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			Epigraphs

			I could not tell or name the multitude,

			not even if I had ten tongues, ten mouths,

			a voice that never broke, a heart of bronze.

			Homer, The Iliad

			Be embraced, you millions.

			This kiss is for all the world!

			Friedrich Schiller, Ode to Joy

		

		
			INTRODUCTION

			Hope, not Despair

			[Revolutionary tracts tend] to become mere annals of complaints about existing conditions … I thought, on the contrary, that a revolutionary paper must be … a record of those symptoms which everywhere announce the coming of a new era, the germination of new forms of social life, the growing revolt against antiquated institutions … To make one feel sympathy with the throbbing of the human heart all over the world, with its revolt against age-long injustice, with its attempts at working out new forms of life … It is hope, not despair, that makes successful revolutions.

			Pyotr Kropotkin, 1899

			You almost certainly live in a nation-state.* Like 99.75 per cent of our species.†

			This is recent. In 1900, only about 25 per cent of the world’s population lived in a recognisably ‘national’ state, of which there were no more than fifty (compared to nearly two hundred today‡). These were concentrated in Europe and Latin America. In Asia, we might count six – Japan, Siam, Nepal, Bhutan, Afghanistan and Persia – though the last two had lost much of their sovereignty to imperial powers. Africa boasted two: Liberia and Ethiopia (though the latter had been a multinational empire, and was still in the early stages of setting up the institutions of a modern state).

			The rest of the world comprised colonial possessions of the European states and Japan, a few large land empires, and many small principalities. Technically, the destiny of eight-tenths of humanity was controlled by just eleven rulers: the Chinese, Russian, Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman emperors, and the political heads of Britain, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Italy, Japan and the United States.

			That situation was in many respects more ‘normal’ than what we know today. The last five millennia have typically seen a great diversity of co-existing political forms – sometimes overlapping and symbiotic, sometimes divided and incommensurable. Within that diversity, the most conspicuous large-scale formations were always transnational empires.

			But everything changed in the twentieth century. Under the especial influence of the United States, the political system was standardised, and a single administrative form extended to the world. With very few exceptions, an end was declared, not only to empires, but also to city-states, duchies, principalities, emirates, sultanates, caliphates, khanates, agencies, princely states, colonies, suzerains, dependencies, mandates, tributaries, condominia and protectorates.

			Recent though it is, the takeover is projected backwards in history – for, at their very moment of creation, nation-states present themselves as antique. Even long-extinct animals are ascribed nationality: Thomas Jefferson regarded mastodon fossils from the Hudson Valley as prophecies of the United States of America’s (established 1776) mammoth destiny.1 National museums deploy human relics in such a way as to suggest that ancient societies were already, say, ‘Mexican’ (1821) or ‘Syrian’ (1946). The Arab Republic of Egypt (1953) stakes a natural claim to the Rosetta Stone, which was commissioned in 196 BCE by a Greek-speaking pharaoh of Macedonian descent, and unearthed near Alexandria by French engineers in 1799. Leonardo da Vinci is described as an ‘Italian’ humanist, and Luther a ‘German’ theologian; those nations (1861 and 1871) were not dreamed of in their day. On postage stamps, Rabindranath Tagore lends his face to the Republic of India (1947), though the poet lived all his life in the British empire and disparaged national attachments: ‘Patriotism cannot be our final spiritual shelter,’ he wrote; ‘my refuge is humanity.’

			The nation-state has consumed the past; it has also consumed our hearts. Shortly after children learn their difference from birds and animals, they are taught they are Chilean or Thai, and emotionally constituted in a way only other Chileans or Thais may understand. For Lord Byron, one of the pioneers of modern Western feeling, this national spirit was the most heroic poetic subject; his desire for eternal Greece to be liberated from transitory Ottoman subjugation continues to pulsate in so many other contexts today: ‘I dream’d that Greece might still be free.’ In the century and a half following Greek independence (1830) many of the world’s peoples cultivated a similar pathos, which was operationalised into anti-colonial struggle; the feeling was subsequently enshrined at the heart of their new states, and turned into national poetry, music, art and cinema. Many people still associate these feelings of modern belonging with the loftiest human possibilities; hence the powerful emotions that are generated when they are brought together – at the Olympic Games, for instance, or the United Nations headquarters in New York.

			Most of all, the nation-state has consumed our politics. Whatever freedoms it offers are founded in this primordial unfreedom: we cannot not belong to a nation-state. We cannot reject the nation’s citizenship or taxes; we cannot decline its law in favour of some other. We cannot step outside its territorial circuits: a Mexican may not vote in a US election (though she may have as much justification as any US citizen); French taxpayers do not dispense unemployment benefit in Niger (though they may bear much responsibility for that country’s disarray). We certainly may not refuse the nation’s security apparatus, and mobilise instead our private army. All our political capacities are given over to this one monopoly of the nation-state, which has stripped us of every other kind.

			[image: ]

			In 2018, when I began writing this book, that monopoly was assailed by signs and portents. I was living between four countries – the United States, India, France and the United Kingdom – all of which were consumed by questions about unscrupulous or malevolent leadership, about the wrecking of hitherto sacred customs and contracts, and about the state’s inability to manage such growing issues as economic inequality, ecological degradation and the technological manipulation of ‘truth’. I was studying other countries too, and teaching in yet more; everywhere there seemed to be a sense, not only that state purposes were becoming sterner and more removed from popular needs, but also that political conversation was increasingly designed to distract from that reality.

			Professional commentators tended to see these developments in so many local terms – turning, for their explanations, to national histories, cultures and institutions. But that did not explain the conspicuous parallels between countries, and it ignored the fact that our nation-state system was just that – a single, integrated political and economic system. As I watched the reorganisation of power within and between nations, I came to believe we were passing through, not a set of disconnected national crises, but a transition, rather, in our global arrangements. The most conspicuous symptom of this transition, certainly, was the contortion of the nation-state, and the resulting unravelling of political cultures built up over many decades. To move beyond symptoms, however, it was necessary to consider the grand unity of the nation-state system itself. How did this system arise, what purpose did it serve, and – above all – where had it reached in its life-cycle? The four parts of this book – ‘God’ (France), ‘money’ (Britain), ‘law’ (United States) and ‘nature’ (China) – trace the multi-century history which led to the maturation and universalisation of that system after 1945, in order to answer those questions, and so to shed light on the transition we are experiencing today.

			Nation-states acquired significant moral prestige in the decades following the Second World War, when political theory emphasised the welfare and protection of citizens, when states tended to enjoy authentic control over their national realities, and when many populations experienced startling improvements in their condition. This was the era of decolonisation, when nation-states delivered one-third of humanity from the humiliation of imperial rule, restoring political autonomy and dignity where they had long been removed. In the West, nation-states produced an astonishing expansion of equality, democracy and material security.

			Those developments were so mesmerising that many believed we had reached an ecstatic end-state, when the travails of history would finally cease. A condition so stable and permanent that political philosophers could close their books: there was no next chapter. This naïve view tended to overlook the searing violence of the ‘Cold’ War, and the ever-increasing inequality between nations. It owed much of its credibility to the fact that the international system, the leading schools of government, and the most influential media organisations were still controlled, largely, by the West – where the nation-state was invented in the first place, and where its most spectacular rewards were enjoyed. By now, however, that view is fading. It is clear, in fact, that the decades following 1945 constituted an exceptional period in world history – one that is well and truly at an end.

