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Ernest Renan:  What is a Nation? (1882)
Discussion Questions

Background:  One of the most important forces to come out of the French Revolution was the concept of modern nationalism.  The idea of nationalism and national identity will play an enormous role in much of the modern history we are studying this year.  In order to properly understand its effects on the world, we must first be certain we understand the concept of “nation” and “nationalism.”  We will spend the next day or two discussing and working with these terms.

Directions:  To prepare for our discussion, please do the following.  Read the Renan article and answer the questions below.  You may either write in the space provided or put your answers on a separate page.  Feel free to answer the questions in bullet/note form—but be certain they are substantial enough to guide your active participation in our discussion.

1. Before you read Renan, please write down your own personal definition of it means to be a nation- what makes a group of people a nation instead of just a group of people?

a. For me, a nation is…

2. Read Renan carefully &slowly.  Highlight and mark up as you go along.  Make notes in the margins of ideas you think are important or want to comment or ask about.

3. Prepare for discussion by answering the following questions:

a. For Renan, what is a nation?

b. In your own words, what does Renan mean by:

i. “One loves in proportion to the sacrifices to which one has consented, and in proportion to the ills that one has suffered.”

ii.  “It [a nation] is summarized, however, in the present by a tangible fact, namely, consent, the clearly expressed desire to continue a common life.”

iii. “The nations are not something eternal.  They had their beginnings and they will end.”

iv. “So long as this moral consciousness gives proof of its strength by the sacrifices which demand the abdication of the individual to the advantage of the community, it is legitimate and has the right to exist.”

c. Now that you’ve read Renan, has your definition of “nation” changed?  How and why has it changed or not changed?

d. What makes the United States a nation?

i. For Renan:

ii. For you:

e. On balance, do you believe nationalism and national identity are a force for good or for evil in the world?  WHY??

