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AUTHORS’ NOTE

In its admirable fertility, the English language offers a choice of words to describe similar things and theories. Our book thus concerns human diversity, heterogeneity, pluralism, hybridization, and multiculturalism. Among these terms, we prefer the first, since the last now tends to sow discord. We seek to challenge reflexive responses, as our very title suggests. Pax is Latin for “peace,” ethnos is Greek for “people.” This betrothal reflects the diversity of our language, its polygamous interbreeding of Saxon, Latin, Germanic, Norse, Celtic, and a dozen other mother tongues. Over the centuries, pax has identified many multinational groupings: Romana, Britannica, Americana, Sovietica, Siniaca, Hispanica, Ottomana, Mongolica, and even (implausibly) Syriana. High time, in our view, for a more universal aspiration: Pax Ethnica.






PROLOGUE

SANE OASES IN A RABID WORLD

Out of Ireland have we come.
 Great hatred, little room,
 Maimed us at the start.
 I carry from my mother’s womb
 A fanatic heart.

—WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS,
 “ REMORSE FOR INTEMPERATE
 SPEECH ” (1931)

 

 

 

 

YEATS’ S LINES COULD stand as shorthand for scores of civil conflicts that fester endlessly around our world. The smaller the room, often crowded with kindred peoples, the greater the hatred.

An exasperated observer once remarked that the Holy Land possessed more history than geography; its perennially angry inhabitants could readily be squeezed into Vermont. In neighboring Lebanon (little more than an overgrown city-state) strife persists among Muslims (Sunni and Shia), Christians (four major denominations), and the Druze (a secretive community whose origins defy brief summary). Sri Lanka’s Sinhalese and Tamil inhabitants have for decades wrestled for dominion of a splinter of their shared island; ditto for Greek and Turkish Cypriots. For reasons opaque to most outsiders, Serbs, Croats, Bosnians, Albanians, Macedonians, and Montenegrins tirelessly strive for mastery of microsegments of former Yugoslavia. Sadly, in historically victimized Africa, domestic contention proliferates in Kenya, Ivory  Coast, Somalia, Uganda, Angola, and Zimbabwe, as well as in the outsized and mineral-rich Sudan, Nigeria, and the Congo. The bleak roll extends from South and East Asia to the Pacific islands (large and small) and across the seas to the backlands of Central and South America. True and mercifully, Yeats’s Ireland is for the moment calm, but as the retired Dublin diplomat Ted Smyth cautioned us, sectarian diehards in the British-ruled North remain forever ready to march forty miles out of their way to be insulted.

For most of us, familiarity with these disputes breeds fatigue. Whenever violence breaks out afresh, policymakers and their journalistic choir tend to reiterate familiar mantras. They caution that such quarrels arise from deep, tangled, and ancient hatreds, and hence may be beyond reach of reason. They note that the misnamed “international community” has a record of impotence in addressing localized disputes (e.g., Somalia, Gaza, and Rwanda). Inevitably, outside powers tend to meddle, either to appease domestic lobbies and secure access to critical resources or purportedly for nationalist, ideological and humanitarian reasons—exacerbated by the rivalry of politicians anxious to pose as martial saviors. When it becomes apparent that little can be done to resolve civil disputes, would-be mediators plead for cease-fires, UN Security Council resolutions, multiparty talks, United Nations sanctions, or a new “road map”—staple formulas for buying time, removing a crisis from the overnight news cycle, and (importantly) limiting blame. When all else fails, op-ed pundits are likely to invoke the grim existential specter of a “clash of civilizations,” especially regarding conflicts that embroil Christians, Muslims, Jews, Confucians, Hindus, and/or Buddhists.
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OUR BOOK CONSTITUTES a forthright dissent. Succinctly phrased, we believe it is not the clash between but within civilizations that most often sows civil discord. Typically, in the struggles listed above, secular power seekers have magnified dormant if genuine historical and social grievances to aggrandize their own faith, tribe, and (not accidentally) themselves. None of this, we hasten to acknowledge, will  come as a surprise to literate students of foreign affairs. Yet remarkably and curiously, little is said in the mainstream media about the obverse phenomenon: the various instances in which human ingenuity and determined statecraft have defused potentially explosive civil conflicts. Our purpose in these pages is to describe important unsung exceptions and to identify policies that might be relevant elsewhere.

Our quest for neglected oases of civility took us from Western Europe to Russia, thence to India, returning via Australia to North America. Each of our chosen examples illuminates a commonly unexplored path to ethnic comity, or so we maintain.

We first chose Flensburg in northern Germany, because this port city was for more than a century at the epicenter of a borderlands quarrel that supposedly illustrated the intractability of “ancient hatreds” (vide today’s former Yugoslavia). From Napoleonic times through two world wars, the “Schleswig-Holstein Question” embroiled Europe’s royal families and its headstrong national leaders, fueling interminable press and parliamentary disputes. The Question twice provoked armed conflict between Prussia and Denmark, culminating in decades of partitions, plebiscites, and prolonged German occupation. Yet presto, following World War II a newly liberated Danish government offered to swap long-contested land for peace. The result was an innovative accord with Germany’s newborn Federal Republic—an agreement so successful that the world ever since has taken little notice of the once-notorious “Duchies.” In sum, peace trumped territory, and our visit to Flensburg suggested that multiple loyalties and languages can be creatively reconciled.

Similarly, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, a leader of the ethnically diverse Republic of Tatarstan stretched the meaning of the spongy word “sovereignty” in an astute bargain with Moscow that gave their republic’s Muslim majority and its almost as large Orthodox population an incentive to coexist peacefully (and to continue to intermarry). Tatarstan’s comity contrasts with turbulent Chechnya’s unending strife, a contrast underscored by the dedication of a great mosque next to a venerable cathedral inside the walled Kremlin that overlooks Kazan, the republic’s inviting capital. Here the critical role has been human agency, in the guise of a canny politician who effectively made the case for sovereignty, sans independence.

We turned as well to Marseille, France’s second city and home to Europe’s largest Muslim community (around 240,000 of 839,000 inhabitants) along with its sizable Jewish and Orthodox Christian minorities (roughly 80,000 each, all statistics being estimates since France does not enumerate by religion or ethnicity). In the tumultuous autumn of 2005, as riots and car burnings raged through France, the contrasting calm in Marseille attracted little media attention; it was un-news. As we found, Marseille’s civility derived in part from civic branding; that is, its residents conspicuously and proudly identified themselves as citizens of their city and its neighborhoods, unlike the alienated youths rioting in the soulless banlieues encircling Paris. This was abetted by policies crafted by three strong mayors who skillfully promoted dialogue, while also catering separately to Marseille’s ethnic communities (clientism, in the useful French phrase).

In South Asia, we explored the Indian State of Kerala, also known as “God’s Own Country,” a compact sliver of land flanking the Arabian Sea, whose population of 32 million exceeds that of super-sized Australia and Canada. Not only do Kerala’s diverse residents (Hindu, Muslim, Christian) flourish peacefully, but they have led the way in literacy, life expectancy, and health care within the world’s most populous democracy. Their success confirms the vital roles of empowering women, mobilizing the underclass, encouraging intercommunal professional associations, and promoting skills that enable Kerala to harvest remittances from a skilled migrant workforce. Against odds and stereotypes, Kerala’s voters regularly gravitate from indigenous Marxist-led coalitions to centrist Congress-led coalitions, relegating to the fringe extremist religious, communal and ultraleftist factions that have spread terror and tears elsewhere in India.

Our fifth example is Queens, New York, arguably the world’s most diverse political unit, in which 2.3 million people speak 138 languages. Yet after some rough passages in past decades, the leaders of this remarkable borough have embraced diversity, turning hyphenated citizenship into a civic asset. Here we discovered an exemplary library system that provides newcomers with polyglot books, job counseling, and computer skills that together throw a lifeline to the uprooted. And here school and community boards offer a meaningful political foothold to hyphenated  politicians—such as Borough President Helen Marshall, an Afro-Caribbean-American and a former librarian, whose mantra is “Visit Queens—See the World.”

Finally, weighing the experience of the world’s three biggest and essentially immigrant nations—Canada, Australia, and the United States—we found reassuring evidence that diversity works on many levels: economic, educational, political, and cultural (not least in the form of teenage rap, the universal language of outsiders in a changing world). The relevant wisdom of a forgotten American sage (Washington Irving) helps us to conclude with our own summary maxims on diversity.
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YET STRANGELY AND perversely, as we were brooding on all this, the very term “multicultural” metastasized into a controversial “ism,” its failings decried in early 2011 by the leaders of France, Germany, and Britain, the rhetorical sting in the tail being another contentious word, “identity.” As phrased by President Nicholas Sarkozy in a television interview, “If you come to France, you accept to melt into a single community, which is the national community, and if you do not want to accept that, you are not welcome in France. We have been too concerned about the identity of the person who was arriving, and not enough about the identity of the country that was receiving him.” Chancellor Angela Merkel earlier pronounced multiculturalism “an utter failure” during a nationwide debate stirred by a best-selling book written by a German central banker averring that Muslim immigrants made his country “stupider.” Merkel’s comments were echoed in Britain by Prime Minister David Cameron, who claimed that “under the doctrine of state multiculturalism, we have encouraged different cultures to live separate lives, apart from each other and the mainstream.”