			In the late 1970s, there began a set of processes which restored the autonomy of financial capital, reset the purpose of politics, and generated a number of formidable new competitors to the nation-state. What these processes were, and where they will lead, forms the core of this book.§ Here we need only say that, nearly five decades later, the nation-state is unable even in theory to manage reality as once it did. Its capacity to deliver progress and human welfare has been significantly undermined. It has lost the technological supremacy on which its monopoly rested; in many areas, it is outclassed by giant corporations with their own, rival, visions of social and political arrangements. Even rich states have forfeited their primordial power over money; as a result, they struggle to uphold their commitments to their peoples. They begin to embark, indeed, on projects which seem to have nothing to do with those commitments – theocratic caprices, persecutions of minorities, foreign invasions, criminal escalations. Meanwhile, the resurgence of Eurasian empires – notably China and Russia – strikes at the heart of the cellular order established under American hegemony.

			To survive these transformations, rich states have resorted among other things to the ever greater exploitation, not only of poor states, but also of the human and ecological capital housed within them. This exacerbates already-shocking gaps: wealth and security are further concentrated in some places; poverty, war and natural destruction in others. The grid of international borders must therefore be ever more militarised, or else the system of states – which is now explicitly a class system, whose functioning depends on mass immobilisation – cannot work. As a result, the nation-state system falls short of the most commonsensical conceptions of equality and justice; if it were a single state, it would be despised. But like many morally bankrupt systems, it is also becoming unsustainable. It was built on the dubious assumption that humanity is, in its ‘normal’ state, sedentary; today, hundreds of millions of people are finding that their best course of action is to break the laws of nations and travel ‘illegally’ abroad – in the hope of collecting the freedoms and protections they were once promised at home. Their hand is also forced by climate change, war and the accelerating rush for timber and minerals. The existing political infrastructure has no way of accommodating migration on the coming scale, which will evacuate departure economies, and overwhelm destination societies.

			The nation-state is a constantly changing commercial engine, whose interests coincide only sometimes with those of human beings. As a result of the transformations which are the focus of this book, that engine has departed very far from the euphoric expectations of the previous era. This does not mean states themselves will collapse: as our history will reveal, despotic nation-states have often enjoyed great success. It does mean they may cease to be dependable as platforms for thriving human societies. That presentiment lies behind the many present expressions of apocalypse. Our nation-state system has lost its Byronic pathos: in a remarkably brief period, its demented extraction from the earth, and from human minds and bodies, has caused the sensation of progress to be replaced with the anxiety of futurelessness.

			After Nations proposes another way. It suggests that we build back, in another form, our shrivelling systems. Perhaps we are not stuck with a rigid and ravenous political architecture designed in the era of horse transport and slavery; perhaps we can reimagine it. Not so that we destroy what exists: we are already sick of destruction. No, our purpose is to supplement, extend and update, so our politics may match the scale and speed of contemporary information and commerce, migration and ecology. Present technologies offer stunning opportunities in this respect. We are now able to envision new political capacities, which might either be absorbed into nation-states, so giving them a new lease of life, or else form a parallel system – cosmopolitan, frugal and flexible – to complement what we have today. Perhaps we will come to realise that the present crisis offers a major opportunity to the many who never benefitted in the first place from the hegemony of the nation-state – a structure whose achievements have always been more limited, and more local, than we acknowledge.

			In writing this book, I have depended on data and analyses produced by a wide range of academics and experts, whose work has continually inspired me with its originality and brilliance. I am not myself a professional researcher, and this book contains no new information. Instead, it presses existing knowledge to new ends and configurations. My role, after all, is that of storyteller – and, like other storytellers across time and space, my purpose is to create a better story where old ones have ceased to be convincing or useful. The storyteller’s craft is never so important as when familiar stories wear out, for – in the words of one great novelist – ‘it is … symbolism or … sensibility wearing out, and not the mystery of mankind.’2 The old tale of the nation-state, which told of its perfection and deathlessness, was always implausible. Today, that tale is preventing us from seeing our own condition, and from reconstituting the forms of sovereignty that are presently dissolving. This book offers a new tale, which is not the reverse of the old – the nation-state is not all bad, just as it was not all-good – but it is more measured, more alert to the great diversity of global experience, more receptive to the future.

			My tale ends with a plea for us to revive what traditionally been one of our species’ most attractive attributes: our political creativity. When political arrangements fell behind changing conditions, our forbears thought anew – bequeathing to us the shining modern ideals which still, even as they are neglected, provoke such quivering emotion. We too need to think anew. There is no knowing where such thinking will lead us: that is part of the excitement. But here is a guiding principle – the essential principle behind all political creativity: hope, not despair.

			New Haven, Connecticut, 2025

			
				
					* Readers seeking a definition of a term that will feature throughout this book can consult the Appendix: What is a Nation-State?

				

				
					† Most of the remaining 19 million live in dependencies left over from the age of empire. One of those – Greenland – covers a great area, though it is home to only 60,000 people. The rest are diminutive territories, mostly islands, which would all fit comfortably inside Greece. Some – Hong Kong, Macao and Puerto Rico – are relatively populous, but most have no more than a few thousand citizens.

					The other exception to the nation-state system consists of postcolonial territories that were occupied by neighbours before they could become independent states. Western Sahara did not become independent when Spain left in 1975; the mineral-rich territory has been occupied ever since by Morocco, despite the long campaign to establish a Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic. Palestine, similarly, was not granted statehood after the departure of British administrators; its territories were occupied separately by Jordan and Egypt in 1948, and jointly by Israel in 1967.

				

				
					‡ There are 193 seats in the United Nations. Some additional entities, however – such as the Holy See – meet some definitions of sovereignty.

				

				
					§ A brief list of events from the pivotal years of 1979 and 1980 gives a sense of the scope: the confirmation of Deng Xiaoping as successor to Mao Zedong, and the resumption of China’s diplomatic relations with the USA; the establishment of the Special Economic Zone in Shenzhen; the Islamist coup in Iran, and the beginning of the Iran–Iraq war; the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan; the seizure of the Grand Mosque in Mecca; the first political assassination by the Medellín drug cartel in Colombia; the electoral victories of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan; the signature of bilateral investment treaties between Britain and former colonies Bangladesh and Sri Lanka – a new imperial arrangement which the United States embraced from 1982; the economic ‘shock’ delivered by US Federal Reserve chair Paul Volcker; the introduction of IBM’s personal computer; Microsoft’s invention of MS-DOS; the adoption of the TCP/IP protocol by US military and academic computing networks.

				

			

		

		
			Part I

			GOD

			France

		

		
			1

			The Crown of God

			After twisting together a crown of thorns, they put it on His head, and a reed in His right hand; and they knelt down before Him and mocked Him, saying, ‘Hail, King of the Jews!’

			Matthew 27:29

			The angel gave reassurance to my king by bringing him the crown and saying he would possess the entire kingdom of France … The crown was brought from God. There is no goldsmith on earth who could have made one so rich and fair.

			Joan of Arc, describing her religious visions while on trial in 1431

			In 1238, King Louis IX of France paid 135,000 livres tournois – more than half his kingdom’s revenue – to acquire the most valuable object in the world: the crown of thorns worn by Christ on his way to the crucifixion. With this purchase, Louis acquired a tangible claim on Christ’s celestial majesty, and magnified the aura of his own, golden, diadem. We may begin a theological history of the nation-state from here.

