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v

Transnational empires, incorporating populations of divergent cultural, 
linguistic, religious, and ethnic affiliations with different political and legal 
systems respectively, have constituted an important normality in world his-
tory. For such empires to last, they had to be ruled by dynasties because 
in premodern times, social and political cohesion on a supra-regional level 
was only possible within the frame of dynastic rule, combining a meta-
physical concept of order and face-to-face relations of personal, princely 
rule at the centre of power. This was always much more important than 
national belonging in our modern sense. In early modern Europe, so- 
called composite monarchies were the rule, a prince wearing several 
crowns in personal union; thus, for instance, Aragon and Castile became 
‘Spain’ only in the eighteenth century. Until recently, dynasties such as the 
German Hanoverians on the British throne have ruled over inhabitants 
from Quebec, Fiji, Bengal, Zanzibar, and Wales. Such dynasties did not 
refer to a concrete population or territory, but genealogically to their fam-
ily or rather to a common ancestor (usually defined by patrilineal descent). 
Accordingly, for representation, dynasts chose symbols such as crowns and 
globes that suggested associations that were both ancestral and universal. 
The same applies, for example, to coins that rendered the ruler ubiqui-
tous—not so much as a concrete individual but as a member of the legiti-
mately acknowledged ruling family.

However, when the imperial idea waned and territorial states emerged 
in Europe, dynasties and their means of representation gradually became 
associated with one particular territorial or cultural entity: dynasties were, 
so to speak, ‘nationized’. This was a prerequisite for those dynasts who 
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wanted to aggregate their now ‘national’ resources for overseas expan-
sion, relying on a centralized bureaucracy, general conscription, a unified 
economy, culture and language, and so forth. These ‘power tools’ were 
interpreted as the ‘offspring’ of one particular ‘nation’, a cultural concept 
philosophers of the Enlightenment had developed for European popula-
tions and also applied to the seemingly homogeneous ‘nations’ in the East. 
‘Nation’ had originally referred simply to common origins, namely those 
of the nobility in a corporative society. Now, it came to stand for a cultural 
entity, encompassing an entire population within a global constellation 
of separate, antagonistic (and competitive) civilizations. Non- European 
‘nations’ gradually became integrated into this way of conceiving the 
world, and some were considered to be equal combatants. Thus, Leibniz 
rejected the arbitrary absolutist rule and plans for a universal monarchy of 
Louis XIV and welcomed what he conceived as a ‘constitutional regime’ 
in China where, in line with his interpretation, the emperor respected the 
laws of the nation in establishing social order. The positive example of 
China mattered for Voltaire, too, who admired it as the cultural nation 
per se due to its unified language (classical Chinese in its written form), a 
centralized bureaucracy (recruited through a ‘nationally’ organized exam-
ination system) and, what he conceived to be a rational, tolerant, and 
magnanimous public philosophy. At the same time, Montesquieu’s criti-
cism of oriental empires, and dynastic China in particular, underscoring 
their ‘despotism’, would, on the other hand, lead to his formulation of the 
concept of liberty as a phenomenon genuine only for European nations.

In this process of contrastive and polarizing deliberation during the 
eighteenth century, the cultural concept of nation was politicized and 
eventually became the source of all sovereign rights. In the enlightened 
reading of nation, then, the monarch was deprived of his status of being an 
exclusive member of a dynasty and became a regular member of the nation, 
its official and admittedly most prominent one. When Louis XVI had to 
attach the cocarde tricolore—the combined colours of King and Estates, 
symbolizing the values of the Revolution—after the fall of the Bastille, 
this was only a first step in a semi-intentional process of ‘nationizing’ the 
dynasty that would eventually lead to the plebiscitary national monar-
chies of the nineteenth century. In the constitution of 1791, Louis XVI  
eventually metamorphosed from the roi de la France to the roi des Français, 
thus becoming the most important ‘representative’ of the nation (and its 
citizens). The controversy of 1791/2 consisted essentially of a debate 
over what this symbolic representation would mean in concrete politics, 
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namely: was the king himself the nation, when he ruled, or did he act as 
the nation’s, or more precisely, the parliament’s mandatory?

From then on, and in different political contexts, dynasts were con-
stantly faced with the question of whether to remain ‘above the nation’ 
and thus oppose it in potentially internecine strife, or whether to ‘belong 
to the nation’, thus forfeiting pre-eminence of descent and divine investi-
ture. Hereditary rulers now had to prove that they were the best advocates 
of the nation’s cause—a claim that was completely antithetical to their 
former legitimacy residing in divine right, history, and family tradition.

The question of how dynasties have been ‘nationized’ has rarely been 
studied either systematically, or from a transnational perspective: how 
and with what consequences did dynasties become ‘nationized’ and what 
is the role played by Asian and European models in these transforma-
tions? In 2009, a group of young scholars began to examine such ques-
tions under the auspices of a project entitled Nationizing the Dynasty. 
Asymmetrical Flows in Conceptions of Government, and constituted within 
the Heidelberg Cluster of Excellence Asia and Europe in a Global Context: 
Shifting Asymmetries in Cultural Flows. Their first step was to undo the a 
priori assumption of a Europe that conquered the world—a development 
that occurred only recently in human history and most probably remains 
short- lived. Instead, they began to focus on the importance of flows and 
movements of models and traditions, in different and shifting directions. 
No longer did they take for granted that royal rule, often presented in 
sacral metaphysics, must necessarily be considered the polar opposite of 
‘nation’ as a political ideal. Such an antagonistic perspective had grown out 
of the French Revolution, which had resulted in declaring the nation—as a 
sovereign—to have superseded the dynastic principle.

As the ‘nationized’ imperial dynasties of Great Britain and France, but 
also of the Netherlands, became the leading forces in European expansion 
and conquest of the world in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
thus, ‘nationizing the dynasty’ became an attractive imperative model in 
the eyes of some protagonists living in countries that were faced with the 
European threat, especially the Ottoman Empire, India, Japan, and China. 
Not unlike the Habsburgs or the Romanovs, the Mughals, Ottomans, or 
the Qing, too, had long since ruled over transnational polities that had 
aimed to mobilize the resources available not only within their own areas, 
but outside them as well. In China, for example, where the ruling Qing 
dynasty was of Manchu, not of Han-Chinese origin, this fact—already put 
forward by seventeenth-century Ming loyalists in the early years of their 
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reign—reappeared compellingly in the form of a ‘dynastic crisis’ at the end 
of the nineteenth century. The myth of sinicization (that is, Han-ization) 
thus emerged as one reaction to the multinational dynastic challenge. 
Accordingly, different ethnic groups in Asia had—from times immemo-
rial—been assimilated within Chinese culture. The Manchu Qing Empire 
could thus be made to correspond to a (Han-)Chinese ‘nation’ even when 
it obviously embraced non-(Han-)Chinese ethnicities. This logic could 
and would be applied not only to the Qing but to all ‘foreign’ dynas-
ties in China, retrospectively, including the Mongolians and Jurchen Jin. 
Political integration would be construed as an achievement of Confucian 
culture and history, the common language of the classics, and the belief 
in the Mandate of Heaven as the ultimate source of imperial legitimacy.

China was just one example studied by the Heidelberg research 
group, together with India, England, and France. The work of the young 
researchers involved in the project and their standing in international aca-
demia eventually culminated in the organization of a conference held at 
the University of California in Los Angeles in April of 2012. The aim 
of this conference was to gauge—from a transcultural perspective—the 
explanatory strength of concepts such as nation and dynasty and cor-
responding terms, as well as to track their transnational circulation and 
power of persuasion.

We are most grateful to Patrick Geary and Karen Burgess for hosting 
the conference and to the young members of our research group for orga-
nizing it. One of the group’s members, Milinda Banerjee, together with 
two other participants at the conference, Charlotte Backerra and Cathleen 
Sarti, took on the task of editing some of the most stimulating papers 
presented at the meeting. In addition, in order to enhance this publica-
tion, the editors were able to extend considerably not only the number 
and regional scope but also the range of those papers originally presented 
in Los Angeles. We are greatly impressed by what they have achieved and 
would like to thank both the editors as well as the authors of this volume 
for bringing together fascinating answers to some of the questions origi-
nally posed in our research project. In an exhilarating manner, these essays 
situate individual case studies in a global perspective. In doing so, they can 
help us understand and better assess the impact of cultural flows and shift-
ing power asymmetries in the past, the present and our futures to come.

Thomas Maissen
Barbara Mittler

Gita Dharampal-Frick
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Academic books are never just the work of the people whose names are 
on the cover. Even more so with a book such as this, whose history goes 
back quite a few years. So, let us start right in the middle of this story: the 
editors met for the first time in spring 2012 in the balmy surroundings 
of Los Angeles, California, even though they all did their doctoral dis-
sertations in the German towns of Mainz and Heidelberg, which are very 
close to each other. The conference Nationizing the Dynasty–Dynastizing 
the Nation was organized by members of the A5 Research Group of the 
Heidelberg University Cluster of Excellence Asia and Europe in a Global 
Context, among them Milinda Banerjee, on the kind invitation of Patrick 
Geary from the University of California, Los Angeles. The Romanesque 
Royce Hall of UCLA provided a hospitable space that spring for much 
brainstorming. Charlotte Backerra and Cathleen Sarti from the University 
of Mainz presented papers at this conference and later joined Milinda in 
his efforts to publish a book—this book—based on the discussions of this 
conference. A selection of chapters was made from the papers delivered 
at the conference; new contributions were added; and the whole volume 
was arranged to demonstrate—we hope, strikingly—that the construction 
of modern monarchies and modern nationalisms and nation states were 
(often) closely symbiotic, and globally connected processes.

The editors would like to thank everyone who has helped bring this 
book to life and paved the way for richer discussions of the future. First 
of all, we thank all the authors who contributed their work to this vol-
ume, and gifted us with their ideas and endless patience in a sometimes 
longer than expected editorial process, for which the editors and their 
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CHAPTER 1

The Royal Nation in Global Perspective

Charlotte Backerra, Milinda Banerjee, and Cathleen Sarti

Of the 206 sovereign states in the world today, 44 are generally classified 
as monarchies. At present, there are 193 states which are members of 
the United Nations (UN); additionally, 13 states have a contested status. 
A recognized state, and monarchy, outside of the UN is the Holy See.1 
Monarchies still have a significant presence in large parts of the world, 
especially in Europe, in the British Commonwealth, and in West and 
South East Asia. In addition, various forms of kingly rulership survive in 
many societies and retain substantial social power, even if the states as such 
are not monarchic: examples can be found in Africa as well as India.

Adopting perspectives from transnational and global history method-
ologies (to be elaborated on later), this book suggests that the relation-
ship between monarchies and nation state formation has often been one 
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of symbiosis, and that this symbiosis can only be adequately explained 
through a global perspective, going beyond the specific local histories of 
particular state systems. While the nation state has been the most influential 
concept of political community in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
royal dynasties have, however, often provided a centralized administra-
tive–juridical–cultural locus around which a national community has 
crystallized. David Cannadine has argued that late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century Europe (c.1870–1914) represented the heyday of roy-
ally legitimated nation-building programmes,2 and also notes the global 
repercussions of this.3 This can be seen especially in the British case, as 
Linda Colley has also shown.4 On the other hand, dynasties have also 
changed by responding to the challenges posed by the idea of the nation: 
this is visible in case of the Habsburg and Romanov dynasties. In some 
cases, admittedly, dynasties lost against the challenge of a national idea and 
were forced into exile.5

This volume argues that monarchic rulerships played a central role in 
the emergence of modern nation states, which forms a crucial, if hith-
erto inadequately appreciated, aspect of modern global history.6 Some 
historians, including notably Christopher Bayly and Jürgen Osterhammel, 
have briefly noticed the significance of monarchic nation states in their 
panoramic surveys of nineteenth-century global history.7 What has been 
strangely missing until now, however, is a book-length globally oriented 
survey of the nexus between monarchies and nation-building across the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries: a forum which brings scholars with 
expertise in multiple languages and social contexts into a common plat-
form of debate and conversation. We thus lack until today any substantial 
globally oriented theoretical reflection on the emergence of these mod-
ern national monarchies or royal nations. The ambition of this volume is 
therefore to concentrate on the relationships between royalty and nation 
states in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The authors of this vol-
ume analyse correlations, interdependencies and interactions of royal 
dynasties, and the historical or on-going process of building nation states 
from a transnational perspective. In these relationships, political and cul-
tural discourses have played as much a role as questions of representation, 
performance, media, and memorial culture.

We see the construction of the royal nation as a global phenomenon. 
As the authors in this volume underline, the different political agents dis-
cussed by them took part in transnational conversations and experiments, 
selectively adapting institutions and ideas from other societies, while also 
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exporting their own exemplars into other parts of the world. It is obvious 
that in understanding the emergence of nation states in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries—a period characterized by intense global circulation of 
ideas, information, capital, commodities, media, and of course people8—
methodological nationalism would not suffice; one needs a transnational 
approach. This is also true in the specific case of conceptualizing the way 
that modern royal nations came into being. Hence this book interrogates 
the manner in which the construction of royal nations should be visualized 
as a complex globally entangled affair. Rulerships across different spaces 
and times have been used to conceptualize patriotic-nationalist civic com-
munities, ensuring that the ruler and the ruling family often remained a 
nucleus of public identity and debate, even when political communities 
were being shaped by radically new ideas about popular sovereignty.

The analysis of concrete case studies shows that the term ‘monarchy’—
referring to the rulership of one—has taken different forms all over the 
world: for example, the category of raja in South Asia can refer to a spec-
trum of positions of rulership, instead of denoting only the monarchic 
tip of a pyramid of power.9 European monarchies have their historical 
and ideological roots in various Judaeo-Christian, Celtic, Germanic, and 
Roman traditions.10 Embedded in these multiple genealogies, concepts of 
monarchy or kingship in Europe have been characterized by conflicting 
ideas as well as divergent forms of implementation across different times 
and regions. Islamic offices of rulership, including those of the caliph 
and the sultan, have often lacked principles of succession by hereditary 
primogeniture or, more broadly, even a sense of dynastic fixity.11 While 
we should be sensitive towards these crucial nuances, it also needs to be 
admitted that there are resemblances in the articulation of kingly rulership 
in different societies, across spatial and chronological divides. Monarchs 
have often differentiated themselves from subject populations on the basis 
of alleged divine or miraculous attributes, which have separated rulers and 
ruling dynasties from the masses.12 How this mechanism of difference was 
transformed in modern times needs to be interrogated, as rulers had to 
project themselves as being ‘similar’ to their subjects, or at least as repre-
sentatives of the nation, while also implementing monarchical principles 
of top-down rule.13 The dialectics between an ordering of difference and 
an ordering of similarity constitutes an essential strand in the making of 
modern monarchies. How did this change in the modern world, conse-
quent to processes of modernization and secularization, which also made 
ideas of popular sovereignty widespread, and which stood contrary to the 
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dynastic claims of a right to rule by divine and/or hereditary right? A criti-
cal global perspective helps to understand how different political actors, 
situated in different historical contexts, grappled with these fundamental 
political questions, while learning from examples in other contemporary 
polities, as well as exporting their own models beyond their state borders.

Monarchs are the heads of ruling families that have usually been pres-
ent in the political field over several generations and ruling within a cer-
tain territory. They have often pursued a common goal of promoting the 
lineage interest, conflating the interests of the royal household with that 
of the broader state: instances include the Mughals in South Asia or the 
Hohenzollern in Brandenburg-Prussia. While an individual ruler may rule 
only for a few years, the dynasty, related to and intertwined with trans-
national high aristocratic networks, has offered a longer strategic horizon 
for ruling elites in various monarchic regimes.14 Some dynasties traced 
their roots back nearly a thousand years, before their senior members 
became heads of nation states. Examples include the House of Hanover 
over Great Britain, the House of Nassau over the Netherlands, and the 
House of Yamato over Japan. Over centuries of reigning, they developed 
an established way of rule and political culture.15 Representation, cultural 
politics, and dynastic interests were at the core of pre-modern forms of 
royal rule.16 With the introduction of new ideas of nation, nation state, 
and constitutionalism, monarchs faced serious challenges that led to the 
fall of some of these dynasties; for example, France or Portugal before 
the First World War, and the empires of Russia, Austria-Hungary, and 
Germany in the midst or immediate aftermath of this war. The Qings 
in China17 and the Ottomans in the Middle East were among the most 
important non- European dynasties which lost out in the face of colonial 
onslaughts as well as indigenous (Chinese, Arab, and Turkish) nationalist 
politics. Interestingly, monarchs in exile were no longer treated as foreign 
rulers at the end of the nineteenth century; even though they were still 
respected as royalty, they could lose their legal and diplomatic immunity 
in certain circumstances.18 Many, nonetheless, succeeded in adapting to 
the situation and continued to rule over their hereditary territories and/
or their people, as the Oldenburgs over Denmark or the House of Yamato 
over Japan.

By using modern media and different forms of representation, monarchs 
changed their public roles to include modern ideas of national culture and 
national state.19 Royalty used paintings, photography, architecture, and 
newly invented ceremonies and rituals to present themselves as symbols of 
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nationhood.20 Modern civic values were also integrated into the represen-
tation of ruling families. And even more, they strove to become pioneers 
for these new ideas and values. Prominent examples of ruling couples or 
monarchs who presented themselves as leaders of bourgeois society and 
values included Victoria and Albert of Great Britain, Francis I of Austria, 
and Louis-Philippe of France. While memorial culture was always used by 
dynasties to represent themselves, this changed when coming into con-
tact with the new nationalisms of the nineteenth century. On a national 
scale, memory culture was applied as a political means of drawing together 
a people, often by representing mythic, historical, or modern kings and 
queens as leaders and an essential part of this people.21 Sometimes memo-
rial cultures have invoked older (or even legendary) monarchs, like King 
Arthur in Britain, Frederick Barbarossa in Germany, Shivaji in India, Amir 
Timur in Uzbekistan, and Emperor Jimmu in Japan.22

Since the late eighteenth or at least the nineteenth century, the nation 
state has offered a new point of political reference for rulers in framing 
their political aims beyond dynastic interests. The connection between 
kingships and patriotic communities, however, is hardly new; such links 
often predated the nineteenth century. This was the case in early modern 
England and France, in some regional kingdoms in late seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century South Asia (most notably, that of the Marathas), as 
well as in Tokugawa Japan. Such incipient patriotism was often embed-
ded in frameworks of religious affiliation, whereby the ruler was seen as 
the agent of divinity and protector of a state or of ‘public’ religion(s). 
Christopher Bayly (for India), Caspar Hirschi (for Europe), Linda Colley 
and Steven Pincus (for Great Britain), as well as Kiri Paramore (for Japan), 
among others, have made powerful arguments for tracing the lineages of 
modern nationalism to older frameworks of patriotism; these frameworks 
were often institutionally related to specific royal regimes.23

Gradually, from the nineteenth century onwards, and with varying 
degrees of articulation in different societies, the nation came to be seen 
as the repository of sovereignty in a state. A nation was seen as a natu-
ral political element with a right, and sometimes even a duty, to form 
a nation state. This was seen as the only way to reach a nation’s ‘his-
torical destiny’.24 The idea that nations have a destiny was an increasingly 
dominant concept in nineteenth-century historiography, as is shown with 
examples from Great Britain and the German-speaking world in the chap-
ter by Charlotte Backerra in this volume. In different societies across the 
world, dynastic historiography, which was the dominant model earlier,25 
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was increasingly challenged, and often replaced by a nation-oriented histo-
riography across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. South Asia offers 
a classic instance of such a transition, whereby nineteenth-century Indian 
nationalist historiography modified, overwrote, and replaced earlier forms 
of royal dynastic genealogical construction.26 If a state was felt to be inad-
equately homogeneous in cultural-ethnic terms, then political elites tried 
to purposefully construct a national community, often through top-down 
programmes, involving some amount of coercion. The last was the case, 
for example, in France, as David A. Bell has impressively shown.27

Processes of institutionalization, professionalization, bureaucratization, 
mediatization, and the introduction of national institutions and symbols28 
often accompanied the construction of national identities and/or nation 
states.29 This attitude sometimes coexisted with, but also often challenged, 
royal claims to rule based on the monarchical principle and hereditary 
right. The theory of the nation as the ultimate repository of sovereignty 
certainly offered a bold challenge to the principle of sovereignty as inher-
ing in the authority of the monarch. The idea of the nation created a 
consciousness of belonging together, of having a shared history, of sharing 
enemies, and of having common moral, political, and civilizational goals 
for the future. Rulers could exploit such notions of common belonging, 
but were also sharply challenged by these notions.30

Across the world, old and established dynasties often used these new 
ideas of national belonging to once again situate themselves at the head 
of a changing political community, thereby continuing to rule in a new 
context and adapting to modern ideas of nations and states. Furthermore, 
even new royal dynasties began ruling over new nation states at a time 
when other monarchies lost their sovereignty to the people. It is often 
forgotten that in modern times creating new monarchies was seen as a 
widely acceptable way of creating new states which (eventually) promoted 
varying degrees of nationalist identity and autonomy. Examples include 
Afghanistan, Albania, Belgium, Bhutan, Bulgaria, Cambodia, Egypt, 
Greece, Iran, Iraq, Italy, Jordan, Mexico, Nepal, Romania, Saudi Arabia, 
and Serbia/Yugoslavia. Some of these regimes drew on substantial public 
support, such as the Belgian monarchy in 1830/1. In the aftermath of 
the First World War, various Arab monarchies as well as Iran under Reza 
Shah Pehlavi (reigned 1925–41) sought to harness public support to build 
nation states while challenging Western colonial hegemony to a greater 
or lesser extent.31 Some of these new monarchies eventually transformed 
into republics. Examples include Afghanistan, Albania, Bulgaria, Egypt, 
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Greece, Iran, Iraq, Italy, Mexico, and Romania. Occasionally, however, 
royalist parties remain significant even today in some of these states; they 
aim at strengthening the nation state by reintroducing the monarchy. 
These groups are sometimes part of transnational royalist networks. In 
India, while no national monarchy emerged as a political form, there were 
significant political imaginaries that used idealized models of kingly ruler-
ship to articulate claims of a strong and unified nation state.32

Since these developments were transnational in nature and could in a 
time of growing globalization be observed all over the world, the pres-
ent volume brings Asian, European, Russian, North African, and Latin 
American discussions into a connected frame of enquiry. Various authors 
in this book highlight the circulation of models of royal nationhood across 
borders, that is, from a transnational perspective. This was as much true 
of non-European exemplars (Japan or South Asia for instance) as of the 
more well-known European ones. As our various examples demonstrate, 
monarchies have exerted a powerful influence when they have been pack-
aged successfully as representatives of nationalist aspiration and identity, 
and when political elites or even broader publics have aligned their goals 
with those of the royal dynasties. It is obviously not possible for us to be 
comprehensive, in terms of achieving coverage of all modern monarchies. 
The case studies presented in this volume therefore discuss different forms 
of monarchic rule and their interactions with emergent nation states. In 
order to allow for a certain spectrum of representativeness, the examples 
offer perspectives from kingdoms which had centuries-old traditions of 
centralization (like France, Spain, China, Siam and Japan), to nation 
states where the monarchy had only recently achieved national centraliza-
tion, while building on older linguistic-cultural unities (such as Italy and 
Germany), to kingdoms where the monarch was nearly the only com-
mon factor in an otherwise startlingly diverse ethno-geographic landscape 
(typified by Russia and the British Empire).33 Through examples drawn 
from countries like India, Nepal, Brazil, and Morocco, the volume reflects 
on the importance of monarchic concepts and practices to anti-colonial 
state formation.

The discerning reader may be discomfited by many absences. 
Nevertheless, and in spite of these limitations, we do hope to offer a 
first attempt at achieving a book-length global history of royal nations, 
by which we imply the mutual entanglement of monarchy and nation- 
building in modern times. Future research on further case studies will 
undoubtedly broaden our understanding of the royal nation. We would 
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underline that the intention of the book is not to offer a singular hege-
monic interpretative framework for analysing the monarchy–nation nexus. 
In line with recent discussions on transnational history, we highlight ‘non- 
teleological, contingent’ stories, urging ‘global history writing to keep 
dynamics lines of political difference and entanglement in play’.34 By using 
the concept of ‘royal nation’ as a heuristic frame, we want to provoke a 
recognition of the actual diversity of political, social, and cultural experi-
ences that characterized different trajectories of nation-formation, even as 
these utilized various forms of kingly rulership to further their agendas. If 
there is a common thread linking the different chapters, it is the realiza-
tion that political actors in widely dispersed societies referred to models 
present in other contemporaneous (or even historical) societies, thereby 
formulating their models of royal nationhood in a resolutely transnational 
manner.

With a few notable exceptions, existing scholarship in this domain is 
characterized by a certain ‘methodological nationalism’. While historians 
are all too aware of the global dimensions of monarchic nationalism, there 
have been few attempts to go beyond area-studies approaches. Our book 
tackles this problem head-on. It argues that the development of modern 
national monarchies cannot be understood except in a global and trans-
national perspective. Such a frame is attempted in this book through the 
juxtaposition of transnationally oriented case studies, and the construction 
of a broader global historical argument in the introduction and conclusion 
of the volume.

In methodological terms, adopting a self-consciously transnational 
frame allows us to look at the construction of royal nations as a global 
phenomenon. It enables us to track the manner in which different con-
cepts of monarchy interacted with analogous concepts and structures of 
rulership present in other societies, and furthermore reacted dialogically 
in conversation with the ideas of the nation and the nation state. Our 
globally oriented approach permits us to compare institutions, concepts, 
and sets of political assumptions surrounding the royal nation, which 
have produced related as well as divergent politico-cultural forms in dif-
ferent parts of the world. Such institutions, concepts, and political ideas 
include political instruments which evolved from monarchical councils to 
representative legislative institutions and government departments. They 
cover conceptions of authority which transformed to a significant extent, 
but not completely, complementing and supplementing theories of the 
divine rights of kings with notions of popular sovereignty and liberal  
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constitutional rule, while keeping a certain space for historical/invented 
traditions. And finally, these encompass different ideas about the position 
of a nation in the international state system, and about the role of the 
nation’s royalty within this global order. By dealing with such common 
threads, the various chapters raise broader questions about the multifac-
eted relationships between centralized state-making, popular sovereignty, 
and dynastic interests; between social hierarchy and notions of equality; 
between older sets of politico-theological assumptions (for instance about  
the divine right of ruling persons and families) and newer assumptions 
about the nation.

The central question that this anthology asks, is: What does it mean 
for a nation to have a royally oriented institutional and imaginative basis, 
and what does it mean for a modern nation to have a powerful monarchic 
presence? Leading from this, further questions will be asked: How did 
monarchs and royal dynasties position themselves in their nation states? 
What were the challenges that they faced, and how did they respond to 
them? How did nationalism continue some of the basic institutional prac-
tices and conceptual assumptions behind monarchy? What advantages and 
disadvantages did these adaptions of nations and dynasties have for each 
of the participants, for instance, in terms of assertion of territorial prowess, 
genealogical memory, and ideas of glory?

In the first part of this book, the authors discuss how royal nations were 
conceptualized through new forms of public opinion and public culture, 
which also informed the making of institutions and laws. These new royal 
nations were visualized and performed through art, rituals, ceremonies, 
and public architecture, which are discussed in the second part of the 
volume. And finally, the third part analyses how these new concepts and 
visions of royal nationhood were remembered in public discussions, often 
even after the demise of monarchic regimes.

Part 1, ‘Conceptualizing the Royal Nation’ presents some of the basic 
intellectual, cultural, legal, media, and institutional networks through 
which royal nationhood was constructed in different parts of the world in 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Milinda Banerjee argues that the 
royal nation should be seen as a distinctive global intellectual and politi-
cal category. By comparing and connecting models of royal nationhood 
produced in diverse nineteenth- and twentieth-century societies, Banerjee 
suggests that many political actors saw in monarchies—present, historical, 
or even mythical—associated with their respective societies, conceptual 
pivots for crystallizing their ideas of national unity. The real or imagined 
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monarch offered a symbolic, and often theologized, centre for the nation. 
To understand the frequency of monarchic concepts, rituals, historicities, 
myths, and allegories in modern nationalisms, it is ultimately essential, 
he argues, to theorize about the very idea of a monocentric nation pos-
sessed of a unitary locus of sovereignty and identity. Amerigo Caruso’s 
chapter offers an analogous argument by focusing on Prussia and Sardinia-
Piedmont. He suggests that conservative politicians across nineteenth- 
century Europe engaged in transnational ideological networks and 
discussions that together played a significant role in giving new justifica-
tions for royal authority in the age after the French Revolution. Concepts 
of monarchist loyalty were bolstered by aristocratic and military cultures, 
by religious traditions, and by the ethos of public service. A crucial role in 
this positioning of monarchies at the centre stage of nation-building was 
played by law. The chapter on nineteenth- and twentieth-century Nepal 
by Simon Cubelic and Rajan Khatiwoda examines changing concepts of 
collective identity and territoriality in the Muluki Ain, the main law code 
of the Nepali state, to show how concepts of Nepali Hindu kingship were 
central to the way in which the modern nation state was imagined in the 
region, even as this legal transformation was embedded in Nepal’s trans-
national entanglements with British India and China. Alongside intel-
lectual, cultural, and legal formations, the press also contributed to the 
centring of monarchies at the heart of nationalist public spheres. Martin 
Kohlrausch explores this by focusing on the Germany of Kaiser Wilhelm II,  
and situating this within wider transnational European networks. 
Kohlrausch suggests that the Wilhelmine monarchy drew on traditional 
monarchic emphasis on visibility as well as on the mediatization of mon-
archies in other contemporaneous European states; in turn, this mediati-
zation of monarchic legitimacy under Wilhelm II would influence other 
European regimes of the period. And finally, David Mednicoff examines 
the institutional and cultural underpinnings of the authority of the mon-
archy in Morocco. It presented itself as a supposedly neutral leader of the 
nation, situated above political conflicts and factionalism, and was simulta-
neously able to increase its leverage with the United States, with the Gulf 
Arab states, and with Jordan. Part 1 shows how, across the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, actors in different countries took part in both 
locally embedded and transnationally oriented discussions as they sought 
to reconstruct monarchies at the centre of nation-building. This concep-
tualization of royal nationhood bridged different spatial and social strata, 
while also articulating socio-political contestations. Drawing on examples 
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from Asia, Europe, and North Africa, the authors present a global map-
ping of these networks as they conceptually reshaped monarchies as well 
as national public cultures.

The focus of the chapters in Part 2, ‘Visualizing and Performing the 
Royal Nation’ lies on different strategies used by royal dynasties and mon-
archs to represent themselves as national icons. Royal representations are 
among the most common tools of executing and claiming power, impor-
tant since premodern times, when power and authority needed to be 
visualized and publicly performed in order to be understood by a mostly 
illiterate audience. The chapters in this section deal with the modern adap-
tation of royal representation to the challenges posed by public demands 
for a nation state; they study these representations in relation to chang-
ing media technologies in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Ulrich 
Hofmeister looks at Turkestan under the Russian Tsars between 1867 and 
1917. He shows how Russian colonial rulership was presented in public 
speeches by the governors, and the manner in which these discourses on 
monarchy drew on the changing politics of Central Asia, on the growth 
of Russian nationalism, and on trans-imperial comparisons with British 
and French Empires. David Malitz examines how transnational influences 
transformed the Japanese and Siamese monarchies, while also inaugurat-
ing paradigm shifts in ideas of political legitimacy. Varying representa-
tion strategies, including new forms of aesthetics, ceremonial, and public 
architecture, were used to give a more modern image to these old dynas-
ties, but in the end they had the effect of overwhelmingly changing the 
societies concerned, imbuing their public cultures with an unprecedented 
focus on nationalism. In her chapter, Anne Anderson concentrates on the 
dukedom of Hesse-Darmstadt in the German Empire. Even though this 
was a rather small state, the Grand Duke Ernst-Ludwig managed to cre-
ate a (sub-)national identity in the region through promoting an artistic 
renaissance. In these efforts, connections with other European dynasties 
and nations to which Ernst-Ludwig was related also played their part. 
His membership in transnational dynastic networks led to the emergence 
of new artistic conceptions that helped forge a distinct Hessian national 
cultural identity. The problem of the coexistence of several subnational 
identities within one state is taken up by Javier Moreno-Luzón, whose 
chapter deals with the Spanish monarchy. The Spanish elite’s pursuit of 
different representation strategies, including royal and military ceremo-
nies and forms of religious worship, aimed to make the young mon-
arch Alfonso  XIII acceptable to Spanish citizens, to consolidate his  
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constitutional power and influence, and to promote a strong sense of 
reformist Spanish nationhood. Spain’s involvement with the politics of 
Latin America, its interventions in Morocco, and the exemplars of other 
contemporaneous European monarchies all had a constitutive impact on 
the reformulation of the Spanish royalty–nation nexus. The last chapter in 
this section, by Jia Feng, highlights the fascinating case of rival political 
legitimacies, as contested between the newly established Chinese Republic 
and the still influential (abdicated) royal Qing dynasty across the early to 
mid-twentieth century, and the manner in which this became entangled 
with interwar Japanese imperialism in East Asia.

In the last section of the book, Part 3, ‘Remembering the Royal 
Nation’, the authors analyse ways in which monarchical traditions and 
reflections on the role of royalty in a nation’s history had a significant 
impact on the making of national identities and political cultures from 
the nineteenth to the twenty-first century. Intellectuals, historians, as well 
as politicians contributed to these processes, ensuring that memories of 
kingship continued to inform nation-making, sometimes long after mon-
archies themselves had ceased to exist as political institutions in the states 
concerned. Charlotte Backerra argues that British and German historians 
in the nineteenth century obscured the transnational politics of their mon-
archies in earlier times; they did this in order to legitimize processes of 
nation-building, and especially the formation of singular national identi-
ties. In their attempt to exemplify their nation’s history and greatness over 
time, historians became very influential in defining the supposed essence 
of a nation. Heta Aali demonstrates that in France a perceived ‘natural 
order’ of gender asymmetries, involving the exclusion of women from the 
throne and from public power, was reinforced by nationalist historians in 
the first half of the nineteenth century. Through her analysis of the redefi-
nition of French queenship within a broader European context, Aali offers 
a new transnational perspective on the construction of modern queenship 
and female rule in France. Alexandre Lazzari examines Brazil in the late 
nineteenth century, and focuses on the writer Afonso Arinos, a monarchist 
intellectual who campaigned for the re-establishment of a monarchy in the 
South American republic by linking the history of his country (including 
that of subaltern peasant communities) to a supposed shared spiritual- 
political heritage of the Iberian world. The impact of monarchic history 
is similarly apparent in the case of Barcelona and the Catalonian strug-
gle for independence, as shown by Daniel Wimmer. By studying mass-
media representations, Wimmer is able to show the centrality of this royal  
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history in today’s Catalonian narratives. He suggests that with the integra-
tion of Catalonia into European and transnational or global frameworks, 
the representation of its historical rulers is also changing. The last chap-
ter in this section focuses on significant continuities in concepts of ruler-
ship between different stages of Russia’s modern history. Eva Marlene 
Hausteiner introduces a new concept of ‘para-royalty’ to show that central 
elements of Tsarism are integrated, albeit in a radically transformed man-
ner, into today’s Russian political culture through the public construc-
tion of a leader cult. The development of Russian para-royalty can only 
be understood, as Hausteiner demonstrates, by studying Russia’s political 
connections with Central Asian regimes as well as with Europe and North 
America.

To summarize, the three parts of this book offer a diversity of case 
studies that substantiate the volume’s central argument, namely, that 
monarchic rulerships have played a central role in the emergence of mod-
ern nation states, and that this forms a crucial, if hitherto inadequately 
appreciated, aspect of modern global history. In the conclusion, we bring 
together these case studies and present how royal rule has proved useful to 
a range of political actors in conceptualizing, performing, and memorial-
izing nationhood. These historical agents have drawn on local or regional 
social contexts, as well as on transnational exemplars, while formulating 
their political ideas and practices; our book highlights their creativity in 
transforming their societies’ political cultures in complex ways. While this 
concept of royal nation can be traced in all the case studies discussed, 
regional differences will also be highlighted to show the enormous hetero-
geneity of ways in which royalty and nationhood came to be intertwined 
from the nineteenth until the twenty-first century.
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CHAPTER 2

The Royal Nation and Global Intellectual 
History: Monarchic Routes 

to Conceptualizing National Unity

Milinda Banerjee

This chapter argues that perspectives drawn from the emergent field of 
global intellectual history can substantively enrich the ways in which we 
may conceptualize the symbiotic nexus between monarchic ideas and 
nationalist discourses across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In 
existing historiography on modern monarchies, intellectual history per-
spectives have not received adequate weight; this essay responds to this 
research vacuum. It is important to do this in order to understand a some-
what forgotten, but nevertheless historically significant, aspect of many 
modern nationalist discourses, namely, their reliance on ideas of monar-
chic rulership to crystallize concepts and myths of centralized national 
unity. Building on primary sources as well as secondary literature, I track 
different methodologies through which one can map the royal nation as 
a global intellectual phenomenon. My sources are mainly (though not 
exclusively) drawn from the period between the 1870s and the First World 
War, the epoch famously identified in a 1983 essay by David Cannadine as 
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marking an apogee of royal state ceremonial in Europe (and, as I would 
argue, beyond).1 However, I make a broader argument that can poten-
tially be applied to other decades of the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries as well, regarding the centrality of monarchies to the construction of 
modern nationalist ideals of state unity and sovereignty. I argue that this 
ubiquity of royal–national concepts across the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, beneath the wide diversity in actual formats of state construc-
tion, needs to be ultimately explained not merely in terms of premodern 
residues and historical accidents, or even in terms of simple transborder 
circulation of political models. Rather, it should be seen as a constitutively 
global phenomenon, embedded in the planet-spanning construction of 
modern state forms characterized by singular centres of sovereignty.

I suggest that monarchic concepts, rituals, theologies, and institutions 
often proved attractive to nationalist thinkers in widely dispersed spatial 
and temporal locations because of the perceived success of (some) mon-
archies in providing a monocentric visible focus of national authority and 
identity. By remembering this usage of monarchic concepts in modern 
intellectual discourses about nationalism, it is possible to critically inter-
rogate, and perhaps to thereby ultimately also ‘deconstruct’, the depen-
dence of many nationalist grammars on the unifying (and often, but not 
necessarily or inevitably, authoritarian) conceptual structures provided by 
monarchic rulership. This in turn can become a step towards problematiz-
ing historical narratives which narrate the rise of modern nationalisms and 
nation states in terms of the withering away of older forms of monarchic 
legitimacy. I would underline that many modern nationalist discourses 
have relied not (merely) on democratic–republican notions of popular 
sovereignty, but (also) on older genealogies of hierarchical royal com-
mand. To critique various authoritarian and exclusionary strands in mod-
ern nationalist politics and genealogy-making today, it becomes absolutely 
necessary to revisit historically the ways in which nationalisms have often 
(though obviously, not always) transfiguratively appropriated monarchic 
concepts of centralized vertical rule. The present chapter can be seen as 
a preliminary contribution towards opening up this wider conceptual cri-
tique of nationalist discourse, though a systematic pursuit of this theme 
lies beyond its scope. Simultaneously, it needs to be acknowledged that 
monarchic themes have also been subversively deployed to demand con-
stitutionalization, decolonization, and/or subalternization of state sover-
eignty in multifaceted ways whose creative dynamics remain insufficiently 
appreciated.
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Intellectual HIstorIes of tHe royal natIon: 
Problems and ProsPects

Two somewhat related paradigms have fundamentally shaped the study 
of royal nations. Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1983), 
with its broad argument about nations as invented communities, devoted 
a distinct chapter to countries like Russia, Japan, Siam, and Iran (and, in 
differing ways, parts of the British and Habsburg Empires), where monar-
chic regimes sponsored what Anderson defined as (borrowing a phrase 
from the British historian Hugh Seton-Watson), ‘official nationalisms’.2 In 
Anderson’s gaze, these projects aimed at ‘stretching the short, tight, skin 
of the nation over the gigantic body of the empire’, embodying ‘a certain 
inventive legerdemain […] required to permit the empire to appear attrac-
tive in national drag’.3 He dismissed these nationalisms as a ‘conjuring- 
trick’, ‘at bottom […] responses by power-groups—primarily, but not 
exclusively, dynastic and aristocratic—threatened with exclusion from, or 
marginalization in, popular imagined communities’ [emphasis in origi-
nal]. Further, intellectual transfer was, in his view, entirely unidirectional: 
non-European ‘indigenous ruling groups’ merely ‘picked up and imitated’ 
European-type nationalisms.4 While Anderson thereby pioneered a some-
what global outlook of examining royal nationalisms, there was little space 
here for admitting the intellectual originality of authors of royal national-
isms; rather, they were simply cast as instruments of elite power-projects.

A more capacious view was visible in the volume The Invention of 
Tradition (1983), edited by Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger. 
Hobsbawm’s introduction to the volume created a perhaps untenably 
sharp dichotomy between the premodern and the modern, relegat-
ing modern uses of pasts (including royal ones) to the simple modality 
of invention.5 Nevertheless, David Cannadine’s essay in the book fore-
grounded a resolutely transnational (pan-European) perspective on the 
monarchy–nation nexus. Cannadine was also prepared to give more argu-
mentative dynamism to the actors he studied than Anderson.6 In combina-
tion with  various other writings of his, Cannadine showed how monarchic 
frameworks allowed social hierarchies to be both legitimated and con-
tested. However, his main focus, like that of the ‘invention of traditions’ 
paradigm as a whole, was not on intellectual history.7

Subsequent studies have built on some of these early points of 
focus, while concentrating on specific national polities like Germany, 
Japan, Siam, and Iran. Often, political thought has not been a central  
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concern in these studies; ceremonies, court politics, public art and archi-
tecture, material culture, or royal dress have received analytical priority.8 
Admittedly, there are some exceptions. Notable thinkers about the mon-
archy–nation nexus, including the Italian Prime Minister Francesco Crispi 
(1818–1901), the British journalist Walter Bagehot (1826–77), and the 
Japanese Prime Minister Ito Hirobumi (1841–1909), have been subjects 
of stimulating studies.9 Debates on monarchy and nation construction in 
the context of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Ottoman 
Empire and Caliphate have received sophisticated treatment: a recent vol-
ume Global Intellectual History (2013), co-edited by Samuel Moyn and 
Andrew Sartori, has a chapter by Cemil Aydin devoted to the theme.10 
Nevertheless, intellectual history studies on the world of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries still largely tend to ignore monarchic–national 
discourses, or study such discourses only within area-specific frames rather 
than through capacious globally oriented interpretative scales.

comParatIve frames

As Moyn and Sartori have recently underlined, ‘a global intellectual his-
tory might compare intellectuals or intellectual practices or ideas and con-
cepts geographically or chronologically.’ One particular objective ‘might 
be to elaborate on processes or tendencies that developed on a global 
scale’.11 Such an approach yields stimulating insights. For example, let 
us consider the following lines from Walter Bagehot’s masterpiece, The 
English Constitution (1867), perhaps the most celebrated modern British 
constitutional treatise, pointing out the utility of the British monarchy:

The nation is divided into parties, but the Crown is of no party. Its apparent 
separation from business is that which removes it both from enmities and 
from desecration, which preserves its mystery, which enables it to combine 
the affection of conflicting parties,—to be a visible symbol of unity to those 
still so imperfectly educated as to need a symbol.12

One may juxtapose this with the piece Torniamo allo Statuto (Let us Return 
to the Statuto, 1897) of the Italian politician and future prime minister 
Sidney Sonnino (1847–1922). Sonnino underlined the need for a power-
ful monarchy which would rise above all other factional interests, whose 
interests would indeed coincide with the interests of every Italian, with the 
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interests of the Italian nation itself (‘l’interesse Vostro è sopratutto inter-
esse nostro, interesse di tutti, interesse dell’Italia’); the king synthesized 
the general interest of the fatherland (‘egli sintetizza l’interesse generale 
della patria’).13 As Christopher Duggan analyses it, this celebration of the 
monarchy as a superordinate pivot for the nation was not meant to consti-
tutionalize the monarch in the British mode, but rather to strengthen the 
power of the royal executive; for Duggan, this prefigured the later Italian 
nationalist support for a non-monarchic (fascist) authoritarian executive.14

Finally, we may consider the celebrated pan-Asianist treatise, The Ideals 
of the East (1903), by the Japanese art critic Kakuzo Okakura (1862–1913). 
In this volume, Okakura juxtaposed the fall of India and China before 
Western colonial invasions with Japan’s independence, while crediting the 
Japanese monarchy’s role in this regard:

We saw India, the holy land of our most sacred memories, losing her inde-
pendence through her political apathy, lack of organisation, and the petty 
jealousies of rival interests—a sad lesson, which made us keenly alive to the 
necessity of unity at any cost. […] So the Meiji restoration glows with the 
fire of patriotism, a great rebirth of the national religion of loyalty, with 
the transfigured halo of the Mikado in the centre. […] In spite of politi-
cal squabbles—natural–unnatural children of a constitutional system such 
as was freely bestowed by the monarch in 1892—a word from the throne 
will still conciliate the Government and Opposition, hushing both to mute 
reverence, even during their most violent dissensions.15

A juxtaposition of the three texts, all landmarks of late nineteenth-century 
political thought, demonstrates to what extent they shared a similar dis-
cursive framework, one which saw the monarchy as the centre of unity 
for the nation, a force that stood above conflicting interests which other-
wise divided the people, and thereby made possible the very unity, integ-
rity, and self-presence of the nation. In its far-flung spatial dissemination 
(Britain, Italy, Japan) we can already identify the marks of a resolutely 
global episteme, one which cannot, despite sometimes the intentions 
of the authors themselves (such as of Okakura), be tied to the specific 
national– civilizational traditions of their own individual countries. A his-
torian cannot simply reduce the monarchy–nation nexus, or the construc-
tion of the royal nation as a historical phenomenon, to the (bordered) 
historicity of particular nations themselves.
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connected HIstorIes and travels

Further probing into this globality of the monarchy–nation symbiosis 
reveals fascinating connections linking seemingly rather distanced spaces. 
Sanjay Subrahmanyam’s framework of ‘connected history’, and his plea 
that we ‘transcend’ ‘boxes’, ‘not by comparison alone but by seeking out 
the at times fragile threads that connected the globe’,16 yields valuable 
hints. We notice, for example, that Bagehot was drawing on the same 
(supposedly) ‘Italian’ model of idealized royal strength as Sonnino, 
despite the differences between them in terms of expectations about the 
role of royalty in day-to-day governance. Bagehot underlined that the 
importance of ‘constitutional royalty’ was especially evident in transitional 
times in terms of strengthening a government. Thus ‘it would have been 
impossible for Italy to have attained and kept her freedom without the 
help of Victor Emmanuel; neither the work of Cavour nor the work of 
Garibaldi were more necessary than his.’ In contrast, Bagehot identified 
in the crisis of 1848 in France a failure of King Louis-Philippe to keep his 
government strong.17 While Bagehot himself resorted to a classic compari-
son here, from today’s perspective of connected history, it is easy enough 
to see Bagehot as a figure who discursively connected the French and 
Italian cases of royal nationhood, and further reframed British monarchic 
theory in terms of such models. To take another example of connected 
history, Nakamura Masanori has traced the impact of Bagehot’s use of the 
term ‘symbol’, while describing the role of the British monarchy, on the 
post-Second World War democratic constitution of Japan,18 which defined 
the Emperor as ‘the symbol of the State and of the unity of the People’ 
(Article 1).19

Such connections were frequently mediated through travel. To con-
sider one example, from the late nineteenth century, Princes of Wales 
began travelling across the British Empire; to their subjects, the royal 
heirs embodied principles of constitutional monarchy which they hoped 
to imbibe into their own national societies. For instance, during the 
1860 tour of Canada by the future Edward VII, addresses to the prince 
repeatedly stressed the loyalty of Canadians to Crown and Constitution; 
in his replies, the prince too connected monarchy and constitutionalism. 
Respect for the British monarchy was intimately related to aspiration for 
British constitutionalist principles, ‘self-government’, and ‘free institu-
tions’.20 Emblematic is an address to the prince from the mayor and city 
council of Fredericton, which affirmed ‘attachment to the Constitution 
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which admits of such a benign and maternal sovereignty in the person of 
Your Beloved Mother [Victoria]’.21 Such addresses need to be contextual-
ized within the long-term trajectory of gradual devolution of governmen-
tal powers to Canadians, even while keeping them within overall British 
sovereignty, symbolized by the ultimate authority of the British monarch. 
The British North America Act of 1867, which created a Parliament and 
separate constitutional framework for a united Canada, was a significant 
part of this historical process.

The situation was more complex for non-white colonies, where the 
British were less ready to extend representative, let alone parliamentary 
or constitutional, institutions. Nevertheless, the Indian nationalist leader 
Gopal Krishna Gokhale (1866–1915), in his Presidential Address to the 
Indian National Congress in 1905, during a wave of militant anti-colonial 
agitation by Indian middle classes, urged Indians to give their ‘most loyal 
and dutiful welcome’ to the Prince of Wales (the future George V). He 
based his appeal on the assumption that the ‘Throne in England is above 
all parties—beyond all controversies’, and in the hope that King-Emperor 
Edward VII as well as the Prince would follow in the footsteps of Queen 
Victoria, whose Proclamation of 1858 gave a foundation to Indian ‘con-
stitutional struggle’.22

Royal national solidarities did not always follow imperial pathways. 
The Indian civilian and nationalist intellectual Romesh Chunder Dutt 
(1848–1909), for example, visited Germany in 1886, and later wrote a 
glowing account of German unification. Coming from a fragmented and 
colonized society, he sympathized with Germany since it was ‘surrounded 
and hemmed in’ by Russia and France; hence it ‘must needs be strong, 
feebleness or disintegration would be national death’.23 In this context, 
Dutt positively evaluated the nation-making role of the monarch. He saw 
Kaiser Wilhelm  I in Berlin, and regarded him as ‘the greatest of living 
sovereigns’, ‘beloved’ by the ‘loyal people’. Dutt emotively described how 
he, ‘though a stranger in this land, raised my hat to the most powerful of 
the sovereigns of the earth and to one of the best of men’.24

tHeologIes of monarcHIc natIonHood

We have seen earlier how Bagehot regarded the monarchy as a ‘visible 
symbol of unity’ for the nation. In fact, he extensively used theologically 
inflected terms, like ‘mystic’, ‘religious’, ‘occult’, and ‘sacred’25 to desig-
nate this integrative semiotic function of the monarchy. The monarchy  
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was ‘paraded like a pageant’ and yet was ‘hidden like a mystery’;26 in either 
case, it ‘strengthens our government with the strength of religion’.27 
Bagehot’s formulation was not unique. William Kuhn notes how the British 
Liberal statesman William Gladstone (1809–98) believed, at least in his 
youth, that (to quote an 1840 memorandum) monarchy was ‘the scheme 
of government most nearly analogous to the Divine gov[ernmen]t’.28 Even 
as prime minister in 1871, Gladstone stressed that the monarchy should 
be exhibited through grand religious ceremonies, through what he called 
‘national acts of religion’. In Gladstone’s words, ‘Royalty was in one point 
of view a symbol’, and yet ‘of great consequence’.29 I would argue that by 
the late nineteenth century this conceptualization of the monarchy as a reli-
gious ‘symbol’, and thus a reflection of divinity, became a globally prolifer-
ated trope; it allowed the monarchy to render national unity visible at the 
intersection of the human and the divine.

The papal monarchy (strengthened by the First Vatican Council of 
1869–70 and the dogma of papal infallibility), and more broadly the 
Catholic Church, was a source of inspiration for many nationalist actors. 
Duggan notes how Italian monarchists envied the Church for its com-
mand of ceremonial communication. An 1882 report in Francesco 
Crispi’s newspaper La Riforma, quoted by Duggan, shows some of 
the main operative terms of politico-theological semiotic: Catholicism 
‘through the ritualised forms of its displays […] appealed to the visual 
senses, and through the visual senses to the minds of the masses’.30 For 
British elites, who were not placed in as direct antagonism to the papacy 
as was the Italian monarchy, the papal monarchy could even be a source 
of self-identification, especially in the aftermath of the nineteenth-century 
revival of Catholicism in Britain. In the celebrated turn of the century 
panegyric of empire Imperium et Libertas (1901), the British barrister 
Bernard Holland noted: ‘As, without the relation of each of its provinces 
to the Supreme Pontiff, the cosmopolitan and many-nationed Church 
which centres at Rome could not hold together, so, without the relation 
of each of its parts to the King, the British Empire would fall asunder and 
be dispersed.’ The monarch was thus ‘at once the symbol and the actual 
bond of union’ of the British Empire. To capture this paradoxical realism 
of a symbol, Holland—with some hesitation—used Catholic (or at least 
Anglo-Catholic) Eucharistic imagery; the monarch was a ‘Real Presence, if 
one may so speak’. The monarch’s utility derived from the fact that ‘Ideas 
to rule men through imagination must be incarnate’.31 This conflation 
of nation and empire through the symbolic framework of a ‘Eucharistic’ 
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monarchy was also expressed by the first British prime minister from the 
Labour Party, Ramsay MacDonald (1866–1937). In 1935, he commented 
on George V’s Silver Jubilee, attended by the Dominion premiers: ‘Here 
the Empire was a great family, the gathering a family reunion, the King a 
paternal head. We all went away feeling that we had taken part in some-
thing very much like a Holy Communion.’32

In India, the militant nationalist Hindu leader Bipin Chandra Pal 
similarly used Eucharistic imagery to forge a royal–national discourse. 
(Interestingly, he admired the Catholic Church and the Anglo-Catholic 
Oxford movement for visually representing divinity.33) Pal invoked the 
symbolism of the Real Presence in 1903, not to celebrate the British mon-
archy, but to commemorate (in a festival) an indigenous precolonial king, 
Shivaji, as a model of anti-imperial Hindu-Indian national rulership:

We meet […] eager to accept and administer the holy sacraments of nation-
ality and patriotism to ourselves and to the rising generation of our country. 
The Sivaji celebration is not, therefore, a demonstration, but a rite, a sac-
rament. We shall seek for its fruits, not in any change that it may possibly 
work in our outer condition, but above all, in the sanctification of our inner 
spirit through a new baptism in fire, in the birth of patriotic resolves, and 
in the consecration of our lives to the sacred service of the Fatherland. This 
Fatherland, gentlemen, is not however, a mere word, a mere abstraction, a 
mere idea. It is something very tangible, something very concrete. […] The 
vehicles of our national idea are, manifestly, our representative men.34

Christianity was not the only translocal point of reference for Pal. In 1906, 
to commemorate another Shivaji Festival, he used Sanskritic theological 
vocabulary to underline the importance of icons (pratima, murti), such as 
relating to Shivaji, in visualizing the nation. He further suggested that the 
Japanese, by worshipping and surrendering to the Mikado as the nation’s 
manifest icon (prakatamurti) and directly visible form (pratyakshavigra-
harupa), fulfilled their devotion to the ruler (rajbhakti) and devotion to 
the nation (deshabhakti). To meet possible Christian, Muslim, and Brahmo 
(a reformist Hindu monotheistic sect) objections to iconolatry, Pal urged 
that such nationalist reverence for icons stemmed from the universally 
embodied presence of divinity.35

A little earlier, in Japan, Okakura was deploying the precolonial Indian 
Advaita (literally, non-dual) philosophy of monistic divinity, on which 
Bipin Chandra Pal also drew to theorize the relation of the universal 
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divinity and the particular national icon, to forge a royal–national dis-
course: ‘Japanese national life is centred in the throne, over which broods 
in transcendent purity the glory of a succession unbroken from eternity.’36 
This ‘strange tenacity of the race, nurtured in the shadow of a sovereignty 
unbroken from its beginning’ was profoundly related to ‘the fundamental 
imperative of that Adwaita idea to which she was trained by her ancestors’, 
and which allowed Japan to ‘remain true to herself, notwithstanding the 
new colour which the life of a modern nation forces her to assume’.37 
We observe in the Japanese reference of Pal and the Indian reference of 
Okakura a fascinating transnational template of what Andrew Sartori has 
referred to, studying the specifically late nineteenth- and early twentieth- 
century Bengali case, as ‘immanentist monism’:38 the nationalist discourse 
that monistic divinity was instantiated through the particularities of the 
ethnically bounded nation.

Admittedly, Japanese sacralized discourses on national monarchy were 
more often constituted independent of any ‘Indian’ philosophical cita-
tion. For example, one of the makers of the Japanese (Meiji) Constitution 
of 1889, and the country’s first prime minister, Prince Ito Hirobumi 
(1841–1909), commenting on Article  III of the Constitution (‘The 
Emperor is sacred and inviolable’), simply embedded Japanese national 
sovereignty in a supposedly unique national heritage of an Emperor who 
was ‘Heaven-descended, divine and sacred’, citing the eighth-century 
Japanese chronicle Kojiki in support.39 From a transnational and con-
nected history perspective, it is fascinating to note that this apparently 
very local reference to a ‘sacred and inviolable’ monarch was however 
adopted by the Ethiopian Constitution of 1931 (Article 5), drafted 
during the reign of the Emperor Haile Selassie (1892–1975). With an 
avowedly Japanizing agenda, this Ethiopian Constitution linked two still 
independent non-European powers within a shared framework of national 
monarchy.40 Such intertextualities, with their immense legal–political con-
sequences, allow us to map the capaciously transnational—and not simply 
locally referenced—horizons of many late nineteenth- and early twentieth- 
century theological discourses on monarchic nationhood. We realize how 
it became plausible for spatially distanced actors across the world to con-
verge on the idea that the monarch (contemporary or historical) was a 
‘symbol’ who made the nation visible to its people, was a guarantee for the 
nation’s unity and indivisibility, and reflected a sacrality that mirrored the 
supposed indivisibility and majesty of divinity itself. Such discourses, for 
example as manifest in British national–imperial, Hindu-Indian nationalist,  
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and Japanese racial–national formats, buttressed historically defined and 
ethnically stratified—and often aggressively exclusionary—concepts of 
national unity. They added the sanction of religious sectarianism to the 
authority of the nation.

early modern HIstorIes and metHodologIcal 
lessons

To understand such discourses in a global historical vein, we may take cues 
from early modernist historians who have consistently underlined that pro-
cesses of monarchic state formation were intensely transborder and trans-
continentally entangled in nature. Historians like Sanjay Subrahmanyam, 
Tijana Krstic, and A. Azfar Moin have foregrounded the connected emer-
gence of sacralized conceptions of monarchy, linking European states, the 
Ottoman Empire, Safavid Iran, and Mughal India: such notions ranged 
from messianic ideas of rulership to concepts (and practices) of confes-
sionalization.41 Kiri Paramore has demonstrated the manner in which 
entanglements between Europe and Japan produced new norms of sacral- 
monarchic patriotism in Tokugawa Japan, which would later mould the 
age of the Meiji restoration.42

Sanjay Subrahmanyam’s concept of ‘commensurability’ provides a way 
to think about the globality of this early modern world as constituted and 
connected by norms of courtly behaviour and monarchic political imagi-
nary.43 It has long been known that eighteenth-century Enlightenment 
thinking drew on these early modern networks of knowledge to concep-
tualize the world in terms of comparable monarchic polities. If some, like 
Montesquieu (1689–1755), nevertheless sharpened the contrast between 
Europe and Orient, others, like Voltaire (1694–1778) and Anquetil- 
Duperron (1731–1805), argued for comparabilities between European 
and Asian regimes.44 Nor was comparativism a monopoly of Europeans. 
Indo-Muslim intellectuals such as Tahir Muhammad ibn ‘Imad-ud-Din 
Hasan ibn Sultan ‘Ali ibn Haji Muhammad Husain Sabzwari45 from the 
late sixteenth/early seventeenth century or Shah Wali Allah (1703–62)46 
alike offered comparativist studies of Islamic and Christian monarchies to 
arrive at broader generalizations about history and politics.

The very genesis of the modern concept of state sovereignty can, in a 
sense, be seen as a globally entangled phenomenon, rooted in the trans-
continental early modern meeting points of knowledge about monarchies. 
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In his canonical volume, Les Six Livres de la République (1576; Latin 
edition, De Republica Libri Sex, 1586), Jean Bodin (1530–96) defined 
sovereignty through a resolutely comparative framework. A prince was 
absolutely sovereign (absoluement souverain), if, like the true monarchs 
(vrais Monarques) of France, Spain, England, Scotland, Ethiopia, Turkey, 
Persia, and Muscovy (the Latin edition adds: and of the Indians, Indorum, 
as well as giving a generic reference to different kingdoms of Africa and 
Asia), he did not share his sovereignty (souveraineté) with his subjects. The 
subjects here had no right to attack the honour or life of the monarch, 
since all power (toute puissance) and authority to command (authorité de 
commander) depended on the prince.47 This first major European text on 
the modern concept of state sovereignty, at this foundational moment of 
defining the concept, was thus already part of a global intellectual frame-
work. We may likewise consider Thomas Hobbes’ (1588–1679) Leviathan 
(1651), which argued for the relation of state sovereignty, kingdom, and 
intellection in a comparativist vein: ‘Where first were great and flourishing 
Cities, there was first the study of Philosophy. The Gymnosophists of India, 
the Magi of Persia, and the Priests of Chaldaea and Egypt, are counted the 
most ancient Philosophers; and those Countreys were the most ancient of 
Kingdomes.’48 These two reflections can provoke us, in tandem with the 
wider spectrum of recent early modern monarchy studies, to reflect on 
the foundational, and very globally entangled, nexus between regimes of 
state sovereignty and concepts of monarchy. I would argue that this nexus 
between monarchy and sovereignty can be analogously used to inter-
pret the nineteenth- and twentieth-century relation between nationalist 
discourse and monarchic concepts. From this perspective of sovereignty 
construction, often it was the monarchic concept, and not actual prac-
tice, which was significant. The imagination of the Indian nation offers an 
exemplar of this paradox.

monarcHIsm WItHout a monarcHy, or 
tHe translatIon of sovereIgnty

In his famous essay Dharmatattva (Discourse on Dharma, 1884–6, 1888), 
the celebrated Indian nationalist writer Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay 
(1838–94) outlined a theory of rajbhakti.49 While the term, in Sanskrit 
as well as related languages like Bengali, literally denotes devotion to a 
raja or ruler, Bankimchandra argued that such devotion could be directed 
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not only to national monarchs, as in Germany and Italy (by the people of 
those countries), but also to representative institutions in countries which 
were democracies (sadharanatantra). But if rulers behaved tyrannically—
Philip II of Spain and the Mughal ruler Aurangzeb were cited—the people 
could revolt against them. Moreover, rajbhakti was due to every state 
official, and not merely to the ruler.50 Bankimchandra thus transformed 
the terminology of loyalty to a king to something more abstract: the idea 
of loyalty to a state. Such an idea of loyalty to a state may have been 
present in earlier centuries too, in India as elsewhere, but Bankimchandra 
undoubtedly gave the idea radically new valence within colonial South 
Asia by framing it in a resolutely transnational manner, in relation to Euro-
American models of national monarchy and democracy. In this late phase 
of his intellectual life, Bankimchandra also reframed precolonial Hindu 
myths, comparing the divine prince Krishna with Cavour and Bismarck in 
their supposedly shared role of unifying their nations. Krishna had suppos-
edly created a unified Indian nation in antiquity by erecting a dharmarajya 
(righteous kingdom), as Italy and Germany had been royally unified in 
the nineteenth century. Bringing India under a monarchic rule (ekachha-
tradhin, literally, under one parasol) apparently ensured peace, popular 
welfare, and the nation’s progress (unnati).51

Bankimchandra resembled many other Indians who used monarchic 
vocabulary and historicity, not to advocate the building of an actual 
national monarchy in India, but to envisage a unified Indian nation state. 
They negated the legitimacy of the British colonial state (and monarchy) 
by referring to precolonial or mythic–religious Indian rulers as normative 
exemplars. For example, the nationalist litterateur Bhudev Mukhopadhyay 
(1827–94), in his novel Svapnalabdha Bharatavarsher Itihasa (History of 
India as seen in a Dream, 1875), drew in part on the ancient Indian text 
Rigveda to imagine the Indian nation as the idealized body of a national 
monarch:

As God’s cosmic iconic form extends through the universe, so does the 
ruler’s body extend throughout India. Agriculturist and industrial labourer 
subjects constitute the lower part of his body, merchants and wealthy indi-
viduals are the middle portion, warriors and royal officials are his arms, the 
scholars are his head, and this council is his mouth.52

This vision of a Hindu-Indian nation was clearly stratified according to 
caste and class hierarchies in its figuration of the national body politic.
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To many late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Indians, the 
category of dharmarajya (literally, righteous kingdom/polity) offered 
another such mediating concept which used the terminology of king-
ship to talk of something broader: the idea of a righteous nation. The 
nationalist litterateur Nabinchandra Sen (1847–1909), in his epic trilogy 
Raivatak-Kurukshetra-Prabhas (1887–97), envisaged an Indian national 
dharmarajya based on ek dharma, ek jati, ek simhasan (one moral law, one 
nation, one throne), or (in another formulation) on ek dharma, ek jati, ek 
rajya, ek niti (one moral law, one nation, one kingdom/polity, one politi-
cal ethics). For Sen, national unity was embedded in the monistic unity of 
the divine, denoted through the Advaita imagery of parambrahma eka-
mevadvitiyam (the ultimate divine, the one without a second).53 Sen’s 
focus on monotheistic-monarchic unity evidently privileged a high-caste 
Hindu understanding of nationalist centralization. Mir Mosharraf Hossain 
(1847–1912), in his novel Vishad Sindhu (Sea of Sorrow, 1885–91), sim-
ilarly described the unity of an Islamic state by drawing on nationalist 
vocabularies of janmabhumi (land of birth) as well as on Islamic and 
Advaita-Indic concepts of monistic divinity, using the Arabic and Sanskrit 
terms, wahdahu la sharikalahu, ekamevadvitiyam, and advitiya. He also 
employed the category of dharmarajya.54 In understanding such concep-
tual strategies, Benedict Anderson’s formula of official nationalism proves 
inadequate. These Indians aimed at constructing national polities not from 
the secure vantage point of an imperial ruling class, but from a location of 
racial subalternity. Their objective was the constitution of a patriotic soci-
ety which would free Indians from colonial heteronomy. Simultaneously, 
their usage of sectarian–nationalist theologies clearly revealed the ethnic 
and religious limits or frontiers of the nationalisms they imagined into 
being.

The poet Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941) offers another example 
of such an effort, as he invoked Japan to imagine a future Indian national 
leadership in a celebrated 1904 lecture:

Japan has shown how machinery can be harmonized with the heart, and 
how the ruler (raja) can be connected to the nation (svadesha). If we 
remember this example, we shall be able to harmonize at the same time the 
master of society (samajpati) and the rule of society (samajtantra) in order 
to construct and administer the national society (svadeshi samaj). We shall 
be able to directly see the nation in a man, and by accepting his rule, we shall 
be able to truly serve the national society.55
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Despite such discourses, however, no significant programme for institut-
ing an Indian national monarch emerged in practice in late nineteenth- or 
twentieth-century India. What emerged instead was an Indian nationalist 
discourse on sovereignty. The politician Aurobindo Ghose (1872–1950) is 
representative of this irony, as (in a dramatic sketch authored around 1910) 
he subordinated the national monarch to the will of the people-nation:

Loyalty to the sovereign of my choice, that is good; but loyalty to the sov-
ereign of my nation’s choice, that is better. The monarch is divine by the 
power of God expressed within him, but he has the power because he is the 
incarnation of the people. God in the nation is the deity of which the mon-
arch must be the servant and the devotee.56

Indian intellectuals often produced such discourses not just for their 
countrymen, but also to convince Western audiences about the legiti-
macy of Indian nationalist political aspiration. For example, in a volume 
published in London in 1914, carrying a sympathetic introduction by 
Ramsay MacDonald, the historian Radhakumud Mookerji (1884–1964) 
interpreted titles used by ancient Indian kings, like adhirat, adhiraja, 
chakravartin, ekaraja, rajadhiraja, samraj, samrat, and sarvabhauma, as 
denoting ‘sovereignty’, ‘suzerainty’, and ‘paramountcy’. Mookerji urged 
that India had emerged as a national political unity in the past, aided by 
indigenous rulers who aspired to be ‘a paramount sovereign dominating 
the whole of India’.57 To circumvent the objection that such rulers had 
been empire-builders with no sense of ‘India’, Mookerji argued: ‘The 
Hindu king would also set no bounds to his political ambition. It was 
nothing short of universal sovereignty, which was reduced by the actu-
alities of the objective environment into the sovereignty of the whole of 
India.’58

A comparable argument was offered by the nationalist intellectual and 
pioneer Indian sociologist and political scientist Benoy Kumar Sarkar 
(1887–1949) in an American journal in 1919, as he forged a Hindu- 
Indian national ideal of sovereignty by working through Sanskrit titles 
of kingship like sarva-bhauma, chakravarti, samrat, and chatooranta. He 
concluded:

The conception of ‘external’ sovereignty was well established in the Hindu 
philosophy of the state. The Hindu thinkers not only analyzed sovereignty 
with regard to the constituent elements in a single state. They realized also 
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that sovereignty is not complete unless it is external as well as internal, that 
is, unless the state can exercise its internal authority unobstructed by, and 
independently of, other states.59

Sarkar found in precolonial Indian terms of rulership specific equivalents 
of European terms for sovereignty. For example, he noted in another 
American journal in 1921: ‘Danda, as interpreted by Manu, is obviously 
the very principle of omnipotence, comparable to the majestas of Bodin 
or the summa potestas of Grotius. It is the abstraction of that power whose 
concrete embodiment is sovereignty in a state.’60

In the 1910s, people like Mookerji and Sarkar were experimenting with 
different ancient Indic categories to indigenize the idea of sovereignty. 
Eventually, in most South Asian languages—including Assamese, Bengali, 
Gujarati, Hindi, Kannada, Marathi, Nepali, and Telugu—the ancient 
Sanskrit term of kingship sarvabhauma (literally, lord of all land) provided 
the standardized root word for ‘sovereignty’. An ironic result of such acts 
of translation was a certain complicity between vocabularies of imperial 
monarchy and vocabularies of nationhood in their common reliance on 
the ideal of monocentric, and vertically enunciated, state power. Sarkar 
worked through this by positing the eminently paradoxical idea of ‘impe-
rial nationalism’ as the objective of ancient Indian rulers.61 Aurobindo 
Ghose suggested that the nation idea was often instantiated through 
imperial formats. The unification carried out by various empires ultimately 
facilitated the political self-realization of a nation: Ghose offered India, 
England, France, Germany, Greece, and the United States as examples.62

monarcHIc concePts and natIonalIsms In royal 
and Post-royal socIetIes: concludIng reflectIons

In understanding this widespread nationalist reliance on monarchic (and 
sometimes monotheistic) concepts of rulership, it is useful to refer to the 
controversial German jurist Carl Schmitt (1888–1985). Like many other 
intellectuals whom this essay discusses, Schmitt traced sovereign power 
to a monistic (and authoritarian) source: the idea of human sovereignty, 
including in non-royal societies, was a mirror of the idea of divine sover-
eignty. His book Political Theology (1922) observed: ‘All significant con-
cepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized theological concepts 
not only because of their historical development—in which they were 
transferred from theology to the theory of the state, whereby, for example, 
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the omnipotent God became the omnipotent lawgiver—but also because 
of their systematic structure […]’63 As Schmitt’s translator George Schwab 
notes, Schmitt, in reaction to modern developments in constitutional lib-
eralism, ‘was determined to reinstate the personal element in sovereignty 
and make it indivisible once more’.64 On this basis, he was prepared to 
lend his support even to Nazi dictatorial rule. One may also note the case 
of the German historian Ernst H. Kantorowicz who continued Schmitt’s 
focus on political theology by examining, in his famous book The King’s 
Two Bodies (1957), the manner in which the modern concept of state 
sovereignty emerged from the notion of the European king’s Christ-like 
undying, corporate, and almost mystical, body. Underlying Kantorowicz’s 
researches on kingship, there lay, as Martin Ruehl has noted, his nostalgia 
for a monarchic nation, even as he lived in a ‘time without emperors’.65

The reflections of Schmitt or Kantorowicz, in the context of post- 
monarchic Germany, cannot be seen in isolation. Various scholars have 
observed the resilience of monarchic concepts in societies which I would 
tentatively term as ‘post-royal’, that is, where kingships have ceased to 
exercise direct state sovereignty, though (and this is the paradox of the pre-
fix ‘post’) kingships have not ceased to influence theories and practices of 
sovereignty as such. Martin Kohlrausch’s chapter in this volume tracks the 
emergence of concepts of leadership (the very notion of a Führer) in the 
Germany of Wilhelm II, with dark future legacies.66 William Scheuerman 
and Clement Fatovic have written about the impact of early modern think-
ers on monarchy (like John Locke, Montesquieu, and William Blackstone) 
on the emergence of the United States presidency, with implications on 
the president’s enormous powers today.67 Matthew Ellis has observed how 
royal forms of nationhood, born in interwar Iraq and Egypt, moulded the 
later emergence of non-royal nationalist dictatorships in those countries.68 
Eva Marlene Hausteiner’s chapter in this book introduces the frame-
work of ‘para-royalty’ to analyse contemporary Russia and neighbouring 
Central Asian societies where various forms of executive power closely 
resemble monarchic forms of command.69 And finally, there is a global 
‘subaltern’ story to be told as well. Alexandre Lazzari’s discussion in this 
volume about the royalism of late nineteenth-century Brazilian peasants,70 
William Pinch’s study of ideas of royal identity among colonial Indian 
peasants,71 or Marie Lecomte-Tilouine’s analysis of the valence of royal 
concepts and identities among today’s Nepali populations72 offer variants 
of such subaltern ‘patriotic’ appropriations of kingship, often directed 
against ruling elites.
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What explains this extraordinary, and yet only very inadequately theo-
rized upon, traction of monarchic concepts in nineteenth- and twentieth- 
century constructions of nationalism? I have rejected the hypothesis that it 
can be explained only in terms of the residues of old local customs or (in the 
vein of Benedict Anderson) only in terms of the power drives of princely 
elites and ruling classes. I have pointed to widespread cross-national cita-
tions of royal national models: British and German ones in India, Italian 
ones in Britain, Indian ones in Japan, Japanese ones in India and Ethiopia, 
and so on, Yet, even these transnational flows in royal–national models 
do not offer enough of an explanation. We need to explain the very con-
text which made intellectual flows (transnational borrowings) at all pos-
sible. As Samuel Moyn and Andrew Sartori have noted, the task of global 
intellectual history may be to explain ‘not merely the channels that make 
mobility possible but also the social transformations that make specific 
intellectual practices and concepts plausible and meaningful across large 
spatial extensions’.73 For me, the production of national sovereignty has 
offered this broader transformative rationale that made possible the trans-
national flows in monarchic models. Through references to various case 
studies from across the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and 
with a somewhat detailed focus on colonial India, I have suggested that 
the reason political actors from around the world cited monarchic models 
from other societies (despite often wide differences in political systems and 
cultural ecologies) was because of the perceived desirability of construct-
ing a strong sovereign nation state.