On its surface, this disillusion is paradoxical since the European Union is itself a vibrant example of multiculturalism, a mingling of twenty republics and six monarchies whose five hundred million citizens speak twenty-three official languages, three of which (English, German, and French) are working languages. The creation of the European Union formed a redeeming epilogue to a European century scarred by ruinous wars, tyranny, dispossession, and genocide; fittingly, the  Union’s anthem is Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy.” Any possessor of a member-state passport can settle and work in any other member state, with culinary benefits visible (and edible) in all EU capitals. The ubiquitous “Polish plumber” has long since become a familiar target of mostly good-natured jibes (west of the River Elbe).

No, it is not the Slavs or the Celts or the Hellenes that provoke lamentations about “multiculturalism.” It is a specific minority: the predominantly Muslim, non-European migrants who began arriving in Europe in large numbers after World War II. These newest arrivals and their offspring today comprise around 7.5 percent of France’s population, 5 percent of Germany’s, and 4.6 percent of Great Britain’s. So reckons the respected Pew Research Center (as of January 2011), though all such figures are estimates since definitions are plastic as to what beliefs and which genes identify a Muslim. Incontestably, as Islamic subcultures have multiplied so has European concern about a possibly hostile incubus.

A quasi-populist backlash has spread from the Baltic to the Adriatic, abetting avowedly anti-immigrant political parties whose leaders claim that secretive and sullen Islamic interlopers are responsible for rising crime, juvenile delinquency, and the abuse of women through forced marriages and honor killings. At the movement’s apocalyptic fringe, some discern a Muslim conspiracy to overwhelm Europe through sheer fertility, the goal being to impose Islamic law, avenge centuries of colonial exploitation, and give birth to a baleful “Eurabia.” Played down by alarmists is the soft factual base for their worst-case scenarios. Discounted or ignored are repeated surveys indicating that the most Muslim newcomers are either secularist or minimally observant, and that most aspire to a normal life within their host countries. Minimized is the hard fact that Islam, like Christianity, revels in diversity, and that its adherents are of many quarrelsome minds.

The great youthful tsunami that swept through the Middle East in 2011 offered a test of the bleak forebodings about political Islam. No sooner had a Tunisian fruit vendor drenched himself in gasoline and lit the match that ignited a rebellion in nearby Egypt than pessimists foresaw the hidden hand of the Muslim Brotherhood. In the event, the popular revolt that deposed President Hosni Mubarak was notable for its  ecumenical breadth. As reported in The Economist, thousands of protesters in Cairo defied both brutal police and the outspoken disapproval of the aging clerisy of the Muslim Brotherhood: “Only after impatient younger members went ahead, joining secular groups that launched the demonstrations, did the [Brotherhood’s] leaders throw their weight into the struggle.”

Not only did Muslims and Coptic Christians mingle joyfully at that time (as the British weekly commented) but they found a unifying imagery in the rap ballads in Arabic circulating on the Internet that spoke of honor and freedom, as for example: “From every street in my country/ The sound of freedom calls/ We broke all boundaries/ Our weapon was our dreams.” As we also discovered in our travels, the border-penetrating potency of rhyming rap, along with social networks and text messaging, has fostered a parallel global counterculture that unites the young against their generally baffled, often disapproving, and surreptitiously envious elders.

Still, even if rap, YouTube and Facebook are quintessential American exports, this linkage offers no assurance that the emerging leaders of a new Middle East will look kindly on Washington, given its decades of coddling Arab autocrats and ritually defending Israel. Not only are the region’s youthful victors untested and democratic institutions weak, but persistent joblessness in failing economies can turn springtime optimism into winter despair. And for better or worse, the predominantly Muslim Arab heartland, given its resources and geography, is indissolubly linked to the non-Muslim West. Hence the perceived ill-treatment of Muslim minorities in Europe and America would risk reciprocal countermoves in the Middle East and heighten threats to an already isolated Israel. The more reason, in our view, for Westerners to study some of the creative, civilized, and noncondescending examples of peaceful diversity portrayed in our book.
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GOING FURTHER, promoting multiethnic civility is not just a high–minded human rights issue or a coldly self-serving geopolitical policy. At its most basic level, what happens to ethnic minorities on disputed frontiers and the related proliferation of formally sovereign states has become  a familiar source of strife in the postcolonial and post-Soviet world in which we all live. At its formation in 1945, the United Nations had 51 charter members. As of 2011, the total was 193, with Palestine, Kosovo, and two breakaway states in Georgia among the supplicants knocking at the door. Every UN member, be it large or a flyspeck, has but one vote in the General Assembly—the flyspecks including Nauru (8.1 square miles, population 9,267), Palau (177 square miles, population 20,879), Tuvalu (26 square miles, population 10,472), and Vanuatu (4,710 square miles, population 243,304). The proliferation of these flags constitutes a victory for nationalism and its linked doctrine of self-determination, the twin pillars of a supposedly globalized world that teeters unsteadily on some two hundred sovereign states.

The danger that the weak, poor, and failed states pose to global peace became evident long ago. An unlikely pair of witnesses can be summoned: the exiled Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin (1814–1876) and America’s longtime doyen of foreign affairs commentary Walter Lippmann (1889–1974). At the twilight of his revolutionary career Bakunin in 1870 warned a younger comrade “Beware of small states.” He cautioned that weaker states were invariably vulnerable to being manipulated by bigger neighbors, but that they could also strike back and wound their tormentors, his examples being Belgium and Latvia. For a more recent example, we might recall Fidel Castro’s Cuba during the 1962 missile crisis. In an epilogue Bakunin could not have imagined, successive crises in small or weak states, each involving great power manipulations, led directly to World War I. Imperial Germany cheered Boer guerrillas and Irish rebels against Great Britain; imperial Russia conspired with Britain to carve Persia into zones of influence; Germany dueled with France and Britain over the Third Republic’s annexation of Morocco—and fatefully, in the wake of two Balkan wars, Russia sided with its ally Serbia when a Belgrade-trained assassin killed Archduke Ferdinand in Sarajevo; this was the spark igniting the Great War. (Fortunately for humanity, President John F. Kennedy in 1962 had just read Barbara Tuchman’s Guns of August, narrating this sequence, and during the Cuban crisis, kept asking his hawkish military advisers what might follow if US warplanes actually bombed Soviet-installed missile bases.)

It chanced that Walter Lippmann, recently graduated from Harvard, was present in London as Prime Minister Herbert Asquith’s Liberal Government declared war on the Central Powers in August 1914, the casus belli being Germany’s invasion of neutral Belgium. Commenting in The Stakes of Diplomacy, published the following year, Lippmann remarked on a reality he feared might seem a paradox to many readers:that the anarchy of the world is due to the backwardness of weak states; that the modern nations have lived in an armed peace and collapsed into hideous warfare because in Asia, Africa, the Balkans, Central and South America there are rich territories in which weakness invites exploitation, in which inefficiency and corruption invite imperial expansion, in which the prizes are so great that the competition for them is to the knife. This is the world problem upon which all schemes for arbitration, leagues of peace, reduction of armaments, must prove themselves.





Welcome to 2012! Of all peoples, Americans have the most reason to ponder the earth’s multiplying weak states, since most owe their nationhood to doctrines made in the USA. In 1918, President Woodrow Wilson told a cheering joint session of Congress that “National aspirations must be respected; peoples may now be dominated and governed only by their own consent. ‘Self-determination’ is not a mere phrase. It is an imperative principle of action, which statesmen will henceforth ignore at their own peril.” His words caught fire, his “mere phrase” which Lenin had earlier endorsed became official Bolshevik policy articulated by Joseph Stalin, the first Soviet commissar of nationalities, and author in 1913 of Marxism and the National and Colonial Question. There was a catch: Wilson really meant it, while in Soviet times self-determination was in truth a mere phrase, until taken literally by the collapsing USSR’s many ethnic republics in the 1990s. As we learned while visiting Tatarstan, arguments over the phrase still resonate. Indeed, by an historic irony, if measured by his imprint on global maps, Wilson proved a more successful revolutionary than Lenin. This was in part because in the consensual interpretation,  “self-determination” has been continually linked to “nationalism,” the true tiger in our sovereign world’s forest.
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NO IDEOLOGY HAS borne stranger fruits than nationalism. It has liberated and enslaved, enriched and impoverished, and spawned unifying songs and pernicious theories that incite genocide. Yet its roots, by historical measure, are shallow. According to the Oxford English Dictionary , the term first surfaced in an 1844 magazine article claiming that “nationalism is another word for egotism.” Tellingly, the OED’s third citation is from an 1853 book by John Henry Newman, in which he declared that the Muslim religion is “essentially the consecration of the principle of nationalism.” The principle remained so novel that the magisterial eleventh edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica (1910) contains only a one-paragraph entry entitled “Nationality,” defined as “a somewhat vague term, used strictly in international law.” (The brief entry added prophetically that “nationality” also refers to “an aggregation of persons claiming to represent a racial, territorial or some other bond of unity, though not necessarily recognized as an independent political entity. In this latter sense, the word has often been applied to such peoples as the Irish, the Armenians and the Czechs.”)

