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embedded in social fields and practical projects in which we ha?re thle
choice but to make use of some of the notions basig to cosmo.p‘ohtamsm
and thereby reproduce it. We have the option of. belpg self-critical as we
do so, but not of entirely abandoning cosmopolitanism because we can-
not act effectively without it. Nor should we want to abandon it, since it
enshrines many important ideas like the equal worth of 2.111 hlfman. beings
and — at least potentially — the value of cultural and social diversity. Blclit
we should want to transform it, not least becaqse as usually const.rl.;f';;s_ s
especially in its most individualistic forrps, it systematically inhi Es
attention to the range of solidarities on which people depenq, gnd tot 3
special role of such solidarities in the_: stFuggles of‘ th; less privileged an
those displaced or challenged by capitalist globalization.

Nationali's'm matters

Nationalism is easily underestimated. To start with, in its most pervasive
forms it is often not noticed. Analysts focus on eruptions of violence,
waves of racial or ethnic discrimination, and mass social movements.
They fail to see the everyday nationalism that organizes people’s sense of
belonging in the world and to particular states, and the methodological
nationalism that leads historians to organize history as stories in or of
nations and social scientists to approach comparative research with data
sets in which the units are almost always nations. It is important not to
start inquiries into nationalism by selecting only its most extreme or
problematic forms for attention. Equally, it is important not to imagine
it as exceptional, about to vanish, a holdover from an earlier era lacking
in contemporary basis; it is hardly good scholarship to wish nationalism
away.

On the contrary, nationalism is a discursive formation that gives
shape to the modern world.! It is a way of talking, writing, and thinking
about the basic units of culture, politics, and belonging that helps to
constitute nations as real and powerful dimensions of social life. Nations
do not exist “objectively”; before they exist discursively. Equally, how-
ever, nations conjured out of talk and sentiment are also “real” material
structures of solidarity and recognition. To say that nationalism is part
of a social imaginary is not to say that nations are mere figments of the
imagination to be dispensed with in more hard-headed analyses. As a
discursive formation, nationalism (like, say, individualism) generates
ever more discussion because it raises as many problems, aporias, and
questions as it resolves,

There have been long, and I think generally fruitless, debates about
the antiquity and origins of nationalism. Attempts to resolve them turn
in large part on definitions, each of which is tendentious. Is nationalism
essentially political, and linked to the emergence of the modern state?
Elie Kedourie writes that
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Nationalism is a doctrine invented in Europe at the beginning of the
nineteenth century. It pretends to supply a criterion f_or the
determination of the unit of population proper to enjoy a government
exclusively its own, for the legitimate exercise of power in the state,
and for the right organization of a society of states. Bneﬂy, the
doctrine holds that humanicy is naturally divided into nations, thfit
nations are known by certain characteristics Whi(.:h can be ascertained,
and that the only legitimate type of government is national
self-government.