I have argued that the global valence and ubiquity of monarchic 
vocabularies in modern nationalist discourses thus needs to be ultimately 
explained in relation to the very emergence of nationalist polities across 
the world. The centrality of monarchic concepts to globally inflected polit-
ical thinking about sovereignty goes back perhaps at least to the sixteenth 
century. However, across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, many 
nationalist political actors began to discover in monarchies—present, his-
torical, or mythical—associated with their respective societies, conceptual 
lynchpins for hinging their ideas of national unity. The real or imagined 
monarch offered a symbolic, and frequently sacralized, inspirational cen-
tre for the nation. Monarchy, the very conceptual abstraction of the ‘rule 
of one’, offered a privileged way to think about the unity of the nation, 
of the nation as centralized around its monistic apex, a singular real or 
mytho-historical ruler. Concepts of monarchic rulership were used to rein-
force the exclusionary aspects of nationalist identity and historicity, as well 
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as (sometimes) to destabilize hierarchies of power. Such discourses could 
be found in states which had actual national monarchies (like Britain, 
Italy, and Japan), as well as in those states (like India) where there was no 
national monarchy.

To understand this important role of monarchic concepts, rituals, his-
toricities, myths, and allegories, it is ultimately essential to reflect upon 
the very idea of a monocentric nation, the idea that a nation state should 
have a unitary locus of sovereignty and identity. This chapter should pro-
voke the reader into thinking more critically about the dependence of 
many nationalist discourses on vertical notions of royal command, about 
the complicities and continuities between monarchic and nationalist imag-
inings of hierarchical authority and ethnic/class exclusion, as well as to 
reflect on how monarchic images can be subversively hijacked and rede-
ployed to challenge various asymmetries of power.
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CHAPTER 3

Resilient in Adversity: The Monarchical 
State in Prussia and Sardinia-Piedmont, 

1847–51

Amerigo Caruso

In looking back at the European and Atlantic Revolutions between 1770 
and 1850, a rapidly growing audience in Italy and Germany imagined new 
ways of patriotism, loyalty, and political participation. The transnational 
circulation of experiences and narratives of revolution generated new 
discourses of political legitimacy and deeply influenced the controversial 
relation between change and continuity in nineteenth-century Europe. 
Fear of revolution and disorientation coexisted with an increased belief 
in progress and with teleological concepts of modernization and nation-
alism.1 This chapter aims to understand how the monarchical states in 
Prussia and Sardinia-Piedmont—the leading players in Germany and Italy 
respectively—were able (at least in the medium-term) to deal with the big 
impact of the revolution of 1848 on the transformation of political senti-
ments, argumentative patterns, and communication forums.

The resilience of the monarchical state included the reinvention of his-
torical continuity as well as the rearrangement of the leading concepts of 
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political legitimacy and participation. The semantic and ideological con-
struction of this complex balance between tradition and modernity opened 
new political channels to carry out long-awaited constitutional reforms 
and to rethink nationhood after the Age of Revolution. This conservative- 
led juxtaposition between traditional and modern notions of legitimacy 
and patriotism was based on inclusion/exclusion mechanisms. The resil-
ience of the monarchical state involved progressively liberal ideas and net-
works, but staunchly refused democratic and revolutionary concepts.

1848: Resilience Between RefoRm and Revolution

As David Cannadine has pointed out, the reinvention and modern renais-
sance of the British monarchy occurred between the Napoleonic Wars 
and the early twentieth century.2 The monarchical states in Prussia and 
Sardinia-Piedmont were resilient in adversity too. To find out the reasons 
behind the gradual and very slow collapse of the Old Regime between 
1789 and 1918, the concept of resilience is more adequate than the static 
and passive notion of persistence which was the leading notion in Arno 
Mayer’s classic work on aristocratic elites in the long nineteenth century.3 
The meaning of resilience incorporates dimensions of persistence, change, 
and vulnerability.

The liberal revolution of 1848 in Europe was a key moment in the resil-
ience process of the monarchical state, even though the major interpreta-
tive traditions did not take the ʻSpringtime of Peoplesʼ seriously.4 Many 
scholars focused on the failure of the mid-century revolutions and dis-
mantled 1848 as a farce, directed by romantic heroes and fractious leaders 
who were dilettantish in political issues and did not have a long-lasting 
influence on European history. Scholars like Dieter Langewiesche, Axel 
Körner, Jonathan Sperber, and, more recently, Mike Rapport, Christopher 
Clark, and Enrico Francia launched a new narrative of the year 1848.5 
They opened a comprehensive approach to the European revolutions by 
focusing on the variety of transnational and social experiences during the 
‘long’ revolution between 1847 and 1851. The memory of 1848 deeply 
influenced a major discursive process about political legitimacy and nation-
hood during the second part of the nineteenth century.

Ideological paradigms and symbolic languages used to imagine and com-
municate political authority and cultural identity operated in nineteenth- 
century Europe in a more complex framework than ever before. Aside 
from the growing transnational mobilization of revolutionary ideas and 
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networks, conservative and moderate opinion makers actively engaged 
with the challenge of complementing or reinventing the institutional, cul-
tural, and social justification of the established order. On the one hand, 
they partially attempted to assimilate notions, codes of communication, 
and expectations associated with modern forms of political legitimacy. On 
the other hand, leading moderate politicians intended to rearrange the 
nexus between dynastic rulership, public opinion, and nationhood in post- 
revolutionary Europe. They were against the revolution and, for the most 
part, loyal monarchists. This emerging liberal-conservative elite assumed, 
however, that ʻpolitical and economic change was unstoppableʼ and the 
progress of society inevitable.6

Reinhart Koselleck’s theory of multiple temporalities and the concept 
of Sattelzeit—the transitional period between the eighteenth and the 
nineteenth century—provide a solid theoretical framework for comparing 
traditional and modern definitions of nationhood. Koselleck outlines the 
change in meaning of existing concepts as the key element behind historical 
transformations.7 The Enlightenment ideas created new political notions 
and aspirations, but they were, at the same time, a source of conflict and 
crisis which culminated in the Atlantic Revolutions.8 The emergence of 
liberty and nationality as dominant political concepts reshaped percep-
tions of tradition and modernity; this involved (conceptually embedded) 
experiences of Enlightenment and revolution as well as of romantic, reli-
gious, and monarchical sentiments.

The making of a modern world and the notion of a nation state were 
the result of intercultural transfers and international transformations.9 
After the Napoleonic Wars, and more systematically since the 1840s, 
intellectual elites and the political establishment in Berlin and Turin 
increasingly strengthened their efforts to redefine cultural identity and 
political legitimacy. They learned from multiple sources (such as moderate 
Enlightenment ideas, the English model of balanced powers, American 
constitutionalism, the Napoleonic Empire, and the July Monarchy of 
1830) how to rearrange the existing ideological paradigms in order to 
complement the visual and verbal representations of political authority 
with democratic populist legitimation. Influential members of the social 
elite in Prussia and Sardinia-Piedmont used their ability to travel and to 
read foreign publications to develop the idea that limited political reforms 
and economic progress were the best antidote to the revolution. In 1835, 
Count Camillo Cavour travelled from Turin to Geneva, Paris, and London 
to observe political ‘moderatism’ in action. The young aristocrat showed 
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great enthusiasm for Adolphe Thiers’, François Guizot’s and Robert Peel’s 
parliamentary speeches and, after the revolutions of 1848, he urged the 
Piedmontese Parliament to maintain the reform momentum: ʻbecause, 
only if reforms come at the right time, they can consolidate the status quo. 
On the contrary, if they come too late, they will reinforce the revolution-
ary spirit.ʼ10

The emerging liberal-conservative elites tried to avoid a revolutionary 
clash between the ʻsentiment that public opinion had become the sover-
eign judgeʼ and the authority of the king as the final arbiter.11 In order to 
achieve this goal, they proclaimed that only the king was the voice of the 
nation and could understand public opinion. The European monarchies 
combined different paradigms to communicate this political message: the 
symbolic power of religion and paternalism, the legacy of the Enlightened 
Absolutism, and the romantic suggestions of honour and patriotism.12 After 
the revolutions of 1789, 1820–21, 1830 and 1848, almost all European 
monarchies agreed to renegotiate their power legitimation by granting 
liberal constitutions. Following the Spanish Constitution of 1812 and the 
French Charte constitutionnelle of 1814, Belgium, Portugal, Denmark, 
Norway and the South German states approved liberal-conservative con-
stitutions too. In 1848, Frederick William IV, King of Prussia, and Charles 
Albert, King of Sardinia-Piedmont, also decided to move their countries 
into a constitutional system. Constitutions in the early nineteenth century 
were mainly anti-revolutionary devices to support the collaboration of lib-
eral and conservative moderates or, after 1848, to promote nationalism.13

By the early 1840s both Frederick William IV and Charles Albert were 
in a contradictory situation. They did not explicitly reject the liberals’ and 
nationalists’ hope to obtain long-awaited constitutional reforms, but they 
were absolutist-minded, deeply religious, and surrounded by conserva-
tive advisors. Their decision to grant a constitution in 1848 was not just 
a desperate reaction against the ʻviolent storm of revolutionsʼ which tore 
through Europe.14 This provides only a partial explanation of the prob-
lem. The emerging ideas of constitutional octroi (an imposed constitution) 
and national mission of the monarchy were also part of a long-lasting pro-
cess of resilience, put in place to avoid or dismantle revolutionary change 
by approving reforms in order to support a revolution from above (or, to 
repeat Robespierre’s sarcastic remark, a ̒ revolution without revolutionʼ).15

The monarchical state had been dealing with the major discursive 
process of creating modernity and nationhood since the late eighteenth 
century. After the French Revolution and the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, the 
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monarchy and the old elites reactivated and reoriented the state-building 
experience and the legacy of Enlightened Absolutism. New argumenta-
tive patterns such as the juste milieu (the notion of middle way which led 
to widespread debate after the July Revolution in 1830) and the ideal of 
citizen king envisioned by Louis Philippe I circulated transnationally. They 
involved different political networks which had a big impact on institu-
tional and cultural transformations between 1847 and 1851.16

Influential liberal-conservative politicians like Cesare Balbo and 
Massimo d’Azeglio in Piedmont or, in Prussia, Joseph Maria von Radowitz 
and later Otto von Bismarck proclaimed constitutionalism and national-
ism as the best possible and even natural compromise to dismantle the 
revolution and prevent future instability. Both Balbo and Radowitz argued 
that the monarchies had an unescapable burden of choice between reform 
and revolution. Therefore, they asked for reforms aimed to satisfy the 
ʻreal needsʼ of constitution and nationhood.17 The political framework 
needed to achieve these conservative reforms was, at least in the 1840s, 
very indeterminate. Balbo and Radowitz, as well as Cavour and Bismarck, 
communicated, by contrast, a more and more aggressive and teleological 
construction to encapsulate their innovative, but indeterminate and highly 
contested political platforms. They stressed the necessity and coherence of 
the nexus between dynastic rulership, constitutionalism, and nationhood. 
Several charismatic leaders like Cavour, Bismarck, Robert Peel, Benjamin 
Disraeli, François Guizot, Louis Napoleon, Abraham Lincoln, and Costa 
Cabral rearranged the rhetoric of the juste milieu with populistic slogans 
about the will of the people, the teleological mission of the nation, and 
the idea of modernity.18

The European Revolution in 1848, as well as the downfall of the frame-
work of international politics, which referred to the Congress of Vienna 
settlement, contributed to establishing the ideology of Realpolitik. The 
transnational and bipartisan development of ʻrealistic politicsʼ had had a 
massive impact on political discourse since the late 1840s. After the experi-
ence of failure in 1848, influential and transnationally connected organi-
zations in the nationalist networks such as the Società Nazionale and the 
Nationalverein attempted to find common ground with the monarchical 
state by using the same language of realism and progress as Bismarck and 
Cavour.19 Despite protestations to the contrary, Realpolitik was not more 
pragmatic or as modern as concurrent political positions. The language 
of ʻrealistic politicsʼ was, rather, the most credible and attractive political 
message after the shock of 1848.20 Both liberal and conservative historians, 
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philosophers, jurists, and journalists contributed to creating a semantic, 
emotional, and intellectual background to support the emerging real- 
political ideology. They largely refused to join any ‘unpatriotic’ opposition 
against the monarchy. Above all, historians had to be loyal monarchists. 
Heinrich von Treitschke, the editor of Preußische Jahrbücher and a strong 
advocate of German nationalism, enthusiastically supported the Prussian 
war effort in 1866. He emphasized the importance of national unification: 
ʻno matter what strategy we pursueʼ.21 The Piedmontese historian Luigi 
Cibrario also aimed to connect the traditional dynastic history with new 
legitimation sources like constitutionalism and nationhood. He argued 
that the king’s power had been tolerant and paternal since the Middle 
Ages and, therefore, constitutional reforms and national unification were 
the natural development of monarchical authority.22

The German and Italian historiography established a new nexus 
between constitution, nationality, and the monarchy in the second half 
of the nineteenth century.23 After the revolution of 1848, conservative 
and liberal opinion makers tried to redefine constitutionalism and nation-
hood as the realistic and even predetermined next step of the Prussian and 
Piedmontese mission.

teleological conceptions of modeRnization 
and nationalism in post-RevolutionaRy euRope

Continuity through change enabled monarchies to be resilient in revolu-
tionary Europe. Almost all European monarchs were able to restore their 
power and reputation after 1813, but the monarchical state was still strug-
gling against a deep legitimation crisis and disaffection.24 The Prussian and 
Piedmontese monarchical system maintained its authority by adopting an 
elite-based, and increasingly popular, political discourse that arranged a 
nexus between the symbolic power of religion, paternalism, and the mod-
ern notions of patriotism and, later, constitutionalism.

Clemente Solaro della Margarita, a young aristocrat who made a suc-
cessful career as a diplomat and advisor to King Charles Albert, published 
an enthusiastic pamphlet to celebrate the ʻliberation of Piedmontʼ from 
the revolutionary ʻpestʼ in 1814.25 He attempted to assimilate notions, 
codes of communication, and expectations from the modern concept of 
patriotism. His monarchical political credo remained, however, focused 
on the theory of legitimism and the philosophy of natural law. This 
nexus between different concepts of political legitimacy and nationhood 
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involved only the monarchical state in Piedmont and did not include a 
sense of patriotism for the rest of the Italian peninsula. Solaro’s national 
pride had typical elements of pre-modern patriotism based on religion and 
monarchism.

After the French occupation between 1796 and 1814, the Savoyard 
monarchy reaffirmed its political independence and possessed ʻa sense 
of identity remarkable in states of its sizeʼ.26 The king of Sardinia ruled 
over many different territories: the Duchy of Savoy, the homeland of the 
dynasty; the Duchy of Piedmont in north-west Italy; the kingdom of 
Sardinia which gave the ruler of all these territories his royal title; as well 
as the former domain of the Republic of Genoa, and Nice. The resilience 
of the monarchical discourse was based on the capability to connect hybrid 
ideas and networks: French and Italian cultures, the efficiency criteria of 
the modern state building, and also the traditional privileges and the sym-
bolic power of religion and nobility.27 In addition, the public service ethos 
and the rise of professionalism in bureaucracy and the military, along with 
dynastic loyalty were key resilience-strengthening resources that consoli-
dated the monarchical system during the Sattelzeit.28

Looking back at the beginning of the nineteenth century, Leone Costa 
di Beauregard, a member of the Savoyard military nobility, wrote in his 
memoirs: ʻThe monarchy in Piedmont was our nation and a second reli-
gion too. The King personified the State, he was our father and mas-
ter, and he was really recognized in his own divine authority.ʼ29 Similarly, 
Ignazio Thaon di Revel, who served as vice-king of Sardinia, outlined 
in his Testament politique the cultural and social preconditions of the 
monarchical state. Revel proclaimed that the ʻroyalismeʼ was not only the 
ʻsentiment nationalʼ in Piedmont, but also a bipartisan platform which 
could find a compromise between conservative and liberal ̒ affaire de partiʼ 
against the revolution.30

Along with patriotic monarchism and the public service ethos, Revel 
also stressed other elements of continuity such as ʻla Religion, l’honneur, 
la fidélitéʼ, in order to justify the resilience of the Old Regime in the 
 nineteenth century.31 Ottavio Thaon di Revel, Ignazio’s son and a leading 
moderate conservative, reproduced his father’s argumentative pattern after 
the revolution of 1848. He presented cultural paradigms of the old order 
such as honour and dynastic loyalty as the interface between absolutism 
and constitutional monarchy and between Piedmontese patriotism and 
Italian nationalism.32 The new generation of the Revel family—brothers 
Ottavio, who acted as finance minister; Adriano, who was a high-ranking 
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Piedmontese diplomat; and Genova, who served as war minister—symbol-
ized the persistence of the nobility’s power in the second half of the nine-
teenth century. The legacy of the nobility’s patriotism and public service 
ethos helped secure political legitimacy after the dramatic crises of 1797, 
1821, and 1848.

The politics and self-perception of the Piedmontese nobles in the 
king’s entourage aimed to conserve tradition, but not only by maintain-
ing the status quo. To avoid a new revolution they also tried to redirect 
Enlightenment ideas, the emerging liberalism and, finally, patriotic senti-
ments in a conservative way. Leading liberal-conservative politicians like 
Cesare Balbo, Massimo d’Azeglio and the theologian Vincenzo Gioberti 
struggled to convince the recalcitrant King Charles Albert to grant mod-
erate reforms.33 They gave a description of the Italian Risorgimento as 
the best possible and even natural compromise to overcome revolution 
and prevent future political instability. The argument that constitutional 
reforms and nationalism could reproduce the conservative power and 
renegotiate the political legitimacy of the Old Regime was the only real-
istic background which could arrange a common conservative and liberal 
platform after 1848. The elites subsequently looked at the rapidly spread-
ing national discourse no longer as a dangerous revolutionary process, but 
more and more as an attractive option to consolidate the established order.

Balbo, D’Azeglio, Gioberti, and Cavour were able to dominate politics 
as they could clearly demonstrate that moderate reforms were the sole 
alternative to a new revolution. However, this happened only after 1848. 
With the argument to prevent revolution, the Piedmontese moderates suc-
ceeded in convincing King Charles Albert to grant the octroi constitution 
and to support the revolution of Italian patriots in Austrian-dominated 
Lombardy-Venetia. Even the king’s most conservative advisors, such as 
Ottavio Thaon di Revel, accepted the necessity of constitutional reforms 
(ʻwith a heavy heartʼ).34 The king and the leading moderates imagined a 
federal Italy led by Piedmont (which would annex Lombardy).35 Family 
networks helped to connect the moderate movement in Piedmont and 
Lombardy-Venezia: D’Azeglio and Balbo were cousins, D’Azeglio married 
the daughter of the famous novelist Alessandro Manzoni, and Balbo was a 
friend of the patriotic poet Silvio Pellico.36 Manzoniʼs, Balboʼs, Pellicoʼs, 
Giobertiʼs and D’Azeglioʼs books were closely related and belonged to a 
ʻRisorgimento canonʼ.37 Their political thought was linked to the political 
discourse in Paris, London, Berlin, and Frankfurt. The politics of moder-
ate conservatives in both the Italian and German states was inspired by the 
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French Charter of 1814, and especially by the English model of liberty 
and constitutionalism.38 The major effort to renegotiate the legitimacy of 
the new constitutional and ʻnationalʼ monarchy originated from the par-
ticipation of European political elites in transnationally-inflected debates 
on juste milieu, constitutionalism, and nationality.

Conservative and liberal elites in both Prussia and Piedmont urgently 
needed to legitimize the new political situation after the constitutional 
reforms in 1848. They integrated the traditional monarchical discourse 
into a new hybrid narrative identity, which included constitutionalism and 
nationhood. In addition, they attempted to connect constitutional mon-
archy and nationalism to the persisting legacy and the symbolic power 
of religion, royalism, warfare, paternalism, and the public service ethos. 
It was not only the aristocracy, but also, more and more, Piedmontese 
and Prussian politicians, journalists, and intellectuals who associated the 
premodern paradigms of patriotic monarchism with the new enthusiasm 
for constitutional reforms and nationalism. They mutually adapted the 
paternalistic, aristocratic, and religious narratives of the monarchical dis-
course with the liberal concepts of political legitimacy and nationhood. 
New political networks and institutions as well as the symbolic language of 
patriotic songs, slogans, flags, popular literature, and memorabilia played 
an important role in mobilizing the emerging mass media audience after 
1847 and in proclaiming a nexus between monarchy, constitution, and 
nationality.39

Many popular patriotic songs, poems, and anthologies praising the 
king’s religious, paternalistic, and military virtue were printed and distrib-
uted in Turin. They introduced the Statuto and the national war as the 
natural and teleological mission of the Royal Nation. In 1847, the histo-
rian Luigi Cibrario enthusiastically mentioned that ʻthe King would never 
betray the mission to protect his people and to secure the entire Italian 
peninsulaʼ.40 Charles Albert and his successor, Victor Emanuel  II, pre-
sented themselves as liberal reformers and protectors of Italy after 1848. 
Very popular slogans like ʻRe galantuomoʼ (‘Honest King’) and ʻPadre 
della patriaʼ (‘Father of the Fatherland’) demonstrated the emerging 
hybrid identity of the monarchy between traditional and modern notions 
of political legitimacy and nationhood.41 The rearrangement of the king’s 
political authority led to a major communicative effort to redirect the rev-
olutionary movement.

The revision of the national mission of the dynasty of Savoy—which 
had ̒ a history that was as French as Italian and had been slow to accept the 
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idea of unifying the peninsulaʼ42—reached a new peak due to the dramatic 
increase of plurality and availability of political information, opinions, and 
networks after 1847. A wide range of political statements, monarchist 
publications, and memorabilia played a large role in increasing the reso-
nance of the monarchy’s new self-understanding. The authors of patriotic 
pamphlets, illustrations, and songs were not only members of the political 
establishment, but also teachers, students, or clerks like Domenico Biorgi 
and Giuseppe Bertoldi. The political demonstrations in 1847 and 1848 
demanded reforms and national independence and attempted to rear-
range the ideological paradigms of dynastic rule, religion, militarism, and 
paternalism. Ordinary people called for constitutional reforms praising the 
army, and glorifying religion and monarchy. They flew the blue banner of 
the House of Savoy, even more than the Italian tricolour.43 Most of these 
(white) revolutionaries spoke the Piedmontese dialect or French more 
often than Italian.44 Liberal-minded writers such as Baroness Olimpia 
Savio of Turin noticed with disappointment that just a few Piedmontese 
spoke the ʻlanguage of Danteʼ, while the majority of them pointedly used 
dialect or French.45

During mass demonstrations on 1 November 1847 and again on 27 
February 1848 the population of Turin celebrated the new constitution in 
front of the Gran Madre di Dio church. This church was the neoclassical 
symbol of the monarchical restoration after the Congress of Vienna. It was 
built between 1818 and 1831 to celebrate the return of Victor Emanuel I. 
A French journalist noticed the hybrid manifestation of November 1847, 
which included liberal, monarchical, and patriotic sentiments: ʻThe popula-
tion of Turin walked through the streets wearing their best clothes with the 
blue rosette which symbolized the nation. At half past nine, the king left his 
palace, escorted by a numerous and magnificent General Staff. When the 
whole crowd saw him, they started to sing together: Viva Charles Albert.ʼ46

Both liberal and conservative newspapers wrote that the citizens wore 
the blue monarchical rosette and more than 2000 blue Piedmontese flags 
had been sold in just a few hours during the large demonstration of 1 
November 1847.47 As long as the liberal demonstrators respected the 
Catholic Church and demanded reforms by singing Vive le Roi, or by 
flying the monarchical blue banner, there was no reason for conservative 
elites to reject constitutional reforms once again and cause a quick escala-
tion of the protest. It was in the nature of this largely moderate movement 
that the political demonstrations in 1847 and in 1848 took place in an 
emotionally charged, but largely peaceful atmosphere.48
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The nexus between patriotism and royalism persisted again as the 
monarchical state plunged into a dramatic crisis after the Piedmontese 
defeat at Novara and after Charles Albert’s abdication in favour of his 
son Victor Emanuel at the end of March 1849. The liberal-conservative 
Piedmontese elite, led by Massimo d’Azeglio, managed to consolidate 
their power and avoid revolution and civil war. To meet this challenge, 
they interweaved the traditional monarchical discourse based on pater-
nalism, loyalty, and honour with the emerging political culture which 
attempted to legitimate itself with ideals of liberty and nationalism. The 
king symbolized this emerging juxtaposition between traditional and 
modern sources of political legitimacy. On 1 January 1850, the president 
of the Piedmontese Chamber of Deputies, Carlo Boncompagni, gave a 
famous speech reporting how Piedmont successfully overcame the crisis. 
Boncompagni affirmed that ʻpatriotismʼ and ʻharmony between king and 
peopleʼ provided the main reason for the resilience of the monarchical 
state after the revolution and the dramatic defeat in 1849.49

Along with Boncompagni, a large number of journalists, historians, and 
officers celebrated Charles Albert’s wisdom and provided an adulatory 
image of the king as the ʻangelʼ who protected the nation and granted 
reforms.50 Aside from these enthusiastically patriotic statements, new 
bourgeois and popular heroes like the common soldier Pietro Micca served 
to make the old ʻelite-based symbolic languageʼ suitable for a broader 
audience and to rearrange the existing patterns of hegemony.51 Popular 
hagiographical books like I Piemontesi Illustri (1781), Piccolo Panteon 
Subalpino (1858) and Carlo Botta’s Storia d’Italia (1835) emphasized 
the melodramatic story of Pietro Micca’s self-sacrifice during the siege of 
Turin in 1706.52 Several novels, illustrations, theatre performances and, 
finally, a representative memorial of Micca’s heroic death, which was built 
across from the citadel of Turin in 1864, also presented this new monar-
chical mythology.53

Reinventing the monaRchical discouRse: 
constitutional RefoRms and national mission

Beginning in the late eighteenth century, but increasingly after 1814 
and 1848, monarchist political discourse across Europe referred to 
new popular patriotic heroes like Pietro Micca or, in Prussia, the officer 
Ferdinand von Shill and Queen Luise. This had a major impact on the 
self- understanding of both the Prussian and Piedmontese monarchies, 
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especially during Charles Albert’s and Fredrick William’s reigns in the 
mid-eighteenth century. The monarchical discourse combined the tra-
ditional paradigms of the roi sacre and Soldatenkönig with the post-rev-
olutionary concepts of roi bourgeois, roi constitutionnel, and ʻ Father of 
the Fatherlandʼ.54 After Charles Albert and Fredrick William IV, Victor 
Emanuel  II and William  I also reluctantly accepted the rearranging of 
monarchical discourse in order to include constitutionalism and nation-
hood as the new legitimation sources for the monarchical state. The 
mass-compatible transformation of the monarchy’s public perception 
and function as well as the invention of popular pantheons opened new 
channels of communication and created an ʻemotional identificationʼ 
between the old elites, the bourgeoisie, and the masses of Prussian and 
Piedmontese subjects.55 Public opinion was more and more interested in 
the king’s private life and imagined the royal family as having a bourgeois 
habitus. A wide range of popular literature, paintings, and mass-produced 
objects (like calendars, handkerchiefs, and tobacco boxes) played a large 
part in mobilizing the emerging mass media audiences of both conser-
vative and liberal patriots.56 Despite political crises and revolutions, the 
incorporation of material culture of the monarchy into the daily life of 
Italian and German subjects made a significant contribution to strength-
ening the resilience of the old elites.57 Scholars like Eva Giloi and Karen 
Hagemann have shown how a rapidly growing audience consumed the 
monarchical discourse and took part in modern political legitimacy and 
national identity controversies.

Popular patriotic songs such as Inno al re, La coccarda, Preußenlied, 
and Schwarz und Weiß circulated in several small publications and were 
printed—together with idealized illustrations of the king—on flags, hand-
kerchiefs, and decorative plates.58 The same paternalistic conception of the 
king was effective in Turin and Berlin and demonstrated the transnational 
validity of conservative values such as loyalty, honour, and patriotism. 
The idea of ‘national honour’ and the metaphor of the king as ‘father’ of 
the nation characterized patriotic songs and royalist petitions in Prussia 
and Piedmont as well as the monarchical discourse in post-revolutionary 
France, the revival of traditional paternal ideals in nineteenth-century 
Britain, and ‘imperial paternalism’ in the Habsburg Empire.59 In addition, 
patriotic songs, memorabilia, political statements, and hagiographies sug-
gested that the monarchy embodied the Prussian and Piedmontese tradi-
tion and, at the same time, the emerging Italian and German nationalism. 
The material culture of the monarchy presented the monarchical state not 
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only as a hybrid integration of both regional and national identity, but 
also as the transitional ideology between absolutism and constitutional-
ism. The new symbolic language of the monarchical discourse and its pub-
lic resonance was well connected with the transformation of the leading 
notions of political legitimacy. The concepts of honour, loyalty, progress, 
and national destiny created a common political space to adapt the emerg-
ing ideas of constitutional reforms and nationalism to the persisting power 
of absolutism and local patriotism. This juxtaposition between different 
notions of political legitimacy and nationhood persuaded both liberal and 
conservative opinion makers that the kind of ambiguous and moderate 
reforms granted in 1848 were coherent and inevitable. Modernity seemed 
to be less dangerous, because it preserved a reasonable level of continuity 
with the past.

After the shock of 1848, Prussian conservative monarchists organized 
several modern political forums to fight against the ‘seduction’ of revolu-
tion. The Neue Preußische Zeitung celebrated reaching 20,000 subscribers 
just a few months after it was founded by leading conservative politicians, 
including Ludwig von Gerlach and Friedrich Julius Stahl.60 In addition, 
more than 300 conservative and patriotic monarchical clubs such as the 
Patriotischer Verein, the Preußenverein, and the Verein für König und 
Vaterland had 60,000 active members by the mid-nineteenth century.61 
Along with these traditional methods of creating political consensus, 
political pamphlets, sermons, and novels played an important role in put-
ting emphasis on conservative values. These publications used a popular 
and aggressive language in order to reach a broader audience. Lieutenant 
Colonel Griesheim wrote an influential pamphlet on the revolution of 
1848, emphasizing that ʻagainst democrats, only soldiers can helpʼ.62 The 
bestsellers of Ida Hahn, Luise Hensel, and Marie Nathusius, as well as 
Antonio Bresciani’s and Cesare Cantù’s novels in Italy, are other examples 
of this very popular conservative literature in the Age of Revolution.63 
These books were translated into several European languages and not 
infrequently reached more than 20 editions.

Leading Prussian politicians also increasingly discussed the reform of 
the monarchical state using the same arguments as Balbo and Cavour. 
They emphasized the necessity of approving moderate reforms in order 
to avoid radical change. In 1848, a rapidly growing number of pam-
phlets, petitions, and political clubs asked for ʻmodernʼ constitutional 
reforms, but they rejected the ʻspiritʼ of revolution and harshly criticized 
republicanism.64
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Similar to Charles Albert and his entourage, Fredrick William IV and 
Prince William of Prussia also rearranged their self-perception and political 
communication by the mid-nineteenth century. Before 1848, they dem-
onstrated hostility or, at least, indifference to constitutional reforms and 
to the idea of unifying the German states under the hegemony of Prussia. 
Fredrick William IV described the freely elected National Parliament as 
ʻSatan’s headquartersʼ.65 In April 1849, the deputies of the Frankfurt 
Parliament that approved the ‘Lesser German solution’ tried to convince 
the Prussian king to lead the new German nation state. But Fredrick 
William IV brusquely refused any ʻgiftʼ from the revolution. In a letter to 
his advisor Bunsen, he pointed out that a Prussian king would never accept 
the ʻdirtyʼ crown that the National Parliament was offering him.66 Prince 
William, later the German emperor, also regarded the German unification 
under Prussian leadership as a step of ʻvaingloryʼ and supported Fredrick 
William IV in rejecting any constitutional reform: ʻNo power on earth will 
ever be able to move me to change the traditional relations between prince 
and people by granting a simple piece of paper [the constitution].ʼ67

Fredrick William IV and his brother William stressed the core ideas of 
honour and independence as antithetical to the ʻdull and miserableʼ spirit 
of the time.68 Because of the growing political mobilization after 1847, 
they were increasingly disoriented. At the same time integration was nearly 
inevitable or, at least, had to take into account public opinion. Prince 
William tried to use positive semantics and notions to make a distinction 
between revolution and ʻtrueʼ or ʻnecessaryʼ reforms. William, who was 
nicknamed ʻCartridge Princeʼ because of his reactionary militarism, began 
to defend the idea of moderate reforms as ʻreasonable compromises at the 
right timeʼ or ̒ opportune transformations within the regimeʼ.69 This emo-
tional, communicative, and semantic shift in the meaning of key political 
concepts like constitution, modernity, patriotism, and nation was the core 
precondition in shaping a ʻrevolution without revolutionʼ after 1848. The 
monarchy re-established itself as the symbol of the new institutions and 
notions of political legitimacy based on the controversial juxtaposition 
between conservative experience and emerging liberal theories.

The Piedmontese Statuto and the Prussian Verfassung, which was revis-
ited in 1850, had plenty of ambiguities. This was not exactly their weak 
spot, but rather the reason why they were generally accepted by conserva-
tive political elites and could survive into the twentieth century. The new 
constitutions allowed for a free press and elections through a system of 
censitary suffrage, but the percentage of the population entitled to vote 
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was extremely low: less than 1.5 per cent in Prussia and not more than 2 
per cent in Piedmont. Furthermore, at least after 1850, the vast major-
ity of newspapers imposed upon themselves patriotic self-censorship. The 
lowest common denominator of the Members of Parliaments in Turin 
and Berlin, and of the intellectuals who did not go into exile was to adu-
late or, at least, not explicitly criticize, the monarchy. With the proclama-
tion of Moncalieri, Victor Emanuel  II affirmed on 20 November 1849 
that the ideas of constitution, liberalism, and nationalism had to coexist 
with monarchical discourse and traditional paradigms of loyalty, honour, 
and paternalism.70 In other words, the king and his liberal-conservative 
ministers conceded a weak foundation to develop the political values of 
liberty and nationality. Fredrick William IV and Charles Albert still called 
themselves ‘by grace of God’, but presented themselves as rois bourgeois or 
Fathers of the nation. The ideological and semantic ambiguity of the polit-
ical legitimation of the constitutional monarchy in Prussia and Piedmont 
was a key resource for resilience.

The narrative scheme of a broader dynastic mission of the House 
of Savoy and Hohenzollern to lead Italian and the German unification 
respectively reached a culmination point between 1858 and 1871.71 The 
monarchical state achieved great successes in reinventing the patriotic leg-
acy and in establishing a credible nexus between the growing nationalist 
euphoria and the monarchical discourse. After Cavour’s and Bismarck’s 
ʻRevolution from aboveʼ, opposition to the king’s government ʻcould 
be easily attacked as unpatrioticʼ.72 The monarchy legitimated itself with 
both regional patriotism and emerging nationalism. In 1858, William I 
launched the slogan of the moral conquest of Germany and in 1859  
Victor Emanuel II affirmed with pathos that he could not remain insen-
sible to the ʻcry of painʼ coming from the other Italian states. The 
 retrospective narrative of the new nation states reinvented significant his-
torical events such as the Anti-Napoleonic Wars, the Revolution of 1848, 
and the German and Italian Unification Wars. Contrary to this teleological 
supposition, Prussian- and Piedmontese-led unification was neither pre-
determined nor desirable for political elites in 1848. Liberal-conservative 
elites also refused the concept of national war as well as the ambivalent 
idea of national unification and, by contrast, promoted a traditional dynas-
tic expansion in order to enforce hegemony in northern Germany and 
Italy. ʻI achieved the national unification sans le vouloir,ʼ said William I 
emblematically after he was triumphantly proclaimed German Emperor in 
Versailles on 18 January 1871.73
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Resilience: the main agent of change in mid- 
nineteenth- centuRy italy and geRmany

The integration of premodern and modern ideas of nationhood emerged 
from the intellectual construction of coherence and continuity between 
the heritage of the Prussian and Piedmontese monarchical states and 
notions of liberty and nationalism. The incorporation of the material cul-
ture of the monarchy and mass media circulation of popular songs, patri-
otic symbols, and souvenirs created a hybrid narrative identity after 1848. 
The Prussian Iron Cross or the blue banner of the House of Savoy along 
with new historical societies, cultural academies, museums, commemora-
tive events, and royal travels communicated a mosaic of dynastic, regional, 
and national sentiments to the public.74 Furthermore, a public pantheon 
of Prussian/German and Piedmontese/Italian heroes like Pietro Micca 
and Louise of Prussia made significant contributions to rearranging the 
juxtaposition between the sense of progress and the idea of a national mis-
sion of the monarchy.

The transnational circulation of elite-based political debates helped to 
strength the resilience of the monarchical state in the Age of Revolution. 
Influential pamphlets such as Balbo’s Le speranze d’Italia and Radowitz’s 
Deutschland und Friedrich Wilhelm IV upgraded the experience of previ-
ous revolution. They referred to counter-revolutionary mobilization after 
1789 and were closely linked to the ideas of Burke, De Maistre, Haller, 
Chateaubriand and, above all, to the juste milieu debate in the 1830s. The 
mosaic foundation of this liberal-conservative political thought emerged 
as a dominant historical teleology as the nation state narrative spread more 
rapidly after 1848.

The resilience-strengthening transformation of monarchical discourse 
had a major impact in both Prussia and Sardinia-Piedmont. The idea of roi 
constitutionnel and a rearrangement of the national mission of the mon-
archy developed, on the one hand, from multiple temporalities and deep-
seated elements such as paternalism, religion, warfare, and public service 
ethos and, on the other hand, by a post-revolutionary monarchical dis-
course that integrated modern notions of political legitimacy and nation-
hood. The monarchical state was resilient to adversity because of its ability 
to change by maintaining its core identity founded on the symbolic pow-
ers of honour, loyalty, and paternalism. The old elites made an effort to 
lead political and cultural transformations as long as they were able to con-
trol the revolution. The narrative perception of the expected ‘revolution  
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without revolution’ belongs to a polyvalent monarchical discourse, which 
harmonized traditional and modern notions (and emotions) of political 
legitimacy. After 1814, 1830, and 1848, the resilience in the face of adver-
sity of the monarchical state incorporated a plurality of historical teleolo-
gies and was the main agent of change in mid-nineteenth-century Italy 
and Germany.
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CHAPTER 4

Nepalese Monarchy in an Age 
of Codification: Kingship, Patriotism, 

and Legality in the Nepalese Code of 1854

Simon Cubelic and Rajan Khatiwoda

IntroductIon

In legal history, the period from the second half of the eighteenth century 
to the beginning of the twentieth century is portrayed as an age of codi-
fication (Kodifikationszeit). From the eighteenth century onward, from 
Prussia (1794), France (1804), and the Habsburg monarchy (1812), the 
idea of legal codification spread in different waves throughout Europe.1 
According to the ‘standard narrative’ of a growing number of legal spe-
cialists, two driving forces were behind these processes of rationalization 
and modernization of legal systems—an ascendant bourgeoisie with its 
need for a rational, abstract, and predictable legal framework; and the 
spread of legal ideas of liberalism operating within the framework of the 
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emerging nation states in Europe. Furthermore, it is argued that this even-
tually paved the way for the idea of constitutionalism, which fundamen-
tally altered the basis for legitimation of state power in Europe.2

However, the Kodifikationszeit did not remain restricted to the Western 
world, but manifested itself powerfully in non-colonial Asia as well. In this 
region, the Nepalese Code (Ain) of 1854, widely known as the Mulukı ̄ 
Ain (hereafter MA)3—a law code with constitutional character—posed 
a major challenge to the standard narrative.4 In Nepal in the first half of 
the nineteenth century, there had been neither a strong corps of profes-
sional jurists, nor a politically conscious bourgeoisie that were able to fos-
ter such a codification project, nor was there any colonial authority urging 
the implementation of a legal code. Furthermore, the alleged conceptual 
substratum for legal codification—ideas of social contract and sovereign 
legislative power—did not shape the political discourse, which revolved 
around divine kingship. How did the political vision underpinning this 
major project of codification alter the pre-existing political theology of 
divine kingship in Nepal?

This chapter sheds light on this question by focusing on the role of the 
king and regulations applying to him in the MA of 1854 from a transna-
tional perspective. We argue that the legal discourse is an important source 
for the study of kingship in nineteenth century Nepal and supplements 
existing approaches that focus on the political theology of divine king-
ship and end up arriving at conclusions based on the ritual roles of the 
king. In our opinion, Nepalese divine kingship in the early Rāṇā period 
(1846–1951) was part of a more complex and unique ideological forma-
tion that comprised notions of legality and religious patriotism. Therefore, 
we argue that the composition of the MA cannot simply be understood as 
the manifestation of a ‘derivative discourse’,5 but as a conscious political 
act to constitute a specific notion of kingship, statehood, and community 
which had its roots in both global and regional legal entanglements, as 
well as in local reconfigurations of power. Consequently, the MA rejects 
a simple classification along the lines of monarchy versus nationalism, or 
patrimonial state versus rational-legal bureaucratic state.6

This chapter is divided into three parts. The first section discusses 
existing scholarly approaches to kingship and identity formation in 
 nineteenth century Nepal. The political and legal background leading to 
the composition of the MA is briefly sketched in the second section, along 
with an overview on the structure of the law text. In the third section,  
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selected regulations relating to kingship in the MA are discussed in the 
light of shifting notions of statehood and political identity.

KIngshIp and natIonalIsm In nIneteenth century 
nepal

Nepal’s kingship in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is often inter-
preted from the angle of premodern forms of Indic ‘divine kingship’ 
according to which the king is regarded as a vessel of divine substance, 
as an incarnation (avata ̄ra) of Visṇ̣u, and as the ritual focal point of pol-
ity as well.7 For example, Richard Burghart states that ‘at the turn of the 
nineteenth century the king of Nepal saw himself as a divine actor in his 
realm. He considered himself to be an embodiment of the universal god 
Vishnu and his palace was known as a temple.’8 According to Burghart’s 
groundbreaking account on the history of the concept of the nation state 
in Nepal, the differentiation of the royal household from the state took 
place after the demise of the Rāṇā regime in the 1950s. Burghart observes 
only from the 1960s onwards the emergence of a feeling of ‘Nepaliness’ 
as the source of a collective political will.9 In a similar vein, Gérard Toffin 
summarizes that ‘all through the twentieth century, the Shāh sovereigns 
of Nepal were crowned according to Vedic rituals, which gave them divine 
status. They were revered as incarnations (avata ̄ra) of the god Vishnu and 
associated with old Tantric conceptions.’10 The importance of an ethno- 
historical perspective on Nepalese kingship for the conceptualization of 
processes of state and nation formation in South Asia without taking 
recourse to both anachronistic and Eurocentric models of the Western 
nation state is beyond doubt. Yet we argue that it is not enough to focus  
on the ritual roles of the king in order to grasp nineteenth century notions 
of kingship. From a transnational angle, Nepalese political elites partici-
pated in a heterogeneous and plural ideological space that provided them 
with a large repertoire of articulating and legitimizing power which cast a 
different light on the nature of the godlike king. In our context, two ideo-
logical formations seem to be especially important. First, since the early 
modern period, and especially during the eighteenth century, the South 
Asian subcontinent has witnessed, besides divine kingship, other idioms 
for constituting and expressing political identities. C. A. Bayly has referred 
to these as Landespatriotismus (territorial patriotism).11
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According to Bayly, the respective genealogy of these old patriotisms 
differed from region to region. In some places it coincided with the cre-
ation of regional languages, in other places it extended kinship networks, 
religious sentiments, or an expanding loyalty to the dynasty to include 
loyalty to the homeland (deśabhakti) which laid the basis for these iden-
tity formations (often many factors at once).12 Kingship played a role in 
the formation of these patriae, even if other considerations were equally 
important for the attempt to make identity tangible in the form of ter-
ritoriality. Another potential resource of identity formation which needs 
to be considered is the emerging anti-colonial religious discourse in the 
latter part of the first half of the nineteenth century.13 Such movements 
often emerged in response to missionary activities or colonial economic 
policies reframed as attacks on the purity of the sacred land of India. John 
Whelpton counts Nepal among those polities in South Asia in which 
notions of patriotism were firmly rooted. He argues that Nepal ‘more 
than other units in South Asia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
[…] was a nation-state in embryo, with a distinct identity rooted in ter-
ritorial and cultural factors’14 and consequently possessed a ‘concept of 
the state […] as an entity to be protected and preserved independently 
of allegiance to an individual’.15 Even though Whelpton’s ‘nation-state in 
embryo’ describes rather the political imagination of the ruling elites than 
a firmly rooted socio-political category, it indicates that the attempt to 
found statehood in terms other than divine kingship had been present in 
Nepalese political discourse from the late eighteenth century onwards. As 
will be shown below, both notions—independent statehood and territorial 
political identity—were consolidated in the MA next to kingship.

The second ideology, legality, had gained a powerful presence in 
South Asia due to the establishment of the colonial state and its increas-
ing recourse to rational-bureaucratic procedures of governance and legal 
codification.16 Even though the rule of law in colonial South Asia often 
served as a rhetorical device to veil despotism and injustice,17 it had a 
tremendous impact on the semantics of the political vocabulary. As the 
language of bureaucracy, law shapes the schemes according to which state 
actors perceive and act on society, and in its manifestation as ‘legality’—
the imperative that state action needs to conform to a body of universal 
rules and procedures—it legitimizes and authorizes the exercise of state 
power.18 There is no evidence of any direct influence on the MA of British  
legal codification projects in South Asia, and it remains unclear whether 
the MA was really supposed to imitate the Code Napoléon, as the  
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hagiographies of Jaṅg Bahādur Rāṇa ̄ claim.19 Yet it is hard to imagine 
that the Rāṇā aristocracy, which cultivated highly Anglicizing modes of 
representation within court practices, forms of commodities, and architec-
ture,20 could ignore such a powerful idiom of grounding authority. As will 
be shown below, legality as a symbol of statehood as distinguished from 
the royal household affected the notion of kingship in the MA.

Before we discuss some of the relevant passages of the MA of 1854 mir-
roring this unique ideological blend in which premodern ideas of kingship 
are interlinked with concepts of legality and religious patriotism in greater 
detail, a short introduction to the political and legal background of the 
MA has to be provided.

the FormatIon oF the Mulukı ̄Aın

The project of promulgating a comprehensive national legal code was 
linked to the formation of the Nepalese state in the second half of the 
eighteenth century. The foundation of modern Nepal goes back to King 
Pṛthivı ̄Nārāyaṇa Śāha (1722–75), who initiated the unification by con-
quering the bāisı ̄ rājya, ‘twenty-two principalities’—a group of petty 
kingdoms centred in the Karṇālı-̄Bherı ̄river basin—and the caubisı ̄rājya, 
‘twenty-four principalities’—a group of sovereign and intermittently allied 
petty kingdoms in the Gandakı ̄ river basin. However, even though in  
Nepalese nationalist historiography Pṛthivı ̄Na ̄rāyaṇa Śāha’s wars of expan-
sion have been often portrayed in terms of unification,21 they were rather 
an attempt to enlarge the territory of the Gorkhā kingdom. Nevertheless, 
his expansion reached a climax when he conquered the economically and 
culturally rich Malla kingdom of Kāntıp̄ura (Kathmandu) in 1768, which 
indeed provided a solid base for a unified Nepalese state. Pṛthivı ̄Nārāyaṇa 
Śāha’s reign represents both in institutional and ideological terms a criti-
cal juncture in that it set the course for the formation of a Nepalese state, 
identity, and ideology. The state continued to follow the pattern of patri-
monialism according to which the state was organized as an extension of 
the monarch’s household.22 Monarchy itself was defined in religious terms 
and the king portrayed as the upholder of the purity of the realm and a 
bulwark against Indian polities, which had been defiled by foreign rulers.23

Several authors argue that the idea of Hindu kingship mirrors a 
larger tendency of the cultural politics of the Nepalese state leading to 
Hinduization, Sanskritization, and the application of Brahmanical norms 
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to larger segments of society.24 Yet, taken together, continuities in the state 
and identity formation processes do not provide a sufficient explanation 
for the composition of the MA of 1854. Even though Pṛthivı ̄Nārāyaṇa  
Śāha expressed a wish to lay down edicts of his own in the political testa-
ment attributed to him, the Divyopadeśa (c.1774), the document rather 
has to be interpreted as an attempt to emulate legitimatory practices of 
preceding rulers than as formulating a systematic and comprehensive leg-
islative statutory law.25 Therefore, legal initiatives during his and his suc-
cessors’ times largely consisted in orders reacting to particular cases of 
limited scope and were embodied in such types of documents as rukkās 
(missives), lālamoharas (deeds with the royal red seal), sanadas (regula-
tions or orders, especially from a prime minister)26 or royal edicts.

However, even though the MA reflects the state building and identity 
formation processes of the Śa ̄ha period, it owes its existence to one of the 
major turning points of that period: the establishment of the oligarchy of 
the Rāṇā family.27 After the Kot Massacre (1846), during which many lead-
ers of the main political families lost their lives, Jaṅga Bahādura Kũvara of 
the Ra ̄ṇā family declared himself prime minister and commander-in- chief 
of the army. From that time on, both positions were reserved for members 
of that family, with the S ́āha kings being reduced to ceremonial rulers. 
Although the Rāṇa ̄ rulers continued to follow in many respects the path of 
cultural isolationism and conservatism, they also showed certain openness 
to Western forms of conspicuous consumption, political aesthetics, and 
governmental strategies.28 This led to small-scale administrative and eco-
nomic reforms.29 One major example for the greater willingness to engage 
with foreign ideas is Jaṅga’s state visit to England and Paris in 1850. The 
inspiration to draft the MA is often attributed to this journey undertaken 
by Jaṅga and his exposure to Western legal ideas.30 The latter are embed-
ded within the larger narrative of Jaṅga as the first modernizer of state and 
society in Nepal.31 In the nationalist historiography, the introduction of a 
uniform legal code serves as a symbol for the advent of a modern nation 
state and underlines its status as a non-colonized sovereign polity.

Although the exact circumstances of the emergence of the MA 
remain obscure, what is known is that as soon as Jaṅga returned 
from his state visit, he convened a Law Council (Ain kaus ́ala) consisting  
of high-ranking Ra ̄ṇa ̄ family members, army, civil and judicial offi-
cials, royal priests, and religious judges (dharmādhikārin), to discuss 
the nature of the purported law code. After continuous efforts lasting 
about two and a half years, the MA was finally promulgated in 1854  
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(7 Pausạ 1910  VS32) during the reign of King Surendra Vikrama S ́āha 
(reigned 1847–81).33 The MA codifies a wide range of social, customary, 
and religious practices, such as civil and penal regulations dealing with the 
caste system, rules of purity and impurity, land ownership, debt, inheri-
tance, deposits, marriage regulations, commensality, homicide, witchcraft, 
slavery, adultery, arson, street cleaning, and deforestation. Furthermore, 
besides civil and criminal law, it also covers such aspects of public law and 
constitutional provisions as the appointment and renewal of civil servants, 
revenue arrangements, and foreign policy. As a strong foundation for the  
unification of diverse judicial, administrative, and social practices, the MA 
was a turning point in Nepalese legal history and indeed a watershed in 
the legal history of South Asia. Whereas the textual foundations of classi-
cal Hindu law in Sanskrit often resemble scholastic exercises rather than 
engaging with the ‘law of the land’,34 the MA represents a vernacular 
codification to a great extent based on social practices. Therefore, András 
Höfer was right when he stated that the MA ‘has the great advantage of 
offering the representation of an entire traditional society—not as a utopia 
of the moralists and not as reflections of the learned, but as law for imme-
diate application’.35 However, like its European counterparts in the age 
of codification,36 the Nepalese code did not only collect and harmonize 
existing customs and regulations, but represented state legislation pro-
viding new legal norms. The regulations relating to the king, especially, 
are an important source for learning how kingship was interpreted in the 
governmental discourse at the onset of Rāṇa ̄ rule.

KIngshIp, law, and patrIotIsm In the Mulukı ̄Aın

In this section of the chapter, we have collected regulations from the 
Articles On the Throne (gaddiko), On Royal Affairs (rājakājako) and Gūṭhı̄- 
endowments37 (datta gūtḥı)̄ that reflect changing notions of the role of the 
monarch, state power, collective identity, and territoriality. Since there is 
no complete translation of the MA available, all translations are ours. The 
Nepali sources are based on Feza’s (2000) and the Ministry of Law and 
Justice’s (2022 VS) editions. Our examples will elucidate the following 
four interrelated patterns: first, a conceptual differentiation between the 
monarch and the state; second, the establishment of state control over 
royal tenurial sovereignty; third, limitations on royal sovereignty through 
the subordination of the king to state law; fourth, the reconfiguration of 
the royal sacred realm as a source of patriotic sentiment.
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That the state was no longer entirely conceived of as an extension of 
the royal household, but metamorphosed into an autonomous agency,  
defined by ‘national’ state interests, is especially evident in those regula-
tions which refer to diplomatic affairs with China and the Company state 
in India. They show that the monarch’s room for autonomous politi-
cal and legal action in foreign policy was subordinated to the higher-
ranking state principle of maintaining non-hostile relationships with the 
two neighbouring empires.38 This directive reflected the foreign relations 
and military experience Nepalese political elites made during the era of 
Nepal’s military expansion in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. Countering the Nepalese occupation of Tibetan territory in 
1791, Chinese troops invaded Nepalese soil and inflicted a defeat on the 
Nepalese army in 1792.39 The second major setback for Nepal’s expan-
sionist ambitions was the British victory over Nepal during the Anglo-
Nepalese War (1814–16) which broke out over disputes on certain border 
districts. Following the terms of the peace treaty of Sugaulī (1816) Nepal 
lost around one third of its territory to colonial India with the cession 
of the Terai and Kumaon regions.40 Therefore, peaceful relations with 
British India and China became a precondition of Nepal’s survival as an 
independent state. Nepal’s transnational engagement in the course of its 
geopolitical set-up contributed to the emergence of a concept of ‘state 
interest’ and thereby to the redefinition of royal authority in Rāṇā Nepal. 
In this context, Article 1 section 17 On the Throne, is especially reveal-
ing—it states that a king who acts against existing arrangements with the 
two powers without prior sanction by the prime minister is to be removed 
from the throne. The same applies if he conspires with state or military 
officials or his subjects:41

If an enthroned king gives, without the advice of the chief minister (mukhya 
bajira) (that is the prime minister), an order which [is likely to] spoil 
friendly relations with the emperors of the south and north, engages in 
domestic conspiracy (ghara ja ̄lasāja) and gives orders which corrupt [his] 
own umara ̄vas (high-ranking military commanders),42 bhārāda ̄ras (high- 
level functionaries),43 army and subjects, he shall be dismissed from the 
throne and it shall be granted to the [next] one on roll and [that one] shall 
[further] reign.44

Both offenses can only be understood if one presupposes a conception of 
the state according to which the king is regarded only as part of the polity 
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but not as the polity himself. The exigencies of interstate communication 
affected also the ritual authority of the king over his realm. The second 
Article of the MA contains the following legal regulations on crimes com-
mitted by Chinese or British envoys or within the extraterritorial spaces of 
their residencies:45

If an envoy or resident of China or England commits homicide or any other 
crime, having come to our realm, the courts of [our] own government shall 
not investigate the case. One shall write to their [own] government.46

If somebody who lives inside a territory (khalaṅgā) where the British and 
Chinese envoys or residents live commits homicide or any other offense, 
[one] shall arrest and bring such offender to his [own] master and inform 
him that such and such a person committed such and such homicide or 
offense.47

The two passages not only bear evidence that the Nepalese state had 
internalized interstate norms of diplomacy like diplomatic immunity, but 
was applying limits to the king’s authority as well. According to Richard 
Burghart, one major expression of the king’s sovereignty over the sacred 
realm was his duty to keep the realm pure from defilement by punishing 
criminals and maintaining social order.48 Therefore, these two regulations 
can be interpreted as a restriction on the universal punitive power of the 
king and consequently his unlimited supremacy over the sacred realm.

The MA deprives the king not only of autonomy in foreign affairs and 
the right to punish envoys; royal possessions (muluk), too, were subor-
dinated to higher state interests. The realm is no longer conceived of as 
solely at the king’s disposal, but is regarded as integral to the territorial 
integrity of the state. Sections 34 On the Throne and 61 On Land contain 
regulations that prohibit the king, prime minister, and council from selling 
land to foreign governments or foreign private persons:49

If an enthroned king, irrespective of whatever the highest sum he receives 
out of it, sells his own land which has been forbidden by the minister [or] 
Council to neighbouring emperors or kings, the subjects are permitted to 
substitute such king. If the minister, Council or an officer sells the land 
of his own territory to the neighbouring emperors and kings—irrespec-
tive whether [he does it] by order or not, by his own decision or he has 
received a lot of money for a small [piece] of land—they shall be ascertained 
as untrue to the salt (nimaka harāma) (that is disloyal).50 One shall know 
that such [persons] are untrue to the salt. One is allowed to sell land to 
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[those] inhabitants and subjects who possess land, house and household 
within [our] own territory.51

An enthroned king shall not sell own land to neighbouring emperors or 
kings irrespective of whatever large amount he receives [for it]. Even if an 
enthroned king orders [it] to be sold, ministers or the Council shall not sell 
it. If the ministers or the Council—with or without orders [from the king], 
or for reasons of their own, [such as] receiving a large sum for a small [piece] 
of land—sells land within their own boundary to neighbouring emperors or 
kings, they shall be considered as rebel (apsara) and untrue to the salt. All 
shall know them as untrue to the salt. One can sell land to those who have 
come with their family and reside as [our] own subjects inside [our] own 
boundary.52

Especially interesting in this context is the phrase ‘untrue to the salt’ 
(nimaka harāma). In these two passages, a person can stand accused of 
being disloyal even if he has acted on the king’s order, which implies that 
the state has emerged as a partly autonomous entity to which one owes 
loyalty prior to the monarch. But loyalty to the state was not only expected 
from government officials and council members; exclusive allegiance to 
one’s state was also made incumbent on ordinary subjects, as the follow-
ing section, which prohibits the selling of land to subjects of foreign ori-
gin, shows:

Subjects and so forth are allowed to [engage in] selling and buying land 
with subjects from their own realm and with those who have come from 
foreign realms together with their family and children and [now] reside 
[here] as subjects. If [anybody from the realm] sells land to subjects of for-
eign emperors and kings, the government shall have the buyer give [back] 
the amount under consideration (thaili) and the land seized. If the seller has 
already spent the amount under consideration, the government shall have 
the seller [re]pay the amount under consideration [to the buyer] from his 
other available [property or goods] and the land seized. If [the seller] has no 
other property, the government shall pay the amount under consideration 
to the [buyer] and seize the land.53

Only a few decades before this regulation was written, it was common 
practice for tenants to enter into contractual relations with all manner 
of rulers. Against this background, the politics of exclusivity regarding 
the possession of land not only reflects the birth of a concept of a well- 
defined governmental territory, but also that of a ‘national population’ 
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which enjoys legal privileges over foreigners. This fits well into the larger 
picture of emerging patriotic sentiments, which will be discussed below.

The third major restructuring of the notion of kingship stems from 
the concept that governmental territory was envisaged as a homoge-
neous jurisdictional space. Of course, the major expression of this was the 
creation of a comprehensive caste order in which all societal and ethnic 
groups were classified in order to effect a more standardized treatment 
before the law. Since this topic has been covered exhaustively in András 
Höfer’s extensive study we will not elaborate further on the caste system.54 
However, what is striking is that the concept of legality was extended to 
the monarch himself, who was constrained to subject himself to the regu-
lations of the MA. This can be extracted from the preamble:

[Regarding the] following, since there have been dissimilarities [lit. less than 
enough for some and more than enough for others: ‘kasaila ̄i kami kasailāi 
baḍhatā’] in punishment [imposed] in the same [kinds of] lawsuit (ekai 
bihora ̄) until today, therefore, in order to achieve uniformity of punishment 
in accordance with the crime committed, this is the Ain (that is MA) prepared 
in response to the following order to the thrice venerable Maha ̄ra ̄ja Jaṅga 
Bahādura Rāṇā G. C. B. Prime Minister and Commander-in-Chief: ‘Call a 
Council meeting including the following bhārada ̄ras and prepare an Ain 
(that is law code) as ascertained in the Council.’ It is declared on Thursday, 
the 7th of the bright fortnight of the month Pausạ in the [Vikrama] year 
1910 with the approval of us [members of] three generations [that is, King 
Father Rājendra, King Surendra and Crown Prince Trailokya]. When it is 
necessary [for a portion] to be corrected or rejected by order of the Council 
and witnessed by us, it should be corrected or rejected and should be added 
as a new law (ain), and all should act and render court decisions as written 
in this code. Whoever does not render court decisions and oversteps bounds 
in rendering court decisions or in other acts shall be punished as written in 
the Ain (that is MA) on the same subject. […] Having said this, we three 
generations have ordered that we shall obey this Ain (that is MA) along with 
our subjects. All officials (kārindās) including the prime minister shall act in 
accordance to this Ain (that is MA).55

This passage is of great importance for a reconstruction of the legal ideol-
ogy underlying the MA. First, it expresses the core rationale of the MA, 
namely the formulation of uniform applicable legal regulations within the 
jurisdictional space of the polity. The MA still acknowledges different legal 
norms for different categories of people, but the plural regulations derive 
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their legitimacy by conforming to the principles of legality. Even the king 
and all state officials are depicted as being subjected to the rule of law of 
the MA, and prospective amendments are to be authorized by a legislative 
council.56 Still, these legal restrictions upon the king are styled as ones 
self-imposed. The will of the king is still the rhetorical locus of sovereignty.

However, in the MA the relationship among king, subjects, and state 
is defined not only in legal and/or bureaucratic terms. The government’s 
sphere of activity was also portrayed on its own terms as a prerequisite for 
the collective prosperity and the protection of a shared religious identity.57 
Such notions of religious patriotism find remarkable expression in the 
chapter on religious endowments (datta gu ̄tḥı)̄ in the MA.58 The chapter 
starts with cautionary tales aimed at persons spending money for religious 
purposes or making cash investments in British India. Due to the fact that  
Nepalese endowments had been expropriated by the British, the MA 
 prohibits both charitable transactions and cash investments in foreign 
countries, and gives the following reasons:

There is a Hindu kingdom whose law (ain) is such that it bans the kill-
ing of cows, women, and Brahmins; an independent land of such merit, 
with a palace, [situated] in the Himalayas (himavatkhaṇd ̣a), the land of the 
[nāga] Va ̄sukı ̄(vāsukı ̄ksẹtra), a pilgrimage place of Āryas (ārjyātirtha) [the 
one] that contains Paśupati’s jyotirliṅga and the venerable Guhyeśvarıp̄ıt̄ḥa 
[This] is the only Hindu kingdom in the Kali era.

Henceforth whoever wishes to construct a S ́iva temple [or] dharmas ́āla ̄ 
[or] establish a sadāvarta59 [or] gūtḥı ̄shall find a pilgrimage place in [his] 
own realm and construct the Śiva temple [or] dharmas ́āla ̄ [or] establish 
the sadāvarta [or] gūtḥı.̄ No one—from king to subjects—shall construct 
a Śiva temple or dharmaśālā in a foreign realm. Because if [it] has been 
constructed in [one’s] own realm, [one’s] own offspring can repair it at the 
slightest damage, [one’s] own realm will be adorned, and whatever realm 
has a multitude of dharma, no disease, illness or epidemic will come upon it 
[and] no starvation will occur in it. When one obtains fame for [one’s] own 
realm, [the result] will be splendour: the architects of [one’s] own realm will 
become skilful. The poor will be protected since they will receive a salary, 
and the wealth of [one’s] own realm will not go to foreign wealth or to a 
foreign realm.60

On the one hand, this passage illustrates the above-mentioned features 
of premodern forms of South Asian patriotism. The patria is constructed 
around sacred localities and pilgrimage places, and defined in religious 
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terms as a space of purity, merit, and the protection of sacred values. Within 
this framework, the monarch plays an important role as ‘Hindu king’, 
symbolizing the purity and uniqueness of the polity. On the other hand, 
the king is here only one among several identity markers of this ‘Hindu 
identity’, others being the protection of cows, women, and Brahmins. 
Therefore, the collective sentiment suffusing the patria rests on a higher- 
ranking category than the monarch alone. However, there are indications 
that the collective identity expressed in this passage goes beyond the ‘old’ 
or early modern forms of patriotism. The idea that investment in one’s 
own country contributes to economic development and prevents the out-
flow of wealth seems to be an early testimony for economic nationalism 
in Nepal.61 Here, the space of collective spiritual flourishing merges into a 
progressive narrative of joint material advancement. Nepal’s self-portrayal 
as a symbol of Hinduism is vividly expressed in this passage and was later 
integrated into the nationalist discourse in colonial India which then rein-
forced the self-perception of the Nepalese political elites62 and reflected 
the highly entangled nature of identity formation processes in nineteenth- 
century South Asia.

conclusIon

Even though the ‘divine king’ was still the rhetorical source of sovereignty, 
the monarch in the MA was tied down in manifold ways. His legislative 
power and punitive capacity (his ability to dispose of his property and to 
define relations with foreign powers), are both restricted by a legal frame-
work which mirrors a growing conceptual separation of the state from 
the king’s household. We argue that this process was accompanied by the 
integration of two additional sources of legitimation of state power into 
the governmental discourse which supplemented the institution of king-
ship: the idea of legality or rule of law, and that of religious patriotism, 
which reflected Nepal’s transnational entanglements with colonial India 
and China. Therefore, in contrast to Richard Burghart’s periodization of 
nation state formation in Nepal, there is strong evidence that the emer-
gence of both separate statehood and a collective identity had a visible 
pre-history already in the mid-nineteenth century. What was the rationale 
behind this reordering of the ideological space? Two sets of reasons seem 
to be plausible. First, the necessity to transform Nepal into a member of 
the Westphalian system of sovereign states defined by a fixed territory; the 
related articulation of ‘national’ interests that transcended the particular 
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interests of rulers and specific social groups; the exigencies of diplomatic 
communication with its neighbours (especially India and China); and an 
associated idea of legitimacy based on a shared collective identity which 
established exclusive moral affective ties between the state territory and 
subjects. Second, the institutionalization of the new political order under 
the oligarchy of the Rāṇā family, which provided the prime minister with 
sweeping powers and restricted the actual political influence of the king 
considerably. Consequently, in its quest for legitimacy the Rāṇā state cre-
ated a polyvalent ideology which amalgamated kingship, legality, and reli-
gious patriotism.

