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On the Historicity of Concepts: 
The Examples of Patriotism 

and Cosmopolitanism in Ellen Key
rebecka lettevall

Studying the history of concepts is more than just the study of some-
thing past. It confronts us with the historicity of our own concepts, 
and makes us aware that our own premises are changeable, historical 
matter. Although analytical concepts are essential tools for any histo-
rian who wishes to give structure and coherence to the past, they can 
also obscure the particular historical context in question. In this essay, 
I will present a conceptual-historical background and analyse the con-
cepts patriotism and cosmopolitanism in the Swedish author, educator, 
and social commentator Ellen Key (1849–1926). Key offers an illustra-
tive example of the special historicity of these fundamental socio- 
political concepts.

A historical perspective on cosmopolitanism 
and patriotism as concepts

For both Hans-Georg Gadamer and Reinhart Koselleck, language and 
concepts are central to how we understand the past. Gadamer’s notion 
of Wirkungsgeschichte and Kosellecks’s project of conceptual history 
offer valuable insights into the historical study of ideas, insights which 
can move us beyond the simplified opposition between historical and 
ahistorical approaches to intellectual political history.

Any reflective conceptual-historical understanding which aspires to 
contemporary relevance will gain much from allowing itself to be guid-
ed by Gadamer’s idea of Wirkungsgeschichte. This perspective  focuses 
on historical phenomena and the effects of tradition as well as their 
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historical repercussions, and ultimately also including the history of 
scholarship and academic research.1 Koselleck’s conceptual-historical 
approach opens up new possibilities for understanding both the past and 
the present. The changes in meaning and slippages exposed by concep-
tual-historical studies can illuminate not only the past but also the 
present.

A great many central concepts in modern politics, such as  democracy, 
war, and peace, risk being misunderstood by an ahistorical approach.2 
Anyone discussing democracy today who turns for support to history 
can easily misunderstand Plato or Immanuel Kant, for example. Kant 
is often portrayed as an advocate of democracy, yet the form of gov-
ernment which he advocated was, more precisely, “republican”3. To be 
sure, Kant’s republic has some of the features we today associate with 
democracy, such as power-sharing and citizenship. At the same time, 
the concept of democracy in Kant’s writings has a clearly negative con-
notation; democracy, according to Kant, is characterized by incompe-
tence and disorder, and, as for Plato, threatens to descend into anarchy.

Major political changes not infrequently lead to new interests and 
perspectives among scholars. An example of this is the idea of cosmo-
politanism, which gained a new lease of life after the collapse of the 
Soviet empire in around 1990. Cosmopolitanism began attracting 
 intellectuals from disciplines such as philosophy, sociology, political 
science, literary and intellectual history, and anthropology, in a varied 
and multifaceted discussion.

Its popularity stands in sharp contrast to the period before the fall 
of the Soviet Union, when the global political situation was defined 
by the Cold War, a situation that hardly encouraged visions of global 
unity and peace. With the end of the Cold War, globalization was able 
to make inroads freely into a number of areas. It is not unlikely that 
this has contributed to new perspectives on global development that 
have been shaped by cosmopolitanism.

Yet an important distinction must be made between globalization 
and cosmopolitanism. If the primary focus of globalization is eco-
nomic relationships, then cosmopolitanism also includes theories 
about attitudes which can be applied to the consequences of econom-
ic globalization. Cosmopolitanism is often promoted as a means of 
achieving peace, or of living in peace.
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The new theorists were quick to seek an affiliation with the concep-
tual-historical tradition of cosmopolitanism by invoking Stoicism and 
Enlightenment cosmopolitanism, with Kant as a particularly impor-
tant influence. Such efforts, however, often lacked an understanding 
of conceptual history, and sometime used historical references more 
as ornamentation than as a conceptual resource for a more profound 
understanding the present.

The strong interest in pursuing various forms of cosmopolitanism 
among intellectuals today should be seen, in part, as historically de-
termined. The historical situation since the fall of the iron curtain has 
re-actualized this idea and created a lively debate in the wake of glo-
balization. At the same time, however, the twentieth century was to a 
large extent characterized by a profound myopia about cosmopolitan-
ism as a concept, something that naturally raises the question of what 
other contemporary concepts have tended to arouse suspicion and can 
therefore be described as blindspots on the conceptual-historical map. 
Is it perhaps time to find out what else lies in the poisons cupboard of 
conceptual history?