But one might as well argue that nationalism ‘is ess‘el?tially cu]tuFal, and
as old as fellow-feeling among members of linguistic and ethmc.corri-
munities. Or, more moderately, one might suggest that. rnpderp national-
ism is a transformation wrought on such ancient ethnic identities by the
new circumstances of modernity, including not only states but popular
literacy, and with it newspapers and novels, mass ed_ucatlona_l systemns,
museums and histories. Though their arguments are in other meortan;
ways opposed, two of the most prominent contemporary analysts o
nationalism, Anthony Smith and Benedict Anderson, seem to ilgrele. on
this, with the former stressing continuitx Wlifh theT past and the rea 1t3lz1
of ethnic traditions and the latter stressing imaginary construction, the
novelty of mass media, and the role of the state. )
In this context, it is perhaps instructive to note thaF we draw the
word “nation” from ancient Roman usage, in which nations were pre-
eminently subject peoples and Barbarians. Romans undelrs’cooclhthesil to
be organized in terms of common descent and ways of life, rat er than
properly political institutions. Romans themselves, thus, Werf not H[l\] an
important scnse a nation, at least not fr(l){n the mature Republic (;111 or
was nationality as such the basis for political community — tho_ug it was
a basis for exclusion. One might then locate the origins 'of natl'onahsm -
or at least of Furope’s characteristic nations - in the d'1ssolut10n qf_the
Roman Empire and the development of a variety of different pohuco;
cultural groupings in medieval Europe.* Th,lS has the a_clvar:)tage o
reminding us that there is nothing “natl.ira__l’ about the link etweer;
political community and cultural commonality zl'nd_the'development o
nationalism or the nation-state, either as actual (in varying extent) or as
idealized in doctrine. As a way of organizing political hft.e and-cultural or
ethnic claims (themselves commonly political), nat1o.nal1sm. grows
neither in primordial mists nor in the abstract. It grows in relationship
to other political, cultural, and ethnic projects. N
Nationalism is pervasive in the modern world b_ecause it is Wlde y
used, not merely found. But it is used in different projects — cl:.nm}ng 01f'
contesting the legitimacy of governments, demanding reorganization o
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educational curricula, promoting the elimination of ethnic minorities in
the pursuit of cultural or racial purity. Its meaning lies in the inter-
connections among these various uses, not in any one of them. There is
no common denominator which precisely defines the set of “true”
nationalisms or “true” nations by virtue of being shared by all and by no
other political or cultural projects or formations. Yet nationalism is real,
and powerful. Nationalism matters because it js a vital part of collective
projects that give shape to the modern world, transform the very units of
social solidarity, identity, and legal recognition within it, and organize
deadly conflicts.

~ Nationalism flourishes in the wake of empires but also in active
relationship o empires, including Austro-Hungarian, Spanish,
Portuguese, British, French, and German but also, if distinctly, non-
European empires. It flourishes also in competition among ostensible
nations. It organizes both domestic and meernational struggles and
indeed the very distinction of domestic from international, Tt matters
more because it matters in so many different contexts. This gives added
resonance and life to the rhetoric of nationalism even while it renders
definitions problematic.

Theoretical and historiographical arguments about nationalism are
heavily reliant on European examples - but also European political pro-
jects and debates and European misunderstandings. Better recognition of
both the ways in which nationalism matters and the mutability of the
ways in which the category of nation is deployed would likely come with
more attention to the Americas, Asia, and Africa. In particular, it may
help overcome not only a Eurocentric selection of examples, but biases
and blind spots built into theory by thinking in terms of certain proto-
typical European arguments and categories. These are deeply integrated
into theory and historiography as they have developed throughout
European modernity. ‘This is not to say that there are not comparable
confusions in studies of the Americas or in the use of “nation” as a
category in American political projects or academic research, and indeed
many of these come in large part from importing European analytic
perspectives too uncritically. Merely fitting the New World examples
into an Old World framework won’t help — and indeed may add confu-
sion by reproducing the opposition of old to new and with it the implica-
tion that nationalism emerges as a process of maturation, the collective
bildung of peoples as they gain the capacity for sovereignty, and with it
the overcoming of older political forms like empire (or, relatedly, that
further “maturation” overcomes nationalism itself in the production of
cosmopolitan politics and identities).

Furopean nationalism has from early on been deeply invested in
three misrecognitions, which different constructions of European history
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and politics helped to embed in more general theories of nationalism.
The first of these is that nations are relative equals. The second is that
nation and empire are sharply opposed and incompatible political for-
mations. The third is that nations ate always already available only to be
called forth in new mobilizations for action or discourses of legitimacy.
Some analysts of Furope have recognized how each of these assertions
misleads. Nonetheless, they have been important themes in the dis-
cursive formation by which nationalism is reproduced in and among
Furopean countries — and indeed elsewhere.