Astonishingly, this novel term within a few decades “developed into the greatest emotional-political force of the age.” So reflected George F. Kennan, looking back during the 1990s at his long career, initially as a young diplomat who in 1934 helped open America’s first embassy in the Soviet Union, and who served in Hitler’s Berlin, Stalin’s Moscow, and Tito’s Yugoslavia. Kennan drew a careful distinction between patriotic love of country and “morbid nationalism,” marked by pseudoreligious incantations, truculent intolerance, and warlike posturing. This “diseased form of nationalism” in his view was a fundamental cause of World War I, “the great formative catastrophe of European civilization.”

What gestated nationalism in all its forms was the concept’s association with the American and French Revolutions, both rooted in the radical belief that ordinary people were the ultimate source and judge of sovereign rule. Its rise coincided with industrialization, increasing literacy, and the spread of urban culture, so writes the Johns Hopkins  University scholar Michael Mandelbaum, who adds that nationalism, like the modern state, began in the West but spread to every corner of the globe. He expresses a consensual academic view:The national principle for determining borders is also a liberal one. It stands in contrast to the traditional method, whereby hereditary rulers drew lines arbitrarily, heedless of the wishes of the people affected. The national principle responds to what are, in most cases, popular wishes, since people ordinarily prefer to be grouped with others like themselves. National self-determination may be seen as democracy applied to the task of allocating sovereignty.





Well, yes. But Mandelbaum also acknowledges that self-determination has a serious flaw “since there is no clear definition of a nation, no universally accepted way of deciding which group deserves its own state, and which does not.... It would scarcely be possible to honor all such claims. The result would be international chaos, the specter of which offered a powerful argument in favor of keeping existing borders intact.” Yes, again, but in any case the result is just short of chaos.

Few public figures dwelled more thoughtfully on the resulting conundrum than Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a onetime professor of government at Harvard, later ambassador to the United Nations and to India, and then New York’s Democratic senator (1977–2001). To learn more about the doctrine’s origins, senator Moynihan asked the Library of Congress to excavate the unpublished diaries of Robert Lansing (1864–1928), President Wilson’s Secretary of State. A New York attorney and a moderate Democrat, Lansing was a founder of the American Society for International Law, whose journal he edited for twenty years.

Lansing listened as Wilson informed the world that self-determination was “not a mere phrase.” He confided to his diary on December 30, 1918, that the president’s phrase was “simply loaded with dynamite.” Since he did not specify what unit he had in mind, the words “will raise hopes that can never be realized. It will, I fear, cost thousands of lives.... What a calamity that the phrase was ever uttered! What misery it will cause!” A year later at the Paris Peace Conference, Wilson himself grappled with the perplexities of his doctrine. Egyptian reformers appealed  directly to him for permission to address the conferees, as did Persian and Irish nationalists (all requests blocked by the British). When an Irish-American delegation appeared in Paris to protest the British veto, Wilson’s response was recorded by Francis Patrick Welsh, a lawyer who had served in the wartime labor relations board: “When I gave utterance to those words, I said them without knowledge that nationalities existed that are coming to us day after day. . . . You do not know, and cannot appreciate the anxieties I have experienced of these many millions of people having their hopes raised by what I said.”

Moynihan’s researches culminated in a slim, impassioned volume: Pandaemonium: Ethnicity in International Politics (1993), named after the capital of hell in Milton’s Paradise Lost. In its pages, the senator cited a scholar’s finding that only seven states evidently had no border problems: Denmark, Iceland, Japan, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, and Portugal. Yet if Danes made the list, it was only because a decent end was finally written to a notorious quarrel with Germany concerning the political and language rights of ethnic minorities straddling a shared frontier. This was the Schleswig-Holstein dispute, involving a splinter of land (7,338 square miles) on the Jutland peninsula. It anticipated many of the issues that sow discord in today’s world, most especially demagogic assertions of alleged harassment of minorities. Not only did it precipitate two wars in the nineteenth century, but no fewer than ten European powers and their hereditary rulers were entangled in the dispute (Great Britain, Denmark, Prussia, Russia, France, Austria, Spain, Belgium, Portugal, and Italy). So convoluted was “The Schleswig-Holstein Question” that its history consumed six oversize pages in tiny agate print in the monumental 11th edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica (1910).

An informed American assessment of “The Question” is afforded by the eminent educator and diplomat, Andrew Dickson White, the founding president of Cornell University and (among his attainments) Washington’s first ambassador (1897–1902) to a newly united, and rising, German Empire. Of the myriad subjects that tormented statesmen of his era, White recalled in 1910, Schleswig-Holstein proved “the most vexatious”: Its intricacies were proverbial.... There were rights to sovereignty under Danish Law and estoppels under Salic Law; rights under German Law and extinguishments by treaty or purchase; claims to the Schleswig Duchy as adjoining Denmark and containing a considerable admixture of Danish blood; claims to the Holstein Duchy as adjoining Germany and thoroughly of German blood.... Throughout Denmark it was fanatically held that control of the duchies should be Danish; throughout Germany, it was no less passionately asserted that it should be German. Learned lawyers wrote convincing opinions on either side; on both sides orators moved men to desperation with the wrongs of “our Schleswig-Holstein brothers”; poets wrote songs, both in Germany and Denmark, which “got themselves sung” with fervor, with rage—even with tears.





Moreover, the conflict’s initial resolution had an enduring significance. In the words of Oxford’s A. J. P. Taylor, writing in The Struggle for Mastery of Europe 1848–1918, it was Prussian Chancellor Otto von Bismarck’s conquest of Schleswig-Holstein that “announced the rise of Germany nationalism, which was to eclipse all others.” German nationalism attained its crescendo during Hitler’s Third Reich, whose death throes, by uncanny symmetry, occurred in Flensburg, the cultural center of Schleswig. And yet, since 1945 peace has prevailed in the duchies. How and why? What tamed the passions that for centuries sowed discord between Denmark and Germany?

We decided early on to visit Flensburg, and we came upon an unexpected answer to our questions.






1

FLENSBURG: LAND OR PEACE?

Only three people have really ever understood the
 Schleswig-Holstein business—the Prince Consort,
 who is dead—a German professor who has gone
 mad—and I, who have forgotten all about it.

—ATTRIBUTED TO LORD PALMERSTON,
 AS QUOTED IN LYTTON STRACHEY,
 QUEEN VICTORIA (1921)

 

 

 

 

SAY “FLENSBURG” to even the well-traveled American, and you are likely to get a blank look. Nautical-minded Germans know the South Jutland city for its picture-book harbor and fjord; its fine ship museum; and not least, its seafood restaurants. Like many visitors, we dined at Piet Henningsen, established in 1886, its gleaming tables evoking the well-scrubbed galleys of the port’s once-formidable mercantile fleet. Giant stuffed turtles and crocodiles hang from the restaurant’s ceiling; the walls are adorned with African leopard skins and Polynesian weaponry, attesting to the global reach of the city’s sailors. Flensburg’s past prosperity owed much to an annual harvest of herrings, and even more to the sale of rum distilled from sugarcane imported from the Danish Virgin Islands. A tourist exploring this tranquil town of some 90,000 inhabitants, with its cobbled byways, seven museums, and seasonal street musicians would hardly guess that Flensburg lay at the heart of northern Europe’s oldest established dynastic duel, a contest generating invasions and occupations,  sieges and riots, repression and plebiscites and begetting a landfill of mostly unread books.

The dispute over the Duchies is not merely dusty history. To a surprising degree, most of the elements inflaming today’s angry clash over “identity” propelled this forgotten dispute: demagogic politicians, press rivalry, quarrels over language rights, and cold-eyed or misguided diplomatic realpolitik—a major difference then being the complicating role of royalty.

This is what truly brought us to Flensburg: to learn more of the Schleswig-Holstein dispute and its stirring, forgotten, and significant postscript. The story can be briefly told. Having long coveted the “Duchies” (as everybody called Schleswig and Holstein), Prussia seized these lands in two nineteenth-century wars that signaled the rise of united Germany and its Iron Chancellor, Otto von Bismarck. Then, in plebiscites conducted after the Allied victory in the Great War, German speakers in picture-book South Schleswig voted to remain part of a new Weimar Republic, a decision consistent with the doctrine of self-determination promoted by Woodrow Wilson. However, this obliged democratic-minded Danish speakers to submit to Nazi rule following Hitler’s 1933 seizure of power. The pivotal moment occurred after V-E Day, when the British offered liberated Danes the choice of annexing the contested, predominantly German-speaking borderlands, and Copenhagen’s leaders said no—on condition that the newborn Bonn Republic provided guarantees that the cultural and civil rights of Danish speakers would be respected. Did this peace-for-land swap succeed? We wanted to find out.