It might seem as though changing historical-political situations 
force certain concepts to become invisible. While cosmopolitanism 
has been the object of interest during recent decades, patriotism as a 
concept has been made invisible, despite the fact that the two have 
historically often been lumped together. By contrast, it can be noted 
that during the eighteenth century these two concepts were often 
mentioned in the same breath and were taken to be mutually depend-
ent.4 As mentioned initially, Koselleck sees the task of conceptual 
 history as tracing those central concepts which can enable a new un-
derstanding of the past so as ultimately to deepen our understanding 
of the present. From this perspective, the concept of patriotism may 
indeed be a significant tool for interpreting the past.

Twentieth-century usage of the concept of patriotism has contrib-
uted to its problematic status in European politics today. As is well 
known, patriotism in the twenty-first century has come to be associ-
ated with European populism, yet it is almost never mentioned in 
connection with cosmopolitanism. A quick search of the Internet in 
spring 2011 indicates that the term is used extensively by nationalist 
parties in Europe. There emerges an image of the patriot as an extreme 
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nationalist, far removed from conventional nationalism: a Eurosceptic 
who is against immigration and international cooperation. At the 
same time, the portrayal of the patriot in American popular culture 
presents an important contrast. The image which emerges here is of 
an American soldier crawling on the ground in a foreign country, 
ready to fight to his last breath for his country, ready to sacrifice him-
self for something greater than himself.

Patriotism and cosmopolitanism in Ellen Key

In what follows, I will discuss the concepts of patriotism and cosmo-
politanism in works published by Swedish author and commentator 
Ellen Key during the first decades of the twentieth century. Ellen Key 
(1849–1926) is important in this context for several reasons. It is often 
assumed that interest in cosmopolitanism evaporated from the public 
sphere in Europe at around the time of Kant’s death. Scholars largely 
agree that nineteenth-century nationalism assumed such dominance 
of public discourse that it came to seem more or less impossible to 
advocate the ideals of cosmopolitanism.5 Yet this assumption is only 
valid to a limited extent. Even if nationalist discourse was dominant 
throughout the nineteenth century, there existed at the same time a 
counter-discourse within the socialist and peace movements. Even 
after the First World War, the influence of nationalist voices remained 
strong, not least in the League of Nations, which was of course also a 
significant organ of international cooperation.

On the whole, however, cosmopolitanism as an ideal was rarely ap-
preciated during the interwar years. Some even regarded it as a danger-
ous tendency. In The Encyclopaedia of Sociology (1931), for example, Ger-
man sociologist Max Hildebert Boehm categorized cosmopolitanism 
as “abstract universalism”.6

Patriotism, on the other hand, could be described in a considerably 
more nuanced fashion in this period than it can today. Key regarded 
patriotism as a significant and important part of life that was necessary 
for peace.7 Several of her opponents criticized her definition of 
patriotism, however, and claimed that Key was unpatriotic. Key can 
thus be seen to interpret patriotism in a new way, and it could be 
argued that she develops a nuanced theory of patriotism. This theory 
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can, I believe, also contribute to contemporary discussion of cosmopol-
itan ism.

Key’s view of patriotism is complex. In her central work War, Peace, 
and the Future: A Consideration of Nationalism and Internationalism, and 
of the Relation of Women to War (1916; published in Swedish as Kriget, 
freden och framtiden [1914]), she argues that the related concepts of 
nationalitetskänsla and fosterlandskänsla are too often conflated concep-
tually. Both are expressions of patriotism, yet fosterlandskänsla (a  feeling 
of having been born in a particular country) represents belonging or 
affiliation, whereas nationalitetskänsla (a feeling of national political 
identity) represents a form of self-assertion. For Key, nationalism is a 
degenerate form of patriotism, while true patriotism is fosterlandskäns-
la, a “wonderful feeling” born from a person’s earliest unconscious 
impressions in childhood. This kind of patriotism is ancient, argues 
Key, and already existed at the dawn of culture. As such, it has been of 
decisive importance for humanity and true cultural development.8 
 Patriotism strives to create co-operation between different peoples.9 
Patriotism helps its own people to act justly, that is, in accordance with 
agreed principles of law. Nationalism is indifferent to the justice or 
injustice of an act, and its indifference can turn into contempt for the 
law. Thus the motto of the strong: My country first!10 The tree is an 
important symbol of patriotism: that which has no roots can neither 
grow nor develop, argues Key.

