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From Cultural Inferiority to Cultural Autonomy: Renaissance and French National

Consciousness

Lv Zhao

Abstract: During the Renaissance, cultural exchanges and mutual learning between France and Italy
precipitated a profound psychological shift among French humanists, transforming a sense of cultural inferiority
into one of autonomy. Initially, the brilliance of the Italian Renaissance overshadowed the French intellectual
clites, compelling them to emulate Italian humanists and their approach to classical antiquity. However, the
disparagement of French culture by Italian humanists provoked a competitive backlash. French intellectuals
responded by adopting a philhellenic stance to challenge Italian dominance. In doing so, they began to utilize
classical learning not merely as an academic pursuit, but as a strategic resource to construct a distinct French
identity. This newfound autonomy—anchored in the French language and a sense of cultural superiority—
sharpened the distinction between French and Italian identities. Ultimately, such cultural exchanges and mutual
learning served as a catalyst for the emergence of French national consciousness.

Keywords: cultural autonomy; national consciousness; Renaissance; cultural exchanges and mutual learning;

France
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