We first came upon a discreet reminder of Flensburg’s tumultuous past in walking along the city’s bustling waterfront. A small brass doorplate at Schiffbrücke 12 identified its enclosing stone-and-tile seventeenth–century building as the home of the European Centre for Minority Issues (ECMI), our initial port of call. Established on December 4, 1996, on the initiative of Germany and Denmark, the ECMI pays explicit homage to the rare act of reconciliation just described, since minority communities were stranded on both sides of Jutland’s long-disputed frontiers. And in the 1990s, as Europe was shaken by the Balkan wars and by ethnic-based confrontations elsewhere, these  half-forgotten accords “suddenly became relevant,” in the words of Ewa Chylinski, the ECMI’s deputy director.

We met with Ms. Chylinski and her colleagues in their offices, walled with books and filing cabinets, which overlook the Flensburg waterfront. Among our questions: Just what brought about those accords? Had reconciliation succeeded? If so, what were its lessons? A woman of middle years with focused eyes, Deputy Director Chylinski, a Danish national, spoke with an authority honed by her own background as a human rights officer and field researcher in the Caucasus and Central Asia as well as Eastern Europe. “If you start your book with Schleswig-Holstein, you are making the right choice,” she told us. “The situation we have here is interesting. It could be called nonterritorial or functional autonomy.” As she amplified, this autonomy was not promised in a binding treaty but derived from declarations of intent signed by West Germany and Denmark, generating legislation that affirmed the rights of respective minorities to their own languages, schools, and organizations.

An aide produced a book, Living Together: The Minorities in the German-Danish Border Regions, published by the ECMI in 2001. The appendix reprints the full text of the Bonn-Copenhagen Declarations of April 1, 1955, these being the key clauses relating to the Danish minority inhabiting the German state of Schleswig-Holstein:It shall be possible to freely profess one’s loyalty to the Danish people and Danish Culture and such profession of loyalty shall not be contested or verified by an official authority. Members of the Danish minority and their organizations may not be hindered from speaking and writing in the language of their choice. The use of the Danish language in courts and administrative agencies shall be governed by the relevant legal provisions.

In respect of financial assistance and other benefits from public funds on which discretionary decision is taken, members of the Danish minority may not be treated differently from other citizens. The special interest of the Danish minority in fostering contacts with Denmark in the religious and cultural as well as in specialist fields shall be acknowledged.





Were the pledges honored? Yes, so we were told, in both letter and spirit. If so, did this success offer lessons to other troubled societies? On the tactical level, certainly. Most important, what could explain the turnabout over Schleswig-Holstein? Surely this was the overriding question.
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WE TURNED FIRST to two legislators belonging to the Danish minority’s political party—the South Schleswig Voters’ Association (SSW)—Lars Erik Bethge and Anke Spoorendonk. Yes, they said, SSW is fully represented at the local and state level, even though the Danish community numbers at most 50,000 persons, a fraction of Schleswig-Holstein’s 2.83 million population. According to Bethge, one of four SSW members in the Landtag (the state legislature), his party has also reached out to win votes from non-Danish minorities and from the disgruntled in the German majority. Success ignited a controversy in 2005. “The Landtag was closely divided,” Bethge said, “and the SSW decided to support a new minority [left of center] coalition. Elsewhere in Germany, conservative politicians began demanding, ‘How is it possible that a Danish person can decide a German government?’ I even had to get a bodyguard. Well, there was a secret ballot, and it turned out that our vote was not really decisive.” The dispute faded, and in the 2009 general election, the SSW held its own, winning 69,000 votes. (The German minority in Denmark, numbering about 15,000, also has its own regional Schleswig Party. When in the late 1970s it lost its sole seat in the Folketing, or national parliament, a special office was created in 1983 and a senior official appointed, tasked with speaking for the Germans.)

How then about the cultural promises? “First of all,” said Bethge, “ours has always been a multicultural society. You never had a pure Danish, nor a pure German society, even when we were part of Denmark. My grandfather, for example, was from North Jutland, and was definitely Danish. Yet he became German during Prussian times in North Schleswig. He joined the Young German movement after the First World War—yet after the Second War, he said, ‘I’m going back to my roots—now I’m Danish.’ So you have this mobility. . . . What we can teach people here is that you can change, and that’s important. It applies to newer migrants as well; it’s no longer a novelty to have two passports.”

At this point in our interview, Bethge was joined by his legislative partner, Anke Spoorendonk. “My own history is similar,” she said. “My family comes from [the city of] Schleswig, and had some connection with the Danish minority during the 1920s, but not much. But after 1945, my parents said, ‘We want to be part of the Danish community,’ and they learned Danish as grownups. I always spoke Danish with my mother, and German with my father.”

Bethge added: “Somebody used the image of an onion to describe the Danish minority, because you have some people who only watch Danish television and live a pure Danish life, and maybe they don’t even speak German well. Our older generation married within the minority, but today you marry whom you like. So you peel through different layers, one in which you are Danish, and another when you become part of the majority. And,” he added, “at the onion’s core, we tell Danish jokes.”

Spoorendonk elaborates: “Then you also make translating jokes and sit together changing your language as much as you like, and everyone understands what you are saying. Yes, it’s okay. We like it.”

We asked about Danish-language schools and history texts. Spoorendonk, a former schoolteacher, said that in 2009 there were fifty-five Danish kindergartens, forty-eight primary schools, and two high schools with a grand total of 5,655 students. Concerning textbooks Spoorendonk said, “I’ve taught history for many years, but naturally we have German textbooks for German history.” How does one deal with conflicts past? It hasn’t been easy, she said. A committee was formed, and it produced a small book on how to handle German-Danish history: “It was about a hundred pages long, and it dealt not with conflicts but with harmony; it was too neat. You can laugh about it, but the problem remains.”

What is inarguable is that the 1955 declarations proved a precedent for extending recognition to other minorities in Schleswig-Holstein, initially to upwards of 11,000 Frisians, the hardy descendants of North Sea seafarers who continue to speak what is deemed the closest thing to Anglo-Saxon English (e.g., Frisian for “cow,” “lamb,” “goose,” “boat,” and “dung” is ko, lam, goes, boat, and dong). Now Frisian is recognized as a legal language in law courts and is beginning to appear on multilingual street signs. Other recognized minorities include the nomadic  Roma and Sinti, and recently arrived migrant workers, many of them Muslims. (According to Ms. Chylinski, “Our shipyards in Flensburg have more Turkish and Balkan employees than Germans.”)
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NEXT, WE WONDERED, What role has Denmark played in assisting its kinfolk in Schleswig? To learn more, we proceeded to the Danish Consulate, housed in an imposing stone building cresting a hill overlooking the Flensburg harbor. A seasoned career diplomat, Consul Henrik Becker-Christiansen proved to be a historian by temper and training, with a special interest in borderland disputes. Gracious in manner, elegant in dress, he first showed us maps of South Jutland, some dating to the early Middle Ages (Flensburg’s charter is dated 1284), indicating that Schleswig was part of Denmark, while Holstein was a fief of the Germano-Roman Empire.

In the fifteenth century, the two duchies were joined under feudal law into a single union linked to the Danish crown, a claim fiercely and persistently contested by Germans. The argument reopened during the Napoleonic wars. When the victors convened in Vienna in 1815 to redefine Europe’s frontiers, the duchies were divorced: Schleswig going to Denmark and Holstein to a newborn German Confederation. “In the 1830s,” the consul told us, “nationalism reared its head, and Germany began to insist that Schleswig and Holstein were both German, while Danes held that their border should be at the Eider River, which would incorporate all of Schleswig.” The dispute provoked a war in 1848, and a second, bloodier invasion in 1864 that ended with the forcible Prussian annexation of both duchies. Nationalism was the pretext, but the subtext was Chancellor Otto von Bismarck’s determination to turn a newly united Germany into a global rival of Great Britain, France, and Russia. In 1890, the Iron Chancellor was forced to resign by Kaiser Wilhelm II, who proved even more eager to challenge his grandmother Victoria’s huge empire, most especially its naval mastery. By absorbing Schleswig-Holstein and its key ports at Kiel and Flensburg, the German navy in a stroke became the overlord of the Baltic Sea. The duchy’s strategic value was then tripled by the completion in  1895 of a sixty-mile canal linking Kiel, along with its budding naval base and shipyards, to the North Sea.

“Until World War I, the Germans did their best to suppress their Danish minority and turn its members into good German citizens,” Consul Becker-Christiansen continued. “All schools were in German; you could not fly the Danish flag; Danish journalists who were nationalists were jailed.” At war’s end, Danish grievances resonated empathetically among Allied leaders at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference. A provision of the Versailles Treaty called for conducting two plebiscites, a month apart, the first in northern Schleswig and the second in the southern zone. Clamorous demonstrations broke out as voting took place in February and March 1921, yielding a split verdict. In the north, 75 percent favored reunification with Denmark while in the south, 80 percent voted to remain within Germany. Even in Flensburg, a Danish stronghold in South Schleswig, only one in four voters chose Denmark. Schleswig’s division thus was sealed, and its south solidly welded into Germany years before the National Socialists overthrew the liberal Weimar Republic in 1933. Out of prudence rather than principle, the Nazis in succeeding years resisted the clamor among Germans in Schleswig, north and south, to revise the border and annex the rest of the duchy. Denmark was Germany’s larder, a vital source of meat and milk, and Hitler was wary of gratuitous actions during the 1930s that might fuel anger among Swedes, Norwegians, and Finns.