The most important aspect of love for country of one’s birth, ac-
cording to Key, is that instinct which cannot be governed by thought. 
It can have taken shape in various ways: in one person, from their 
place of birth; in another, in their relation to the people, language, 
history, or social order. These components may be conscious as well 
as unconscious. This feeling can be developed into a “sense of pur-
poseful responsibility” and can be a good thing.

But Key also remarks on something that gives rise to a problematizing 
of these concepts:

He who has not bonds of love in a particular childhood place, a par-
ticular mother-tongue, a particular people, he will truly become a 
 cosmopolitan who lacks emotional depth. And the spiritual values elic-
ited by him will be of the same impersonal kind as certain philan-
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thropists, who have never loved another human being with all their 
heart.11

Thus, according to Key, a cosmopolitan is a superficial and callous 
person. And yet even while deprecating cosmopolitans, she remained 
strongly supportive of international cooperation and much of what is 
today called cosmopolitanism. So is Ellen Key a cosmopolitan, or not?

The concept of cosmopolitanism, like patriotism, is complicated 
and replete with contradiction, partly because of a long history in 
which it has been used in different senses. One sense of cosmopolitan-
ism is almost synonymous with multicultural society. In another, cos-
mopolitanism represents a perspective, an ideology, or an outlook 
based on a conception of universal human rights and of their ethical 
and political consequences. A third meaning is the political effort to 
create a world republic or a political order in which the laws of the 
nation-state are supplemented by a cosmopolitan legal system.12 But 
Key uses cosmopolitan in a completely different, albeit historically 
 established, sense: someone ethically indifferent, rootless, and unfeel-
ing.

Key is thus no friend of cosmopolitanism. “For most Europeans, 
kosmopolitanism is merely a word without a corresponding emotional 
content,” she claims. However, many of the contemporary senses of 
cosmopolitanism are close to what Key understands as internationalism:

Internationalism is a reality which no scorn can dispel. Yet it has hitherto 
been only a material force, and it will take a long time for it to become 
an emotional force for the majority. What we in our corner of the world 
must achieve is good Europeanism: that feeling of solidarity and 
voluntary collaboration without which we will quickly find ourselves 
helpless against the East on one hand, and against the West on the 
other. And this is of vital necessity for the future of Europe, which war 
will destroy by whipping up national hatred into a frenzy.13

Key gives short shrift to arguments that might be used against the 
development of greater internationalism. The first is that national 
feeling is so fundamental a force that anything which might lead to its 
attenuation or eradication must be resisted. The second argument 
against nationalism is that the various nations of the world constitute 
a cultural resource, and that particularist views for this reason should 
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be strengthened. For the foreseeable future, the best argument is that 
statesmen are directing politics so as to favour what she calls sound 
nationalism.14

It may be asked what makes Key prefer internationalism and repu-
diate cosmopolitanism. It cannot be just the emotional frigidity of 
cosmopolitanism: as the previous quotation indicates, international-
ism also has no place in most people’s emotional life. But before true 
internationalism can be attained, some kind of “Europeanism” must 
clearly be realized. This idea becomes comprehensible if we read it in 
the framework of Key’s philosophy of history: the theory of history’s 
organic development from smaller to larger communities, from  family 
to nation to world. On this view, the nation-state stage cannot proceed 
directly to some world-encompassing stage. It has to go via Europe 
first. But in Key’s day the road seemed long, since “the three most 
important civilized peoples” – for Key, Germany, France, and Britain 
– cannot unite against Russia, even in a time of revolution. But Key 
remained indefatigable in her ambition, according to contemporaries: 
“A defining feature of her love of her country is an unremitting effort 
to bring us into Europe, or bring Europe to us, at all events to relieve 
our spiritual isolation,” wrote her friend Emilia Fogelklou in 1919.15 
A European community would help culture to develop.