			The crown was already withered and ancient, and it had passed through many ordeals. After Christ’s execution twelve centuries before, so Catholic tradition had it, the Romans had buried the crown on the site – the hilly wasteland outside Jerusalem called Golgotha or Calvary – along with the cross and other instruments of his torture. Hoping to discourage Christian outlaws from excavating and venerating these relics, they had piled boulders over the area, but pilgrims flocked nonetheless, their numbers increasing with the years. In the 130s, as a final deterrent, the emperor Hadrian sealed the sites of Christ’s death and burial by building a temple to Venus on the hill.

			Christianity’s fate took a dramatic turn when the emperor Constantine converted to the faith in 312. The imperial coinage was emblazoned with the chi-rho symbol revealed to him in a vision (‘Under this sign,’ shone Christ’s words in the sky, ‘you will conquer’), and the emperor himself began to superintend and standardise a religion that had mutated into many local variants. He summoned the First Council of Nicaea, where a grand assembly of bishops, priests and deacons arrived from all over Europe, West Asia and North Africa to resolve their doctrinal disputes, and so create a unified statement of belief (the Nicene Creed) for all the empire’s Christians. He also set about identifying Christianity’s holy sites and relics: he built the first basilica of St Peter where the latter had been buried in Rome, and, in about 325, sent his mother, Helena, backed with funds from the imperial treasury, to visit the holy sites of Palestine. ‘When the empress beheld the place where the Saviour suffered,’ wrote the historian Theodoret of Cyrrhus in the 440s, ‘she immediately ordered the idolatrous temple which had been there erected to be destroyed, and the very earth on which it stood to be removed.’ Buried underneath were three wooden crosses, one of which was revealed, by its miraculous healing powers, to be the actual instrument of Christ’s crucifixion.

			Helena founded several churches in Palestine to house pieces of this ‘True Cross’. Most spectacular was the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, built on the site of the earlier temple of Venus, for which Constantine himself sent instructions to the bishop of Jerusalem: ‘Take every necessary care, not only that the basilica itself surpass all others; but that all its arrangements be such that this building may be incomparably superior to the most beautiful structures in every city throughout the world.’*

			Private devotion, quite clearly, was not his only consideration. Constantine was battling an ongoing imperial crisis, which the emperor Diocletian (r. 284–305 CE) had previously tried to solve by dividing the empire among four rulers. Constantine declared war on the so-called ‘tetrarchy’: between 306 and 324, he subdued his rivals and submitted Rome, once again, to a single emperor. He also introduced a number of administrative reforms – including moving the capital from Rome to a new metropolis in Byzantium dubbed ‘Constantinople’ – designed to preserve it from further disintegration. His theological innovations were part of the same project. Christianity had arisen as a critique of worldly power and money, to be sure; but it also inaugurated a new kind of universal citizenship that was especially productive for a large and diverse empire. Christ had dismissed folkish divisions; he rejected priestly privilege and the exclusion of the ‘impure’ (tax collectors, prostitutes, adulterers). He also rejected ethnic superstition (St Paul would write, ‘Here there is no Gentile or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all’1). For him, human beings were metaphysically equal citizens of a universal ‘kingdom of Heaven’ administered by a single, benign, transcendental, male godhead.† The ultimate truth and justice of this kingdom would be revealed only in the end-times – but Christ’s ‘modern’ conception of citizenship was not merely otherworldly. In this life, too, he instructed his followers to give up parochial taboos and conform their practices to ‘global’ society:

			Later they sent some of the Pharisees and Herodians to Jesus to catch him in his words. They came to him and said, ‘Teacher, we know that you are a man of integrity. You aren’t swayed by others, because you pay no attention to who they are; but you teach the way of God in accordance with the truth. Is it right to pay the imperial tax to Caesar or not? Should we pay or shouldn’t we?’

			But Jesus knew their hypocrisy. ‘Why are you trying to trap me?’ he asked. ‘Bring me a denarius and let me look at it.’ They brought the coin, and he asked them, ‘Whose image is this? And whose inscription?’

			‘Caesar’s,’ they replied.

			Then Jesus said to them, ‘Give back to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.’2

			Christianity supplied new dynamism to the imperium, enfeebling countervailing tribal loyalties and rewiring the political circuitry such that all energies flowed, like the taxes of Christ’s injunction, to the emperor. The modern faith provided a solid platform for an empire that would remain headquartered, for eleven hundred years after Constantine’s death, in his new capital. This political endurance – which is difficult to imagine in the nation-state era – has much to do with the analogy established between politics and cosmology, which generated powerful feelings of faith and awe for emperor and empire. Across history, indeed, many transnational states employed the same strategy – converting to ‘universal’ religions in order to consolidate political power.‡

			In most cases, there was a turn away, not only from multiplicity, but also from femininity. The imposition of Christianity on Roman territories required the suppression of once-paramount female deities. Since most people at that time worked on the land, the symbolic shift away from fertility towards extraction was keenly felt, and many agrarian communities retained their earth goddesses long after they were deemed heretical. But the purpose of the state was to submit natural fertility to social and political control, and the trampling of goddesses was accompanied by patriarchal consolidation in the real world. Expanding powers subjugated land, animals and farmers; crucially, it also targeted women – of all ranks and backgrounds. Women’s political status has of course varied from state to state; but in general the emergence of states produced a subordinate political class of women.§

			The adoption of an ‘eastern’ religion for the empire was part of a wider attempt to reinforce Roman majesty with West Asian symbols and practices. Roman emperors had traditionally worn ribbons or diadems in the Greek style; attempts to wear crowns by such emperors as Commodus (r. 177–92 CE) had been viewed as a distasteful assault on traditional republican values, and proved short-lived. By the time of Constantine, however, the most advanced imperial symbology was that of Persia, whose emperors wore a crown surmounted by the globe to signify their universal rule. Crowns had also been part of Assyrian and Babylonian traditions, as well as in such tribal kingdoms as Israel and Judah, whose practices were now of course exemplary. In Psalm 21, David had written – speaking about himself in the third person – ‘The king rejoices in your strength, Lord … You came to greet him with rich blessings and placed a crown of pure gold on his head.’ Such West Asian imagery was now incorporated into Rome. Christian cosmic sovereignty was expressed, during Constantine’s reign, by a stunning image: the manus dei descending from heaven and placing a crown on the emperor’s head. Bringing to life St Paul’s dictum that ‘There is no authority except from God,’3 this became an enduring motif of Byzantium.

	
			[image: Ancient metal medallion depicting a group of five armoured figures with togas and long spears. Around the edge of the medallion are Latin inscriptions. A crown is being placed on the head of the central figure by an arm reaching down from the heavens.]

			Medallion from the reign of Constantine showing the crown being placed on his head by the hand of God.

	

			What of the crown of thorns? Later writers held that Helena unearthed it, miraculously intact after three centuries, during her visit to Jerusalem. But it does not appear in Theodoret’s chronicle. There is no explicit mention until 409, when St Paulinus of Nola observed the crown in Helena’s basilica: ‘The thorns with which Our Saviour was crowned were held in honour together with the Holy Cross and the pillar of the scourging.’ But there are regular accounts thereafter: in 570, a pilgrim from Piacenza travelled to the Holy Land, where he found the crown moved to another church, the Hagia Sion (also inaugurated, according to legend, by Helena) – where it was accompanied by an ever-growing collection of holy objects: ‘the pillar upon which our Lord was scourged … the horn with which the kings, and David, were anointed … the crown of thorns with which our Lord was crowned, and the spear which was thrust into his side, and many stones with which Stephen was stoned.’ The object acquired in the thirteenth century by Louis IX of France, therefore, was certainly over eight hundred years old.