The New World has lessons to teach on cach of the themes about
which European self-understanding has been misleading. Let me evoke
these briefly, with reference mainly to Europe, feaving the development
of or contestation over the New World cases to specialist researchers.’ I
shall then turn to a teview of general themes and debates structuring
theories of nationalism. It is important, I think, for studies of national-
ism in the New World to engage these debates well, grasping the overall
range of arguments and positions and not simply bappening on an intex-
esting book here or there and putting its ideas to use in a new empirical
context. But it is important too for scholars to be skeptical of the ways in
which many issues and debates are posed in the dominant literature on
nationalism. Among other things, for a scholarly literature it has been
unusually caught up with praising or — recently much more often -
debunking the objects of its study.

Three misrecognitions

European nationalism developed simultaneously as an account of inter-
nal integration and legitimacy of rule, and external differentiation and
sovereignty. It had ancient roots but took its dominant forms in a mod-
ern era shaped by inconclusive wars and economic competition. It is
important to see the shaping influence of a Europe in which many differ-
ent states had long existed without any attaining domination over the
whole. That Germany’s Third Reich canfie closer than any previous pro-
ject of continental integration since the dissolution of the Roman Empire
only reveals the primary historical fact of a plurality of powerful
states. But more on empire in a moment. Here what we should note is
the relatively unusual character of Europe and its major influence on
thinking about nationalism.

In few other regions of the world, if any, were several comparably
powerful states forced to coexist with each other in relative equality
without the peacekeeping and integrating influence of an overarching or
at least central empire. Where empire was absent, either state-making
was modest or state projects collided in wars, conquests, and expansion.
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The latter was indeed Europe’s pattern, and who is to say that it is not
still; that the peace produced after World War II in part by projects of
Europeag union will not ultimately result in a supraEuropean state —
whether imperial or national, or in some sense more novel.

. Europea:tn nationalism reflected, however, the relative stalemate in

which a variety of different states could achieve substantial independ-
ence and pursue distinctive policies. This was not simply an inherilzance
from feu_dahsm, which did indeed produce diverse polities but not the
boundarl_es or domestic integration of modern states. On the contrary, it
was or_lly in the early modern period that this mode of political and s?:::ial
organization took shape. As late as the nineteenth century, patterns of
procreation and family life varied more within states than a:nong them.®
A.Ls' late as the middle of the nineteenth century the majority of Frencil
citizens spoke regional languages, not the standard French that first the
roya} Court and then the revolutionary Republic was concerned to per-
fect.” In other words, before the nincteenth century states or an?zed
less of gocia] life and coincided less with cultural integration tgan the
developn*{g national ideal would suggest. As important, the Peace of
V.Vestpha.ha that ended the Thirty Years War in 1648 estai)lished a prin-
c1p1_e of independent sovereignty and mutual recognition which befam
basic to the ﬂourishing of nationalism. The wars the peace brought to ali
end had their roots in large part in religion, and the peace sought to
remove religion from international politics by in effect declarin; git ri-
vate and Fiomestic. It did succeed in banishing religion from the acgadefnic
.study of LnFernational relations, but not of course from real-world polit-
ics. What it did do was break the disruptive influence of transitli)onal
religious movements and solidarities — for a time.

A variety of relatively small countries gained recognition in the
peace, or later in the terms it outlined — most prominent initially were the
Net}llerlands and the Swiss Confederation. The Swiss Confederation
reminds us that the principle established at Westphalia was not yet that
of t_he nation-state, but of the autonomous or sovereign state — fo?r’ which
patlonahsm could grow in importance as a discourse of domestic legit-
imacy and external recognition. The principle, moreover, was hardly the
emplnca.l actuality. And of course borders could be r;qade moreyand
;Tnl;):: :ahent - not j.ust.by .making them harder to cross but by building
i ;1;;?];}:; ::c(;lgifntut_lons that offered people benefits but stopped
been"l;};z :iTuglf nitlongl;)sm, and indeed thejories of nationalism, have
poen enor ba[any § afpe y the extent to whlgh the big Furopean states
fached a bal t;:le ) [lmwer, and t-hr(.)ugh al!lances and wars managed
2 most des ﬁ) e themselves to sustain it. The importance of Spain faded