When World War II broke out in 1939, “We were living in the shadow of the Third Reich. They could take Denmark like this,” the consul told us as he snapped his fingers. On April 9, 1940, the Nazis devoured Denmark in an undeclared assault launched through North Schleswig, abetted by a Germanic Fifth Column. Armed resistance was minimal, but most of Denmark’s overseas shipping fleet, comprising 230 ships and 100 fishing vessels, made for British ports and thereafter served under the Allied flag. Initially Denmark was permitted a degree of autonomy under velvet-gloved rule, but as Hitler’s war widened, the gloves came off. By 1943, the covert Danish Freedom Council mobilized a resistance of 43,000 fighters who waged an effective sabotage campaign and rescued nearly the entire Danish Jewish community. By  war’s end, an estimated 20,000 Danish fugitives from the Gestapo had reached neutral Sweden. But not all Danes joined the Allies. Postwar, liberation tribunals jailed some 3,000 Danes on charges of criminal collaboration with the Nazis. German property was seized and suspect institutions were closed. It constituted a substantial, if not complete, reckoning.

By a bizarre twist, Hitler’s Thousand-Year Reich breathed its last in Flensburg. Here, for two weeks the Führer’s chosen successor, Admiral Karl Doenitz, headed the remnants of the collapsing Nazi empire until Germany’s unconditional surrender on May 7, 1945. Such was the context in September 1946 when British officials asked a newly and freely elected Danish government if it wished to repossess all Schleswig, with its key ports and Germanic inhabitants. Fearing a future of continuous trouble with an aggrieved and violence-prone minority, the Danes responded (in the consul’s words), “No, we do not want to change the border.” At that time, wartime bad blood still persisted between Danes and Germans, but passions cooled as Denmark unilaterally guaranteed minority rights, later to be reaffirmed in the aforementioned joint Bonn-Copenhagen Declarations.

Moreover, Copenhagen has honored its promises with cash; Denmark currently provides the equivalent of $80 million annually to assist Danish-language schools in German Schleswig-Holstein. “Relations are now better than ever,” Consul Becker-Christiansen said, “with occasional flare-ups over national memorial days and battle monuments—and of course, the famous lion.” What lion? He explained that an outsize stone lion commemorating the Danish victory in the Battle of Isted on July 25, 1850, once presided at Flensburg’s military cemetery until it was taken as a trophy to Berlin after the Prussian victory in 1864. Eighty-one years later, US occupation authorities presented the lion as a gift to the Danish king. The huge beast and its heraldic arms were eventually replanted before a royal library in Copenhagen. In June 2009, the Flensburg city council by majority vote requested the lion’s repatriation, and negotiations for its return were under way during our visit. Finally, the Danish government agreed in 2011 to repatriate the Isted Lion to its original pedestal at the Flensburg military cemetery, where its bronze eyes will  once again gaze south, toward Prussia. Thus did an eight-century-long quarrel dwindle into a debate over where to locate a mostly forgotten stone memorial to a long deceased border war.
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BUT HERE ONE MUST PAUSE: vital matters tend to be glazed over in this generally positive account. For one, Denmark’s decision in 1946 not to follow the victor’s prerogative and redraw prewar borders was not simply a rational and civilized gesture. It was a decision that ran against the grain of our modern era, beginning with the surging tides of nationalism in the nineteenth century. In effect, in today’s diplomatic language, Danish politicians willingly traded land for peace—not just an unusual happening, but one rarely emulated among successive generations of even the best-intentioned statesmen and stateswomen.

A commonplace reality helps explain why embattled political leaders turn so reflexively to voluble claims for a Greater State/Nation/Kingdom /Republic incorporating disputed borderlands. Whether elected or authoritarian, politicians frequently contend with domestic grievances that resist ready solutions or even amelioration: collapsed economies, egregious inequalities, inadequate schools, lack of hospitals and highways or electricity and potable water. For embattled leaders everywhere, a time-tested diversion is to remind the disaffected that hated enemies are being punished and ancient wrongs avenged, and in any case that their own tribe is purer and better than its rivals. In Dr. Johnson’s oft-quoted axiom, patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel (to which America’s Ambrose Bierce objected, commenting that patriotism was in fact the first refuge).

A short list of disputed territories would include Romania’s Transylvania; all the frontiers of Poland; the embattled armistice lines of Kashmir; the Western Sahara; all the frontiers of Syria, Lebanon, and Israel; the Himalayan boundaries separating India and China; the islands of Cyprus and Taiwan; two breakaway republics within Georgia; all the frontiers of the Congo; the jungle boundaries demarcating Venezuela, Colombia, Guyana, and Brazil; and even the frozen tundra of Antarctica. An old European diplomatic adage held that no frontier was considered entirely safe unless it made a future war inescapable, as did  Alsace-Lorraine; East Prussia; Bohemia’s Sudetenland; the City of Danzig and its problematic Corridor; the Nagorno-Karabakh enclave in Azerbaijan; and more recently Kosovo, the Balkan successor to the once bitterly contested seaport of Fiume (or Rijeka) on the Adriatic Coast.

Add to this equation the potent allure of a flag, notably to dispersed kindred peoples, as attested by the Austrian-born Theodor Herzl (1860–1904), the founder of political Zionism. In a letter unearthed by Amos Elon, his Israeli biographer, Herzl spoke presciently in 1895 about designing a flag:You might ask mockingly: “A flag? What’s that? A stick with a rag on it?” No sir, a flag is much more. With a flag you lead men . . . for a flag, men live and die. In fact it is the only thing for which they are ready to die in masses, if you train them for it. Believe me, the politics of an entire people—especially a people scattered all over the earth—can be manipulated only through imponderables that float in thin air. Do you know what went into the making of the German Empire? Dreams and songs, reveries of black, red and gold banners, all in a very short time. Bismarck merely shook the tree that visionaries planted.





Still, by any fair reckoning it was not just dreams and songs that gave birth to the Second Reich. Bismarck did more than merely shake that tree—he watered and pruned it. This leads to a second vital matter glazed over in the consensual retelling of the Schleswig-Holstein saga. Sectarian strife does not level cities and lead spontaneously to genocide; it is willed by human agency. In the words of Gordon Craig, for years the doyen of American historians of Germany, even if Bismarck “had never risen to the top of Prussian politics, the unification of Germany would probably have taken place anyway, but not at the same time or in quite the same way.” It was the Iron Chancellor who, more than anybody, determined the new empire’s character, ignited its untrammeled nationalism, and provided a prototype for worse despots to come. In doing so, he used a bold and unusual political weapon: he spelled out his goals clearly and frankly and then proceeded to carry out his program, step by determined step, while his wide-eyed compatriots and disbelieving opponents looked on. In so doing, Bismarck was assisted  by a Europe-wide network of allies and opponents in a struggle that was to color Europe’s maps. Thus by failing to stress the unbridled furies that set Danes against Germans in South Jutland, the narrative of today’s reconciliation would be incomplete, a Hamlet without the Prince of Denmark.
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TO GRASP THESE multiple dynamics, one needs to flash backward to 1848, a year celebrated for its contagious revolutions and remembered as the “Springtime of Peoples.” Not accidentally, these upheavals coincided with the European debut of railroads and telegraphy, which enabled rebels and ideas to fly across frontiers like sparks in a hayrack. Early in 1848, friends of freedom and foes of hereditary privilege brought down a king in France; challenged Prussia’s autocracy; struggled to unify Italy; and roused Poles, Czechs, and Hungarians against their Austrian and/or Russian masters. On the movement’s left flank, Karl Marx and his partner Friedrich Engels published their epochal summons to the proletariat, The Communist Manifesto, with its opening thunderclap (“A spectre is haunting Europe—the spectre of Communism”) and its primal catechism (“The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggle”).

In May, five hundred deputies to a self-anointed National Assembly, claiming to speak for a phantom Germanic Union, convened in Frankfurt at St. Paul’s Church, the only building with space sufficient for the delegates and their swarm of aides. In the words of Andrew White, the first US ambassador to a united Germany, “Rarely has any public body contained so many men of profound thought and high ideals; rarely has any public body contained so few members of practical experience; never was there a more discouraging failure.” As the year progressed, so did uncertainty in Frankfurt as to what was occurring elsewhere and how to proceed. This was notably the case regarding the Duchies. In January, Frederick VII ascended the Danish throne, becoming the last of his male line. He then honored his father’s deathbed wishes and announced plans for instituting a liberal new constitution, which he proposed to extend to Schleswig, the northernmost of the disputed Duchies.

Outraged Germans assailed his plan; unilaterally proclaimed the Duchies’ independence; and assembled an army of seven thousand, its ranks swelled by prisoners released from the jails in Holstein. The German-speaking insurgents then appealed to Prussia and Frankfurt for support. Danish patriots were equally furious. They called on the new king to protect his Danish kinfolk in Schleswig, and they marched through Copenhagen shouting, “Denmark to the Eider!” The Danes then turned hopefully to Britain and Russia, since both powers were known to be chary of German control of access to the Baltic.