			It was not a sturdy object – or even, strictly speaking, an ‘object’ at all. The main structure was a plaited circlet of desiccated Baltic rushes held together with gold wire; the thorny sprigs of Ziziphus spina-christi had become detached and were kept separately. As the seventh century dawned, and the Byzantine empire became increasingly exposed on its eastern flank, this perishable and almost weightless assemblage was swept up by the storms of war. In 614, the Zoroastrian Khosrow II, ruler of Persia’s Sasanian empire, invaded Jerusalem with the support of Byzantium’s much-oppressed Jews. Capturing the city, and restoring Jewish priestly administration, his armies carried away the ‘True Cross’ and other precious objects to the Sasanian capital of Ctesiphon, where they were venerated by Khosrow’s Christian wife. Not fifteen years later, the fortunes of the two empires were reversed: the Byzantine emperor Heraclius invaded Persia and took back the relics, recaptured Jerusalem – slaughtering its Jews in revenge for their earlier conspiracy – and restored the relics to their previous location.

			By then, the first of the Islamic caliphates was beginning its dazzling expansion. Within a couple of decades, the Sasanian empire was eclipsed and Byzantium lost all its eastern-Mediterranean territories to Medina. The Muslim rulers of Jerusalem were initially more tolerant than their Christian predecessors, proclaiming freedom of religion, overturning the ban on Jewish worship and guaranteeing the safety of churches, synagogues and relics. The interfaith harmony was broken, however, in 996, with the advent of the Fatimid caliph al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah. The ‘mad Hakim’, as he would go down, resentfully, in Western history, was a paradoxical figure, remembered both as ‘the mad and despotic tyrant … irrationally given to killing those around him on a whim’ and as ‘the ideal supreme ruler, divinely ordained and chosen, whose every action was just and righteous’.4 Certain events are unambiguous: in 1009, on al-Hakim’s orders, Jerusalem’s principal churches and synagogues were demolished, and Christians and Jews subjected to draconian restrictions. Around this point, the Byzantine emperor moved the Christian relics from Jerusalem to the imperial palace in Constantinople.

			Constantinople was the world’s largest city outside China. Surrounded by colossal walls, twelve metres high and up to five metres thick, it housed a population of close to half a million – ten times Rome, twenty times Paris, forty times London. Its palaces and churches contained treasures built up over a millennium; the evacuated crown of thorns now joined the largest collection of Passion relics in existence, housed in the fabled Church of the Virgin of the Pharos, itself lodged within the Great Palace of Constantinople. The church’s decoration was so extraordinary as to alter the senses:

			It is as if one had entered heaven itself, with no one barring the way from any side, and was illuminated by the beauty in all forms shining all around like so many stars, so is one utterly amazed. Thenceforth it seems that everything is in ecstatic motion, and the church itself is circling round. For the spectator, through his whirling about in all directions and being constantly astir, which he is forced to experience by the variegated spectacle on all sides, imagines that his personal condition is transferred to the object.5

			Celestial still, Constantinople was no longer serene. In 1054, the Christian world was torn in two by the final schism between its Western (‘Latin’) and Eastern (‘Greek’) churches, which developed powerful internecine enmity towards each other. At the same time, there were ever more constant threats to the city from Muslim Turks and Arabs in the east. In 1204, the city definitively lost its once-indomitable status when it was sacked by Latin crusaders.

			The Latins took care to secure the Passion relics, despite the legendary pillage and slaughter: these were the spiritual ‘reserve’ from which their own, replacement, regime would continue to draw its authority. Commander Boniface de Montferrat made swiftly for the Church of the Virgin of the Pharos, where – as one knight wrote who entered with him – he found ‘the blessed crown wherewith He was crowned, which was wrought of sea rushes, sharp as dagger blades’. After the invasion, however, the empire was reduced to a stump. The emperor was little more than a European-style feudal king: his own territory comprised little more than the city of Constantinople itself. There were no revenues to pay for defence against the returning armies of evicted Greeks, and, in 1237, the emperor Baldwin II – cousin of Louis IX of France – was forced to cash in his most valuable assets: the Passion relics, which, since they had come into contact with Christ’s own flesh and blood, stood far above the great number of saints’ rags and toenails then in circulation. With Bulgarian and Greek armies at his gates, Baldwin II pawned the most valuable of all of these – the crown of thorns – to Niccolo Quirino, a Venetian financier, in return for 13,134 gold hyperpyra. With that money, he raised an army and successfully repelled the invaders; the city would not fall for another twenty-four years. But there was no solution for his fundamental lack of revenue. The crown of thorns was only the first of several Passion relics that would eventually be transferred from Byzantium to Paris for cash.

			[image: ]

			After the fall of Rome in 476 CE, the European continent was occupied by pagan tribes. Even as the centuries passed, however, Rome’s bygone order supplied the political ideal. Since Christianity was its defining essence, pagan kings gradually converted to the faith in order to qualify as plausible successors.¶ One of the early converts to Nicene orthodoxy was Clovis I, leader of the Franks, who in the late fifth century consolidated a territory roughly equivalent to modern France, and whose sovereignty was asserted in a spectacular baptism ceremony in Reims Cathedral in 508. But crowns were absent as yet. Early French kings were confirmed with the anointing of holy oils, which recalled both Clovis’s baptism and the descriptions of coronation rites in the Old Testament.6 The fragrance of these oils was allegedly that of the Holy Spirit itself, and their application to the king’s head transferred celestial authority to his person.**

	
			[image: Ornate carved relief depicting different holy scenes. The artwork is framed with ornate floral designs. A hand is seen coming down from above and filling two vials, while several figures, including one kneeling, look awed. Below that, Clovis I is anointed with this oil during his baptism, while various figures watch on.]

			Miracle of the Holy Ampulla, ivory book cover, 9th century (detail). In the top panel, the hand of God is seen filling the two ampullae (vials) with holy oil. Below, Clovis I is anointed with this oil during his baptism, and the Holy Spirit descends on him in the form of a dove.

	

			None of Europe’s tribal leaders was able to accumulate sufficient territory to restore Rome, and the long-dormant title of Western Emperor remained unclaimed until another Frankish king, Charlemagne, conquered most of Western Europe and had himself proclaimed ‘Holy Roman Emperor’ by Pope Leo III in 800. This was sovereignty of a more authentic and recognisable kind, and Charlemagne had a crown placed on his head, in the manner of the late Romans. Significantly, the Byzantine empress Irene directed that eight spikes from the crown of thorns be sent from Jerusalem to Charlemagne as a coronation gift. This offering from eastern empress to western emperor made clear the hopes invested in Charlemagne, who promised to restore legitimate – that is, imperial – European rule; it also showed that the crown of thorns was already considered a validation of Christian sovereignty. Conquest and territorial possession, even a golden crown: these were only the outward signs; the inward essence was supplied by Christ in heaven, as channelled through antique botanical remains.

			But Europe’s reunification was short-lived: after Charlemagne’s death, the empire broke up again, and no subsequent Holy Roman Emperor would rule more than a fraction of the continent (the title persisted for another millennium). Unlike China, Europe’s destiny was not unification but fragmentation. Medieval European rulers had to accept the demise of the imperial idea and work out how to transform their piecemeal holdings into recognised political units. They had, in other words, to invent national states – where sovereign power operated within a bounded territory, and had no application outside. France’s Capetian dynasty (987–1328) produced some of the greatest exponents of this project; none was greater than Louis IX, who understood that political innovation required new symbols, new spirits, new theology.