e Thirty Years War, and the long process of constructing countries
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out of the Holy Roman Empire and eventually the other Hapsburg
dominions began.? France was especially strong at first, and it is arguably
at the moment of the French Revolution of 1789 that all the most fre-
quently evoked elements of nationalism are first fully and clearly in play
on the European Continent.” But France was never strong enough to
dominate, Napoleon notwithstanding. Germany was long locked into a
struggle to catch up in political integration and military might, but with
increasing clarity became the continental counterweight to France. I
Germany was initially the negative example in ideas of nationalism,
because it lacked France’s central state, its very projects of integration and
their philosophical articulations — notably, for example, by Fichte -
became extremely influential. The contrasts between France and Ger-
many loomed extremely large in the development of nationalism in theory
and practice, and to this day structure basic conceptual divides such as the
contrast of civic and ethnic nationalism (which is, I think, overblown).!
And England (still in the early stages of integration or transformation
tnto Britain) became a third exemplar of a powerful nation-state.

Of course there were a number of smaller European states, and the
number grew as various former Hapsburg dominions gained or struggled
for independence. For at least 300 years, though, the crucial fact was the
absence of an integrating continental power. The issue for smaller states

" then, was not so much to gain shelter under one or another empire as to
gain recognition as a sovereign state. While there was always a lot of
realpolitik to this, it was always bound up with the capacity to project
identity as a nation. It is worth noting that this has remained a powerful
factor in the politics of international recognition. When Slovenia and
Croatia announced their independence from the former Yugoslavia, the
United States (and Germany, leading the European powers) immediately
recognized their sovercignty. When Bosnia-Herzegovina did the same,
recognition was withheld — apparently on the grounds that it did not
represent a “real nation,” despite a longer history of tecritorial integrity
and civic life, including 500 years of peace. Why not? Because it was
explicitly multiethnic and multireligious.

So, to summarize and move on,.lest I become too enmeshed in my
European story, doctrines of nationalism {ong included the notion of the
equivalence of each nation ~ at least each “real” or “historical” nation
{and debates over what to do about “nationalities” that fell short of that
constitute another story). This doctrine was influenced by and paired
with that of individualism. The nation was conceptualized in part as a
person, including a legal person on the model of kings as sovereigns.
And as domestic law came increasingly to recognize human persons as
equals so international law recognized national persons as equals. But of
course they weren’t. East Timor and the People’s Republic of China,
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Most reasoning about justice, political obligation, and other prob-
lems thus assumed the context of “a society,” while reasoning about
international relations addressed relations among such societies. It is
instructive to see how John Rawls, the most important liberal theorist of
the current era, addressed these issues. Rawls’s (1971) classic theory of
justice presumed an individual state as the necessary context of analysis.'

A well-ordered society, Rawls insisted, was precisely not a community or
an association:

we have assumed that a democratic society, like any political society,
is to be viewed as a complete and closed social system. It is complete
in that it is self-sufficient and has a place for all the main purposes of

human life. Tt is also closed, in that entry into it is only by birth and
exit from it is only by death."

