
Frantisek Palacky, Letter to the Provisional German National Assembly, 1848 (Excerpts) 

 

The letter of April 6th this year, in which you, esteemed gentlemen, honor me with an invitation 

to Frankfurt, to take part in your deliberations aimed "primarily at the speediest possible 

summoning of a German parliament" has just reached me safely in the post. With pleasant 

surprise I read in it the sterling evidence of the trust which Germany's most distinguished men do 

not cease to place in my sentiments: for inasmuch as you invite me to an assembly of "friends of 

the German fatherland", you have declared me free of the criticism, as oft repeated as it is 

unjustified, that I have ever shown myself hostile to the German people. 

 

I cannot comply with your appeal, gentlemen, either in my own person, or through delegating 

another "trustworthy patriot" in my place. Allow me to express as briefly as possible the decisive 

grounds for my position. The expressed aim of your assembly is to put in the place of the present 

federation of princes a German national federation, to bring the German nation to genuine unity, 

to strengthen German national feeling and thus to increase Germany's power both internally and 

externally. However much I too respect this striving and the feeling which underlies it, and even 

because I respect it, I may not take part in it. I am not a German. 

 

I am a Czech of Slavic descent, and have dedicated myself completely and forever, with all the 

little that I possess and can do, to the service of my nation. This nation is now, to be sure, a small 

one, but since time immemorial a unique and enduring one; its rulers have for centuries taken 

part in the federation of German princes, but the nation has never counted itself, nor been 

counted by others throughout the centuries, part of the German nation. The entire connection of 

Bohemia, first of all with the Holy Roman Empire, then with the German Confederation, was 

always a matter of royal prerogative, of which the Czech nation, the Bohemian Estates, were 

hardly used to take any notice. If anyone demands that beyond this previously existing federation 

of princes the Czech people itself should now unite with the German people, then this at least is a 

new demand lacking in all historical justification, which I personally do not feel entitled to 

accept as long as I have no expressly valid mandate to do so. 

 

The second reason which keeps me from participating in your deliberations is the fact that, 

according to everything which has been made public about your aim and purposes, you are and 

will be necessarily aiming at the incurable weakening of Austria as an independent empire, even 

making its existence impossible -- a state whose maintenance, integrity and strengthening are and 

must be a lofty and important issue not only for my own nation, but all of Europe, even of 

humanity and civilization itself. Give me a brief and impartial hearing on this issue. You know 

which power controls the entire great eastern portion of our continent; you know that this power, 

already grown to a colossal size, every decade expands outwardly in strength and standing to a 

greater extent than is possible among the western countries; that for ages, practically 

invulnerable and inaccessible in its interior, it has taken a threatening position towards the 

outside world, and, although aggressive in the north, has nevertheless been driven by natural 

instinct to seek and continue to seek expansion preferably towards the south; that each step 

forward that it is able to make on this road threatens at an accelerated pace to create and establish 

a new universal monarchy, which is an immense and inexpressible evil, a calamity without  

measure or end, which I, a Slav body and soul, would in the interests of humanity lament no less 

deeply for the fact that it would present itself as a primarily Slavic monarchy. 



 

With the same lack of grounds as I have been called an enemy of the Germans in Germany, I am 

held to be and labeled an enemy of the Russians by many in Russia. No, I assert loudly and 

frequently that I am no foe of the Russians; on the contrary, I have followed always every step 

that this great people within its natural boundaries makes on the road towards civilization with 

attention and joyful sympathy. Because I nevertheless have always placed the interests of 

humanity and knowledge above those of nationality, in spite of all my fervent love for my nation, 

the bare possibility of a Russian universal monarchy finds no more decisive opponent than 

myself, not because it would be a Russian, but a universal monarchy. You know that 

Southeastern Europe, along the frontiers of the Russian empire, is inhabited by several nations 

noticeably different from each other in origin, language, history and character Slavs, Romanians, 

Magyars and Germans, not to mention the Greeks, Turks and Albanians of whom none is 

powerful enough on its own to successfully resist the overly-powerful eastern neighbor for the 

foreseeable future; they could only do that if a strong and unitary bond linked them with each 

other. 

 

The true vital artery of this essential national union is the Danube: its central authority may not 

therefore be too far from this river, if it is to be and remain at all effective. In truth, if the 

Austrian Empire had not already existed for centuries, one would have to make all speed, in the 

interest of Europe and humanity itself, to create it. Why then have we seen this state, which is 

called by Nature and History to be Europe's shield and buckler against all kinds of Asiatic 

elements why did we see it in the critical moment unsteady and well-nigh helpless, vulnerable to 

every tempestuous buffet?   Because, in a fatal delusion, it had itself for ages mistaken and 

denied the sole legal and moral basis of its existence: the principle of the complete equality of 

rights and status of all the peoples and religions united under its sceptre. The right of nations is a 

genuine natural law: no nation on earth has the right to demand that its neighbor sacrifice itself 

for its own benefit, none is obliged to deny or sacrifice itself for the good of its neighbor. Nature 

recognizes no ruling and no subject nations. 

 

When I raise my eyes beyond the frontiers of Bohemia, I am driven by natural and historical 

grounds to direct them not to Frankfurt, but to Vienna, and to seek there the center which is 

destined and able to secure and defend peace, freedom and justice for my nation. Your intention, 

gentlemen, seems to me to be openly directed not only, as already noted, at incurably weakening 

this center, from whose strength and might I await the salvation not of Bohemia alone, but even 

at destroying it. Then when Hungary, for example, following its instincts, separates itself from 

the Monarchy or, what would mean practically the same thing, becomes its center of gravity, 

would this Hungary, which internally wishes to know nothing of equal national rights, be able to 

maintain itself strong and free in the long run? Only the just is truly free and mighty. 

 

One cannot discuss the voluntary adherence of the Danubian Slavs and Romanians, or even the 

Poles themselves, to a state which asserts the principle that one must be a Magyar before one can 

be a man much less their forcible annexation. For the sake of European security Vienna must not 

sink into a provincial city! If there are even in Vienna itself men who want your Frankfurt for 

their capital, one must say to them: Lord, forgive them, for they know not what they want! 

 



 

The demand that Austria (and Bohemia with it) should attach itself to Germany nationally, that 

is, dissolve itself in Germany, is an incitement to suicide, which lacks all moral and political 

sense . . . on the contrary the demand that Germany might attach itself to Austria, that is join 

Austria under the conditions mentioned above, is much better-grounded. If, however, this 

expectation is unacceptable with regard to German national feeling, then nothing remains but 

that both powers, Austria and Germany, establish themselves in equality side by side, convert 

their former federation into an eternal offensive and defensive alliance and possibly, if it suits 

their mutual material interests, enact a customs union between them. I am always gladly prepared 

to assist in all measures which do not threaten Austria's independence, integrity and growth in 

power over against the East. Kindly accept, gentlemen, my expressions of sincere respect and 

devotion. 