But what would such a European community look like? Key does 
not believe in the idea of a European state, which she regards as far too 
imperialist. It is based on conquest, and would run the risk of eradicat-
ing smaller nations, since empires seek to gain economic and political 
power for its own sake. By contrast, Europeanism, which could strength-
en Europe against the threat from revolutionary Russia on the one 
hand, and an expanding United States of America on the other, has a 
near-utopian quality. It is based on a pacifist idea of the state, and is 
meant to bring happiness to the younger generation:

The pacifist idea of the state emphasizes the unity of the people instead of 
the entity of the state, the popular will instead of state violence. It holds up 
the happiness and flourishing of the younger generation as the ultimate 
ideal of state activity, and thus does not regard as worthwhile the 
acquisition of economic or political power by any means which impedes 
this happiness and flourishing.16
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This distinction between social and political standpoints on the one 
hand, and moral standpoints on the other, had been noted by several 
of pacifism’s pioneers. One of them was the Norwegian activist in the 
Interparlamentarian union Christian Lange, who discussed the matter 
in a 1905 speech to the Nobel Committee. He made other distinctions 
than Key had, claiming that internationalism was a social and political 
movement, while pacifism represented a moral position. Key tried to 
make internationalism into an ethical movement.

Key argues that those who think they are seeing the victory of na-
tionalism over internationalism are wrong, since signs of the  realization 
of internationalism can be seen “every day and in every corner of the 
world” in the form of: “business stoppages, shortages of goods, food 
price rises, unemployment, and every kind of restriction. Our entire 
economic life is already international, as is our scientific and artistic 
life.”17 For Key, the mutual dependence of nations was self-evident, a 
perspective which would subsequently be developed by many others.18

But it would seem that not every nation formed part of this 
reciprocity. Once again, it is a question of conflating the culture of a 
people with that of a nation. Their collaboration has developed into 
nothing less than a condition of life:

Not even the most but narrow-minded nationalism can change the 
experience reconfirmed for us every day in a thousand ways: that there 
is no human being alive today who is not suffering in some way because 
reciprocity among different peoples has become a condition of life for 
all cultivated peoples. Their culture has grown within and by means of 
this reciprocity and, no more than it could have developed, can it 
continue without this international collaboration.19

Everyday reality, according to Key, offers proof of how the world is 
becoming intertwined. No man is an island, nor is any society or any 
state. But what does internationalism look like in Key’s model? She 
rejects federation since it can be stifling for small states. For the same 
reason, she rejects empire, but also because it is based on strength 
rather than law. Internationalism instead seems to be built upon 
culture and moral tenets. This perspective, and the powerful demands 
which it makes, are articulated more fully in her concept of neutrality. 
It is a moral utopia.20
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The claim that cosmopolitanism was weakened after Kant, and 
experienced its death-throes before the nationalist arms race of the 
nineteenth century began can be questioned. A reading of Key’s texts 
from this era shows that the content of the concept did not disappear, 
even if it assumed a different name. Nationalist voices may have been 
raucous but they did not succeed entirely in drowning those voices 
that advocated collaboration, as, for example, in the pacifist and labour 
movements, for whom the emphasis in the word internationalism lay 
very much upon the prefix inter-. Besides, some of the presupposed 
nationalist voices might have been patriotist in the sense of Ellen Key 
and would thus strenghten the idea.

As was noted at the start of this essay, a critical conceptual history 
must always be prepared to reflect upon its own self-understanding. 
Problematizing concepts which now tend to be considered with scep-
ticism can turn out to enable a new understanding of the past as much 
as of the present, thereby clearing the ground for new perspectives and 
courses of action. When situated in a different context, the family of 
concepts internationalism, cosmopolitanism, patriotism, and nationalism 
offer new perspectives on questions which still command our engage-
ment. In sum, the historicization of concepts is not merely of histori-
cal value, it must form the basis for any attempt to problematize the 
contemporary world in which we live.
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