Even though the reconceptualization of kingship in the MA marked a 
radical break, to what extent these new ideas trickled down into the wider 
society is still subject to speculation. Although current research suggests 
that the degree of implementation of the MA was probably higher than 
expected, the circulation of the text and its use in the courtroom may still 
have been rather limited during the 1850s and 1860s.63 Popular images 
of kingship may have been derived less from law books or administrative 
manuals than from rituals and other forms of the public staging of power. 
Yet it is still remarkable that such visions of kingship, identity, and terri-
toriality were circulating among the elites exercising central power and at 
the highest level of state administration. They were deemed of such great 
acceptability that they were incorporated into a legal code, there to remain 
as crucial testimony to the self-understanding and self-representation of 
the state, and thus exceedingly relevant to the intellectual and ideological 
history of Nepal. The specific way in which concepts of patrimonialism and 
independent statehood, royal sovereignty and legality, and divine kingship 
and patriotism were integrated within a single ideological framework is 
on the one hand a reminder that global concepts require careful historical 
contextualization if the rationality of their national and especially transna-
tional trajectories are to be reconstructed. On the other hand, Eurocentric 
grand narratives like that of the ‘age of codification’ need to be opened up 
for historic experiences of extra-European and non-colonized societies to 
retain their heuristic salience.64
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CHAPTER 5

Loss of Control: Kaiser Wilhelm II, Mass 
Media, and the National Identity 

of the Second German Reich

Martin Kohlrausch

The idea that particular political systems fitted specific nations or even 
expressed their character traits was well established around 1900. What 
did this idea imply for the institution of the monarchy in a period when 
both the monarchy and the idea of the nation were being redefined? This 
chapter will connect both processes for Germany. I will argue that only 
by highlighting the critical role mass media played as an ‘ingredient’ of 
an imagined new German monarchy, and as a means of comparing dif-
ferent systems of government in Europe, may we understand the relation 
between national identity and monarchy.

Therefore, this chapter will analyze how mediatization created new 
concepts of relating the monarch and the nation, but also created new 
expectations that the monarchy was unable to meet. Though the use 
of mass media helps to explain the dynamic redefinition of the relation 
between the monarchy and the nation in Germany, we cannot explain 
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this relation without considering the peculiar development of a national 
monarchy in Germany.

The monarchy in Germany had a long history and preceded the 
German nation state by some 1000 years. A German monarchy in the nar-
rower sense, however, only emerged with the foundation of the new Reich 
in 1871. And even then the monarchy’s constitutional status was far from 
clearly defined. While the newly created office of a German Emperor was 
formally only the title of the president of the Bundesrat, the federal assem-
bly of the predominantly monarchical German states, the title elevated the 
existing Prussian monarchy and its Hohenzollern dynasty to national rel-
evance. The Prussian king became automatically German Kaiser while the 
Prussian kingship remained his power base. On the surface this situation 
resembled the national role the house of Savoy acquired in Italy. However, 
the German situation differed in important ways.1 Underneath the new 
German Kaiser, 21 ruling dynasties remained in place, often represent-
ing centuries of monarchical continuity in large regions like Bavaria and 
extremely small entities like Reuss in Thuringia.2

Moreover, there was, at least in a certain historical reading, a German 
monarchy that was much older than any Prussian or Hohenzollern tradi-
tion: the Emperors of the Holy Roman Empire or old Reich, which had 
been ruled by the Habsburg dynasty almost continuously since the fif-
teenth century. This monarchy, with its universalistic ambitions, shifting 
dynastical basis, ambiguous territorial orientation, and multi-ethnic com-
position, could hardly be called a German monarchy in a nationalist sense. 
Consequently, for the dominant part of the German nationalist move-
ment, the liberal Protestant strand, the old Reich embodied all the short-
comings that the new Reich had to overcome. Through liberal reforms in 
the 1870s, including a comparatively liberal press law of 1874, it was in 
many respects transformed into an efficient and modern political entity 
and soon became a European and even global economic powerhouse.

In order to understand the challenge the German monarchy confronted, 
it helps to recall that the German Empire was not only called an Empire 
but, as recent historical research has stressed, also on many respects carried 
the traits of an empire.3 The diversity of different  minorities posed consid-
erable obstacles to national integration. The issue of national loyalty was 
fiercely debated in the national discourse of Imperial Germany, especially 
with regard to the substantial Polish minority.4 While the nation state had 
to be achieved internally, the new German Empire aspired to reach out 
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beyond its borders. After the dismissal of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck 
in 1890, noteworthy parts of the German elite voiced their belief that 
Germany had to enter the race with the old and new empires in Europe 
and the Americas. Famously, Max Weber declared: ‘We must grasp that 
the unification of Germany was a youthful spree, indulged in by the nation 
in its old age; it would have been better if it had never taken place, since it 
would have been a costly extravagance, if it was the conclusion rather than 
the starting-point for German power-politics on a global scale.’5 Related 
hopes and expectations, soon popular under the signifier Weltpolitik, 
focused on the Emperor as the symbol of the Reich’s political ambitions.6

Despite its dynamic economy, mighty military, and grandiose 
Weltpolitik schemes, the German empire remained a fragile construction. 
This was due to the enormous social tensions, reflected in the rapid and 
continuous rise of the Social Democratic Party, but also to the ongoing 
tension between dominant Prussia and southern Germany. In addition, 
the outward- looking forces in Southern Germany, parts of the Catholic  
West, and in formerly Polish territories in the East should not be underes-
timated. Like important parts of the working class, these milieux were not 
immune to a new popularized national agenda of an aggrandized Prussia, 
but were much more sceptical than other parts of Germany.7

In fact, addressing the president of the new federation with the vague 
title Kaiser could be seen as a compromise bridging these tensions. In defi-
ance of all the historical burdens the title carried, it was also a rather mod-
ern notion. The title promised integration not yet achieved and allowed 
the federal princes to keep their titles and play their integrative role in the 
regions.8 In fact, despite its ancient origins, the office and the title of the 
German Emperor turned into the dynamic elements of the constitution. 
The Emperor was one of the few symbolic representations of the new-
found unity. The expansion of the new nation states’ political scope, into 
colonialism and naval policies for example, was closely connected to the 
emperor. Moreover, the office of the emperor served as an instrument for 
the personal integration of a scattered political landscape.

More by instinct than judgement, Wilhelm II replied to the expec-
tations his office demanded. He expanded those aspects of the office 
of the Emperor his father already regarded as critical. Friedrich  III, 
for all we know, would have stressed the supremacy of the Kaiser over 
the federal princes. He would also have elevated the Prussian court in 
Berlin to a German court if his reign had exceeded the 99 days before 
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a fatal illness took his life.9 During Wilhelm  II’s reign, beginning in 
1888, Kaiserreden (imperial speeches), Kaisertage (imperial days), and 
Kaiserwetter (the good ‘imperial’ weather, which was expected on these 
days) became household names, signifying the inroads the Kaiser’s office 
had made into areas not explicitly foreseen in the constitution.10 The 
formerly somewhat modest court in Berlin became more glamorous 
but also socially encompassing and—with varying success—integrated 
the South German and Catholic elites.11 With the forced departure of 
Bismarck in 1890 and the subsequent introduction of the Weltpolitik, 
marking Wilhelm II’s and Germany’s aspiration to enter the imperialist 
race, dynasty and nation merged for the outside world. Thus it could be 
argued that in many respects Wilhelm II became the personification of 
the new Germany.

Forging the nation through the Dynasty

In order to understand why so many nationalist hopes were projected 
onto Wilhelm II in 1888, one needs to recall the role the Hohenzollern 
dynasty played in the process of German unification. The dynasty profited 
from a growing perception that only strong monarchic leadership could 
achieve what the liberal-democratic movement of the 1848 revolution let 
slip away. This interpretation was particularly promoted after Wilhelm II 
came into power. His attempt to establish a cult around his grandfather 
Wilhelm  I as Wilhelm the Great, the true founder of the Reich (with 
Chancellor Otto von Bismarck and Chief of Staff Helmuth von Moltke 
only in the position of helping hands), took things to the extreme. The 
manifold officially sponsored monuments for his grandfather were strik-
ingly less popular in Southern Germany than in the Prussian-dominated 
north of the country.12 Still, it is hard to overestimate the influence of 
this officially sponsored fusion of dynasty and new nation state. The ver-
sion of the ‘German mission’ of the Hohenzollern dynasty, which—con-
tradicting a more critical reading of history—always strove to achieve 
a powerful Germany, came to dominate school books, national festivi-
ties, and the uncountable associations of veterans and other patriots.13 
The unity of Germany and the Hohenzollern was celebrated through-
out the country on 27 January, the Kaiser’s birthday, an occasion which 
increasingly acquired the role of an official holiday. The celebration of the 
emperor’s birthday not only signified a successful fusion of dynastic and  
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nationalist programmes. These celebrations also marked the partially  
successful expansion of the originally rather technical idea of the Kaiser 
as a president into a true Reichsmonarch, a monarch representing the 
German nation.14

A more intellectual and academic discourse generally likened the mon-
archy as a form of government to the German people for historic reasons 
and as allegedly representing particularly well a specifically German idea 
of leadership, trust, and deliberate followership.15 The flip-side of this 
discourse was the perception of other forms of government as not only 
potentially less efficient but specifically un-German. This was certainly 
true for France, connoted with moral decay as well as a lack of organi-
zational proficiency. The regime of Napoleon III was not only famously 
criticized by Karl Marx as Caesarism or Bonapartism, but critically used by 
those who believed Wilhelm II would take the new interpretation of the 
imperial office too far.16 After all, the combination of universal suffrage on 
the level of the Reich, an outspoken imperialism, and a flamboyant and 
self-assured monarch made comparison with the ill-fated emperor west 
of the Rhine a rather obvious matter. In 1900, the well-known theatre 
critic Alfred Kerr came to the conclusion: ‘I’m not sure why it constantly 
appears to me as if Germany nowadays resembles the state of France under 
Napoleon III. In this time everybody succumbed to the imperial gloss and 
true characters were in short supply, and a delirium of an undefined nature 
grabbed the whole society.’17

While Kerr’s statement targeted the extremes of Wilhelm II’s style of 
government, the negative perception of French republicanism in general 
and Russian autocracy helped to establish an affirmative reading of the 
German model as superior. Interestingly, this critical assessment of foreign 
forms of governments increasingly also included the British system—that 
is a parliamentarian monarchy which for a long time the German elite had 
regarded as a model: ‘The times when our liberalism looked with admi-
ration to the “mother of parliaments” are over for good. Our liberalism 
has fully broken with the mad assumption that the aristocratic oligarchy 
beyond the canal would be a democratic polity’ one commentator con-
cluded in 1912.18 Also reflecting a growing rivalry in international poli-
tics, German commentators complained that British parliamentarianism 
would only serve a small plutocratic elite.19 After 1900, only a few deci-
sion makers proposed a direct transfer of elements of French or British 
parliamentarianism.20
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the Monarch as the anchor oF a national 
Discourse

It is, however, not sufficient to analyse the relation of dynasty and nation 
in Germany only in constitutional terms. There are good reasons to 
describe Wilhelm II as a media monarch who as such profoundly changed 
the perception but also the political and social role of the monarchy in 
Germany.21 This development had repercussions far beyond Germany as 
Wilhelm II came to personify the role model of a monarchy—be it posi-
tively or negatively perceived—throughout Europe and thus also forced 
the other European monarchs to react.

Around 1880, mass media in the modern sense emerged also in 
Germany. With the extremely high number of newspapers in Germany 
(as in other European countries) competition was fierce and not entering 
into the hot issues of critical political discourse was no longer an option, 
even for the conservative newspapers supporting government and state 
representatives.

At first glance, paradoxically, no other political institution was as much 
affected by the rise of mass media as the monarchy. This public come-
back of the monarchy, an institution highly endangered only a few decades 
before, was caused by a number of reasons which were particularly pro-
nounced in Germany. Popular monarchism centred around sentimental 
issues and focusing on the royal family had had a long tradition—it was 
now amplified by the mass reproduction of texts using new printing tech-
nology that allowed, in particular, new opportunities to print pictures of 
monarchs in a wide variety of publications.

Cinema became the most potent form of visualizing the monarchy, as 
it was particularly in tune with the visual programme the monarchy had to 
offer. In this the cinema exemplified a mechanism that also applied to post-
cards, illustrated journals, or other visual material.22 By 1900, Wilhelm II  
had become the most filmed person in the world. Consequentially, a 
number of leading international film companies celebrated Wilhelm as 
‘the most interesting personality ever caught by the lens of the cinemato-
graph’.23 This reflected the remarkable fact that Wilhelm II came to per-
sonify a specific ‘brand’ in other European countries and even worldwide. 
When the peace activist Hermann Fried tried to win Wilhelm II over to his 
cause, he did so because he regarded him as ‘the most famous individual 
on Earth’.24 Fried had probably come across an observation made by the 
literary critic Alfred Kerr in 1899: ‘in the past ten years no-one in Europe 
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has been discussed as much as he [the emperor] has’.25 More often than 
not, and certainly in times of international tension, the image of the Kaiser 
abroad was negative, but this was not necessarily so, not even in France. 
Kerr observed: ‘A good listener will, in the course of a few weeks, hear 
more critical remarks on Wilhelm II in Germany than in France. Here [in 
France] one talks about him almost exclusively with esteem. One expects 
something of him.’26

In the words of John Thompson, the ‘transformation of visibility’ in the 
nineteenth century served monarchs particularly well—from childhood on 
they were exposed like no one else to public scrutiny.27 Two characteristics 
of the monarchy played a decisive role here. First, the distinction from all 
other political actors through tradition and political power: strong iconic 
symbols—in Prussia/Germany the military iconography—were the pre-
rogative of the royals.28 As attention spans became shorter and the media 
drifted from one story to another, these resources of visibility lifted mon-
archs, at least potentially, far above other politicians. If a monarch such 
as Wilhelm II also possessed a number of unmistakable features like his 
moustache or distinctive uniforms and helmets, they certainly helped his 
media affinity, even though they might have seemed ridiculous to some of 
his contemporaries. In an age of trademarks, the Kaiser became a particu-
larly successful label; the advertising pioneer Ludwig Roselius called him 
an impressive early example of brand development: ‘Propaganda needs a 
symbol, a flag, a focal point around which everyone can rally. […] For the 
Islamic religion this is Mohammed, for the Social Democrats it is Liberty, 
Equality and Fraternity, for businessmen the brand—and for the German 
Empire it is the Kaiser.’29

Second, European monarchs at the close of the nineteenth century 
profited from the personalization inherent in the DNA of mass media.30 
The portrayal and reception of monarchs were prime examples of what 
Thompson called ‘mediated intimacy’, that is a personal interest in affairs 
far beyond one’s immediate sphere.31 The enormous coverage of royal 
trivia illustrates this well.32 With the rapid expansion of the press for social, 
cultural, technical, and economic reasons around the 1880s, almost every-
one could, and more often than not did, turn into a ‘monarchy-expert’.

With the central political role attributed to Wilhelm II this mechanism 
was particularly pronounced in Germany. Tellingly, in Germany differ-
ent intellectuals reflecting on what these changes meant for the monarchy 
observed that a Publikum, an audience, constituted itself vis-à-vis the mon-
arch and substituted the Volk, the nation, of earlier times: ‘The crowns are 
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today not endangered by the heroic but the trivial […]. The people turned 
into an audience, and this audience demands comedies in which the Prince 
only pretends to be a hero.’33 Newspaper comments increasingly entered 
a meta-level, discussing the effect of certain monarchical actions or aspects 
of the personality of royals on monarchic sentiment rather than assuming 
a natural unity of prince and people or nation. Indeed, we cannot sepa-
rate the political dimension of the monarchy from its public dimension. 
Political relevance formed the basis for the visibility of monarchs and for 
the interest of the media. How far political acting was commented upon, 
and thus amplified, in the media, and how far the media created new 
scope or restrictions for political action depended on the constitutional 
prerogatives of monarchs. But also the monarch’s personality and personal 
concept of rule played an important role. Again, this was no exclusively 
German phenomenon, but it is important to recall decisive differences 
between countries’ constitutions and political cultures.

Also, in Victorian Britain, often seen as an ideal example of a secluded 
monarchy, the media demanded a strong public presence from the royal 
family.34 Moreover, something which is often forgotten on the continent, 
British engineers of monarchism in the Victorian age, from Prince Consort 
Albert to Benjamin Disraeli, advocated a stronger monarchy in reaction to 
the rise of mass society and media:35 ‘Public opinion has a more direct, a 
more comprehensive, a more efficient organ for its utterance, than a body 
of men sectionally chosen,’ Disraeli had one of the figures in his novel 
Coningsby explain in 1844.36 The revival of the monarchy is here directly 
linked to new opportunities offered by the press, first developed on a new 
scale in Britain.37 Both in Britain and Germany, as well as in many other 
European countries, it became more of a structural development that the 
monarch was exposed in the media than a matter of personal preference 
and decision.

In Germany, such ideas could gain more concrete grounding with the 
strong political role the German Kaiser had as Prussian king and supreme 
warlord, but also as the focal point of traditions and new unificatory expecta-
tions. Journalist Maximilian Harden, though a strong critic of Wilhelm II,  
wanted to preserve the monarch as a politically influential player and polemi-
cized against turning the monarch into a ‘Dalai Lama in uniform’.38

It is striking to note how early on and in a radical way both the new 
influence of the mass media and its consequences for politics were reflected 
by journalists. They understood that a monarchy covered intensely and 
increasingly without inhibition in the press would transform into a new 
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institution. Wilhelm II was expected to find and establish a societal con-
sensus using the new media means at his disposal.39 Political thinkers and 
many newspaper commentators explained that, now that mass media 
was within reach for almost anyone, it should also become the preferred 
mode of political communication. With the monarch setting the political 
agenda, the public sphere discussing his proposals, and the monarch chan-
nelling its conclusions into the political machine, a new powerful mecha-
nism seemed at hand. This mechanism promised at the same time to be 
democratic, fast, and effective, in short ‘modern’ and superior to political 
systems elsewhere. Given the central role the media played in this imag-
ined new form of political communication, it is unsurprising that journal-
ists eagerly endorsed the model of a direct exchange between monarch 
and people.40 While the liberal politician Friedrich Naumann addressed 
Wilhelm II as ‘Signalperson’, setting the agenda of the political discus-
sion,41 more critical commentators insisted on the Kaiser’s duty to listen 
more carefully to his people: ‘Only if the Emperor mingles himself with 
the people, when he exchanges the uniform with civil cloth, when he takes 
the feelings and demands of his people into account positive change will 
be possible.’42 Former US President Theodore Roosevelt noted with some 
disappointment during his stay in Germany in 1909, ‘that both the men 
highest in politics and the administration, and the people at large, took 
evident pleasure in having him [Wilhelm II] understand that he was not 
supreme, and that he must yield to the will of the Nation on any point as 
to which the Nation had decided views’.43

In this understanding, but also to some extent in reality, the monarchy 
became a programmatic institution, aligning itself with causes such as wel-
fare, the fleet, or colonialism. In particular the latter two projects obsessed 
the nationalist camp and were ideally suited to align the dynasty and the 
great things the German nation was to achieve in the future. This fusion 
of interests was not only achieved by concrete measures, but through an 
intense discourse in which the Kaiser often functioned as the one setting 
the tone. After all, Wilhelm II was the first German monarch to use politi-
cal speeches to rally the people behind his political programme.44 These 
Kaiserreden’s strong catchphrases suited the needs of the new mass media. 
The Kaiser’s speeches regularly set the parameters of national debates, as 
the monarch aspired to a decisive role in shaping political consensus in an 
increasingly complex society. That the Kaiser’s speeches were excessively 
criticized does not diminish their significance, but rather underlines the 
importance that contemporaries attributed to them.
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The increasingly critical reception of the speeches, in particular after 
the turn of the century, reflects not only their often controversial con-
tent, but also marks the collapse of the idea of the monarch as a modera-
tor of national discourse. Tellingly, this crisis regularly emerged along the 
fault-lines of the national and the dynastical. There were risks involved for 
the monarchy in such intense media coverage, characterized by the escha-
tological dimension of a media-driven programmatic monarchy with its 
high-flying goals associated with the monarch, and the almost boundless 
scrutinizing of the monarch’s person, who after the turn of the century 
featured in hundreds of caricatures. The famous scandals centring around 
the German Kaiser between 1906 and 1909, the Eulenburg scandal 
addressing allegedly homosexual courtiers, and the Daily Telegraph affair 
(the printing of Wilhelm  II’s diplomatically damaging statements), are 
not conceivable without the developments described. But they also reflect 
a growing uneasiness on the part of large sections of the German people 
over what they regarded as being in the national interest. At the height of 
Anglo-German tension and the ensuing crisis of Wilhelm II’s monarchy in 
the Daily Telegraph affair even conservative newspapers began question-
ing the monarch’s national loyalties: ‘The German Kaiser should not be 
the personal friend of England or any other power but he should be the 
friend of the German nation.’45

In the two scandals the press applied clear parameters for performance 
on the royal stage. Aspects of the relation of monarch and mass media—
such as which newspapers the monarch read or how his advisors chan-
nelled the communication between monarch and people—came to be 
seen as essentially political issues.46 The scandals, damaging as they had 
been for the monarchy and in particular for the personal reputation of 
Wilhelm II, reconfirmed the relevance of the communicative space emerg-
ing around the monarch in Wilhelmine Germany. In some respects the 
monarchy’s now apparently overstretched position stemmed from the 
very tension between well-developed participatory demands and a more 
sober monarchic reality. Content wise, both scandals expressed the uneasi-
ness of a new right with what it regarded as the meagre results of the 
goals which stood central in Wilhelm II’s programmatic monarchy. While 
the journalist Harden, originally with rather liberal convictions, accused 
Wilhelm II of softness in his dealings with France, the nationalist camp in 
particular attacked the Kaiser’s alleged closeness to Britain—being the son 
of a British princess and grandson of Queen Victoria—and as being both 
nationally unreliable and an inefficient advocate of German interests.47 
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While the argument that an ‘audience’ supplanted the people vis-à-vis the 
mediatized monarch certainly has something to it, it obscures the fact that 
this very audience was still nationally defined. The scandals, however, also 
raised doubts about the assumed superiority of the German monarchical 
model, as one newspaper remarked: ‘The pride on the moral quality of 
our public life, which we have in mind when normally looking self-assured 
down on the degeneration of the leading circles in France and England, 
has been put into question. We see disdainful, sickly effeminate men who 
were part of the national leadership or at least stood close to it.’48

Scandals accentuated the advantages and disadvantages of different 
political systems and the national overtones they came with. Scandals 
intensified comparisons, but even now, only a few voices presented the 
United Kingdom as an example. Harden, in contrast to earlier statements 
now held affirmatively that ‘there are signs that the position of our monar-
chy will come close to the English one’.49 However, the influential intellec-
tual Ernst Horneffer phrased the opposition to this idea in lengthy words:

The German Emperor reduced to an empty formula, only a trimming of the 
German state? This would mean to neglect the very meaning of the German 
past, the spirit of a tradition of more than a thousand years. I must admit, 
if only out of defiance, I do not like to recommend the English ideal as the 
goal of our development.50

Others even argued that the English monarchy, which gained influence 
under Edward VII, and the strong role President Roosevelt played in the 
USA, would prove the need for a strong monarchy in Germany ‘because 
we think modern’.51

the liMits oF national integration 
through the Dynasty

Of course, in a European situation in which it was more the norm than 
the exception that ruling dynasties from Belgium and the Netherlands to 
Bulgaria and Rumania did not originate from the countries they ruled, 
national loyalty to the dynasty was sometimes controversial within the 
context of rising nationalism.52

But in Prussia and Germany, at least in its northern part, where gener-
ally little doubt as to the national credentials of the Hohenzollern dynasty 
prevailed, the problem was of a different order.53 The dynasty was charged 
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with achieving internal social integration and with finding a strong posi-
tion for Germany in a globalizing world. Wilhelm II accepted these tasks 
and set himself ambitious goals. The tensions arising from entrusting the 
monarch with a national agenda were aggravated, and to a certain extent 
caused, by the fact that the monarch provided the very communicative 
space in which new hyperbolic nationalist demands could be voiced. If we 
take a closer look at those groups voicing a new nationalist agenda going 
beyond what the Empire under Bismarck had achieved, we find numer-
ous pamphleteers, journalists who earlier on had invested considerable 
energy in defining a newly styled monarchy.54 Interestingly, those who 
had phrased such demands soon moved from criticizing certain actions of 
the monarch to questioning the very assumption of the monarchy, at least 
in its form at the time, as the type of government most in line with the 
traditions and particularly the needs of the new nation state.

Initial calls for the need for a true Führer, a leader of the nation, were 
voiced in the course of the Eulenburg scandal. The term leader was so 
popular also because it could refer both to the monarch or an alterna-
tive, no longer dynastically legitimized, contender.55 Yet, in both cases 
the term referred to a leader of the nation, a political figure whose legiti-
macy was derived from the followership of the nation. Briefly before the 
First World War, the well-known historian Friedrich Meinecke declared 
ambivalently: ‘We demand a leader for whom we may walk through the 
flames.’56 Hermann Oncken, also a historian, addressed the emperor at 
the same time as ‘Leader of the nation’, who would stand ‘right in the 
glaring light of the day […] at every moment visible and sought-after, 
observed and criticized, loved and reproached’.57 Heinrich Class’ book 
Wenn ich der Kaiser wär (If I Were the Emperor) had a whole chapter on 
the theme ‘Der Kaiser als Führer’ (‘The Emperor as Leader’).58 The mon-
arch could be a leader, but, as a growing strand of right-wing commenta-
tors stressed, he was only accepted under the assumption that he would 
justify the trust placed in him through political achievements. The notion 
of the Führer entailed the assumption that followership was voluntary 
and could be withdrawn as soon as the monarch no longer served the 
needs of the nation. Already in addressing the monarch as a leader, the 
shortcomings of the reigning monarch were stressed. The notion of the 
leader as a political alternative to the monarch was bound to the notion 
of the nation’s precedence over the ruler and dynasty. The pan-German 
right wing publicist Ernst von Reventlow, one of the fiercest critics of the 
Kaiser, expressed this sharply in 1906. Wilhelm II, he argued, acted too  

 M. KOHLRAUSCH



 99

much as a ‘Dynast’, a dynastic ruler, and not, as Edward VII in Britain, pref-
erentially in the national interest. Von Reventlow lamented: ‘Edward VII  
travels as representative of his nation and acts in her interest, quasi on 
behalf of her, while in the case of Wilhelm II the dynastic element is deci-
sive.’59 Another commentator positively described Edward as the ‘secret 
Emperor of England’.60

A much discussed pamphlet of the same year argued that the nation had 
the right to ‘push aside’ the Hohenzollerns without breaking the law if it 
no longer felt adequately represented. The future, the pamphlet’s author 
who certainly did not belong to the left camp, argued, would belong to 
democracy.61 As another commentator added in 1909, pomp and glam-
our of the court had distracted the emperor from his people. Yet there 
was, he argued, not only a rule by divine right but also a rule by the right 
of the people (Volksgnadentum).62 It was this new right which claimed 
democracy on national grounds, which challenged the Wilhelmine mon-
archy more directly after 1900 than the ‘classic’ social democratic threat. 
The challenge of the right was aggravated by the fact that it proved more 
difficult to suppress criticism from the right than from the left.

The uncoordinated attempts to answer this sort of critique by con-
necting the monarchy even more with the symbols of Weltpolitik hardly 
sufficed. On the contrary, these attempts elevated tensions in international 
politics considerably and exposed the monarchy to even more criticism.63 
It would be too easy to see the path to the First World War sketched out 
here. But the fact that in the decisive weeks and months of 1914 Wilhelm II  
was apparently neither willing nor any longer able to follow a more dynas-
tic logic instead of what he apparently perceived as a national logic is rather 
evident. His quote ‘I know no parties anymore, I know only Germans!’ of 
4 August 1914 in front of the Reichstag,64 regarded as perhaps the most 
successful of his uncounted sound bites, thus also included the Kaiser 
himself.

In 1913, briefly before the Great War, the Austrian writer Carl Techet 
held: ‘The future menacing with the most dreadful struggles does not 
seem to embody a threat for the Princes but rather strengthens their posi-
tion.’65 But it was doubtful what would happen if decades of accumu-
lated hatred would collapse on Europe. After all, the peoples had lived 
and sacrificed for nation and fatherland, not for their princes. Though the 
German monarchy survived four years of extreme warfare, indeed none of 
the dynasties, including the Hohenzollerns, would survive still ruling or in 
power by the end of the struggles and German defeat.
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conclusion: the european DiMension

This chapter has stressed the specifics of the German monarchy, stem-
ming from the tensions caused by the late establishment of a German 
nation state, and between political integration via the monarchy and the 
radicalization of German nationalism, but it has also suggested that these 
can only be understood in a transnational context. Of course, the notion 
of a specifically German model of monarchy only made sense when it was 
distinguished from other models associated with foreign countries. On 
the other hand, the structural changes to which the German monarchy 
reacted, such as the rise of mass media and political mobilization, were of 
a transnational order.

Historiography on nineteenth- and twentieth-century monarchies 
through a comparative perspective have always been foremost a history 
of constitutional differences. Even while acknowledging that political 
reality and constitution might differ considerably, this historiography still 
stressed qualitative differences between limited, constitutional monar-
chies like those in Britain or Belgium, and the more autocratic monarchies 
of Russia, Austria, and also Germany. Focusing on the relation of mass 
media and monarchy allows for a more complex picture, without doing 
away with the unquestionable implications the constitutional preroga-
tives had. The high expectations created through mediated communica-
tion between the traditional ruler and a modern public offered potential 
for disillusionment, but might also have served as a bridge to forms of 
political leadership which could do without dynastic legitimacy. In its 
alliance with the national movement, the Hohenzollerns, and Wilhelm II  
in particular, were simultaneously forging and competing with this 
movement. The figure of the Kaiser was the focal point for national loy-
alty and served indirectly to create a space for national political com-
munication. At the same time, and relatedly, the (democratic) potentials 
unleashed pointed beyond the dynasty. In the long run, the monarchy 
lost out. It did so due to the dramatic gap between Wilhelm II’s national 
visions—the glorious times (‘herrlich[e] Tag[e]’) he promised—and the 
many shortcomings of his political performance.66 But it also lost out 
because the German monarchy had to align itself more closely with an 
extremely dynamic national movement. Moreover, the immense integra-
tive needs of the only recently unified and internally diverse German 
nation, which were partially projected onto the monarchy, overburdened 
the institution.
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Was this thus a specifically Germany story? For the reasons given, the 
answer needs to be nuanced. After all, the monarchy placed itself and 
was placed—much more than other political institutions—in a European 
framework of comparison.67 Attention on the German Kaiser was wide-
spread outside Germany as well, albeit often with differing connotations. 
The fact that as soon as the First World War started the dynasty was pushed 
to the background reflected the ruler’s inability to meet these expectations. 
But this fact also reflected the rise of a new, more radical nationalism. This 
strand of national identification questioned more decisively what the ruler 
had achieved for the nation. Ernst Jünger, the famous nationalist chronicler 
of the German front experience, for example, demanded that the monarch 
stand the test in military action himself.68 Indeed, after the war, such com-
ments escalated in the intense and long debates on Wilhelm II’s ‘deser-
tion’ and national betrayal.69 Unsurprisingly, the topic of Wilhelm  II’s  
‘international descent’ was also raised again by the nationalist camp and 
served as a confirmation that the Kaiser allegedly had never really felt nor 
acted as a German.70

During the First World War the Germans began to doubt quickly if 
Wilhelm II was still an adequate representative of their nation. In many 
respects, Hindenburg soon took over the public role of the monarch. The 
entente camp, however, did not hesitate about how to personalize the 
German enemy. This happened predominantly, and apparently effectively, 
through visually evoking the Kaiser. Thousands of caricatures, songs, and 
pamphlets portrayed a bearded monster with an eagle helmet, the Beast of 
Berlin, as an American film had it, and thus combined national character-
istics and the dynasty more effectively than the Kaiser was ever able to do. 
Advertising lines like ‘An Amazing Exposé of the Intimate Life of the Mad 
Dog of Europe’ (for the film The Beast of Berlin) do not only testify to 
the dynamics of war propaganda but also to the global celebrity status of 
Wilhelm II, which was a precondition for the effectiveness of such propa-
ganda. Overall, this combination reflected the transnational mechanisms 
in which an authoritarian monarchy was perceived not only as a symbol, 
but a logical consequence, of the detested German character.71

When, in 1917, the famous author H. G. Wells published his booklet 
In the Fourth Year, a staunch plea for erecting an anti-imperialist League 
of Nations to end the war and forestall future wars, he added a chapter 
on ‘The Future of Monarchy’. He argued that the German Kaiser had 
not only unleashed the war, but had destroyed the ‘Teutonic’ monarchic 
system—based on marriages of families of mostly German descent—that 
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had dominated Europe throughout the nineteenth century. This system, 
he argued, was meant to maintain peace, but was structurally unable to 
do so due to its ties to German authoritarianism. As a consequence, Wells 
demanded a complete ‘Anglicization’ of the dynasty in Britain—which 
had rebranded itself ‘Windsor’ during the war—as a precondition for its 
survival: ‘The security of the British monarchy lies in such a courageous 
severance of its destinies from the Teutonic dynastic system.’ After all, 
Wells underlined, ‘We have fought in this war for Belgium, for France, 
for general freedom, for civilization and the whole future of mankind, far 
more than for ourselves. We have not fought for a king.’72

Wells’ argument re-emphasizes the need to understand the nationaliza-
tion of dynasties and the influence of dynasties on nation building as a 
process that was not confined to a single country. This chapter has shown, 
for the example of Kaiser Wilhelm II, how the establishment of a media-
tized monarchy generated a specifically intense fusion of the nation and 
dynasty. The dynamics unleashed in this process could not be controlled 
by the monarch and decisively contributed to the end of the monarchy in 
Germany.
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CHAPTER 6

The Comparative Endurance and Legacy 
of Morocco’s Royal Nation

David Mednicoff

IntroductIon

If royal nations in the form of ruling monarchies seem passé, Islamic legiti-
mation has proven significant for contemporary political systems in the 
Arab world. The notion that a postcolonial government needed to pass 
muster as ‘Islamic’ might have seemed archaic in the ashes of the pre-
modern caliphate and the Ottoman Empire a mere 50 years ago. Yet Arab 
efforts to frame national identity largely in non-religious terms foundered 
for political reasons that had to do with the highly authoritarian nature 
and tactics of most colonial and postcolonial Arab governments. In the 
wake of secular Arab nationalist leaders like Egypt’s Gamal abd-el-Nasser, 
the late 1970s ushered in an ongoing era of Arab politics in which political 
contestation framed around Islam is central.

Remarkably, the Arab political systems that currently appear most stable 
are monarchies, and, more specifically, monarchies that have tied their 
nationalist ideology persistently to Islamic symbols and regime forms. 
Morocco, the Arab world’s western terminus, has deployed this strategy 
arguably most successfully. While Moroccan politics have included state 
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coercion, Islamic political framing has been too constant to be ignored. 
What is the nature and political legacy of Morocco’s Islamic royal nation?

This chapter addresses this question directly. While it was by no means 
inevitable that the Moroccan monarchy would endure as the country’s 
prime postcolonial political institution, its conscious branding by the 
nationalist elite as the symbol of authentic political identity in the 1940s 
and 1950s gave it space to reinvent itself. This, in turn, allowed the succes-
sion of Morocco’s three postcolonial kings to reconfigure Islamic political 
symbols for prophylaxis against the level of Islamist opposition and inter-
related government repression that have marred recent politics in most 
Arab states.

I proceed below to discuss the tendentious origins of the modern 
Moroccan state, highlighting how the postcolonial monarchy injected 
Islamic symbolism and pluralism into its constitutions and general politics 
to help its control, to consider possible transnational dimensions, and to 
ponder its broader relevance. The overall thrust of this discussion is nei-
ther to praise nor bury Morocco’s Islamist monarchy, but rather to inter-
rogate the possible contemporary relevance of political identity based on 
an official triad of ‘God, the Nation, the King’.

the Phenomenon: An unexPected contemPorAry 
IslAmIst monArchy?

When Morocco moved towards independence from the French following 
the Second World War, nationalist activists hardly suspected that postcolo-
nial politics would centre around a ruling king.1 Through a peculiar anti- 
colonial struggle, the form of which was hardly inevitable, Muhammed V,  
the occupant of Morocco’s long-ruling ‘Alawi dynasty, became the sym-
bol of national independence for his country, reinvigorating, and re- 
Islamicizing, what easily could have been an antiquated polity.

The ‘Alawi dynasty began in 1672, continuing a series of patrilin-
eal dynasties that had kept Morocco mostly autonomous from Middle 
Eastern-based Arab or Ottoman rule. The ‘Alawis developed a style of 
rule based on fusing two strands of Islamic affiliation common in preco-
lonial Morocco. On the one hand, each ‘Alawi as a sharif, a descendant 
of the prophet Muhammed, combined aristocratic and religious status. 
Conversely, the ‘Alawis incorporated into their pattern of rule rituals 
of obedience from elites drawn from folk religious traditions revolving 
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around saintly figures. This dual Islamic legitimation may have served the 
dynasty well before French colonialism, but seemed an unlikely basis for 
a modern nation.

This comported with the apparent French perspective during the colo-
nial period. The formal French mechanism for taking control of Morocco 
in 1912 was a Protectorate treaty between France and the ‘Alawi sultan 
that left the latter formally in control. The French left the ‘Alawis in titular 
charge of Morocco with little evident concern that the old dynasty threat-
ened their interests. Until the outbreak of popular Moroccan anti-colonial 
sentiment, the ‘Alawi sultans cooperated with French rule.

A French historian during the colonial period summed up what must 
have seemed a sage assessment of the dynasty’s weakness:

This politics, turned towards the past in its methods and narrow present in 
its goals, prevented any large plan or future vision. ‘Alawite Morocco was 
unable to take advantage of its final period of total isolation to reform itself. 
Despite its continuity, adroitness and specific merits, this impoverished con-
servative politics could not result in anything but failures.2

If French colonial ideology and history discredited the idea that Moroccan 
national identity existed before the Protectorate,3 the ‘‘Alawi’ formula 
for political legitimation had not created an unbreakable bond among 
Moroccans. There seemed little reason to believe that a precolonial, pre-
modern dynasty held relevance in the twentieth century. That is, until the 
aged dynasty earned a new lease on life. As in other anti-colonial strug-
gles, a mass political party coordinated Morocco’s independence struggle. 
The Istiqlal (Independence) Party naturally sought a symbol in its early 
organization stages in the 1930s to focus Moroccans’ frustration with the 
French and willingness to push for their ouster. Because the ‘Alawi sul-
tanate’s actual power seemed unthreatening to the Istiqlal, it publicized 
Sultan Muhammed, to exemplify how France subordinated indigenous 
Moroccan symbols.

Yet Sultan Muhammed, as well as the Istiqlal, gained boldness after the 
Second World War. If the French evinced little postwar intention of leav-
ing Morocco easily, the Istiqlal agitated vocally for full independence. The 
‘Alawi sultan joined these calls expressing increasingly open public sympa-
thy with the Istiqlal. Unable to dominate the ‘Alawi they had appointed as 
their symbolic source of local legitimacy, French officials deposed Sultan 
Muhammed in August of 1953, claiming that a rural Moroccan sharif had 
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spearheaded a populist revolt against Muhammed’s authority. The French 
move to replace the sultan came after assiduous efforts to imprison or exile 
most of the Istiqlal’s leadership. But these French actions only served to 
enrage Moroccans and to infuse greater popular legitimacy into the now- 
martyred Sultan Muhammed, whose exile was portrayed by the Istiqlal as 
a symbol of the repressed dignity and autonomy of the Moroccan people. 
The independence struggle intensified into a series of religious protests, 
economic boycotts, and armed attacks.

The Sultan’s deposition and exile created a symbolic focal point 
for Moroccan nationalism, concretizing Istiqlali efforts to build up 
Muhammed’s image as the essence of Morocco’s independence hopes, 
although party members assumed the sultanate had little place in postco-
lonial governance. The Istiqlal depicted its campaign to end Muhammed’s 
forced deposition as the ‘revolution of the king and the people’.4 
Meanwhile, France faced a much more violent situation in its colony to 
the east, Algeria, which it was determined to hold. Retaining Morocco as 
a French Protectorate in light of the solidity of Moroccans’ opposition was 
no longer an option for an overtaxed postwar French system.

The French began negotiations with Muhammed, culminating in the 
sultan’s triumphant return to his homeland on 16 November, 1955, and 
full Moroccan independence the following March. Muhammed’s return 
from exile was a landmark of twentieth-century Moroccan history, and the 
power of symbolic politics more generally. According to one scholar, ‘rejoic-
ing nearly reduced the country to anarchy.’5 Stepping forth from one of his 
palaces, Muhammed was greeted by crowds numbering over a million.6 
He praised God and thanked his people for their fidelity, striking a com-
plex mélange of nationalism, religion, and paternalism that would become 
major leitmotifs of the soon-to-be king and his sons who succeeded him.

The ‘Alawi dynasty was back with new life and mass support. But 
would it be able to govern a newly independent postcolonial state? Now 
king, Muhammed V wasted little time theorizing an answer. He moved 
quickly to establish ruling authority, ceding little to the Istiqlal party, 
and using his symbolic popularity to build on prior French political cen-
tralization during the colonial period. The new Moroccan king built on 
three legacies from French rule to ground political control. First, the 
French, and concurrent Istiqlali, strategy of assuming the legitimacy of 
the ‘Alawi dynasty helped the status of a member of that dynasty deter-
mined to actually govern, especially after the French exile that amplified 
his symbolic legitimacy. Muhammed V’s second legacy from French rule 

 D. MEDNICOFF



 113

was the Protectorate officials’ governance tactics of co-opting and divid-
ing local political elites. French rulers consistently deployed this strategy, 
which built on less explicit precolonial ‘Alawi patterns of rule. Ironically, 
the postcolonial Moroccan king’s third legacy from the French was the 
strong nationalist sentiment Moroccans shared because of Protectorate 
officials’ mistakes in their actual practice of ‘divide and rule’. These mis-
takes, including Muhammed’s exile, aided the Istiqlal’s ability to mobilize 
Moroccans under its broad independence banner.

If French colonialism’s legacy helped Muhammed  V consolidate 
authority, Morocco’s comparatively peaceful independence struggle pro-
vided an incentive for good relations with France. This is significant in that 
the ruling monarchy, which Muhammed and his successors institutional-
ized, fused centralized control drawn from postwar French Republics, and 
revitalized Islamic rule in a series of modern constitutional documents 
that represented joint Franco-Moroccan effort.

Moroccan constitutionalism was a major component of the reign of 
Muhammed  V’s successor, son Hassan  II.  When Morocco’s ‘authentic 
popular hero’7 died unexpectedly in 1961 from complications after sur-
gery, his 31-year-old heir faced long odds for ruling monarchs who were 
losing their thrones throughout postcolonial Africa and Asia. Yet Hassan 
consolidated his rule, remained in power for 38 years until his death, and 
passed on without challenge political power to his son, who has ruled the 
country for over 16 years as King Muhammed VI.

Thus, Morocco’s monarchy consolidated control through strategies 
that built both on mistakes and remnants of French rule. Basically, the 
king fused contemporary state institution-building, constitutionalism, and 
coercion, but with Islamic symbolic political manipulation (henceforth 
SPM) as a common thread.8 The next section elaborates Morocco’s ongo-
ing Islamist nationalism, as it has grown and faced changing socio-political 
conditions in the Middle East and beyond.

‘God, the nAtIon, the KInG’: morocco’s 
nAtIonAlIst Glue

When Muhammed V died, postcolonial regimes eschewed kings in favour 
of secular military or party-based systems. Morocco in 1961 was domi-
nated by both institutions, with military leaders and Istiqlal and splin-
ter party elites building themselves up to dominate the country’s politics. 
New king Hassan had both strong party and military leaders to contend 
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with in the first 15 years of his rule; his father had only partially weakened 
the Istiqlal during his brief rule. Hassan almost lost his throne, and his life, 
in coup attempts from 1971 to 1972.

Despite this, the legacy of comparatively non-violent transition from 
French colonialism, and Western powers’ predilection towards connect-
ing with countries that eschewed a non-aligned or state-managed social-
ist agenda, intensified ties between Morocco and Paris, as well as other 
Western capitals, under Hassan  II, who allied with the West early into 
his reign.9 This, in turn, built on legacies of French colonialism noted 
above and helped Hassan to streamline control. Morocco’s steady links 
to Western powers allowed easy movement for both people and goods 
between Morocco and Europe. It also lessened the unpredictability and 
coercion that characterized Arab governments with bolder anti-Western 
nationalist ideologies and low integration to the global economy, such as 
Egypt, Iraq, or Syria.

Hassan II hardly eschewed coercion.10 Indeed, his first decades of rule 
are known as the ‘years of lead’ for the assassinations, arrests, notorious 
political prisons, and other forms of intimidation against anti- monarchical 
activists, which increased after the coup attempts of the early 1970s. 
Morocco’s secure relations with France and other Western powers fea-
tured steady economic and political links to the monarchy, facilitating gov-
ernment coercion.

Links to Morocco’s closest Western ally had a softer political influence 
in helping the Moroccan king formalize his regime. Complementing the 
throne’s use of coercion against leftist and army challengers, the top-down 
promulgation of a series of constitutions approved by popular referen-
dum codified the monarchy’s power in a manner that drew from France. 
The French constitution of 1958 that influenced Morocco’s first post-
colonial constitution, through the means of French and French-trained 
jurists among the king’s advisors, shared a strong executive, a Parliament 
with restricted power, and an emphasis on citizen referenda as a means 
of limiting elected officials’ power.11 In short, Morocco adapted, with 
French expert help, a constitutional skeleton that, in its centralized and 
semi- presidential nature, could accommodate a strong king, analogous to 
France’s president, ruling alongside a weaker prime minister.

Onto this recognizably European constitutional skeleton, Hassan and 
his advisors added Islamist national flesh that merged Western politico-legal 
forms with reinvented religio-nationalist norms. In effect, the Moroccan 
constitution of 1962 and its successors under Hassan (1970, 1972, 1992, 
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and 1996) adapted France’s dual-authority semi-presidentialism to set up 
a king and parallel government. Simultaneously, the document attempted 
to stack the system in the king’s favour by investing him with nationalist 
and religious authority.

Constitutional provisions that fused nationalism, Islam and the mon-
archy, and a broad insertion of the monarchy into Moroccan political life, 
include first of all the designation of the country’s official slogan as ‘God, 
the Nation, the King’. Further parts were the innovation for a postcolo-
nial state of the claim that the king is the ‘Commander of the Faithful’ 
(amir-el-mu’minin, a term for the head of the premodern Arab Islamic 
political community); the inviolability of the king and his status as the 
state’s main representative; the established provision for patrilineal succes-
sion; the king’s powers to conduct foreign relations, promulgate law, and 
declare a state of emergency; his authority over the cabinet and the army; 
and his ability to pardon convicted criminals.

These considerable royal powers not only put the monarchy at the cen-
tre of Moroccan political power, but connected it to Islam. Article 19 of 
the set of constitutions in place under Hassan II12 summarizes these vari-
ous themes well:

The King, Commander of the Faithful (amir el-mu’minin), supreme repre-
sentative of the nation, guarantor of the eternity and the continuity of the 
State, supervises respect for Islam and the Constitution. He is the protector 
of rights and freedoms for citizens, social groups and mass organizations.

Hassan II did not simply add royal powers to the French-inspired con-
stitutions he promulgated to sacralize a contemporary polity. He worked 
to institutionalize and routinize the Islamic side of the Moroccan mon-
archy. Using the term amir el-mu’minin was a step in this direction; it 
was not something that other Arab leaders dared. Hassan II coupled this 
with concrete scheduled symbolic events, including sacrificing a ram on 
behalf of the Moroccan nation for a major annual Islamic holiday; hold-
ing a formal allegiance (bey’a) ceremony in which representative elites 
renew their fealty to the throne garbed in white ceremonial robes; presid-
ing over religious conferences (the ‘Hassanian lectures’) during the holy 
month of Ramadan; and underscoring his dynasty’s continuity from 1672 
and descent from the Prophet Muhammed. Hassan’s efforts to imbue his 
throne with quasi-religious, neo-papal legitimacy only increased after the 
1971 and 1972 coup attempts.
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Indeed, in the wake of these challenges, the Moroccan king undertook 
his broadest effort to unite in large swaths of the population the fusion 
he developed of neo-religious sentiment, nationalism, and monarchy. In 
1974, Spain began pulling out of territories it had occupied in the Western 
Sahara desert south-west of Morocco that would be subject to a United 
Nations (UN) referendum and possible self-determination. Not only did 
these territories have potentially valuable coastline and phosphate depos-
its, they could be argued to be historically Moroccan.

As soon as the Spanish raised the issue of what might become of the 
territories, Hassan  II, emphasizing his role as the head of the coun-
try’s foreign policy, mobilized the Moroccan elite around the need for 
Moroccan control over the Western Sahara. This was a prelude to whip-
ping the country into a nationalist frenzy around retaking the Western 
Sahara for Morocco, culminating in a bold mass-mobilization that served 
a dual goal of encumbering international efforts to keep the territories free 
of Moroccan control and associating the monarchy with a quasi-sacred 
nationalist cause, as in 1956. With careful coordination of national and 
local officials, Hassan paved the way for a group of 350,000 Moroccans 
from throughout the country to embody Morocco’s determination to 
annex the Western Sahara by walking from south-western Morocco to the 
territorial frontier en masse. The number was chosen in principle because 
it represented the number of Moroccans born each year at the time, and 
in practice, because it was perhaps the largest group that could be sus-
tained.13 Hassan chose the colour green, symbolizing Islam, further fusing 
nationalism and faith.

The 1975 Green March included more than 350,000 Moroccans, 
accompanied by 20,000 soldiers. The marchers arrived in the territories 
without incident, and with the rapt attention of Moroccans and much 
global media; Hassan then ordered them to turn back. With this clear 
demonstration of Moroccan national will, the Spanish withdrew from the 
Western Sahara with a vague self-determination formula that put off a 
planned referendum until Morocco could participate in organizing it. In 
practice, this left the area a combat zone, with Moroccan troops entering 
immediately, and eventually establishing Moroccan de facto control after a 
bloody, long-standing conflict. The Green March is acknowledged within 
Morocco as a pivotal point in the regime’s history.14 By launching it, 
Hassan followed his father’s model—he found a nationalist cause that he 
himself could embody. Soon after the king focused Moroccans’ attention 
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on the Western Sahara, government-sponsored media began referring to 
Hassan as ‘the Reunifier’; 5 November became an annual national holiday.

Much of the power of the Green March as mass political theatre came 
from the king’s conscious choice of an action that would amplify sev-
eral central features of Moroccan popular identity. Obviously, the march 
was strong SPM, pushing Moroccans who had experienced first-hand the 
struggle for independence to act out the event of recovering territory from 
European occupiers. Hassan overlaid territorial nationalism with Islamic 
identity and role-playing. Not only did Green March participants carry 
Qur’ans; many draped themselves with parchment containing Qur’anic 
verses or national flags. By physically dressing up as Islam beating back 
the Western invaders or Morocco liberating itself from modern imperial-
ism, marchers embodied central religious and nationalist tropes. It is thus 
not surprising that, for some, the march’s success had religious signifi-
cance,15 which state media linked to Hassan’s constitutional status as head 
of Moroccan Islam.

The Green March helped restabilize, and perhaps resacralize, the 
Moroccan monarchy, after over a decade of secular party and military plots 
against it. Yet the regime’s Islamic self-inflation was not a claim that the 
country’s politics were a theocratic throwback to an earlier era. Islamic 
SPM was instead part of a broader political theory of contemporary mon-
archy that, according to the king, combined traditional local legitimacy 
with the attributes of Western democratic theory. Hassan defended his 
claim to be Commander of the Faithful as a religio-political social con-
tract. He discussed this claim in a book intended for Moroccan and French 
elites, as follows:

The commitment of the Commander of the Believers is to protect and pro-
mote the law, conforming to its letter in religious matters and conforming 
faithfully to its principles for worldly affairs. On the other hand, on the part 
of the believers, the contract of allegiance expects their fidelity and obedi-
ence to the person who holds legitimate authority. This is conditioned on 
the ruler’s satisfaction of the criteria connected to his method of designa-
tion and to his demonstration of the capacity to carry out the duties of his 
mission. […] The Commander of the Faithful must watch over the proper 
function of institutions.16

Hassan claimed to have adapted this theory from classical Islamic 
jurisprudence:
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This [set of duties just enumerated] corresponds to the list of duties estab-
lished by classical jurists, a list which encompasses maintaining the religion 
within the limits of principles fixed by a consensus of the most ancient 
Muslims. These principles are to defend the nation, to build respect for and 
apply law, to watch over public morality, to watch over the proper execution 
of court rulings, to expect competence of everyone in public administration, 
to keep abreast of economic politics and finance in order to encourage a 
spirit of morality in business and to discourage obstacles to personal initia-
tive. Thus, my duties are those of a chief of state.17

While eliding classical Islamic political theory and his throne’s legitimacy, 
Hassan also connects his politics of an Islamic state (imamate) to Western 
social contract theory:

The contract of the imamate is more comprehensive than the historical types 
of contracts thought up by theorists like Locke, Hobbes or Rousseau. These 
revitalized ideas, renewed today notably by John Rawls and the discussions 
around his Theory of Justice, don’t embrace the broader aspects of the con-
tract of the imamate. This is even the case if one concedes a richer social 
understanding of these ideas, taking into account modern political think-
ing on the classical theorists. The important distinction is in the area of 
the bey’a, a reciprocal contract between the Emir and the community of 
believers. It is a contract of mutual confidence, which establishes institutions 
along with promoting peace and equity. We have at our disposal the same 
procedures of the rule of law. Yet Islam […] makes use of a law independent 
of human power and doesn’t grant sovereign power to anyone, since God is 
the only Sovereign. This bilateral contract that I’ve just invoked, a contract 
of allegiance, creates a state under the ambit of law, the sense and direction 
of which is determined by jurists.18

Hassan’s arguments suggest a deliberate effort to situate the regime in 
an idea of kingship that functions on both quasi-religious and contem-
porary secular political registers. Such an effort, pursued through state 
bureaucracy and coercion, helped sustain a monarchy that corresponded 
somewhat with Moroccans’ self-image of bridging the Arab world and 
the West, in turn appearing palatable to Western leaders. Indeed, this 
latter point helps explain the monarchy’s determination to be explicitly 
constitutional.

If the regime’s political theory fits somewhat with secular government, 
its Islamic dimensions have provided insulation from, and enabled the 
regime to justify forceful tactics against, anti-state Islamist political activ-
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ism that has characterized Arab politics increasingly in recent decades. 
Morocco never faced the level of Islamic opposition that provoked 
Algeria’s civil war or massive state crackdowns in Tunisia or Egypt. Rather, 
Islamist movements were either repressed before they could become large, 
co-opted into broader politics, or, more recently, allowed to emerge as the 
country’s governing party.

In all cases, the king has retained political control. The failure of Islamist 
movements to destabilize the regime could have had mostly to do with 
the monarchy’s constant Islamic self-legitimation, its security institutions, 
or Morocco’s broader pattern of political party competition because of its 
French-style dual authority system.19 Either way, the monarchy has not 
faced an existential threat from Islamists, and largely avoided the pattern 
of increasing repression from the early 2000s into the 2011 uprisings of 
its Arab peers, despite its potentially vulnerable transition from Hassan II 
to Muhammed VI after the former’s death in 1999.

Along with resort to coercion when necessary to solidify control, and 
fusing non-religious and Islamic nationalism, the Moroccan monarchy’s 
use of political pluralism has been among its signal features. The regime 
has permitted the widest range of political parties and unions of any 
postcolonial pre-2011 Arab state. Yet Moroccan multi-partyism has not 
decreased the monarchy’s self-ascribed centrality, largely because of the 
motivation and tactics it pursued with respect to party pluralism.

Since the Istiqlal was both Morocco’s pre-eminent anti-colonial move-
ment and the major threat to ‘Alawi postcolonial primacy, Hassan fol-
lowed his father Muhammed V’s lead in seeking to water down the party’s 
influence. This turned into a longer-term strategy of maintaining party 
pluralism by (1) co-opting parties with autonomous bases of support like 
the Istiqlal, and (2) fostering the emergence of political parties of expedi-
ence consisting of elites beholden to the regime. The consistency of this 
royal strategy during the nearly four decades of Hassan’s rule meant that 
autonomous parties lost credibility over time and parties of convenience 
generally dissipated and were recreated. Thus, numbers of Moroccan 
political organizations have been high but their salience low.

Hassan II was able to achieve this strategy of managed pluralism not 
only by dividing the political elite, but also by taking advantage of the 
dual political system he established constitutionally, and making broad 
appeals to Moroccans to rise above politics. The constancy of this theme 
in his speeches coincided with media, at least tolerated by the throne, 
which poked fun of political figures and portrayed them as self-serving.20 
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The combined effect of broad cynicism towards particular political figures 
and central strategies of political divisiveness reinforced an odd duality 
in which Moroccan parties and Parliament have been perhaps the most 
open and long-standing in the Arab world, while never posing any real 
challenge to the king’s authority. French-inspired constitutionalism, direct 
royal appeals to quasi-sacred status within a secular polity, and a history of 
controlled dual-authority multi-party political pluralism have thus com-
bined to reinforce Morocco’s ruling monarchy.

A revItAlIzed, reInvented rulInG monArchy 
In morocco: WhAt KInd of royAl nAtIon?

A common frame for analysing the world’s few remaining ruling mon-
archies is that they are archaic and dying forms of government, as 
Samuel Huntington argued decades ago, and with particular reference to 
Morocco.21 This is based implicitly on a model of political evolution derived 
from Western Europe, where ruling monarchs gave way to parliamentary 
democracies, and the USA, where an elected president emerged after an 
anti-monarchical revolution. If the inevitable decline of ruling monarchs is 
a starting point, remaining kings need to be explained as exceptions. Given 
the Middle Eastern concentration of remaining ruling monarchies, this 
may suggest ideas of Arab cultural exceptionalism or, in the Gulf region, 
oil wealth-funded political apathy to an outmoded form of government.

Perhaps a less Western-centric approach is that Arab monarchies like 
Morocco satisfy political functions or processes, such as postcolonial state- 
building or strategic planning, that regimes more generally have deployed 
for survival.22 Yet one can take a step further and ask what a reinvented 
ruling monarchy like Morocco’s says about comparative political history 
more broadly, if we deploy it as a model for generalization, rather than 
as an exception to be explained. Asking the question this way neither 
endorses the system nor turns a blind eye to the coercive and contingent 
way that modern Moroccan ‘Alawis realized renewed political control.

In terms of what the Moroccan monarchy suggests about royal and 
other political history more broadly, the system’s recent legacy is enlight-
ening. In the 16 years that Muhammed VI has ruled Morocco as its third 
postcolonial king, three major socio-political developments stand out, in 
comparison with other Arab states. These are (1) the regime’s relative 
continued resilience, (2) the period of public stock-taking for some of 
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Hassan  II’s human rights abuses, and (3) an increase in civil rights for 
Morocco’s women and indigenous (Berber) people.

The starting point for possible lessons from a still-ruling monarchy like 
Morocco’s is its continued survival after the seismic regional events of 
2011. Unlike the oil monarchies, Muhammed VI had no major financial 
incentives to offer millions of Moroccans at the moment in which socio- 
political discontent with economically challenged authoritarian systems 
throughout the Arab world exploded.

Nonetheless, the king could take stock in one accomplishment in his 
first decade of power, a reduction in Morocco’s overall poverty rate from 
16.2 to less than 9 per cent of the population, no small achievement in a 
country of over 30 million people and no petrodollars.23 Neither poverty 
reduction, nor Muhammed VI’s self-applied symbolic title of ‘King of the 
Poor’, stopped inequality between haves and have-nots, or a stratospheric 
growth of the monarchy’s wealth, with little public accountability.24 At 
the same time, the main Arab uprising states, Egypt, Tunisia, and Yemen, 
lacked Morocco’s level of tangible progress against poverty in the run-up 
to 2011.

The king did face significant protests and calls for greater separation of 
powers soon after Tunisia and Egypt overthrew their leaders. In response, 
he promulgated a new constitution and submitted it to a national referen-
dum, as his father had done. This 2011 constitution, unlike earlier ones, 
was exclusively a product of Moroccan advisors, but retained its earlier 
emphasis on connecting contemporary power and quasi-traditional sacred 
status in the monarchy. To deter challenges to the king’s actual political 
power, the 2011 constitution separates the king’s religious and political 
functions into two distinct articles, where previously they had been one. 
Several years after the new constitution, the monarchy appears to have 
weathered the 2011 storm. The Arab world has snapped back into a pat-
tern of reaction, rather than revolution, where many fear civil war and 
massive misery as in Syria. This is not to say that all Moroccans favour the 
monarchy’s present level of control, but instead that the monarchy contin-
ues to be a central, generally accepted core of the government.

The monarchy’s resilience has been based on two sets of initiatives around 
political accountability and pluralism that elucidate Morocco’s potential 
comparative lessons. One initiative happened early in Muhammed  VI’s  
reign, when the king provided the first example in the Arab world of 
a public accounting for past human rights abuses. In 2004 and 2005, 
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Morocco’s Equity and Reconciliation Commission determined the status 
of 742 individuals who were subject to strong coercion under Hassan II’s 
reign, compensating their families in most instances. While the commis-
sion, known as the IER, did not name, or pursue prosecutions against, 
individual state agents, its existence represented the first instance of a 
political system in the contemporary Arab world admitting accountabil-
ity for rights abuses. This was remarkable given that the IER was not 
investigating a prior political system, but the previous ruler of the system 
in place. The IER showed that the king could retain control, but use his 
political resources to distance himself both from leaders outside of the 
royal family, and even, selectively, from his father.

The IER functioned in a broader environment of managed political 
rights that also encompassed improved status for women and the coun-
try’s indigenous linguistic and ethnic Berber peoples. This happened 
through two major sets of legal reforms, the mudawwana change in 2004, 
and gradual steps to legalize and embrace Amazigh, the dominant Berber 
language, from 2001 onwards. Similar to the IER, Morocco’s family code 
reform is unique both in its demonstration of a controlled pluralistic pro-
cess and its outcome in comparison to other Arab states. In response to 
mobilization by women’s and other activist groups against Morocco’s 
paternalistic marriage and other conservative Islamic family practices, the 
king felt pressured to oversee a major overhaul in the country’s family 
code. The reform process, which resulted in more egalitarian protections 
for women in marriage and divorce, and made polygyny more difficult, 
notably brought together religious and non-religious activist groups.25

These significant legal changes early in Muhammed VI’s reign paralleled 
changes in cultural and linguistic pluralism. Since the French attempted 
unsuccessfully to shore up their colonial authority in the 1930s by dividing 
Morocco’s indigenous non-Arabic speaking Berbers from the Arab urban 
elites, Morocco’s politics of Berber identity have been tricky. The national-
ist movement united its primarily urban-based Arab leaders with influen-
tial Berbers from the more rural parts of Morocco; yet the latter sided with 
the monarchy in post-1956 politics, given their concern around excessive 
Arabization and urban influence. Hassan II worked constantly to co-opt 
Berbers, while also pushing the image of a united, variegated, national cul-
ture. Despite this, demands for official recognition of Berber language and 
culture percolated, alarming a political system aware of the combustible 
nature of Berber-Arab politics in neighbouring Algeria.26 In this context, 
Muhammed VI acted quickly after assuming the throne to stay ahead of 
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the Berber issue, by endorsing Amazigh as a key component of Moroccan 
identity in a 2001 speech, and creating in 2002 a large national centre to 
foster and manage Amazigh culture. Following the institutionalization of 
this well-funded centre, Amazigh became an official language of instruc-
tion in elementary schools in 2003. The monarchy’s politics of co-option 
did not forestall autonomous Berber activism, in the form of a Berber 
party that was founded with Amazigh in its name, contrary to a national 
law prohibiting parties with ethnic titles. Although this party, the PDAM, 
was suppressed, regime concerns about possible Berber anti-state activism 
as the Arab uprisings began helped fuel a significant addition to the 2011 
constitution. Article 5 reads: ‘Amazigh constitutes an official language 
of the State, in its status as common heritage to all Moroccans without 
exception.’27

What do Morocco’s recent comparative regional successes in political 
stability, past regime accountability, and marginal increase in plural rights 
suggest of possibly general value with respect to Morocco’s contemporary 
royal nation? Three lessons stand out. These are the Moroccan monar-
chy’s comparative political resources that help explain its relative plural-
ism, the transnational contributions to, and appeal of, the monarchy, and 
the irony of this transnational appeal in a contemporary age that tends to 
regard the royal nation as passé.

On the first issue of ‘Alawi resources, the utility of an analytical frame 
such as the royal nation lies in its sidestep of a one-dimensional, if com-
mon, view of the Moroccan regime as either anti-democratic or optimally 
stable. A focus on the monarchy as a set of contingent, accumulated, con-
tested political resources underscores that the royal nation is dynamic, 
rather than either culturally essential or repressively artificial. Prime among 
the Moroccan monarchy’s comparative political resources is enhanced 
access to claims of historical continuity. The presumption of legitimacy 
for the core of a polity that traces its roots back hundreds of years is not 
unique to Morocco’s monarchy, but applies to countries like the UK and 
the USA. One of the signal features of a contemporary royal nation, then, 
may be that the significance of the throne is not that distinct from a non- 
ruling monarch, or a long-standing constitution, in a Western country. 
In all three cases, an established political structure’s long-term continuity 
may help stabilize a contemporary polity, even if the continuity is symbolic 
and contestable. Another key facet of the Moroccan monarchy’s political 
resources is its status as the dominant partner in the country’s dual author-
ity system. By distancing itself from elected parliaments and ministers, the 
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throne preserves the idea that it acts in the best interests of the country 
overall, even as it hoards power. In this, it is again similar to other polities 
that maintain a relatively unaccountable piece of authority that is wielded 
ostensibly in the broad public interest, such as the unelected federal court 
system in the USA. Of course, even if it has evinced a gradual political 
loosening in the past 50 years, the Moroccan monarchy’s accumulated 
power is far from democratic. It is, rather, a relative political constant that 
has resorted frequently to blaming particular policies on parties or people 
in the elected legislature, thereby increasing its room to manoeuvre.

The Moroccan throne portrays the country as a royal nation, and itself 
as the institution that embodies the overall national interest and the inter-
est of national Islam. With the self-aggrandizing contrast it has drawn con-
sistently between itself and the more parochial loyalties of political parties, 
it has also been strategic about pluralism and diversity. In other words, the 
Moroccan monarchy’s ability in the dual authority system to pivot across 
fixed ideological or partisan positions, coupled with its natural tendency 
to co-opt potentially challenging groups, have facilitated championing 
the rights of less dominant groups, such as religious minorities, Berbers, 
and women. In comparative Arab terms, this throne-based pluralism has 
spared Morocco much of the violence, extreme coercion, and segmental-
ism that is notable in countries like Algeria, Egypt, and Lebanon, respec-
tively. Moreover, comparatively greater pluralism also occurs in Jordan 
and many Arab oil monarchies, and contrasts with the instability and vio-
lence of the non-monarchies more generally. Thus, Morocco may not be 
unique in the advantage its throne enjoys of depicting itself as acting in 
the broad national interest in the context of having a counterweight in an 
alternative elected political authority.

As discussed earlier, Morocco’s dual political authority stems in lan-
guage and structure, if not particular monarchical content, from France’s 
Fifth Republic system. This is part of a broader phenomenon of Morocco’s 
transnational political connections, which are both attracted by and sup-
portive of the royal system. Despite Western powers’ professed preference 
for democratic political systems, they have often allied with authoritarian 
rulers. In particular, both the UK and France had a practice during colo-
nialism of recruiting, as in Jordan, or retaining, as in Morocco, kings as a 
personal focal point for power, whom they expected to control. While this 
strategy backfired in Morocco, postcolonial Western governments con-
tinued to connect to Middle Eastern monarchs, perhaps because royal 
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regimes resembled superficially Western political systems past and present 
to a much greater extent than military juntas.

Whether or not monarchies comprise a familiar political touchstone 
to Western powers, the latter have maintained consistent ties to these 
political systems. This, in turn, had benefits in terms of financial help, 
security, global flows across the Mediterranean, and minimal Western 
responses to rogue transnational behaviour, such as Morocco’s occupation 
of the Western Sahara following the Green March. Among other things, 
Morocco’s long-term links to Europe have accorded it more favourable 
status vis-à-vis the European Union, and generally higher levels of aid, 
than other Mediterranean Arab states.28 Similarly, the long-term nature 
of US relations with ‘Alawi Morocco, often claimed as the first political 
system to recognize the USA, involves a range of consistent commitments 
and strategic partnerships.29

Western country involvement in Morocco has also meant that Western- 
based transnational economic organizations, like the International 
Monetary Fund, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), like 
human rights movements, have pushed for intrusive reforms. While such 
international pressure may be bothersome or constraining for a country 
like Morocco, the level of pressure may suggest a deeper reason for the 
West’s long-term engagement in Morocco, one that Western leaders them-
selves may not realize, but which relates to Morocco as a royal nation.

The point is that it is tempting for Western social science thinking, 
and international NGO’s based in the West, to adopt a frame for politi-
cal development based on Western history. This helps provide a leitmotif 
for organizations like the World Bank’s emphasis on free market reforms 
projected from Western economic history or Amnesty International’s tra-
ditional focus on civil and political rights. If Western models of develop-
ment are an implicit reference point for dominant Western transnational 
relations, then it stands to reason that a ruling monarchy is recognizable 
as a political form from many Western country’s histories. Implicitly, the 
ease of seeing in a regime like Morocco’s prior stages on the road to con-
temporary Western politics may help solidify mutual bonds, in contrast to 
military regimes like Egypt’s and, particularly, more blatantly theocratic 
polities like Iran. Given this, Morocco’s earlier adoption of a constitu-
tional model linked to contemporary France, but reiterating aspects of 
France’s royal past, could be especially cogent in contextualizing the link 
between these polities.
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In any case, Morocco’s strong connections to Western countries have 
enmeshed the country in transnational networks and dependence. The 
country has relied for decades on its numbers of expatriate workers in 
Europe; this long-standing connection to Europe has also led to a com-
plex set of identity issues across generations of Moroccans and Moroccan 
Europeans. Yet, in the midst of Moroccans’ diverse embeddedness in the 
global economy, the nature of the royal nation continues to foster flare- 
ups in nationalist ideology, such as widespread domestic opposition in 
early 2016 to the UN Secretary General’s implication that the Western 
Saharan territories are not indisputably Morocco’s.30

conclusIon: morocco And rethInKInG the royAl 
nAtIon more GenerAlly

Morocco’s global openness and appeal may be grounded partially in a 
level of comfort that Westerners unknowingly feel with a stable monar-
chy that reminds them of their own royal histories. At the same time, the 
continuing vitality of a monarchy like Morocco’s invites us to reconsider 
quasi-teleological assumptions that the royal nation is dysfunctional and 
outdated.

