylean hero model returns to the field 
of politics around the end of World War I, when Max Weber introduced 
the notion of charisma into his analysis of political leadership (Herrschaft). 
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Weber distinguished three type of rule: dynastic and institutional (those 
two being the ones already operative in Burke’s sense of state authority) 
and a third one, non-Burkean and close to that of Hegel’s Heroes. To that 
third form of leadership, a mesmerizing, crowd-mobilizing force of per-
sonality, he gave the Greek name of charisma. The examples he gave were 
the Bavarian socialist leader Kurt Eisner (who had turned Bavaria from a 
kingdom into a republic), the American religious prophet Joseph Smith 
and the German poet Stefan George, who had gathered a cult-like coterie 
around himself.16

Tellingly, charisma was originally a theological term, denoting the 
gracious disposition of divinity that elicits joy among worshippers and 
attracts the warmth of their devotion. Weber’s direct inspiration, the theo-
logian Rudolf Sohm, had used it to explain how early Christians were 
motivated to endure and overcome massive repression. Early Christians 
were inspired, Weber argued, by the guidance of a leadership displaying

a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is set 
apart from ordinary men and treated as endowed with supernatural, super-
human, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities. These as such 
are not accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of divine ori-
gin or as exemplary, and on the basis of them the individual concerned is 
treated as a leader.

Weber died in 1920, before he could fully elaborate his theory of charis-
matic leadership, bequeathing little more than this thumbnail sketch to 
posterity. Brief though it is, it does betray the traces of Carlylean thought, 
which in the previous half-century had become widespread all over Europe. 
(In Germany, Carlyle had been revered for his hero-worshipping biogra-
phy of Frederick the Great of Prussia – apparently one of the chosen books 
to provide reading material, until the very end, in Hitler’s bunker in 1945.) 
The social acceptance of charismatic leadership is explained by Weber in 
Carlylean terms: ‘It is recognition on the part of those subject to authority 
which is decisive for the validity of charisma. This is freely given and … 
consists in devotion to the corresponding revelation, hero worship, or abso-
lute trust in the leader [my emphasis].’

Charismatic Leaders, Charismatic Nations 

Historians have wondered if and how Weber’s idea of charismatic leader-
ship could be applied to the new leaders, totalitarian and otherwise, that 
emerged out of the Great War and after Weber’s death in 1920. The mass 
appeal of Mussolini and of Hitler himself strongly suggests an analysis in 
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Weberian terms;17 but the question ‘What would Weber have thought 
of that?’ is as moot as it is unavoidable. It does make sense, however, 
to place the fervour with which a charismatic leader is embraced in the 
context of what Wolfgang Schivelbusch (2004) has aptly termed a ‘cul-
ture of defeat’. (For that reason, many scholars see a tension between the 
appeal of charismatic leadership and the actual ‘routinized’ running of 
state affairs.18) People unable to stomach the grinding mortification of a 
lost war, who find themselves in disarray or in parlous circumstances, will 
eagerly, and joyfully, embrace unexpected saviour-figures. The veterans 
who clung to their Langemarck myth, the people to whom Hitler’s Mein 
Kampf appealed, found such a figure initially in the gruff paternal figure of 
Field Marshal von Hindenburg, last president of the Weimar republic and 
Bismarck lookalike. He had commanded at Germany’s greatest victory in 
1914–1918, the Battle of Tannenberg on the Eastern Front. He it was who, 
in an inquest conducted by the new Weimar authorities on the conduct 
of the war effort, launched the notorious ‘stab in the back’ legend; and he 
spread that myth also through his self-serving but massively popular book 
of reminiscences. It was Hindenburg most of all (more than the erratic 
fanatic Ludendorff) who leveraged, well before Hitler, Germany’s post-
1918 political bitterness into his political leadership and into a veritable cult 
of personality. Hitler’s own upgrade from street fighter to chancellor was 
effected by the accolade from the august war hero Hindenburg (who, as 
an aristocratic general, scorned the Austrian corporal as a vulgar upstart).19

