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Fast Forward 
The Rise of Nationalism 

 
Directions: Read the documents below and answer the questions to learn more about the Rise of Nationalism. 

 
AFTER THE FRENCH REVOLUTION 
The French Revolution, which began in 1789, led to a great deal of upheaval in Europe. It saw the 
growing middle class rise up, with the support of the peasants and urban poor, to take down the 
traditional elites of the nobility and the clergy, as well as King Louis XVI himself. While it began 
with a Declaration of the Rights of Man inspired by Enlightenment ideals and republican form of 
government, it was followed by a period of extreme violence and fear, with the guillotine serving 
as the symbol of the times. Absolute rule did not go so easily. France found itself under the 
leadership of the paranoid, bloodthirsty, and self-absorbed Robespierre, and after they had taken 
his head too, the French came under the rule of the famous Napoleon Bonaparte, who became 
dictator and eventually Emperor of France, conquering most of the European continent before he 
was finally defeated by the other great powers of Europe in the early 1800s. After Napoleon, 
European leaders met at the Congress of Vienna to restore stability and order in Europe after years 
of revolution and war, trying to turn back the clock to the way things used to be by maintaining a 
balance of power in the hopes of preventing further uprisings and revolutions. 
[Source: Global History, Simon Elijah Johnson] 

 
9. Do you think the traditional powers of Europe were able successfully turn back the clock, or was it too late to stop 

the wave of change? Explain. 
 
 
 
 
 
THREE MAJOR IDEOLOGIES 
Three major ideologies, or ways of thinking, were popular in Europe during the 1800s. 
Conservatives, including monarchs, nobles, and church leaders, wanted to return to the social 
order that had existed before 1789, restore the royal families that Napoleon had deposed and 
supporting a society in which lower classes respected and obeyed the elites. 
Liberals, including business owners, bankers, lawyers, politicians, and writers, wanted 
governments based on written constitutions and were inspired by the Enlightenment. They saw 
government’s role as limited to protecting basic rights, such as freedom of thought, speech, and 
religion, and in terms of the economy, Liberals also strongly supported laissez-faire capitalism, 
seeing it as another important part of liberty to be able to do business freely. One of the most 
powerful forces was Nationalism, which gave people with a common heritage a sense of 
identity and the goal of creating their own homeland. In the 1800s, Nationalists within the 
Austrian and Ottoman empires, who rejected rule by outsiders, set out to create their own states, 
such as Greece and Serbia. Revolts spread to other parts of Europe, and beyond.  
[Source: Global History, Simon Elijah Johnson] 
 

10. Which ideology would best describe the Congress of Vienna? Why? 
 
 
 
 

11. In what ways is the idea of nationalism a threat to large, multi-ethnic empires? 
 
 



REVOLTS IN EUROPE AND THE COLONIES 
In France, the French Revolution was still, in a sense, continuing on, as the nation 
fluctuated back and forth between monarchy and republic during a series of rebellions and 
revolts during the 1830s and 1840s. Following the French lead, revolts also took place in 
Belgium, Poland, Russia, Italy, Hungary, and elsewhere. Most were crushed, but they 
frightened the rulers, who feared the increasing power of liberals, radicals, and socialists. 
However, revolutionary spirit was also strong in the Americas. In Spanish American 
colonies, many creoles, or American-born Spaniards, resented the power of the Spanish-
born peninsulares. Even angrier were the mestizos and mulattoes, who had even less 
power and rights. Inspired by the American and French Revolutions, when Napoleon 
invaded Spain in 1808, Latin American leaders decided to demand independence. 
In, 1791, Toussaint L’Ouverture led a slave rebellion on the island of Hispaniola in the Caribbean. This 
revolution led to many deaths, but it resulted in the abolition of slavery the establishment in 1804 of the new, 
independent nation of Haiti.  
[Source: Global History, Simon Elijah Johnson] 
 