The appeal of the German-speaking insurgents was rhapsodically greeted in Frankfurt. The National Assembly’s deputies vowed to uphold the basic rights, the sacred Grundrechte, of their linguistic brethren in the Duchies. They found an ally in Prussia’s vacillating Frederick William IV, who opportunely seized on the rebellion to justify an armed assault on Denmark, in good part to divert pressure for reforms at home. When the king’s army occupied Jutland, the Danes retaliated by sealing Prussia’s ports, much in the spirit of their Viking ancestors. Frederick William now had second thoughts. He had already looked to London and St. Petersburg for support, and both capitals prudently chose neutrality. When Prussian hopes for a quick and easy victory evaporated, the king abruptly reversed course and agreed to an armistice that allowed Denmark to retain provisional title, subject to adjudication, of both duchies. In his history of the year 1848, the British author Raymond Postgate describes the sequel:There was a burst of fury in the Frankfurt Parliament; after a wild debate, it voted not to accept the armistice. By that vote it showed itself and its enemies the great weakness of the revolutionary movement. Neither it nor any of the German parliaments had secured control of any armed forces. It had no troops with which to back up its angry words.... In a few days’ time the Parliament realized this, swallowed “German honour,” and unhappily reversed its vote.





It was a retreat foreshadowing the frustrations of global reformers in years to come, who after encouraging democratic uprisings (as in  Hungary in 1956, in Czechoslovakia in 1968, and in Georgia in 2008) lacked the arms or the will to intervene once autocrats struck back.

In Cologne, Karl Marx, then thirty years old, was appalled by what he viewed as a spineless surrender. His newspaper, the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, lashed out at the Frankfurt delegates for endlessly debating “with the washerwoman loquacity of medieval scholastics” a nonexistent Reich constitution while brave rebels in Schleswig bled to death. The paper derided the Danes as oafs and peasants who ungratefully relied on Germans for what passed as their culture.

Indeed, Marx insisted, it was the Germans who were defending civilization against barbarism, and progress against stagnation—the refrain of every apostle of colonialism.

Marx’s scathing rhetoric sprang from his conviction, nurtured during his years as a student in Berlin, that he had unmasked history’s immutable laws and therefore could decode the deceptive mummery of bourgeois politicians. On this, he brooked no dissent, as attested by a young German named Carl Schurz, who as a student became “a shy and silent observer” when Marx addressed a rally in Cologne. His words were indeed “full of meaning, logical and clear,” but what most struck Schurz was Marx’s arrogance: “Everyone who contradicted him he treated with abject contempt; every argument he did not like he answered either with biting scorn at the unfathomable ignorance that had prompted it, or with opprobrious aspersions on the motives of him who advanced it.” (Schurz would become the most celebrated of the many “Forty-Eighters” who migrated to America, where he later served as a US senator and secretary of the interior.)

For all his certitude, Marx proved a problematic prophet. He could be brilliantly prescient, and/or instructively wrong. He insisted that his theory of socialism was not utopian but scientific, and indeed wished to dedicate Das Kapital to Charles Darwin (who politely declined). Yet, when his Bolshevik disciples finally seized power in November 1917, the long-predicted proletarian uprising took place in precapitalist, peasant-infested, icon-worshipping Russia, not in advanced, literate, and industrialized Germany. Much has been written about this paradox, but from our vantage two points seem especially relevant. Conspicuously absent in Marx’s historical equation was the human variable; that  is, the critical role of individuals whose shrewdness, boldness, and/or stupidity send events lurching in unexpected ways. Typically, while living as an exile in England, he pored over parliamentary blue books in the British Museum, citing their gloomy statistics on the exploitation of factory workers, yet he shrugged away as charades the debates over social legislation among the very MPs who ordered the reports.

By the same token, he grievously underestimated the potency of nationalism to disrupt proletarian solidarity. Seen from today’s perspective, both human agency and the allure of the flag are essential to understanding the modern history of Germany, whose rise in the 1880s and disastrous collapse in 1945 bore the stamp of three leaders who played the nationalist card: Bismarck, Wilhelm II, and Hitler.
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IN SEPTEMBER 1862, King Wilhelm I named Otto Leopold von Bismarck (1815–1898) as minister-president of Prussia. Count (later Prince) Bismarck presided over the dynamic expansion of a united Germany, whose rise he fostered as its founding chancellor until his resignation in March 1890. In those decades, he waged and won three wars and nurtured the growth of an industrial behemoth. To steal a march on the opposition Social Democrats, he established Europe’s first modern welfare state. Yet it was an arcane quarrel over ancient rules of hereditary succession in Schleswig-Holstein that heralded Bismarck’s ascent.

When Denmark’s childless King Frederick VII died in 1863, a German noble boldly claimed title to both duchies, but Bismarck resisted the popular applause in the claimant’s behalf. He planned instead to incorporate Schleswig-Holstein directly within Prussia, and to that end persuaded Austria to join in a war against Denmark, and then abruptly switched course to oppose Vienna to attain his coveted goal: the unification of Germany. Few foresaw his audacity.

Outwardly, Bismarck seemed a conventional Junker aristocrat. Born in Brandenburg to a landed family that had served the Prussian crown since the fourteenth century, he had loyally defended the monarchy during the upheavals of 1848. Affecting an aristocrat’s disdain for money, he claimed to relish traditional bucolic pleasures. He fought the obligatory duel with a rival politician in 1852. He served dutifully as  Prussia’s ambassador to Russia, and he seemed unusual only in his calculated outbursts, elliptical oratory, and linguistic gifts (he was fluent in five languages).

In truth, he was as much an original as Karl Marx. Both were physically imposing: Marx with his massive beard, Bismarck with his trademark jowls and bushy mustache; each addressed lesser mortals with the stare direct. Both despised parliamentary dithering, diplomatic cant, and conventional wisdom. Like Marx, Bismarck had no respect for “the foolish speeches delivered by amazingly childish and excited politicians.” As he further elaborated in an 1862 letter to the American diplomat and historian, John Lothrop Motley, his onetime classmate at Göttingen University and thereafter his lifelong confidant: “These chatterers cannot really rule Prussia; I resist them; they have too little wit, and too much comfort; they are stupid and arrogant.... As far as foreign policy is concerned, they are, taken individually, children; in other matters, they become children, as soon as they meet together in corpore.”

Bismarck made his intentions plain in his first speech as minister-president. The great questions of his time, he accurately prophesized, “will be decided not by speeches and majorities—that was the mistake of 1848 and 1849—but by iron and blood.” Thereafter it became the Iron Chancellor’s habit to proclaim his intentions and then closely observe the response: a tactic ascribed to his skill at the gaming tables of Baden-Baden, where he learned to gauge shrewdly another player’s nerves and cash resources. Thus while visiting England in 1862, Bismarck happened to meet Benjamin Disraeli at a diplomatic party given by the Russian ambassador. He could scarcely have been more forthright:I shall soon be compelled to undertake the conduct of the Prussian Government. My first care will be to reorganize the army, with or without the help of the Landtag. . . . As soon as the army shall have been brought into such a condition as to inspire respect, I shall seize the first best pretext to declare war against Austria, dissolve the German Diet, subdue the minor States, and give national unity to Germany under Prussian leadership. I have come here to say this  to the Queen’s ministers. [Disraeli, also practiced at confounding opponents with shock tactics, whispered to a companion, “Take care of that man! He means what he says.”]





In the admiring judgment of a later German-born conjuror, Henry Kissinger, Bismarck was a “white revolutionary.” Schleswig-Holstein presented him with his long-sought strategic opening. In 1863, the young duke of Austenberg slipped into Schleswig and, in a speech brashly addressed “to my liege subjects,” announced himself as their sole and lawful ruler. Fellow Germans were rapturous, but when his deed was discussed at the Prussian Council of State, Bismarck rose to his feet and proposed outright annexation. “But I have no rights in the duchies,” said the startled Prussian king. His minister-president retorted: “Had the Great Elector, had King Frederick, any more right in Prussia and Silesia? All the Hohenzollerns have been enlargers of the State.” King Wilhelm I made no answer; his eldest son raised his eyes skyward; and when Bismarck subsequently read the minutes, he was annoyed to find no reference to his proposal. On questioning the council’s secretary, he was informed that His Majesty assumed that Count Bismarck had imbibed too heavily at lunch, “and would be glad to hear nothing more of what I said.”

Thus in 1863, the chancellor shortly and soberly informed Count Rechberg, the Austrian ambassador, that he intended to seize the duchies single-handedly, as most Prussians ardently wished. “By this threat,” writes Emil Ludwig, Bismarck’s German biographer, “he compelled Rechberg to rally his side. Then, having so strong an ally, he ignored the German Federation. He now addressed the anxieties of European leaders by insinuating that the inherent hostility between the two German great powers gave security against too overwhelming a success on the part of either of them. Thus with one stroke he had made Austria his ally, and Europe neutral. The danger of a worldwide war was averted, for Prussia and Austria had jointly declared war against the Danes.” It proved a coup de maître, and friends of Denmark looked on aghast as two armies prepared to liberate the supposedly oppressed duchies.

Yet there were complications, owing to the rise of the popular press, the politics of royalty, and the confusion arising from a phrase uttered by the wily Lord Palmerston, a populist nationalist with a free-wheeling tongue.