Following four years of total war, the generals of those wars emerged 
after 1918 with an almost Napoleonic aura of authoritative power, and many 

Figure 1.4  Mustafa Kemal Atatürk depicted twice on two sides of the Monument  
of the Republic, Gezi Square, Istanbul (1928): as wartime general (left) and 

as postwar statesman (right). Wikimedia Commons: Ank Kumar (left), 
Julien Maury (right)
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of them became state leaders. Alongside Hindenburg in Germany we see 
strongmen such as Mustafa Kemal Pasha (the future Atatürk) in Turkey 
(Figure 1.4), Horthy in Hungary, Metaxas in Greece, Piłsudski in Poland, 
Pétain in France; as well as the more complex figure of Mannerheim in 
Finland.20 Their aura of military authority was envied by their more vul-
gar emulators, Mussolini in Italy and Hitler in Germany. Although they 
could not claim to have held any field command they also affected military 
uniforms and style. The cult of uniforms, salutes, parades, flags and insig-
nia suffused these states’ official display culture post-1918. That contributed 
to the general militarization of politics and to the decline of parliamentary 
and constitutional rule  (civic and civilian as that was) in most post-1918 
European states.

However, the charismatic leaders post-1918 were not just military com-
manders in a Napoleonic lineage (in Weberian terms they would have 
embodied ‘institutional leadership’, albeit embellished with a personal 
heroic aura). As the venerable Burkean empires crumbled in the Great 
War, the leaders that emerged in the vacuum they left behind were, pre-
dictably, of the ‘charismatic’ type, and many of them came from the cul-
tural field as well. The new states arising from the wreckage of 1914–1918 
were, certainly at first, represented highly effectively by men who had 
gained status as a result of their achievements in the field of culture, or at 
least outside the field of inherited or institutionally established lineages of 
power. They include Thomas Masaryk, public intellectual, lawyer and his-
torian, who became the first president of an independent Czechoslovakia; 
Fridtjof Nansen, polar explorer and apologist for Norwegian indepen-
dence, who became a highly respected international statesman; and Ignacy 
Paderewski, piano virtuoso and composer, who became the first prime 
minister of a newly independent Poland.21 As charismatic leaders, they 
derived their political authority from cultural achievements.

So whom, Piłsudski or Paderewski, Mussolini or Masaryk, might 
Weber have been thinking of? It is far from easy to pinpoint the type of 
statesman that fits Weber’s bill as a charismatic leader. With that, I return 
to the question of what or who it was that gave people that sense as if 
their chest would burst; and I return to the tears on Madeleine Lebeau’s 
face in Casablanca. Casablanca attempts to build up an element of hero-
worship around the figure of Viktor Laszlo, leader of the anti-Nazi resis-
tance (played by the Austrian exile Paul Henreid). Laszlo is supposed to 
be one of the most redoubtable enemies of Nazi rule, and it is he who 
initiates the singing of ‘La Marseillaise’ and the collective multinational 
show of defiance. Ingrid Bergman goes dewy-eyed at seeing his rousing 
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strength of character. However, his presence pales besides that of the 
brooding, Byronic Rick; next to Humphrey Bogart, Henreid is, in fact, a 
bit colourless. And it is neither Viktor Laszlo nor Rick who moves Yvonne 
to tears and to her defiant exclamation. That is the work of the song itself, 
the words and lyrics of ‘La Marseillaise’; and what Yvonne exclaims is, 
accordingly, a passionate commitment, not to this or that leader, but to 
her national identity: ‘Vive la France!’

This is what lies behind the title of this book. It is the nation itself (not 
the state or its leaders) that has become the most compelling charismatic 
force in politics.22 It is the nation, as an abstraction, timeless and ubiqui-
tous, that can rouse people into something that goes far beyond Burkean 
reverence. The ecstatic assertions of love and devotion that sent young men 
such as Hitler singing into battle, that made them enlist as they sang their 
respective national anthems, with feelings as though their chest would 
burst: all that was inspired by the nation, which had itself acquired cha-
risma in the century after Burke and Napoleon.