Western countries have moved away from ruling monarchies for the 
twin reasons of the latter’s assumed non-democratic, unelected nature and 
their hereditary authority. Yet, political echoes of the royal nation remain. 
For one thing, non-ruling monarchs continue to exercise authority and 
influence, and play a broadly unifying role, in Europe. The USA itself, 
despite its partial anti-monarchical roots, has an odd propensity towards 
embracing political families as chief executives, from the Adamses to the 
Bushes. Morocco’s reconstruction of its first constitutions for a postcolo-
nial ruling royal nation on the skeleton of France’s postwar dual authority 
Republic hints at overlaps between the world’s few extant ruling monar-
chies and post-monarchical states.

Indeed, Morocco highlights the possible political functions that are 
included in, but not limited to, monarchies. Chief among them has been 
the throne’s ability to resist being tarnished by a specific unpopular policy 
because its dual authority structure allows ministers and parties to shoul-
der the blame. A less visible corollary of this ability is that the throne’s 
ability to transcend specific politics may allow it more leeway to advance 
plural rights than non-elected rulers who are more grounded in the sup-
port of a particular subpopulation.
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Morocco has had a better record than most other Arab states of allowing 
and legislating minority religious, ethnic, and women’s rights, particularly 
in recent decades. Without suggesting that Morocco’s ruling monarchy is 
universally accepted, the regime’s historical roots and constant efforts to 
tack between Islamic and non-religious identities may have helped its rela-
tive success at improving civil and political rights. The Arab countries that 
have the strongest record of violence-free accommodation of religious and 
other pluralism have been mostly monarchies.

In short, Morocco’s royal nation combines a traditional political form 
with contemporary pluralism, at least in comparison with most other non- 
democratic Arab polities. And here is where this unusually continuous 
ruling monarchy may illustrate a broader point. Whereas a typical Western 
image of political progress is a steady, inexorable path from authoritar-
ian, hereditary monarchy to democracy, the reality is that polities have 
both authoritarian and democratic features and tendencies. Though it may 
seem a contemporary outlier, by suggesting the unusual proposition that a 
ruling monarchy may allow for more prospects for pluralist inclusion than 
other forms of authoritarianism, Morocco’s royal nation deserves further 
scrutiny for parallels it may raise with ostensibly more democratic former 
royal nations as well.
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CHAPTER 7

From the White Tsar to the Russian Tsar: 
Monarchy and Russian Nationalism 

in Tsarist Turkestan, 1867–1917

Ulrich Hofmeister

IntroductIon

The half-century of Tsarist rule in Central Asia was framed by the admin-
istration of the region’s most prominent Governors-General—Konstantin 
P. von Kaufman (1818–82) and Aleksei N. Kuropatkin (1848–1925). As 
the highest civil and military authority in the newly established province 
of Turkestan between 1867 and 1881, Kaufman shaped Russian rule 
in Central Asia more than any of his successors, so that in Russian his-
toriography he is to this day celebrated as ‘the founder of Turkestan’.1 
Kuropatkin, on the other hand, had less than a year in office until he was 
removed by Russia’s Provisional Government in March 1917. Still, as a 
former Minister of War he enjoyed great esteem among the Russian per-
sonnel in Central Asia.2

Notwithstanding the fundamental differences that characterized the 
tenures of Turkestan’s first and last Governors-General, they shared a pro-
nounced awareness for questions of representation and had an equally 
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high self-esteem. Both pursued a strongly centralized governing style in 
their province and strove to concentrate all power in their own hands, and 
both epitomized a patriarchal style of leadership that derived its might 
from their personal appointment by the Tsar.3 At the same time, Kaufman 
and Kuropatkin personified two opposite strategies in representing Russia 
and the Tsar vis-à-vis the native population of their province, as this chap-
ter shows by an analysis of speeches, decrees, reports, and diary entries 
of Turkestan’s first and last Governors-General. Kaufman displayed the 
monarchy as a supranational institution and strove to tie it to precolonial 
forms of rule in Central Asia—a strategy that is epitomized by his frequent 
use of pseudo-indigenous titles as White Tsar. Kuropatkin, on the other 
hand, presented the Tsar as an essentially Russian ruler and demanded cer-
tain exclusive rights for the Russian population. This chapter argues that 
the contrast between Kaufman and Kuropatkin reflects not only different 
biographical backgrounds and experiences but also the profound changes 
Russian political thinking underwent during the 50 years between the 
establishment of the General Government of Turkestan in 1867 and the 
downfall of Tsarist rule in 1917. Influenced by the rise of nationalism in 
the Tsarist Empire and elsewhere in Europe, Russian ideologists increas-
ingly emphasized the Russian character of the Empire, downplaying its 
multinational roots and demographical composition.

At the time of Kaufman’s appointment as Turkestan’s first Governor- 
General in 1867, the conquest of the region was still underway. Until 1885, 
Russia subdued a vast territory consisting of steppes, deserts, oasis settle-
ments, and mountains with a predominantly Muslim population.4 Although 
these territories included ancient and prestigious centres of Islamic learn-
ing like Samarkand or Bukhara, most Russians looked on the local popu-
lation with contempt, regarding the nomads as backward and the settled 
population as fanatical. Although Turkestan was not officially recognized as 
a colony, the region came under special administration of the Ministry of 
War, while the natives maintained autonomy at the local level.5 The military 
administration was headed by a Governor-General with extensive authority, 
reporting solely to the War Minister in St Petersburg and the Tsar himself.

the White tsar: the Monarchy as a supranatIonal 
InstItutIon

Konstantin P. von Kaufman, Turkestan’s first Governor-General, was a 
descendent of an old European noble family.6 Both his grandfather, who 
had moved to Russia and converted to Orthodoxy, and his father had 
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made their careers in the Tsarist military. K. P. von Kaufman himself served 
during the 1840s and 1850s in the Caucasus wars and later in the admin-
istration of the War Ministry. After a short interlude as Governor-General 
in Vilnius, in 1867 Kaufman was transferred to Tashkent, the capital of the 
newly established General Government of Turkestan. Here, he not only 
successfully resumed the military advance but also had to build up a new 
administration and win over the trust of the native population (Fig. 7.1).

The monarchy played a central role in Kaufman’s style of representing 
the Empire, as he considered the Tsar the sole legitimate source of author-
ity. In his public appearances as well as in internal communication with 
his subordinates, loyalty to the Tsar was displayed as the most  important 
virtue, and Kaufman derived his own position as Governor-General exclu-
sively from the will of the ‘Lord Emperor’.7 Being the direct deputy of 
the Tsar in this remote province, Kaufman epitomized the ‘face’ of the 
sovereign vis-à-vis Turkestan’s population, both native and European. 
He strove to import the glory of the Tsarist court in St Petersburg into 
Tashkent by surrounding his own person with monarchic flair as well.8 
He signed his orders as ‘Konstantin Petrovich von Kaufman I’, as if he 

Fig. 7.1 K.  P. von 
Kaufman (Turkestanskii 
al’bom, chast’ istoriches-
kaia, 1871–1872, part 4, 
pl. 4, no. 2 (Case Z). 
Library of Congress 
Prints & Photographs 
Division,  LC-DIG-ppmsca- 
12261)
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occupied the position not of Governor-General but rather of a monarchic 
ruler. His public appearances were styled in a similarly royal manner, start-
ing with his first arrival in Turkestan, which was carefully orchestrated to 
resemble a triumphal procession.9 Instead of taking the direct way from 
St Petersburg to Tashkent, Kaufman chose to take a much longer route. 
His journey to Tashkent took two months, and in the cities on the way, 
his arrival was staged like a victory parade. According to an observer in 
Vernyi,10 the Governor-General entered the city on a splendid horse; he 
was followed by an ‘enormous entourage’ of high-ranking officers, offi-
cials, and local dignitaries, all of them in full dress, while an impressive 
convoy of Cossacks made up the last part of the procession.11 During the 
following years, Kaufman was met in a similarly ceremonious way each 
time he returned to Tashkent after longer absences.12

Some officials voiced criticism of Kaufman’s pompous appearance, as such 
ostentatious ceremonies were generally reserved for members of the royal 
family.13 Kaufman’s immediate superior, War Minister Dmitrii A. Miliutin, 
also mildly derided the Governor-General’s desire ‘to play the role of a little 
Tsar’.14 Kaufman supporters, though, argued that this extravagant way of 
holding of court did not rival the Tsar’s glory but rather served to increase 
the prestige of the state and thus the grandeur of the monarch.15 Nikolai 
P. Ostroumov, one of Turkestan’s leading school functionaries, defended 
in his memoirs not only the pomp the Governor- General cultivated but 
also his frequent and arbitrary interference into judicial affairs. In doing so, 
Ostroumov argued, Kaufman boosted his authority,

and this was especially in Turkestan of great importance, because the natives 
understand and respect only ‘strong’ power that embodies the law itself. 
Moreover, the point is that the natives are used to a despotic regime and do 
not understand our legal procedures.16

This reference to Central Asia’s past indicates that Kaufman presented 
himself not only as the deputy of the Tsar but also as the heir of the Khans 
and Emirs, the native rulers of the region. Accordingly, foreign visitors 
claimed that the etiquette at Kaufman’s ‘little court’ was not only much 
stricter than at St Petersburg but was also reminiscent of the surrounding 
oriental rulers.17 Kaufman himself admitted that this appeal to local tradi-
tion was fully intentional. In his last report to the Tsar, Kaufman argued 
that the natives were not able to understand a more modest appearance, as 
‘under the rule of the Khans they got accustomed to splendour’.18
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The significance of Asian traditions of rule for Kaufman’s staging of 
the monarchy is also revealed by his frequent use of oriental (or pseudo- 
oriental) titles in his communication with the native population. When the 
Governor-General spoke to so-called ‘native dignitaries’—men perceived by 
Tsarist officials as influential representatives of the local population—he reg-
ularly referred to the Emperor as the White Tsar [Belyi Tsar’]. This title was 
widely used in Russian communication with Asian or Muslim peoples dur-
ing the nineteenth century and derived its attraction from its ‘Asian’ appeal.

The historical origin of the designation White Tsar is not entirely clear. 
Although some newer research derives the label ‘white’ from ancient Slavic 
traditions,19 until recently it was generally believed that it had a Tatar- 
Mongolian background. So in late Tsarist times the expression White Tsar 
was perceived as a specific ‘oriental’ title for the Russian Tsar that was 
rooted in Mongolian traditions.20 It was used by Russians exclusively in two 
situations: firstly, it appeared when Russians quoted native usage of the title, 
especially when they referred to the alleged wish of Asian peoples to join 
the Russian Empire.21 In this context, the title White Tsar served to prove 
the good reputation of the Russian Tsar among the population of Russia’s 
neighbouring states in order to justify future expansion.22 The second occa-
sion was in direct communication with non-Russian subjects of the Tsar, 
as in Kaufman’s speeches to native dignitaries. This usage implied a pater-
nalistic gesture that put the audience into the role of small children whose 
language the speaker takes over. Besides, it had strong ideological implica-
tions, as it suggested that the Tsar was not only a ‘Russian Tsar’ but rather 
had a special affiliation to his Asian subjects as well. The title White Tsar 
thus implied continuity and legitimacy of the monarchy in Central Asia—
even though no ethnic, religious, or cultural kinship could be referenced in 
order to justify Russian rule in the region. When Kaufman spoke to Central 
Asia’s native population, he frequently evoked the image of the White Tsar. 
Thus, after the conquest of the city of Samarkand, Kaufman assembled local 
dignitaries and announced to them the will of the White Tsar:

Having assembled the representatives of different towns and villages who 
wish to obtain the patronage of the Great Russian White Tsar, I declare 
to all of them in the name of my most gracious Lord, so it will be known 
to everyone: […] The Sharia stays in its former force, this is the law of the 
White Tsar. Pray according to your law as you have been taught, pray in the 
Mosques for the health of the White Tsar, who is gracious to you, and for 
the health of his most August family!23
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In this speech—and others like it24—Kaufman inscribed the Tsar and the 
monarchy into local understandings of just rule by explicitly declaring that 
the new rulers of the region respected the established social order and let 
Islamic law stay in force.25 The frequent use of the title White Tsar adds to 
the impression that Kaufman sought to present the autocracy as a quasi- 
indigenous form of rule. His call to pray for the Tsar’s health can be read 
as an allusion not only to the prayer for the Tsar, common in Russian 
orthodox churches (and in Russian mosques, too), but also to the Islamic 
tradition of mentioning the ruler’s name before the sermon preceding 
Friday communal prayers.26

When Kaufman’s speeches were translated into Turkic, one of Central 
Asia’s historical literary languages, the equivalent for White Tsar/Belyi 
Tsar was usually oq podsho, or in the common Russian rendering of that 
time Ak-Padishakh. So the term ‘Tsar’ was replaced for the natives by 
‘Padishah’, a title that was used in several Islamic states and was one of 
the official titles of the Ottoman Sultan.27 Since the seventeenth century, 
Ottoman sources had sought to establish this term as an equivalent to the 
title ‘Emperor’ of Christian Europe and used it to address the Habsburg 
emperors and later Russian Empress Catherine II.28 In Russian Turkestan, 
the expression Ak-Padishakh gained wide popularity both in official and 
non-official local discourse on the Russian monarch.29 This officially spon-
sored expression thus replaced the term Great Beg [Velikii Bek], a desig-
nation for the Russian Tsar that was widespread in Central Asia until the 
1860s but which Tsarist officials obviously did not consider suitable for 
the sovereign of the Russian Empire.30

Kaufman extended his efforts to translate Central Asia’s new regime 
into a pseudo-indigenous language to his own person as well. According 
to his own monarchic aspirations, he was pleased to be addressed by the 
native population as Jarym-Padishakh (Half-Padishah), which was trans-
lated into Russian as Polu-Tsar’ (Half-Tsar).31 So Turkestan’s quasi- 
monarch adorned himself also with a quasi-indigenous title.

Kaufman’s pompous holding of court and his allusions to indigenous 
forms of rule resembled that of functionaries of other colonial empires of 
that time. In British India, civil servants similarly lived in greater splendour 
than at home, and when Queen Victoria was proclaimed as Empress of 
India in 1877, the ceremony intentionally made references to South Asian 
ceremonies in order to style the queen as the successor of the Mughal 
emperor.32 Kaufman was most likely aware of these practices, as the British 
Empire served as a permanent point of reference for the Russian adminis-
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tration in Turkestan. Tsarist ideologists and officials closely followed the 
practices of the British in India and frequently tried to draw lessons from 
them.33 Kaufman himself also occasionally compared his province with 
British India.34

All in all, reminiscences of local styles of rule played a major role in 
Kaufman’s representation of monarchical power in his province. Referring 
to both the Tsar in St Petersburg and his own person, Kaufman resorted 
to allegedly oriental titles in order to give the new rulers of Central Asia a 
local colour. The Russian nation, however, was nearly absent in Kaufman’s 
staging of the monarchy. Even though he occasionally referred to the 
‘Great Russian White Tsar’, he generally avoided portraying the Tsar as 
a specifically Russian monarch. The notion of Russianness did not figure 
importantly in his speeches. When, after Kaufman’s death in 1882, several 
colonial officials published their memoirs of Turkestan’s first Governor- 
General, most of them found it necessary to underline Kaufman’s patriotic 
convictions in order to dispel any doubts about his true Russian identity.35 
However, this was most likely related to the climate of growing Russian 
nationalism from the 1880s on, when Kaufman’s German surname already 
sufficed to create doubts about his religious and political loyalties.36 In 
Kaufman’s own notes and in his representation of the Empire in his prov-
ince, though, the Russian nation played no major role. He instead pre-
sented the monarchy as a supranational institution. For him, the Tsarist 
Empire was not an exclusively Russian state, and it was supposed to derive 
its cohesion not from a specific ethnicity but from the shared devotion of 
all the Tsar’s subjects to the ruler.

Neither did religion play a major role in Kaufman’s representation of 
the Tsarist Empire in Turkestan.37 According to the memoirs of one of his 
subordinates, Kaufman declared that he did not pay much attention to 
anybody’s religious beliefs. According to Kaufman, it was sufficient to lead 
a good and honest life to inherit paradise—be one a Jew, a Sart (a seden-
tary Muslim), or a Russian.38 These convictions, which laid little emphasis 
on national identities and religious beliefs, bore practical outcomes as well. 
Kaufman’s main principle in ruling Turkestan was ignoring Islam, as he 
called it, and non-interference into native ways. He claimed that the supe-
riority of the Russian civilization was so obvious that Turkestan’s native 
population inevitably would voluntarily give up their customary ways of 
life and join Russian culture. Administrative pressure was not only unnec-
essary, Kaufman announced, but also harmful, as it would stir up Muslim 
fanaticism, lead to popular unrest, and thus obstruct the natural assimila-
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tion process of the native population. Therefore, Kaufman avoided inter-
fering in Islamic schools and banned any missionary activity of the Russian 
Orthodox Church in his province.39 When in 1869 Dmitrii A. Tolstoi, the 
Ober-Procurator of the Holy Synod, announced his plans to send mission-
aries to Turkestan, Kaufman rejected them politely but firmly, claiming 
that Turkestan’s Muslims ‘have not matured enough to embrace the idea 
of Christendom’. For Kaufman, the Russian mission in Turkestan was an 
entirely secular one: ‘Our mission here can be conducted not with a cross 
in the hand, but only with a book.’40

Kaufman’s way of governing Turkestan was highly successful in the 
medium term—if measured by the stability of Russian rule. There were 
no uprisings during his tenure, and even during the Russo-Turkish War 
(1877–8) Turkestan remained calm.41 Kaufman’s strategy to largely refrain 
from interventions into native societies and to take over local notions of 
legitimate rule was appreciated by the traditional elite of the region, espe-
cially by the religious leadership. As the colonial administration allowed 
Islamic law to remain in force, Muslim intellectuals reconciled themselves 
with Russian rule for the time being,42 and Kaufman even obtained a legal 
judgement, a fatwa, that declared Tsarist rule as legitimate.43

From a long-term perspective, however, Kaufman’s predictions of an 
imminent decline of Islam proved to be false. Already shortly after his 
death in 1882 it became clear that Russian state schools and Russian cul-
ture in general were not as attractive to the natives as Kaufman had hoped. 
What followed were lengthy discussions on a new Islam policy, but in 
the end, Kaufman’s reputation remained strong enough that his principles 
were not substantially changed, and his strategy of non-interference stayed 
in force until the breakdown of the Tsarist Empire in 1917.44 In fact, 
Kaufman’s authority seemed to increase even more in the decades after his 
death, when his person became the centre of an outright memory cult.45

the tsar as a russIan ruler

Kaufman’s rule in Turkestan built in many ways on Russia’s traditional 
strategies of managing a multi-ethnic empire: cooperation with native 
elites and non-interference into local affairs had been the main pillars of 
how Moscow and St Petersburg had dealt with the non-Russian popula-
tion of the growing Empire since the sixteenth century.46 For ages, a non- 
ethnic state patriotism, based on the loyalty to the Tsar, had been the main 
legitimizing ideology of the Russian state.47 This approach, however, came 
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under attack at the middle of the nineteenth century, as the rise of nation-
alistic ideas all over Europe affected the Tsarist Empire as well. Under the  
influence of the wars of Italian unification, the idea of the nation as  
the main reference point of politics gained popularity in Russia, too. At the 
same time, the Tsarist Empire’s defeat in the Crimean War and the Polish 
January uprising of 1863 led to the postulation of a ‘Russian question’ by 
conservative publicists. So, by and by, the conventional dynastic-imperial 
patriotism of the Empire was supplemented with explicit references to the 
Russian nation.48 Under the reign of Alexander II from 1855 to 1881, 
these ideas were already partly adopted by the Imperial government, but 
it was only Alexander  III (reigned 1881–1894) who started to imple-
ment a consistent Russian nationalist policy, which was continued by his 
successor Nicholas II.49 In Turkestan, the new tone started to spread dur-
ing the 1880s. With the military advance having come to an end, the 
integration of the General Government into the structures of the Empire 
became more urgent: this was often interpreted in terms of the expansion 
of Russian legal and administrative norms into Central Asia as well.50

Apart from that, the demographic composition of the General 
Government started to change slightly. During the first decades of Russian 
rule, only a small number of officers, soldiers, and merchants had settled 
in the newly conquered region, but with the construction of the Trans- 
Caspian Railway during the 1880s, ever more immigrants from European 
Russia and the Caucasus entered Turkestan. Rising tensions between the 
different population groups of the Empire now started to affect Turkestan 
as well. The success of non-Russian merchants and artisans—local Muslims, 
but also Jews, Armenians, and Muslims from the Volga-Ural region—
aroused Russian fears that they might be commercially marginalized in 
this newly gained province.51 At the same time, the increasing inflow of 
East Slavic settlers into the Central Asian steppes caused severe problems 
in the most affected areas, as more and more nomads were driven out of 
their pastures. This was one of the main reasons for the devastating upris-
ing in 1916, when in the midst of a disastrous world war Tsarist rule in 
Turkestan came close to breakdown.52

The immediate cause of the revolt was the untimely and ill-prepared 
introduction of a government decree that ordered Turkestan’s native pop-
ulation, until then exempted from conscription, to rear-area labour service 
for the Russian military. Only a few days after the announcement of the 
decree, an uprising broke out, first in the oasis settlements in the south, 
but then also among the nomads of the steppe. In this critical moment, 
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Tsar Nicholas II and the War Ministry decided to resort to Kuropatkin, 
the former War Minister and one of the most prominent veterans of the 
‘glorious days’ of Central Asia’s conquest. As a young man, Kuropatkin 
had served for several years under Kaufman’s command in Turkestan, 
and during the 1890s he was the head of the Central Asian province of 
Transcaspia. So when he was appointed as Turkestan’s new Governor- 
General in 1916, he was already familiar with the conditions in his new 
province. Kuropatkin, however, drew not only from his experiences in 
Central Asia itself. In the 1870s, the Russian General Staff had sent him 
on a lengthy tour to Germany, France, and Northern Africa, where he 
studied European techniques of colonial rule. After returning to Russia, 
he published several articles about French colonialism in Algeria, from 
which he attempted to draw lessons for Central Asia as well.53 It seems 
likely that during these travels Kuropatkin came into contact with Western 
European ideas of nationalism, and it is possible that this experience left 
its mark on his style of ruling Turkestan (Fig. 7.2).

When Kuropatkin was summoned to return to Turkestan in 1916, he 
chose Kaufman as his role model for governing the province.54 His sense 

Fig. 7.2 A. N. 
Kuropatkin (1915) 
(Library of Congress 
Prints & Photographs 
Division, LC-DIG- 
ggbain-19365)
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for triumphal representation was clearly no less pronounced than that of 
the first Governor-General, but for him the staging of power was not only 
a way to satisfy his vanity but also a means of establishing and demonstrat-
ing imperial hierarchies. He had already made clear how much value he 
placed on ceremonial manifestations of power in 1890, when he had just 
been appointed to head the Transcaspian province. At his first arrival in 
the province capital Askhabad he had been met by deputies of the dif-
ferent population groups of the city. In his memoirs, Kuropatkin recalled 
his consternation when he saw that the welcoming committee was led by 
 representatives of Askhabad’s Armenian colony, while the Russian deputies 
stood somewhere in the background. Kuropatkin interrupted the speech of 
the Armenian representative and ordered the whole committee to regroup. 
By his order, the Russian deputy ‘naturally’ had to preside over the com-
mittee; after him came the Turkmen and the Kirgiz (‘the former masters 
of the region, before the Russians conquered it’); and only then came the 
other Christian subjects of the Tsars, including the Armenians. All the other 
population groups of the city made up the last section of the committee.55

Apart from underlining Kuropatkin’s sense of the importance of rep-
resentation, this episode demonstrates how Turkestan’s last Governor- 
General established a clear ethnic hierarchy among the different subjects 
of the Tsar. For Kuropatkin, the Tsarist Empire was a distinctively Russian 
one, and the Russians were entitled to be the leading nationality. This 
becomes clear also from his diary, where he complained that the Russians 
played only a minor role in trade and craft among Turkestan’s immigrants 
from the Empire:

Jews, Armenians and diverse immigrants from the Caucasus have pushed the 
Russians aside. The government has founded Russian villages [in Turkestan], 
but it did not care to give the Russian population the means and the ability 
to stand at the top of the industrial and commercial activity of the region.56

Accordingly, Kuropatkin saw his main task in Central Asia as ‘putting the 
Russian tribe [plemia] in Central Asia to a special height’, as he noted 
in his memoirs. During Kaufman’s governance, Kuropatkin claimed, the 
natives had looked upon the Russians ‘as beings of a higher rank than 
the natives’, and it was natural that a native had to give way to a Russian 
soldier. Such a relationship did not correspond to the idea of equality, 
Kuropatkin admitted, but he claimed that in Central Asia it was necessary 
and inevitable.57
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Two weeks after Kuropatkin arrived in Tashkent as the new Governor- 
General, he gave a speech to representatives of Tashkent’s population in 
order to announce the principles of his rule. At that time, his troops had 
put down the rebellion in the settled regions with brute force just as the 
nomadic population was rising up, thus bringing Turkestan into a state 
close to civil war. Kuropatkin, however, reminded the assembled popula-
tion of the benevolent politics the colonial administration had exercised 
during the last decades. For him, Turkestan’s well-being was owed to 
‘Russia’s protection’, and he demanded that the native population accept 
the leading role of the Russians:

Russia is great and mighty. But it was foremost the Russian tribe that has 
played the leading role in building, strengthening and enlarging Russia. One 
can hardly enumerate the sacrifices it made during one and a half millennia 
in order to build up Russia’s greatness and mightiness. The first place any-
where in Russia must belong to the Russian tribe, which had put most work 
and sacrifices into building Russia.58

In his speech, Kuropatkin again and again emphasized that the Russians 
were entitled to play the leading role in the Empire. He explained this by 
a popular metaphor:

The numerous tribes inhabiting Russia are all children of one father, the 
Great Sovereign, the Emperor. All these numerous tribes are children of 
one mother—Great Russia. But in this large family the Russians must be the 
elder brothers of all the others.59

The depiction of the Russian Empire as a family of different peoples was 
not new. It drew on the mythological connection between Batiushka Tsar 
(Father Tsar) and Matiushka Rossiia (Mother Russia).60 When Turkestan’s 
Governors-General had used the family metaphor before, they usually did 
so in order to emphasize the need for close collaboration and a good rela-
tionship between the different nationalities of the region.61 Kuropatkin, 
however, used it to establish an ethnic hierarchy by calling the Russians 
the elder brothers of the other peoples.62 Kuropatkin characterized the 
Tsar as the father and the head of the family and thus seemingly gave him 
a supranational position by presenting him not as a member of any of the 
Empire’s national groups but as the father of all of them. However, by 
calling Russia the mother of the different peoples, Kuropatkin announced 

 U. HOFMEISTER



 145

a special relationship between the Tsar and the Russian nation. The pre- 
eminence of the Russian nation and the power of the Tsar thus were used 
to reinforce each other. The might of the Tsar and of the Russian nation 
went hand in hand, being just two sides of a single coin. So in his speech 
to the population of Tashkent, Kuropatkin reminded the native deputies 
of their obligations all at once to ‘the Imperial Sovereign, to Russia, and 
to your elder brothers, the Russians’.63 The Russian representatives, on 
the other hand, were warned that within a diverse family of peoples, the 
younger children must not be insulted and that the Russians’ rights had 
to be reinforced by their adherence to the throne and the fatherland.64 So 
Kuropatkin bolstered the ethnic hierarchy he strove to establish by a pater-
nalistic and ostentatiously benevolent approach to the ‘younger brothers’ 
of the Russians. Referring to the throne and the fatherland in the same 
breath, Kuropatkin invoked both national and monarchical loyalties, thus 
suggesting that the monarchy was essentially a Russian one.

A similar impression arises by the way Kuropatkin declared that the 
natives always had to comply with the will of the Tsar. He announced 
that otherwise there would emerge an alienation between natives and 
Russians and they would become enemies instead of members of one fam-
ily.65 Assuming a natural congruence of the will of the Tsar and that of 
the Russian nation, Kuropatkin thus again suggested that the Tsar was 
essentially a Russian national monarch. In doing so, he resorted to an 
image that had been cultivated at the St Petersburg court from the mid- 
1860s, when the future Tsar Alexander  III was carefully educated and 
styled as a symbol for the Russian nation—despite the German roots of the 
Holstein-Gottorp-Romanov dynasty that had ruled the Russian Empire 
since 1762.66

Moreover, the family metaphor, used so often by Kuropatkin,67 evoked 
a blood relationship between the ruler and his subjects and expressed an 
understanding of the state as an ethnic community, relying on common 
ancestry, and not as a supranational community that was bound together 
by common loyalty to the Tsar or to the state.

In marked contrast to Kaufman’s staging of imperial rule, there were 
no allusions to precolonial forms of rule in Kuropatkin’s appearance, and 
the expression White Tsar was completely absent from his speeches. After 
50 years of Russian rule, Central Asians were already familiar enough with 
the Tsarist Empire, so that Kuropatkin did not consider it necessary to use 
special terminology to address them. But apart from that, it seems likely 
that Kuropatkin deliberately avoided any allusions to indigenous forms 
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of rule, as this would have threatened the exclusive relationship between 
the Tsar and the Russian nation that the Governor-General constructed.68 
It is also significant that Kuropatkin did not make use of the distinction 
the Russian language offers between two different forms of ‘Russian’—
namely, russkii and rossiiskii. Even though in pre-revolutionary times usage 
was not always consistent, russkii generally meant the Russian people in 
an ethno-cultural sense (usually including Ukrainians and Belorussians as 
well), while rossiiskii referred to the political body of the Empire and thus 
indicated the institutions of the state and included all subjects of the Tsar, 
regardless of their ethnic or religious affiliation.69 Kuropatkin, however, 
consistently resorted to the word russkii, even when he spoke about the 
government in St Petersburg—clearly an imperial institution, and not just 
a Russian national one.70 This usage suggests that Kuropatkin did not dis-
tinguish between the Russian nation and the multi-ethnic Tsarist Empire. 
For him, the Empire belonged exclusively to the Russian nation.

Kuropatkin’s preference of the Russians over Turkestan’s other pop-
ulation groups was not just a rhetorical figure—it had profound politi-
cal implications as well. During his military campaigns to suppress the 
uprising, Kuropatkin several times expressed his determination to take 
relentless retribution for ‘Russian blood’ that had been spilled during the 
revolt.71 In a report to the Tsar, Kuropatkin stated that severe punish-
ment was necessary wherever the natives had forgotten their subservient 
obligations to the Tsar and the fatherland. Kuropatkin announced that 
punishment of not only those with immediate personal guilt was ‘inevi-
table’. Indeed, wherever had been ‘spilled Russian blood’, all land had 
to be taken away from the natives, as they had proven ‘unworthy to pos-
sess it’.72 All the inhabitants of villages where Russians had suffered where 
to be expelled, regardless of the particular circumstances and their per-
sonal involvement. Furthermore, Kuropatkin claimed that Russians and 
native nomads could not live peacefully together anymore, so that their 
areas of settlement should be separated as strictly as possible. He ordered 
the expulsion of Kirgiz nomads from large areas in the present-day bor-
der regions of Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan, and the establishment of a 
reservation for them far up in the mountains.73 The expulsions started 
soon after and were conducted until October 1917.74 With his brute mea-
sures, Kuropatkin succeeded in putting down the rebellion and pacifying 
Turkestan to a large extent. It is, however, hard to judge whether the sym-
bolical side of his style of ruling was equally successful. The preference of 
the Russian settlers vis-à-vis Turkestan’s native population bore certainly 
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the risk of further alienation of the province’s non-Russian population. 
However, the time of the Tsarist Empire was already up. When the Tsar 
abdicated in March 1917 and the Provisional Government took power in 
St Petersburg, it abolished all privileges and special rights based on reli-
gion or nationality.75 So Kuropatkin’s model of privileging the Russians 
was officially discarded, and only a few days later he himself was removed 
from office.

While Kaufman and Kuropatkin shared a marked sense for representa-
tion, their conceptualization of the Tsarist monarchy differed significantly. 
Kaufman presented the Empire as a supranational state, which had not 
only Slavic but also Mongolian roots and equally incorporated Christians, 
Muslims, and adherents of other religions. Kuropatkin, in contrast, defined 
the Empire as a specific Russian state where the non-Slavic, non-orthodox 
population was confined to the role of ‘younger brothers’. Kuropatkin’s 
preferential treatment of the Russians in his province might have been 
influenced by his personal experience with nationalism in Western Europe, 
and Kaufman’s German roots might also have played a role in shaping his 
national policy. Still, the difference between these two conceptions origi-
nated not only from individual political attitudes, but reflected the general 
rise of Russian nationalism during that time.

Benedict Anderson has interpreted the increasingly Russian styling 
of the Romanov Tsars as a purely defensive measure in order to protect 
the dynasty against the assault of nationalism.76 It seems, however, that 
Anderson overestimated the antagonism between dynastic and national 
legitimation in Tsarist Russia. When he quotes the famous three principles 
of Autocracy, Orthodoxy, and Nationality, which had been suggested by 
Count Sergei S. Uvarov as the ideological base of the Empire in 1832, he 
erroneously cites the latter principle as natsional’nost’, and calls its intro-
duction as ‘premature in an age where half the “nation” were still serfs, 
and more than half spoke a mother-tongue other than Russian’.77 Uvarov, 
however, did not speak about natsional’nost’, but rather narodnost’. He 
thus used a Russianized version of the concept of the nation which explic-
itly lacked its notions of popular sovereignty and constitutionalism and 
which therefore was much more compatible with the interests of the 
monarchy.78

The emphasis on Russianness, so clearly displayed in Kuropatkin’s 
speeches, was neither the desperate attempt of a declining Empire ‘to 
appear attractive in a national drag’, as Anderson has claimed, nor did it 
rival the claims of the Tsar.79 The Romanov ruler embodied the Russian 
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nation and the Empire at the same time. Until the very end, the Tsarist 
polity remained a dynastically defined Empire, and the Russian nation 
never did fully replace the dynasty as the main source of legitimacy.80 
Kuropatkin rejected Kaufman’s strategy of giving the Empire an indig-
enous outlook, and his depiction of the Russians as elder brothers met 
the growing demands of Russian nationalism for a more visible represen-
tation. This strategy, however, did not challenge the outstanding posi-
tion of the Tsar and the monarchy. On the contrary, by claiming the Tsar 
for the Russian nation, Russian nationalism and the demand for loyalty 
to the monarchy reinforced each other. For a Russian nationalist such as 
Kuropatkin, the White Tsar was in fact a Russian Tsar.
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CHAPTER 8

The Monarchs’ New Clothes: Transnational 
Flows and the Fashioning of the Modern 

Japanese and Siamese Monarchies

David Malitz

IntroductIon

The last decades of the nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries saw the 
creation of royal nations and modern monarchs. Through intimately inter-
twined processes, nations were imagined with dynasties as their symbolic 
core, while monarchies reinvented themselves as national institutions. This 
development was not limited to Europe, but was a global phenomenon, as 
evidenced by the monarchies of Japan and Siam/Thailand.1 The reigns of 
the two Asian monarchs, King Chulalongkorn (1853–1910, reigned since 
1868) of Siam and Emperor Meiji (1852–1912, reigned since 1867) of 
Japan, did not merely coincide with the European era (between 1870 and 
1914) of the ‘mass-production’ of invented traditions when modern mon-
archies were created, but were part of this transnational process.2 This is 
evident in the contemporary depiction of the two monarchs. Their official 
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portraits and photographs mostly show them dressed in Western military 
uniforms rather than in indigenous costumes, with moustaches and short 
hair, closely resembling their royal peers in Europe.

At the same time, such sartorial similarity points to the difference 
between them and their European peers. In Japan and Siam, the adoption 
of new behavioural norms and consumption patterns at court, such as the 
introduction of military uniforms and the invention of new pageantries 
during which the uniforms were worn, was the outcome of a negotiation 
between national authenticity and universal modernity. In the late nine-
teenth century, the latter was of course more often than not presented 
as European and Christian in nature. In this sense, both can be said to 
resemble the colonized world rather than Europe.3 Another commonal-
ity between the monarchs is that they represented more than national 
authenticity and continuity.4 The modern monarchs worshipped today as 
guardian deities of their nations can be seen as embodying the success-
ful negotiation between authentic national identities and modernity that 
made the latter compatible with the former.5

Comparisons between nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Japan 
and Siam have become unfashionable since Benedict Anderson’s criticism 
of such attempts in the line of classical modernization theory.6 This chap-
ter, however, differs from such comparisons in that it neither presupposes 
existing nations before the nineteenth century nor attempts to investigate 
similarities and differences in the two countries’ trajectories towards capi-
talist modernity in general. Instead, it focuses on one aspect of the cre-
ation of their respective modern monarchies, the monarchs’ new clothes.

SemI-colonIal State-BuIldIng

In the early nineteenth century, diplomatic intercourse and trade between 
Europe and the United States on the one hand and Japan and Siam on 
the other hand was very limited. Against the backdrop of the First Anglo- 
Burmese War (1824–26) and the First Opium War (1839–42), however, 
rulers of both countries accepted unequal treaties which granted extrater-
ritorial jurisdiction and favourable customs duties to European countries 
as well as the United States.7 Yet, this treaty system of informal colonialism 
cannot be described as a zero-sum game in which the sovereignty of exist-
ing Japanese and Siamese nation states was compromised. When the two 
traditional monarchies with their respective centres in the shoḡun’s court 
in Edo and the royal court in Bangkok were integrated into the global 
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economy in the early to mid-nineteenth century, both differed consider-
ably from the ideal type of the modern nation state. Both were ritual poli-
ties possessing heterogeneous and socially stratified populations. Neither 
centre exercised much direct control over territory and populations.8 The 
acceptance of the stipulations of the unequal treaties and thus of an infe-
rior status provided King Chulalongkorn in Siam as well as the political 
leaders of Meiji Japan with the international recognition and the material 
and symbolic capital to build modern centralized states with monarchs as 
heads of state. Homogeneous nations were built around these monarchies 
providing the new nation states with legitimacy by virtue of a sense of con-
tinuity and authenticity. This necessitated fundamental changes in the way 
the monarchy was represented and how it interacted with subjects and for-
eign sovereigns. Previously unseen by the vast majority of their subjects, 
and in the Japanese case invisible to foreign envoys, the modern monarchs 
took possession of their realms by traversing them, and presented them-
selves as the equals of European royalty and thus as the betters of their sub-
jects through pageantries and the distribution of their portraits. A crucial 
element of this process was the replacement of traditional court costumes 
with military uniforms favoured by European monarchies, thus presenting 
the two East Asian monarchs as members of a transnational ruling elite of 
civilized royalty. This was possible because, as David Cannadine pointed 
out for the British case, the mutually recognized status of royalty could 
still trump differences in race in the late nineteenth century.9

Japan Before meIJI

Before the reign of Emperor Meiji, the highest authority of the Japanese 
archipelago was the shoḡun, a member of the estate of the samurai rather 
than of the distinct court nobility of which the emperor was the highest- 
ranking member. Since 1603, this office was occupied by members of the 
Tokugawa family. The political organization of Tokugawa-era Japan was 
legitimized by a complex assemblage of arguments derived from Buddhist, 
Confucian, and original Japanese sources which informed spectacles of 
power with the shoḡun’s court in Edo (renamed Tōkyō in 1868) as its 
exemplary centre. The investiture of the shoḡun by the emperors was only 
one of several sources of legitimacy and did not pose a challenge through-
out the greater part of the Tokugawa period,10 as the imperial court was 
literally kept out of sight behind the palace walls in Kyōto, far from Edo.11 
Therefore, the very existence of the emperor was not known to the total 
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population. Itō Hirobumi (1841–1909), main author of the Meiji con-
stitution promulgated in 1889 and the country’s first prime minister, did 
not know of the emperor’s existence when a child.12 At the beginning 
of Emperor Meiji’s reign, others confused the person of the emperor 
with otherworldly beings.13 Especially towards the end of the Tokugawa 
period, however, the imperial court was increasingly associated with a 
unique Japanese identity by scholars.14 This idea was seized by the shoḡun’s 
domestic opponents, following the conclusion of a series of unequal trea-
ties which were signed after the arrival of an American squadron that 
demanded the opening of the country to trade in Edo Bay in July 1853.

At this time, Japan already faced a deep socio-economic crisis. The sta-
bility brought by Tokugawa rule had resulted in increasing urbanization 
and monetization of the economy, impoverishing samurai and farmers 
alike but greatly benefiting the lowly estate of the merchants. The impact 
of the unequal treaties worsened the crisis by causing inflation and the 
inflow of cheap manufactured products.15 The end of the Tokugawa rule, 
however, can be attributed just as much to ritual blunders which opened 
the political arena and moved the exemplary centre from the shoḡun’s to 
the emperor’s court. A simple rejection of the American demand for trade 
in line with the long-established control of foreign trade was not a feasible 
option. Therefore, the feudal lords were invited for the first time to give 
their opinions on a matter concerning the whole realm, demonstrating 
the weakness of the Tokugawa in this affair.16 Unable to reach a con-
sensus supporting the conclusion of the unequal treaties and confronted 
with a movement which combined the demands of loyalty to the emperor 
with the expulsion of the foreign barbarians, imperial approval of the first 
of the unequal treaties was unsuccessfully sought from Emperor Meiji’s 
father Emperor Kōmei (1831–1867, reigned since 1846).17 Finally, the 
last shoḡun travelled to Kyōto himself in 1863 to request the revocation 
of an imperial command to expel the barbarians, the first such visit in 
over 200 years. The shoḡun had thus demonstrated his acceptance of the 
emperor’s higher authority.18 Weakened in this manner, an agreement was 
reached in November 1867 that would result in shared power between the 
shoḡun and the other lords, under the formal authority of the emperor. It 
fell apart when forces from the powerful Western domains of Satsuma and 
Chōshu ̄ conspired with a faction of the court nobility and seized Emperor 
Meiji, who had ascended the throne in February 1867, in December 
of that year and had him declare the return to direct imperial rule on 
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3  January 1868.19 Even though Emperor Meiji had little influence on 
the men governing in his name, and despite the characterization of his 
reign as a ‘modern revolution’ of fundamental socio-economic and politi-
cal change and the mass-production of invented traditions,20 it was framed 
as a restoration of imperial rule and a return to the pre-feudal past.

SIam In the early nIneteenth century

Siamese kingship in the early nineteenth century was conceptualized 
according to the cosmography of Therava ̄da Buddhism, which accords 
a place in a cosmic hierarchy to all beings, based on merit accumulated 
over multiple lifetimes. Kings expressed their storage of merit and thus 
their authority over lesser rulers by ritually and discursively associat-
ing themselves with the exemplars of virtuous kingship provided by the 
Therava ̄da tradition, but also with the Buddha’s incarnations prior to 
his enlightenment. Brahmin court rituals additionally linked monarchs 
with deities, who were accommodated within the Buddhist cosmology.21 
Despite this exalted status, the authority of King Chulalongkorn during 
the first years of his reign was rather limited. Actual power was wielded 
by members of the nobility, who monopolized influential offices and the 
kingdom’s main revenue sources, depriving the crown of wealth and 
the opportunity to establish and sustain patronage networks.22 With 
the support of nobles who had vested interests in overseas trade, King 
Chulalongkorn’s father King Monkut (1804–1868) came to the throne 
in 1851. He was regarded as the best candidate to support the conclu-
sion of a treaty with Britain, as the highly profitable trade with China had 
suffered since the Taiping rebellion and the colonial entrepôts offered 
promising alternative markets.23 During a period of 27  years spent in 
the monkhood prior to his enthronement, King Monkut had not only 
learned English, but had also regularly conversed about matters of reli-
gion and the natural sciences with missionaries who held him in high 
regard. His rejection of the traditional cosmography in favour of the 
natural sciences allowed for the creation of a modern Siamese Buddhism 
reconciling science with the law of kharma as the explanation of differ-
ences in social status. The Buddhist conceptualization and legitimization 
of kingship could thus be retained.24

Following an invitation from the court in Bangkok, the governor of 
Hong Kong Sir John Bowring arrived in Siam in 1855 and successfully 
negotiated the first of Siam’s unequal treaties, integrating Siam into the 

THE MONARCHS’ NEW CLOTHES 



160 

global economy. The subsequent increase in trade fulfilled the aspirations 
of the nobles,25 but the international recognition of the Siamese monarchs 
as members of transnational and modern royalty would also support the 
project of King Monkut’s son Chulalongkorn to build an absolute and 
modern Siamese monarchy.

the emperor’S new clotheS

In the weeks following the Meiji Restoration, the new imperial govern-
ment was far from able to exercise the authority it claimed.26 Tokugawa 
forces still controlled Eastern Japan, raising the spectre of foreign interven-
tion, as they rejected the new government’s claim to represent the country 
in a meeting with the foreign ministers.27 International recognition of the 
imperial government’s legitimacy was therefore a pressing issue. This was 
complicated by the fact that the new government was necessarily associ-
ated with groups of samurai who had not only supported the return to 
direct imperial rule, but also continued to attack Europeans in an attempt 
to re-establish the seclusion of the archipelago.28 When the British inter-
preter Ernest Satow was informally interviewed on 15 January 1868 and 
asked how recognition of the imperial government could be achieved, he 
stressed that a ‘clear proof of the position held by the Mikado’ was nec-
essary. This meant that the Emperor had to officially receive the foreign 
envoys in Kyōto in accordance with European diplomatic norms.29 Such 
an unprecedented reception would be irrevocable proof of the Emperor’s 
acceptance of the unequal treaties and was therefore strongly opposed by 
the conservative faction.30 At the same time, the request of an audience by 
foreign envoys played into the hands of a group of low-ranking samurai 
and court nobles who envisaged the end of the feudal political system. 
Iwakura Tomomi (1825–83), a minor court noble who would become 
one of the political leaders of Meiji Japan, had already proposed to achieve 
‘the return to the Emperor of administrative authority over the country, 
under the guise of handling foreign affairs’ several months prior to the 
actual restoration.31 Once the audience had been agreed to, one of the 
pressing intermediary goals of the new government could be achieved. On 
15 February 1868, the foreign envoys declared their neutrality and halted 
the delivery of armaments to the Tokugawa.32 The protocol for the impe-
rial audience, which took place the following month, was a negotiated 
compromise as the memoirs of Algernon Mitford, at the time the second 
secretary to the British Legation, reveal.33 Mitford was the only member 
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of the legation permitted to attend the audience together with the British 
minister Sir Harry Parkes. Its occurrence was unprecedented in Japan, but 
it did not entirely follow European diplomatic standards either. Parkes 
wore full dress uniform including boots and stood opposite the Emperor, 
whom he greeted with a European bow, on a low dais. Emperor Meiji, 
who had been sitting on a chair located on a dais under a canopy, rose 
once Parkes had entered the hall. Both men exchanged short addresses 
with the help of an interpreter, and the ceremony quickly came to an end. 
During the audience, the Emperor’s physical presentation was still in con-
formance with the traditional norms of the court. He wore court robes, 
had shaven eyebrows, blackened teeth, rouged cheeks, and lips coloured 
in red and gold.34

This physical presentation of the Emperor remained the same during 
a second audience granted to Parkes after the surrender of Edo to impe-
rial forces on 22 May 1868  in Ōsaka, and during a third audience on 
5 January 1869 after the Emperor’s arrival in Edo. In Ōsaka, the British 
minister presented the Emperor with a letter of credence from Queen 
Victoria, which addressed Emperor Meiji as the queen’s ‘good brother 
and cousin’.35 Not only had the imperial government become firmly rec-
ognized by the European powers, but the Emperor himself had become 
adopted into the transnational family of royalty. A curious detail of this 
second audience shows the negotiated and hybrid nature of the diplomatic 
rituals. Emperor Meiji was seated on a dais under a palanquin, the blinds of 
which had been rolled up. When he stood up to receive the letter directly 
from the hands of Parkes, in accordance with European diplomatic proto-
col, the lower end of the blinds covered the upper part of his face.36 The 
Emperor’s body was neither invisible behind the palace walls, as before the 
restoration, nor highly visible as it would become in the following years.

Equality between the Japanese monarch and European royalty, as 
members of a transnational royal class, manifested itself in accordance with 
European diplomatic protocol when the Duke of Edinburgh became the 
first European royal to visit Japan in the summer of 1869. In addition to 
an official reception, a private meeting also took place. Yet, the Emperor 
and his court in their unchanged costumes remained ‘living pictures out 
of the dark centuries’ for Mitford.37

At the same time, a vigorous debate took place in Japan about appropri-
ate clothing for the reign of Emperor Meiji. Conservatives wanted a literal 
restoration and unsuccessfully attempted to rediscover and reintroduce 
pre-feudal dress. They also strongly favoured the retention of  sumptuous 
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rules distinguishing between the different estates.38 Modernizers on the 
other hand aimed to build a modern empire by embracing ‘civilization 
and enlightenment’. They thus favoured the adoption of European dress. 
They could assert themselves, as far-reaching socio-economic reforms such 
as the abolition of the feudal social order and the introduction of mod-
ern institutions like the military made the complete rejection of Western 
clothing unfeasible.39 This sartorial modernization was symbolized by the 
defeat of a large uprising of disgruntled samurai in 1877. Contemporary 
prints show them in their traditional armour unsuccessfully challenging 
the modern military in Western uniforms, formed after the introduction 
of universal conscription.40

A crucial argument in this debate was the need to make Japan look civi-
lized according to Western standards in order to renegotiate the unequal 
treaties. This made the acquisition of the ‘true philosophy of clothes’, as 
the American educator William Griffis put it, necessary. To be recognized 
as the ‘equals of Occidentals’, one first had to appear sartorially similar.41 
This became apparent to the members of a diplomatic mission headed 
by Iwakura, lasting from December 1871 to September 1873. The high- 
ranking delegation travelled through the United States and Europe to 
study how to best pursue progress and renegotiate the unequal treaties. As 
an accredited imperial embassy, its members were received with the appro-
priate diplomatic honours and had the opportunity to study the mon-
archies of Europe and their pageantries first hand.42 The delegates only 
wore Japanese costume during the first official reception in Washington 
DC by President Ulysses Grant. It quickly became evident to them that 
rather than appearing dignified and expressing a unique Japanese iden-
tity as they had probably intended, their costume appeared ‘grotesque’ 
and ‘feminine’ to their hosts. They therefore quickly changed into for-
mal European dress.43 Before their return, the decision had already been 
made for the Emperor and high officials to adopt French-style uniforms, 
short hair, moustaches, and European dress-swords. From October 1872, 
this would be the image of Emperor Meiji shown to the world on post-
cards and in books throughout his reign, and the public image of the 
Emperors of Japan until the end of the Second World War.44 Mitford 
described the Emperor as a ‘modern of the moderns’ after seeing him in 
his new costume in 1873.45 The audience and meetings between Emperor 
Meiji and the former American president Ulysses Grant during his visit to 
Japan in the summer of 1879 on his round the world tour followed other 
European patterns beyond the dress-code as well. The Emperor now also 
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shook hands and conversed with his visitors informally, even though an 
interpreter was necessary.46

the KIng’S new clotheS

Unlike the Japanese emperors, Siamese kings had not remained invisible 
to Western envoys. In 1822, John Crawford arrived at the court of King 
Phraphutta Loetlanaphalai (Rama II), grandfather of King Chulalongkorn, 
as an envoy from the Governor-General of India. This was at a time when 
there was still little interest in trade with the British and little concern about 
British military power. The envoy was granted an audience which largely 
followed Siamese protocol. He had to enter the audience hall unarmed 
and without shoes. Direct communication between the monarch and the 
envoy did not take place, and the former was hardly visible to the latter 
due to distance and lighting, making him appear to the visitor as a statue.47 
The audience granted to Sir John Bowring 23 years later differed consid-
erably, combining elements of Siamese and European diplomatic protocol. 
Prior to the official reception, the King met the envoy, informally convers-
ing with him in English, offering him cigars directly from his hand. For 
the audience, Bowring entered the throne hall with his shoes and sidearm 
and conversed directly in English with the King, who remained seated ten 
feet above the ground on his throne wearing ‘golden garments’.48

The change of the presentation of the royal body was not limited to 
audiences with foreign diplomats. King Monkut was aware that Siamese 
clothing, or rather the relative lack thereof, was regarded as uncivilized by 
Western observers. He therefore actively promoted an image of his court 
which was more in accordance with European norms. He ordered nobles 
attending royal audiences to wear shirts and sent photos of himself in 
European uniform to foreign sovereigns.49

King Chulalongkorn succeeded his father to the throne in 1868 and 
continued to present the Siamese monarchy according to European 
norms. Having been taught English and keen to reform the administra-
tion of his kingdom, he travelled to Singapore, Batavia, and British India 
to study the colonial administration in person during the regency period, 
which lasted until 1872.50 For these trips, a hybrid costume was created 
which combined a sarong folded in a way that made it resemble trousers, 
with a jacket.51 This costume has been described as making the Siamese 
look ‘one-half European, one-half Oriental’.52 In the colonies, the young 
King was received with the honours befitting his status as a member of 
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transnational royalty. In Singapore, the ceremonial welcome was the same 
as for the Duke of Edinburgh, who had visited the island earlier and was 
to meet Emperor Meiji later that year.53 King Chulalongkorn also actively 
played the role of a modern royal by, for example, presenting generous 
gifts to schools and orphanages when visiting Java.54

The King’s and his entourage’s clothing styles and acceptance of British 
social norms was positively remarked upon by officials in charge of their 
visits.55 After King Chulalongkorn’s second enthronement, which fol-
lowed the end of the regency period in 1873, the British Governor of the 
Straits Settlement, Sir Andrew Clarke (1824–1902), extended his con-
gratulations, which were also printed in the Singapore press, expressing 
not only the King’s recognition by the British Empire as a legitimate and 
enlightened ruler, but also as a member of transnational royalty.56

The hybrid royal costume remained the Siamese court’s uniform until 
the 1890s and was used when the Austrian diplomat J. Camille Samson 
visited Bangkok in 1889. In contrast to the audiences his father had given, 
however, King Chulalongkorn received the diplomats following European 
protocol, standing and accepting their accreditations directly. This closer 
interaction with foreign dignitaries made one more change necessary, 
namely to at least temporarily cease the chewing of betel, which stained 
the teeth. Samson notes twice in his short description of his stay in Siam 
that the King’s teeth were white.57

Self-presentation was necessarily a major concern for King 
Chulalongkorn when he departed for a tour of Europe in 1897, result-
ing in the adoption of full European uniform. The tour was a reaction to 
clashes with French colonial forces in 1893. The clashes had ended in a 
humiliating defeat for Siam when two French gunboats steamed up the 
Chaopraya River to threaten the royal palace. The subsequent French- 
Siamese treaty ceded the territories on the eastern bank of the Mekong 
and granted extraterritorial rights to people of Lao and Khmer descent 
residing in Siam. While a subsequent agreement between France and 
Britain guaranteed an independent Siam in the Chaopraya basin in 1896, 
the outlying provinces had not been included in this agreement nor was 
the problem of the extraterritoriality solved. The journey to Europe aimed 
to strengthen Siam’s negotiating position by having the kingdom’s sta-
tus as an equal and sovereign state ceremonially confirmed during official 
receptions in the European capitals. This would make it difficult for the 
colonial lobby in France to present King Chulalongkorn as an Oriental 
despot, with whom it was permissible to deal with force. Both the  coverage 
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in the European press and the diplomatic records show that this strategy 
was very successful. The English-speaking and well-dressed King, who had 
now replaced the hybrid court costume with military uniforms, including 
trousers, and European suits, impressed his hosts with his sound knowl-
edge of European etiquette and was received with full diplomatic honours 
befitting a modern monarch.58

claSS, coStume, and the meIJI State

Emperor Meiji was also the first emperor, who was visible and widely seen 
by his subjects. As one of the political leaders of the restoration, Ōkubo 
Toshimichi (1830–78), argued in February 1868, to unite the archipel-
ago politically and make the establishment of imperial rule a reality, the 
Emperor had to come out from the ‘jeweled curtains’ and be seen ruling 
by his people.59 During the first two decades of his reign, Emperor Meiji 
thus traversed nearly his entire realm, visiting not only famous shrines but 
also observing his subjects, and being observed by them.60 As was the 
case with audiences given to foreign dignitaries, he could only be seen 
wearing the court costume of the past during the first years of his reign. 
From October 1872 onwards the Emperor appeared only in his uniform.61 
The imperial portrait, which was distributed to schools throughout the 
county from the early 1880s onwards, shows him in uniform with short 
hair and moustache, grasping the handle of a dress-sword. By the late 
1890s, all schools had a copy of their sovereign’s portrait.62 This did not 
mean discarding the traditional costume altogether. From the promulga-
tion of the imperial constitution in 1889 onwards, it was known that while 
the Emperor wore military uniform in public, he was clad in the court’s 
traditional robes when conducting rites within the palace sanctuary.63

The Emperor’s new clothes made him appear civilized in the eyes of 
the Western world and enabled him to avoid looking anachronistic when 
ceremonially opening modern institutions such as railway lines in his 
court costume. Simultaneously, this sartorial strategy was part of the Meiji 
state’s larger project to pursue ‘civilization and enlightenment’ and the 
goals of ‘a rich nation and a strong army’.64 A common dress code was 
deemed necessary for the Meiji state’s new elite, initially consisting of the 
sartorially distinct court nobility, feudal lords, and lower-ranking samurai. 
The adoption of a new uniform, alien as it was to all of them, symbolized 
the abolition of the feudal system as well as confirmation of their new 
common class identity.65 For them as well as for the elected notables of 
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the prefectural assemblies introduced in 1878 and of the lower house of 
the Imperial Diet, which first met in 1890, the adoption of Western dress 
not only served to symbolize Japan’s equality with the European powers, 
but also their higher status relative to the vast majority of Japanese who 
neither possessed the knowledge nor the economic resources to adopt the 
new fashion. This is evident in the satirical songs and magazines which 
appeared from the 1880s onwards and targeted precisely this adoption of 
Western fashion.66

The association of social class with Western fashion was noted in con-
temporary travelogues as well. The Americans who had come with the 
former president Grant noted that in the countryside only the police-
men in their uniforms were wearing Western clothes.67 Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand, who visited Japan in 1893, noted that European dress was 
practically the norm among the Japanese upper classes.68

claSS, coStume, and SIameSe aBSolutISm

An important difference between the establishment of modern monar-
chies in Japan and Siam in the late nineteenth century lies in their respec-
tive domestic objectives. In Japan, as in Europe, the modern, and from 
1889 also constitutional, monarchy, served to mobilize the total popula-
tion.69 In contrast, the modern monarchy in Siam was founded to ‘wrest 
political power from the great nobles’.70 Only after the reign of King 
Chulalongkorn were attempts made to mobilize the population beyond 
the ranks of the nobility and bureaucracy.71 Nevertheless, the adoption of 
a new costume also became a symbol that signified the common status of 
an emerging new elite in Siam.

As was the case in Japan, international recognition of the court was 
a valuable asset in Siam, which was employed in the project to establish 
a new centralized authority. King Monkut’s weak position vis-à-vis the 
nobility had been demonstrated by cases where the nobility refused to 
attend court ceremonies.72 The conclusion of the unequal treaties, begin-
ning with the treaty negotiated with Great Britain and the diplomatic pro-
tocol surrounding the new diplomatic relation now confirmed his supreme 
status, as did the King’s continuous correspondence and exchange of pres-
ents with other heads of state.73 The significance of the recognition of the 
Bangkok court by Great Britain would become evident in the early years 
of King Chulalongkorn’s reign, when, as he would later remember, he was 
a mere puppet king.74 The King’s attempts after the end of the regency to 
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centralize the country’s administration and revenue collection challenged 
the nobility directly, nearly leading to clashes between the King’s men 
and the forces of the highest ranking noble known as the Second King 
in 1876. This raised the spectre of foreign intervention and ultimately 
direct colonization, as the noble sought refuge in the British consulate and 
additionally involved the French consul. King Chulalongkorn’s authority 
was confirmed by the strong support he received from Sir Andrew Clarke, 
who had hosted him earlier in Singapore and now travelled to Bangkok. 
Clarke’s private letters show that he had a high opinion of the young 
King, but they also reveal that the notion of an absolute monarchy was 
projected upon Siam at a time when this was an objective of the envisaged 
reforms rather than the political reality.75 The crisis was thus resolved in 
favour of the King, who nevertheless realized his weak domestic position 
and refrained from directly challenging the nobility for the time being. 
King Chulalongkorn’s reforms were therefore only to begin in earnest 
during the 1880s, when he could employ the royal prerogative to appoint 
high officials to place close relatives and confidants in the most important 
positions once the former occupants had died. The subsequent introduc-
tion of a centralized administration and other modern institutions resulted 
in a new class of bureaucrats loyal to the King alone, the highest rank-
ing of whom were his close relatives.76 In this process, the opportunity 
for conspicuous consumption increasingly became exclusive to the high 
aristocracy. They grew more distinct from the noble families, which was 
expressed not only by the consumption of products from Europe, but also 
by the opportunity to study in Europe, as well as through court ceremo-
nies and language.77

The changed dress code introduced during King Chulalongkorn’s early 
journeys abroad became the uniform of the court, worn by the kingdom’s 
new governing elite. Its adoption presented its members not only as civi-
lized in Western eyes, but also differentiated them from the vast majority 
of the realm’s population.78 This association between the new dress and 
status was made explicit in the autobiography of King Chulalongkorn’s 
half-brother Watchirayanwarorot (1860–1921), published in 1915 when 
he was the Supreme Patriarch of the Siamese monkhood. Recalling his 
first order of clothes, he wrote that ‘To have my clothes made at a Chinese 
shop was as they said not appropriate for me. They had many kinds of 
cloth, but I would have been ashamed to wear them. Having my clothes 
made at the European store was more expensive and therefore I desired 
to go there first.’79
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the naturalIzatIon of foreIgn dreSS

The reigns of King Chulalongkorn and Emperor Meiji saw far-reaching 
socio-economic and political transformations. One way to explain these 
changes and to legitimize the political authorities overseeing them was to 
invoke continuity and thus to localize the foreign. The state’s demands on 
its people, such as paying taxes and serving in the military, for example, 
were justified in Japan as new incarnations of ancient practices, as evident 
in Itō Hirobumi’s commentaries on the Meiji constitution.80 In Siam the 
fulfilment of these demands was explained as the practice of Buddhist vir-
tues in textbooks written by the Prince-Patriarch Watchirayanwarorot.81 
Similarly, it appears that at least initially the foreign dress newly adopted by 
the very monarchs embodying continuity had to be localized.

On 4 September 1871, the ‘Imperial Edict on the Reorganization of 
Dress’ was issued in Japan. The edict, which was aimed at Japanese court 
nobility reluctant to accept Western clothes, stipulated that because the 
court’s traditional robes were ‘weak’ and based on ‘medieval Chinese 
clothes’, a return to the clothes worn at the time of the mythical founda-
tion of the empire was in order. This ancient costume was understood to 
resemble trousers and long-sleeved shirts rather than the court’s robes. 
The compulsory introduction of Western court uniforms for the nobil-
ity in the following year was thus framed as a restoration of authentic 
Japanese dress rather than the introduction of a foreign costume.82

In Siam, King Chulalongkorn had been reluctant to introduce full 
Western dress early in his reign and had developed the hybrid costume, 
which was discarded for his first journey to Europe in 1897. Here one 
could argue that just as the concept of civilization was localized by writ-
ing the transliterated term ‘siwilai’ in a manner which implied a Sanskrit 
rather than English origin,83 the royal uniforms became Siamese by vir-
tue of the terms describing them. In his letters from Europe, King 
Chulalongkorn consistently used Siamese terms to refer to worn uniforms 
and orders exchanged between him and his hosts.84 In contrast, translit-
erations are common for other terms, ranging from European titles like 
‘grand duke’,85 technological innovations such as ‘motor cars’,86 and other 
terms for which no Siamese equivalent existed, such as ‘evening dress’ 
or ‘dinner’/‘gala dinner’.87 This linguistic taking possession of European 
dress is most evident in a letter from the King’s second visit to Europe. 
When having his portrait painted in Heidelberg, he initially thought of 
wearing casual European dress, but was convinced by the artist to wear full 

 D. MALITZ



 169

military uniform. In a letter home, he remarked that it would have indeed 
been odd to be painted in casual dress, because he would have looked 
like a European. His uniform, in contrast, was well known in Bangkok.88 
Arguably, the successful negotiation between authenticity and modernity 
seen today as being embodied by King Chulalongkorn, was possible due 
to the King’s remaining a Buddhist sovereign.89 Traditional performances 
of merit-making, expressing the authenticity of kingship, could be con-
ducted in the King’s new clothes, which expressed his modernity, just as 
well.

Summary

The creation of modern monarchies during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries was not limited to Europe, but also extended 
to Asia. In the mid-nineteenth century, the polities of Tokugawa Japan 
and the Kingdom of Siam were integrated in the world economy through 
unequal treaties which granted the colonial powers extraterritorial rights 
and favourable customs duties. While this system of informal colonialism 
limited the sovereignty of both countries, it also necessitated the recogni-
tion of King Monkut, his son King Chulalongkorn of Siam, and Emperor 
Meiji of Japan as legitimate rulers and members of a transnational family 
of royalty, thus strengthening their domestic authority.

Despite the fundamental differences in the subsequent socio-economic 
and political developments and in the respective roles of the individual 
monarchs in those processes, Japan and Siam share that their modern mon-
archies were constructed during the age of invented tradition. Today, these 
modern monarchies continue to serve as the symbolic cores of royal nations. 
The adoption of military uniforms en vogue among their European royal 
peers by the two monarchs served a double function. On the one hand it 
demonstrated their similarity and thus equality with European royalty. At 
the same time, European fashion and the uniforms of the monarchs and 
their officials served as a status symbol, differentiating the ruling elite of 
the modern monarchies from the vast majority of their subjects.

What separates the modern monarchies of Japan and Siam from those 
of Europe is that the former embody a successful negotiation between 
national authenticity and modernity. Such a negotiation was also neces-
sary for the adoption of Western dress, which was obviously foreign yet 
adopted for formal functions by the sovereigns embodying continuity and 
authenticity.
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Different strategies were employed to overcome this contradiction. In 
Japan, conservative nobles favouring the retention of the established court 
costume were reminded in an imperial edict that their dress was of Chinese 
origin. The subsequent introduction of European uniforms was framed as 
a restoration by establishing similarity between the new foreign and the 
ancient authentic clothes, in order to overcome domestic resistance. Later 
on, distinct times and spaces were allotted to the embodiment of authen-
ticity and modernity respectively. The Emperor’s traditional court vest-
ments were worn in private in the palace sanctuaries, the military uniforms 
during public appearances.

In Siam, in contrast, King Chulalongkorn had first favoured a hybrid 
design that combined a Siamese sarong worn in a fashion that resem-
bled trousers with a jacket. For his first trip to Europe in 1897, how-
ever, European military uniforms with trousers were adopted, which 
were retained after his return. The aporia between foreign and modern 
costume on the one hand and continuity and authenticity symbolized 
by the monarchy on the other hand was partly overcome by virtue 
of the use of Siamese terms in describing them, thus making them 
Siamese.
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here 126.
 31. Beasley (1972), here 315.
 32. Satow (1921), here 324, 328–32.
 33. While initially it was planned that all envoys were to meet the 

Emperor jointly on 23 March 1868, an attack on the British dele-
gation on their way to the palace delayed the audience with the 
Emperor and the British representative until the 26th.

 34. Algernon B.  Freeman-Mitford, Baron Redesdale, (1916), 
Memories, Vol. II, New York, here 459–61.

 35. Breen (2011), here 129.
 36. Satow (1921), here 369–71, 400–1. Breen (2011), here 128–31.
 37. Freeman-Mitford (1916), here 495–500.
 38. Osakabe Yoshinori (2010), Yof̄uku, sanpatsu, datsuto:̄ Fukusei no 

Meiji Ishin, Tōkyō, here 13–9.
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CHAPTER 9

‘Mein Hessenland blühe und in ihm die 
Kunst’. Ernst Ludwig’s Darmstädter 

Künstlerkolonie: Building Nationhood 
through the Arts and Crafts

Anne Anderson

For a brief moment, around 1900, many philosophers, theorists and art-
ists, believed that the arts, meaning architecture, sculpture and painting 
as well as the so-called applied arts, had the power to transform daily life. 
The arts were given a social mandate, to reform ‘all the conditions of 
human life, a symbiosis of art and life, with the express aim of overcom-
ing the outdated conditions of the nineteenth century and achieving the 
humanist vision of a cultivated and spiritually fulfilling existence’.1 Forging 
a link between art and society evidently promised cultural and spiritual 
rejuvenation as well as economic regeneration. Those in search of national 
and regional identity—identities threatened by new political alliances,  
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industrialization and urbanization—also saw art as a means of reasserting 
cultural differences and even supremacy. Across Europe, this development 
in the arts was dubbed Art Nouveau (New Art) and Jugendstil (Youth 
Style) in German-speaking regions, while in Barcelona it was lauded as 
Catalan Modernisme.2 As the embodiment of social regeneration this 
New Art signalled reform. This could only be achieved by unifying all 
the arts, a synthesis expressed as the Gesamtkunstwerk or total art work.3 
The concept of Art for Life’s Sake was embodied in the House Beautiful, 
an epithet coined from Clarence Cook’s The House Beautiful: Essays on 
Beds and Tables, Stools and Candlesticks.4 German scholar Jakob von Falke 
(1825–93) deemed it a ‘woman’s aesthetic mission’ to create a beauti-
ful home, as an appreciation of the ‘lesser or industrial arts’ would culti-
vate good taste.5 Falke declared art had the power to refine manners, to 
‘divert our thoughts from low and vulgar things’; ‘it humanizes us and 
idealizes our life’.6 In England William Morris (1834–96) hoped ‘every-
man’s house’ would ‘be fair and decent, soothing to his mind and helpful 
to his work’.7 Wallpapers and textiles were now deemed to be works of 
art, becoming the remit of the artist rather than just the manufacturer. 
Leading architect Joseph Maria Olbrich (1867–1908), titular head of the 
Darmstädter Künstlerkolonie, foresaw a ‘house of work’ where artists and 
craftsmen would work alongside one another ‘until both would, so to 
speak grow together as a single person’.8 But the real challenge lay in 
convincing the public, converting them to the ethos of the New Art and 
stimulating a demand for well-designed and crafted commodities.