			‘France’ grew out of the western rump of Charlemagne’s shattered empire, whose rulers lost the name of emperor and reverted to ‘King of the Franks’. As the tribal title implied, their kingdom was very far from a ‘state’ in the modern sense. Medieval European territory was subject to many competing and overlapping jurisdictions, and Europe’s only true ‘republic’ was the transnational empire of the Pope – who reigned over kings, dukes, counts and other feudal lords, not to speak of churches, monasteries, mercantile guilds and city burghers. Kingdoms were only one unit in a complex territorial mesh, and there was no reason to imagine they would become the primary engines of history. Such an outcome would have seemed particularly improbable in France because, for many centuries, crown lands comprised little more than an island of land clinging to Paris. As late as 1300, ‘officials in Toulouse would sometimes still speak of “sending messengers to France,” that is, Paris.’7 Other powers were far more formidable: Burgundy in the east, for instance, or Normandy in the north (themselves sometimes referred to as ‘kingdoms’).8 By the eleventh century, the dukes of Normandy controlled half of all French lands, and they were also kings of England; naturally, they were loath to behave as vassals to a lord so diminutive as the French king.

			Successive Capetian kings transformed this situation in a direction recognisable to us today. Repeated military campaigns by Philippe II, Louis’s grandfather, diminished substantially the English kings’ continental holdings. As a result of his conquests, Philippe granted himself the Roman title ‘Augustus’; he was probably the first to style himself ‘King of France’. ‘The boundary lines that determine to this day the frontiers of France, England, and Spain were more or less definitively settled in a series of battles which occurred between 1212 and 1214,’ writes one commentator. ‘It was at this period that not only were the boundary lines decided but, even more important, it was decided that there would be boundary lines. This is … the “fundamental change” in the political structure of western Europe.’9 The Capetians, in other words, developed a state with borders – quite unlike the jurisdictions of church or empire – and they directed their energies to consolidating their operations within those limits.

	
			[image: Map comparing territorial control in France in 1180 and 1223, showing French royal domain, French rule, ecclesiastical lordships, and Angevin rule. Areas controlled by French rule and royal domain have expanded by 1223, reducing Angevin territories that in 1180 had covered the majority of France, particularly in the west.]

			Until the twelfth century, French crown lands barely exceeded the Île-de-France. They were dwarfed by the French possessions of England’s Angevin kings.

	

			But territorial domination does not produce a state. A state comes into being with tax and, until the twelfth century at least, French kings enjoyed no special status with regard to taxation. Several layers of temporal authority might collect taxes in France – often without warning, whenever aristocratic cash ran low – in addition to the church. It was not clear which of these tax regimes had priority, so taxes flowed to the most proximate authority. Taxpayers received little benefit, meanwhile, from their contributions; kings and dukes fought to expand what were personal estates – not national, or even imperial, territories – and the profits from conquest accrued largely to them. Their taxes – called tailles – were little more, therefore, than aristocratic plunder.10

			Facing so much competition for tax, French kings struggled to derive adequate incomes. By the time of Louis IX’s grandfather, however, new opportunities were emerging outside the feudal system, for the twelfth century saw the dramatic rise of urban merchants. Feudal lords received their rents largely in kind, but they did not possess facilities for commercialising those commodities; towns emerged as processing centres for feudal surpluses. Between 1100 and 1400, a network of such towns grew up across Europe, enabling the transfer, for instance, of English wool to the emerging cloth industries of Italy, France and the Low Countries. Merchants in these towns usually operated at modest scales, but a few could harness great international flows of money and commodities. France’s great thirteenth- and fourteenth-century cathedrals are testament, among other things, to the rising power of merchant donors.

			The innovation of the Capetian kings was to create a fiscal alliance with this rising merchant class. Merchants held their wealth in gold and silver – unlike landowners – so they were the ideal financial partners for war-making kings. But they also demanded changes to the feudal regime: situated in communications hubs, they acknowledged no geographical limit to their activity, and campaigned for the liberation of trade routes and workers from archaic tariffs and bonds. As speculators, who needed to calculate cash flow in advance, they were also particularly allergic to the arbitrary demands of aristocratic taxes, and the taille – in the words of a medieval commentator – ‘seemed to the said bourgeois inordinate bad and hateful’.11 The Capetians distinguished themselves from other nobles by offering a tax regime designed to accord with mercantile needs. Merchants ‘opted in’ to this regime, so acknowledging the monopoly of what we can begin to call the national state, and ultimately elevating crown fortunes above those of dukes and counts.

			In return, the Capetians greatly expanded the sphere of mercantile activity. Philippe Auguste (r. 1180–1223) did much to establish the French crown as guarantor of what we might call ‘capitalist’ interests. He chartered seventy-four new towns during his reign, where mercantile freedoms were protected.12 Later Capetians would charter many more. They would also develop a more robust legal framework for French commerce – replacing canon law, for instance, which disdained profit and possession, with the materialist law of Rome, which allowed for the charging of interest, and identified land and chattels as tradable ‘assets’.

			New towns also offered opportunities to peasants, who resented the multiple and arbitrary exactions of their produce; many were enticed off the land by the towns’ fixed taille, as well as by the new employment opportunities of the commercial economy. The thirteenth-century boom meant there was great demand for commercial labour, and burghers were eager to sponsor the defection of labourers from the countryside. It became standard practice to offer freedoms of the town to anyone who resided there for a year and a day. Many peasants saw the king as guarantor of these new political rights, and blamed evil nobles for feudal bondage and exploitation.†† The towns hastened the moral collapse of the feudal system, therefore, and introduced a distinctive bargain between citizen and king.

			This frenzy of political innovations exposed a symbolic deficit. The emerging French ‘state’ – a bounded territory held together by the unique authority of the king – demanded a corresponding theology. For this, Louis turned to the new ascetic brotherhoods of Cistercians, Carthusians, Franciscans and Dominicans, which were interested, like him, in insulating themselves from papal authority.13 From this anti-ecclesiastical alliance emerged a body of theological writing which elevated the kingdom to a new position of spiritual self-sufficiency. In the Speculum Doctrinale, a 2,374-chapter description of the cosmos by the Dominican friar Vincent de Beauvais (died 1264), the territory under the king was reinvented as a mystical community (corpus reipublicae mysticum). Previously, political territories were merely temporal; now the kingdom was raised above other territorial forms, possessing a spiritual quality as solemn as the community of believers itself (the well-established corpus ecclesiae mysticum). ‘This was a clear case of borrowing from the wealth of ecclesiastical notions and of transferring to the secular commonweal some of the supernatural and transcendental values normally owned by the Church.’14 Such ‘national’ feelings have become instinctive: every war remembrance, every state policy protecting generations to come, rests on the idea that mystical connections exist between a nation’s past, present and future citizens. This derives from Louis’s transfer of ecclesiastical aura to the medieval state.