Rawls knew, of course, that this was a fiction, but he initially thought it
plausible, since his major focus was on what made “a” society just.
Accordingly, he postponed analysis of relations among states and trans-
national phenomena to a later step in analysis. Social changes of the
1990s — commonly summed up under the notion of intensified globaliza-
tion — pressed the further step on him. Rawls’s own approach was to
retain the notion of “peoples” or discrete societies, and then to propose a
“law of peoples” regulating relations among these.™
Jiirgen Habermas also responded to the same social changes that
were making it hard to presume nation-states as the automatic contexts
for democracy, rights, or political order. His reflections were informed
not only by German and global affairs, but by the project of European
integration. Debates over whether Europe needed a constitution focused
many of his analyses."® Taking up Sternberger’s concept of “consti-
tutional patriotism,” he stressed the idea of political loyalty to a consti-
tutional arrangement as such — important both as a commitment to
procedures that would limit loyalties to substantive social groups
(nations or ethnicities) and as a referent for public discourse in which the
public itself assumes some of the legitimating function otherwise
assigned to nations.'® Habermas insists that within all modern societies,
and even more in international amalgamations such as the European
Union, there will necessarily be multiple different substantive concep-
tions of the good life, and these will often be associated with different
social groups (though he does not stress the latter point). Constitutional
patriotism does not underwrite any of these in their specificity, but rather
a general commitment to justification of collective decisions in terms of
fairness. It thus allows for debate over how to balance direct reference to
universal rights and procedural norms with more specific political cul-
ture. But, insisting on a more “comprehensive” rights-based theory of
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justice, Habermas is unwilling to accept the extent of variation among
quasi-autonomous political cultures that Rawls’s theory allowed.'” Hab-
ermas’s approach is more «cosmopolitan” in clearly favoring a global
institutionalization of the sort of system of rights that has so far been
institutionalized mainly (and often still incompletely and problematic-
ally} within individual states. Accordingly, Habermas approaches rela-
tions beyond nation-states in the same way as he approaches domestic
affairs within states — as a matter of achicving a comprehensive, univer-
salistic set of procedures and motivating political loyalties to them that
transcend all substantive identities or groupings without prejudice for or
against any.

Rawls and Habermas are only two among a wave of different liberal
theoreticians to propose solutions to the problems of identity, belonging,
and sovereignty in the context of the growing globalization of the post-
1989 era. Many of these have assumed the label «cosmopolitan.” To a
considerable extent, this has involved trying to apply what had been
basically “domestic” liberal theory to tackle more global questions. To
their credit, the various theorists of a new cosmopolitan liberalism have
recognized that it is no longer tenable to rely so ancritically on the idea
of nation, Many have realized that their presumption of the internal
integration and external singularity of «gocieties” does not match reality
well. This is, of course, not just a result of social change. Nations were
never as sharply bounded as nationalism suggested. And nationalism
itself was always produced in international affairs. In the Americas,
nationalism was a product of interAmerican relations and relations with
Furope, never entirely “domestic.”

One of the problems with the proposed cosmopolitan solutions is
that they do not give adequate weight to the work done by notions of
nationalism (and other projects of collective identity) in enabling people
who are not well empowered to participate in global affairs as indi-
viduals to participate through collectivities. 1 have argued this point
clsewhere, criticizing in particular the extent to which cosmopolitan
thought exemplifies the “class consciousness of frequent gravelers.”"® But
here what I would stress most is the extent to which such cosmopolitan
thinking, and liberal theory in general, approaches pations as inherit-
ances rather than creations. If nationalism is approached as a new pro-
duct it is generally debunked as an “invented tradition,” ot denigrated as
a manipulation by opportunistic political entrepreneurs. But this under-
estimates the extent to which national identities have always and every-
where been created through a variety of historical projects. Nationalism
has been implicated in the structure of the discipline of history, organ-
ized as so many national histories, thus generally implying the prior
awiotence of the object studied. But of course the writing of national
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Here the study of nationalism as a topic of social theory intersects
with the more reflexive question of how nationalism has shaped a crucial
unit of analysis in social theory, that of society. While “sociality” may be
universal to human life, the idea of discrete, bounded, and integrally
unitary “societies” is more historically specific. ft appears in strong form
as one of the characteristic, even definitive, features of the modern era.

This reflects political features — as for example both state control
over borders and intensification of state administration internally help to
produce the idea of bounded and unified societies,”® and as arguments
for political legitimacy increasingly claim ascent from the people rather
than descent from God or inherited office. It also reflects cultural fea-
tures, though many of these are not ancient inheritances but rather mod-

ern inventions or reforms, such as linguistic standardization, common

educational systems, museums as vehicles of representation, and the

introduction of national media. In one of the most influential studies

of nationalism, Benedict Anderson has described it as productive of
“imagined communities.” By this he means that nations are produced
centrally by cultural practices which encourage members to sitnate their
own identitics and self-understandings within a nation. Reading the
same news, for example, not only provides people with common infor-
mation, and common images of “us” and “them,” but helps to repro-
duce a collective narrative in which the manifold different events and
activities reported fit together like narrative threads in a novel, and
interweaves them all with the life of the reader. Practices and institutions
of state administration are central to this production of nations as cate-
gories of understanding — imagining — but they are not exhaustive of it
and those who wield state power do not entirely control it.