In England, one of the first nations to industrialize, the catalysts for 
change were John Ruskin (1819–1900) and William Morris. For Morris, 
who gave his first public lecture on the Decorative Arts in 1877, architec-
ture or the ‘art of house-building begins it all’; it stood to reason that ‘if we 
want art to begin at home […] Have nothing in your houses that you do 
not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful’.9 As beauty was a ‘positive 
necessity of life’, he was determined to transform the world with beautiful 
things.10 In Germany, Alfred Lichtwark (1852–1914), first director of the 
Kunsthalle Hamburg, fostered Museumspädagogik (museum education) in 
order to inform and elevate the taste of the public; by buying and commis-
sioning modern art he also hoped to transform the Kunsthalle into a lead-
ing institution. In Munich and Vienna the revolt came from below, led by 
artists, designers and architects who were frustrated by conservatism. But in 
the German principality of Hesse-Darmstadt innovation came from above; 
Ernst Ludwig Grand Duke of Hesse and by Rhine (1868–1937), ‘the most 
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artistically gifted of the German monarchs’, was the agent for reform.11 His 
intervention, providing stipends for artists and underwriting exhibitions, 
was an exemplary reform programme of royally aided nation construction. 
Frank Müller recognizes ‘Cultural Kingship’ as a common contemporary 
phenomenon, as the German crowned heads still wielded considerable 
influence over the arts and culture.12 Ernst Ludwig, ‘more artist, writer and 
composer than statesman or soldier’, made cultural policies the centrepiece 
of his activities.13 The Grand Duke patronized a Darmstädter Renaissance, 
his civic programme cultivating a strong local identity rooted in modernity; 
Hesse-Darmstadt was moulded into a distinct and credible Fatherland.

In this chapter I intend to show why Ernst Ludwig embraced Jugendstil 
in order to rejuvenate his principality and as a means of nation building. By 
exploring his birthright and international connections, it can be shown he 
was familiar with developments in England and France as well as further 
afield in Germany. I argue he embraced the Arts and Crafts in order to 
achieve cultural and economic reform. His outlook was not retrogressive; 
he hoped the artists and designers he summoned to create the Darmstädter 
Künstlerkolonie would revive the fortunes of local industries. He also rec-
ognized the potential of an alliance of the Arts and Crafts to forge a dis-
tinct identity for his principality. Above all he wanted Hesse-Darmstadt to 
be a beacon of modernity. I also hope to establish the position of Hesse-
Darmstadt within the newly created Kaiserreich; commentators have 
recognized Ernst Ludwig as an exemplary German citizen. His nation 
building clearly began at home, in Hesse-Darmstadt, but his allegiance was 
to Germany. His vision was essentially pan-German; all the artists called to 
Darmstadt were German nationals, except for one foreigner, the Viennese 
architect Olbrich. It could be said that his reform programme revealed the 
shortcomings of the Kaiser and the German princes who were not striving 
to bring Germany into the twentieth century. In the vanguard of reform, 
both regional and national, Ernst Ludwig promoted a modern Germany. 
Various initiatives in Weimar and Hagen may have been inspired by Ernst 
Ludwig’s Darmstädter Künstlerkolonie; in the opening years of the twen-
tieth century Jugendstil became a pan- German phenomenon.

Ernst Ludwig: A ModErn gErMAn PrincE

Ernst Ludwig had a remarkable vision for his principality when he came 
to power in 1892. Annexed by Prussia in 1866, becoming one of the 
25 federal states which made up the German Empire, the nationhood of 
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Hesse-Darmstadt had been eroded. The Grand Duke was determined to 
put Hesse-Darmstadt back on the map by personally leading an artistic 
renaissance. He built on past precedents, as traditionally patronage had 
been state-based with artists and musicians depending on German princes 
for their livelihoods. Ernst Ludwig also needed to ensure his popular-
ity; as Franz Müller argues, he needed to win the loyalty of his subjects, 
to achieve ‘successful salesmanship’.14 He needed, like Prince Regent 
Luitpold of Bavaria, to be indelibly associated with his kingdom, to create 
the ‘cult of monarchy’. Ernst Ludwig’s concerted attempt to generate a 
public culture was predicated on a ‘cosy monarchical loyalty and regional 
belonging’.15 His programme of cultural reform was intended to create 
a distinct and credible Fatherland: ‘In this enterprise strong local identi-
ties—the famous notion of Heimat—and regional monarchies were tied 
into a symbiotic relationship.’16As Abigail Green argues, state level and 
national level were interconnected; ‘interest in the particular Fatherland 
was an expression of interest in the greater, national Fatherland’.17

Ernst Ludwig’s concept of constitutional monarchy was shaped by 
his birthright. Influenced by his mother, Princess Alice of the United 
Kingdom (1843–78), his grandmother Queen Victoria (1819–1901) and 
his five sisters, Ernie, as he was known in the family, grew up in a cosmo-
politan milieu.18 Harry Graf Kessler (1868–1937) observed the Grand 
Duke was simultaneously ‘English Gentleman and German Patriot’: ‘Of 
all the German Princes he was the one who made the impression of […] 
a man of the world most naturally.’19 Self-assurance shines through Franz 
von Stuck’s elegant portrait (1907), revealing something of a dandy.20 
Ernie’s sense of social justice and humanitarianism, as well as his love 
of the arts and music, was indubitably instilled by Princess Alice.21 Her 
mother claimed Alice had ‘darling Papa’s nature, and much of his self-
sacrificing character and fearless and entire devotion to duty!’22 Open-
minded, with a progressive outlook, Alice was an ideal role model for a 
modern prince. Ernst Ludwig was determined to actively demonstrate 
his ability to reign, securing his position not by divine right but through 
personal achievements. Cast in a mosaic near the Municipal Exhibition 
Hall (1905–08) on the Mathildenhöhe, the site of the Darmstädter 
Künstlerkolonie, the Grand Duke declared his commitment: ‘Have 
respect for the old—And courage to take a chance with the new—Remain 
faithful to your own nature—And true to the people you love.’23 Theodor 
Heuss, first President of the Federal Republic of Germany, went so far 
as to declare Ernie’s liberalism ‘avant-gardist’: ‘For our youthful con-
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sciousness Hesse’s last Grand Duke Ernst Ludwig was the spiritually and 
intellectually most important personality among the German monarchs 
of his time.’24

Compared to the authoritarian Kaiser, Wilhelm  II, Ernie’s views 
verged on socialism; he was dubbed the ‘Revolutionary Prince’ or the 
‘Red Grand Duke’.25 Against the conservatism of Prussia, the subna-
tional identity of Hesse-Darmstadt was invested in cultural reform and 
economic development. On an international stage, the enlightenment 
nurtured by Ernst Ludwig was projected as German nationalism; the first 
exhibition on the Mathildenhöhe was entitled Ein Dokument Deutscher 
Kunst (A Document of German Art). This was a matter of national pride 
as well as economic survival. Alexander Koch (1860–1939), founder of 
Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration, feared German artists and craftsmen 
were ‘being held spellbound by a foreign language of form; the idiom of 
a domestic, individually German art language is in danger of being lost’.26 
Rather than copying Franco-Belgian Art Nouveau or English Arts and 
Crafts stylistic forms, Germany needed to develop its own, independent, 
modern art. This dream would be realized at Turin’s Prima Esposizione 
Internazionale d’Arte Decorativa Moderna (First International 
Exposition of Modern Decorative Arts) held in 1902. In the Hamburger 
Vorhalle des Deutschen Reiches (Hamburg Vestibule of the German Reich), 
Künstlerkolonie artist Peter Behrens expressed Germany’s cultural iden-
tity in Jugendstil forms.

By personally initiating an arts and crafts reform programme, Ernst 
Ludwig hoped to regenerate and transform the cultural identity of Hesse. 
He was clearly aware of the artistic and financial success of Morris & Co. 
and Liberty’s of Regent Street in London and the artistic revival in Nancy, 
Lorraine, following the Franco-Prussian War. Here the local economy 
had been turned around by fostering so-called art industries. In 1897, 
Ernst Ludwig commissioned Mackay Hugh Baillie Scott (1865–1945) 
and Charles Robert Ashbee (1863–1942) to transform two rooms in 
the Neue Palais (Fig.  9.1). A year later the Erste Darmstädter Kunst- 
und Kunstgewerbe-Ausstellung (First Darmstadt Exhibition of Fine and 
Decorative Art) showcased the Art Nouveau glass and furniture of Emile 
Gallé, the progenitor of l’École de Nancy. This transnational venture con-
vinced Ernie that the economic fortunes of his small principality, which 
boasted few natural resources, could be revived by rejuvenating local 
industries: the seven artists/architects called to create an artists’ colony 
on the Mathildenhöhe in 1899 were expected to reform and stimulate 
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local manufacturers by providing direct examples. Paid a stipend and 
provided with a communal studio, Ernie’s princely patronage was not an 
exercise in altruism.27 By forging a Darmstadt Jugendstil ethos, nation-
hood could be vested in cultural progress; Darmstadt would be at the 
cutting edge, a beacon of German modernity. Inevitably, architect Peter 
Behrens (1868–1940), one of the original seven called to Darmstadt, 
foresaw the limitations of working in a provincial capital, leaving the 
Künstlerkolonie in 1903. Behrens looked beyond Ernie’s vision of 
unifying Art and Life in Hesse-Darmstadt; he hoped his experiential 
Nietzschean Stil (Great Style), a synthesis of Art and Life, could be dis-
seminated throughout the German Empire. Behrens would lead the way 
forward, via the Deutscher Werkbund, to the rationality and functionality 
of the Bauhaus (1919–33). The seeds of Modernism were undoubtedly 
sown in Darmstadt.

Fig. 9.1 ‘Sitting room in the new palace, Darmstadt, designed by M. H. Ballie 
Scott’, in M.  H. Baillie-Scott, ‘Decoration and Furniture for the New Palace, 
Darmstadt’, The Studio, Vol. 16, 1899, 107–115; here 111 (Image: Anne 
Anderson)
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thE nEw Art: An intErnAtionAL, nAtionAL 
And rEgionAL PhEnoMEnon

In order to appreciate why Ernest Ludwig embraced Jugendstil, one needs 
to understand why and how the New Art emerged in Germany. In January 
1896 Jugend: Illustrierte Wochenschrift für Kunst und Leben was launched 
in Munich, giving its name to the movement; this magazine, founded 
and edited by Georg Hirth, was aimed at a young, upwardly mobile gen-
eration, who, on the cusp of the twentieth century, sought to embrace 
modernity. Through a plethora of such specialist journals, numbering 
The Studio (London, 1893), Pan (Berlin, 1895) and Dekorative Kunst 
(Munich, 1897) artists and architects, inspired by the ideology of Ruskin 
and Morris, advocated a programme of Aesthetic Socialism that sought 
to unify art and life by reforming the applied arts. Morris, who declared 
it was the ‘right of everyman’ to have a ‘beautiful home’ argued con-
vincingly that wallpapers, textiles, ceramics and even books demanded the 
same imaginative approach as painting and sculpture.28 This elevated status 
encouraged artists to diversify: Edward Burne-Jones (1833–98), Morris’ 
lifelong friend, widened his portfolio to encompass designs for stained 
glass and tapestry. Inspired by the building of his own home, Bloemenwerf 
in Ukkel, the Belgian artist Henry van de Velde (1863–1957) abandoned 
painting in favour of designing furniture, textiles, ceramics and metalwork. 
Behrens followed suit, also inspired by the building of his own house for 
the first Künstlerkolonie exhibition in 1901.

The quest for unity encouraged architects to design or control all 
aspects of interior decor, especially furniture and lighting. Individual arts 
were subordinated to a common purpose, the house being transformed 
into a Gesamtkunstwerk. Exteriors, interiors, furnishings and even land-
scape were to be conceived and directed by the vision of one man—the 
architect. Charles Rennie Mackintosh (1868–1928) exemplifies this desire 
to achieve an overarching harmonization, or tout ensemble, which even 
extended to the choice of door handles and window catches. In their 
own homes, architect designers even attempted to assimilate the occu-
pants through dress and accessories. Maria van der Velde and Margaret 
Macdonald Mackintosh were completely harmonized through their attire 
to the point where one speculates whether they were trapped in the 
Gesamtkunstwerk!29

Specialist journals and international exhibitions highlight the transna-
tional spirit of Art Nouveau/Jugendstil: by 1900 readers were aware of 
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the cosy English Arts and Crafts houses of C. F. A Voysey (1857–1941), 
the glass and furniture of Emile Gallé (1846–1904), the stained glass of 
American Louis Comfort Tiffany (1848–1933) and the latest designs 
of the Vienna Secession. Although international in scope, the New Art 
also fostered localized responses such as the Glasgow School and Catalan 
Modernisme. Here a distinctive regional identity can be seen to reflect 
resurgent nationalism. In the Nordic countries this was expressed through 
National Romanticism, which drew on folk culture to articulate nation-
hood. Darmstadt’s distinctive Jugendstil was a similar response, asserting 
the principality’s unique position within the German Reich.

The global/local variations of Art Nouveau/Jugendstil were made 
manifest at the international exhibitions held in Chicago (1893), Brussels 
(1897), Paris (1900), Vienna (1900), Glasgow (1901) and Turin 
(1902), the latter an exemplary modern city.30 Turin’s Prima Esposizione 
Internazionale d’Arte Decorativa Moderna was explicitly ‘up-to-date’: 
‘Only original products that show a decisive tendency toward aesthetic 
renewal of form will be admitted. Neither mere imitations of past styles 
nor industrial products not inspired by an artistic sense will be accepted.’31 
Generating intense competition, such global events offered ample oppor-
tunity for nationalistic drum-beating; in the run-up to the Turin exposi-
tion one French art journal foresaw ‘one of the battles in the war involving 
all nations for supremacy in industrial art, perhaps even a decisive battle’.32 
Responding to this battle cry, Kaiser Wilhelm II generously subsidized the 
mounting of the Imperial German display.

Darmstadt had its own ‘media’ activist, Alexander Koch, whose influ-
ence on the founding of the Künstlerkolonie was considerable. Educated 
in Cologne and Stuttgart, Koch married the daughter of Carl Hochstätter, 
a wallpaper manufacturer. Joining his father-in-law’s business, Koch took 
a keen interest in contemporary interior design, developing a num-
ber of influential trade journals. The Tapeten-Zeitung (Wallpaper News) 
appeared from 1888, with Zeitschrift für Innendekoration (Interior 
Decoration) launched two years later. Van de Velde contributed substan-
tially to Innendekoration, again highlighting the transnational character 
of the New Art; for a few years a French-language edition of the journal 
was available. Koch himself showed a preference for British design, being 
especially fond of Mackintosh and Baillie Scott.

Koch’s Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration (1897) would become the plat-
form for launching the Darmstädter Künstlerkolonie and transmitting its 
ethos. In the first issue Koch urged his readers to integrate art into their 
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daily lives, echoing Morris’ clarion call that ‘everyman’ deserved a beauti-
ful home. Like Morris he also advocated good craftsmanship and the use of 
high quality materials, condemning shoddy mass-produced commodities. 
Koch railed against the commercialization of Art Nouveau/Jugendstil so 
graphically seen at the Paris Universal Exposition 1900. Already the New 
Art had been discredited by crass exploitation and commercial impera-
tives. Commoditization had debased Art Nouveau; perceived as merely 
another style, a transient fashion, it had been taken up by the masses for 
the sake of keeping up appearances. The ill-informed subscribed to the 
trappings of the New Art without its substance. Such superficial phoniness 
threatened to derail genuine reform. Ideologically, the New Art required 
making lifestyle choices that went beyond simply selecting wallpapers and 
carpets; the House Beautiful promised social transformation. For Morris 
a ‘good house’ was the outcome of moral, aesthetic and social reform.33

Promising so much, the English House was meticulously researched by 
architect Hermann Muthesius (1861–1927), who as cultural and techni-
cal attaché of the Prussian embassy in London from 1896 to 1903 was 
instructed to report on the English way of life, particularly architectural 
developments. Muthesius’ mission for the Imperial German government 
was tantamount to cultural espionage undertaken ‘for a divided and back-
ward country which had become a major power’.34 According to Dennis 
Sharp, Wilhelm II was personally responsible for this mission.35 Muthesius’ 
final summation, published as Das englische Haus (1904–05), privileged 
function, advocating honesty in construction and truth to materials as 
alternatives to ostentatious historicism and excessive ornament.36 The cul-
tural superiority of Das englische Haus was not just its comfort; it was also 
its convenience and practicality. Muthesius also foresaw the potential of 
a craft revival, as higher standards would be of national economic ben-
efit. Informed by Muthesius’ thinking, as articulated in Deutsche Kunst 
und Dekoration and Dekorative Kunst, Ernst Ludwig also took the high 
ground, ensuring the Darmstadt experiment was informed by an Arts and 
Crafts ethos.

Ernst Ludwig: PAtron of thE nEw Art

As patron of the Darmstädter Künstlerkolonie, Ernst Ludwig actively 
supported a daring experiment which broke with tradition. There was 
no need for artists to break away or ‘secede’ from Hessian state insti-
tutions: as Olbrich observed, as Darmstadt did not possess an academy 

ERNST LUDWIG’S DARMSTÄDTER KÜNSTLERKOLONIE 



186 

it was not bound by ‘confined norms and standards’.37 Darmstadt was 
not a battlefield, where the intensive struggle between old and new still 
persisted; rather it was a place free from all associations, free from ‘all 
regards and obligations to Art Ministries’; here new ideas would ‘take a 
form that doesn’t correspond to today’s usual sort, but moves far ahead 
and embraces the future’.38

The artistic revolt in Darmstadt was led from the top rather than 
instigated from below by a disgruntled younger generation. This was 
not the case in Munich, Berlin or Vienna, where forward-looking art-
ists, designers and architects inevitably had to break with tradition or 
‘secede’ from conservative art institutions. Georg Hirth coined the 
term ‘Sezessionismus’ (Secession) to characterize this dissent. The 
first German artists to ‘secede’ broke away from the Munich Artists’ 
Association in 1892. Matters had come to a head the previous year when 
Prince Regent Luitpold of Bavaria had founded Prinzregent-Luitpold-
Stiftung zur Förderung der Kunst, des Kunstgewerbes und des Handwerks 
in München, which promoted traditional history painting in the service of 
the state; conservative factions were opposed to impressionism, symbol-
ism and other progressive trends in the art world. The Berlin Secession 
was prompted when a landscape by Walter Leistikow was rejected by the 
state-run Association of Berlin Artists. Similarly in Vienna, a group led 
by Gustav Klimt resigned from the Association of Austrian Artists, based 
at the Künstlerhaus, in 1897.

For the most part these breakaway groups were supported by wealthy 
industrialists; the Vienna Secession had the backing of August Lederer 
and Karl Wittgenstein. A nationalistic impulse led Karl Ernst Osthaus 
(1874–1921), son of the Hagener banker Carl Ernst August Osthaus, to 
transform his home town into a leading centre for the European avant- 
garde; he is credited with initiating the Hagener Impuls. Collecting works 
by Cézanne, Gauguin, van Gogh, Hodler, and Matisse amongst oth-
ers, Osthaus’ ambitions were realized in the Folkwang Museum which 
opened in 1902. An architectural masterpiece by van der Velde and 
Behrens, the Folkwang, deemed the world’s first museum for contempo-
rary art, was hailed by Danish-German painter Emil Nolde as a ‘Beacon 
for western Germany’.39 Osthaus also attempted to construct a garden 
suburb in Hohenhagen, Hagen-Eppenhausen. Although the First World 
War prevented the completion of this project, the focal point of the villa 
Hohenhof (1906–08), an exemplary Gesamtkunstwerk masterminded by 
van de Velde, was created as a residence for Osthaus. Munich-born archi-
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tect Richard Riemerschmid (1868–1957) was called to design the work-
ers’ housing complex in Walddorfstraße (1907), eighty-seven dwellings 
with community facilities including a kindergarten, while the Dutch artist 
Jan Thorn Prikker was commissioned to design a stained glass window for 
the main station in Hagen known as ‘The Artist as Teacher of Commerce 
and Industry’. Enlightened patronage transformed Hagan into a symbol 
of national progress.

There were other German princes besides Ernst Ludwig who real-
ized the economic and social benefits of embracing art as the ‘Teacher 
of Commerce and Industry’. As early as 1860, Karl Alexander August 
Johann, Grand Duke of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach founded the Weimar 
Saxon–Grand Ducal Art School, engaging the painters Arnold Böcklin 
and Franz von Lenbach, and sculptor Reinhold Begas. His grandson and 
successor Wilhelm Ernst, the last Grand Duke, invited van de Velde to 
Weimar in 1902; the Grand Ducal School of Arts and Crafts, established 
in 1905, would evolve into the Bauhaus under the leadership of Walter 
Gropius. Although indelibly associated with the emergence of functional 
utilitarian Modernism, the Bauhaus programme was initially rooted in the 
romantic Arts and Crafts tradition.

Whether instigated by artists, entrepreneurs or even princes the zeal 
for reform was undoubtedly pan-German. Nevertheless Ernst Ludwig led 
the way as early as 1897, modernizing three rooms in the Neue Palais; 
Renate Ulmer regards this as ‘trend-setting’, declaring the Grand Duke 
to be one of the first princes to ‘bring the new style to life in his own 
quarters’.40 Baillie Scott was commissioned to redecorate and furnish the 
dining and drawing rooms, while Ashbee was called upon to design the 
light fittings; both were made under Ashbee’s guidance by the Guild of 
Handicraft. Ernst Ludwig was able to experience at first hand the aesthetes 
of the handcrafted, as this ‘work possesses […] what an artist would call 
“feeling”. The surface of the metal bears the evidence of the tool and 
is delicately modelled.’41 This feeling was achieved, as far as possible, by 
granting the craftsman autonomy; each workman was ‘responsible for his 
own work’ with as little subdivision of labour as possible. Ideally each piece 
was ‘carried through by one man’.42 Although craftsmanship was recast as 
art, speed was also of the essence; Ernst Ludwig wanted the rooms com-
pleted as Tsar Nicholas II, his brother-in-law, was due to visit. The Grand 
Duke showered Ashbee with telegrams and ‘visits from imperious German 
dignitaries’.43 These new rooms were designed to impress, asserting Ernst 
Ludwig’s commitment to a modern lifestyle.
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Writing about the project in The Studio, Baillie Scott noted the difficul-
ties often arising when working for a private patron:

the artist who designs the decoration and furniture of rooms which are to 
be lived in cannot be quite so independent of his clients […] From the first 
he is largely influenced by the particular tastes of a particular client and the 
owner and occupier of a room must needs set a mark of individuality on its 
final effect in a thousand subtle ways.44

All too often this influence was ‘baneful’, but in this case it was a ‘distinct 
artistic gain’: ‘The cultivated taste of the Royal Highnesses, the Grand 
Duke and Grand Duchess of Hesse, here so much influenced the final 
result of the decoration of the room that one is dubious in accepting the 
credit which belongs to the occupier’.45 Promoting local industry, the 
breakfast room was furnished by Julius Glückert, a furniture manufacturer 
who soon recognized the potential of the New Art. A prominent patron of 
the Künstlerkolonie, Glückert used one of the show houses for the display 
of his Hofmöbelfabrik.

Jugendstil was officially introduced at the Hessian court in 1898, when 
the Darmstädter Erste Kunst- und Kunstgewerbe-Ausstellung (First Arts 
and Crafts Exhibition) was held in the Hall of Art under the patronage of 
the Grand Duke. Although the exhibits were transnational, with Gallé’s 
glass and furniture displayed in a separate room, a pan-German emphasis 
was perhaps intended to spur local manufacturers into action. Innovative 
German applied arts were represented by tapestries from the Art Weaving 
School Scherrebek, ornamental glass by Karl Koepping, ceramics by Max 
Laeuger, Theo Schmuz-Baudiss and Max Heider, and metalwork by 
Richard Riemerschmid. Rather than being arranged by materials, objects 
were presented within room settings. As Ulmer notes this presentation of 
‘modern, artistically fashioned dwelling rooms and high quality craftsman-
ship … showed in an exemplary way the possibility of reviving old craft 
traditions and thereby gave impulses to the local small-scale industry’.46 
The Blaue Zimmer was dominated by the Munich school, with furniture 
by Wilhelm Michael and the decorative wall patterns of Otto Eckmann 
(1865–1902). Munich is regarded as the birthplace of Jugendstil, being 
the first German city to respond to the New Art. A campaign demanding 
the inclusion of the applied arts in the international Munich Glaspalast 
Exhibition (1897) led to the founding of the Vereinigte Werkstätten für 
Kunst im Handwerk (United Workshops for Art in Craft). The designs of 

 A. ANDERSON



 189

Richard Riemerschmid, Bruno Paul, and Peter Behrens were fabricated 
by a skilled team of craftsmen; by 1899 the Vereinigte Werkstätten was a 
successful commercial enterprise employing more than 50 workers. The 
economic success of this venture would not have escaped the attention 
of the Grand Duke. Eleven members of the Darmstadt Artists’ Colony 
were drawn from Munich, numbering Peter Behrens, Patriz Huber, Paul 
Haustein, Henrich Jobst and Ernst Riegel. Munch would forfeit is role as 
pacemaker to Darmstadt, Hagen and Weimar.

dArMstädtEr KünstLErKoLoniE

Koch hoped the 1898 Arts and Crafts Exhibition would inspire in the 
‘not too distant future […] an applied art exhibition in modern style with 
exclusively Hessian products’.47 This hope was soon realized. Failing to 
establish a school of art, Ernst Ludwig conceived the idea of a freelance 
community of artists working alongside one another in a collegial rela-
tionship. His concept was clearly shaped by Koch, who issued a memo-
randum, aimed at the Grand Duke, Parliament and local industrialists, 
proposing a centre or school of ‘modern crafts’, a Künstler-Gewerbe.48 
Koch feared that Munich, Karlsruhe, Dresden or Berlin, would get ahead 
leaving Darmstadt behind; only two months later the first artist arrived in 
Darmstadt.

The first seven artists called to Darmstadt numbered the Viennese 
architect Joseph Maria Olbrich, pupil and collaborator of Otto Wagner. 
Painter, architect and later AEG (Allgemeine Elektricitäts-Gesellschaft) 
industrial designer Peter Behrens, graphic designer and painter Paul Bürck 
(1878–1947) and interior designer Patriz Huber (1872–1908) came from 
Munich. Painter, graphic and stained glass designer Hans Christiansen 
(1867–1938) and medallist and sculptor Rudolf Bosselt (1871–1938) 
arrived from Paris. Sculptor Ludwig Habich (1872–1919) was the only 
local man. With Olbrich the only foreigner, Ernst Ludwig assembled a 
pan-German group, his selection undoubtedly informed by Koch’s lauda-
tory articles in Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration. In total, 23 artists would 
be appointed to the colony before its closure in 1918. The original seven 
were contracted for three years, their basic stipend determined by their 
age, marital status and reputation. From 1903 the yearly salaries were paid 
by the Ernst Ludwig Fund, which also received public subsidies. The art-
ists were not precluded from deriving extra income from private com-
missions; the Grand Duke openly encouraged collaboration with local 
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craftsmen and manufacturers. As the foremost architect Olbrich naturally 
assumed leadership of the coterie; a strong bond developed between archi-
tect and patron. Ernst Ludwig declared:

The greatest of them all was Olbrich. I met him by chance. I saw his draw-
ings for the Secession Exhibition in Vienna and a sketch for a portable can-
dlestick, quite personal and different from the direction at that time. I felt 
immediately there’s something fresh, something that suits me, something 
sunny that I didn’t feel for all the others. […] He was enthusiastic about 
my ideas and he appeared extremely sympathetic to me from the beginning. 
[…] I felt that more levity and taste was necessary for the German spirit and 
that he was exactly the right man as this finesse lay in his nature. […] He 
helped realise many of my dreams—of which I was full.49

The Darmstadt Zimmer was successfully shown at the 1900 Universelle 
Exposition Paris, encouraging a major exhibition the following year styled 
Ein Dokument Deutscher Kunst von bleibendem Wert (A Document of 
German Art with Lasting Value). A conventional exhibition with tempo-
rary structures was rejected in favour of permanent building prototypes.50 
In effect Olbrich laid out a small suburb, the seeds of an exhibition town: 
Ernst Ludwig’s dream of building an Acropolis on the Mathildenhöhe 
was realized. The House Beautiful, in Olbrich’s words a ‘space for life’, 
dominated, with every fitting, however humble, artistically conceived.51 
Olbrich’s vision was driven in part by Koch and Muthesius: in December 
1900 Innendekoration launched an international competition for a Haus 
eines Kunstfreundes (House of an Art Lover), ‘a refined family dwelling’ 
for a ‘Kunst-Freund’.52 The editorial announced ‘the competition is 
intended to help discover and promote young talents’, for those who had 
‘little opportunity to appear before the public’ and every object ‘was to 
speak of the hopes and concerns, the dreams and desires of its creators’.53 
Only ‘genuinely artistic’ modern designs were acceptable; the goal was 
a ‘model home in the modern sense’ embracing the latest technologi-
cal achievements.54 Being conceived on paper, the project was not con-
strained by a client; however, there was a budget of 100,000–120,000 
marks for the construction. This Dream House was to be judged by a top- 
notch jury numbering Olbrich, Christiansen, van de Velde, Hans Eduard 
von Berlepsch-Valendas, Otto Wagner, Alfred Messel and Paul Wallot. 
Adjudication took place on 16–17 May: of the 36 designs accepted, 16 
made the first cut. The first prize was not awarded, as apparently no design 
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had successfully met the brief. Baillie Scott was awarded second prize, 
the third slot going jointly to Leopold Bauer, Oskar Marmorek and Paul 
Zeroch. The results and analysis were published in June: as Mackintosh’s 
project, Der Vogel (The Bird), had failed to follow the guidelines it was 
unplaced. Despite this failing, a portfolio of Mackintosh’s Dream House 
was issued, alongside Baillie Scott’s and Bauer’s, as they shared a ‘distinct 
personal trademark’ or individuality.55

Reflecting this ideal, eight model homes were created on the 
Mathildenhöhe embodying a ‘Celebration of Life’; Olbrich provided the 
architectural plans for all, apart from the Haus Behrens–Haus Ludwig 
Habich, Haus Olbrich, Haus Christiansen, Haus Keller, Haus Deiters, the 
Kleines Glückert Haus (Rudolf Bosselt House) and Grosses Glückert Haus.56 
Drawing on both German vernacular traditions and Mediterranean clas-
sical prototypes, each house was individually conceived. With its central 
double-height living hall, the Haus Olbrich was derived from English 
Arts and Crafts precursors. The Grosses Glückert Haus, which betrays the 
influence of Mackintosh in its external, graphic linear ornamentation, was 
conceived as a Gesamtkunstwerk. Patriz Huber supplied the interiors for 
the Kleines Glückert Haus (Rudolf Bosselt House) and the Haus Ludwig 
Habich. Olbrich had already declared his intentions:

We must build a city, a whole city! Anything less would be pointless! The 
government should give us […] a field, and there we shall create a world. To 
build a single house means nothing. How can it be beautiful if an ugly one 
stands next door? What good are three, five, even ten beautiful houses […] if 
the armchairs inside are not beautiful or the plates are not beautiful? No—a 
field […] then we shall show what we can do. From the overall design down 
to the last detail, all governed by the same spirit, the streets and the gardens 
and the palaces and the cottages and the tables and the armchairs and the 
lamps and the spoons all expressions of the same sensibility …57

The engine of this utopia was ‘The Temple of Work’, akin to a ‘tem-
ple in a sacred grove, a house of labour, both artist’s studio and crafts-
men’s workshop […]’ where labour was conceived as ‘hallowed divine 
service’.58 As completed, the communal studio, the Ernst-Ludwig-Haus 
(1899–1901), recalls Olbrich’s Secession House (1898) an exhibition 
hall built for the breakaway Viennese group (Fig. 9.2). The building is 
approached through a ceremonial arched recess inscribed with the slogan 
May the artist show his world that never was and never will be, attributed 
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to Austrian poet Hermann Bahr.59 This is flanked by Habich’s gigan-
tic figures of Man and Woman, embodying ‘Strength and Beauty’ and 
‘Youth and Creativity’, the keystones of the new art. This provided the 
backdrop to the opening on the 15 May 1901, a festival conceived by 
Behrens and writer and theatre manager Georg Fuchs (1868–1949) with 
costumes reminiscent of priestly robes designed by Olbrich (Fig. 9.3). Set 
to music by Willem de Hann, Das Zeichen (The Sign) was inspired by 
Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra (1883–91). At the climax a 
priest-like character bestowed upon humanity a crystal emblematic of the  
New Life.60 Das Zeichen was intended to express a new feeling for life,  
the yearning for beauty and desire for a noble existence. In its appeal to the  
soul as well as the body Jugendstil aspired to make man whole; art was to 
serve as a ‘cultic extension of existence, beauty to penetrate and imbue 
all areas of life’.61 Pursuing a practical expression of a Nietzschean life-
style, Behrens also designed his very own Zarathustrian villa replete with 
crystals, diamonds and the Edelstein that ‘radiates the virtues of a world 
that is not yet here’.62 He hoped to realize Nietzsche’s vision of a ‘great 

Fig. 9.2 The Ernst-Ludwig-Haus (1899–1901), Darmstädter Künstlerkolonie, 
in 2015 (Image: Anne Anderson)
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Fig. 9.3 ‘Das Fest-Spiel. Festliche handlung zur eröffnung der ausstellung. 
Veranstaltet am 15. Mai 1901 von Peter Behrens’, in Alexander Koch (ed.), 
Grossherzog Ernst Ludwig und die Ausstellung der Künstler-Kolonie in Darmstadt 
von Mai bis Oktober 1901: ein Dokument Deutscher Kunst (Darmstadt: Verlag Alex. 
Koch, 1901), 61 (Image: Anne Anderson)
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style’ (Stil) despite the obvious contradiction between an elite residence 
for the ‘Artist as Superman’ and a habitable ‘House of the Future for 
Everyman’.63 Steven E. Aschheim argues that Behrens’ social application 
of Nietzscheanism sought to ‘fuse beauty with power and individual will 
with state authority’; here Nietzsche ‘symbolised not revolutionary trans-
valuation but Germany’s contemporary economic and political power’.64 
Behrens’ would clothe German nationalism in Nietzschean symbolism 
at the 1902 Turin Prima Esposizione Internazionale d’Arte Decorativa 
Moderna (First International Exhibition of Modern Decorative Arts).65

turin 1902
Appointed to the advisory committee, Koch ensured that Behrens, who 
fulfilled his ideal of the all-round artist, was allocated an important commis-
sion, the entrance hall of the Imperial Germania pavilion, the Hamburger 
Vorhalle des Deutschen Reiches. For George Fuchs the Hamburger Vorhalle, 
dubbed the ‘Tomb of the Unknown Superman’, was the ‘Ideal Palace of 
Power and Beauty’ an architectural symbol that embodied the German 
Empire.66 Cloaked in architectural forms Behrens’ Nietzschean message 
proclaimed a new dawn; a cave-like structure, illuminated by a stained 
glass sunburst in the central vault, framed a richly bound copy of Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra displayed in a shrine-like cabinet (Fig. 9.4). The cover 
took as its leitmotif das Zeichen, the crystal, symbol of ‘Life as Art’, echo-
ing the last section of Zarathustra titled ‘Das Zeichen’ (Fig 9.5):

‘This is my morning, my day begins:
rise up now, rise up, great noontide!’
Thus spoke Zarathustra and left his cave, glowing and strong, like a 

morning sun emerging behind dark mountains.67

Stanford Anderson concludes that Behrens’ Palace of Power and Beauty 
embodied ‘the form of life of the citizens, the representational needs of 
the state and the whole expression of a culture’.68 Behrens’ ambitions 
transcended even Ernst Ludwig’s; his Nietzschean Stil, first conceived in 
Darmstadt, now defined the emerging industrial order of the Reich. The 
New Order, a quest for synthesis, would find full expression in Behrens’ 
completely integrated branding for AEG.

Nationalistic, even xenophobic, Turin was nevertheless a transnational 
event. Koch exhibited the portfolios of Mackintosh, Baillie Scott and Bauer, 
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Fig. 9.4 Hamburger Vorhalle des Deutschen Reiches, in George Fuchs, ‘Die 
Vorhall zum Hause der Macht und der schönheit’, Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration, 
Vol. 11, October/March, 1902–03, 1–43; here 15 (Image: Anne Anderson)
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Fig. 9.5 Peter Behrens, Also Sprach Zarathustra, in George Fuchs, ‘Die Vorhall 
zum Hause der Macht und der schönheit’, Deutsche Kunst und Dekoration,  
Vol. 11, October/March 1902–03, 1–43; here 26 (Image: Anne Anderson)
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which were available for purchase. Mackintosh, who was invited by Francis 
(‘Fra’) Newbery, organizer of the Scottish section, to draw up an overall 
design, travelled to Turin in late April to supervise the installation. On 1 
May Mackintosh dined with Olbrich, Hans Berlepsch-Vanedas, organizer 
of the German section, and Walter Crane, organiser of the English section; 
Ernst Ludwig later joined the party.69 Art Nouveau/Jugendstil was simul-
taneously an international, national and regional phenomenon. In bring-
ing the New Art to Darmstadt, Ernst Ludwig promulgated a Darmstadt 
Jugendstil ethos that satisfied both local and national goals.

concLusion

Ernst Ludwig’s position, within the multi-monarchical structure of the 
German Empire, reveals a complex federalism that combined Prussian 
hegemony with regional loyalties. The Grand Duke’s Darmstädter 
Renaissance did not conflict with the Imperial Idea. Through personal 
intervention, Ernst Ludwig placed modern art at the centre of Darmstadt’s 
public cultural policy. Given his Anglophone leanings, he was inevitably 
drawn to the ‘Art for Life’ ethos; the life of the citizen would be elevated 
by improving and beautifying their everyday surroundings. Rather than 
placing before the public an imitative style, the ‘exhibition town’ cre-
ated by the Künstlerkolonie advocated function and utility ameliorated 
by beauty. Architectural spaces, uncluttered, opened out and filled with 
light, embodied a cultural, even ethical, enlightenment; these new ways of 
living were seen to reflect the health of the nation.70 By taking a personal 
lead Ernst Ludwig hoped to motivate his citizens; as a practical experiment 
the Künstlerkolonie fostered cultural innovations.71 His programme of re- 
education can be read as patriotic. Alongside other city states, Hagen and 
Weimar, Darmstadt led the way. On the global stage Darmstadt’s moder-
nity would be appropriated by the Imperial German Empire.

Believing in monarchical agency, the Grand Duke led by example; 
when revolution engulfed the nation in 1918, he passed the harshest ver-
dict on his fellow performers, recalling ‘[many of them] had no idea how 
to go with the times […] They were swept away without leaving anything 
behind, for they were, after all, complete nonentities.’72 Ernst Ludwig has 
left much behind; through the Künstlerkolonie, Hesse-Darmstadt is still 
indelibly linked to the personality and liberal ideology of its last ruler.73 
The distinctive cultural identity of Hesse-Darmstadt has been preserved, 
enshrined in the buildings of the Mathildenhöhe and the Sprudelhof in 
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Bad Nauheim. By investing in modern art, the last Grand Duke achieved 
his ambition; today his city state is identified with Jugendstil and the emer-
gence of Modernism.

notEs

 1. Lord Mayor Peter Benz (1999), ‘Greeting’, in: Künstlerkolonie 
Mathildernhöhe Darmstadt 1899–1914 The Museum Book, 
Darmstadt: Insitute Mathildenhöhe Darmstadt, 7.

 2. The term Art Nouveau is derived from Maison de l’Art Nouveau 
(House of New Art), a Parisian gallery opened by German art dealer 
Siegfried Bing in 1895.

 3. The concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk is associated with the aes-
thetic ideals of composer Richard Wagner, who used the term in 
two essays dating to 1849. Wagner’s ‘Artwork of the Future’ was 
to be a synthesis or integration of the arts within the context of the 
theatre. This meant the unification of all works of art, overcoming 
the fragmentation that had occurred since antiquity.

 4. Clarence Cook (1877) The House Beautiful, Essays on Beds and 
Tables, Stools and Candlestick, New York: Scribner, Armstrong and 
Co.

 5. Jacob von Falke (1878) Art in the House, Historical, Critical and 
Aesthetical Studies on the Decoration and Furnishing of the Dwelling, 
translated from the third German edition by Charles C. Perkins, 
Boston: L. Prang and Company, 311–4.

 6. von Falke (1878), 316.
 7. William Morris (1882), ‘The Lesser Arts’, in: Hopes and Fears for 

Art: Five Lectures Delivered in Birmingham, London, and 
Nottingham, 1878–1881, London: Ellis & White, 1–37, here 36.

 8. Ian Latham (1980) Olbrich, London: Academy Editions, 48.
 9. William Morris (1882), ‘The Beauty of Life’ in: Hopes and Fears 

for Art, 71–113, here 110.
 10. Morris (1882), ‘The Beauty of Life’, 75.
 11. Müller (2016), 67.
 12. Müller (2016), 66.
 13. Müller (2016), 67.
 14. Müller (2016), 63.
 15. Müller (2016), 63.

 A. ANDERSON



 199

 16. Abigail Green (2001), Fatherlands: State-Building and Nationhood 
in Nineteenth Century Germany, Cambridge: CUP, Chapter 3.

 17. Green (2001), 98.
 18. His younger sister Alix of Hesse (1872–1918) became Tsarina 

Alexandra Feodorovna, Empress consort of Tsar Nicholas  II of 
Russia.

 19. Harry Graf Kessler (1962), Faces and Time: Memoirs [1935], 
Berlin: S Fischer, 219.

 20. Penny Wilson has suggested that Ernst Ludwig married for dynas-
tic reasons imputing he was homosexual. His first marriage to 
Princess Victoria Melita of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha, known as 
Ducky, was not a success, although he was devoted to his daughter, 
Elizabeth until her tragic death aged eight. His second marriage, 
which produced the desired son and heir, appears to have been 
happy. See ‘Diaries and Letters – Ernst Ludwig, Grand Duke of 
Hesse’, http://forum.alexanderpalace.org/index.php, accessed 
11 April 2016.

 21. Alice’s compassion for other people’s suffering established her role 
as the family caregiver. Befriending Florence Nightingale, she took 
her advice regarding cleanliness and ventilation in hospitals; she 
founded the Alice-Hospital in Darmstadt in 1869.

 22. Jerrold M.  Packard (1998), Victoria’s Daughters, New  York: St. 
Martin’s Griffin, 169.

 23. Renate Ulmer (1997), Jugendstil in Darmstadt, Darmstadt: 
Eduard Roether Verlag, 251.

 24. Hans-Günther Patzke (2015), ‘Grand Duke Ernst Ludwig of Hesse 
and by Rhine – initiator and patron of Jugendstil (Art Nouveau) in 
Hesse’, Reseau Art Nouveau Network, www.artnouveau- net.
eu/.../GrandDukeErnstLudwig, accessed 6/12/2015.

 25. Patzke (2015), 2.
 26. Koch quoted in Ulmer (1997), 52.
 27. By initiating art industries modelled on English and French prec-

edents, Ernst Ludwig rejuvenated the local economy; Darmstadt 
would eventually be recast as a ville et métiers d’art. The Grand 
Duke’s Ceramics Factory, supervised by Jakob Julius Scharvogel 
(1854–1938) operated from 1904 to 1906; the Precious Glass 
Factory under Josef Sckneckendorf (1865–1949) commenced in 
1906; while the Ernst-Ludwig-Presse, directed by Frederick 
Wilhelm Kleukens (1878–1956) from 1907, could be likened to 

ERNST LUDWIG’S DARMSTÄDTER KÜNSTLERKOLONIE 

http://forum.alexanderpalace.org/index.php
http://www.artnouveau-net.eu/GrandDukeErnstLudwig
http://www.artnouveau-net.eu/GrandDukeErnstLudwig


200 

Morris’ Kelmscott Press. But this alliance of the arts and crafts was 
no utopian dream; if a venture proved unprofitable it was closed.

 28. William Morris (1882), ‘Making the Best of It’, in: Hopes and 
Fears, 115–68, here 122.

 29. Anne Anderson (2010). ‘She weaves by night and day, a magic web 
with colours gay’: trapped in the Gesamtkunstwerk or the dangers 
of unifying dress and interiors’, in: Alla Myzelev and John Potvin 
(eds.), Fashion, Interior Design and the Contours of Modern 
Identity, Aldershot: Ashgate, 43–66.

 30. The headquarters of Fiat Automobiles was established in Turin in 
1899.

 31. Richard A. Etlin (1989), ‘Turin 1902: The Search for a Modern 
Italian Architecture’, The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda 
Arts, vol. 13, Stile Floreale Theme Issue (Summer) 94–109, here 
95.

 32. Roderick Conway Morris (1994) ‘Turin 1902’, International 
Herald Tribune, 17th December 1994, accessed 12/1/2016.

 33. Morris (1882), ‘The Lesser Arts’, in: Hopes and Fears, 1–37.
 34. Dennis Sharp (1988), ‘Mackintosh and Muthesius’, in: Patrick 

Nuttgens (ed.), Mackintosh and his Contemporaries, London: John 
Murray, 8–17, here 15.

 35. Sharp (1988), 15.
 36. Muthesius was not the first to coin the expression Das englische 

Haus; Robert Dohme, curator of the Prussian royal art collection, 
published a book bearing the same title as early as 1888.

 37. Joseph M.  Olbrich (1900), ‘Unsere nächste Arbeit’, Deutsche 
Kunst und Dekoration, 6, 366–69, here 366.

 38. Olbrich (1900), 366–67.
 39. osthAus MusEuM hAgEn, www.saatchigallery.com/museums/

museum-profile/Karl Osthau, accessed 12 April 2016.
 40. Ulmer (1997), 22.
 41. M. H. Baillie Scott (1898), ‘Some Furniture for the New Palace, 

Darmstadt’, The Studio, 14, 91–96, here 94.
 42. Baillie Scott (1898), 94.
 43. Alan Crawford (1985), C.R.  Ashbee Architect, Designer and 

Romantic Socialist, New Haven and London: Yale PU, 78.
 44. M. H. Baillie Scott (1899), ‘Decoration and Furniture for the New 

Palace, Darmstadt’, The Studio, 16, 107–15, here 107.
 45. Ballie Scott (1899), 107–8.

 A. ANDERSON

http://www.saatchigallery.com/museums/museum-profile/Karl
http://www.saatchigallery.com/museums/museum-profile/Karl


 201

 46. Ulmer (1997), 56.
 47. Ulmer (1997), 57.
 48. Gerda Breuer (ed.) (2002), Haus eines Kunstfreunde, Mackay 

Hugh Baillie Scott, Charles Rennie Mackintosh and Leopold Bauer, 
Stuttgart: Axel Menges, 19. Hilary J. Grainger (2004), ‘Darmstadt, 
Germany’, in: R. Stephen Sennott (ed.) Encyclopedia of Twentieth 
Century Architecture, Vol.1, A–F, New York and London: Fitzroy 
Dearborn, 343.

 49. Eckhart G. Franz (ed.) Ernst Ludwig Grossherzogs von Hesses und 
bei Rhein, Erinnertes, Darmstadt: Eduard Roether Verlag, 1983 
(reprint), 115. Following Olbrich’s premature death, Albin Müller 
(1871–1941) assumed leadership of the Künstlerkolonie.

 50. Some of the buildings were temporary: the ticket booths, flower 
house, theatre, restaurant and the art gallery were swept away. But 
the eight houses and the studio complex remained permanent 
fixtures.

 51. Breuer (2002), 23.
 52. ‘Entscheidung des Wettbewerbes zur Erlangung von Entwürfen 

für ein herrschaftliches Wohnhaus eines Kunstfreundes’, Innen- 
dekoration, 12, 1901, 109–13.

 53. Breuer (2002), 11 and 7.
 54. Breuer (2002), 13.
 55. Breuer (2002), 15. Published as Meister der Innen-Kunst: Haus 

eine Kunstfreundes.
 56. Olbrich’s dominance caused some resentment; three founding 

members left after their contracts expired in 1902—Bürck, Huber 
and Christiansen. Behrens withdrew the following year. Appointed 
director of the Applied Art School in Düsseldorf he also secured a 
position for Bosselt. Johann Vincenz Cissarz, Paul Haustein and 
Daniel Greiner were appointed in their place. It was this team 
which staged the second exhibition on the Mathildenhöhe in 
1904. Despite economic ups and downs, alongside the comings 
and goings of the artists, more exhibitions followed in 1908, 1914 
and even 1918.

 57. Latham (1980) 48; Herman Bahr (1901), Ein Dokument deutscher 
Kunst: die Ausstellung der Künstler-Kolonie in Darmstadt, 1901, 
Munich: Festschrift [Ernst Ludwig, dem Großherzog von Hessen 
und bei Rhein], 6.

 58. Latham (1980), 48.

ERNST LUDWIG’S DARMSTÄDTER KÜNSTLERKOLONIE 



202 

 59. Ulmer (1997), 89.
 60. Wilhelm Holzamer’s mystic Lebensfeier or Life Ceremony, commis-

sioned by Ernst Ludwig, also expressed the idealistic spirit of the 
Künstlerkolonie.

 61. Ulmer (1997), 92.
 62. Steven E.  Aschheim (1981) The Nietzsche Legacy in Germany: 

1890–1990, Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of 
California Press, 33.

 63. Aschheim (1981), 34.
 64. Aschheim (1981), 34.
 65. The exhibition was organized by artists and architects of the 

Circolo Artistico di Torin, under the patronage of King Vittorio 
Emanuelle II, who hoped to stimulate the renewal of Italian art 
and architecture.

 66. Stanford Anderson (2000) Peter Behrens and the New Architecture 
of the Twentieth Century, Cambridge and London: MIT, 33. The 
central motif does indeed look like a sepulchre but the two guard-
ian figures are guarding a fountain.

 67. Anderson (2000), 33.
 68. Anderson (2000), 33.
 69. ‘Turin Decorative Art Exhibition’, Glasgow Herald, 27 February 

1902, 7.
 70. Olbrich (1900), 366–9.
 71. Franz (1983), 111–34.
 72. Franz (1983), 8.
 73. “We have to build a town, a whole town.”–The Darmstadt Artists’ 

Colony on the Mathildenhöhe, International Conference, 17–19 
April 2016.

 A. ANDERSON



203© The Author(s) 2017
M. Banerjee et al. (eds.), Transnational Histories of the 
‘Royal Nation’, Palgrave Studies in Modern Monarchy, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-50523-7_10

CHAPTER 10

Performing Monarchy and Spanish 
Nationalism (1902–13)

Javier Moreno-Luzón

The Performing monarchy

During the final third of the nineteenth century and the first 14 years of 
the twentieth, a new ‘performing monarchy’ was unveiled in the majority 
of European states.1 In many cases, the success of this type of monarchy 
resided in its capacity to represent the nation, its historical continuity, its 
greatness, and its unity. Moreover, monarchical institutions, which became 
more visible than ever at this time, were converted into a fundamental ele-
ment in nationalist imagery and in the efforts that were then being made 
to disseminate and promote national identities.
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Historians have studied this phenomenon with increasing attention 
over the last 30 years. This interest began in the 1980s, when a number 
of influential studies appeared, the most important of them that of David 
Cannadine on the invention of tradition in the British monarchy between 
1870 and 1914.2 Other historians have questioned some of Cannadine’s 
premises, such as the concept of the invention of tradition (since this was 
rather more a matter of renovating or modifying traditions that were 
already established) or his chronology (since the ‘performing monarchy’ 
had already existed much earlier).3 Nevertheless, the importance of the 
1870–1914 period has remained: an era in which expansive and culturally 
based nationalisms proliferated, in the midst of the rise of mass politics 
and in a social context in which the press was acquiring great importance.

Given the importance of the nation as the basis of politics in the mod-
ern world, monarchist regimes had no alternative but to gain legitimacy 
through it, even in absolutist states. In contrast to the situation half a cen-
tury earlier, just having a king was no longer suitable for any country, but 
rather monarchs needed to identify with their respective nationalities and 
present themselves as the nation’s father figures, protectors, and military 
chiefs, at the service of their progress and their greatness. Furthermore, 
the monarchies became some of the most effective actors in the processes 
of nationalization of the masses that were in progress in many countries.

In addition to Great Britain, the most widely studied example, in-depth 
studies have been made of other cases such as Italy, the Netherlands, Russia, 
or the Austrian Empire in the last few years.4 And this recent work has modi-
fied our initial impressions regarding the modern performing monarchy. 
The possibility has been accepted that monarchs with strong political pow-
ers could still be converted into national symbols, and not only those, as 
in Britain, who were losing power in favour of parliamentary governments. 
Attention has been given to a broad range of actors who were implicated in 
the transformation of different monarchies. In contrast to perspectives that 
only considered the plans formulated by governmental or courtly elites, from 
the top down, other views have come to the fore that underline the relevance 
of local elites and civil society, from the bottom up. At the same time, as tends 
to happen with a great many manifestations in cultural history, some authors 
have regretted the absence of a greater degree of interest in the way that cer-
tain messages were received, a factor that is difficult to capture.5 To which we 
could add other recommendations, such as to not forget the problematic, and 
not always consensual, nature of monarchical regimes. In any case, it seems 
clear that monarchy has become established as one more aspect of the study 
of political cultures.
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My intention here is to incorporate the Spanish case into this body of 
research on the links between monarchy and nation in the period referred 
to, at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twenti-
eth, one that coincided with a critical stage in the process of nation build-
ing in Spain. This is a fundamental issue in Spanish history, in which until 
recently it was commonly asserted that national construction had failed.6 In 
particular, I will centre my study on the first decade of the effective reign 
of Alfonso XIII, from 1902 to 1913, a period during which a number of 
crucial conditioning factors could be observed; above all, the reinforce-
ment of Spanish nationalism after Spain’s defeat in the colonial war with 
the United States in 1898, known in Spain as ‘the Disaster’. This defeat 
implied, like other similar reverses for Italy or Portugal, a profound crisis of 
national identity, and provided a very powerful incentive for the formulation 
of nationalist political projects. At the same time, the rise of substate nation-
alisms opposed to Spanish nationalism itself, like those of the Basques and 
above all the Catalans, obliged Spanish nationalists to respond. As a body 
the nationalist proposals of this era are known as regenerationism (regen-
eracionismo); if the fatherland was degenerate, it had to be regenerated. 
National regeneration of some kind was a dominant theme in many political 
projects, often contradictory in their solutions for achieving it.7 And the 
young King Alfonso, who attained his majority at the age of 16 in 1902, fig-
ured in many of these projects, to the point that many Spaniards of the time, 
from a variety of political viewpoints, looked to him as the saviour of Spain.

I explore here three manifestations of the Spanish performing monarchy: 
the great royal ceremonial events, royal visits, and military ceremonies. All 
three of them had transnational characteristics, not only because of the many 
features shared between European monarchies in that same period, but also 
because of the way some of them were particularly influenced in the Spanish 
case by Spain’s historic, and continuing, presence in other continents such as 
Africa and Latin America. The discourses and practices that were articulated 
through these rituals indicate the successes, the limits, and even the risks of 
the conversion of the Spanish monarchy into a national symbol.

courT ceremonies, royal celebraTions

In order to be popular and national, a monarchy had to be visible. When 
Britain’s Queen Victoria withdrew into seclusion, republicanism enjoyed 
a brief moment of notoriety.8 The Portuguese monarchy, dilapidated and 
discreet in its public appearances, did not manage to turn itself into a 
national symbol.9 This public aspect emerged as the crown’s principal 
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reason for existing. And within this, a prime position was occupied by 
the great dynastic ceremonies which adapted an etiquette inherited from 
the ancien régime, but now with the addition of being followed by the 
mass media. The press of all kinds, and very soon movies too, acquired 
more and more weight in the public sphere of European countries, Spain 
included, and monarchies attracted a growing interest from the public.10

In the Spain of the early twentieth century, religion coloured all the 
court’s ceremonies. The calendar was set by religious festivals, with those 
of Easter or the Holy Week as the most important. The same occurred 
in other Catholic monarchies like the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which 
shared some spectacular ceremonies such as the washing of the feet of the 
poor by the monarch on Holy Thursday. This close connection between 
monarchy and Catholicism could indicate a nationalist deficit in the 
Spanish crown. However, rather than that, it testified to its association 
with one of the versions of Spanish nationalism.11 Praising the Catholic 
king did not signify any dispensing with his national dimension, but a 
reaffirmation of one way of being Spanish. This brought the Spanish case 
close to those of other dynasties that attached themselves to a confessional 
nationalism, such as those of the Balkans, although the conceptual ten-
sion between the nation and Catholic universality also distanced it from 
the monarchies that headed national churches, as in England or Norway. 
However, in the Spanish context—as in Italy and Portugal—the links 
between the state and the Church caused profound divisions. In the case 
of Italy, the question of Rome (the capital city of the Popes becoming the 
capital city of the new state) prevented the monarchy from being blessed 
by the Church. In Spain, the first decade of the century was characterized 
by confrontation between clericals and anti-clericals.12 In political terms, 
the Spanish monarch maintained a certain equilibrium, but on a symbolic 
level this dispute was a victory for the Church, aided by the confessional 
status of the state that was recognized in the constitution.

The Spanish monarchy did not create new commemorations through 
which to enact its greatness. This separated it from the greater part of 
European royal houses, who were immersed in a search for exceptional 
occasions, such as the Victorian jubilees or the ceremonies of Franz Joseph 
of Austria and Wilhelm II of Germany. Among the most significant cer-
emonies were those that consecrated the constitutional principle of shared 
sovereignty between the Cortes, the Spanish Parliament, and the king: as in 
other liberal monarchies, the Spanish Constitution of 1876 established that 
the king could name and dismiss his ministers and dissolve Parliament, but 
the government also required the support of the bicameral Cortes which 
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was primarily elected by the citizens, and from 1890 through universal 
male suffrage, for passing legislation and motions of confidence.13 The 
first of these ceremonies was performed on the occasion of the opening of  
Parliament, as in the United Kingdom or the Netherlands, but with less 
frequency. On these occasions the royal household’s impressive collection 
of carriages came out onto the streets. Once at Parliament, the king read 
a speech from the throne with the programme of the government. The 
opening of the Cortes symbolized, better than any other event, the regime 
of constitutional monarchy. Conversely, on the king’s saint’s day and his 
birthday parliamentary delegations went to the palace to congratulate the 
sovereign. In the absence of a single national day in the strict sense of 
the term, in Spain the Saint’s day or name day of the king, which for 
Alfonso XIII was the day of San Ildefonso, 23rd of January, became the 
most important date in the official calendar, in the same manner as the offi-
cial birthdays of the monarchs in the British Empire or the Netherlands. 
Receptions and celebrations were organized around the provinces, in ritu-
als that eulogized the political and social order.14

Beyond these regular events, the reign of Alfonso XIII opened with 
two extraordinary celebrations: those around his swearing of an oath to 
the constitution, when he reached his majority in 1902, and those for his 
marriage to a British princess—Victoria Eugenie of Battenberg, grand-
daughter of Queen Victoria—in 1906. On both occasions, the Liberals 
then in power sought to popularize the monarchy and offer a good image 
of Spain abroad, as a country that was arising again after the defeat of 
1898.15 Consequently, these ceremonies included an abundance of nation-
alist messages, in which the young king represented a glorious past and a 
promising future.

In the ceremonies around the oath, and still more for the wedding, the 
principal parade was marked by courtly pomp, in which the aristocracy 
exhibited its wealth. No court in Europe at that time dispensed with this 
kind of display. However, the fundamental content of these ceremonies 
was elsewhere. The ceremonies around the royal oath, in particular, dis-
played ideas that fused together nation and monarchy. The press recalled 
the dynasty’s history of service to the fatherland, and recommended to 
the newly enthroned monarch that he should take inspiration from the 
best kings of earlier epochs, such as that of his own father, Alfonso XII; it 
was not by accident that a giant nationalist monument to Alfonso XII was 
erected at this time in Madrid. Paid for by public subscription, it presented 
the king as a peacemaker after the last civil war and showed images repre-
senting all the country’s provinces arranged around him, for the exaltation 
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of Spain. The project was inspired by other European national monarchi-
cal monuments, such as those devoted to Prince Albert in London and 
to Tsar Peter the Great in Moscow, and, above all, by that to Emperor 
Wilhelm I in Berlin as well as by the Vittoriano, the memorial to King 
Vittorio Emanuele II, in Rome. ‘Spain has been an exception in this kind 
of cultivated, patriotic, and artistic demonstrations,’ wrote its author, and 
it was time to fill the gap.16

When it came to defining the role of the monarch the concepts that 
predominated were those of novelty and youth. The new reign brought 
with it an era of confidence in the regeneration of Spain, which would be 
achieved thanks to the close harmony between the people and their king. 
And a feature in accord with this new age would be the direct intervention 
by Alfonso XIII in political life. This was a point on which very different 
political sectors coincided; while Conservatives and Catholics called for 
the union of crown and altar to be safeguarded, for monarchist Liberals 
the monarchy guaranteed stability, and was needed to encourage progress, 
the development of constitutional rights and liberties, and a democratic 
future. In the words of one Liberal politician,

the people sees in its young King the instrument that Providence has set 
aside for us so that he may undertake, at the head of the nation, the march 
along the rocky road that will lead us to the heights of that prosperity and 
greatness, never forgotten, but from which centuries ago our own dear 
Spain began to descend.17

Outside the capital, the effective coronation represented by the taking 
of the oath was celebrated with receptions, masses, military parades, 
decorations and illuminations in the streets, dances, and acts of charity. 
However, the response was not unanimous. Some municipal councils with 
Republican or Catalanist majorities refused to organize celebrations.18

The royal wedding was an event that was less political and more courtly 
than the taking of the oath. The dominant tone was that of a fairy tale 
between a beautiful princess and a king in love, with nothing that would 
not have been made use of by monarchist propaganda in any other country. 
As regards national self-esteem, the marriage was related to Spain’s grow-
ing closeness to the Franco-British entente. The fairy tale was brusquely 
interrupted due to a terrorist attack, which, paradoxically, had the effect 
of benefiting the image of the king: not as a martyr, but as a hero capable 
of showing serenity in the face of an attack.19
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The interest that these events aroused is beyond doubt. They were 
spectacles, and, in addition to attending the events themselves, the public 
bought special editions of newspapers, saw films that made these ceremo-
nies special occasions in the cinema, and took home souvenirs that prolif-
erated in every part of monarchical Europe.20 There was thus an extension 
of a form of banal monarchism.21 Many interpreted the public’s enthusi-
asm as an expression of their confidence in the king as the regenerator of 
Spain: in the judgement of one newspaper, this was ‘the manifestation of a 
hope for the future, embodied by the young Monarch’.22

The magic of The royal VisiT

In all the European monarchies, royal visits within their own countries 
became instruments of nationalization, like those of Queen Wilhelmina 
of the Netherlands, or the German Kaiser Wilhelm II.23 The objective of 
these visits was that the general population should come into contact with 
the monarch, so that loyalties would be strengthened and the populace 
would feel part of a political community.

In the initial stages of the reign of Alfonso XIII, royal tours consti-
tuted the principal means employed to help the crown set down roots. In 
accordance with the dominant discourses of the time, the young king had 
to inform himself of the needs of all his provinces in order to be able to 
attend to them. In turn, Spaniards would feel more closely connected to 
the national state that the sovereign represented. This strategy appeared 
necessary to the majority of politicians, although its most committed sup-
porters were the Conservatives. In their judgement, the king personified 
the concept of the nation: according to Antonio Maura, Conservative 
leader and prime minister, ‘in the same way that a woman, in order to 
raise up her prayers to the Virgin, needs an image to form an idea of her, 
so too the idea of the Fatherland is not conceived without the King’.24 
Consequently, the regeneration of Spain required the monarch’s symbolic 
activation, and, in the plans of the frustrated Maura, less direct royal inter-
vention in the affairs of political parties.25

Contact with the people pleased the king, who showed disdain for secu-
rity measures. As a young man surrounded by the elderly, he was always 
determined to go further than his accompanying retinue. And the pub-
lic responded with applause and ovations. It was not unusual to see him 
surrounded by crowds. Reporters highlighted the enthusiasm of women, 
with a male chauvinist machista slant that saw women as prisoners of their 
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emotions. Overall, the impression gained ground that Spaniards and their 
sovereign could communicate without difficulties.

Royal tours, arranged mainly by successive governments, extended to 
all the Spanish regions, even to the distant Canary Islands. And, in gen-
eral, they followed the same pattern. This was a well-established ritual, 
the effectiveness of which was seen as being reliant on the repetition of 
the same basic outline. As in ceremonial events in the capital, religious 
elements were omnipresent. The monarch attended masses and offered 
general’s batons to local images of the Virgin Mary, a symbol of his sub-
mission to the power of religion and, indirectly, of the Church. Together 
with religion, another permanent presence was that of the armed forces, 
with inspection visits to military installations.

As to civil powers, royal visits included receptions for mayors and lead-
ers of local society, known in Spain at that time as the fuerzas vivas or 
‘living forces’ in each province and locality. Great local notables, essen-
tial to the political system, played a decisive role. As in Italy, it was local 
elites who showed the greatest interest in royal tours, competing with each 
other and exerting pressure in the capital to obtain them.26 Through them 
they reasserted their own attributes as intermediaries between the citi-
zens and the state. To these were added the support of a diverse range of 
associations: business and trade bodies, recreational societies, sports clubs, 
student associations, workers’ mutual-aid societies, and so on. One could 
speak here of an authentic monarchist civil society, which was broader 
than the governmental parties. In addition, in each visit praise was given 
to the local or regional identity, conceived of as a means of access to the 
national identity.27

Among the people who approached Alfonso XIII on these visits one 
can distinguish a variety of attitudes. It was not exceptional to find attri-
bution to the king of a sacred aura, likening him to a saint or a priest, as 
in the case of the country people who asked for his blessing and placed 
his portrait next to religious images, with occasional extra superstitious 
touches such as keeping the pieces of a mirror that had been broken dur-
ing a royal tour.28 There were also demonstrations of nationalist support, 
like the one from the tobacco factory workers of Seville, who declared 
that, ‘[as] Spanish women in body and soul, they love their King with the 
noble heart of the Spanish woman, and so, when Your Majesty honours 
our house with your visit, we do not wish to present you with any other 
statement than this: Long live Spain! Long Live Alfonso XIII!’29 Popular 
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monarchism was notably expressed in comments on the king’s accessibility 
and warmth.

However, the representations that were most commonly made were 
petitions for favours in matters related to public administration. Petitions 
were delivered to the king to request the moving forward of every kind of 
bureaucratic procedure, and that a fresh prod be given to the government 
in dealing with them. As in premodern times, this was a manifestation of 
the clientelist culture that impregnated relations between Spaniards and 
the state. Something similar occurred in Italy, where the concept has been 
discussed as a ‘royal clientelism’.30 These favours implied loyalty to the 
monarch, although they also made this loyalty conditional on the result 
of the recommendations: it showed a persistent, though fragile, form of 
integration. This was not just a matter of individual favours, but also col-
lective ones, such as public works to reduce unemployment, or protec-
tion for specific economic interests. Concern for the local economy in 
each area went beyond material considerations, since it created an image 
of a monarchy linked to national progress. The king inaugurated urban 
improvements and visited the industries of each locality, where he received 
tributes from deferential workers, a barrier against revolutionary and trade 
union-led subversion.

Also important in the relationship between monarchy and nationalism 
was the contemporary re-actualization of the past: a feature that was com-
mon in all monarchies, and most notably in Germany, where the Kaiser 
presented himself as the heir to the glories of the German people.31 In 
Spain, Alfonso renewed the titles of his ancestors, and contributed to 
many acts of homage to great figures of the national past such as Miguel 
de Cervantes, author of the greatest national literary work in the Spanish 
language, Don Quixote. He also set out to link himself to the great land-
marks of Spanish nationalist history, a narrative that had been constructed 
during the nineteenth century, and was subject to a powerful commemo-
rative impulse, involving the celebration of episodes such as the resistance 
to the Romans in ancient times, or the reconquest of the Iberian Peninsula 
from the Muslims. However, most important of all was the centenary of 
what is known in Spain as the War of Independence, the Peninsular War 
against the invasion by Napoleon at the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury, which had been converted into the great national epic.32

The nationalizing capacity of the monarchy was put to the test in 
Catalonia, where an indigenous nationalist movement had grown most 
strongly. For the monarchist governments, this was a matter of taking 
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advantage of the king’s visits to reintegrate the Catalan identity into a gen-
eral Spanish one. In spite of terrorist threats, these visits were a complete 
success: a monarchist, Catholic, and bourgeois public felt more inclined 
towards the king, and yet nevertheless continued to be Catalanist.33 
Underlying the king’s visits to Catalonia was a confrontation between 
different conceptions of the state and of the political role of the crown. 
Among Conservative monarchists the idea was in circulation of the king 
as the head of a dynastic union of all the regions of Spain, an entity that 
was more politically than ethnically based. This was similar to the case of 
the United Kingdom, where the monarchy had adapted to this multiform 
political or civic identity, which could be differentiated from the emotive 
ethnic identities of England, Scotland, or Wales.34

On the other hand, Catalanism thought in terms of various nations, 
and not of a single Spanish political nation; it dreamt of a confederated 
state structure based on some European examples. The most important 
exemplar was that of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, whose dual monarchy 
of 1867 could serve as a model: if the emperor of Austria was at the same 
time king of Hungary, the king of Castile would be able to act as Count 
of Barcelona. As a Catalanist message to the Queen Regent in 1888 had 
put it, Hungary was the ‘mirror of Catalonia’. Even the example of Czech 
nationalism, which demanded autonomy for a region as rich as Catalonia, 
was relevant.35 An actual political arrangement was not possible, but 
Catalanism and the crown played with symbols. In his visits to Catalonia, 
Alfonso XIII, like his father before him, did perform the role of Count of 
Barcelona, when he accepted honours at this capital’s cathedral and vis-
ited the tombs where the medieval Catalan counts were buried.36 He also 
promised to learn the Catalan language, a crucial issue for Catalanism as it 
was for Flemish nationalism in the Belgian monarchy, but he never fulfilled 
this commitment.37

At the opposite extreme of the nationalist spectrum, Liberal Spanish 
nationalists hoped that the royal visits to Catalonia would contribute to 
renationalizing the region, but feared that the Conservatives’ strategy 
would fail and ultimately reinforce centrifugal tendencies; as one influ-
ential Liberal newspaper put it, the Conservative government ‘has not 
succeeded in making Catalanism become monarchist and has forced the 
monarchy to become Catalanist’.38 Nevertheless, the monarch’s popular-
ity signified to them that the fatherland remained intact.