[image: 011]

WHAT PROVED TO BE the mid-nineteenth century’s most widely watched wedding took place in March 1863 when Edward, the Prince of Wales, took as his bride Princess Alexandra of Denmark. Plebeians and nobles alike rejoiced at a match that joined England’s seemingly feckless heir apparent to a poised, sober, and beautiful Danish wife, yet for Victoria the match proved an interminable royal headache. Not only were the queen’s own origins Germanic, but her late consort, Prince Albert, was the youngest son of Duke Ernst of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha. Worse, their oldest daughter Vicky had married Crown Prince Frederick III of Prussia in 1858, and was thus mother of the future Kaiser Wilhelm II.

At the height of the crisis, two other daughters also married German royalty: Princess Alice, the future mother of the Czarina Alexandra Feodorovna, married Ernst Ludwig, the Grand Duke Ludwig of Hesse in 1862, and Princess Helena in 1866 married Prince Frederick of Schleswig-Holstein. Tightening the dynastic web, Princess Alix of Denmark, the future Queen of England, was the older sister of Dagmar, who would later reign as Russian Czarina Maria Feodorovna.

It is difficult for today’s readers to assimilate, much less care about, this ever-expanding hive, in which Victoria was unchallenged queen mother. Not so for politicians in the nineteenth century. The intermarriages yielded a swarm of relations whose affairs, marital and extramarital, were breathlessly recorded by a proliferating penny press as its members made their rounds to seasonal regattas, coronations, weddings, and funerals, with time off to visit German spas or seaside resorts in Denmark. Their encounters generated an incessant buzz of gossip, enriched by listening spies and suborned servants.

Some royals ruled with unchallenged authority, most famously in Russia, while others coped in varying degrees with nosy and annoying parliaments, increasing their resentment of populist politicians who  played to the press galleries, notably Chancellor Bismarck and Lord Palmerston, Britain’s forceful prime minister. At Windsor Castle, Victoria and Albert jeeringly referred in private to her first minister as “Pil-gerstein,” echoing the Germanized nickname, “Lord Pumice Stone,” used in the Tory press. And in Potsdam, daughter Vicky and her spouse Fritz scorned Bismarck as “wicked.” All this set the stage for the second Schleswig-Holstein war, which presaged greater horrors to come and underscored the perennial misjudgment among leaders of lesser powers who took too literally professions of sympathy from the ruling elite in London, Berlin, Vienna, or St. Petersburg.
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IN SUMMER 1863, Prussia and Austria mobilized to invade Denmark, for allegedly dishonoring feudal laws and oppressing German speakers in Schleswig. British opinion favored the underdog Danes. Military experts noted that Prussian armies had not performed impressively since Waterloo. They failed to note that Bismarck, having manufactured a casus belli in collusion with Austria, had taken care to arm his forces with Alfred Krupp’s newest and deadliest steel breach-loading cannons. Unsurprisingly, Queen Victoria favored Prussia, as she said her beloved Albert would have wished, notwithstanding son Edward’s marital ties to Denmark. In Copenhagen’s corner was the redoubtable Lord Palmerston (1784–1865), at the time still the queen’s first minister. Having already held office for forty-six years as prime minister, foreign secretary, or home secretary, Palmerston had been continuously involved in the ongoing dispute over the Duchies. Physically imposing, given to vivid rhetoric, and possessing a keen ear to popular sentiment, “Pam” openly tilted to Denmark.

Speaking in July 1863, not long after the Prince of Wales’s wedding, Palmerston warned that if violence were directed against the Danish nation, its perpetrators would find “that it would not be Denmark alone with which they would have to contend.” His words were robustly applauded by his most influential press supporter, The Times of London, raising the diplomatic stakes, polarizing Parliament, and infuriating Victoria. By the time Austro-Prussian forces finally crossed the  Eider River into Schleswig, all Europe was on red alert, especially its monarchs, diplomats, generals, and—tellingly—its newspaper editors.

The second Schleswig-Holstein war confirmed the rise of a new breed of journalists who were to become wild cards in military poker.

Flash forward to January 1864. In major capitals, editors rush correspondents to the front in nervous expectation of a wider conflict. The Times sends a veteran troubleshooter, Antonio Gallenga, to Schleswig, where his pro-German reportage provokes a private letter of protest from then Prime Minister Lord Palmerston. Not only were Prussians excessively unreasonable, he admonished his friend, The Times editor William F. Delane, but “the only check we can have on them is the indefinite notion [our italics] that public opinion here is getting irritated against them.” A chastened Delane replies: “My temporary Germanism like many other inconveniences was the direct consequence of your Lordship’s gout, which shut me out from communication with yourself. Your note of today has effected a perfect cure.... There is no danger of relapse.”

By contrast, The Daily Telegraph’s correspondent, Edward Dicey, plainly tilted to the Danes. Very typical was his graphic firsthand account of the climactic battle in April 1864, when Prussian forces stormed the Danish redoubt at Dybol (today’s Düppel), firing no fewer than ten thousand artillery shells daily at their outnumbered adversaries. Deploring the battle as “completely one-sided,” Dicey likened the Prussian assault to the Anaconda strategy employed by General McClellan against the Confederates, the difference being that “the Federals had to surround in their coils a vast continent [while] the Germans only have to encircle a hill.... The issue cannot, I think, be doubtful; and the marvel to me is that the victim has struggled so long against the gigantic force of his destroyer.” (Dicey and Gallenga recycled their dispatches into instant two-volume books, an indication of popular interest in the war.)

After Düppel, further resistance was obviously impossible, yet the Danes would not acknowledge they had lost. Why? Because, Dicey surmised, they still hoped against hope that the exorbitant character of Austro-German demands would induce neutral great powers “to interfere actively on behalf of Denmark.” His elaboration anticipated the  plight of future lesser powers in the postcolonial century to come. “There may be advantages in the existence of small States,” he wrote, “but nothing, I think, can compensate their inhabitants for [their] dependence on foreign Powers.... The bare possibility that England and France might go to war for her sake has protracted and embittered the agony of this gallant country. The Danes were afraid of owning to the world, or even to themselves, that the time had come to submit to force, for fear that such an admission might extinguish the last prospect of foreign aid.”

In sum, the Danes miscalculated the significance of Palmerston’s words and Prince Edward’s betrothal. Pam might freely utter phrases that excited Danish hopes, but in the end a divided Parliament, speaking for diverse constituencies, would be the arbiter. Backstage, the royals pulled for Germany, while a peace party in the House of Commons led by the radical Richard Cobden, opposed any military intervention. (According to Cobden’s biographer, John Morley, if the House’s 1864 session was to be remembered, it would be for its negative answer to the question, “Shall or shall not England take part in the struggle between Germany and Denmark?”) In truth, years earlier Palmerston himself had articulated the litmus test for distinguishing substance from gas in great power diplomacy. Addressing Parliament in 1848 on whether England should intervene in support of the gallant Poles rebelling against Russia, he answered in the negative, concluding with his most-quoted axiom: “We have no eternal allies and we have no perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal and perpetual, and these interests it is our duty to follow.”

So Bismarck had his way. As foretold in his words to Disraeli, he quarreled with Austria over Prussia’s deliberately vague undertakings on sharing rule of the Duchies. In 1865, he fabricated a pretext for a new war. The Iron Chancellor neutered the French, gained Italian support, and won the backing of Bavaria, Saxony, and Hanover. His Seven Weeks’ War (as it was instantly named) owed its speed to a meticulously planned assault utilizing the Germanic rail network to its full capacity. Overseeing the offensive was the Prussian Chief of Staff Helmuth von Moltke, who with similar thoroughness in 1870 and 1871 orchestrated the rout of Napoleon III in the Franco-Prussian War. As Bismarck had long  envisioned, Prussia then absorbed most of the lesser German kingdoms into a reborn Reich (with annexed Alsace-Lorraine as the victor’s booty).

Viewed as a whole, the Second Reich with its ecumenical amalgam of ideologies and its stealth diplomacy bore the unmistakable stamp of its founding chancellor. On the progressive scale, Germany instituted universal male suffrage and pioneered social welfare legislation, but its elected Reichstag had little or no say concerning military or foreign policy. The new Reich’s intricate web of diplomatic alliances owed much to Bismarck’s personal relations with Europe’s ruling elite, and its viability required the virtuoso genius of its architect. A telling contemporary judgment was rendered as early as 1866 by Walter Bagehot, among the sagest of Britons, writing in The Economist, which he edited:It is impossible not to see in Bismarck a sort of cynical immorality—dangerous at all times, and perhaps particularly dangerous in the present age. We do not allude to his long contest with the Assembly on the structure of the army. That army has answered so well that Prussia has pardoned, and bystanders may pardon too, his far-seeing illegality. A political philosopher will admit that for such gigantic and sudden efforts a momentary dictatorship has conclusive advantages over parliamentary government. But none of these excuses can be pleaded for the treatment of Schleswig-Holstein. It is plain that Count Bismarck wanted a spark to fire his train; he wanted a war of some sort for Germany, and he used the duchies without hesitation and without scruple to provide a war. . . . Such shameless immorality may be hidden in the blaze of success, but a grave precedent of a great crime will be marked by history, and cast a shadow over subsequent events.