‘Beyond Politics’: The Unpolitical Nation

An early example of charismatic leadership in Ireland was Charles Stewart 
Parnell, whose scandalous political downfall and untimely death in 1891 
left a sense of tragic bereavement. It is generally accepted that in that polit-
ical void, Douglas Hyde’s lecture on ‘The Necessity for De-Anglicising 
Ireland’ (1893) started a process of cultural (rather than parliamentary–
political) nationalism, calling for a reinvigoration of Ireland’s traditional 
cultural pursuits: music, dance, sports and, most importantly, the declin-
ing Gaelic language. This cultural revival movement eventually radical-
ized and politicized, preparing the ground for the Easter Rising of 1916 
and the Irish War of Independence (1919–1921). As far as Hyde himself 
was concerned, that radicalization and politicization was an unintended 
aberration. He denounced the growing politicization of the Gaelic League 
(the association that his lecture had kick-started and which he chaired). 
He went as far as withdrawing from its chairmanship over this very issue 
in 1910. But by 1903, under his guidance and presidency, the League had 
already declared a ‘War on Anglicisation’; and in retrospect the move from 
Hyde’s cultural revivalism and regenerationism towards a political rejec-
tion of English hegemony seems perfectly straightforward. That impres-
sion is confirmed, it would seem, by the fact that it was Douglas Hyde 
who was later chosen to become the first president of the independent 
Irish Republic. All in all, the developments seem a typical illustration of 
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Miroslav Hroch’s model of how national movements develop from initial 
cultural consciousness-raising (‘Phase A’) to social and political activism.23

Hyde’s 1893 lecture denounces and rejects the predominance of English 
culture in Ireland and calls for a return to the country’s native Gaelic roots. 
Contemporary readers will be puzzled at Hyde’s simultaneous assertion 
that this agenda of ‘de-anglicisation’ is in fact not political at all. For a 
discourse carrying such a – not altogether unpolitical-sounding – title, 
that comes as a surprise. Is it crafty rhetoric or blithe ingenuousness? Hyde 
concludes as follows:

I would earnestly appeal to every one, whether Unionist or Nationalist, 
who wishes to see the Irish nation produce its best – and surely whatever 
our politics are we all wish that – to set his face against this constant run-
ning to England for our books, literature, music, games, fashions, and ideas. 
I appeal to every one whatever his politics – for this is no political matter – 
to do his best to help the Irish race to develop in future upon Irish lines, 
even at the risk of encouraging national aspirations, because upon Irish lines 
alone can the Irish race once more become what it was of yore – one of the 
most original, artistic, literary, and charming peoples of Europe.24

Readers will recognize the echoes of Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy. 
Hyde argues that culture is a force of moral improvement and regenera-
tion for a nation, and that this cultural mission is itself a moral one and 
therefore politically uncontentious. It ought to be endorsed by all morally 
upright people, whatever their party-political preferences. Strengthening 
the national culture is as unpolitical as denouncing child abuse and will be 
agreed upon by all: socialists, liberals or conservatives. The national culture 
and its improvement are seen by 1893 as a categorical imperative, a self-
evident moral duty. This turns cultural nationalism from a political agenda 
into a virtue plain and simple – something above ‘politics’.

Hyde was utterly sincere about this, as his 1910 resignation as presi-
dent of his Gaelic League bears out. His came from a Protestant, English-
descended background, and he saw a turn to Gaelic culture as joint 
venture for Ireland’s two classes: the Protestant Anglo-Irish elite and the 
Catholic, Gaelic-descended (though no longer Gaelic-speaking) under-
class and emerging petty bourgeoisie. Hyde’s vision can be compared to 
that of the Fennomans in Finland, descended from a Swedish elite but 
now adopting Finnish culture and the Finnish language in an act of cul-
tural self-rearticulation.

