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The French Revolution and the Emergence of Modern Nationalism

Lloyd Kramer

The French Revolution had a major influence on many of the political and cultural themes of
modern nationalisms. Revolutionaries stressed that the reformed French nation differed from all
monarchical states because it represented the sovereign will of the people rather than the

"

interests of a sovereign royal family and because it affirmed the "rights of man." This political
emphasis on a distinctive national identity and mission became a common theme in all modern
nationalisms (though other nationalisms often promoted very different political institutions). The
French also developed cultural rituals to "nationalize" personal and collective identities, and they
embarked on wars in which the sacrifice of soldiers came to be viewed as the highest form of
national virtue. At the same time, the quest for national unity and the demands of warfare
produced recurring conflicts between the claims of the new nation-state and individual human
rights. These political, cultural, and military aspects of the French Revolution thus shaped key
ideological and institutional components of modern nationalism, which remains one of the

Revolution’s most important legacies in modern world history.
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