12. Why do you think the French Revolution lead to the spread of nationalism and revolution around the world? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THE DECLINE OF THE OLD EMPIRES 
For the older European empires hoping to maintain control, the rise of 
nationalism was a disastrous force. In 1800, the Hapsburgs of Austria, the 
oldest ruling house in Europe, presided over a multinational empire, and the 
growing forces of liberalism and nationalism, together with the growth of 
industrialization, urbanization, and socialism, threatened the old order. Even with 
reforms, the many diverse ethnic communities each wanted their own states. 
Soon, Hungary was a united but separate Kingdom, and various Slavic groups in 
the Balkans (Southeastern Europe) were calling for independence. Like the 
Hapsburgs, the Ottomans ruled a multinational empire, stretching from Eastern 
Europe and the Balkans to the Middle East and North Africa, and faced many 
revolts for independence. The Austrians and the Ottomans both had territory in 
the Balkans, and as they grew weak, Russia hoped to gain what they left behind. 
This worried the other major European countries because they feared it would 
throw off the balance of power. Russia fought several wars against the 
Ottomans. France and Britain sometimes joined the Russians, and sometimes the 
Ottomans. By the early 1900s, observers were referring to the region as the 
“Balkan powder keg.” 
[Source: World History, Elizabeth Gaynor Ellis & Anthony Esler, Chapter 22 
Summary, adapted] 
 

13. Why was there concern that the local conflicts in the Balkans could potentially grow into a larger conflict 
involving other larger countries? 

 
 
 
 
 
THE NEW NATIONS OF GERMANY AND ITALY 
However, for other parts of Europe, nationalism led not to division but to newfound unity. The most famous examples are 
that of Germany and Italy, which both became countries during this period. In the early 1800s, German-speaking people 
lived in a number of divided ethnically German states within what had been the Holy Roman Empire, the two biggest 
being Prussia and Austria, but there was no unified German nation. However, during Napoleon’s brief rule over these 



lands, he organized a confederation of German states headed by Austria. Soon after, 
Prussia created an economic union called the Zollverein between many German states. 
However, it was Otto von Bismarck, the chancellor of Prussia, who led the drive to 
unite the German states—but under Prussian rule. Bismarck was a master of politics, and 
with his powerful military, Bismarck led Prussia into war against Austria, to gain 
German territory, and against France, to increase Prussian prestige and power. Delighted 
by the victory, German princes persuaded William I, the ruler of Prussia, to take the title 
kaiser of Germany. In January 1871, German nationalists celebrated the birth of the 
German Nation, which did not include Austria. After unification in 1871, thanks to 
ample iron and coal resources, the new German empire emerged as an industrial giant.  
 

14. How did Bismarck unify Germany? 
 
 
 
 

15. Who became the leader of the new state of Germany? Do you think this is what the nationalists originally had in 
mind? 

 
 
 
 

The peoples of the Italian peninsula had not been unified since Roman 
times. By the early 1800s, however, patriots were determined to build a 
new, united Italy. As in Germany, Napoleon’s invasions had sparked 
dreams of nationalism. 
In the 1830s, the nationalist leader Giuseppe Mazzini founded Young 
Italy. The goal of this secret society was “to constitute Italy, one, free, 
independent, republican nation.” To nationalists like Mazzini, establishing 
a unified Italy made sense because of geography and a common language 
and history. It also made economic sense because it would end trade 
barriers among Italian states and stimulate industry. 
Victor Emmanuel II, the constitutional monarch of Sardinia, hoped to join 
other states with his own and increase his power. In 1852, he made Count 
Camillo Cavour his prime minister. Cavour’s long-term goal was to end 

Austrian power in Italy. With help from France, Sardinia defeated Austria and annexed Lombardy. Meanwhile, nationalist 
groups overthrew Austrian-backed leaders in other northern Italian states. In the south, Giuseppe Garibaldi had recruited 
a force of 1,000 red-shirted volunteers. He and his “Red Shirts” quickly won control of Sicily. Then they crossed to the 
mainland and marched triumphantly to Naples. Like Bismarck, Count Cavour was a shrewd politician, and he convinced 
Garibaldi to turn over Southern Italy to Victor Emmanuel. In 1861, Victor Emmanuel II was crowned king of the new 
united country of Italy. Only Rome and Venetia remained outside the nation. However, Italy formed an alliance with 
Bismarck during the Austro-Prussian War and won the province of Venetia. Then, during the Franco-Prussian War, 
France was forced to withdraw its troops from Rome. For the first time since the fall of the Roman Empire, Italy was a 
united land. 
However, Italy faced many problems as anarchists and radicals struggled against the conservative government. Tensions 
grew between the north and south. The north was richer and had more cities. The south was poor and rural. Still, Italy 
developed economically and the population grew. For many, however, emigration offered a chance to improve their lives. 
Large numbers of Italians left for the United States, Canada, and Latin America. 
 

16. In what major ways was the process of unification of Italy similar to the process of unification of Germany? 
 
 
 
 
 
 