Twenty years after Hyde’s lecture, the nationalist invocation of an ‘unpo-
litical’ nation was made more stridently in Thomas Mann’s Betrachtungen 
eines Unpolitischen (Observations of an Unpolitical Man,  1918). 
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In the fervour of the 1914 moment, a wave of opinion-making had bro-
ken loose over Germany, with public intellectuals asserting to the general 
public the necessity and justness of Germany’s belligerence and war aims 
(see Chapter 11). One of these volunteer propagandists was Thomas Mann. 
His justifications of Germany’s wartime conduct were published in 1918 as 
‘unpolitical’ observations (Mann 2012). That, again, may surprise a con-
temporary reader, and for two reasons. For one thing, as with Hyde, the 
book is nothing if not political – it is, in fact, war propaganda wrapped up 
in moral reflections. As with Hyde, it is ‘unpolitical’ (as we shall translate 
the German unpolitisch here) only in the sense that Mann claims to stay 
aloof from party politics, in fact following Wilhelm II’s battle cry of 1914: 
‘Now I no longer recognize parties – I only recognize Germans!’.

The other startling thing about this book is that Mann is now known 
as a dignified, courageous opponent of the Hitler regime, who, though 
cherished and celebrated as a Nobel-prize winning novelist, preferred to 
exile himself rather than to live in a Nazi-ruled country. A wartime chau-
vinist, he? Yes: the liberal humanism for which Mann is now known and 
admired was a post-1918 conversion.25 In his earlier years, Mann was a 
committed German patriot, who expressed his attachment to nationally 
German values in terms of the ethnotypes (ethnic stereotypes) that were 
commonplace around 1910 and that were becoming virulently xenophobic 
around 1914.* Germans, so the ethnotype goes, are earnest and profound, 

	*	 Ethnotypes are Europe-wide stereotypes identifying perceived ‘national characters’ in terms of their 
alleged temperamental proclivities (stingy Scots, passionate Italians, inscrutable Chinese). These eth-
notypes have been studied over the past decades as tropes in comparative literary history by scholars 
in the specialist field of ‘imagology’. Their insights (Beller & Leerssen 2007, Dyserinck 1988 and 
2015, Florack 2000a and 2000b, and the website imagologica.eu) can here be summarized as follows: 

	• Ethnotypes are discursive formulae that, while pretending to refer to empirical reality, are in fact 
largely intertextual and without testable factual basis;

	• they function largely as part of a self–other distinction, meaning that the ethnotype of the for-
eigner (hetero-image) is contrastively co-determined by a national self-image (auto-image);

	• while they are formulated in ahistorical, anthropological terms, asserting invariant essential char-
acteristics, they are in fact changeable over time (Spaniards as dour, severe and cruel in the seven-
teenth century, as warm-blooded and passionate in the nineteenth and twentieth).

	• The accumulation of these changing images leads to a compounded ethnotype (‘imageme’) 
that comports contradictory temperamental profiles (English: stiff upper lip and hooliganism; 
French: convivial debonair charm and Cartesian rigidity; German: Romantics or technocrats); 
the ultimate cliché is that ‘X is a nation of contrasts’.

Ethnotypes emerge around the mid-seventeenth century in the neo-Aristotelian poetical and ency-
clopaedic tradition, often aligning temperamental traits with the climatological circumstances of 
a given society, using ‘hot’ ‘cold’ or ‘damp’ as temperamental metaphors (Zacharasiewicz 1977). 
Ethnotypes then develop from ad hoc ethnocentric characterizations to become, in the course of the 
eighteenth century, a formalized frame to schematize perceived intercultural differences. The char-
acterizations as applied to specific individuals (e.g. fictional characters) tend to be inflected by 
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as opposed to the frivolous and superficial French and the cynically self-
serving British. That, too, is how Mann defended the German war effort. 
‘Politics’ in the republican, democratic sense was a French invention and 
boiled down to the transactional bickering between interested parties; 
while politics, British-style, was only a coldly calculating concern with 
economic advantage and power expansion. Germans, so Mann asserted, 
had no truck with those ‘politics’. Instead, their sense of being part of a 
larger societal whole was profound, almost anthropological, based on the 
awareness of a deep, shared culture. In this context, the war was not a 
political thing but an engagement of the entire nation as a whole, includ-
ing its spiritual values and culture. Mann, in seeing German Kultur as a set 
of spiritual values, opposed that profound, moral sense of national iden-
tity against French civilisation, which consisted of good manners polish-
ing the mere surface of social relations. And in collectivizing the war into 
a totalizing national engagement beyond politics, Mann lifted his com-
mitment to the German nation – and its war aims, and even its methods 
of submarine torpedo warfare, which Mann defended – out of the realm 
of politics and into what he terms ‘unpolitics’: it was a question of fun-
damental identity and as such a moral rather than a political principle.* 