The shadow deepened for the luckless inhabitants of Schleswig-Holstein following their incorporation in Germany. In Berlin-ruled Schleswig, no grievance was more infuriating to Danes than the campaign to marginalize their language. Then as now, four languages were spoken: Danish, Frisian, High German, and Low German (the latter two deemed distinct tongues). Germany devised every possible obstacle to those who would not speak High German, so attested Maurice Francis  Egan, the US minister in Copenhagen in his memoir, Ten Years Near the German Frontier (1919):Danish could not be used in courts of law. It was required that the clergy should be educated at the University of Kiel, and other officials could have no chance of advancement unless they used German constantly and fluently. Danish speech was not used in a single college. In a word, the German influence, under the eyes of a Danish king and government, was driving out all the safeguards of Danish national life in Slesvig [the preferred Danish spelling].





It is fair to add that these Danish complaints echoed those pressed by German speakers when Copenhagen ruled Schleswig. Over the decades, arguments from both sides of the linguistic barricade poured into books, pamphlets, and speeches. However, a more measured judgment was put forward in 1862 by Lord Salisbury, who as British foreign secretary and prime minister grappled for decades with the Schleswig-Holstein Question. In an 1862 essay titled “The Danish Duchies,” he wrote, “The language grievance has been kept alive chiefly for popular use,” thereby providing “an endless topic of declamation for platform orators and pamphleteers.” Anyway, it all depended on whose tongue was being muted. He noted that Polish speakers under Austrian rule outnumbered German speakers eight to five, yet for official and educational purposes the language “was exclusively German.” The same was true in Hungary, where only one-tenth of the population spoke German as a mother tongue, yet the minority prevailed.

During the arms race that preceded and helped ignite the Great War, “Prussianism” in all its presumed forms became the focus for intense criticism by politicians and the mainstream Anglo-American press. Few US officials were as opprobrious as Washington’s chief representative in Copenhagen, Maurice Francis Egan. In his 1919 memoir, he described “the Rape of Slesvig” as the ineluctable prelude to the disasters that followed:There is no doubt that the assimilation of Slesvig by Prussia led to the Franco-Prussian war and liberated modern Germany from the  difficulties that would have hampered her intention to become the dominant power in the world. The further acquisition of Denmark would have only been a question of time, had not the march of the Despot through Belgium aroused the civilized world to the reality of German imperial aggression—until then, unhappily, not taken seriously.





Moreover, if the Wilhelm II’s minions had seized Denmark, he added as a final thrust, the Danish-held Virgin Islands would have almost surely have fallen to the kaiser, giving the Prussians a threatening toehold in the Caribbean. Egan himself helped broker the 1917 treaty through which the United States acquired the Danish West Indies for $25 million, avowedly to safeguard the approaches to the Panama Canal and no less vitally, to shut out Germany.

As in much Allied wartime propaganda, the German emperor stalks through Egan’s memoir like a cunning Lucifer bent on asserting diabolical mastery over the West’s democracies. A less febrile judgment is rendered by the too-little-read Viennese wit and historian, Egon Friedell, who viewed Wilhelm as wholly unfit by brain and temper for his post, “which, as we know, is fairly common where thrones are concerned.” The kaiser, in Friedell’s eyes, was less a monster than a stunted titan who, as if possessed by a secret curse, piled mistake upon mistake: “He tried, as no Hohenzollern had done before him, to get in touch with the German working man, and was doomed to find himself more detested by the proletariat than any of his predecessors. He set German’s future on the water, and the water became his grave. He wanted to create a world-empire, and what he achieved was the World War.” Or, in the terse summation of George Kennan (who as a young diplomat served in Nazi Germany), by falsely portraying Wilhelm II as a virtual Hitler, his adversaries helped give birth to the genuine article. Thus does human agency affect world history.
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KAISER WILHELM II may not have been sole author of World War I, but assuredly his subjects were the conflict’s principal losers. Germany was stripped of her borderland territories and her overseas possessions,  forced to pay punitive reparations, and obliged to accept moral responsibility for the war and to disavow rearmament. Almost as a footnote, the Allied victors convening in Paris in 1919 also tried to write a finale to the endless dispute over the Duchies. In the words of the Oxford historian Margaret MacMillan in her lively account of the seven-month conference, “No one wanted to reopen the old legal question, but fortunately there was the new principle of self-determination at hand.”

Few principles, however, proved to be more problematic than the conviction that every ethnic, cultural, and territorial community is entitled to nationhood if its citizens so choose. The Paris peacemakers exempted British and French overseas possessions from this principle, and applied it selectively and inconsistently to the losers—namely Germany, Austria, and the Ottoman Empire. The phrase, “self-determination,” which by some accounts germinated during the nineteenth century within the international Socialist movement, had been embraced by both Woodrow Wilson and V. I. Lenin. Yet in Paris, final decisions were taken impulsively by the Big Three—Wilson, Prime Minister David Lloyd George, and France’s Premier Georges Clemenceau—often with an almost feckless disregard for “self-determination,” as broadly and commonly construed.

Consider two snapshots. In May 1919, Harold Nicolson, then a junior official in the British delegation, confided to his wife Vita Sackville-West:I scribbled you a note yesterday in President Wilson’s ante-room [and] just as I finished, Lloyd George burst in in his impetuous way: “Come along, Nicolson, and keep your ears open.” So I went into Wilson’s study and there were he and Lloyd George and Clemenceau with their armchairs drawn up close over a map on the hearth rug. I was there about half an hour. . . . But, darling, it is appalling, those three ignorant and irresponsible men [were] cutting Asia Minor to bits as if they were dividing a cake.





He reported that nobody present had any real knowledge of the region, and yet those bits of cake were to emerge as today’s Iraq, Syria,  and Lebanon. There was not even the pretense of consulting the region’s diverse and suspicious inhabitants, breeding a sense of betrayal that persists to the present in these and other former Ottoman territories.

A comparable episode was recorded by Charles Seymour, later the president of Yale and then chief of the Austro-Hungarian division of the US delegation. In a letter home dated May 31, 1919, he described how the postwar frontiers between Italy and Austria were resolved. It was not an edifying spectacle. As an inducement to join the Allies in 1915, the Italians had been promised South Tyrol, a slice of Austria inhabited by some 200,000 German speakers, along with other territories. Prime Minister Vittorio Orlando came to Paris seeking possession of South Tyrol, which was to become the Italian provinces of Alto Adige. Here is Seymour’s snapshot:We went into the room where the floor was clear and Wilson spread out a big map (made in our office) on the floor and got down on his knees to show us what had been done; most of us were also on our hands and knees. I was in the front row and felt somebody pushing me, and looked around angrily to find that it was Orlando, on his hands and knees crawling like a bear toward the map. I gave way and soon he was on the front row. I wish I could have had a picture of the most important men in the world on all fours over the map.





Italy did get South Tyrol, but not the Adriatic port of Fiume, which was ceded instead to newborn Yugoslavia, provoking furious Italian protests. In April 1919, Wilson addressed an unprecedented personal message to the Italian people, stressing the lavish territorial rewards already bestowed on their country. He pointed out that Fiume was the only port available to the fledgling Yugoslav nation and pleaded with Italians to display “that noblest quality of greatness, magnanimity, friendly generosity, the preference of justice over interests.” To no avail; his direct appeal to common people backfired; Orlando announced in Paris that he would return to Rome, so that Italians “could choose between Wilson and me.” In September 1919, the flamboyant poet and airman Gabriele d’Annunzio, aided by rogue elements of the Italian  army, seized and held Fiume. It was the spark igniting the powder train that led, two years later, to Mussolini’s March on Rome and the Fascist seizure of power, offering a model and precedent for the rise of National Socialism in Germany.

Italy formally annexed South Tyrol in 1920, and for the next half century the status of its German-speaking inhabitants persisted as an unhealed canker. Finally, in 1972, Italy granted a special autonomous status to the northerly region known as Alto Adige. Not only have German language rights been honored in the region, but in successive years Italy granted even more home rule rights, enabling the region to retain most of its taxes for use in schools and public services. In 1992, the Austrian Parliament declared formally that the south Tyrol/Alto Adige dispute was finally closed.
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SO OUR QUEST BEGAN by delving into the geopolitical seedbed of today’s disputes over territory and majority and minority rights that continue to reverberate around the world. In all our explorations—in India’s State of Kerala, Russia’s Republic of Tatarstan, France’s City of Marseille, New York’s Borough of Queens, and Australia’s late-blooming Sydney—we discovered three keys that helped explain their comparative success in achieving a Pax Ethnica. The inhabitants of each by hard experience learned the social and economic benefits of defusing conflict between peoples of differing cultures and creeds. And always there was the human factor: the willingness of politicians to grasp the thorny nettle of nationalism, to abjure the pseudo-populist bashing of vulnerable minorities, especially with an eye to youngsters of all faiths attuned to the benefits of tolerance. As in Flensburg, we found that citizenship is not an indissoluble rock, but it can be an elastic cord reaching across the scary past to a less violent future.
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