			Crucially, the mystical ‘corpus’ of the nation was allegorised in the person of the king who, according to thirteenth-century theology, acquired two bodies during the anointing ritual: the (mortal) ‘body natural’ and the (immortal) ‘body politic’. To attack the person of the king was to assault the divine, therefore; it could not fall under the general law of interpersonal aggression. As part of a wider revival of Roman law, the crimes of high treason and ‘lèse-majesté’ returned in both France and England, where theologians reinvented them for the national era. Obviously, lèse-majesté included military conspiracy: by the time of the Hundred Years War, the Capetians were using the concept to dispossess French nobles who sided with the English.15 But increasingly it also came to include heresy against the sovereign religion. ‘What is committed against God, against the faith, or against the Roman church,’ read a court judgement of 1301, ‘the king considers that it is committed against him, since he and his ancestors have always been the intimate defenders of the faith and honour of the Roman church.’16

			The most complete symbol of the sovereign’s new ‘majesty’ was the crown. Louis IX’s grandfather commissioned a golden crown studded with precious stones probably acquired during the third crusade, with which all French kings were crowned after 1223; its name – the ‘Crown of Charlemagne’ – invoked imperial sovereignty. In the following decades, crowns gained new prominence in French painting and sculpture. The thirteenth-century media were full of coronation dramas: the ‘Coronation of the Virgin’, a scene unknown before the late twelfth century, was carved above the doors of nearly all great thirteenth-century French churches. In this scene, Mary’s crown is placed on her head by an angel; Christ, meanwhile, is crowned too: they are king and queen of heaven – archetypes, not of the human, nor even of the priest, but of the monarch.

	
			[image: Religious stone sculpture depicting two central figures with halos, surrounded by angels, arranged under an ornate arch. The Virgin, one of the central figures, has her hands clasped in prayer, while an angel places a crown or diadem on her head.]

			The Coronation of the Virgin, Sainte-Chapelle, Paris (1243–48).

	

			We may sense, by now, the significance of Louis’s purchase of the crown of thorns. It summarised a grand reorganisation of Europe’s political and spiritual forces, where occult powers were siphoned from heaven and pressed to the service of the state. No one was more aware of the symbolism than Louis, who conceived the crown’s arrival in Paris as a piece of cosmic theatre. He went to receive the relic in Sens, one hundred miles outside the capital – stripping off his shirt and shoes in self-conscious imitation of the Byzantine emperor Heraclius, who had processed to Jerusalem in a similar state of humility after recapturing the True Cross from the Sasanians in 629.17 The procession was choreographed in such a way as to place Louis IX in a long line of royal guardians of the Christian heritage, which had begun with Constantine himself. Carrying the crown in its reliquary on his shoulders, he entered Paris to ecstatic chants from the crowds: ‘Blessed is he who comes in the honour of the Lord, through whose agency the kingdom of France is exalted by the presence of so great a gift.’ He deposited his treasure in the cathedral of Notre-Dame, where the archbishop of Sens, who had walked with Louis, explained the significance of the moment: ‘Just as our Saviour Jesus Christ selected the Promised Land for the exhibition of the mysteries of his redemption, so … he especially selected our Gaul for the veneration of the triumph of his Passion … He has made one land equal to the other … [God] has deigned to crown the kingdom of France.’ The national territory was sacralised. This was a key moment, in fact, in Europe’s ultimate takeover of a West Asian religion: France had become the new Jerusalem.

			The crown would find its permanent home in the purpose-built Sainte-Chapelle. Part of the palace complex on the Île de la Cité, and private to the king, the Sainte-Chapelle was nonetheless established from the beginning as a site of pilgrimage, and designed to dazzle the public.18 Costing the fantastic sum of 40,000 livres tournois (still only a third of what Louis paid for the crown itself), the chapel was built in the new gothique rayonnant style, its massive coloured windows filling the interior with celestial light, as the philosopher Jean de Jandun observed in 1323: ‘The refined colours of its paintings, the precious gilding of its images, the pure transparency of its windows which shimmer from all sides … one would think oneself transported to heaven.’19 Paintings, images, windows: all told the same story. The Sainte-Chapelle was a pageant of multimedia propaganda, whose theme was what one art historian has called ‘the cult of kings’.20 Beginning with the coronations of the kings of Israel, their battles to save the Holy Land and their campaigns against idols, the windows depicted an eternal procession of Judaeo-Christian monarchs, culminating in Louis’s own House of Capet. At the core of this display was the ‘Grande Châsse’, a bejewelled chest in which the crown of thorns was preserved along with Louis’s other relics; the keys to its ten locks were kept with him at all times. The crown of thorns would remain in this chest, and in the Sainte-Chapelle, for 543 years.

			At the dedication of the Sainte-Chapelle, it was said, Louis took the crown from its reliquary and placed it on his own head; afterwards, he inserted three thorns from Christ’s crown into his own.21 The allegory had become literal: the celestial crown had descended onto the head of the king of France. In the emerging symbolic competition between Europe’s Christian kings, Louis had scored a victory that would translate into tangible advantages for his heirs. In recognition of their unique proximity to heaven, the Pope assigned them the exclusive label ‘most Christian king’ (rex christianissimus, or roi très chrétien), raising them to higher rank than other Christian princes, and allowing them certain sacerdotal, as well as regal, privileges.‡‡ Custody of the crown of thorns made them brokers of divine legitimacy; by granting thorns to princes and bishops across Europe, they could even make or unmake foreign states. To give only one example: Queen Joanna of Naples (c. 1326–1382), facing formidable opposition from rivals, called upon her cousin, Charles V of France (1338–1380), to secure her position. Charles sent her a thorn from the crown of heaven, for which she built a new church, Santa Maria Incoronata in Naples.22 Unfortunately, the queen was defeated and assassinated. But her gesture, in her moment of desperation, shows how other princes depended on the authority which only the French kings could dispense.§§

			Two comments are in order before we leap forward in time. First, the crown of thorns, as an emblem of suffering, expressed something very different from a crown of gold. This too resonated with new conceptions of kingship elaborated by monastic theologians during Louis’s reign. In 1259, Guibert of Tournai, a Franciscan friar, wrote a treatise on the education of princes which explicitly exhorted kings to emulate Christ in his suffering. Kings were no longer mere warriors, ruling by force and predation; they had to revere God and the church, refrain from hunting and gambling, be restrained in sexual and financial matters, and, like loving fathers, superintend the moral life of their subjects. The enduring popularity of Louis IX – who was canonised only twenty-seven years after his death – rests on his embrace of this new idea of king-as-servant.¶¶ He set up houses for reformed prostitutes, gave benefactions to monastic houses and invited poor men and women to eat at his table every night. He washed the feet of his most humble subjects in his own chambers, kneeling before them; ‘and when he had washed them, he dried them and then kissed their feet with great devotion, no matter how leprous or repellent their feet were.’23 The reign of Louis IX also saw the inauguration of the ritual of the ‘royal touch’ – particularly efficacious, it was thought, on coronation day – when the king, like Christ himself, cured sufferers of a lymph-node infection dubbed ‘scrofula’ with the mere touch of the hand.***

			Louis’s acts of charity, which sprang, according to his biographer, from feelings that ‘filled the heart of the holy king and so pierced his entrails that it seemed that pity took him over quite [and overcame] his majesty’,24 were taught to his sons and turned into institutions of the French monarchy. Every year on Maundy Thursday, until well into the eighteenth century, French kings washed the feet of thirteen of their poorest subjects. In such rituals and beliefs, we see the first stirrings of European ‘patriotism’, which derived from a religious form of devotion, and which included a Christlike image of the sovereign. So was born a set of enduring expectations, in France and across Christendom, about the character and purpose of the state which, like the godhead, should be beneficent, charitable, wise. Louis invented a particularly soothing image of the bargain between king and people, one which lies at the heart of modern Western optimism about the potential of the nation-state.