stereotypes concerning that individual’s gender, class and/or age group; since 1918, ethnotypes have 
maintained their recognizability and are still drawn upon in, for instance, the nostrums of inter-
cultural management; but in culture at large they tend to be deployed back-handedly, ironically/
comically or as an ambient ethnocultural ‘background noise’ (Leerssen 2016c).

These characterizations together form a literary repertoire that is drawn upon, in the nineteenth 
century, to underpin the alleged temperamental parameters of the nation’s character or Volksgeist. 
They become more pronounced in situations of friction and antagonism.

	*	 I use the slightly un-idiomatic translation ‘unpolitical’ (rather than ‘nonpolitical’ or ‘apolitical’) to 
highlight what is, fundamentally, an oxymoron: that a national ideology can claim to be removed from 
politics. Mann’s use of Unpolitischen is close to how Alain Badiou uses the idea of metapolitics (Badiou 
2005), a word that has, however, complex and unfortunate conceptual entanglements (Camus 2019, 
Teitelbaum 2019). Mann did engage positively with the notion of metapolitics as used in 1940 by the 
political maverick Peter Viereck; see Viereck 2004, li–lxi, ‘Thomas Mann on Metapolitics’. Badiou 
sees metapolitics as an attitude regarding social relations or the position of humans in the world, 
which, while not itself deriving from a political parti pris or forming part of a political philosophy, 
can inform one’s political outlook and values. As such it is close to the notion of a ‘moral’ position, in 
the root sense of that term (derived from mores, manners and customs): a set of ingrained societal and 
behavioural patterns, and the ethical valorization of these as being proper or improper.

An attachment to, and advocacy for, one’s nation can be unpolitical in that it can be seen as a 
moral virtue (‘amor patriae’), compatible with very different, mutually incompatible political doc-
trines (conservatism, liberalism, socialism etc.). Nationalism can thus be generalized and ‘moralized’ 
into an unpolitical rather than political stance; while informing political choices, it can be encoun-
tered among people of very different political persuasions. As we shall see, this political/unpolitical 
ambivalence explains the power of nationalism to oscillate between ‘hot’ (salient, political) and 
‘banal’ (latent, unpolitical) states (as per Billig 1995). It also chimes with Michael Freeden’s widely 
accepted contention that nationalism is a ‘thin-centred’ ideology (Freeden 1998), not propounding 
its own vision of society or of how to shape it, but rather a meta-ideology capable of inflecting and 
‘flavouring’ political doctrines.
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These  national-characterological ethnotypes couch historically specific 
social or political structures in a generic, anthropological assertion that 
‘that is just how people are’.

Here, then, is a conundrum. On the one hand, commitment to the 
nation is being generalized into a general human virtue, like fidelity to 
one’s spouse, or kindness to children, or being true to one’s identity. On 
the other hand, it is a powerfully strong mobilizing – and antagonizing – 
force, capable of inspiring battle courage in soldiers and strenuous defiance 
in civilians.26 ‘Die Wacht am Rhein’ can be sung en route to battle or as 
a jolly convivial outburst in Rick’s café. Much of this book will deal with 
this ambivalence, so characteristic of nationalism. Both in culture and in 
politics, the idealized, charismatic nation can be a mellow feel-good factor, 
or bestow moral edification, or justify bitter antagonism, often in rapid 
alternation.
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