The royal visits were primarily the business of the king, but not his 
alone. Other members of the royal family—his wife, his mother, and his 
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sisters—had their own diaries of royal duties and events. An outstand-
ing character among them was the Infanta Isabel, the king’s oldest aunt 
and the most popular member of the royal family at that time. She trav-
elled a great deal around the country, was welcomed by local authorities 
and strengthened the symbolic role of the crown. This elderly lady, who 
was very accessible to common people and devoted to charities, repre-
sented a motherly figure, like other European royal women headed by 
Queen Victoria of Britain.39 Moreover, the king—and the queen—trav-
elled abroad to represent a new Spain, a country that had overcome its 
backwardness and abandoned its traditional isolation. The king’s inter-
national image, however, worsened suddenly in 1909, when Francisco 
Ferrer, a well-connected anarchist educationalist, was unjustly condemned 
and executed by a military court. In liberal and left-wing European circles, 
King Alfonso was linked to the resurrection of the Spanish Inquisition 
and was the subject of much criticism. A French journal called him ‘the 
young royal monkey’ and threatened his life; while in Italy some protest-
ers shouted ‘Death to King Alfonso!’ (‘Morte al re Alfonso!’).40 For some 
years subsequently, he was forced to support progressive policies in order 
to improve his image.

Outside Spain, Hispanic America played a crucial role for Spanish 
nationalism. Ever since the loss of the last American colonies in 1898, 
many intellectuals and politicians had thought that Spain could recover 
part of its international prestige by presenting itself as the head or mother- 
nation (the madre patria) of a vast cultural community, called la raza 
(the race) united by history, language, and religion. The King was seen as 
one of the chiefs of that transnational community and his qualities were 
praised not only by Spaniards but also by some Latin Americans, both sets 
of actors promoting the idea of a royal visit to the former colonies. The 
Nicaraguan poet Rubén Darío, for instance, portrayed the monarch as a 
‘gentleman king’. The Peruvian José Santos Chocano wrote, in a poem 
dedicated to Alfonso, ‘Oh King of the Spains: enter my forest! / The muse 
that inspires me is just a savage / who will kneel before the royal power!’.41

The time to prove this strong relationship between the crown and 
America arrived when several Latin American republics commemorated 
their centenaries of independence in 1910–11 and invited Spain to be part 
of the celebrations. This was a paradoxical matter, since by taking part 
the old colonial metropolis thus agreed to celebrate the independence of 
its colonies, but this was presented positively as the reconciliation of the 
madre patria with her beloved daughters. Alfonso XIII did not travel to 
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the Americas himself, but sent royal delegations to the events, the most 
successful that of Infanta Isabel to Argentina, where she became the incar-
nation of Spain, surrounded by cheering crowds of Spanish immigrants 
and locals in Buenos Aires.42

uniforms and flags

If in the major ceremonies and royal visits Spanish nationalist messages 
appeared alongside content of other kinds, there was one area in which 
the nexus between monarchy and nation lacked any ambiguity: that of the 
military. Alfonso XIII was trained as a soldier and, like other monarchs 
of his time, had reserved to him the constitutional role of head of the 
armed forces. This was, along with foreign policy, the last prerogative of 
kings. However, in Spain this role had very profound political repercus-
sions. Some of the ministerial crises of his reign were due to disagreements 
with the politicians in government over these matters. Even more, in the 
conflicts that arose between military leaders and the civil powers, which 
re-emerged with new vigour after the defeat of 1898, the king always took 
the side of the military.43 Like the Italian king Victor Emmanuel II and the 
German emperor Wilhelm II, Alfonso XIII, who was nearly always seen in 
uniform, identified himself with his army.

These functions of the crown took on a new significance when Spain’s 
international commitments led to its intervention in northern Morocco, 
and thus another colonial war. The royal family threw itself into support 
for the conflict, awarding decorations and providing aid for the troops, 
and similarly took part in campaigns to commemorate heroic episodes in 
the war. The king and queen especially praised the memory of Corporal 
Luis Noval, who supposedly sacrificed himself to save his fellow soldiers in 
battle, and was seen as a paradigmatic hero of humble origins. Alfonso XIII 
and Victoria Eugenie even sponsored a monument devoted to him in front 
of the royal palace in Madrid. The expansionist policy followed in Morocco, 
promoted by Liberal governments, increased the involvement of the mon-
arch. He travelled to the battlefields, and his official speeches emphasized 
the indissoluble union of country and monarchy in the colonial endeavour. 
He was even given the sobriquet ‘Alfonso the African’, and saw himself as 
the head of an army ‘that was shedding its blood for the Fatherland, civiliz-
ing distant lands’.44 This policy gave concrete form to one of the nationalist 
goals of his reign, that of putting Spain back on the international map, with 
a place that was secondary but still visible in the Mediterranean.45
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After 1898, and in response to the challenge of Catalanism, military 
officers encouraged ‘nationalizing’ activities to cultivate Spanish patrio-
tism, in which they were joined by the royal family. This was done through 
shooting associations or youth and children’s organizations, such as the 
batallones escolares or ‘school battalions’ that gave military training to 
schoolboys, or the Boy Scouts, the Spanish branch of which was founded 
by one of the king’s aides. And, given the deficiencies of the education 
system in Spain, it was necessary to make the barracks into seedbeds of 
patriots. Hence the growing interest that was shown in providing educa-
tion for the army’s recruits, in which they were indoctrinated with heroic 
stories from history and a fresh stimulus was given to their emotional ties 
to the nation and the king.46

In these efforts to promote nation building and national regeneration 
through closer links between patriotism, the army, and the king, there were 
some foreign examples to follow. Although French influence was strong, 
the favourite ones were monarchies. Britain, firstly, provided an ideal but 
unattainable model for Spain. More useful seemed Japan, a seemingly 
‘backward’ country which in a few decades had become a world power, 
as evidenced by its victory in the 1904–5 war with Russia, which had a 
major impact on Spanish public opinion. This victory was attributed to 
several factors, but primarily to a rapid process of educational and technical 
modernization that was fuelled by patriotism. In this process the Japanese 
emperor, seen as an engine of change and the object of nationalist worship, 
had been essential. A Spanish journal called the Meiji Emperor, when he 
died in 1912, ‘the most glorious sovereign of our era’. The same role, with 
less of a religious component, corresponded to King Alfonso.47

However, the Spanish military found their main inspiration in the 
German Empire. Although the army’s officers were not educated in 
Germany, they admired the Prussian army, its discipline, and its visibil-
ity, and, as in Japan, the pre-military formation of youth. The nationalist 
feelings they cultivated around the concept of honour were inspired by 
German models. And their press highlighted the prestige of the army as 
the backbone of the German nation, exactly what they missed in Spain. 
One major newspaper observed with praise, ‘the German people in love 
with its army, the aristocracy dressed in military uniform, the rail network 
with military officers, the diplomatic service recruited in the regiments, 
public instruction given by veterans’.48 In this context, Kaiser Wilhelm II, 
engaged in the expansion of nationalism, was presented as the driving 
force behind German military power, both in the army and the navy.
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The best expression of these concerns was found in the ceremonies of 
taking an oath to the flag, the juras de bandera, which were developed and 
expanded upon in this period to an extraordinary extent. In these ceremonies 
soldiers, and particularly each recruit at the end of his basic training, ‘swore 
to God and promised the king to follow his banners and to expend for them 
even the last drop of their blood’. Officers in particular, but also ordinary 
soldiers, also renewed their oaths at subsequent ceremonies throughout 
their military career. These ceremonies were inspired by Germany, where 
the act of the oath, as a well-known military writer put it, had ‘brightness 
and truly exemplary force’.49 In 1903, General Arsenio Linares, Minister 
of War in a Conservative government, established that these annual rituals 
should come out of the barracks, where they had previously been held, and 
take place in the main streets and squares of every city with a military garri-
son. The central ceremony was held each year in Madrid, and presided over 
by the king, who reviewed the troops and headed a parade.

Ceremonies of the oath to the flag grew to such an extent that they 
began to resemble authentic national holidays. Their theatrical impact was 
accentuated with the participation of schoolchildren and groups of work-
ers and students. In addition, the Moroccan war added unquestionable 
emotion to these ceremonies, since soldiers could die for the fatherland at 
the front, and the approval of the law on compulsory military service by a 
Liberal majority in Parliament, gave ceremonies a decisive impetus.50 The 
Spanish army thus appeared more similar to a national army in the French 
style. And Alfonso XIII, identified with the nation, merited the sacrifice of 
all, as was asserted in the pamphlets that were distributed among soldiers 
to remind them of the commitment they had acquired with their oath, 
which declared, ‘He who loves his Fatherland, has to begin by  loving his 
King, who represents it, in the same way. If he would die for his Fatherland, 
he should die for his King.’51 He cultivated a military image, active and 
virile, with a valour hardened in difficult situations. Alfonso XIII appeared 
like a young emperor Wilhelm II, comforted by the warmth of his people, 
and whose popularity inspired him to intervene more in political life and 
save Spain.

The cenTre of PoliTics

In conclusion, it can be said that in the years before the Great War the 
Spanish monarchy shared some of the features of the performing mon-
archies that were being put on display around contemporary Europe in 
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order to associate them with their respective nationalist imaginations and 
create a national consensus around the crown.

Like other dynasties, the Spanish royal house shared in the hegemonic 
nationalist discourse of the time. If in Italy the intention had been to 
consolidate a recently united nation, in Germany this goal had been 
supplemented by another converting this new nation into a great power. 
Meanwhile, the United Kingdom had embarked on the exaltation of an 
imperial nationalism.52 In Spain, the majority of nationalist manifestations 
were adapted to the narrative of national regeneration after the disaster 
of 1898, a narrative that implied an admission that the nation found itself 
sunk in backwardness and needed to unite its energies to escape it. The 
solutions offered frequently counted on action by the king, who aroused 
great expectations. Alfonso XIII appeared as a figure at the centre of a 
resurgence of nationalism.

With regard to the effectiveness of its ceremonial, the crown demon-
strated a notable power of attraction. There was of course a broad sector 
of monarchist opinion, which ran from elites to a good part of the middle 
classes and some workers, and one could even speak of a political culture 
that associated the monarchy with the nation. However, this did not sig-
nify a complete consensus, since republicanism remained strong, and the 
political decisions of the king were disputed in both Parliament and the 
press.

In Spain, this political culture coexisted with the enormous political 
power that the crown still enjoyed. In contrast to the situation in Great 
Britain, two key factors did not exist: a Parliament legitimized by free 
elections and governmental parties capable of imposing their will upon 
the monarch.53 The Spanish case was more similar to other European 
examples. In the greater part of the continent, monarchs, even constitu-
tional ones, continued to act as the head of their respective governments, 
although there was a great difference between Spain and the situation in 
Italy, where the country was in transit towards a parliamentary system, 
and that of Germany, with an authoritarian government style. The Spanish 
position would be half-way between these two.

In Spain, the king acted as arbiter of political life and, in the absence of 
clean elections, the appointment of cabinets depended upon the unity of 
the political parties. The more divided they were, the greater the politi-
cal importance that was acquired by the king.54 Instead of transforming 
himself into an integrating force supra partes, Alfonso behaved like one 
more actor in the political scene, making crucial decisions in favour of 
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some parties and against others, so that he was even perceived as a ‘politi-
cian king’. The crisis of the monarchist parties gave a providential aura to 
the figure of Alfonso XIII, since many actors trusted that he would help 
modernize the country. The Conservative politician Juan de la Cierva, for 
instance, thought that the king had been ‘called by Providence to guide 
the Spaniards through the path of good and progress’. Scientist Santiago 
Ramón y Cajal, who received the Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1906, sum-
marized this idea saying that Alfonso, ‘inspired by noble purposes, goes 
before the nation, driving her resolutely towards Europe’.55

In this way the Spanish monarchy moved further away from the British 
model with its symbolic status above party politics. The monarch was 
not the father of the nation, nor even her young symbolic child, but 
the patriot king, an active protagonist in public life. As we have seen, a 
crown that still held effective power was glorified as a national institution. 
Spain’s transnational entanglements, notably with Latin America and 
with Morocco, promoted such royal interventionism, as did European 
exemplars (above all the Prussian German model) which inspired Spanish 
publics. Even the Habsburg and Japanese monarchies proved instruc-
tive here. A good part of Spanish nationalism, whose ideas were shared 
by Alfonso XIII, thus ultimately promoted the figure of a monarch who 
exercised full powers. By 1913, monarchist discourses and ritual prac-
tices, true nationalizing experiences, had spent more than a decade exalt-
ing, with considerable success, the patriotic mission of a young man in 
close contact with Spaniards and at the front of his army. A national king 
was thus born.
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CHAPTER 11

The Dragon Flag in the Republican Nation: 
The Dowager Empress Longyu’s Death 
Ritual in 1913 and Contested Political 
Legitimacy in Early Republican China

Jia Feng

IntroductIon

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the histories of many countries 
saw replacements of monarchical sovereignty by a republican form of gov-
ernment, many of which were not smooth transitions. Following the Meiji 
Restoration in Japan, loyalist movements that attempted to resuscitate the 
Tokugawa order continued.1 After 1918, although the Weimar republican 
government set up a rigid rule to restrict the abdicated royal family from 
involvement in politics and took measures to forestall a Hohenzollern 
return, the monarchy still held considerable currency with the German 
population.2 Immediately after the demise of dynastic rule, the new repub-
lican government often found itself beleaguered by the shadow of the 
dynastic legacy. Monarchical representation seemed to have an afterlife; 
as recent scholarship suggests the idea of popular sovereignty, in many 
respects, “is an intellectual replica of the idea of monarchical  sovereignty” 
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and democratic representation by no means escapes from the king’s 
shadow.3 The influence of the abdicated monarch did not die out right 
after the republican government took its place. Needless to say, the king’s 
shadow in the republican era was a global phenomenon.

This chapter discusses what it meant for a modern nation to have a 
monarchical presence through the lens of a symbolic representation of 
the abdicated monarch in early republican China. Situated in the context 
of the early years of the Republic of China (1912–1949), which were 
marked by extraordinary political uncertainties and ambiguities, the chap-
ter addresses the question of what political legitimacy entailed during a 
time when national politics coexisted with a nominal dynastic sovereign. 
Understanding politics both as a realm for the exercise of force and as a 
symbolic system absorbed in the ritual preservation of status, this chapter 
will focus on the death ritual of dowager empress Longyu in 1913, a sym-
bolic moment of the contested political legitimacy between the republic 
and the throne. Analyzing rituals and disputes over rituals between the 
Republican government and the court of the Qing dynasty, I argue that 
although forced to descend from the national center of political rule, the 
Qing court continued to serve as an important source of political legiti-
macy, thanks to its routine performance of court rituals. When the ter-
ritorial sovereignty of the Qing court changed hands to the succeeding 
republic, its part in the ritual sovereignty survived. Tellingly, the latent 
legitimacy of the Qing court re-emerged in the center of national politics 
in the 1930s, when its political ambition of restoring the glory of the 
Manchu “ancestral enterprise” aligned with a Japanese imperialist project 
in Manchuria.

In October of 1911, an accidental bomb explosion in Hankou ended 
in a watershed event in modern Chinese history. Within months, it 
brought an end to the over two-and-a half-century-old Qing dynastic 
rule. However, the peace negotiation in early 1912 between the Manchu 
throne and the revolutionary party left a confusing settlement: while a 
republican form of government was established, Puyi (1906–1967; Qing 
Emperor of China, 1908–1912; Emperor of Manchukuo, 1934–1945), 
the last emperor, retained the full imperial title under the terms of “the 
Articles of Favorable Treatment,” and besides having ownership of his 
property confirmed, he was granted a large annual subsidy “for the contin-
ued maintenance of his court in one of the imperial palaces.”4 As a result of 
this remarkable settlement, the emperor, shorn of all political power, con-
tinued to hold court and to occupy the Dragon throne. The  revolution,  
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which initially set up its political agenda of “expelling the Manchu rule” 
(quzhudalu), left behind a perplexing political scene: from the spring of 
1912 to the winter of 1924, there resided in Beijing, in the heart of the 
capital, a president and an emperor.

While from the perspective of the nationalism narrative of the revolu-
tion the year of 1912 was immediately seen as a watershed because it 
removed the Qing imperial rule from the center of China’s national poli-
tics the question of political legitimacy was not as obvious. Because the 
imperial title continued to exist, many loyalists remained assured that the 
dynasty was still alive and that to restore the monarchy, one just needed a 
good chance.5 The anomalies of Chinese political life during the early years 
of the republic also helped keep alive this expectation.6 The years between 
1912 and 1924 witnessed the rise and fall of numerous republican cabi-
nets.7 Armies fought one another within the walls of the capital. Presidents 
themselves were set up by one clique and pulled down by another. The 
familiar scenes of republican political life were “turmoil, disruption, ban-
ditry, famine and civil war.”8 Plots and stratagems were politicians’ games. 
Those disgraceful dramas were colorfully realized through “the truculence 
of military adventures and the antics of hot-headed students.”9 For several 
years, the republic and parliamentary politics did not seem to do “more 
than anything else to paralyze the administrative organism.”10 After Sun 
Yat-sen established an independent Parliament in Canton, China had no 
central government recognized by all the provinces. People became highly 
suspicious about the prospects of republicanism in China, which made 
the scheme of the monarchists to restore the young emperor to power a 
reasonable alternative.

Contrasting with the political turbulence outside the walls of the 
Forbidden City was the routine practice of splendid court rituals. They 
immediately became a relevant part of monarchists’ restoration efforts 
because the tranquility, stability and dignity of the court promised a 
ready solution by going back, if to move forward as a republic would be a 
doomed failure. The juxtaposition of the emperor and the president hence 
offers a rare chance to look at the contested arena of political legitimacy 
that arose in the terrain of republican politics because of the remarkable 
abdication settlement that enabled the cohabitating of the ritual sover-
eignty of the vanishing dynasty with the territorial sovereignty of the new-
born republic.

The continued exercise of imperial court rituals constituted the ritual 
sovereignty of the Qing, despite the fact that its territorial sovereignty had 
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passed into the hands of the republic immediately after the abdication of 
the throne. While this ritual sovereignty was reflected in a daily routine 
of court manners and rituals, it became more salient in the diplomatic 
occasions between the republic and the court during such major Chinese 
holidays as Chinese New Year, the dragon boat festival, and mid-autumn, 
as well as during the birthdays of the emperor and the empress. On New 
Year’s Day of 1913, when Yuan Shikai as president of the republic sent 
the officer of state rituals to pay respect to the court, he addressed the 
emperor as “his majesty of Great Qing.”11 For foreign diplomats resid-
ing in Beijing in the post-abdication period, they addressed the abdicated 
court in the same stately ritual as they did for any reigning monarch. The 
dignity of the abdicated throne did not disappear immediately after the 
revolution, and the retaining of the imperial title of the court further 
assured Manchu loyalists that the abdication of the Qing court was only 
a temporary “experiment” of a republican form of government, which 
meant that the edict that granted the “experiment” could be revoked if it 
proved a failure.12

The twilight of the Qing court in the post-revolution period was 
remarkable also because the ironic coexistence of monarchy and nation 
challenges not only accepted knowledge concerning the nation state, but 
the kind of concept of time implied in the linear, teleological model of 
historiography since the Enlightenment. In Rescuing History from the 
Nation, Prasenjit Duara argues that, “National history secures for the con-
tested and contingent nation the false unity of a self-same, national subject 
evolving through time.” Deriving from this version of history, “it allows 
the nation-state to see itself as a unique form of community which finds 
its place in the oppositions between tradition and modernity, hierarchy 
and equality, empire and nation.” Molded on the version of the linear, 
national history, those histories that were dispersed, contingent, ambigu-
ous, changeable, and conflicted were ignored. Situating his critique of the 
national form of history in early twentieth-century China, Duara proposes 
an alternative history which emphasizes “the dynamic, multiple, and con-
tested nature of historical identities.”13

I find the concept of “bifurcated history”14 a particularly useful ana-
lytical category to understand the conflicted political legitimacy of early 
republican China, because it helps elucidate the contradictions, dialec-
tics, and ambiguities of history as it actually was. Tellingly, in 1913, just 
one year after the abdication of the emperor, when the dowager empress 
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Longyu died, the memorial ceremony quickly turned into a national ritual 
event that brought together both the abdicated throne and the republican 
government. The episode that took place during this remarkably confus-
ing time then offers us a good opportunity to closely examine the con-
tradictions concerning political legitimacy between the republic and the 
court through the lens of rituals. It was a staging of contested political 
legitimacy between dynasty and nation; it was a display of a latent possibil-
ity that lingered over the republic for two decades and eventually found a 
venue to be realized when Japan’s imperialist project in Manchuria needed 
the last emperor’s lasting legacy to help solve its own legitimacy crisis; and 
last but far from the least, it was a confrontation between the dynastic 
calendar and that of the nation, a contrasting of “ritual time” to “linear 
time,” which constantly reminded us of the very existence of anomalies, 
dispersions, and confusions of history that a linear, evolutionary history of 
nation can never fully grasp.

retaInIng the rItual SovereIgnty: court rItualS, 
daIly routIneS, and the “rItual tIme” 

of the abdIcated QIng court

The year of 1912 in China, so soon to witness the fall of the Qing dynasty, 
opened in doubt and confusion. When Sun Yat-sen had been elected pres-
ident of the republican government in Nanjing, battles between impe-
rial and revolutionary forces were ongoing, while peace negotiations 
were underway. The perplexing situation, however, gave Yuan Shikai 
(1859–1916; President of the Republic of China, 1912–1915), the Qing 
court’s senior reformist bureaucrat and leader of its most powerful mili-
tary force, the Beiyang Army, tremendous room to impose his own terms. 
After all the parties to the negotiations arrived at a compromise, Yuan 
went to the court to take his last step by threatening to agree to abdicate.15 
Although still holding the option to retire back to its old Manchurian 
home, the panic-stricken Manchu court was too scared to resist. In 
February of 1912, the dowager empress Longyu, acting on behalf of the 
6-year-old emperor, formally announced to the country the abdication of 
the dynastic rule.16

Having given up its territorial sovereignty to the republic, the Manchu 
court was still allowed to retain its ritual sovereignty through a remarkable 
compromise arrived at in peace negotiations between the throne and the 
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revolutionary party.17 Yuan Shikai’s maneuvers of deluding each of the 
contending parties to believe that it had scored a victory over the other 
played a critical role in the negotiating process. The end of the game was 
the creation of a situation that left the substance of power in Yuan’s own 
hands.18 The result of the negotiations, meshed with Yuan’s own ego from 
beginning to end, was a remarkable compromise and replete with ironies.19 
The republican form of government was established by an imperial decree 
issued on February 12, 1912. Since the emperor announced his abdica-
tion out of his “august benevolence for his people’s good,” the republic 
guaranteed that he should be allowed to keep various privileges, includ-
ing retention of the full imperial title, and that besides having ownership 
of his property confirmed, he should be granted an annual subsidy for 
the continued maintenance of his court in one of the imperial palaces.20 
The result was neither a form of constitutional monarchy (a format that 
had been experimented with by the Qing court over a decade before the 
revolution), nor a pure republican form of government, but a paradoxical 
compromise of both.

Over the years after the abdication, within the Forbidden City the 
luxurious daily routines of the court remained untouched. To make 
an entrance into the Forbidden City in the 1910s was to enter a new 
world of time and space, exquisitely constituted by a luxurious corpus 
of court rituals. It was a world of high court officials “in loose-sleeved 
sable robes,” of “young nobles and court-chamberlains on horseback,” of 
“eunuchs standing respectfully to attention, each attired in the uniform 
of his class,” and of “officers of the household scrutinizing the lists of 
those who were to be admitted to audience.”21 In the Forbidden City, the 
lunar calendar was still observed, along with innumerable other customs 
and practices of Old China, such as the continued use of the emperor’s 
reign title. The issuing of a court gazette, a time-honored tradition passed 
down from the Tang dynasty, continued. Old religious rites at the Altar 
of Heaven continued to be observed. During the emperor’s own birthday 
and on New Year’s Day, one could see the most spectacular of court cer-
emonies being performed. After the abdication of the emperor, the Gate 
of Spiritual Valor symbolically separated the worlds within and without: 
while at the outer side of the gateway reckless changes were fast taking 
place, its inner side saw the ancient rituals of imperial court life being 
routinely acted out.22

Although three of the imperial throne rooms had passed into republi-
can hands, the most important of the great ones was still in the possession 
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of the emperor. It was in the Palace of Heavenly Purity (Qianqinggong) 
that the emperor still held court on great occasions and anniversaries. In 
front of the Palace of Heavenly Purity was a large quadrangle in which 
members of the court and imperial family would assemble to do homage 
to their sovereign. Every day, row upon row of officials either in Manchu 
or Western dress were bowing and performing the decreed triple kowtow. 
For the boy emperor, the scale of imperial procession that accompanied 
him to his schoolroom remained a large retinue, something that he had 
grown up to accept:

Every time I went to my schoolroom to study, or visited the high Consorts 
to pay my respects, or went for a stroll in the garden I was always followed 
by a large retinue. Every trip I made to the Summer Palace must have cost 
a great deal; the New Republic’s police had to be asked to line the roads 
and I was always accompanied by a large motorcade consisting of dozens of 
vehicles. Whenever I went for a stroll in the garden a procession had to be 
specially organized. In front went a eunuch from the administrative bureaus 
whose functions was roughly the same as a motor horn, he walked twenty or 
thirty yards ahead of the rest of the party intoning the sound, “Chir … chir 
…” as a warning to all who might be in the vicinity to withdraw at once. 
Next came two eunuchs advancing in a crabwise fashion on either side of 
the path; ten paces behind them came the center of the procession, myself.23

The court, however, was maintained through a huge expenditure. Its 
routine outlay included 389,200 tales of silver for imperial mausoleum 
sacrifice; 727,700 tales for court daily maintenance; 577,360 tales for 
court staff ’s salaries; 396,200 tales for imperial guards salaries; 138,010 
tales for yamen officials’ stipends; 299,480 tales for Imperial Household 
Department maintenance; and 172,000 tales for miscellaneous expen-
ditures such as imperial rewards and relief aids. These costs added up 
to about 2.7 million tales of silver, a remarkably conspicuous consump-
tion especially given the devastated economy of the republican govern-
ment at that time.24 Surviving records of the supplies consumed in one 
month of 1912 offer us a glance at the uncompromising conspicuous 
consumption of the abdicated court: 13,192 catties of meat; 27,583 cat-
ties of vegetables; 156.8 catties of soy sauce spiced meat; 160.8 catties 
of salted meat; 32 hams; 47 pigs; 964 fat turkeys; 2481 regular turkeys; 
1261 fat ducks; and 57 regular ducks, not including other miscellaneous 
food.25 Although the “Articles of Favorable Treatment” discontinued 
the enrollment of new eunuchs, after the abdication the court continued 
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to maintain a huge body of eunuch population. In 1913, there were 
1517 eunuchs from the upper three banners (shangsanqi). For court 
members, eunuchs were not only necessary for the daily operation of 
court life, but more importantly, their presence at court helped main-
tain its splendid appearance. Thus, it is of little surprise that in 1923 
Pu Yi’s proposal to expel all eunuchs from the court encountered fierce 
opposition from the imperial concubines and the Imperial Household 
Department (Neiwufu).26

This conspicuous consumption of court life was crucial to maintain-
ing the ritual sovereignty of the court, because the unparalleled luxuri-
ousness not only transmitted the vanishing dynastic glory to the twilight 
period of the Manchu court but also helped sustain the magnificence 
of the court. Imperial bonds of the Qing court with Mongol noble-
men and Tibetan Buddhist monks, dated back to the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries thanks to Manchu patronage of Tibetan Buddhism 
and the Qing imperial marriage alliance projects with Mongols, were 
not immediately cut off by the changed political situation.27 After the 
emperor’s abdication, Manchu and Mongolian princes, loyalists and 
monarchists, and Buddhist lamas came in and out, and paid respects to 
the boy emperor, as before. Even high officials of the republic regarded 
the opportunity of paying respects to the emperor in the Forbidden City 
as a great honor. In occasions such as birth and death, to have obtained 
a memorial tablet from the president was still not enough, unless one 
could also obtain it from the emperor.28 Guangxi warlord Lu Rongting, 
the first republican official who was awarded permission to ride a horse 
in the Forbidden City, did not forget to pay his respects to the emperor 
during the visit of Duan Qirui, the incumbent president of the repub-
lic.29 High republican officials prized a reward from the court. So did 
social elites who enjoyed great wealth. Wang Jiucheng, a merchant who 
made his fortune as a supplier of military uniforms for the warlord’s 
troops, tried every means possible to get a reward from the emperor of 
wearing a yellow mandarin jacket.30 In the post-revolution era, shorn of 
all political power, the court continued to be valued as the legitimate 
source of social prestige and honors.

The continued functioning of those dynastic rituals and customs 
was important, especially given the context of the intensified warlord 
struggles of the early republic. Living in tremendous political turbu-
lence, people found salvation in the peace, stately decorum and tran-
quility that the Forbidden City symbolically represented. Blind to the 
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newest political updates, in their casual conversations rural people con-
tinued to ask, “How is the Xuantong emperor? Who is now reigning 
over the country? Should peace immediately be restored as soon as the 
dragon throne were restored?”31 In the 1910s, as the ancestral lands of  
the Qing court, north China had never been enthusiastically pro-republican.  
Beijing, for centuries in the neighborhood of a royal court, had never 
ceased to be monarchist. Ironically, the high frequency of changes in 
republican offices made “the docile citizens of Peking or of any other 
city in China” always ready to “display or the flag of the reigning politi-
cal authority, which, they believe, would help protect them from the 
violence.”32

The growing political confusion also helped strengthen loyalists’ 
identities with the dynasty, making them believe that the issuance of the 
decree of abdication could be taken back at any time if the republican 
“experiment” proved a failure. Many years after the abdication of the 
emperor, the Manchu loyalists continued to demonstrate their loyalty to 
the old dynasty by continuing to use the dynastic calendar. When the out-
side world was restlessly embracing new ideas, new education, and new 
science prompted by a vernacular movement, the loyalists still regarded a 
continued use of classic Chinese and an engagement with classic poems, 
calligraphy, and traditional literati gatherings as ways to periodically dis-
play their dynastic identity.33 Even in 1925, one year after the emperor 
was exiled from the Forbidden City, such Manchu loyalists as Wu Tao 
still felt more comfortable using the calendar based on the reign title of 
the emperor.34

The continued court daily routines helped make the “Great Within” 
(danei) a point of honor, because years after the abdication the Qing 
imperial family remained the wealthiest in the country—no single indi-
vidual could compete with their affluence. M.  Henri Borel, a Dutch 
scholar, wrote down his impressions of the Forbidden City of Beijing in 
those days: “Behind the walls of the Forbidden City, ever haughty and 
unapproachable, remains the solitary emperor whom no one knows, who 
never surrendered his individuality to anyone, and never will.”35 In the 
post- revolution era, loyalists highly valued the opportunity to be invited 
to the inner side of the “haughty and unapproachable walls.” In 1922, 
the emperor’s wedding provided a splendid opportunity for the court to 
display its elaborate rituals, for loyalists to refresh their nostalgic reminis-
cence of the past. Luo Zhenyu, a renowned Chinese classic philologist 
and scholar, continued rejoicing after he returned to Tianjin from his 
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observance of the emperor’s wedding ceremony, during which he was 
received privately by the emperor and awarded the privilege of riding a 
horse in the Forbidden City. Luo recorded his gratitude in his diary: “as 
a humble servant, I cannot ever repay the grand grace upon me by his 
majesty.”36

In short, the walls of the Forbidden City separated the inner world 
of “circular time” constituted by continued and repetitive performance 
of court rituals and the outer world of “linear time” with the republi-
can nation as the subject. The ambiguities of the abdication settlement 
resulted in a disassociation of the ritual sovereignty that the court contin-
ued to represent years after the revolution with the territorial sovereignty 
of the republican nation. Just as Reginald Johnston, the tutor to Emperor 
Puyi, pointed out,

[in] the heart of Peking were two adjacent palaces. In that which still retained 
the distinction of being the “Forbidden City” dwelt a titular monarch; in 
the other resided the chief executive of the republic. In the latter was a 
presidential chair occupied by one who exercised the powers of an emperor 
without the name; in the former was a throne on which sat one who was an 
emperor in name alone. He who ruled the vast realm of China was called a 
president; he whose rule did not extend an inch beyond his palace walls was 
called an emperor.37

The retaining of ritual sovereignty by the court offered an unusual but 
important angle to understand the dispersions, chaos, and ambiguities of 
the republic because, as later trajectories of republican history indicated, 
contests in the arena of ritual sovereignty mattered hugely in real political 
struggles. During the early years of the republic, while it was domestic pol-
iticians’ view that “the emperor did not give up the throne; he transmit-
ted the executive powers to Yuan Shikai, with instructions to restore the 
union between North and South and to form a republican government,”38 
it was foreign diplomats’ opinion that the overwhelming majority of the 
Chinese population did not even have “the slightest idea what a republic 
means.”39 In 1915, Yuan Shikai’s failed attempt as president of the repub-
lic to become an emperor of a new dynasty of his own and in 1917 the 
loyalist Zhang Xun’s mistaken confidence of his chances of restoring the 
Manchu court, all suggested that in early years of the republic constitu-
tional monarchy remained a living alternative.

Thanks to the continued performance of the court’s daily routines 
and its great wealth, the court retained its deity and dignity, making 
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itself a good candidate in contending to fill the vacuum of political 
legitimacy. In the post-revolutionary era, time in the Forbidden City 
did not proceed in a linear manner. Instead, it was circular, repetitive, 
indistinguishable between today and yesterday, and by nature ritual.40 
In the calendar of the court, the death of dowager empress Longyu in 
1913 brought an abrupt rupture to the tranquility of indistinguishable 
time constituted by the repetitive acting out of imperial rituals. It stood 
out as a remarkable moment, and for that reason it has entered our 
historical memory. 

conteSted SovereIgntIeS: the rItual dISpute 
In dowager empreSS longyu’S funeral 

between the manchu court and the republIc

Born in 1868, the empress dowager Longyu was the empress consort of 
the Guangxu emperor (reigned 1875–1908). As an ordinary court woman, 
Longyu is however remembered because she signed the abdication doc-
uments on behalf of the boy emperor in 1912. The republican media 
praised her role as having facilitated “the transition from the monarchical 
to the republican form of government.”41 She was praised for having com-
plied with the wills of the people and having saved the country from a civil 
war.42 For her contribution in the abdication process Longyu continued 
to be celebrated as a heroine of the republic in the post-revolution era. In 
1913, only one week after dowager empress Longyu’s birthday, an acute 
backache quickly turned into a deadly disease. She died on February 22, 
1913, at the age of 45.

Upon the news of empress dowager Longyu’s death being made pub-
lic, the republican government responded quickly by setting up national 
memorial agendas. According to Ta Kung Pao, a leading newspaper of the 
day, the republican government took it seriously, because the way that the 
government handled it “will matter on various aspects.” The media praised 
empress dowager Longyu as “hav[ing] made [a] great contribution to the 
founding of the republic. Because of her crucial decision concerning the 
abdication of the throne, the nation was able to enjoy peace, and would 
not have to suffer from a prolonged civil war. Could the subjects of the old 
dynasty not mourn over her death?”43

Thanks to the preparation conference held on February 22, the 
agenda of the national funeral was meticulously carried out over the 

THE DRAGON FLAG IN THE REPUBLICAN NATION 



234 

following four days. On February 23, Yuan Shikai, president of the 
Ministry of Revenue ordered his department to reimburse funeral 
expenses and requested that state bureaus outside Beijing flew flags at 
half mast, “according to the standard of a funeral for a foreign mon-
arch.”44 On February 24, Yuan ordered the prime minister and all state 
council personnel to attend court to pay their respects, and Parliament 
was adjourned for one day.45 On February 25, the state council approved 
a preliminary subsidy of 30,000 yuan to the court.46 On February 26, 
Yuan sent the fiscal proposal of another 2 million yuan to Parliament 
for approval. Yuan also dispatched ritual officer Wang Shiduo as special 
ambassador of the republican government to the court to take care of 
funeral affairs and the boy emperor.47 On February 27, Yuan invited the 
Manchu princes and nobles to Beijing, “to dispel clouds of suspicion of 
the Zongshedang [Manchu loyalist party].” The republican government 
also planned to take the opportunity to make up its annual subsidy to the 
court, which had been delayed.48

Behind the republican government’s careful handling of dowager 
empress Longyu’s funeral lay its pragmatic political concern. In the 
early years of the republic, the Manchu loyalist party remained active. 
The activities of this party dated back to the moment of the signing of 
the abdication documents.49 While Manchu loyalist proposal to move 
the imperial court to Manchuria was repressed, in the post-revolution-
ary era loyalist efforts to restore the monarchical system never ceased. 
For the newly founded republic, the threat was imminent and real. 
Republican politicians feared that if the loyalist party became powerful 
enough to wage a civil war, one “might have ended in the partition of 
China.”50

How to assess Longyu’s role in the founding of the republic became 
a politically sensitive issue, because it touched upon the legitimate ques-
tion of the creation of the republic. After the news of dowager empress 
Longyu’s death was released, the republican state council highly praised 
her great contribution to having fostered the founding of the republic.51 
Looking back on the imminent threats of a civil war following directly 
after the Wuchang uprising in 1911, the army celebrated Longyu as a wise 
decision-maker who judiciously perceived the people’s willingness for the 
republic and by abdicating the throne saved the country from a poten-
tially unending and destructive civil war: “given her wise decision that laid 
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the foundation of [the]‘republic of five ethnic nations’ (wuzugonghe) and 
rooted out thousands of years’ despotism, she deserves to be celebrated 
as a female Yao and Shun.”52 The republican government then proposed 
to cast a bronze statue to memorialize dowager empress Longyu, ironi-
cally along with those heroes of the republic who raised arms to revolt 
against the Qing court.53 This elaborate media project to situate dowager 
empress Longyu in the genealogy of the founding heroes of the repub-
lic enabled the republican government to legitimate its own dubious ori-
gins. In effect, by manipulating the discourse concerning the change from 
dynasty to nation, the nation justified its own legitimacy.

While celebrating empress Longyu’s contribution to the republic in 
a way that did not reflect reality, the republican government meddled in 
court affairs to exert more direct control. To administer the funeral prepa-
ration, the president’s office established a “special office for Qing Court 
Affairs” (banli qingshi shiwuchu). While the establishment of this office 
demonstrated how seriously the republican government took the funeral, 
it also helped break the monopoly of the Imperial Household Department 
(Neiwufu) in managing the funeral affairs.54 Moreover, Longyu’s death left 
a power vacuum, which led to squabbles among imperial concubines con-
tending for influence. At that point, the court had lost the authority to 
solely decide the nomination of the succeeding empress. Instead, the court’s 
nomination had to be approved by the republican government. This could 
not make it clearer how far the republican government had gone to inter-
vene court affairs.55

While in diplomatic affairs with the court the republican government 
demonstrated more intervention and control, rituals spoke differently. On 
such occasions of sacrifice ceremonies and chanting scriptures,  republican 
officials were advised to respect and follow old dynastic ritual procedures. 
The dynastic ritual guideline for an imperial funeral required all officials 
in Beijing coming to pay respects, attired appropriately based on official 
ranks. For descendants belonging to the eight great clans, ceremonies of 
“three-fold kneeling and the nine-fold prostration” were performed within 
the gate of the Palace of Tranquil Longevity (Ningshougong), and also for 
those outside the gate. Funeral ceremonies were held twice daily, and they 
were continued until the dowager empress’s coffin was transferred to the 
imperial mausoleum. The shrine within the Palace of Tranquil Longevity 
showed a luxurious display of the finest handicrafts. They vividly reminded 
the ceremony attendants of the past glory of the vanishing dynasty.56
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In stark contrast to the dynastic ceremonies were western ceremonies 
performed by republican officials. “Behind the walls of the Forbidden City, 
in the mourning cries of eunuchs were black-green gowns and western-
styled suits coming in and out.”57 Specific requirements were set for politi-
cal and military personnel who were attending the memorial ceremony, 
including the presentation of wreaths and fruits, garments to be worn, 
frequency of visits, and etiquette. Instead of performing the triple kow-
tow, republican personnel bowed; instead of Manchu funeral costumes, 
they wore dark- colored Western-style suits.58

For the newly founded republic, to hold a national ceremonial event 
was a process of learning by doing. On February 26, president Yuan 
held a conference with top republican officials for more than an hour to 
discuss how to fittingly arrange the funeral, and particularly on how to 
receive foreign diplomats who were to attend the memorial ceremony.59 
The ambiguous status of the Qing court confused both the republi-
can government and foreign embassies. The foreign ambassadors who 
planned to regard the court as a reigning foreign sovereign were advised 
that the government would represent the reigning sovereign on the 
court’s behalf.60

The question of political legitimacy during the early years of the repub-
lic was confused at best. Right after the founding of the republic, Sun 
Yat-sen went to the Ming imperial mausoleum to pay his respects as if the 
republic was a revival of the Han-Chinese dynastic continuity after the 
rupture of the Manchu rule. Republican officials were a combination of 
westernized elites and traditional Confucian scholars. This divergent back-
ground turned into a dispute over using vehicles or four-horse carriages to 
make up a solemn procession.61

The memorial ceremony held in Beijing from February 22 to March 
20, 1913 quickly turned into a nationwide ritual event,62 which offered 
a rare chance for public gatherings when most people of the country 
only had a limited sense of the “nation.” In Beijing, within three days, 
tens of thousands of people voluntarily attended the ceremony held in 
the Gate of Supreme Harmony (Taihemen).63 On the day when dowager 
empress Longyu’s coffin was transferred to the Manchu imperial mauso-
leum, many people kneeled and wailed along the road as the escort passed 
by.64 In Tianjin, many public associations launched large-scale memorial 
gatherings.65 The solemnity of the memorial event excited loyalists of the 
court, who went to Beijing to witness it from all parts of the country.66 
The fact that the republican government was paying the highest respects 
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to the diseased Qing empress strengthened their belief that with the impe-
rial title being retained, it was just a question of time before the dragon 
throne would return to power and bring back the political order that those 
republican politicians had failed to realize.

concludIng remarkS: the SIgnIfIcance 
of the manchu court In early republIcan polItIcS

Since the abdication of the emperor in 1912, the efforts of the court to 
restore the imperial rule never ceased. While the dubious peace negotiation 
process in 1911 and the ambiguity of its resultant document of “Article of 
Favorable Treatment” contributed to the lingering possibility of a resto-
ration of the monarchy, growing political confusion in the early republic 
was also responsible. In the opinion of Chen Baozhen, one of the most 
prominent Manchu loyalists, when unending warlord struggles became self-
destructive, it would then come the time that the imperial family returned 
to the throne.67 However, this expectation to maintain the legitimacy of the 
court by making it independent of any external political entity, met many 
difficulties in reality. Not only did financial problems of the court continue 
to worsen due to the failure of the republican government to fulfill its prom-
ise on annual subsidy, but growing political confusion increased uncertainty 
over its future. In 1917, the court failed its attempt to include “Article of 
Favorable Treatment” in the constitution of the republic. It then was forced 
to sell treasures send out brides for political protection.68 In short, from 
1912 onward the court faced an immense paradox of attaching itself to a 
strongman in power to survive the political turbulence of warlord struggles 
while trying to stay detached in order to maintain its divinity. This paradox 
continued, which in part explains why in the 1930s the court in exile even-
tually chose to attach itself to the Japanese imperialist, willing to become his 
puppet in Manchuria, and why this choice was self-destructive and presaged 
its failure.

The lingering political legitimacy of the Qing abdicated court offers a 
unique angle to look at the causes that led to the turbulence at the core 
of early republican politics. If in 1912 the hasty peace negotiation saved 
the country from an imminent civil war, it took more than a decade for 
the immaturely founded republic to earn its due. The process of transition 
from a dynastic monarchy to a national republic was not a linear one. In 
some cases, the replacement of a dynasty by a nation was successful and 
certain; here is one example where it was not.
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CHAPTER 12

Losing Monarchs: The Legacy of German 
and English National Historiography

Charlotte Backerra

IntroductIon

During the nineteenth century, Leopold von Ranke (1795–1886), Johann 
Gustav Droysen (1808–84), and other German or German-speaking his-
torians established an alleged ‘scientific’ approach to history, based on the 
so-called historical method. Equally important was their understanding of 
history as determined by great ideas, such as nation, state, and religion, 
which were embodied by great men. Every age supposedly had its own 
characteristics, and the historian could find the underlying condition, the 
idea, by reading between the lines of the sources. In addition, history was 
understood as leading to a providential goal—a telos. In the case of some 
German historians, this telos was the unification of Germany under the 
Prussian monarchy. This approach to history was christened Historismus.1 
In a comparable manner, the British Whig interpretation of history con-
ceptualized history as a continuous ascending process, in which Great 
Britain established a civilized, modern empire spanning territories on all 
continents: one which was based on personal rights, a parliamentarian 

Ch. Backerra (*) 
University of Mainz, Mainz, Germany 

University of Stuttgart, Stuttgart, Germany



246 

constitution for Great Britain, and scientific progress. Research into the 
development of historiography has increased in recent decades; in Europe, 
it focused up to this point mainly on nation and nation-building strategies 
employed, as will be discussed in the following section. This chapter, how-
ever, will assess the influence of nationalist historiography in obscuring 
the transnational politics of earlier royal dynasties, a stance that emerged 
in order to legitimate processes of nation construction in the nineteenth 
century, with consequences until the twenty-first century.

Histories of dynasties were written into chronicles and other kinds of 
texts long before the nineteenth century. Since the nineteenth century, 
the history of dynasties was seemingly discarded in favour of a history of 
nations and nation states. But even then, dynasties—or rather particu-
lar monarchs—were seen as contributing to, or damaging, the national 
development. And, at least in Germany, historians largely influenced by 
contemporary dynasties wrote this history. In this chapter, I argue that 
monarchs of earlier times became lost—that is, not considered notewor-
thy—when their rule did not fit into the process of construction of the 
nation state within the interpretation of German2 historism (Historismus)3 
and British Whig historiography.4 The focus then shifted to persons seen 
as responsible for leading the country and/or nation in the right direc-
tion. This was the case especially for British history of the eighteenth 
century, which was written as a history of parliamentary men such as Sir 
Robert Walpole (1676–1745) or William Pitt the Younger (1759–1806).5 
Another strategy could be to focus on a dynastic successor better fitted 
to a national history. Austrian historians would therefore favour Maria 
Theresa (1718–80, reigned 1740/45–80), who was perceived as the 
mother of modern Austria, instead of her husband, Emperor Francis 
Stephen (1708–65, reigned 1745–64), or her father, Emperor Charles VI 
(1685–1740, reigned 1711–40). Given their methodological biases, gen-
erations of historians neglected various aspects of the historical signifi-
cance of past monarchs and dynasties. I argue that this legacy of national 
historiography is influential even in today’s historiographic publications. 
The problem is that historians have rarely discussed their point of view vis- 
à- vis dynasties and monarchs in a general and abstract way. Therefore, the 
chapter concentrates more on a conceptual analysis rather than attempting 
an in-depth examination of the writing about royalty in specific works.

Historism and Whig history influenced each other in many ways, as 
recent research has discovered.6 Superficially, German and British histo-
riography of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries has  seemingly 
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focused on ‘great men’, either to further the ‘great idea’ of the age (his-
torism) or to bring order to a chaotic time (Whig interpretation). But in 
interpreting historical events from a national point of view, German and 
British historians have tried to find processes and individuals who con-
tributed towards the emergence of the perceived natural state of terri-
torial government in the nation state. In works on British history since 
the late eighteenth century, the natural state of a constitutional monarchy 
was supposed to be rooted in ‘British’ tradition, such as in the belief in 
Protestantism or in the concept of England/Britain as a blessed nation. 
Rulers with ties to realms outside the British Isles did not fit into this natural 
order of history. But starting in 1714, two kings reigned who were born in 
Germany and had strong ties via territories and duties to the Holy Roman 
Empire: George I (reigned 1714–27) and George II (reigned 1727–60) 
were not only kings of Great Britain and Ireland, but also prince electors of 
Brunswick-Luneburg (often named ‘Hanover’ after its capital city). They 
also focused large amounts of their efforts and time on their German ter-
ritories. This only changed with the third king of this dynasty, George III 
(1738–1820, reigned 1760–1811/20), who was born in England and 
stayed there his whole life. But for Whig historiography, not only were 
these monarchs problematic, but rather the whole concept of dynastic rule 
itself proved to be difficult. For them, the focus shifted therefore from 
individual monarchs to the so-called Glorious Revolution of 1688/89 and 
its aftermath. Historians such as Henry Hallam (1777–1859), Thomas 
Macaulay (1800–59) and the latter’s great-nephew, George Macaulay 
Trevelyan (1876–1962), replaced (in part) transnational dynastic history 
with a parliamentary and nationalist history of the British people.

Similarly, German historians could only grant long-term relevance to 
those secular great men who influenced their nation’s history. In line with 
this interpretation, monarchs ruling a composite monarchy7—and com-
posite rule more generally—had to become less relevant or even irrelevant 
for a national history. For German history, the emperors with their inher-
ent status above all nationes of the Holy Roman Empire were therefore 
seen as less important compared to rulers of single territories which turned 
into nation states in the nineteenth century. Pre-eminent among the lat-
ter was Prussia, which became the nucleus of a united German nation 
state. The history of the Habsburg hereditary territories was similarly 
 narrated in terms of the emergence of Austria. Examples of such narratives 
can be found in the works of Leopold von Ranke or Alfred von Arneth 
(1819–97).
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I will undertake the proposed analysis by first looking into recent 
research of nineteenth-century historiography. The transformation from 
dynastic histories to national histories will be assessed in the next part of 
the chapter, in relation to the personal and professional background of sev-
eral leading historians of the age. Furthermore, with two separate micro- 
studies of selected texts, I shall look into the opinions on monarchy and 
royal rule offered by historical writers and historians, the British Henry 
Hallam, Thomas Babington Macaulay, and Frederic William Maitland 
as well as the German-speaking Johann Gustav Droysen and Alfred von 
Arneth.

transnatIonal ExchangE of hIstorIEs 
and hIstorIographIEs

Research into the European history writing of the nineteenth century 
has gathered momentum over the last two decades. This is partly due 
to the European Science Foundation (ESF) funded research programme 
Representations of the Past: The Writing of National Histories in Nineteenth 
and Twentieth Century Europe (NHIST), with over 200 historians work-
ing together between 2003 and 2008 to discover the relations between 
historical writing and constructions of national identity.8 Book series such 
as ‘History of Historical Writing’ (Oxford University Press)9 or ‘Writing 
the Nation’ (Palgrave Macmillan)10 have helped to spread the outcome 
of this massive project. The focus of most works is on national historiog-
raphies since the French Revolution. Not unexpectedly considering the 
overall objectives of historical research for that period, most writers look 
at the development of the nation state in these centuries. They reflect on 
the relationship of a ‘scientific’ approach to history, on historiography, his-
torians, and history-writers. In the nineteenth century, the development 
of history as a subject at universities was combined with the progress in 
historiographic methods, the expansion of sources and subjects, as well as 
the distinct connection between writers and readers of national histories.

Influenced by the time and circumstances in which those historical 
studies were written, most publications have a decidedly transnational or 
even global approach. By looking at publication and translation practices 
of historical writing, the influences of published histories can be traced. 
The results show that readers normally favoured works which could be 
read as comments on their own age. So, in the mid-nineteenth century, 
the history of the English Civil War as well as the Glorious Revolution 
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and its effects on English history were seen as past examples showing 
how the events of 1848–49 could play out for German history.11 On the 
other hand, the scientific approach to history with a fixed method and 
largely unknown sources fascinated British writers and readers.12 As histo-
rians such as Ranke published on various, mostly Western European, ter-
ritories and states, these were received and reviewed in those countries.13 
Unfortunately, and in contrast to German historiography, the research 
into Austrian historical scholarship is nearly non-existent.

The relationship between British and German historiography has been 
researched especially. Partly, this goes back to a century-old relation. Since 
the late nineteenth century, German history teaching at universities was 
(and is) seen as a role model to follow. A substantial number of British 
historians studied at least for a semester or year at one of the modern 
German universities.14 On the other hand, this is an indicator for the still 
strongly felt connection between British and German scientific communi-
ties to this day.

But the focus of the research into historical writing rarely is on the ques-
tion of how historians and writers of historical studies dealt with dynas-
ties, monarchs, and their transnational basis.15 It has been a well-known 
and accepted fact for some time that the history of early modern Europe 
can only be understood by looking at dynastic networks, dynastic politics, 
and members of ruling houses.16 Looking at the later centuries, there still 
seems to be a sense that these dynastic elements were not as influential 
in the nineteenth century; rather they were replaced by parliamentary or 
even democratic values and connections. While this is perhaps partly true, 
this volume argues that it is not the whole story. At least for German and 
British historiography, this view might however also be related to a shift in 
historical writing in the last two hundred years.

dynastIc hIstorIEs to natIonal hIstory?
In early modern historical writing, the history of dynasties was at the core of 
most serious studies.17 This went back to a time when historical writings on 
a larger scale were basically chronicles of a certain ruler’s or dynasty’s era. 
In early modern Europe, most dynasties felt the need to know more about 
their own history. On the one hand, these histories of ruling houses served 
as examples for teaching the younger members of a dynasty on how to rule 
as well as how to hold or enlarge the dynasty’s territories and powers.18 On  
the other hand, they were a manner of establishing seniority  vis-à-vis other 
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ruling houses. To be able to trace one’s own family history far back into the 
past, possibly even to ancient times, meant to be able to command more 
respect and influence due to ‘old’ age—researching history was there-
fore a matter of political legitimation. Dynastic history also endeavoured 
to praise the house’s accomplishments for its territories, its people, and 
its members.19 One of the most famous writers of historical topics of the 
eighteenth century was Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716). He was 
charged with the monumental task of establishing the age and history of 
the Guelph dynasty. This was in preparation for the expected succession 
to the English throne after the death of the last Protestant Stuart. When 
he was able to trace back the Guelph history into the Middle Ages and 
rediscovered an earlier English-Guelph connection,20 this strengthened the 
claim of the Hanoverians to the throne of Great Britain and their relation 
to the British political nation, in Germany as well as in England.21

This dynastic history as the core of historical writing was later replaced 
by a history of nations. As Stefan Berger has pointed out, this devel-
opment was based on the Enlightenment and the Romanticism move-
ments. To find ‘an explanation of human development through history, 
Enlightenment historians established some of the grand narratives of 
modern historical writing’.22 In fact, their historical writing was in turn 
based on developing concepts of the law of nations, the balance of power 
in Europe, and in turn the expansion of international relations in the eigh-
teenth century.23 After the revolutionary years, it was felt that the revolu-
tion and its participants had lost the connection to the past in their search 
for modernity. The gap between past and present was to be filled with 
history and historical writing.24

In English written works, this step has been traced back to at least the 
mid-eighteenth century. Then, based on the idea of a supposed ancient 
constitution, the concept of a government by the king-in-parliament was 
used to strengthen the compromises found after the restoration of the 
Stuart dynasty in 1660, the Glorious Revolution in 1688/89, and the 
Act of Settlement and its consequences in 1701 and 1714. Most writ-
ers of historical studies were theologians or lawyers or had at least been 
introduced to general humanities at one of the few universities in the 
British Isles.25 Ideas about a progressive English or rather British nation, 
successful  internally because of a solid system of checks and balances for 
monarchical power, prosperous on a global scale because of its geographi-
cal advantages as an island surrounded by defendable water, and with a 
people blessed by God because of their strong Protestant faith, were very 
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much in place even before the turn of the century. The nineteenth cen-
tury, with the re- establishment of the British Empire in Asia and Africa 
after losses in America in the previous century, therefore seemed to be the 
logical consequence of the previous century’s politics.

In German-speaking countries, a change came with the newly established 
reform university in Göttingen in the late eighteenth century, and defini-
tively by the end of the Napoleonic era. The foundation of the modern 
universities and the introduction of history as a subject for university studies 
in German, and later Austrian, universities by the 1850s26 combined with 
an intense fight between academic historians and practitioners of history 
(those in charge of archives and museums, school teachers, etc.), meant 
that only professional historians and their writings were accepted as genuine 
historical scholarship in Germany since the mid-nineteenth century.27 These 
historians developed the methods used to this day in regard to sources and 
interpretation.28 Most writers later classified as being part of historism were 
drawn to the idea of a ‘national’ history, meaning that history had to show 
the progress of nationes, people speaking the same languages and/or having 
the same cultural values, into nations with a constant territorial boundary.29 
But one interesting fact has often been overlooked. Most of the histori-
ans known to this day were employed by and financially dependent on a 
king, a prince, or even the (Austrian) emperor. Leopold von Ranke30 was 
installed into a full professorship with the complete support of the Prussian 
king. After the Revolution of 1848, he was appointed as a member of the 
state council (1854), but even before that he acted as an adviser to the 
king and his ministers. Ranke was even appointed ‘court historian’ in 1841 
(Hofhistoriograph)—it is of no surprise that he would then go on to write 
a history of Prussia which placed the Hohenzollern dynasty at the heart of 
the German nation’s development.31 Alfred Arneth, Ritter von Arneth (the 
Knight of Arneth), began his career as a civil servant in the Haus-, Hof- und 
Staatsarchiv in Vienna—the archive of the House of Habsburg, its courts, 
and the governed states—in 1841. He then held posts in the court chan-
cellery of the Austrian Empire (since 1841). In 1860, he became deputy 
director of the Haus-, Hof- und Staatsarchiv. Later, when Arneth was the 
director of this archive (since 1868), he worked together with the crown 
prince and one of the  archdukes to set up the Museum for Military History 
(Heeresgeschichtliches Museum) in Vienna.32 There and in his other works, he 
emphasized the Habsburg rulers’ impact on, and their reign over, Austria.

As Philipp Müller has recently pointed out, historians and historical 
writers of the nineteenth century were also bound by the constraints of 
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archival policy. To gain access to state archives—house archives or secret 
archives—a special dispensation was needed, as archival material was still 
very much used in day-to-day politics and was therefore seen as a necessary 
political arcanum until the last third of the century. Access was granted 
after a process which included approval at the highest levels of govern-
ment—and therefore, a critical, published opinion about the government, 
i.e. the ruling house or monarch, could led to the exclusion from archival 
use.33 This was still true for dynastic archives after the Second World War, 
and historians were told to do their duty to the monarchy when writing 
biographies of monarchs or studies of monarchical rule.34

Parallel to the undoubted process of professionalization and institu-
tionalization of history and historiography, the nineteenth century was 
also marked by a rising popular interest in historical topics. This can be 
seen in popular publications as well as ‘historical’ festivals, the founding 
of historical associations by local elites, which in turn established muse-
ums and journals. It can also be traced into the arts and architecture, 
which looked back to classical ancient times or the renaissance for histori-
cal examples. This was used and in fact cultivated by monarchs as well, 
especially in Germany, where after the turmoil of the Revolutionary and 
Napoleonic Wars, and the secularization and the mediatization of a major-
ity of German principalities and cities, territories and people needed to be 
integrated into existing monarchical polities. School and university teach-
ing as well as celebrations and publications based on a dynastic orienta-
tion of historical policy were seen as the basis to establish loyalties to the 
monarchical system as well as to form a national conscience. Therefore, 
history and historical writing were means to further unity of the people 
and to internalize the feeling of and sense for the nation.35 Such an imper-
ative was in direct contrast to any transnational dynastic approaches to 
historiography, as well as to monarchs who had dual or multiple respon-
sibilities as rulers of territorially plural or ethnically different dominions.

BrItIsh constItutIonal hIstory and thE Monarchy: 
hallaM, Macaulay, and MaItland

For Henry Hallam (1777–1859),36 who introduced the study of the consti-
tution to English historical writing, ‘the history of England and its constitu-
tion were synonymous.’37 His Constitutional History of England38 is based 
on the presumption that there had always been a system that restrained royal 
power through parliamentary actions.39 When recounting the Hanoverian 
Succession, the limited influence of George  I is explained for Hallam’s  
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readers as the natural result of him being ‘a stranger to his people and their 
constitution, [who could not] have undertaken without ruin that most diffi-
cult task of balancing parties and persons, to which the great mind of William 
had proved unequal’.40 For the following decades after the Hanoverian 
Succession—Hallam calls it ‘the age of Walpole’41—parliamentary struggles 
are at the centre of his constitutional history. The only time kings are present 
as prince electors is in regard to the War of the Austrian Succession, which 
was fought for ‘the purposes of Hanover’ rather than England.

[…] George I and George II, in whom the personal authority seems to have 
been at the lowest point it has ever reached, drew their ministers, not always 
willingly, into that course of continental politics […]. It is well known that 
the Walpoles and the Pelhams condemned in private this excessive predilec-
tion of their masters for their native country, which alone could endanger 
their English throne.42

So these kings, when mentioned at all, are always presented in a dark light 
by Hallam.43

Thomas Babington Macaulay’s44 The History of England from the 
Accession of James II45 and History of England from the Accession of James I 
to that of the Brunswick Line46 were written some decades later at a time 
when Prince Albert was criticized because of his German origin and ties to 
European courts, and Disraeli was accused of un-Englishness.47 The view 
of political development on the British Isles is focused on the events of the 
growing empire, the political events and constellations.48 Macaulay’s main 
theme is the unity and progress of the English people, their economic 
success, and political stability.49 For him, this was based in the political 
unity that ended the ‘long struggle between our sovereigns and their 
parliaments’ binding ‘together the rights of the people and the title of 
the reigning dynasty’.50 Even on the isles themselves, he wanted to show 
‘how Scotland, after ages of enmity, was at length united to England, not 
merely by legal bonds, but by indissoluble ties of interest and affection’.51 
A separate entity outside of these bounds and territorial borders—another 
principality ruled by the British king for example—did not fit into such 
a picture. But Macaulay’s historical writing influenced generations into 
believing that while England or Great Britain was a place of national his-
tory, everything outside—be it the British Empire or the Hanoverian elec-
torate—were places without significance and worthwhile history.52

One of the critics of Whig history was Frederic William Maitland 
(1850–1906).53 His Constitutional History of England, published 

LOSING MONARCHS 



254 

 posthumously, is based on legal texts and other sources. Maitland was 
heavily influenced by the German historism and its methods for read-
ing and interpreting sources.54 In fact his first interest was not in his-
tory, but rather in philosophy and law. Legal history in his point of view 
could show the ‘progress, the contribution of successive generations and 
men’.55 But, when reviewing the development of public law, the trans-
nationality of royal power never goes beyond England, Wales, Scotland, 
and Ireland on the British Isles, and the dependencies and colonies in the 
British Empire.56 In the chapter ‘The Sovereign Body: The Kingship’, 
he discusses the various changes to dynastic succession since the Act of 
Settlement. Not once does he refer to the Hanoverian Succession, or draw 
attention to the fact that with Queen Victoria’s accession, the personal 
union of Great Britain and Hanover came to an end.57 The only reference 
to this is in a later chapter on the ‘Cabinet’: ‘George I ceased to attend 
the meetings of the Cabinet. He and George II could not speak English, 
and felt little concern as to the internal policy of England; they were more 
concerned for Hanover. The Cabinet then begins to meet without the 
king’s presence.’58 As we now know, neither of these assertions was in fact 
true. But Maitland looks at the ministers and parliamentarians, because 
the king’s powers were constrained to act only in accordance with the 
ministers: ‘We cannot trace step by step the process whereby the king’s 
personal will and pleasure has come to count for very little in our govern-
ment. The reigns of the two Hanoverians, George I and George II, had 
much to do with it.’59 Interestingly enough, George III is not included 
in this statement; born in England, he was subjected to English law, as 
Maitland points out previously.60 As Maitland’s example proves, if one 
was interested in English or British history, the persons and reigns of 
George I and George II could be neglected, as these kings contributed 
nothing to it.

As we have seen, if the monarchy was discussed, a constitutional or lim-
ited monarchy was the centre of historical writing about the British consti-
tutional history, even if Britain was not seen as a non-monarchic republican 
polity.61 Jonathan Parry has pointed out that the British  monarchy is still 
widely accepted for reasons that resemble those of the Whig tradition. 
Then, the monarchy was associated with ‘national identity, with consti-
tutional balance and liberty, and with exemplary public values’; now it 
is supported because it ‘has provided a symbol of national unity in times 
of crisis’ and of old traditions, because it balances politicians and parties 
while at the same time the dynasty’s members ‘sacrifice’ their personal 
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life for public duty.62 But the research into the Hanoverian age of British  
history and especially the rule of George II has suffered from these century- 
old ideas. This has really changed only during the last decade with several 
publications on the relationship between Great Britain and Hanover63 as 
well as the first two scholarly biographies of George II in English.64

gErMan and austrIan hIstory and thE grEat 
rulErs: droysEn and arnEth

For German and Austrian historians after Ranke, historiography had to 
follow the history of successful nations developing into nation states. 
These states were based on the concept of one territory, one language, one 
nation, even though such a notion was modified for the case of Austria. As 
will be shown by Arneth’s writings, the Habsburg rulers and the ‘Austrian 
nation’ were then seen as the source of the Austrian empire of the nine-
teenth century,65 while the multi-national character of this empire was not 
mentioned explicitely.

Macaulay’s History offered a—limited—example for German historians 
such as Droysen.66 To write a conclusive history, ‘from the end’ and with 
the ‘benefits of hindsight’, was to establish the history of a great nation.67 
But unlike Macaulay, Droysen believed in a reconstructed history with 
details drawn from original sources to satisfy historism methods, not in 
‘painting’ the historical age through language.68 By training and inclina-
tion, Droysen was first a historian of ancient times, before the events of 
the revolution initiated his interest in Prussian history. In his mind, politics 
and historiography had to be one.69 As he was an advocate of the so-called 
kleindeutsche (small-German) solution to German unification—meaning a 
Germany without the territories ruled by the Habsburg dynasty, but based 
on the Prussian dominions—he wanted to educate his readers to become 
‘Prussians’. Therefore, he wrote the Geschichte der preußischen Politik,70 
reconstructing first the Prussian history from its foundation in late medi-
eval times to the early eighteenth century. The great man of Prussian his-
tory, Frederick ‘the Great’ and his achievements are the topic of the second 
part, which Droysen wrote in four volumes after the foundation of the 
Kaiserreich in 1871.71 At the same time, he abhorred the eighteenth-cen-
tury idea of a balance of power, as the states of early modern Europe were 
for him absolutist, corrupt, and violent. A Europe of nation states—his ideal 
for the future—would be ‘a great, peaceful union, distinguished [only]  
by the differences of the individual people, organized in states based on 
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their [cultural/political] variations, with these states themselves [all hav-
ing] a constitutional order’.72 In the introduction to his first book on 
Frederick the Great, he paints a terrible picture of the consequences of 
personal unions across nations. Not only were the emperor’s territories 
often outside of the Empire, but the ‘people and countries were foreign to 
one another and sometimes even bitter enemies’, held together by noth-
ing else but the emperor, and—and here Droysen argues as a convinced 
Protestant—the ‘bigoted’ Court of Vienna, ‘the Roman religion and its 
hierarchies’.73

But even more problematic was, according to Droysen, the fact that 
‘such exemptions, such fusions with foreign people and countries’74 
existed for many of the principalities and territories of the Holy Roman 
Empire: ‘In the “German dominions of the King of England” now ruled 
“royal British privy councillors delegated to the electoral government 
of Brunswick-Luneburg”.’75 The ‘German dynasties […] followed the 
example of the Austrian, they de-germanised themselves’. These distribu-
tions of German territories and people were the cause of stagnation and 
corruption, as there was no ‘national community’ any more.76 Emperor 
Charles VI’s efforts to create a legal basis for the dynastic succession of his 
daughter, Maria Theresa, were dismissed by Droysen as futile efforts to 
preserve Austria in contradistinction to an awakened Germany, powerful 
in its own right.77 This Germany would be based on the strong example of 
a Prussian-German leader, Frederick the Great. The latter was the one to 
enlarge German territories by conquering Silesia from Austro-Habsburg 
rule after the accession of Maria Theresa.

Alfred von Arneth, the most known representative of Austrian histo-
rism, wrote his most famous books about ‘the greatest statesman and 
most noble commander’ of Austria,78 Prince Eugene of Savoy, and ‘the  
most illustrious character’ of Austrian history and ‘the monarch who 
acted more than any monarch before or after her for the good of the 
Austrian territories’, namely Maria Theresa.79 For Arneth, Maria Theresa 
was responsible for remodelling the ‘Austrian’ empire.80 After taking over 
the  government, she reorganized the broken and scattered lands she had 
inherited from her father: ‘She was able to create, with ingenious action, 
starting from an unconsolidated federation of dominions that were diverse, 
and always foreign to one another, a united governed empire.’81 In con-
trast, her father Charles VI was an undecided character, who—politically 
gullible—had promised too much to other monarchs and states for guar-
antees of his daughter’s inheritance, while only he himself was sure that 
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they would hold beyond his death.82 Accordingly, the Habsburg territo-
ries had suffered economically, lost territories and populace, and experi-
enced especially a loss of confidence in its ruler and government.83 Prince 
Eugene of Savoy understood this better than his emperor. In regard to 
the Habsburg monarchy, the prince had done everything to foster the 
greatness of the imperial court as well as the power and well-being of 
Austria.84 But in the end, he followed his duty and obeyed his monarch’s 
commands.85And Arneth also offers the prince’s stance on Germany—
meaning the Holy Roman Empire. He wanted at the same time to reduce 
the quarrels between the princes and to strengthen and to enlarge the 
emperor’s power; in his mind, these two conditions were dependent on 
one another: ‘He did whatever possible to support the unity and by it the 
prestige and greatness of Germany.’86 In contrast to Droysen, Arneth’s his-
toriography has not been analysed according to his stance on nation, the 
nation state, or types of government. These few remarks should therefore 
be seen as a first glimpse into his historical writing, while future research 
is definitely needed to understand his relationship to German historism as 
well as his influence on later works of Austrian history.

In sEarch of thE loss of Monarchs: conclusIon

This chapter has interrogated the perspective of German-speaking and 
British historians on monarchs, monarchy, and dynastic rule, even as they 
remained entrenched within the methodological framework of the ‘great 
idea’ of the nation. It has been shown that historians of the nineteenth 
century mostly had a connection to monarchy or monarchical rule, in 
their life and/or in their historical writings. Some were employed by royal 
houses or rulers as university teachers, archivists, court historians, or at 
scientific academies. Others at least hoped for, or were dependent on, 
royal favour to access sources in formerly closed political or royal archives. 
I have not talked about personal royal favours, such as publication money, 
grants, stipends, or pensions, which sometimes also would be granted by 
rulers to historians.