			The second comment concerns religious conformity. Since the authority of the king was founded in Catholic theology, it could not tolerate affronts to the faith: diversity of belief was impossible. Louis IX greatly expanded the institution of the Inquisition, which had been founded in France in the previous century; his associates in the Dominican order superintended investigations into a wide variety of heresies, including Catharism, witchcraft and satanism. Two years before the purchase of the crown of thorns, Robert le Bougre, France’s first Dominican inquisitor, burned fifty heretics in Champagne and Flanders; three years later, he burned 183 Cathars. Meanwhile, Louis destroyed enormous numbers of Jewish manuscripts, and – like many European kings – financed his military campaigns by the expropriation of Jewish wealth. He also spent many years of his reign fighting Muslim armies in North Africa, where he would die in 1270.

			Considering the comparative poverty and unproductivity of Europe, the Capetian conception of sovereignty generated a reasonably effective military and economic machine. But it also produced a religiously paranoid kingdom obsessed with the control of inner life and fundamentally inimical to scientific progress, cosmopolitanism and banking. This was in marked contrast to the non-national polities at the European fringes, which were also inordinately richer. The Abbasid caliphate, the Ottoman empire, the Mamluk sultanate, the Iberian empire of al-Andalus – none of these required homogeneity of belief. Catholics and Jews enjoyed freedom of worship in al-Andalus, and frequently rose to high political office; given the restrictions placed on Jews elsewhere in Europe, the Iberian emirate was the European hub of Jewish culture and scholarship. It was also open to a wide range of Islamic communities and sects, including Shias. Such ‘multinational’ societies allowed a much greater range of expression: they were immeasurably more intellectually advanced, and the true heirs to the Greek, Persian and Indian philosophers of ancient times. In the words of al-Maqdisi, a tenth-century geographer, when it came to the lands of the Christians, ‘we did not enter them [in our book] because we see no use whatsoever in describing them.’25

			European nations were rigidly constituted under the theological authority of the king, and any divergence of belief was like a cancer to their ‘body politic’. As yet, then – and despite all the advances we have outlined in this chapter – the European nation was, in global terms, a backwards structure, destined for self-destruction and irrelevance.

			
				
					* It is worth remarking on the word ‘basilica’, which, until Constantine’s time, referred to the large, rectangular buildings erected in Roman cities for political congregations. The same architectural design – and name – was now used to house the new spiritual congregations of Christianity. This was partly because Roman temple architecture was not fit for the task: there were no ‘congregations’, in the Christian sense, in Roman religious ritual. But it also communicated the real analogies between late Roman political and spiritual solemnity.

				

				
					† The appeal of monotheism to an emperor attempting to supplant a polyarchy should be clear. But outlawing pagan religions also gave Constantine access to the enormous wealth of their temples. His revival of the imperial coinage – and therefore of the Mediterranean economy – was made possible by the gold windfall resulting from religious change.

				

				
					‡ The conversion of the Mongols from animism to Buddhism and then, in the thirteenth century, to Islam is another example of how the expansion of territory and taxes necessitated the search for more effective theological resources. These were not always strictly monotheistic: China’s exceptionally productive cosmology, already ancient at the time of Constantine, saw the Yellow Emperor, divine father of the Chinese emperor (‘Son of Heaven’), surrounded by an entire celestial bureaucracy. But large-scale rulers generally inclined towards cosmic centralisation, and imposed it aggressively, so that, with the development of states, humanity’s overall religious diversity was enormously diminished.

				

				
					§ Hinduism preserves its female deities; we shall reflect on political Hinduism at the end of Part I.

				

				
					¶ For instance – and foreshadowing the era of European discovery and conquest, when Christian powers often refused to accept that ‘pagans’ possessed the legal personality necessary to enter into treaties – in 878 the Anglo-Saxon King Alfred refused to conclude a treaty dividing England with the Viking Guthrum, or to recognise him as fellow king, until he was baptised. Guthrum duly complied. In such ways, Christianity became the condition for admission to the European rulers’ club.

				

				
					** During the coronation of King Charles III of the United Kingdom in 2023, the placing of the crown by the Archbishop of Canterbury was broadcast to the world. According to the king’s wishes, his anointing with sacred oils was conducted invisibly, behind a screen. For Charles, this was a sacred transaction between king and God, which should not be public.

				

				
					†† The devastating ‘Jacquerie’ of 1358 in France (like the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 in England) was a response to unrestrained taxation and the withholding of political rights. The uprising took place while the French king was in English custody; peasants accused landowners and nobles of taking advantage of his absence to violate the rights he would otherwise guarantee.

				

				
					‡‡ In 1493, the Pope would award the title rex catholicissimus, or ‘most Catholic king’, to the monarchs of Spain, in recognition of their reconquest of Iberia, and their discovery of new continents – the Americas – for Christian expansion.

				

				
					§§ It is not coincidental that France continued for many centuries to export the political technologies of the nation-state all over the world. The French Revolution, especially, made Paris the global centre of political theory and revolution, while Napoleon’s imperial expansion transmitted French republican values all over Europe, Latin America and the Caribbean. Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Paris remained a laboratory for the making-national of the world. Between 1870 and 1914 especially, freedom fighters – along with nationalist painters and poets – flocked there to conceptualise as-yet-non-existent regimes and countries. Russian Bolsheviks established a Bolshevik centre in Paris in 1908, and Lenin did much of his revolutionary planning in France. Over the years, Paris hosted governments-in-exile from Poland, Ukraine, Czechoslovakia and Spain, as well as dissidents from all over the world, especially Latin America and the Soviet bloc. The treaties following the First World War, which inaugurated the global predominance of the nation-state structure, were signed in Paris – even in the palace of the deposed French sovereigns – and the League of Nations was established there in 1920. As late as the 1970s, conspirators plotted in Paris: Pol Pot studied revolutionary texts in Paris before returning to Cambodia; in 1979, the Ayatollah Khomeini flew to Iran from Charles de Gaulle airport. It was not until the end of the twentieth century that Paris lost its position as the world’s pre-eminent incubator of the national idea.

				

				
					¶¶ St Louis, Missouri, is only one of countless places named after a figure whose reputation for compassion appealed particularly to settlers of the New World.

				

				
					*** English kings, who also came to claim ‘divine right’, would adopt a similar ceremony. See Alice Hunt, The Drama of Coronation: Medieval Ceremony in Early Modern England (Cambridge: CUP, 2009), 12.
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			The Two-Tier Divinity

			State is the name for the coldest of all cold monsters. Coldly it tells lies; and this lie crawls out of its mouth: ‘I, the state, am the people.’ …

			‘On earth there is nothing greater than I: the ordering finger of God am I’ – thus bellows the great brute …

			All things it will give you, if you worship it, the new idol.

			Friedrich Nietzsche, 1883

			That self-destruction began in earnest with the sixteenth-century Reformation, which tore Europe’s states from themselves and from each other. The resulting crisis would necessitate the extraordinary theological renewal we call the ‘Enlightenment’, which conceptualised the modern nation-state, and to which we therefore owe our existing arrangements.

			As we have seen, the Capetians’ attempt to produce a supreme form of national sovereignty required them to insulate themselves from papal authority. Other states were engaged in a similar campaign. By alleging that papal power had no basis in scripture, therefore, the scholars of the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Reformation handed an enormous opportunity to European princes. In his Open Letter to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation Concerning the Reform of the Christian Estate (1520), Luther argued that the church possessed no authority over them, and that they were therefore sovereign in their own territories. ‘The Christian temporal power should exercise its office without let or hindrance, regardless whether it be pope, bishop or priest whom it affects.’