Most historians saw, however, the unity of nations and territories as 
essential prerequisites for an orderly, peaceful, as well as powerful rule. 
Royal actors who were seen as contributing to the consolidation of a nation 
were placed in the historical limelight, whereas rulers who were seen as priv-
ileging multinational dynasties were projected (as George I and George II 
were) as incompetent or anachronistic figures. On the other hand, strong 
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monarchical rule with royal rulers working towards a united nation state 
was not only accepted, but rather emphasized by nineteenth- century his-
torians. A tendency existed to overlook any transnational history of mon-
archies, even though composite monarchies were the rule rather than the 
exception in premodern Europe. And at the time of Hallam, Droysen, and 
the others, their own national background was not within territorially con-
strained countries, but rather (globally) expanding empires with a nucleus 
of one nation state.

To this, we have to add the often criticised tendency of historiogra-
phy—which is nonetheless almost unavoidable—to focus on topics and 
persons analysed beforehand, leading to the neglect of certain monarchs 
by historical science until far into the twentieth and even twenty-first cen-
turies, such as George II or Charles VI, who to this date has found no 
scholarly biographer. In British historiography, even critics of the Whig 
history followed the scheme set in place by their predecessors: Namier’s 
actors were the members of Parliament, not the kings and queens.87 This 
chapter can only serve as a starting point for further research. The trans-
national history of royal studies as well as the interdependence of dynas-
tic and national viewpoints should in future be conducted on at least a 
European, if not a global scale.
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CHAPTER 13

Constructing Queenship in Early 
Nineteenth-Century French Historiography

Heta Aali

French queenship, the French monarchy, and the whole of French society 
went through extensive changes between 1789, the French Revolution’s 
beginnings, and 1848, when the French monarchy was overthrown for the 
last time. The monarchy was restored after the Napoleonic reign in 1814 
and 1815, but it was not the same monarchy it had been in 1789 and dur-
ing the Ancien Régime. Monarchies are not separate from society, and thus 
they were also affected by the social, political, and economical changes that 
took place in early nineteenth-century Europe. Queen became to be seen 
as a private figure rather than as a public one, a shift that had already started 
long before the Revolution. In the early nineteenth-century public dis-
course, an ideal queen became associated with a bourgeois lady rather than 
with a political figure. In this chapter, I will argue that historians sought 
justifications from history to exclude women from public power, and that 
this tendency coincided with a larger European tendency to create gen-
dered separations between public and private spheres. Furthermore, I will 
examine how, in the context of restored monarchy and the July Monarchy, 
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early nineteenth-century historians argued for women’s exclusion from the 
French throne using examples from the history of other, mostly European 
dynasties, such as the English or Austrian, and from the house of Medici, 
to justify this exclusion. Due to the limited space, I will leave aside any 
questions related to the infamous Salic law.

Marie Antoinette was the last queen of France, since by the time they 
acceded to the throne the brothers of the guillotined King Louis  XVI 
were at a very advanced age and both were widowers. Bourbon King 
Louis XVIII (reigned 1814/1815–1824) continued through the restora-
tion period as a pale image of the kings of France.1 His brother Charles X 
(reigned 1824–1830) tried to strengthen the restored monarchy and the 
king’s position, but, following the 1830 revolution, the king of France was 
replaced with the king of the French: Louis Philippe from the house of 
Orléans accepted the throne that by then had lost most of its sacral dimen-
sions.2 Louis Philippe acceded to the throne with his spouse Marie Amelie, 
who was Marie Antoinette’s niece and the daughter of Ferdinand I of the 
Two Sicilies. Marie Amelie was very different from her aunt, but neither 
of them seemed to have been very popular among their contemporaries.3 
The July Monarchy needed to reinvent itself after the king’s sacred posi-
tion no longer justified the monarchy. The royal family needed to position 
itself within the French ‘nation’, a concept especially popular in its new 
form since the 1820s and visible in all levels of French society, in particu-
lar in historical writing. History, which was increasingly popular among 
readers of all social classes in the nineteenth century, was employed by 
historians and politicians to justify and to challenge the French monarchy 
that had an unstable position in these decades.

In fact, historians had a considerable role in French politics in the first 
half of the nineteenth century: for example, the historian François Guizot 
became prime minister in the 1840s during the July Monarchy. History 
was (and is) an essential part of nation-building processes, and in early 
nineteenth-century France, historians actively created narratives about 
French history to support the idea of a unified French nation. History was 
studied for didactic and pragmatic reasons, to find instructions for con-
temporary society, and to give examples of rightful behaviour and morals. 
Through their writings, historians took part in defining the role of the 
monarchy in French society.

France has never had a queen regnant, a ruling queen who would 
have inherited the throne by her own right. Women’s exclusion from the 
throne was justified with various reasons since the Hundred Years War 
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with England. Specific laws in the charters of 1814 and 1830 excluded 
women from the throne.4 Yet, the exclusion was not conclusive, because 
there was discussion on women’s rights to inherit the throne both in the 
early 1820s and in the early 1830s, but the discussions only concerned 
situations where the future of the monarchy was at stake.5 Overall, the 
exclusion was justified repeatedly in historical writings; this attests to the 
point that the exclusion was not as definitive, or ‘natural’, as its supporters 
would have wanted it to be. There were several examples of queens regnant 
in Europe. In France several queens had used supreme power as regents, 
so women using power were not entirely unknown to the French. But 
what meanings of queenship were presented in historiographical works, 
especially vis-à-vis kingdoms where women could inherit the throne?

This chapter focuses on three works from the 1820s and 1840s by 
three very different authors in order to discover how they represented 
women using public power as sovereigns and how they compared French 
queenship to other institutions of queenship in Europe, either contempo-
rary or historical. I have chosen the works of these authors because they 
had simultaneously unique, yet representative approaches to the question 
of queenship: the changed norms of queenship are well visible in their 
works, but unlike many contemporary authors, two of them also examined 
queenship as an institution.

Louis Marie Prudhomme (1753–1830) was a well-known bookseller, 
publisher, historian, and political activist.6 He was especially active in poli-
tics during the Revolutionary years. Prudhomme continued to be a pub-
lisher in the beginning of the nineteenth century after his political career 
had ended. He was in favour of the restoration of the monarchy, and in 
1826 he published the work relevant for this chapter: Répertoire universel, 
historique, biographique des femmes célèbres, mortes ou vivantes,7 a multi- 
volume collective biography of famous women from all around the world. 
The work was republished in 1830 (Biographie universelle et historique).8 
The work demonstrates very well the comparative and biographical view 
on famous women that was popular all over Europe in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Prudhomme’s collective biography offered not only ideal role mod-
els for female readers, but also presented ‘notorious’ women from history.

Prudhomme was an important voice on French queenship, because he 
had published collective biographies on queens already in the 1790s. In 
1791 and 1792, Prudhomme had published two quite similar works both 
entitled Les crimes des reines de France depuis le commencement de la monar-
chie jusqu’à Marie-Antoinette.9 According to these earlier works, it seems 
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that he fiercely supported the Revolution and that he wanted to depict the 
French royals, from the Merovingian period onwards, as guilty of crimes 
against the French ‘people’. This was not an uncommon accusation, as 
Lynn Hunt, for example, has shown; Marie Antoinette represented all 
the vices of the monarchy to the revolutionaries and to the critics already 
before 1789. The revolutionaries attacked above all her sexuality and they 
blamed her for having corrupted the king, his political entourage, and 
even their son with her ‘sexual body’.10 Yet Prudhomme, like many other 
revolutionaries, gradually changed his mind as the revolutionary events 
advanced and the Terror started claiming more and more lives.11

Philippe Antoine Merlin (1754–1838), also known as Merlin de Douai, 
was a lawyer, a politician, and an author. Similarly to Prudhomme, he was 
politically most active during the revolutionary years. He was a deputy at 
the National Convention and he voted for the death of King Louis XVI in 
1793. He was appointed president of the National Convention in August 
1794.12 He was forced to go into exile in 1815, after the monarchy was 
restored and the brother of the guillotined Louis  XVI acceded to the 
French throne. Merlin was able to return to France in 1830, when the 
July Revolution brought the constitutional monarchist Louis Philippe to 
the French throne, the son of Philippe Égalité, who had also voted for the 
death of the king in 1793.13

Most of Merlin’s publications were treatises of legal and political ques-
tions, speeches and letters (mémoires).14 The work that is most interesting 
for this chapter is Répertoire universel et raisonné de jurisprudence.15 The 
Répertoire is a legal encyclopaedia16 that had five editions, of which the 
last one was published simultaneously in Brussels (1825–1828) and Paris 
(1827–1828). In the Répertoire, which examined jurisprudence and legal 
concepts in alphabetical order, Merlin studied quite extensively the legal 
questions related to queenship and to women’s position in France both 
from the contemporary and from the historical perspective. Most impor-
tantly, he did not reduce queenship to individual queens and to their lives, 
but studied queenship as an institution and examined the rituals and duties 
related to it in different times of history. He was one of the rare ones to 
examine queenship as an institution as there was no sudden interest to 
study queenship in this manner in the early nineteenth century. He made 
it clear that the ‘nation is submitted to the power of only one’, to the 
power of the king and not of the queen.17 Yet, Merlin had unique views on 
the kings’ marriages, illustrated by his approval of the ‘left hand’ marriage.  
He thought this institution to be common in Germany; according to him, 
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it was possibly contracted between Louis XIV and Madame de Maintenon. 
The ‘left hand’ marriage was promised tied for love after the king had  
fulfilled his royal duties, that is, after he had produced an heir, and it 
would therefore not disturb the order of succession for the throne.18

The third writer, Édouard Laboulaye (1811–83), was a jurist, a histo-
rian, and a politician.19 He was famous for his lectures and his enthusiasm 
for the United States of America, and even though he never visited the 
country, he spoke and wrote extensively about democracy in the United 
States.20 Most of Laboulaye’s publications were related to law and to legal 
history.21 He was a supporter of the July Monarchy and in 1845 he was 
elected to the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres.22 In 1843, he 
published a work entitled Recherches sur la condition civile et politique des 
femmes, depuis les Romains jusqu’à nos jours,23 which will be the focus of 
the following analysis. In this study, Laboulaye examined inheritance laws 
concerning women from Roman times to the modern age. The work won 
an award from the Académie des sciences morales et politiques in 1842, 
which points to the fact that it represented well the general perception of 
women’s rights, abilities, and position in French history and in contempo-
rary society. Laboulaye also examined women’s rights to inherit the throne 
and he compared the situation in France to other European countries, 
where women could inherit the throne or use supreme power. In general, 
however, Laboulaye did not show any special interest in women’s rights in 
his other writings or teaching, which makes this work, published in 1843, 
a peculiar one among his output.

The three works, one collective biography, one encyclopaedia, and one 
full monograph, are good examples of the way queenship was perceived 
and examined in early nineteenth-century France. Collective biographies 
were popular readings in nineteenth-century Europe, and both women 
and men wrote them.24 The nineteenth century is often called the cen-
tury of Great Men, which corresponds to readers loving to learn about 
the lives of remarkable individuals in history. The history of queenship 
was almost always perceived through the lives of individual queens; very 
rarely did historians examine the history of the rituals or duties associated 
with queenship. As a rule, except for the works of Merlin and Laboulaye, 
queenship as an institution was not examined in popular or academic his-
torical writing.25 Perhaps one reason why queenship was so seldom exam-
ined as an institution was the general change that took place in France 
and in the French monarchy during and after the Revolution. Queenship 
was perceived, like all areas related to women’s lives, to belong to the 
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‘private’ or domestic area of society: whereas being a queen had been 
(or had had been) a public role in the eighteenth century, the role had 
now changed to be quite similar to that of any wife. A queen was a king’s 
spouse,26 the mother of his children, and in theory she had no official 
role in the kingdom. An ideal queen started to resemble a bourgeois 
lady, whose main tasks were marriage, bringing up the children, and tak-
ing care of the family’s religious education and charitable works.27 Many 
historians presented historical queens as role models for female readership 
by characterizing them as bourgeois ladies in order to highlight queens’, 
and all women’s, ‘natural’ roles as wives, spouses, and mothers. By not 
describing queenship as an institution, historians emphasized that ideally 
queens were no more than wives of kings and had no special power in the 
kingdom. Historians portrayed ruling women in a negative light in order 
to highlight this message.

Furthermore, in 1791, women were excluded by law from regency, 
which had been practically the only way women could use power compa-
rable to that of a sovereign in France. The exclusion from regency high-
lighted the wishes of the revolutionaries to preserve political power for 
men and to exclude Marie Antoinette in particular from any use of power 
as mother of the possible future king. Yet, the exclusion was not absolute 
and not all subsequent French sovereigns supported it.28 Merlin brought 
this up in a chapter concerning regency in his 1828 edition of the encyclo-
paedia. In the same piece, he also showed exemptions made to the law in 
1813. One exemption stated that an empress-mother could act as a regent 
on behalf of her underage son. And furthermore, in 1813, Napoleon 
appointed Empress Marie Louise as a regent while he was away from 
France.29 It seems, however, that Marie Louise had no real power, and 
the regency was in her case mostly an honorary position while Napoleon 
was at war. The fact that women were denied the possibility of regency in 
the early 1790s goes well together with the tendency to restrict women 
to the ‘privacy’ of their homes and to define motherhood and marriage as 
women’s most important roles.

Collective biographies, a genre of popular historical writing, displayed 
that royals were still at the heart of historiography and, as always, their 
‘private’ lives interested the readers the most, even though reading was 
considered dangerous for volatile minds, and therefore, there was a lot of 
discussion about what was suitable reading for young girls and for unedu-
cated readers, who were seen by historians as prone to immoral ideas.30 
Collective and individual biographies can be divided into two groups: 
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those that describe only virtuous role models to (young) female readers, 
and those that present all kinds of virtuous and notorious women, as in 
Prudhomme’s works. In the first genre there were no ‘notorious’ queens 
but mostly (saintly) queens who were shown behaving like bourgeois 
women. The motivation for Prudhomme to publish the collective biogra-
phy was, in his own words, that after 1769 only five works had been dedi-
cated to the sex that gives ‘glory’ and ‘happiness’ to society.31 Prudhomme 
conveniently ‘forgot’ the two collective biographies he had published in 
the early 1790s and only mentioned the works that offered interpretations 
favourable to the monarchy.32 It is understandable that Prudhomme left 
his previous works unmentioned, since he also stated that the focus of his 
current work was on the heroic actions of women during the revolution-
ary years in the late eighteenth century.33

Merlin, however, approached the question of queenship from a very 
different angle compared to Prudhomme and did not provide any biogra-
phies of historical queens. On the contrary, he asked questions that were 
related to queenship in general. His experience as a jurist becomes obvious 
as he concentrated on comparing laws in various kingdoms in order to 
discover what queenship signified, who could become a queen, and what 
rituals and duties were associated with queenship.34 Merlin only briefly 
referred to the current situation of queenship in early nineteenth-century 
France, but he described in considerable length the history of various 
practices related to queenship.35 It seems that he considered the current 
state of women’s exclusion as the norm and he examined how queenship 
had evolved to this state. He focused, at length, on the marital habits of 
the early Frankish kings, whom he, however, called ‘corrupted’, owing 
to their polygamous marriage patterns, and he even called King Clovis I, 
the most famous of the early medieval Merovingian kings, an ‘adulterous 
bastard’.36

Merlin’s analytical approach to queenship was quite rare, but he did 
not explain why women were excluded from the throne in France, when 
in many other countries they could inherit the throne. Merlin wrote in the 
1812 edition of his encyclopaedia in the chapter ‘femme’ that

[T]hus, among us the women do not inherit the throne, even though this 
is different in certain countries such as in Russia, Austria and England. 
Following the law in France, women cannot take any judicial offices; how-
ever, women have been seen functioning as peers and to sit as a peer in 
parliament; but this does not happen anymore.37
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Here, Merlin did not make judgemental observations on how the inheri-
tance should be, but merely stated that in other countries women could 
inherit the throne. Interestingly enough, he also mentioned women acting 
as peers and even sitting in the parliament. He did not, however, elaborate 
when the practice had ended and why, and if women functioning as peers 
were unique to France, or if it was possible in other countries as well.38 He 
made it clear, as already noted, that women had no direct political power 
in France.

Whereas Prudhomme and Merlin took a quite neutral tone regard-
ing women’s exclusion from the throne and from regency, the third 
author, Laboulaye, strongly argued for exclusion. Apparently Merlin and 
Prudhomme did not have such strong views against women’s political 
participation, perhaps because they had lived the first half of their lives 
in a monarchy where queenship was not defined by bourgeois, domestic  
ideals. Laboulaye on the other hand stated at the end of his work Recherches 
sur la condition civile et politique des femmes that:

[L]et’s say, moreover, that women’s appearance in the public scene is not 
favourable for them. […] the power does not suit them: their weakness, 
their spirit, education, grace even should keep them away from stormy posi-
tions. Their kingdom is elsewhere; it’s in the home, in the family’s sanctuary 
where they are really the sovereigns; gentle sovereignty that will not trouble 
the peacefulness of their hearts, that no ambition would make jealous of or 
a revolt would disturb […].39

Laboulaye saw women as incapable of any public role and their rightful 
place to be at home where they could act as (spiritual) heads of the family, 
even if he saw man as the ‘natural’ ruler of the family. In his mind, women 
were too weak to endure any public position, let alone to rule a country 
such as France. Laboulaye’s view was not an isolated one; according to the 
French historian Michèle Riot-Sarcey, at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century the new social sciences, the sciences of ‘men’, contributed to this 
view of women, reducing them to their ‘sex’, signifying that their primary 
role was considered to be reproduction and that women would destabilize 
the ‘natural’ order of society and of mankind if they practised any intel-
ligent activities.40 Laboulaye also wrote: ‘For couple of happy reigns, so 
many troubled ones, so many factions! and for one Elisabeth how many 
Mary Stuarts! Kingship in their hands is a fateful weapon […].’41 By pro-
claiming that for every ‘good’ queen there was a greater number of ‘bad’ 
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queens Laboulaye wanted to convince the reader that it was safer for a 
society to exclude women altogether from power. This justification is 
quite obviously a flawed one from our point of view, because it would 
have justified the destruction of the whole monarchy based on a few ‘bad’ 
kings. For Laboulaye, any example of ‘bad’ female rulership in any mon-
archy was enough to justify the exclusion of women in France. In general, 
women seemed to be all the same, whereas men were individuals.

And indeed, this misogynist view of women’s incapability won the award 
from the prestigious learned society for Laboulaye. It is also consistent 
with the well-known situation from the 1840s, when women’s possibilities 
in French society were narrow outside the domestic sphere. Laboulaye did 
not mention Marie Antoinette or Marie Amelie in his work, which also, 
like Merlin’s work, did not focus on the lives of individual queens but on 
legal history from which Laboulaye drew moral conclusions. It seems that 
Laboulaye, like so many other historians and authors, such as Augustin 
Thierry and François Guizot at the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
saw history as a progressive movement towards contemporary ‘civilized’ 
society. In this progressive view, the possibility of women ruling, either as  
regent or as queen regnant, was seen as part of past and as belonging to 
less-developed societies. It appears that for Laboulaye a woman ruling 
over men was a sign of unnatural society and should be avoided in France.

Whereas Laboulaye’s work on inheritance laws ended with a strong 
moral judgement on women’s political and intellectual capabilities, Merlin 
did not make a similar deduction, yet he made equally interesting con-
clusions on English queenship. According to Merlin, since the ‘queen’, 
strictly defined, only referred to queen regnant, a woman ruling in her 
own right, there were no queens in the kingdoms where women could 
not inherit the throne. He continued that this had been the case with the 
West Saxons, and that they forbade the king’s spouse [l’épouse] to be called 
a queen—if the king broke this law, he would lose all his royal power. 
Merlin argued that this tradition continued to be visible in the English  
language, because it still did not have a word corresponding to the French 
expression ‘reine’. According to him, the English called the queen ‘the 
queen, la compagne’, and that originally the word ‘queen’ referred to 
both women and men, and that in the beginning, the word applied to 
companions of princes, thus men. The word ‘comte’ was derived from the 
‘compagne’, and this ‘compagne’ also designated a spouse and a king’s 
companion, thus the queen. Merlin thus wondered that despite the fact 
that in England women could inherit the throne, the English had not 
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given any special name to queens regnant other than the ‘the queen, la 
compagne’.42

It is quite difficult to understand where Merlin’s inspiration for his the-
ory on the etymology of the English word ‘queen’ derived from or how 
he came to the conclusion that the word would have originally referred 
to men. The word ‘compagne’ could mean both men and women, but 
Merlin did not explain how it was associated especially with queens. In 
general, Merlin did not mention any references, exact dates, or sources in 
relation to this theory, so it is very difficult to follow his line of inquiry. It 
seems that Merlin did not understand why queens regnant were not given 
any other name to tell them apart from other queens, who did not rule in 
their own right. Laboulaye examined the English practices of transmitting 
the throne as well, but he did not study the etymology of the words ‘reine’ 
or ‘queen’.

According to Laboulaye, the problem with a queen regnant (or regent) 
was that she would always be at the mercy of her ministers, because she 
was not ‘enlightened’ enough on foreign matters and she did not have 
a strong enough will, which, according to Laboulaye, comes from the 
‘conviction de l’esprit’, the ‘strength of mind’.43 He did not explicitly state 
it, but it appears that this ‘conviction de l’esprit’ is something only men 
could have. Laboulaye continued that the English had solved the problem 
of weak female sovereigns by giving the governing power to the House of 
Parliament (les chambres). Laboulaye argued that this situation of ‘royauté 
de parade’ where the queen regnant had no real power (only ‘paraded’) 
was very compatible with women having the right to inherit the throne, 
because women in general had weaker minds and therefore they were satis-
fied with brilliant grandeur that surrounded the queenship without want-
ing to have real power besides the title.44 Even in this English example, 
where women could inherit the throne, Laboulaye wanted to argue that 
women did not ‘really’ have sovereign power like the kings had, but that 
they were only puppets in the hands of the House. The author, however, 
did not explain how the situation of a sovereign being submitted to the 
power of the chambers was different for kings. Were they not submitted 
to the rule of the chambers the same way as the queens were? Perhaps he 
wanted to indicate that men naturally had more willpower, and therefore 
they could overpower the chambers simply with their masculine virtues. 
Similarly to Merlin, Laboulaye did not give any dates, names, sources, or 
references to justify his theory. He, for example, did not name any of the 
‘weak’ queens regnant.45
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Yet, according to Laboulaye, the situation in countries like England 
where queens regnant had no real power was much better than that 
in those kingdoms where women could inherit the throne and have 
supreme power in their hands. These courts were full of scheming 
owing to the sovereign’s lack of strength to resist it. The queen regnant 
would become intoxicated with passions. ‘[W]hat a spectacle, my God!’, 
Laboulaye wrote about women acting as queens regnant.46 A kingdom 
with women having access to royal power was thus doomed to be full of 
intrigues due to the weaknesses of the queen. Laboulaye cited at length 
Jean Bodin, a sixteenth-century jurist and political philosopher, on the 
impossibility of women’s government. Bodin argued, and Laboulaye 
echoed, how women’s reigns, ‘Gynécocratie’, was in all ways unsuitable 
and against nature, and moreover, against the interests of any kingdom.47 
Bodin gave a great number of mostly European examples of troubles 
that had followed when women had been able to inherit the throne. 
The time span of the examples ran from ancient Rome to the sixteenth 
century, and even though the number of examples seemed quite large, 
Laboulaye did not make any comparison between these cases and those 
from the ‘troubles’ that followed when men inherited the throne. The 
impression that Laboulaye gave in his work was that only when women 
were involved in inheriting the throne were there civil wars and revolts. 
Laboulaye also brought up the famous eighteenth-century political 
thinker Montesquieu and his famous Esprit des lois where the philosopher 
made, unlike Laboulaye, positive remarks on women using royal power. 
Laboulaye was sure that the only reason why Montesquieu had accepted 
the idea of women ruling a kingdom was to flatter the Empress Elisabeth 
of Russia and the memory of Queen Anne. He refuted the examples 
offered by Montesquieu of women successfully ruling in India and Africa 
as inferior examples compared to Bodin’s reasoning when he ridiculed 
the idea of ‘Gynécocratie’.48

In fact, Montesquieu wrote only a very brief section about women’s 
administration, less than a page. He did see women as weak; too weak to 
rule at home, but this ‘weakness’ was strength in ruling a kingdom. He 
stated, without further justification, that among the Egyptians women ruled 
at home and that this was against ‘reason’ and ‘nature’. But for a good 
government female kindness and moderation were assets that outweighed 
masculine ‘hard’ and ‘ferocious’ virtues. Montesquieu, like Laboulaye, 
was very vague in giving examples on kingdoms where women had had 
good governments. The eighteenth-century philosopher mentioned India, 
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England, Moscow, and Africa, but he gave no details such as names, years, 
or sources.49 Whereas Montesquieu used foreign monarchies to prove 
women were in some instances capable of ruling, Laboulaye refuted these 
examples and only used those that proved women incapable of ruling, espe-
cially in France. In order to prove his point, Laboulaye disregarded contex-
tual differences between the works of Bodin from the sixteenth century and 
Montesquieu from the eighteenth century, and treated their philosophical 
treatises identically.

The readership of Laboulaye’s and Merlin’s works appears to be quite 
similar: an educated one, most likely consisting of male readers. Despite 
the word ‘research’ in the title of Laboulaye’s work, the aim was mostly 
to confirm the idea of male superiority. The point of view left no room 
for discussion, and the examples drawn from foreign monarchies were 
only used to highlight Laboulaye’s theory on female inferiority and on 
the superiority of the French way. The idea of writing about women’s 
inheritance laws was not solely Laboulaye’s own, but the work was writ-
ten to take part in a competition organized by the Académie des Sciences 
morales. Since the competition was set up by one of the French national 
institutions, reinstituted in 1832 by François Guizot, it is no wonder the 
winning work emphasized the superiority of French inheritance laws.

When examining French queenship as it was perceived in the early 
nineteenth century, one must keep in mind that practically all the famous 
queens of France have been foreigners and that France, especially in the 
Ancien Régime, has never had a ‘French’ queen. French kings had a 
habit of marrying foreign princesses; they did not marry a French subject 
except in some rare cases.50 Therefore, all the Ancien Régime queens of 
France could be accused of not being French enough, or of favouring 
their own country or kingdom of origin. Prudhomme wrote in the pref-
ace of his collective biography that ‘[t]he contemporary writers should 
make known how much the French women have surpassed the celebrated 
heroines from Rome, Sparta and Athens.’51 Yet this praise did not refer to 
the queens of France, many of whom Prudhomme criticized with strong 
words. For example, he characterized both the sixteenth-century queen 
and regent, Catherine de Médici, and the seventeenth-century queen and 
regent, Anne of Austria, as power-hungry and only caring for their posi-
tion at court. He wrote that Catherine was famous for her crimes and he 
called Anne lazy and ‘[n]ée pout être gouvernée’, ‘born to be governed’.52 
Prudhomme did not write as explicitly as Laboulaye on women’s role in 
governing France, but he presented the women that had used the highest 
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power in France as driven by their own agenda and passions, committing 
‘crimes’ against the kingdom and the people.

Of course, Prudhomme was not alone in criticizing ‘foreign’ queens, 
because a long tradition of accusations of various vices existed already 
before 1789. In fact, according to Katherine Crawford, the discourse 
started as early as 1559 with Catherine de Médici, when her husband died 
and her power over her son was being discussed.53 A juxtaposition of the 
‘foreign’ queens and true French heroines existed in Prudhomme’s col-
lective biography, and it emphasized the grandeur of the French nation 
because it gave prominence to women born in France over queens who 
had been born in other countries. Perhaps Prudhomme wanted to show 
that these French women understood their rightful role in creating the 
French nation as mothers and wives, while the foreign queens did not 
understand their ‘natural’ place in ‘civilized’ society and wanted to use 
more power than was suitable for a woman.

In the biographies of Anne of Austria and Marie Antoinette, Prudhomme 
specifically stated the foreign origins of the queens and portrayed them as 
having had harmful influences from their birth families. Such rhetoric was 
also present in the works he published on French queens in the 1790s, and 
apparently it did not fully disappear at any point. Yet, Marie Antoinette’s  
short biography in Prudhomme’s 1830 work also highlghted the new way 
of describing and portraying queens that took place in the 1820s. Now 
Prudhomme focused almost uniquely on Marie Antoinette’s positive fea-
tures and defended her against accusations of superficiality and vanity. He 
pictured her as a beautiful, warm-hearted, caring, and charitable queen, 
who did a lot of good and wanted the best for her people. She was charac-
terized as a good mother and in no way involved in politics. Her ‘foreign’ 
origin was mentioned in connection to her involvement in ruling France: 
‘[m]isled by her birth, after seeing her mother governing by herself, she  
had difficulties understanding that in France the queen was nothing 
but the spouse [l’épouse] of the king.’54 Prudhomme argued that Marie 
Antoinette had thought she would be ruling alongside her husband, the 
king, taking as her role model her mother Empress Maria Theresa, and 
that she was disappointed she had no role to play in the governing of 
France. Even though here Prudhomme did not explicitly criticize the 
‘Austrian’ way of permitting women to inherit the throne, in the next 
sentence he claimed that due to the feudal system in Austria, the distance 
between a noble and the people was immense, unlike in France where  
nobles often visited places where the classes ‘blended with each other and 
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touched each other’.55 According to Prudhomme, the various classes had 
been in harmonious contact with each other even before the Revolution. 
He went on to argue that some ‘mean voices’ saw Marie Antoinette as hav-
ing remained Austrian at heart, and therefore a proud and natural enemy 
of the French, whose happiness she could never achieve.56 Prudhomme 
did not seem to believe these accusations.

After a quarter of a century in which the French monarchy and society 
as a whole had been thoroughly shaken, the restored monarchy needed to 
legitimize its existence vis-à-vis its historical position, alternative forms of 
government, and in regard to other European countries. In the first half of 
the nineteenth century, nationalism was not yet the ideology of the masses 
in France, but it flourished in writings of intellectuals, including many 
historians, who gained more and more political power during the decades 
of the July Monarchy. The comparisons taken from the works of the three 
authors I have presented in this chapter were a part of this nationalistic 
revival that started in the 1820s. The nationalistic resurgence coincided 
with the so-called bourgeois ideal of ‘natural’ gender roles in society that 
defined and emphasized the role of women in the intimate sphere and 
excluded them from any public role, reserving that for men only. Indeed, 
the discussion of queenship at that time was not limited only to female 
inheritance of the throne, but extended to their use of any kind of public 
power over men. Throughout history monarchies and royalty had justi-
fied their existence and use of power by detaching themselves from their 
subjects. But in the early nineteenth century, the discussion was no longer 
only about the royal houses; now the idea of a nation included, at least on 
a theoretical level, the whole of France, in which the monarchy was only 
one part.

Merlin, Prudhomme, and Laboulaye did not value some foreign 
monarchies over others, because essentially they were all considered less 
civilized than the French monarchy; this was especially true for those 
monarchies which allowed women to inherit the throne. It is clear that the 
authors, and many of their contemporaries, did not need to find justifica-
tions for the exclusion because it was presented, more or less explicitly, as a 
self-evident feature of the French monarchy, even though it was reinforced 
by  comparisons made to monarchies that had different rules of inheri-
tance. This is visible, paradoxically, in a negative way: many historians or 
writers did not extensively discuss women’s right to inherit the throne. 
Perhaps no one wanted to open the door for the discussion and, despite 
the popularity of queens in historiography and literature, the institution of  

 H. AALI



queenship was of no interest to many. Yet, the three works examined in 
this chapter reflect well the coeval view of ‘weak’ women and women 
without ‘reason’, and the general perception of women’s rule as being 
against ‘nature’. Women’s exclusion from political power and the public 
sphere was presented by French historians, politicians, scholars, and writ-
ers as the ‘natural’ outcome of civilization and the progress of history.
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CHAPTER 14

Celebrating and Reinventing Brazil: 
Monarchy and Nation in the Works 

of Afonso Arinos, 1897–1900

Alexandre Lazzari

During the last decade of the nineteenth century, newspapers in major 
Brazilian cities published passionate debates about Brazilian national 
identity and the ideal political regime for the country. A frequent topic 
of discussion was the viability of concepts of civilization modelled on 
European imperial nations for Brazil, particularly when Brazilian racial 
diversity and customs were considered. For many writers and journalists, 
the suppression of the monarchy in 1889 and the alignment with other 
republican nations in the Americas represented one more step towards the 
redemption of a nation that just had emancipated its slaves.1 There was 
intense controversy on this point, however, and it aggravated the political 
 intolerance between republicans and defenders of the monarchy after the 
change of regime. Monarchists claimed the values of tradition, social hier-
archy and order, which were supposedly destroyed by the republicans.2 
They also claimed that the royal institutions were profoundly connected 
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to the historical roots of a national identity, which, in turn, was based on 
a comprehensive Latin and Iberian cultural identity.

This chapter examines the monarchist militancy of writer, lawyer and 
journalist Afonso Arinos de Melo Franco (1868–1916), an intellectual 
opponent of the republican regime together with his most influential 
friend and sponsor, Eduardo Prado. As was the case with many other men 
with cosmopolitan education emerging from the Brazilian rural elite of 
their time, these two men combined the rhetoric of national originality 
with transnational intellectual references, especially European ones.3

Afonso Arinos, especially, argued a connection between monarchy and 
a supposed deeper popular culture infused with the spirituality of Iberian 
roots. The monarchy and its state elite, synthesizing and personifying a 
certain collective ‘soul’ of a racially diverse population spread over a large 
territory, were considered essential for the maintenance of national unity 
and patriarchal hierarchy in Brazil’s post-slaveholding society.4 Arinos’ 
defence of a monarchic nation, which failed as an immediate political proj-
ect, articulated, nonetheless, ideas about the interdependence of popular 
culture and hierarchical values, which have indirectly influenced national 
imagination of conservative writers and intellectuals from Brazil in the 
decades that followed.

Monarchy and nation in Brazil

The monarchy as a Brazilian institution dates back to the settlement of 
the Portuguese absolutist court in Rio de Janeiro in 1808, as an act of 
voluntary exile from Napoleonic forces. The political culture of the for-
mer colonial capital inhabitants changed as it became the main site of the 
Portuguese Empire, particularly embracing privileges and possibilities of 
court life.5 After King João VI returned to Portugal, following a consti-
tutional uprising in 1821, his son Pedro I continued reigning in Rio de 
Janeiro, which would become the capital city of an independent empire in 
the following year. The constitution of the Empire of Brazil then sought 
to strike a balance between liberal principles and absolutist tradition. It 
stated that the nation was formed by citizens who were born free (there-
fore, excluding the wide slave population) and were granted representative 
institutions, but living under the guardianship of the ‘moderating power’ 
of the Emperor, who was proclaimed ‘Brazil’s Perpetual Defender’.6 
Stability, however, would come only after suppression of many provincial 
rebellions and a conservative consensus under the Brazilian-born succes-
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sor to the throne, Pedro II, prematurely crowned at fifteen years old in 
1840. Thereafter, the monarchy was seen as a guarantor of unity and hier-
archy, considered of the greatest importance for the continuity of social 
order and slavery.7

During the almost fifty-year-long rule of Pedro II, the spread of a wide 
political message linking the Brazilian Imperial Crown to the nation did not 
happen fully. From the official point of view of the Brazilian Historical and 
Geographical Institute (IHGB), there was the belief that the Brazilian mon-
archy represented the continuation of the civilizing mission of Portuguese 
colonization, implanting social order, material progress and Christian 
civilization in a territory that had led a savage existence until that point.8 
However, linking the monarchy with this transnational ideal clearly would 
create contradictions in light of the principle of national originality and the 
reality of slave labour. A solution coming from the field of natural sciences 
was the theory of a nation still in formation and depending on the mis-
cegenation of three races (white Portuguese, indigenous people, and black 
Africans), devised by the German botanist Karl Friedrich Phillipp von Martius 
(1794–1868), while travelling through Brazil.9 Discussions amongst insti-
tute staff, however, mobilized only a small state elite. It was literary national-
ist movement that possibly had the most significant impact on the awakening 
of a national imagination on the issue of the Empire. Poets and novelists 
constructed the myth of a founder conflict between Portuguese and indig-
enous people as the origin of a national synthesis, establishing miscegenation 
between conquerors and conquered under the exoticism of encounters in a 
tropical climate.10 Notably, however, expressive poetry on indigenous heroes 
and historical romances did not praise the monarchy itself.

Notwithstanding that the emperor as father figure was frequently 
evoked in popular religious celebrations, Pedro II himself seemed not to 
appreciate such public exposition.11 The monarch preferred to be seen 
as discreet, austere, and very dedicated to his political responsibilities, 
but also liberal, attentive to scientific progress and a patron of the arts.12 
Nevertheless, the positive view of a monarch who was white, patriarchal 
and enlightened, a guardian of the constitutional order and the values of 
Western civilization over a large tropical empire of the American world, 
was eroded over time. Inside Brazil, the public figure of the monarch itself 
was, in the last years of the regime, frequently discredited by the press and 
even in satirical performances in carnival parades.13 This was especially true 
as public opinion began to put pressure on him to abolish slavery, which 
was seen as a civilizing and modernizing reform.
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Even though the royal family showed itself to be somewhat sympathetic 
to the abolitionist cause, there was a growing feeling that the monar-
chy was a backward and ineffective institution, unable to deal with the 
urgent challenges that nineteenth-century progress asked of the Brazilian 
nation. This might be explained, partially, by the education of Brazilian 
intellectual elites during the second half of the nineteenth century, which 
was largely influenced by liberal laicism as well as by positivism, both of 
which were becoming popular among recruits at the Military Academy 
and law students.14 The political ideas of the new generation were divided 
between advocacy for constitutional reform preserving the monarchy and 
suppression of monarchic rule in order to replace it with a republic. Thus, 
the 1889 civil and military republican coup was enabled by, among other 
reasons, a discredited monarchy, internal divisions between political elites 
of the Empire, and uncertainties pertaining to the succession of the old 
emperor by his daughter Isabel.15

When the republicans overthrew the monarchy without significant 
resistance, it showed how fragile support for monarchical rule was at that 
time. On the other hand, the republic faced much instability for almost ten 
years after its creation and even had difficulty establishing its own identity 
and symbolic patriotic repertoire: the anthem and the national flag, for 
example, were adapted from those of the former regime.16 Nowadays, his-
torians are still intrigued by the apparently passive attitude of the people 
concerning the fall of the monarchy.17 During the troubling years after the 
coup d’état, both monarchists and republicans hesitated to appeal to mas-
sive popular mobilization, even though there were some localized military 
insurgencies and violent rivalry over political influence between regional 
elites. In turn, the historiography dedicated to the monarchist resistance 
emphasizes its impotence in face of the repressive measures taken against 
it; while it also reveals the existence of an insistent activism for the monar-
chic restoration, which would come to calm down just after the first 
decade of the Republic.18

After the republican proclamation, Pedro II and the royal family were 
immediately sent to exile in France, where the former monarch would die 
some years later. The vacant place of a tutor and guardian of the nation 
was then occupied by the army, and any type of opposition to the new 
status quo was persecuted. Tensions decreased under the first republican 
civil government after 1894, which enabled monarchist political organiza-
tion. In the State of São Paulo, a ‘Monarchist Party’ launched a manifesto 
in defence of religion against Auguste Comte’s atheist philosophy and 
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against ‘Republican opportunism’.19 Soon, however, the police forbade 
monarchist associations and they could continue their propaganda only 
through the press. It was in this context that Afonso Arinos, in 1896, 
took the position of editor-in-chief of the newspaper O Commercio de 
São Paulo, which had been recently bought by his friend Eduardo Prado. 
Before that, although he was a determined monarchist, he had managed 
his career as a lawyer and teacher without any problems with the ruling 
republicans in the state of Minas Gerais.20

All the efforts that Arinos put into monarchist propaganda were in step 
with the persistent campaign that Eduardo Prado had carried out against 
the Republic since it had begun. Prado, who was born into a rich family of 
landowners and had become a cosmopolitan bon vivant, came to be one of 
the most active supporters of the restoration of the old regime.21 Together 
with other important people from the imperial aristocracy who did not 
join the new regime, such as Joaquim Nabuco and Afonso Celso, he led 
intellectual battles against republican principles. All of them strongly con-
demned, among other things, the military government, the influence of 
French positivism and the imitation of the United States constitutional 
model.22 Prado, especially, was a fierce critic of American influence on 
Brazilian republicans, and the authorities banned and confiscated his book 
A Ilusão Americana (The American Illusion, 1893), a vehement anti- 
American manifesto:

The American spirit is a spirit of violence; the Latin spirit transmitted to 
Brazilians, more or less distorted by the centuries and different Iberian 
amalgams is a legal spirit, in spite of so many reprobate law graduates, but 
always retains a certain respect for human life and freedom.23

In the 1890s, Afonso Arinos and Eduardo Prado were convinced that a 
Latin and Iberian cultural inheritance shaped Brazilian national character 
and made monarchy the most sensible ruling option to safeguard people’s 
customs.24 The influence of the ‘seventies generation’ from Portugal is 
significant,25 with such intellectuals as writer Eça de Queiroz and historian 
Oliveira Martins dedicated to the interpretation of the fate of the nation as 
part of an Iberian identity in a European and world context.26 They were 
extremely critical of what they called the ‘decay’ of the adventurous spirit 
of a national foundation. As they abandoned the republicanism of their 
youth, they now became endorsers, in the former European metropolis of 
Lisbon, of their Brazilian monarchist friends.
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Although Prado and Arinos shared a common understanding and were 
influenced by the same sources, this study claims that some aspects of 
Arinos’ intercession reveal a special sensibility concerning the imagination 
of a nation. He was seeking to update the meaning of the Brazilian mon-
archy for political elites more through popular culture than Prado did. His 
focus was on the relation between elites and common people as well as on 
the principles of national unity, in such a way that it could attach hierarchy, 
unity and diversity. A monarchical nation, in this way, was seen as the way 
to reconnect state elites to the supposed national, and also transnational, 
Iberian feelings of Brazilian common people.

reinventing a Monarchy for the nation

Afonso Arinos started publishing chronicles and editorials for monar-
chist propaganda in 1897. Later, in 1900, he compiled those works he 
considered the most important for publication.27 The book Notas do 
Dia—Comemorando (Notes of the Day—Celebrating), as the title suggests, 
celebrated dates and dignitaries from the nation’s past, as well as contem-
porary events. Articles varied from the praise of great persons and national 
symbols to the interpretation of historical events and civic dates. Using 
European and Brazilian historical examples, his aim was almost always to 
exalt the political and moral values that were seen as inherent in monarchic 
regimes.

Republican propaganda could be recognized in campaigns to reform 
the civic calendar and create new national heroes, in the large production 
of newspapers and brochures, along with particular lectures within positiv-
ist circles.28 Notas do Dia could be considered a somewhat late counter-
point to an earlier work devoted to national memory and civic education, 
but from the Republican point of view. It was the book Festas Nacionais 
(National Festivals), published in 1893 by the lawyer and republican 
activist Rodrigo Otavio, which was a didactic explanation of each of the 
nine patriotic days proclaimed by a government decree of 1890. Otavio 
defended republicanism as a historic cause of Brazilians since colonial 
times, defeated many times by the domination of the Portuguese absolut-
ist monarchy but never abandoned by the people.29

Although Afonso Arinos did not directly cite Rodrigo Otavio, many 
of his 22 essays offer an alternative interpretation of the same Republican 
national days, challenging Otavio’s interpretation of the memory of great 
names, feats and significant dates from national history. The first two arti-
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cles, for example, were originally published much earlier than the others 
and close to the release of Festas Nacionais. The discourses O Passado 
de Minas e a Inconfidência (The Past of Minas and the Inconfidence) and 
Cristóvão Colombo e a Descoberta da América (Christopher Columbus and 
the Discovery of America) were made available to students in 1895, when 
Afonso Arinos was still a teacher.30 They showed his concern with the mis-
sion of teaching the new generation examples from the past, thus giving 
the sons of the wealthiest families the intellectual background for lead-
ing the nation. Nevertheless, those two articles, which were strategically 
placed in the beginning of the book, reveal also something else. Through 
them, the reader could learn about the historical interpretation in which 
the author’s monarchism was grounded.

In such lectures, the young teacher narrated the past of the Brazilian 
nation as an uninterrupted drama, which had begun with the saga of 
Iberian knights, continued with Portuguese navigators, and was followed 
by pioneers and miners who conquered and occupied the inner lands of 
the colony. Unlike the story of Portuguese decline after the great sea expe-
ditions, according to the interpretation of Portugal’s history by Oliveira 
Martins, Arinos saw the continuity of the Iberian saga of heroism in the 
conquest and colonization of Brazil’s backlands:

That adventure spirit, created and developed in the Iberian Peninsula in 
eight centuries of daily struggles against the Arabs, that same spirit closely 
allied with Christian faith […] produced—as everybody knows—the a lo 
divino cavalry and the cavalry of the sea. […]

The discoveries were works of the cavalry of the sea; and this adventurous 
genius could not but act very deeply in the conquests and also in Portuguese 
or Spanish colonies.31

According to Arinos, the Brazilian people were formed directly as a con-
tinuation of the colonial past and the mystical and warlike traditions of 
the Portuguese people; the country was a product of the vitality of these 
transnational roots. By publishing this discourse, he intended to show, 
indirectly, that the instability of the republican regime was a proof of 
its cultural inadequacy given Brazil’s historical origins. Throughout the 
book, the author always returns to the argument that Brazilians would be 
much more inclined to be guided by a Christian and enlightened monarch 
than by positivist military officers.

Even the historical figure Joaquim José da Silva Xavier, known as 
Tiradentes, who had been celebrated as a martyr of the republican cause, 

CELEBRATING AND REINVENTING BRAZIL 



294 

was offered as a great example of someone who had inherited the mystical 
and adventurous Iberian style. For Arinos, Tiradentes was not an enlight-
ened leader of rebellious citizens, but rather a prophet according to his 
racial origins:

The great propagandists, the prophets and missionaries, are preferably 
found in races whose imagination and feeling outweigh reflection and posi-
tive spirit of the peoples who are builders and organizers.

So, Aryans of Europe founded not a great religion. In addition, in the 
genius of the Iberian people, if there is a quality, mysticism is undoubtedly 
a dominant trait.32

According to Arinos, Tiradentes was only an impetuous hero who preached 
one of many rebellions of specific regions against the colonial power, 
and he did not even consider national unification. Arinos believed that 
the real historical hero of Brazilian independence was Emperor Pedro I, 
‘because without the chivalrous move of this prince soldier, Brazil would 
have emancipated, it is true, but the name—Brazil—would not desig-
nate a united country’.33 For him, Tiradentes was a smaller hero for the 
nation, only a public speaker and a visionary, nothing else. Notably, the 
hierarchical difference between them—one was a modest military officer 
and the other was a prince regent—seems to be decisive for the author’s 
assessment.

One of Arino’s most deeply rooted certainties, proclaimed in the 
book Notas do Dia, was the belief that monarchic institutions guaran-
teed national unity. For this reason, in the article celebrating 7 September, 
Independence Day, he praised Pedro I because he had decided to liberate 
Brazil from Portugal by means of imposing his authority throughout the 
territory of the former colony and then represented that new state in his 
own person.34 The role that the young prince had played had been decisive 
for the preservation of a centralizing tradition, thus avoiding the fragmen-
tation and anarchy experienced by the former Spanish colonies.35 Arinos 
even pondered that other Latin American liberator heroes, such as Manuel 
Belgrano and San Martin, had tried to maintain unity by suggesting a 
monarchic regime, but ‘circumstances did not allow [it], and the desired 
unity broke’.36 The monarchy, at the same time, kept Brazil united, ensur-
ing ‘our only clear source of pride’.37

The monarch had unified Brazil from above, not only by reason of his 
will but because of his ‘bright bravery of a paladine’ and his remarkable 
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‘rudeness of a common man’,38 determined by the collective personal-
ity inherited from the ancient Iberian knights. Arinos still remembered 
that Pedro I had become a legend even in Portugal, where he fought for 
the constitutional campaign after his abdication of the Brazilian throne, 
thus reinforcing a superior moral purpose for monarchies above ‘merely 
nationalist movements’.39 In this sense of shared heritage, it was natu-
ral that heroes of Portuguese history, such as the navigator Vasco da 
Gama, were also celebrated by Brazilians as heroes of their own country.40 
When Arinos was invited to join the Brazilian Historical and Geographic 
Institute, then a surviving conservative institution created by Pedro II and 
still composed of notable people of the extinct monarchy, he reasserted 
the conviction that Brazil’s first emperor must always be remembered as 
legendary hero.41 He frankly admitted that his major concern was not to 
narrate history as it had been, but to consolidate an inspiring narrative for 
disseminating a patriotic sentiment among the people.42

On the other hand, the posthumous memory of Pedro II received pub-
lic honours in chronicles that celebrated the anniversaries of his birth and 
death.43 It was important for remembering the supposed great virtues of 
the regime and the emperor who had ruled the country for almost 50 
years: political stability, national unity, economic and scientific progress, 
military honours, social harmony, peaceful abolition of slavery, and inter-
national respect. The Empire of Brazil was depicted as a genuine golden 
age, while the republican regime represented the worst values, such as the 
victory of greed, anarchy, violence and selfishness. At this point, Arinos 
reproduced a common idealization in the monarchist’s reasoning and 
asserted that, more than ever, the monarchic cause was the cause of ‘civi-
lization of Brazil’.44

Because of his devotion to tradition and continuity, Afonso Arinos was 
shocked by the attempts of Brazilian republicans to eradicate symbols of 
the imperial regime, as well as the use of Pedro II’s name itself, in pub-
lic spaces. He found this denial of the past, ‘erasing from our memo-
ries what we were’, to be unacceptable.45 He classified as ‘an unbelievable 
 stupidity’ the removal of the coat of arms of the Royal House of Braganza 
from the Royal Galliot, an old rowing ship that served Portuguese regent 
João VI in his exile in Brazil that had recently been restored to serve in 
official ceremonies, and their replacement with the coat of arms of the 
Brazilian Republic.46 By attacking those attitudes and even inventing tra-
ditions, Afonso Arinos established the field of memory and national his-
tory as his favourite battlefield and manipulated, in his way, the meaning 
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of events and historical dates.47 In this case, he was using history as a tool 
for the moral education of the elites, and also as a way to fight republicans’ 
attempts to reconstruct national memory.

Arinos always used historical reasoning to justify his political preference 
and frequently cited European thinkers and historians who were repre-
sentative of the scientism of his time, such as Herbert Spencer, Hippolyte 
Taine and even Oliveira Martins. Despite his preference for values of politi-
cal and religious conservatism, Arinos did not fail to make use of an appeal 
to scientific objectivity against his positivist opponents. Admittedly using 
Brazil’s history for the benefit of his cause, he argued that official docu-
ments and historians’ ‘unprejudiced authority’ protected him.48 Thus, he 
intended to prove, for example, that the army’s action in the resignation 
of Pedro I, in 1831, had been legitimized by national sentiment because it 
preserved the empire and the unity of the country. On the other hand, in 
the proclamation of the Republic, in 1889, the armed forces would have 
acted just in the name of their own class interests. Although he asserted 
that he neither considered himself a proper man of letters nor a historian, 
Arinos tried to use both the imagination and the authority of professional 
historians in his favour, in order to contest the legitimacy of the republican 
regime.49

inventing a PeoPle for the Monarchy

Among the miseries that the Republic had brought to Brazil, Arinos often 
mentioned the War of Canudos. ‘It was from the core of our nationality 
that emerged the fight of the backlands,’ he asserted, thus disagreeing 
with the widespread contempt for that popular movement.50 The journal-
ists and politicians of the coastal capitals of Brazil were unable to under-
stand the uprising of poor peasants from very distant and arid lands in 
the state of Bahia. Organized around a Catholic religious leader, Antonio 
Conselheiro (Antonio the Counsellor), they founded the village of Belo 
Monte and did not recognize the authority of the republican government. 
According to the Counsellor, only the monarchy could be legitimated 
by divine right to rule a people of believers. He demanded that acts sub-
jected by the Republic to civil law, such as marriage, should return to 
religious tutelage.51 More than merely a religious rebellion against the 
secular Republic, Belo Monte also allowed an autonomous life for the 
peasants, away from the oppression of the authorities and rural landown-
ers.52 Initially only a local problem, tensions around Belo Monte suddenly 
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grew and shook the Republic. The royalist elite and its press were accused 
of conspiracy, but strongly denied connections with the movement. Even 
so, republican persecutors destroyed the printing shops of O Commercio 
de São Paulo when they heard the news about the army expedition being 
defeated, in the most dramatic episode of the war for the government.53

Although Arinos condemned the challenge to the state’s author-
ity posed by the sertanejos (the settlers of Bahia), he suggested they had 
reached a state of religious fanaticism as a consequence of their abandon-
ment by the Republican elites. He claimed that the intense Catholic faith 
and the loyalty of those poor peasants to the monarchy were evidence of a 
simple and profound manifestation of the national character. In a remark-
able article, Arinos explained that the tragedy of Canudos was a result 
of the contradiction between the rude and authentic life of the people 
and a government based on the conventions of an artificial civilization.54 
Incapable of recognizing the realities that ruled life in the hinterlands, the 
republican regime saw the peasants as a threat and chose to exterminate 
them in a criminal way. But, Arinos believed, the war of the army against 
its own people was useful, at least, for showing the true face of the nation 
to the public. He took comfort in thinking this face could not be ignored 
any longer:

Until now, only the inhabitants of the big cosmopolitan cities of the coast 
were Brazilians; until now, all the government’s attention and the most 
part of its financial resources were spent on immigration or on the foolish 
intention of mimicking institutions or exotic customs. The centre of Brazil 
was ignored; if in the backwoods there is a population, nothing about it is 
known, the government does not take care: and so it emerges, in a strange 
and tragic manifestation of energy, asserting its existence and furrowing with 
blood a vehement protest against the contempt, or the oblivion, it had been 
relegated to. […]

And this power, which appeared this way, will be incorporated in our 
nationality and will get into it as a perpetual affirmation of such nationality. 
Assimilated by civilization, it will assure our independence, by imposing on 
foreign nations a respect for us.55

Arinos pondered, thus, that the existence of Brazil itself as a strong and 
independent nation depended on the formation of people adapted to the 
harshness of the wild nature of the tropics. Those rough sertanejos should 
not be seen as a threat to the state; for if they were instructed, disciplined 
and politically educated, those men would become the civil and military 
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human force that was necessary for the progress of the nation. Their reli-
gious demand for the return of the king was not simply due to a supposed 
madness based on Sebastianism, a common pejorative accusation among 
the critics of the movement. This popular Portuguese belief in the mysti-
cal return of King Sebastião, who disappeared in battle against African 
Muslims in the sixteenth century, was present in some form in the inner 
lands of Brazil and encouraged messianic expectations of the rebels.56 
Arinos did not endorse those beliefs, but even used biological determin-
ism to explain such behaviour as closer to nature than civilization: ‘Left to 
the law of Nature, they have taken of Nature what she spreads with pro-
fuse hand by the flora or by wildlife.’57 He recognized, however, besides 
the authority of natural science at that time, the cultural fact that the 
values of liberal civilization and the secular republican institutions were 
strange and hostile to the peasants.

In order to explain his interpretation, which was contrary to widespread 
opinion, Arinos wrote a semi-fictional narrative, a saga novel of Canudos. 
The chapters were first published in the press and later in a book titled Os 
Jagunços (Backlands Gunmen).58 The long narrative ranges from the earli-
est preaching of Antonio Conselheiro to the final debacle of the massacre 
at Belo Monte, using the daily lives of the sertanejos as a structural frame-
work. His intention was to recount the events from the standpoint of 
the men and women who constructed and defended Canudos, transform-
ing them into characters with voice and power to decide, and to explain 
the circumstances and reasons for their behaviour. This work is similar in 
many aspects to the fictional narratives in his book Pelo Sertão (Through 
the Backland), published in 1898,59 which can be described as a mosaic of 
stories and descriptions of the past, as well as of the human figures and 
remote landscapes of Brazil’s rural area. The main characters are rude and 
violent peasants, full of a vitality originating in their racial mixture and 
exuberant American nature.60

In both books, the writer created a common people of noble values, but 
full of passion and violence. ‘We live!—They say in my mouth’—Arinos thus 
proclaimed himself spokesman of his genuine characters before a sophis-
ticated urban readership.61 Despite the aristocratic ideals he professed, 
Arinos intended to show that he was somewhat sympathetic to the poor 
and humble workers who were neglected in Brazilian backlands. He shared 
with some other literates, who had come from the hinterland of Brazil, a 
recognition of the illiterate popular culture as an element of national cohe-
sion and a source of originality and vitality.62 In this way, strongly influenced 
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by a wide range of European folkloric nationalisms, he was an enthusiast of 
the preservation of the songs, dances, beliefs and dialects of the sertanejos.63

Arinos’ appreciation for the culture of the poor, however, was con-
descending and paternalistic. When arguing for the monarchy, he saw as 
impossible any real autonomy for these violent peasants, arguing that they 
would accept a sacred and paternal authority in a natural and spontane-
ous way. For him, political leadership of a nation should be an essentially 
aristocratic art practised only by men in high social positions and full of 
generous conscience of their civic duties. As he stated in his lecture to the 
students of Ouro Preto, political leaders who emerged from the people 
should be limited to the role of propagandists who translate great ideas for 
the common people’s comprehension, such as Tiradentes had supposedly 
done. In contrast, the statesman ‘has something aristocratic and proud 
and this puts him out of the intimate contact with the people’.64

Far from being an egalitarian democrat, Afonso Arinos gave the humble 
people recognition only for their inferior political role. Regardless, in his 
way of thinking, they were seen as central to the formation of the Brazilian 
nationality, not exactly as citizens with political rights, but as holders of 
the cultural originality and necessary energy to populate the large coun-
try. According to his last speech, the issue between the Republic and the 
poor peasants was the extreme superficiality and selfishness of Brazilian 
social elites, who had abandoned the traditional paternalistic bonds that 
could keep them connected with the popular sensibility.65 The greater risk 
brought by republican pride was the loss of social harmony and the rup-
ture of national unity.

Arinos thought of himself as an example of an aristocrat who did not 
intend to lose his affinity with popular culture. Since he had moved to 
Paris, after Prado’s death, he made a point of returning to Brazil occa-
sionally. He went on journeys through the backlands of Minas Gerais and 
Goiás, accompanied by cattlemen and rural workers, such as the ones who 
inspired his literary stories. Nonetheless, although he somewhat encour-
aged a paternal affection for the common people, he did not tolerate the 
inversion of hierarchies. The republican militarism at the time was con-
demned not only for its authoritarianism but mainly for the lack of social 
‘quality’ of its more enthusiastic supporters. Arinos derogatorily named 
them ‘Jacobins’ and ‘populace in military garbs’ or, even more ironically, 
patriots.66 These were the radical middle-class Republican agitators, who 
also called themselves ‘Jacobins’ and patriots, but in a proud sense, and 
who became the most violent enemies of the monarchists.67
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The use of the political vocabulary of the French Revolution was 
intended more to reveal a state of mind than adherence to a revolution-
ary programme. Strongly influenced by positivist ideas, Brazilian Jacobins 
manifested sympathy for a conservative and authoritarian modernization 
of society. Arinos, in turn, used the French Third Republic as an example 
of liberalism and stability to combat them, arguing that the French presi-
dent would be nothing more than an ‘elective monarch’ of a country that 
remained aristocratic and centralized. Besides, French history consisted of 
an ‘uninterrupted chain since the times of the feudal monarchs’.68 The pop-
ular insurrection, however, constituted a curse in that history, a danger to 
be permanently expelled by representative institutions. According to him, 
the best legacy of the French Revolution would be ‘the empire of law and 
justice, reason and liberty’, which would have survived popular despotism.69

Since French influence was omnipresent in the literary and political 
culture of Brazilian elites, manipulating an interpretation of the history of 
France in their favour was crucial for both sides. Furthermore, for the mon-
archists, it was a way to celebrate a Latin nation as a supplier of aristocratic 
universal values for all other nations, even if in a more rationalist manner 
than that of its Iberian relatives. The royalists took advantage of interna-
tional political models as examples, especially those in Europe. In contrast 
to the threat represented by the anonymous urban rabble, Arinos praised 
the honourable figures of European monarchies, which could personalize 
an entire nation and keep them united. The list of aristocratic statesmen 
presented in Notas do Dia was significant: the British prime minister W. E. 
Gladstone, the Spanish minister and historian Cánovas del Castillo, the 
German leader Otto von Bismarck, and the Austrian empress Elizabeth 
of Bavaria. Each of them were depicted as syntheses of the national soul 
of their countries, some of them being wise and humanitarian whereas 
others were cruel and aggressive. Gladstone embodied humanitarian 
and progressive values, while Bismarck was strongly devoted to his own 
nation.70 Elizabeth met the tragic fate of the Austrian imperial family and 
Cánovas, in turn, was the Iberian tragicomic spirit, ‘restless and idealistic’, 
away from the Anglo-Saxon pragmatism.71 The latter fought decadence by 
strengthening the monarchy, embodying the synthesis of chivalrous pride 
that could unite Spain. In each of these cases, the nation did not remain 
united by the will of its people, but mainly because their statesmen could 
‘express the collective energy’ and embody the ‘national soul.’

Following this same laudatory style, some of Arinos’ articles in Notas do 
Dia were also dedicated to the memory of distinct Brazilians, particularly 
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the ones who were loyal to Pedro II until the end. Among these illustrious 
people was the General Couto de Magalhães, a loyal servant of the monar-
chic state and leader of the expeditions to the backlands and frontiers of 
the country.72 Subjugation of the indigenous population of the empire’s 
large territory, in this case, was treated as part of the necessary process to 
form an ethnically singular nationality. Especially selected as expressive of 
a miscegenated nationality was the engineer André Rebouças, to whom 
Arinos paid homage because of his choice of voluntarily following the 
emperor into exile, embodying ‘the gratitude and loyalty of people for the 
imperial family’. He was appointed as ‘a mestiço and a common man’, thus 
representing an imagined social and racial harmony under the monarchy.73

Probably, Rebouças himself would find it very strange to be seen as a 
‘common man’ by reason of his colour, since he had always lived among 
the elites of the imperial court. Furthermore, the colour distinction was 
not so explicitly admitted by that society at that time, including Rebouças’ 
own family.74 Here, Afonso Arinos expressed his discomfort in the absence 
of manifestations of solidarity to the emperor, but also revealed a deep 
racialized concept of social hierarchy. In another article, Arinos exalted 
the Viscount of Taunay, a prestigious writer and military man of French 
descent, and a member of an aristocratic family who was anti-republican 
and enthusiastic about the liberal reform of the monarchy.75 Again, a racial 
approach is revealed when he describes Taunay with emphasis on his ‘white 
colour and blond hair’ to attest to his European and knightly lineage. It is 
evident that Taunay represents, in Arinos’ chronicles, an aristocratic coun-
terpart to André Rebouças, who had been a courtier as Taunay but was 
described as someone of mixed blood and therefore seen as a ‘common 
man’. Afonso Arinos, after all, dreamed of a liberal monarchy where racial 
determinism would continue serving status differences.

conclusion

After 1901, Arinos no longer worked in publishing and moved to Paris 
with his wife, Antonieta Prado, who was Eduardo’s niece. Even though he 
held prestige in Brazilian literary circles, he preferred a self-exile dedicated 
to business activities and touristic trips to Europe. Temporary returns to 
Brazil, however, were frequent and marked by conferences on Brazilian 
folklore and nostalgic journeys to the hinterlands of the country.76 He died 
while he was returning to Europe after one of these trips, in 1916. At that 
point, the restoration of the monarchy was no longer contemplated by 
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Brazilian political elites, but a certain nationalism of folkloric and patriar-
chal inspiration remained alive. During the 1920s, Arinos’ works inspired 
both regional cultural movements and national intellectual and artistic 
vanguards.77 In a new intellectual and political context, the Brazilian state, 
in the 1930s, finally began to have effective policies on cultural national-
ism, fostering the national memory and the patriotic school education.78 
Arinos, then, was remembered as a defender of tradition and political cen-
tralism, but ultimately forgotten as a monarchist, paradoxically receiving a 
monument placed at Praça da República (Republic Square) in the capital 
of his home state.79

This study of Afonso Arinos’ political action reveals more than details 
about the ideological struggle in which republicans and monarchists con-
fronted each other. It represents not only the debate about the regime 
most consistent with expectations of progress and civilization, but still the 
most adaptable to the supposed social need for authority and hierarchy. 
Arinos considered that both material progress and hierarchical traditions 
were absolutely necessary to the nation’s survival. For him, the defence 
of the representative and liberal monarchic regime was inseparable from 
the defence of the dynastic centralization necessary for the unification of a 
nation so diversified by race, custom and geography.

However, Afonso Arinos went beyond mere propaganda of political 
ideas and proposed a diagnosis of the nation’s identity that would rec-
oncile the political system with the popular culture. His view on Brazil 
was dedicated to expressing a desired and imagined spiritual continuity 
between the past and the present, as well as between the elites and the 
people. Precisely for having roots in the ideal of a Latin and Iberian trans-
national cultural tradition, his view of the symbolic power of the monar-
chy provided a meaning for national community, which should overcome 
the huge and violent inequalities of the country and, at the same time, 
preserve them.
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CHAPTER 15

Catalonia: Medieval Monarchs Testifying 
for Democracy, Nation, and Europe

Daniel Wimmer

Master-narratives about the homogeneity of European nations are inven-
tions of the nineteenth century, the classical era of European nationalisms. 
The Middle Ages, as the ‘closest other’ of European notions of modernity, 
have provided since then a cultural foundation for narratives of collective, 
including nationalist, identity.

The present-day Spanish autonomous community of Catalonia that—
because of its language, its culture and, of course, its history—is still 
perceived as a nation by a big part of its population and its political rep-
resentatives, also tracked its national roots back to medieval times in the 
nineteenth century. The result of this effort to expose Catalonia’s national 
roots was a powerful historical narrative which is essentially tied to a puta-
tive ‘national’ dynasty founded by the ninth- and tenth-century counts of 
Barcelona, Guifré el Pelòs (c.840–897) and Borrell II (c.920–992). These 
two counts stand for the birth of Catalonian national glory and indepen-
dence, as does their descendant King Jaume  I (1208–1276) who initi-
ated the conquest of vast territories throughout the Mediterranean region 
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making the Crown of Aragon an influential maritime power. Finally, there 
was King Martí  I (1356–1410) whose death represents the end of the 
dynasty of the Casal de Barcelona—and therefore (in this nationalist narra-
tive) also the end of Catalonia’s national glory—since he did not leave any 
descendants. Nineteenth-century nationalist thinkers have combined the 
history of this medieval dynasty with a contemporary concept of nation-
hood to form a collective and normative Catalan national identity.

The emergence of the European Union as a supranational actor and 
the effects of different processes of globalization have today made the 
simplifying equation of territorial and normative identity constructions 
questionable. Transnational and transcultural identities have emerged; 
formerly separated normative cultures now interweave. Ideas of territori-
ally and culturally defined nationalism persist, though. An analysis of con-
ventional mass-media (for example, historical novels, textbooks used in 
schools, exhibitions and the press) published or created between 1975 and 
2010 shows that the narrative tie between a presumed Catalonian nation 
and medieval counts and kings still exists.

However, despite the obvious continuity regarding the narratives’ 
contents focusing on the medieval counts of Barcelona and the kings of 
Aragon, the actual narratives today differ from their nineteenth-century 
predecessors: nowadays, the normative narratives that emphasize assumed 
characteristics are combined with other identitarian elements influenced 
by current flows of migration and globalization, including interactions 
with the European Union. Thus the stories about Guifré el Pelòs and 
Jaume I still represent Catalonia’s national glory, but the meaning of glory 
is enriched by new—contemporary—contents. Their history is now re- 
conceptualized to make them appear as prototypes of political rulers who 
knew how to reign over a peaceful and multicultural European society.1

The aim of the present chapter is to highlight the development (re- 
conceptualization) of the narratives focusing on the medieval counts of 
Barcelona and kings of Aragon as political leaders depending on changes 
in politics and society. The Swiss historian Valentin Groebner described 
this dependence in Das Mittelalter hört nicht auf (The Middle Ages Never 
End) referring to history in general as a reconstructed narrative: ‘Images 
of medieval history do not only inform us about texts […] of the  seventh, 
eleventh or fourteenth century and about their authors […]. These recon-
structions of the medieval past inform us at least as much about the medi-
evalists themselves, about their readers and about collective desires and 
obsessions of the times they emerge in.’2 Analysing narratives linked to 
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the medieval counts of Barcelona and kings of Aragon and carving out 
the time of their appearance and re-conceptualization will highlight the 
dependence of Catalonian nationalism’s ‘collective desires and obsessions’ 
on changes in European and global politics with regard to Europeanization 
and globalization.

The NiNeTeeNTh-CeNTury imagiNaTioN of CaTalaN 
hisTory: a NarraTive CyCle

To carve out the continuity of nineteenth-century narratives on medieval 
counts of Barcelona and kings of Aragon representing a presumed Catalan 
national glory, it is necessary to highlight the setting of Catalonia’s national 
myths referring to the Middle Ages. In 2006, Magí Sunyer published 
a compendium of Catalan historical narratives and how they were dis-
seminated by nineteenth-century Catalan literature.3 Sunyer describes the 
imagination of Catalan history as a narrative structure including national 
rise, culmination and decline in which every narration is depending on and 
referring to the respective others. After its birth as a nation during the early 
Middle Ages, Catalonia experienced a period of consolidation in which a 
first integration of neighbouring territories took place. This time was fol-
lowed by the reign of King Jaume I who conquered the Moorish king-
doms of Valencia and the Balearic Islands and promoted distant Catalan 
trade throughout the Mediterranean. Due to his leadership, Catalonia was 
able to become a maritime power that even ruled parts of the Eastern 
Mediterranean. After this culmination of Catalan power was reached, an 
era of crisis arose which led subsequently to Catalonia’s national decline 
ending with the accession of the Castilian dynasty of the Trastàmara to the 
throne after the death of Martí  I.4 Looking into contemporary Catalan 
schoolbooks, one can discover that this structure still determines the nar-
rations on Catalonia’s medieval history: ‘Contemporary Catalonia rises 
from the ninth century, when the Catalan counties were established. Until 
the fifteenth century Catalonia, then united with Aragón, experienced a 
period of expansion which came to an end by the beginning of the six-
teenth century.’5

However, it is not possible to transfer all nineteenth-century narrations 
entirely to a late twentieth- or early twenty-first-century context. Some of 
them have lost their importance and cannot be observed unless occasion-
ally in current day mass media.6 Others have become parts of the general 
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conception of Catalonia’s glorious past, serving as testifying arguments, 
but not existing individually without the support of other narrations.7 
Again, others have disappeared completely from the mass media and have 
no importance for present-day reconstructions of Catalan history.8 But, 
there are also narrations that have persisted since the nineteenth century 
to the present day. These are narrations linked to a group of counts and 
kings who ruled in times of change: Guifré el Pelòs, Borrell II, Jaume I 
and Martí  I. Their histories serve as ‘narrative building blocks’9 to give 
structure to the conception of Catalonia’s—putatively national—medieval 
history.

guifré aNd Borrell: Two medieval CouNTs 
of BarCeloNa as faThers of The NaTioN

Focusing on the presentation of Guifré el Pelòs and Borrell II, two medi-
eval counts who ruled the majority of ninth- and tenth-century Catalan 
counties, it is possible to analyse the initial narrative building block on 
Catalonia’s birth as a nation, to which all following narrations refer in a 
certain way. An excerpt from a primary school textbook of 2007 shows 
which elements this narrative building block is combining:

At the beginning, the Catalan counts were named by the Frankish kings. 
Step by step they acted with more independence. Count Guifré el Pelós 
ceded the counties he owned to his sons. From that moment, the coun-
ties became hereditary. In 988, Borrell II decided not to renew his oath of 
fidelity to the Frankish king. From that moment, the Catalan counties were 
completely independent.10

The twofold use of the word ‘independent’ in a text about the history 
of the early Middle Ages emphasizes the importance that is conceded to 
these two counts: they were supposed to have led Catalonia to its inde-
pendence. The first step was purportedly made by Guifré when he suc-
ceeded in introducing hereditary succession in the Catalan counties; the 
second was Borrell’s refusal to continue showing loyalty to the Frankish 
kings,  following an ignored plea for assistance after a Moorish attack on 
Barcelona in 985 by the Frankish crown.

But the image of Guifré, especially, is not a modern imagination—it had 
already been used in medieval historiography when the history of Guifré 
was written down in the twelfth century, for example in the Gesta comitum 
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Barcinonensium. Back then, a part of his grandson Borrell’s vita—that of 
the presumed ‘independence’ of the Catalan counties as a consequence of 
his refusal to pledge loyalty—was transferred into his newly written his-
tory to give more legitimization to the Catalans’ rejection of the French 
crown’s requirements south of the Pyrenees, by dating Catalan indepen-
dence two generations further back. Therefore, the linking of Guifré to 
the independence of the Catalan counties was not an invention of the 
nineteenth century; but equating medieval Catalan counties with a pre-
sumed Catalan nation was.11 And it is exactly this equation that still can be 
discovered throughout contemporary Catalan mass media.

On 10 September 1982, an advertisement was published in the major 
newspapers of Catalonia to promote the inauguration of the newly 
erected tomb of Guifré el Pelòs in Ripoll that took place the following 
day, the Diada—Catalonia’s national holiday. In addition to the pro-
gramme of events, the advertisement presented an artist’s impression of 
Count Guifré with long hair, holding a blazon showing the Catalan coat 
of arms and highlighting the importance of this man as the supposed 
founder of Catalonia’s ‘national dynasty’.12 The advertisement is proof 
that the nineteenth- century re-conceptualization of Guifré el Pelòs was 
still in use at the end of the twentieth century. An excerpt from another 
schoolbook—published in 2008—shows how the two concepts of dynasty 
and nation are narratively combined, deliberately embedding the his-
tory of Guifré el Pelós into the wider frame of the narrative structure of 
Catalonia’s national history: ‘Installing the hereditary succession, Guifré 
founded the dynasty of the Casal de Barcelona. This dynasty of 21 count- 
kings ruled from the ninth until the fourteenth century, headed the union 
with Aragón and the Catalan-Aragonese expansion to the South and to 
the Mediterranean.’13 Corresponding to this text, being the founder of 
the dynasty of the Casal de Barcelona means also being the forefather of 
Catalonia’s medieval glory, a content that is linked to the narrative build-
ing block referring to King Jaume I.

It was not only the advertisement that refreshed the national re- 
conceptualization of Guifré’s history on this occasion. Jordi Pujol, 
Catalonia’s nationalist14 prime minister from 1980 until 2003 held two 
speeches highlighting the importance of Guifré el Pelós for Catalonia: On 
1 August 1982, he explained:

If someone asks us, why we want the autonomy, […], we have to say: […] 
because Catalonia is a nation. That is because of many reasons, but the 
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main reason is that a thousand years ago Count Guifré el Pelós laid […] 
the foundations of our Catalan nationality. […] That is why it is our right 
to remember […] the founder of our nationality! [To remember], that we 
succeeded in conserving the heritage of the founder of the Catalan nation. 
Let us follow his spirit.15

Following this argument, having introduced hereditary succession in the 
ninth century also meant having established Catalan nationality—and in 
consequence also the Catalan nation. But, this excerpt also shows how 
the nineteenth-century re-conceptualization of Guifré’s history became a 
historical argument in present day politics. 1982 was a time when it was 
important to argue constantly for the region’s interests in Spanish politics—
this was one year after the attempted coup by General Tejero in the Spanish 
Parliament to end the process of decentralization and democratization.

One month later, Jordi Pujol gave another speech:

If they ask you, why we came to Ripoll, [if they ask you] what it is all about 
the restoration of the tomb of Count Guifré, answer that this is nothing 
romantic nor sentimental. It is patriotic, it is moral confirmation. It is an 
event that brings us back to the origins of our people, that for us Catalans 
are a fountain of energy and believing. The moral energy and the believ-
ing in ourselves that we need to finish our work, to reconstruct our land, 
Catalonia. For more than 1,000 years, since the times of Guifré, Catalonia 
was a nation. And that is the reason why it will always be.16

Remembering Guifré thus meant receiving inspiration as a community 
to face the future, receiving strength and self-confidence. The history of 
Guifré represents a personalized plea aimed at all Catalans to form a col-
lective consciousness after four decades of Franquism. Guifré became a 
point of reference of a collective sense of belonging.

In 1988, the history of Count Borrell II became a historical argument 
in present-day politics as well. It was the year Catalonia celebrated the 
Mil·lenari, the presumed millennium of its political independence. The 
Catalan government launched an advertising campaign in all media to 
promote the millennium’s celebrations—for example a two-page news-
paper advertisement speaking of the ‘Millennium of the political birth of 
Catalonia’:

When Borrell II refused in 988 to go to Aquitaine to take the oath of loy-
alty to the Frankish king, no one thought that this would be the beginning 
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of the political independence of Catalonia. But it is certain that from that 
moment on, we Catalans always succeeded in maintaining our identity. In 
1283, Catalonia created the first parliament in Europe, progenitor of a con-
tinuous will of liberty and democracy. Over the centuries, Catalonia formed 
its own culture, to which it remains faithful, and found in hard work the key 
to economic progress. Now, in 1988, Catalonia is pursuing new roads to the 
future. A future that is possible thanks to all of us, men and women that we 
live and work in this country. Now and in 1,000 years!17

Count Guifré el Pelòs and Borrell are presented as the forefathers of 
Catalonia’s glory during the high Middle Ages. By deciding not to go 
to Aquitaine Borrell II became the father/builder of Catalonia’s political 
independence and passing centuries allowed the Catalan identity to be 
maintained. Freedom and democracy, culture and prosperity would not 
have been possible without his act of disobedience.

The main event of the celebrations in 1988 was the opening ceremony 
in the Palau de la Generalitat presided over by their Royal Majesties 
the King and Queen of Spain on 22 April. On this occasion, Jordi Pujol 
showed again his determination to set Catalonia’s medieval history as a 
source of inspiration for contemporary politics:

We desire that the Mil·lenari helps us reflect deeply about Catalonia. [That 
it helps us] to remember where we come from, what we have done, what 
we did well and what we did not do well. To remember, what we are. And 
[that it helps us] to think about how to direct our collective actions into the 
future. […] Once clarified that we are a people aged 1000 years […] once 
clarified that we owe our existence to nothing but the work of generations 
and generations that built and rebuilt Catalonia, once clarified all this, I have 
to say that I do not want to talk about past times but about today.18

Similar to the use of Guifré’s history as a political argument six years 
earlier, Borrell’s history also served as a source of inspiration to sketch 
the future of Catalonia. The late 1980s were a time of major arguments 
between Jordi Pujol’s Catalan government and Felipe Gonzalez’s Spanish 
central government because of the definition of each other’s political com-
petences. So what did Pujol say? Alluding to the reason for the celebration 
he refers once more to the necessities of present-day politics. Catalonia’s 
millenary tradition as a presumed independent—and democratic—nation 
had to be considered while dealing out political competences between 
Barcelona and Madrid.

CATALONIA 



316 

An analysis of the coverage of other official celebrations and political 
campaigns in the following decades shows that not only were the medieval 
counts of Barcelona often used in political arguments, but that the nine-
teenth century re-conceptualization of Guifré el Pelòs and Borrell II con-
tinued. For example, in 1997, on the occasion of the 1100th anniversary 
of the death of Guifré el Pelós, Jordi Pujol expressed his opinion that ‘out 
of his grave, Guifré would say: These are the people that have to move on, 
and we are willing to do so.’19 And in 2006, Pujol’s successor as president 
of the Catalan nationalist party and later Catalan prime minister, Artur 
Mas, visited the tomb of Guifré in Ripoll the day before the election, laid 
some flowers and gave a patriotic speech about his personal and political 
commitment to the Catalan nation.20

Jaume i: a KiNg To represeNT CaTaloNia’s NaTioNal 
glory

King Jaume I is another member of the Casal de Barcelona that plays a 
major role in the imagination of Catalonia’s medieval history. His history 
is linked to the presumed culmination of Catalonia’s national glory in the 
high and later Middle Ages, an era which an excerpt from the textbook 
Mediterrània 4 (1997) summarizes concisely:

During the thirteenth and fourteenth century, Catalonia—being a part of 
the Crown of Aragon—faced an era of important economic and political 
changes. The Balearic Isles and the Kingdom of Valencia were conquered 
and military campaigns to the islands of Sicily and Sardinia were completed 
successfully. A genuine military and economic empire was established in 
the Western Mediterranean. Those were some outstanding years, some of 
the richest moments of Catalan history. The kings established a form of 
government balanced with the representatives of the reign’s elite (nobility, 
church, patriciate) and known as pactisme: The Corts, the Generalitat and 
the municipal governments. Barcelona became a port of the international 
maritime commerce which outreached to Alexandria and Beirut, to the 
Middle East and Northern Africa.21

Analysing nineteenth-century Catalan literature, Magí Sunyer observes a 
multitude of different narratives referring to Catalonia’s medieval glory.22 
Their constant re-conceptualization throughout the decades has provoked 
a quantitative reduction to two powerful and self-explaining narratives, 
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just as the example of the 1997 schoolbook shows: the account about the 
successful conquest of large parts of the Mediterranean and the importance 
of Catalonia as a maritime power. But, there is another powerful picture 
that has emerged over the years: the formation of Catalonia’s assembly 
of the estates, the so-called Corts, and its permanent representation, the 
Generalitat, as presumed roots of Catalan parliamentarianism and the 
pactisme as a putative origin of Catalan democracy. In the nineteenth cen-
tury, this narration was still completely unknown, as it would have been 
unthinkable to place the general re-conceptualization of parliamentarian-
ism as a glorious element of a nation’s history inside a schoolbook.

In this narrative frame, King Jaume I is the dominant figure; every ele-
ment used to present Catalonia’s national glory in medieval times is linked 
to this king, as shown in this excerpt from a 1983 schoolbook:

Jaume I was King of Catalonia [sic] and Aragon. He conquered Mallorca 
(1229) and Valencia (1238) from the Saracens. In his time the Corts, the 
assembly of noblemen, clergymen and representatives of the cities, began to 
assemble to discuss corporately with the King the problems of the reign. In 
this era, Catalonia became a merchant’s empire that soon was supposed to 
dominate the Mediterranean.23

And indeed, this re-conceptualization of the history of King Jaume I that 
in large parts originates in the attempts of the era of the Renaixença, the 
‘national awakening’ of the Catalans in the nineteenth century is still much 
in use.24 The permanent exhibition of the Museu d’Història de Catalunya 
(MHC) in Barcelona is a good example. In form and content, the section 
that is dedicated to Jaume is presented as a turning point in Catalonia’s 
glorious national history and as a tie between the sections of the territorial 
expansion of the Crown of Aragon north and south of the Pyrenees and 
the expansion throughout the Mediterranean: ‘In the thirteenth century, 
the military and commercial expansion throughout the Mediterranean that 
lasted until the fifteenth century, began with the conquests of Mallorca 
and Valencia.’25 It was Jaume I that supposedly left Catalan ambitions on 
the mainland and decided to head to the Mediterranean, a decision that 
makes him appear to be the initiator of the most important elements of the 
narrative building block of Catalonia’s national glory: the Catalan mari-
time expansion throughout the high and late Middle Ages.

However, it is not only his presumed decision to head to the 
Mediterranean, but also the ‘loss’ of the Occitan territories north of the 
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Pyrenees that supports the image of Jaume I being the king who made 
Catalonia’s history glorious. In addition, this history helps to build a nar-
rative link between Jaume I and his early medieval predecessors. When the 
schoolbook Història de Catalunya (2000) refers to the Treaty of Corbeil 
that Jaume I concluded with the French King Louis IX in 1258, it states: 
‘When Borrell II represents the factual independence, it was Jaume I that 
symbolized legal independence.’26 Conceding most of the territories north 
of the Pyrenees to the French crown in exchange for the French renounc-
ing feudal overlordship of the March of Hispania and the March of Gothia 
(and furthermore being limited by Castile in expansion territorially to the 
south of the Iberian Peninsula), medieval Catalonia was forced to focus 
on expansion throughout the Mediterranean. In fact, the history of the 
Treaty of Corbeil is presented as a good deal for King Jaume I (and in con-
sequence also for Catalonia). When he understood that he was not able to 
compete successfully with the French crown in this region, he tried to ‘sell 
Occitania dear’. And he succeeded: he got ‘legal independence’ for leaving 
the Occitan territories to the French kings. This reference to Catalonia’s 
independence helped to create a narrative tie between Guifré el Pelòs and 
Borrell  II on one side and Jaume I on the other. In fact, giving a new 
direction to Catalonia’s history, Jaume I was supposed to finish the era 
that Guifré and Borrell II established in the early Middle Ages. Only by 
doing that could he give way to the era of Catalonia’s national glory.27

Coming back to the important narrative about Catalonia’s maritime 
expansion, the history of this putatively continuous movement of Catalan 
merchants and soldiers throughout the Mediterranean is presented as 
unthinkable without Jaume I’s initial decision to negotiate over territory 
with Louis IX, a fact confirmed by MHC’s permanent exhibition:

In the beginning of the thirteenth century the kings of Catalonia and 
Aragon [sic] direct their expansionary policy to the Mediterranean. The 
conquest of Mallorca by Jaume I is the initial point of a path that also his 
descendants follow until the fifteenth century. Even facing Genovese rivalry, 
the Crown of Aragon succeeded in establishing a hegemony in the Western 
Mediterranean. […] The armed fleet, the company of the Almogavars and 
the merchant fleet were the basis of the expansion.28

It turns out that this narrative is still so powerful that it even gives struc-
ture to the storyline of historical novels, for example The Cathedral of 
the Sea, written by Ildefonso Falcones in 2006, which is entirely dedi-
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cated to Catalan expansion in the Mediterranean in the fourteenth cen-
tury. Referring to and partially even paraphrasing medieval chronicles, 
it presents the Almogavars, the mercenaries of the Catalan Company, 
as powerful, prestigious, courageous warriors fighting for the glory of 
Catalonia and the novel even lets the children in the streets chant the 
story of Catalonia’s national glory: ‘Our enemies have better ports than 
we do?—Josep asked—But we defeated them! We’re the masters of the 
Mediterranean—he shouted and repeated the words he heard so often 
from the mouth of his father.’29 Catalonia’s military and mercantile expan-
sion throughout the Mediterranean is presented—and is surely also per-
ceived as such by the readers—as some sort of ‘natural’, unquestioned 
background of the storyline. And this background itself is linked to King 
Jaume I.

In the twentieth century, the emergence of the third narration about 
Jaume  I being the presumed father of Catalan parliamentarianism still 
emphasized the image of his reign as both a turning point in Catalan 
history and a proof of Catalonia’s medieval glory: ‘To enact laws and to 
rule the country, Jaume I established the Corts, an institution that assem-
bled three social groups: noblemen, clergymen and citizen. The Corts 
of Catalonia were one of the first democratic institutions of Europe.’30 
Jaume  I is supposed to have had an active role in the development of 
modern Catalan democracy; it even appears to be his will as medieval 
leader to share his power with his subjects, aiming to guide Catalonia to 
modern times. Of course, the continuity of the institution’s names, Corts 
and Generalitat, from medieval to present times facilitates the creation of 
this image of a putative premodern Catalan democracy similar to Spain’s 
actual constitutional monarchy—an image that was already being used in 
1988 during the advertisement campaign Catalunya 1000 anys. But, the 
current-day impression of Jaume I being himself the progenitor of Catalan 
parliamentarianism is supported by the frequent use of a miniature of the 
medieval Usatges de Barcelona showing him presiding over an assembly 
of the estates. In more than half of the analysed schoolbooks—and in the 
permanent exhibition of the MHC—this miniature is used to illustrate the 
history of the medieval Corts and Generalitat.

This short overview of three of the most important nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century re-conceptualizations of the history of Jaume I testifies 
to his almost mythical importance. And indeed, analysing more than 90 
different poems, legends and chronicles originating from different cen-
turies about Jaume I and his life, philologist Caterina Valriu has showed 
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that he can truly be called a ‘father figure’ for Catalonia and the Catalan- 
speaking countries.31 A schoolbook from the year 2000 even attributes the 
same importance to him as had ‘George Washington for the United States, 
El Cid for Castile and Joan of Arc for France’.32

marTí i: The KiNg’s deaTh as aN iNiTial poiNT 
of NaTioNal deCliNe

The era of Catalonia’s national medieval glory, however, was only to last 
until the unfortunate Compromis de Caspe in 1412, when the majority 
of the representatives of the different kingdoms of the Crown of Aragon 
decided to elect Ferran d’Antequera of the Trastàmara dynasty as the 
successor to King Marti  I who had died in 1410 without leaving any 
descendants.33

Nineteenth-century literature and historiography declared the 
Trastàmara dynasty’s accession to the Crown of Aragon to be the initial 
point of Catalonia’s national decline.34 Magí Sunyer resumes:

Seen from the perspective of Romanticism, the Compromis de Caspe does 
not only represent the substitution of the Catalan dynasty by another, 
foreign, Castilian one, but also the beginning of decline which will know 
still more negative incidences throughout the fifteenth century—the 
Hispanicization of the Court, […] the Civil War during the reign of King 
John II, […], the marriage of the Catholic Monarchs—which will open the 
path to the decline of a brilliant literature, to the Guerra dels Segadors and 
finally to the deprivation of all rights and to the assimilation to Spain after 
being defeated in the War of the Spanish Succession.35

Catalan historian Eulàlia Duran showed that this way of attributing the 
Compromis de Caspe as the initial point of Catalonia’s national decline is 
still older than the nineteenth-century attempts to give a narrative founda-
tion to the newly developed concept of a Catalan nation state.36 Sources 
originating from the fifteenth century had already reported attempts by 
various representatives of the Catalan estates to denounce the kings of the 
Trastàmara dynasty as foreigners, obviously to delegitimize the monarch 
with whom they had been in conflict.

Nowadays, the nineteenth-century-re-conceptualization of history pre-
senting Martì’s death and the Compromis de Caspe as the starting points 
of Catalonia’s decline is still actively used—unlike the other incidents that 
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were mentioned in Magí Sunyer’s summary: they all lost their relevance in 
current imaginations of Catalan history. As consequence, the Compromis 
de Caspe testifies to a presumed long-lasting desire of Castile to dominate 
Catalonia. In a 1978 article, Catalonia: Subordinated Nation, Catalan 
journalist Felix Cucurull stated:

Since the eighth century, Catalonia appears as a community, clearly distin-
guishable from others, as an ethnos and as a nation: And step by step it 
started to organize itself politically. It creates its own state, […]. This pow-
erful and democratic Catalonia, that creates itself assemblies of the estates, 
[…], that legislated for Athens, […]. Since the marriage of Fernando and 
Isabella, even since the Compromis de Caspe, the Castile aristocracy’s will 
to dominate became evident.37

The seeming foreignness of the Trastàmara dynasty and other unfortunate 
incidents over the decades and centuries may well have facilitated the per-
ception of the Compromis de Caspe as responsible for Catalonia’s decline, 
but the country’s glory as a maritime nation and its expansion throughout 
the Mediterranean were far from over. However, the presumed ‘loss of 
their own dynasty that originated from the ninth century’ caused by the 
death of Martí I was elevated to the status of a national catastrophe.38

CaTaloNia’s medieval CouNTs aNd KiNgs 
aNd The effeCTs of europeaNizaTioN 

aNd gloBalizaTioN

This variety of examples has proved the narrative continuity of the 
nineteenth- century re-conceptualization of the history of several members 
of the medieval Casal de Barcelona until present times. But it is obvious 
that the world, in which the nineteenth-century concept of the nation 
state emerged, has changed quite fundamentally. Regarding the forma-
tion of the European Union as a supranational actor and the effects of the 
different processes of globalization on the fields of culture, economy and 
technology, European societies are facing quite different challenges today 
than they did in the nineteenth century. The equation of territorial and 
normative identities, which is important in creating a sense of belonging 
amongst members of a nation state, is problematic today. Due to global 
migration flows, transnational and transcultural identities emerge; and for-
merly clearly defined normative cultures interweave.39
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Taking into account Valentin Groebner’s argument that reconstruc-
tions of the medieval past always inform about collective desires and 
obsessions of the times they describe, this would imply that these substan-
tial life changes should also affect narratives about the medieval counts 
of Barcelona and kings of Aragon. The example of the twentieth-century 
re-conceptualization of the history of Jaume I to make him appear as the 
progenitor of Catalan parliamentarianism provides a first hint that Valentin 
Groebner was correct with regard to contemporary times. And, analysing 
actual narratives of medieval counts and kings, it turns out that the con-
cepts of Europeanization and globalization really do leave traces.

guifré el pelòs aNd Borrell ii TesTify 
To CaTaloNia’s europeaN ideNTiTy

The effect that Europeanization has on the representations of Catalonia’s 
medieval history can be perceived ‘between the lines’; it is the re- 
conceptualization of Catalonia’s history inside a European framework. At 
the end of 1985, Jordi Pujol held a televised speech on the occasion of 
Spain’s impending entry into the European Community. Catalan newspa-
per Avui reported on this speech using the headline It’s the Catalans who 
can enter the EC with the most self-confidence: ‘And finally, there’s a vicinity 
to Europe’s ideas and conduct. In this regard, Jordi Pujol reminded us 
that the Catalans always wanted to be Europeans. “Since Charlemagne, 
the founder of the March of Spain 1200 years ago, and since Count 
Guifré, the founder of the Catalan nation.”’40 Due to Jordi Pujol, the time 
of the supposed birth of the Catalan nation proves Catalonia’s putatively 
‘natural’ European character. Charlemagne and Guifré el Pelòs testify to 
Catalonia’s belonging to a modern Europe. But the permanent exhibition 
of the MHC also highlights that Catalonia has belonged to Europe since 
the times of Guifré el Pelòs and Borrell II. The section that is entirely ded-
icated to their history is entitled Europe’s Frontier while the explanatory 
text emphasizes: ‘The development of the Carolingian Empire assigns the 
step from the Europe of Late Antiquity to the Europe of the Middle Ages. 
It’s at the margins of this Empire where the future Catalonia initiates its 
construction at the gates of the Islamic world.’41 This text presents future 
Catalonia as part of Europe, but on the fringes, which also implies that 
everything beyond Catalonia’s borders does not belong to Europe any-
more. In fact, this way of presenting Catalonia’s medieval history inside 
a European framework is reflecting Jordi Pujol’s political conviction that 
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Catalonia needs to be a ‘bridge’ between Europe and Spain, a negotiator 
of European values on the Iberian Peninsula.

Jaume i: The ToleraNT KiNg ThaT KNew how 
To rule a diverse soCieTy

The processes of globalization also affected the image of the medieval 
members of the Casal de Barcelona. For example, in 2008, on the occasion 
of the celebration of the 800th birthday of Jaume I in Poblet monastery, 
the abbot Josep Alegre highlighted his ability to ‘adapt the characteristics 
of each of his realms, to promote the respect for the identity of the coun-
tries that together formed the Crown of Aragon and to invite them to pre-
serve their own language and tradition, to avoid the loss of their roots’.42 
Jaume I was still being presented as one of the most important persons 
in Catalonia’s history, but it was the assumption that he supposedly ruled 
successfully over a heterogeneous people that was more important than 
‘only’ being the initiator of Catalonia’s national glory. He has been attrib-
uted with the ability of knowing how to deal with diversity—a capacity 
that was not very important in nineteenth-century historiography when 
the perception of the nation state as a united and powerful entity was the 
main objective of historical narratives. But at the beginning of the twenty- 
first century, when almost 30 nation states have to deal with their diversity 
to agree on a common strategy in developing the European Union, or, on 
the level of Spanish politics, the representatives of the different autono-
mous regions need to find a way to manage their respective interests, this 
skill is the key to success.

And indeed, Catalan politicians also made other references to Jaume I 
at the beginning of the twenty-first century which reached far beyond the 
conceptual limits of a presumed Catalan nation. For example, in 2002, the 
later socialist prime minister of Catalonia, Pasqual Maragall presented his 
idea to establish a ‘euroregión del Pirineo’ including the actual French and 
Spanish regions whose territories formed the Crown of Aragon in medi-
eval times. The necessity to establish this ‘euroregión’ was derived from 
the challenges of the globalized world, as an article summarized in 2008:

The complexity of the world forces us to define what we have in common 
and what differentiates us from each other, to achieve our goals that are sup-
posed to give benefits to all of us, but also to avoid that diversity becomes an 
obstacle. The Balearic Isles, Valencia, Aragon and Catalonia share, beyond 
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the common history, common interests for the future […]. Anniversaries 
like this one of King Jaume I shall help us to grade differences.’43

But the legitimization was derived from medieval times: it was King 
Jaume  I who was supposed to testify with his personal history for this 
concept to combine regional structures to face the challenges of globaliza-
tion. On various occasions, Pasqual Maragall explained that ‘the idea of 
the euroregión was a child of this monarch who was born in Montpellier, 
raised in Aragon, became Count of Barcelona and conqueror of the 
Balearic Isles and Valencia’.44 Following this argument, an intercultural 
upbringing—the capacity to look beyond the limits of one’s own culture 
and nation—helps best to cope with the challenges of the modern world.

refleCTiNg moderN Times By TelliNg medieval 
hisTories

It is obvious that history—and especially medieval history—is today still an 
enormously important element of Catalonia’s nationalist self-perception. 
Because of the equation of the medieval Catalan counties with a presumed 
Catalan nation, the counts of Barcelona and the kings of the Crown of 
Aragon and their political actions play a major role in the imagination of 
Catalonia’s national history.

To some extent, traditional historiographical narratives created in the 
nineteenth century or even earlier are used, but in a modified way and 
adapted to contemporary times. What makes these re-conceptualizations 
of medieval history so important is their omnipresence in public. They 
can be found in textbooks, historical exhibitions and political debates, but 
also in historical novels. Therefore, these historical narrations have a heavy 
influence on the Catalans’ general knowledge about history, and in conse-
quence, also on their collective self-perception. But how is it possible that 
still today, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, these nineteenth- 
century re-conceptualizations of history have so much influence on peo-
ple’s minds? In reference to this phenomenon, German sociologist Eugen 
Buss argues that in Western societies a certain desire can arise to accentu-
ate commonalities in today’s assumed confusingly globalized world, to re- 
establish a ‘traditional order’ of how the world should be by emphasizing 
the importance of small, manageable entities of collective references—just 
as was the case in the nineteenth century when Western societies faced the 
consequences of industrialization and social individualization.45
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It is an attempt to historicize the present-day or future characteristics of 
a territorially defined community by ‘telling’ medieval history. But, does 
this presentation of a putative national medieval past with the help of the 
dynasty of the Casal de Barcelona have to be considered as just another 
attempt to create—or maintain—a sort of collective national identity as 
was the case in the nineteenth century?

Indeed, there is an obvious persistence of the normative and territorially 
linked—national—re-conceptualizations of the histories of the medieval 
counts and kings. Also, these re-conceptualizations are used to histori-
cize and to legitimize Catalonia’s present-day nationalist politics. But 
nevertheless, they still differ from their nineteenth-century predecessors. 
Nowadays, the normative narratives that emphasize Catalonia’s assumed 
national glory—independence, freedom, democracy and power—are 
combined with other identitarian elements impressed by the current flows 
of migration and globalization; historicizing cultural and ethnic plural-
ism within today’s collective identity constructions of European receiving 
societies aims to reduce the feeling of otherness on both the migrant’s and 
the receiving society’s sides.

Due to the current processes of globalization, European societies are 
becoming more and more diverse. One of the main goals of current re- 
conceptualizations of the histories of Guifré el Pelòs and Jaume  I is to 
prove that cultural, linguistic and ethnic diversity has been a central ele-
ment of Catalan civilization for centuries. The key message that was sup-
posed to be transmitted by these inherent narrative substructures, is that 
the current processes of Europeanization and globalization are nothing to 
fear. There have always been diverse multicultural societies; we are even 
children of their heritage. Global migration and the exchange of knowl-
edge and expertise will help us to cope with the challenges of globaliza-
tion, as it did in our common European and national past. Seen from this 
perspective, Valentin Groebner may have been right saying that current 
reconstructions of the medieval past sometimes give us more information 
about present times and their obsessions and desires than it does about the 
Middle Ages itself.
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CHAPTER 16

‘Para-Royalty’ Between Nationalism 
and Transnationalism: Russian Images 

of Personal Rule

Eva Marlene Hausteiner

IntroductIon: Monarchs WIthout Monarchy?
One century after the Russian Revolution and the execution of Nicholas II 
and his heirs, the definite end of monarchy in Russia seems undisputed. 
And yet, among both non-expert journalists and knowledgeable com-
mentators, it has become highly popular to call President Vladimir 
Vladimirovich Putin the country’s ‘new tsar’, ‘last tsar’, or simply ‘Putin 
the Terrible’. References to the trope of Putin as monarch and, ultimately, 
Oriental despot, are apparently irresistible.1 But how can there be a mon-
arch in a polity that is not a monarchy—are these framings of Putin’s posi-
tion merely polemical and without any analytical value to Russia’s political 
situation? And how can a political system frequently described as an ‘imi-
tated democracy’2—an authoritarian state that emphasizes a democratic 
surface—feature an openly monarch-like leader figure? This chapter tries 
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to reframe the observation of a new tsarism in Russia, arguing that the 
figure of the current president functions as an equivalent of a monarchical 
position in a non-monarchical polity. At the same time, it will show that 
this form of what will be tentatively called ‘para-royalty’ is a transnational 
and imperial phenomenon.3 The current political situation in Russia and 
especially the prevalent leader cult conspicuously reflect the ambivalence 
and connections between de jure democracy, de facto oligarchic authoritar-
ianism, and the public projection of one-person rule. The Russian case will 
thus serve as a testing ground for transferring and adapting useful aspects 
of the concept of monarchy to an age of post-monarchical hybrid regimes.

the concept of ‘para-royalty’
Describing the current political condition of the Russian Federation has been 
an on-going conceptual challenge since the dissolution of the Soviet Union. 
How can a regime be categorized that seems to be in constant flux? What 
concepts can plausibly integrate the diverse characteristics of Russia’s politi-
cal, geopolitical, social, and economic situation? How significant are con-
tinuities and breaks from previous phases of Russian and Eurasian history?

In the course of the past 25 years, many observers have attempted 
to devise new descriptive formulas for Russia’s regime type. Some have 
framed the political development of the country (as well as its neighbours) 
after the collapse of the Soviet Union as a more or less teleological, albeit 
slow, transition from authoritarianism to liberal democracy; but around 
the turn of the millennium and in the face of Russia’s increasing devia-
tion from this course, the binary narrative of authoritarian versus liberal 
democratic polities proved unsatisfactory.4 Scholars like Daniel Treisman 
and Lilia Shevtsova reverted to speaking of a ‘hybrid’ regime5—a term 
convincingly integrating elements both authoritarian and democratic, 
but also rather non-definitive and relying on ideas of irregularity. Other 
commentators, trying to acknowledge the solidly continuing process 
towards authoritarianism, have seen Putin’s Russia as an oligarchic, neo- 
patrimonial, or plebiscitarian patrimonial system.6

Integrative concepts such as hybrid rule and patrimonialism, which try 
to describe an entire system, have at least two weaknesses. First, as Dmitri 
Shlapentokh has shown, integrative approaches are largely unable to 
address the contradictions between multiple social, political, and economic 
dimensions that are characteristic of a specific constellation.7 Moreover, 
although they are able to—as in the case of ‘neo-patrimonialism’—capture 
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the tension between institutional arrangement and factual (formal as well 
as informal) power relations, they are less sensitive towards performative 
and representational aspects, and thus to the relationship between symbols 
and performances of power and underlying power relations.

The concept central for this chapter—‘para-royalty’—is certainly no 
contender for an exhaustive description of the Russian constellation; how-
ever, it nonetheless avoids fallacies highlighted by Shlapentokh. Integrative 
approaches tend to marginalize or ignore contradictory elements, while 
para-royalty tries to highlight the contradictions between symbolic surface 
and institutional framework.8 The concept’s analytical strengths therefore 
are concerned precisely with the performative and representative dimen-
sion of power. The historian Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger’s observation 
that constitutional and political histories are intimately tied to a history 
of rituals and symbolic forms is not only true for premodern polities.9 
Understanding and contextualizing commonly used symbolic resources 
can be useful in order to identify both the distinguishing and the typical 
features of complex political constellations.

What, then, are the implications of modes of political representation in 
hybrid or patrimonial regimes such as the Russian federation? While repre-
sentative and performative practices in premodern monarchies, authoritarian 
regimes, and democracies have been the subject of much theoretical reflec-
tion and empirical research,10 this has been much less the case for regimes with 
both authoritarian and democratic elements such as Russia. At first glance, the 
role of ritual and symbolic practices seems to be markedly less pronounced 
in the modern, democratic context of a written constitution.11 However, the 
fact that the Russian ruling elite is in various ways defying the written consti-
tution, in favour of informal ruling techniques masked (or revealed) by sym-
bolic practices, suggests that these practices carry significant weight. Seeing 
that Russia is not a constitutional democracy, an analysis of the regime has to 
take into account non- constitutional factors—and specifically the symbolic 
relationship between president, people, and other sources of legitimation.

A description of leader-centred practices as allusions to monarchical 
constellations offers one possible entry point for describing the connec-
tion between power relations and symbolic practices in contemporary 
hybrid regimes. In the following section, two key elements of the concept 
of para-royalty will be further explored and examined for their analytical 
value by applying them to the case of Putin’s leadership cult in its various 
symbolic dimensions.12 These are (1) references to a web of sources of 
legitimacy, instead of a central focus on popular sovereignty, resulting in 
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a complex representational relation of the ruler to the country’s popula-
tion,13 and (2) a particular emphasis on dynastic and divine legitimacy. 
Para-royalty is, then, a functional equivalent to the monarch’s leader fig-
ure in a non-monarchical polity. While Vladimir Putin is no king or tsar 
in a strictly nominal or institutional understanding, it can be argued that 
he fulfils symbolic functions of a royal figure in a hybrid regime, and that 
his status as a para-royal leader is intimately tied to Russia’s imperial self- 
perception, with all its transnational repercussions.

putIn and para-royalty: patterns of perforMatIvIty 
In conteMporary russIa

Recent analyses of the political situation in Russia have highlighted some 
ideological continuities between different stages of Russia’s modern his-
tory—especially regarding the continuation of foreign policy aspirations 
from the Russian empire to current expansionist tendencies in the Russian 
Federation. Imperial expansionism and its sources of legitimation have 
been shown to follow continuing traditions and even path dependencies, 
in that pre-existing factors such as Russia’s former geographical expanse 
seem to determine, if not necessitate, more recent political dynamics. The 
institution of monarchy, by contrast, has so far been frequently consid-
ered a phenomenon of the distant past. Russian monarchy from the early 
Rus’ to the Russian Revolution has been the focus of rich scholarly work 
for decades, analysing a variety of dimensions from political ideology and 
ceremonials to dynastic dynamics.14 But Tsarist royalty is deemed to have 
been fully supplanted by other forms of electoral authoritarian and auto-
cratic rule or, in more lenient interpretations, by a super-presidentialism 
pushing the constitution to the edge of its democratic design.15 Even 
though, in this view, there are ideological continuities in Russian history, 
the country’s institutional history has undergone drastic transformations.

Within this descriptive framework of authoritarianism, Vladimir Putin 
is to many observers a political figure of tremendous interest, fraught with 
contradictions and enigma. Is he a solitary leader, or is he dependent on 
the larger circle of the ruling elite he is surrounded by? How resilient is 
his popular approval,16 and what are its roots? Is popular approval even 
constitutive to Putin’s political status, or is it only an element of imitated 
democracy—a façade, generated through media manipulation, that barely 
conceals the president’s autocratic attitude? These questions are further 
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complicated by a number of factors: the inscrutable power structure inside 
the Kremlin (and its connections to the economic sector), the somewhat 
erratic ideological messages emanating from the power centre, and the 
appearance that Putin’s popular image is both imposed from ‘above’ and 
shared from ‘below’.

What is openly visible, meanwhile, is the symbolic surface of Putin’s 
popular image: the carefully staged and (by some) enthusiastically shared 
and perpetuated cult of the president as Russia’s leader. The symbolic 
qualities of this ‘cult’ are manifold, or at times even polysemic—but the 
resulting image is unequivocally one of Putin as the paramount political 
figure in the country.

In previous publications on the practices and products of these image 
campaigns, especially the mass-cultural depictions of Putin as a sober 
and knowledgeable technocrat as well as a hyper-masculine omnipotent 
figure—and their affirmation among his followers in the population—
have been highlighted.17 Popular depictions have taken a number of 
forms and shapes. On the one hand, there are carefully staged official 
portraits, photo-ops and video clips featuring the president in various 
active situations—animal or treasure hunting, horseback-riding, child-
kissing,18 body-building and judo-fighting.19 In many respects, these 
images—despite their strange exaggeration and occasional crassness—
bear a distinct resemblance to leaders’ portraits from other democratic 
and especially presidential contexts, be they contemporary France, Italy, 
or the United States.20 On the other hand, the official visualizations have 
had, practically since Putin’s rise to power in 2000, a popular-driven 
counterpart more clearly deviating from performative usages in Western 
liberal democracies. Unofficial depictions of Putin in popular culture and 
local contexts tend to carry the praise of the president to the extremes of 
sacredness and royalty. Two examples illustrate this. In 2015, the Cossack 
community in Putin’s hometown of St Petersburg funded the design and 
execution, by sculptor Pavel Grezhnikov, of a bust unequivocally depict-
ing the president as a Roman emperor, possibly Augustus.21 The sculpture 
alludes to a non- democratic, monarchic repertoire of political iconogra-
phy. The genre of a heroic bust and the emperor’s posture and clothes, 
complete with the Russian state seal in lieu of, for example, the imperial 
breastplate ornaments of the statue of Augustus of Primaporta, evoke 
anti-democratic and military traditions of premodern one-person rule. 
In addition, Putin receives, on a regular basis, gifts and tokens of feudal 
submission. In 2002, on the occasion of his fiftieth birthday, jewellers 
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from the Ural region crafted in Putin’s honour a replica of the Shapka 
Monomakha, the Tsarist equivalent to the royal crown, which had to be 
insured for USD 10 million22 July Cassiday and Emily Johnson are correct 
in highlighting the capitalist, user culture driven character of ‘Putinism’ 
that has brought about a large supply of only partially Kremlin-controlled, 
but often consumer-generated Putin-themed merchandise and artwork—
setting it apart from the more monolithic and less polysemic leader cult of 
Stalinism.23 A core message of the different products remains, however, 
unaffected, and distinguishes it from political cultural products in most 
democratic contexts: the emphasis on Putin as the single most important 
political figure in the Russian Federation, with a position apparently com-
parable to that of a king.

Aside from official and unofficial pictures and sculptures glorifying the 
president, his public image encompasses very frequent media appearances. 
In addition to Putin’s omnipresence in Russian newspapers and, more 
importantly, on public television, a number of specific formats are inter-
esting here. The most important, in terms of public impact and regular-
ity, may be the Direct Line—an annual live broadcast established in 2001 
during which Putin answers questions from citizens from various Russian 
regions. Far from being a forum for open critique and debate, the broad-
cast serves the ‘construction of a national space’24 through an emphasis 
on the centrality of the presidential figure in a gigantic country. Putin not 
only replies to praise and demands from various corners of the Russian 
expanse, but he does so in the manner of a benevolent despot. He consis-
tently promises to take care of problems of corruption or mismanagement 
‘himself’, thus granting favours to humble suppliants. This elevated role 
is, apparently, not contingent on the office of president, but solely on 
the figure of Putin. In the years 2008 through 2011, Putin conducted 
the programme as prime minister. He thus does not appear to represent 
popular interests in a complicated and contested political process, but as 
a distant though potent personal ruler, and rewarding whoever manages 
to ‘get through’ to him with gracious favours. In the broadcast ritual of 
Direct Line (which is getting longer and more devotional each year), Putin 
appears consistently as a benevolent ruler with all the nation’s might in his 
hands, regardless of scarce resources or legal and procedural restrictions.

Another noteworthy aspect in Putin’s image in the mass-media is 
his symbolic proximity with the Russian Orthodox Church. In contrast 
with his predecessors—and, of course, with past Soviet leaders—Putin 
has fostered close relations with Orthodox leaders and institutions. This 
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is true with regard to political co-operation, for example in view of the 
punishment of unwelcome opposition as in the many cases of ‘hooligan-
ism’ or the ‘violation of religious feelings’. But the co-operation is also 
reflected on a performative level: through frequent public appearances 
with Patriarch Kirill, Putin’s personal comments on his Christian beliefs 
(one of his very rare remarks on his private persona is an admission of hav-
ing been secretly baptized as a child25) and the emphasis on the role of the 
Church for Russia’s identity. In contrast to Boris Yeltsin’s inauguration, 
Putin’s accession was a sacralized event with Patriarch Aleksi II in an active 
role (Fig. 16.1).26

It has since become customary for events of national importance to 
be celebrated in a religious setting, with the central office holders pres-
ent. More importantly, the president repeatedly stresses the importance 
of religious faith and institutions for Russia, for instance in 2015 on the 
occasion of the millennial anniversary of the death of Vladimir, the first 
Christianized ruler of the Rus’: ‘The Christianization of the Rus’ lay 
the foundation for a united Russian nation.’27 Putin and the patriarchs 
Aleksi II and currently Kirill explicitly share the idea of a spiritual unity 
of church and state in Russia, in the service of the country’s civilizational 

Fig. 16.1 Vladimir Putin’s inauguration (https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Vladimir_Putin_inauguration_7_May_2012-25.jpeg)
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 autonomy,28 and the president continues to praise the Church’s ongo-
ing—not just historical—patriotic contribution: As recently as in 2015, 
he repeatedly emphasized his gratitude for ‘strengthening the unity of the 
Russian people’29 and for ‘raising the young generation in a spirit of patrio-
tism and civic duty’.30 This stands in contrast with the government’s poli-
cies since the fall of the Soviet Union—fostering a religious pluralism and 
mostly upholding the separation between Church and state.31 By contrast, 
on a performative level, Putin highlights not just his personal affinity to 
the Russian Orthodox Church, but its essential role for the Russian state. 
Patriarch Kirill on his part reciprocates on a regular basis, for example 
calling Putin’s political reign a ‘miracle of god’,32 thus supporting Putin’s 
claim to divine legitimation.

These symbolic practices—the official and unofficial depiction of Putin 
as the nation’s pre-eminent heroic figure with a benevolent but strong 
position towards the population and an intimate relationship with the 
Russian Orthodox Church—are arguably reminiscent, on a surface level, 
of royal and specifically Tsarist symbolism and ritual. These superficial 
resemblances, visuals, and ceremonials are likely what inspired the initially 
mentioned depictions of Putin as Russia’s ‘new tsar’ in Western media. He 
is upholding the appearance of holding court, granting favours, dictating 
ukazy—a presidential decree, with roots in the Tsarist past—and occa-
sionally influencing the validity of the law.33 The resemblances, however, 
are more profound. What Putin is evoking is not only the general sym-
bolic language of royalty, but more specifically the symbolism of legiti-
mation. This repertoire evokes—as Richard Wortman and Ronald Suny 
have shown for Russia’s monarchic tradition—a complicated web of legiti-
mation between state, empire, ruler, population (organically understood 
as narod), and God. This web finds a condensed expression in the idea 
of samoderzhavie as a ‘fusion of absolute monarch and imperial state’,34 
forming, together with the tenets of pravoslavie (orthodoxy) and narod-
nost’ (popularity) a triangle of legitimation. If monarchy is, in Wortman’s 
words, understood not as a succession of individual royal rulers, but as an 
‘ongoing institution and political culture’,35 Putin’s strategy of para-royal 
performative acts, emphasizing his role as loved by the people, sanctioned 
by the church and powerful in his reign, can be interpreted as an allusion 
to the allegedly legitimate forms of personal rule—and as a continuation 
of the political culture of monarchy.

While divine legitimation, popular acclamation, and the emphasis 
on personal power and strength can thus be plausibly seen as evoking 
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royal patterns, one could object that they are simply tools of ‘popular 
autocracy’.36 There is, however, one more performative feature alluding 
to royalism that sets Putinism apart from an image of mere autocracy. A 
truly unique characteristic of monarchical rule—especially in contrast with 
other types of personal rule—is a mode of succession regulated through 
authorization instead of contestation. The dynastic and hereditary ele-
ment of monarchy, with its far-reaching regime implications, comes with 
a distinct idea of symbolic legitimation. The royal ruler is seen in a direct 
line of authorized succession with his predecessors. This transfer of power 
is an essential source of monarchic legitimation, much more so than for 
example the defeat of potential adversaries. The dynastic mode of autho-
rized succession exempts the monarch from political contestation and 
competition. Here lies the inherently anti-democratic core of hereditary 
rule: the emphasis on the pre-selection (hereditary or through author-
itative selection) of the sole leading figure of the polity renders public 
approval a merely stabilizing or even ornamental feature, but not a locus 
of sovereignty.

To be sure, in the modern Russian Federation—as in the Soviet Union—
there has never existed a hereditary rule of succession; formally, all three 
presidents have been (re-)elected according to the regulations of the dem-
ocratic constitution of 1993. Despite this, however, the motif of direct 
and personally authorized succession plays a significant role in Putin’s 
public perception. In spite of the contrast in public images between Putin 
and Yeltsin, the nomination by the predecessor (carefully initiated through 
Putin’s prime ministry as a ‘test phase’) has been perceived as an impor-
tant source of the president’s authorization—an act many had expected 
to repeat itself when Putin named Medvedev as his successor, with the 
election as the mere formality of anointment of the ‘heir’ carefully selected 
from a flock of contenders, as a decade earlier.37 In the public communica-
tion of the Kremlin’s leader selection, the location of sovereignty becomes 
evident: while the president graciously submits himself to periodic rituals 
of acclamation—during elections as well as during his public questioning 
rituals like Direct Line—it is he who makes the central decisions. Putin 
decides on the duration of his reign, on the amendment of the official 
constitution in order to fit his needs, and, in the case of Medvedev, on 
the appropriate (if only provisional) heir to power. Conversely, the cur-
rent—and seemingly indiscriminate—tendency to integrate or even ‘recy-
cle’38 Tsarist and Soviet symbolism into the state symbols—‘rebuilding a 
world of familiar symbols’39—and to rehabilitate leading (and contrasting) 
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 figures from problematic chapters of Russian history, from the Romanovs 
and Pyotr Stolypin to Stalin himself,40 might be understood less as a glow-
ing endorsement of the specific personae, but as an attempt to derive legit-
imacy from tradition. Russian history appears, in the light of a succession 
of strong leaders, as a chain of legitimation largely unbroken—regardless 
of geopolitical turmoil and formal shifts in the political regime.

In sum, diagnoses of Russia as an ‘imitated democracy’ are only par-
tially accurate, in that they fail to consider important elements of Russia’s 
political façade. While some democratic procedures such as elections are 
indeed continuously—though often faultily—employed, certain political 
practices, rituals, and symbols alluding to royal rule are openly embraced. 
Not even the democratic façade, then, is consistently upheld. In public 
discourse, the Russian leader successfully claims the position of an equiva-
lent to the monarch by highlighting his authorization through multiple 
sources of legitimation—God, public acclamation by ‘the people’, and the 
quasi-hereditary perpetuity of lines of autocratic tradition. Vladimir Putin 
thus has, in his 16 years of rule, established an image that makes casual 
Western phrasings of a ‘Tsar Putin’ ring true at a very fundamental level. 
Even though the formal design of the Russian Federation is largely demo-
cratic, and even though the political power structure might be oligarchic, 
patrimonial or authoritarian, on the surface the Russian presidency has 
para-royal features, with Putin as its sovereign-seeming monarch.

a tsar of KIngs: IMperIal and transnatIonal 
dIMensIons of russIan para-royalty

At first glance then, para-royalty appears to be a straightforward strategy 
of defending authoritarianism in the normative environment of democ-
racy by referencing ideas of strong ‘national’ leadership. However, the 
reincarnation of Russian royalty in the figure of Vladimir Putin is more 
complicated than the narrative of a strong connection between a unified, 
perpetual Russian nation and its sovereign ruler might suggest. If Putin’s 
performative strategy relies on symbolic traditions of royalty, it can hardly 
be understood without considering the pronouncedly ‘transnational’ 
character of Russian monarchy and of its contemporary reincarnations.

The strong transnational dimension to Russian monarchy and to con-
temporary para-royal elements is threefold. First, the symbolic repertoire 
of Russian monarchy and para-royalty relies on transnational sources. If 
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Richard Wortman speaks of the ‘foreign sources of [royal] authority’, he 
specifically means the fact that tsars, from early tsarism to Nicholas  II, 
derived their public image from Viking, Roman, Byzantine, and Western 
repertoires alike.41 The symbolic repertoire of Russian monarchs has for 
centuries been a patchwork of transnational borrowings, and the same 
is arguably true for the continuation of para-royal political culture in 
the current presidency. Putin perpetuates the Russian concept of the 
‘third Rome’42 and plays with the symbolic language of eighteenth- and 
nineteenth- century Russian rulers, but he also borrows from contem-
porary transnational sources, for example media strategies of Western 
presidents.

Second, the audience of the performative strategy of para-royalty is 
not, in a narrow sense, national. It would be too simplistic to regard the 
relationship between the para-royal figure and the intended audience as 
a national dynamic between a ruler addressing a prefigured nation and 
a nation acknowledging the ruler’s authority. Historically, Russia has 
never—neither in Tsarist times nor during the Soviet Union—constituted 
a nation in any clearly, let alone ethnically, delineated sense of the word. 
Instead of constituting a firmly established imagined community with a 
shared and congruent identity, its many ethnic and linguistic groups were 
only vaguely united by centripetal hierarchical power structures,43 with 
unifying ideologies of the late nineteenth century such as ‘Russification’44 
or ‘official nationality’ producing mixed results at best. Even though, by 
comparison, the contemporary Russian Federation more closely resembles 
a clearly defined multinational state, the Russian power centre still gov-
erns a complex and decentralized space and population. Accordingly, the 
audience of Putin’s para-royal performances is more heterogeneous than 
they would be in an ideal, typical, nation state scenario. The president has 
largely moved away from addressing the diversity of the population on 
Russian territory—he has rather shifted to targeting ethnic ‘Russian’ (russ-
kiy, in contrast to rossiysky, that is Russian by nationality) populations, both 
within the country and beyond the borders of the Russian Federation.45 
The focus of Russian foreign policy and public diplomacy has increasingly 
become the Russkiy Mir’ (Russian World), as a cultural foundation, insti-
tuted by Putin’s ukaz in 2007 and promoting Russian soft power in the 
near abroad and beyond.46 The imperial aspiration of Russian rule, which 
has been more pronounced since Putin’s rise to power, is manifest not 
only in foreign policy, but equally in the target audience for Putin’s self- 
representation as supreme ruler.
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Finally, this transnationally extended audience comprises not only the 
population, but other rulers as well. Russian para-royal symbolic repertoires 
seem to be partially shared or even emulated by other autocratic leaders 
in the region. There appear to be not just transnational influences, but a 
transnational audience of rulers aspiring to an equally para-royal status. For 
instance Ramzan Kadyrov, head of the Republic of Chechnya, has since his 
accession in 2007 developed a ruling style that, while occasionally invoking 
popular approval, predominately relies on demonstrations of power and 
visualizations of autocratic potency.47 He not only presents himself as a 
militant for and envoy of (Islamic) faith,48 but as a glamorous and heroic 
jack-of-all-trades (doubling, for example, as a movie star and professor of 
economics).49 More importantly, he permanently demonstrates his omnip-
otent position and his arbitrary, though ‘benevolent’, ruling style towards 
the population. He publicly practices and defends the coercion and submis-
sion of his citizens and at the same time styles himself as the ‘father of the 
nation’ with his own dedicated youth organizations, large portraits covering 
the buildings of Grozny,50 and enormous holiday celebrations taking place 
on his birthday.51 Finally, he derives the authorization to rule not from fair 
and free elections, but from dynastic inheritance as well as appointment. 
His father, jihadist mufti and later Chechen president Akhmad Kadyrov, 
groomed Ramzan to be his successor, and Vladimir Putin had him pass the 
customary test for becoming the republic’s leader by naming him prime 
minister before installing him as president by decree.52

Another exemplar of a long-term autocracy veiling itself in pseudo- 
democratic and para-royal elements is Nursultan Nazarbayev, president 
of Russia’s neighbouring country Kazakhstan and after the death of 
Turkmenistan’s ‘Turkmenbashi’ Niyazov arguably one of the more flam-
boyant of the region’s rulers. Nazarbayev, head of the republic since Soviet 
times, is—albeit with a more technocratic and less arbitrary-masculinist 
twist than Kadyrov—styling himself as the father of the country, with 
his own national holiday, two museums dedicated to his person, and an 
exemption from presidential term limits under the ‘Leader of the Nation 
Law’ of 2010. Like Kadyrov, and perhaps as his role model in this regard, 
Nazarbayev has invested himself in the project of a glamorous capital to 
be forever connected with his name. As Marlène Laruelle has shown, 
this spectacular and long-lasting leadership cult of Nazarbayevism is not 
only nationalist (in both a civic and an ethnic sense), but also intimately 
 connected to transnational legitimation, not least through the President’s 
engagement in the Putin-led Eurasian Union.53
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Geographically, Putin’s realm is thus surrounded by states and countries 
such as Chechnya, Kazakhstan, but also Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan54 
with symbolic styles similar in core aspects to his own. Can this regionally 
clustered pattern be solely attributed to a post-Soviet destabilization that 
has fostered the emergence of ‘Oriental despots’?55 Or is there a trans-
national effect, a travelling practice of para-royalty at play? The spatial 
clustering of para-royal performative strategies of authoritarian regimes 
in the former Soviet region should not be underestimated: the resem-
blance with monarchical regimes bears insight—if closer attention is paid 
to the question of what kind of royal figure Putin tries to incarnate and 
if the long-term patterns of the political culture of Russian monarchy are 
acknowledged. The figure of the Russian Tsar has never been identical to 
that of the king of a Westphalian-style nation state: Russian monarchy, as 
well as its transformation into para-royalty, is deeply imperial in charac-
ter. If Russian monarchy is eo ipso imperial, this, however, does not imply 
a colonial imperialism of the British model either: the realm of Russian 
rule has always been continental and contiguous, rendering any clear-cut 
contrast between metropolis and periphery difficult and up for political 
contestation.

The recent renaissance of Russian imperial aspiration—precisely in the 
form of regional assertion and contiguous expansion by means of soft 
and hard power—finds ideological reflection in many forms in current 
Russia. The ideological movement of Neo-Eurasianism,56 the proponents 
of Novorossiya, and believers in the Doctrine of Orthodox Civilization57 
and Holy Russia58 propagate the idea of a Russian Federation belonging 
to a Greater Russia—an imperial argument that is often (if not always) 
accompanied by invocations of imperial leadership. In his Manifesto of 
Eurasianism, the often-quoted Aleksandr Dugin, self-declared leader of 
the Neo-Eurasian Movement and member of the high-profile conserva-
tive think tank Izborskyi Klub, for instance, has formulated the devotion 
to President Putin as ‘radical centrism’: ‘We are centrists to the extent that 
the President and the authority act for the sake of the Power, for the sake 
of the people. And not in a populist and transient way, but in a medium 
and long-term perspective. Here again we will be for the President fer-
vently, radically, up to the end.’59 The escalating para-royal representa-
tions do not merely coincide with these imperial aspirations: they are also 
the most recent episode of Russian claims for an ‘imperial’ leadership 
 integrating larger geographical spaces and many nations. Russian para-
royalty thus has to be seen in the long-term context of Russian imperiality. 
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It is a composite practice of nationalist leadership cult and imperial ideas 
of ‘imperator’-ship with transnational repercussions.

If the tsar’s full official title since Peter the Great was ‘by the grace 
of God, Emperor and Autocrat of all the Russias’ and enumerated all of 
these dozens of ‘Russias’ by name, this illustrated that the tsar’s claim to 
power rested on a feudal hierarchy of princes, counts, and (originally in 
the Rus’) boyars. The imperiality of this claim to power lay in its bound-
lessness. The official title phased out with the phrase ‘and so forth, and 
so forth, and so forth’, which was even included in the canonization of 
the title in the constitution of 1906. The Russian monarch’s reach went 
even beyond the many officially incorporated territories and was essen-
tially open-ended. Today, the para-royal analogue to this feudal hierarchy 
between monarch and his imperial ‘lower princes’ finds the most clear 
illustration in the case of Chechnya: Ramzan Kadyrov is actively and pub-
licly emphasizing the fact that he is ruling by the grace of Vladimir Putin. 
In 2010, he renounced the title of ‘president’ of Chechnya, stressing that 
there could be only one president in a country.60 Kadyrov seems to own a 
collection of various t-shirts praising the Russian president and proclaimed 
in an interview that he would give his life for Putin, whose superiority he 
wholeheartedly recognizes: ‘I would die a hundred times for Putin.’61 On 
numerous occasions, Ramzan Kadyrov has pledged personal—not politi-
cal or institutional—allegiance to Vladimir Putin. This public devotion 
culminated in an ‘Oath to the Country and Putin’, proclaimed in a sold- 
out stadium in Grozny, in which he declared himself an infantrist to the 
President and which ended in the battle call ‘Allahu Akbar’.62 The trifold 
web of legitimation in which Kadyrov presents himself is constituted by 
God, People, and Putin.

While Kadyrov is acting like a monarch towards the Chechen popula-
tion, he is himself acknowledging Putin as the superior royal figure—as a 
tsar reigning over a far-flung imperial realm the parts of which are admin-
istered by smaller kings. If Kadyrov is the ‘Chechen Putin’,63 this is true 
only within a feudal hierarchy of lower vassals, the tsar (not just the king) 
of whom is Putin himself.

conclusIon

The Russian Federation is no monarchy, but neither is it an ‘imitated 
democracy’ in a full sense. On a surface level, the conduct and treatment 
of the head of state emphatically embraces royal practices, making the 
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constellation in some respects—with regard to the ruler’s symbolism—
like a monarchy. Even though this partial, though certainly not systemic 
resemblance mainly comprises symbolic practices, it bears some insights 
on the sources of the president’s legitimation. With his para-royal style, 
Putin continues a long-standing political culture of monarchy, performing 
and activating a repertoire of legitimation—through reference to God, 
authorized succession, and popular acclamation—that resonates with the 
Russian audience. And yet, the transnational component of this ruling 
style—in its sources but more importantly its popular and political audi-
ences—points to a core characteristic of the Russian political framework 
that is often neglected, especially when domestic and foreign policy are 
treated separately. Russia continues to be (facilitated by its ruling elite) 
an imperial polity, in the sense that its imperial past and its current aspira-
tions decisively influence the relationship between politics and population. 
Russia’s imperiality is a decisive factor in domestic politics and domestic 
political culture. If the fashionable trope of ‘Tsar Putin’ is thus to unfold 
its full heuristic potential, it has to take into account its imperial con-
tent. Current Russian politics rely not just on royal imagery—with them 
comes the idea of a Russian claim to power reaching beyond the borders 
of the country. Even though, then, Putin and the Central Asian autocrats 
populate a shared symbolic system of para-royal legitimation, the Russian 
ruler claims for himself a role substantially different from the ‘parochial’ 
despotic figures in the imperial periphery, namely that of a sovereign over 
a vast geographical space transcending national and ethnic borders.
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The main contribution of this volume has been to locate, and indeed 
foreground, the ‘royal nation’ as an autonomous historical category in 
transnational and global history. Following an introductory chapter which 
presented the conceptual and methodological agenda of this project, the 
book has set out 15 case studies to demonstrate the different ways in 
which the royal nation, as a historical phenomenon, offered answers to the 
challenges posed by nationalism in different parts of the modern world, 
among widely varying sets of political actors.

The authors in this volume have underlined that, across the nineteenth 
and twentieth and indeed into the twenty-first centuries, political actors 
have compared and contrasted rulerships in their own societies with those 
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in others in order to articulate new forms of national politics and gover-
nance. This intermeshing of monarchy and nationalism cannot be under-
stood merely in terms of the circulation of a pre-existing module of official 
nationalism (as Benedict Anderson implies). Rather, we have to think in 
terms of a multifaceted and multi-sited explosion of political activities cen-
tring on monarchic imaginaries and institutions. The authors have stressed 
the originality and creativity of these experiments. What this book has also 
underlined are the varied and contradictory political implications of such 
interventions, as royal national projects have been used to reinforce exist-
ing power hierarchies, as well as to profoundly challenge or even destabi-
lize them.

The unique feature and connecting thread of this volume is its argu-
ment about the transnational underpinnings of royal nationhood. The 
transnational connections were often quite far-ranging, spanning conti-
nents or, in other instances, clustering in specific trans-regional spaces. We 
have suggested that the mutual imbrications of the royal and the national 
did not just erupt separately in different modern societies; rather they were 
actually mediated through exchanges of conceptual models and political 
frameworks across spatial borders. We need to ask the obvious question: 
what made this transnational phenomenon at all historically possible? We 
shall take a cue from the different contributions in this volume to suggest 
some possible answers.

First, we need to factor in the phenomenon of resilience. For various 
reasons, royalty seemed compelling to actors across the world, even, and 
especially, in the aftermath of revolutionary challenges that destabilized 
or even brought to an end formal monarchies. From German and Italian 
elites in the wake of 1848, to Brazilian intellectuals after the demise of 
the monarchy in 1889, to Russian ruling classes in the early twenty-first 
century: the resurgence of monarchic imaginaries in the aftermath of revo-
lutionary disruptions is an extraordinary phenomenon that has scarcely 
been adequately theorized upon in transnational terms. The chapters have 
shown that while there have been obvious (and well-known) cases of revo-
lutionary nationalist challenges to monarchies, there have been (often, less 
well-studied) cohabitations between monarchies and nationalisms, allow-
ing monarchies to enjoy post-revolutionary afterlives. Even where the 
royal dynasty was definitely overthrown, para-royal rule could re-emerge, 
as in modern Russia. The resulting persistence of monarchical concepts—
in political culture, constitutional form, historicity, and memory—needs 
to be juxtaposed against other cases where the monarchic influence is per-
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haps less obvious, as in post-Second World War Germany, modern China, 
or twentieth-century France. Did the strong monarchical influences on 
political culture which remained immediately after the abolition of the 
monarchy (as Martin Kohlrausch has shown for Germany, and Jia Feng 
for China) still remain strong decades after the abolition of kingship? 
How should we relate monarchic afterlives to the kind of para-royalty that 
Eva Marlene Hausteiner has conceptualized for contemporary Russia and 
Central Asia? And what should we think about the role of modern intellec-
tuals, journalists, politicians, or academics vis-à- vis these lingering remains 
of monarchy? How should we regard those states—such as interwar 
Germany or contemporary China—where monarchies have not returned, 
and yet visions of strong statehood have proved extraordinarily attractive? 
Has transnational reinforcement of monarchic imaginaries itself been an 
agent of resurgence and resilience of royalty or emergence of para-royalty? 
And finally—and perhaps this is the elephant in the room question—to 
what extent can we speak about ‘modernity’ or ‘modern political cultures’ 
as a definable political or intellectual category, marked by the assumed 
antithesis of the premodern and the modern, or of the monarchic and 
the republican-national, when monarchic imaginaries, which long pre-
date modernity (however capaciously conceived), have interrupted so fre-
quently into contemporary political forms and horizons? The royal nation 
resolutely puts into question many assumed binaries here, and provokes 
us to interrogate, or perhaps to entirely rework, what we understand by 
modern nationhood.

Second, we need to reflect on the issue of geographical scale. Monarchic 
imaginaries were often important in political spaces where the match 
between territory and nationality was not definitively settled, as Javier 
Moreno-Luzón and Daniel Wimmer have shown for Spain, and especially 
for Catalonia. How far have monarchic influences been especially strong in 
instances where regional nationalisms, established nation states, and more 
expansive identities (such as the European one) have had to converse and 
contest with each other? Similar questions are raised by the malleability of 
monarchic imaginaries in contexts of imperial negotiations with nation-
hood, as shown by Ulrich Hofmeister for Turkestan vis-à-vis Russian rule, 
by Anne Anderson with respect to the relation between Hesse and the 
German Empire, and by Alexandre Lazzari in terms of Brazil’s fraught 
relationship with its neighbours in Latin America, its ‘mother-country’ in 
Iberian Europe, as well as with its indigenous and mixed-race populations. 
Some of the authors have identified regional clusters of royal nationhood. 
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In the crossroads of Russia and Central Asia, in the relations between 
Spain and Latin America, in the Arab world, in Europe as a densely inter-
connected continent: we can see certain forms and zones of articulate 
royal nationhood emerging. Indeed, one of the most important attrac-
tions of monarchic imaginaries lies in the way they allow for capacious 
political imaginings and geographies of nationhood: to think, for example, 
about federalism or about a European or a pan-Ibero-American identity, 
without sacrificing the perceived advantages of national sovereignty.

Other authors have pointed out mobilities of monarchic imaginaries 
across more far-flung regions, indeed, often across continents. Colonialism 
has obviously played a crucial role in this, including through the dialec-
tics of anti- or post-colonial political mediations. We need to think fur-
ther about how monarchic centres have held together—or often, pulled 
apart and disintegrated—ties of ethnicity, language, and other forms of 
political solidarity. Royal nationhood operates through and against mul-
tiple geographical scales: from closely-knit regions (like Catalonia), to 
multi-regional kingdoms (like Tsarist Russia), to transcontinental empires 
(such as the British), to postcolonial geographies (for example, the British 
Commonwealth, or the Organization of Ibero-American States) marked 
by long-distance monarchically inflected cultural ties. Monarchic struc-
tures and imaginaries have been central to the production of such multi- 
scalar nationalisms, and this line of enquiry needs to be explored further in 
future. And finally, as Milinda Banerjee’s chapter argues provocatively, the 
‘global’ itself may be seen as the proper scale of analysis for thinking about 
the royal nation: not at the cost of other scales (regional, transcontinental, 
and so on), but in complementarity and connection to them, as the very 
platform for enacting discourses and practices of national unity and sover-
eignty in monarchic garbs on an absolutely planetary scale.

Third, the book has emphasized the role of intensified—and increas-
ingly transnationalized and globalized—uses of media and political legiti-
mation for the establishment of royal nations. While laws, ceremonies, 
dress, religion, or the military have also been used before the nineteenth 
century to express forms of command and rule, they have since been 
used to further the connection between royal power, emerging national-
isms, and nation states. The last two centuries have seen the advent of an 
intensified globalization of new media and tools of publicity: newspapers, 
television, the internet, photography, legal codes, and constitutions. The 
authors in this book have selected one or more of these forms to show 
how they became central nodes for a transnationally oriented production 
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of royal nationhood. Rulers gained new popularity through their presence 
in newspapers, television, and everyday objects. Pictures and films focused 
consumers’ attention on simplified, perhaps banalized, depictions of mon-
archs or rulers as singular entities located at the centre of national politics 
and cultures. The new worldwide media made possible new globalized 
publics and consumers of royal nationhood. The legitimacy of rulers was 
reshaped in legal codes. Their subjects compared and contrasted them 
with rulers in other parts of the world to demand better national gover-
nance. Political ceremonies, from royal anniversaries and tours to funerals, 
were often prime spaces for deploying and debating such representations 
of power. Language itself was reshaped in newer ways, to produce new 
concepts for and against monarchy, and in relation to the production of 
the nation as a category which could be sustained by, or be in mutiny 
against, kingships. We thus need to think about how structures of gover-
nance, communication, and public debate have travelled, and deepened 
and widened the reach of royal nationhood. We have shown that far from 
diminishing the aura of royalty, these new tools of modernity (media, con-
stitution, internet, and so on) have often placed royalty at the centre of 
public spaces, while also putting new demands and constraints on them to 
respond to such intensified and globalized public pressure.

Finally, as in any volume on transnational and global history, we need 
to focus on agents of cultural transfer, referring here not just to strategies 
of rule, mediatization, and so on (discussed above), but also to physically 
mobile human actors. It is a truism to say that the nineteenth century inau-
gurated an age of global travel; what is often forgotten, however, is that 
these travels exposed and connected an ever-expanding array of actors to 
monarchic political forms beyond their own social borders, and rendered 
them into agents of cultural transfer. British artists in Germany; Indian or 
Nepalese intellectuals and politicians in Europe; French or French- trained 
experts in Morocco; Siamese royalty across South East Asia and India—
these have all been agents of hybridization and globalization of monarchic 
politics. We hope that future research will build on our focus on trans-
national biography, and expand our understanding of the role of these 
actors—rulers, statesmen, artists, architects, intellectuals, and reporters, 
among others—in shaping the royal nation as a global category.

In any case, this volume will have achieved its ambition if we can per-
suade our readers that any future reckoning with the globally entangled 
emergence of the modern world, and specifically of modern political forms, 
cannot afford to neglect the centrality of the monarchy–nationalism nexus 

CONCLUSION: TRANSNATIONAL HISTORIES OF THE ‘ROYAL NATION’ 
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in world history since the nineteenth century. There is a certain irony in 
the way in which modern nation states have often been constructed trans-
nationally, even when (some) nationalists—and historians consuming their 
rhetoric—have cast transnationality as the dyadic opposite of nationhood. 
The resulting symbioses between transnational horizons and nationalist 
frames, between kingships (real and imagined) and nations, have resulted 
in the proliferation, across the modern world, of the globalized category 
of royal nations.
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