			Many rulers did exactly that, dismissing papal authority and – across the British Isles, Scandinavia and the German principalities – establishing their own, vernacular churches.* It is obvious why historians have dubbed Luther ‘the founder of the modern theory of the state’.1 In the act of legislating Rome’s impotence over English affairs, for instance, Henry VIII’s secretary Thomas Cromwell demonstrated an immediate grasp of the political consequences:

			[T]his realm of England is an empire … governed by one supreme head and king having the dignity and royal estate of the imperial crown of the same, unto whom a body politic … be bounden and owe to bear next to God a natural and humble obedience; [the king] being also institute and furnished by the goodness and sufferance of Almighty God with plenary, whole and entire power, pre-eminence, authority, prerogative and jurisdiction to render and yield justice … within this realm, in all causes, matters, debates and contentions happening to occur, insurge or begin within the limits thereof, without restraint or provocation to any foreign princes or potentates of the world.

			Cromwell’s account of the prince freed from papal encumbrance prefigured what many political scientists regard as the first ‘modern’ theory of sovereignty, written forty years later by the French Carmelite monk-turned-lawyer Jean Bodin:

			[I]t is the distinguishing mark of the sovereign that he cannot in any way be subject to the commands of another, for it is he who makes law … No one who is subject either to the law or to some other person can do this. That is why it is laid down in the civil law that the prince is above the law, for the word law in Latin implies the command of him who is invested with sovereign power.2

			But if the Reformation created the conditions for the emergence of the modern state, it also plunged Europe into crisis. We have seen how the French king’s authority drew on an orthodox account of Christ and Mary crowned in heaven, and how intolerant he was, therefore, of religious dissent. The same was true elsewhere: in expanding imperial Spain, royal authority could only be maintained by exporting the Inquisition to the American colonies, the Kingdom of Naples and the Habsburg Netherlands. Portugal did likewise in Brazil, Cape Verde and Goa.† For such paranoid structures, the Reformation presented an existential threat. If the faithful read the Bible in their own language, and drew their own conclusions about its meaning, how would states hold together? Even Protestant princes were vulnerable to the proliferating heterodoxy: they too demanded uniformity of belief, and suddenly found themselves legislating, not only against Catholic recidivism, but also against further, unwanted reformation. In 1552, the English parliament passed a series of ‘Uniformity Acts’, which made it treasonous to question any of the Church of England’s articles of faith and required ‘every person and persons inhabiting within this realm, or any other the king’s majesty’s dominions’ to attend an approved church every Sunday and religious holiday.‡

			The line between Europe’s Protestant north and Catholic south ran through the heart of France. Calvin’s teachings appealed to long-standing traditions of scepticism and anti-papism; by the middle of the sixteenth century, 10 per cent of the population and as much as half of the aristocracy had embraced them. Anti-Huguenot legislation was introduced in the 1540s; by the 1560s there was civil war. In 1572, attempting to unite Protestants and Catholics, Catherine de’ Medici, mother of the king, married her daughter to the Protestant king of Navarre, but the wedding was ambushed; in the ensuing orgy of recrimination, ten thousand Protestants were slaughtered in the Paris streets (the ‘St Bartholomew’s Day massacre’). The subsequent two decades saw France imploding, as Spain and the papacy stepped in to fund the Catholic League, and England and the German states gave their backing to the Huguenots. Between two and four million people died in the conflict – 10 to 20 per cent of the French population. The bloodshed came to an end only with the uneasy peace of the Edict of Nantes (1598), which lifted the threat of sanctions from France’s Huguenots and restored some of their civil rights.

			The Reformation had introduced an instability so great that it could not be resolved by mere internal accommodation. Since the end of the Roman empire, the European system had been defined by common acknowledgement of papal authority; as inter-state alliances broke down – especially in the German principalities – the Habsburgs made a final effort to unite Europe under the Holy Roman Empire. In this they were opposed not only by the Protestant states of Germany and Scandinavia, but also by the Catholic Bourbons of France, who feared encirclement by a Habsburg superpower. The Thirty Years War (1618–48) was the deadliest European conflict of all time, if one counts casualties as a fraction of the population. As much as one-tenth of the European population was lost – double the proportion of the First World War; in such theatres as the Mark Brandenburg, near to the Elbe River, the figure was over 50 per cent.

			From the ashes of the Thirty Years War (and the concurrent Eighty Years War between Spain and the Dutch Republic) arose a new European order, expressed in the so-called ‘Westphalian’ settlement of 1648 – consisting of the twin treaties of Münster and Osnabrück. These treaties are often held to inaugurate the nation-state system because they enshrined the modern distinction between ‘domestic’ and ‘international’ affairs. Rulers enjoyed sovereign power within their territories, free from outside interference; this was displayed most iconically in the field of religion. Princes could choose their state religion from the three acknowledged traditions of Roman Catholicism, Lutheranism and Calvinism (cuius regio, eius religio went the formula: ‘whosoever rules the state chooses the religion’). They would not now declare war on each other for embracing a different brand of Christianity; they also agreed to ‘tolerate’ Christian minorities within their borders – though most were negligent in this respect. (Jews and Muslims did not have a right to such toleration.) The contracting parties also agreed a map of national borders and pledged to respect the inviolability of national territory.

			These provisions had the ultimate effect of weakening the transnational powers of Habsburg Spain and the Holy Roman Empire, leaving national states as the decisive political actors. In time, two Napoleonic empires, Bismarck’s Reich and Hitler’s Third Reich, would challenge the principles of Westphalian Europe, but their contraventions would be systematically reversed. Large-scale conquest within Europe was effectively over, and European expansionary ambition would now be directed elsewhere. In the ensuing era, Christianity would provide the rationale for removing from the rest of the world the rights and protections that were gradually becoming established among Christian nations. As we shall see in Part III, early ‘international law’ justified European conquest by likening the rest of the world (for instance, all the native peoples of the Americas) to ‘Saracens’, which demanded the maximum violence from Christian powers. Europe’s religious fury would not cease; it would simply be visited elsewhere.

			But the fundamental theological problems of the European state had not been addressed. ‘Toleration’ was not enough to mitigate the wrath of theocratic authority. A theological overhaul was required.

			[image: ]

			Because of the mesmeric influence of Enlightenment thought today, we give too much credence to its own claim to supersede religion. Many believe that Western philosophy – and then Western states – abandoned religious commitments in the eighteenth century, becoming ‘secular’ and, therefore, universal.§ This is a serious misunderstanding. Today, as the West’s ability to integrate other cultures encounters rather unimpressive limits, it becomes especially critical that we appreciate its enduring religious underpinnings.

			From the traumas of the seventeenth century, we can understand why, for Europe’s ‘Enlightenment’, no problem was so pressing as that of religion. The first concern of Enlightenment thinkers was to produce at the centre of the state a force so indomitable that religious rivalries could never again divide it. Modern political theory finds a precursor in Jean Bodin, who wrote his Six Books of the Republic in 1576. Bodin was still reeling from the St Bartholomew’s Day massacre, and it is no surprise that he imagined a sovereignty even more absolute than the monarchy, endowed with ‘the power to make law binding on all his subjects in general and on each in particular’. Bodin’s books were translated into English in the 1640s and read by John Locke and Thomas Hobbes just as the religious passions of the Civil War ripped through their own country. ‘It was the avowed intention of Mr Hobbes,’ commented Adam Smith a century later, ‘to subject the consciences of men immediately to the civil, and not to the ecclesiastical powers, whose turbulence and ambition, he had been taught, by the example of his own times, to regard as the principal source of the disorders of society.’ Montesquieu, Diderot, Rousseau and Voltaire, meanwhile, formulated their ideas of monopolistic state power in a France plunged once again into religious turmoil by the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685, and by the subsequent resumption of Protestant persecution. For
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