To simplify the field, thén, we can see four main themes in theorics
of nationalism {which may be combined in different ways by different
authors): (1} nationalism as a source or form of conflict, (2) nationalism
as a source or form of political integration, (3) nationalism as a reform
and appropriation of ethnic inheritance, (4) nationalism as a new cul-
tural creation. These themes are deployed in debates over “civic” vs.
“ethnic” nationalism and over the “modernity” or “primordiality” of
nations. But before we turn to debates within the field, we should con-
sider further the underlying problem of nationalism as a source and a

shaper of the notion of society itself.

Nationalism and the production of “societies”

Human beings have always lived in groups. The nature of these groups
has, however, varied considerably. They range from families and small
bands through clans and other larger kin organizations, to villages,
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— is important. But it is a sociological misunderstanding to think

that the reality of nations depends on the accuracy of their collective
self-representations.*

Ethnic and civic nationalism

The category of nation has ancient roots. As we have seen, both the term
and two of its distinctive modern meanings were in play in the Roman
Empire.*” For the Romans, the term referred to descent groups {usually
understood to have common language and culture as well). But the
Romans commonly used such ethnic categorizations to designate those
who were not Roman citizens. National origins, in this sense, were what
differentiated those conquered by or at war with Romans from those
fully incorporated into the Roman state, not what Romans claimed as
the source of their own unity. But in the very distinction we see two sides
of the discourse of nations ever since: first, an attribution of common
ethnicity (culture and/or biological descent) and an idea of common
membership of a state (citizenship, and more generally respect for laws
and standards of behavior, which can be adopted not only inherited).
These two sides to the idea of nation shape an enduring debate over
the extent to which a legitimate people should or must be cthnically
defined, or can or should be civically constituted and what the implica-
tions of each might be. Ethnic nationalist claims, based on race, kinship,
language, or common culture, have been widespread throughout the
modern era. They sometimes extend beyond the construction of identity
to the reproduction of enmity, demands that members place the nation
ahead of other loyaltics, and attempts to purge territories of those
defined as foreign. As a result, ethnic nationalism is often associated with
ethnic violence and projects of ethnic cleansing or genocide. However,
ethnic solidarity is also seen by many as basic to national identity as
such, and thus to the notion of the nation-state. While this notion is as
much contested as defended, it remains influential.

In such usage, ethnic nationalism is commonly opposed to civic
nationalism. The latter is understood as the loyalty of individual citizens
to a state based purely on political identity. The opposition between
two “types”™ of nationalism was formulated most influentially by Hans
Kohn.*® In his and almost all subsequent usage the analytic distinction
was embedded in a privileging of the more “liberal” civic variant. This
was seen as original while the ethnic.was copied; as “Western” while the
ethnic was “Eastern”; and as rational while the ethnic was emotional or
sentimental. More recently, Jiirgen Habermas {(among others) has re-
theorized civic nationalism as constitutional patriotism. He stresses the
extent to which political loyalty may embrace a set of institutional
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content of the nation itself — the effort to take control of culture as a
historical project rather than merely receiving it as inheritance. When the
revolutionary French National Assembly reformed the calendar and sys-
tems of measurement, thus, it was engaged not merely in administration
of the state but in an effort to make a certain sort of nation — one with
a more modern, rational culture. And of course the tension between
attempting to make new culture and preserve old has been played out in
the educational system ever since.

While much nationalist ideology has claimed definitive ethnic
roots, social scientists are divided on the question and most prominent
twentieth-century analysts of nationalism have sought to challenge the
explanation of nationalism by ethnicity. Kohn and Hugh Seton-Watson
stress the crucial role of modern politics, especially the idea of sover-
cignty.* Hobshawm treats nationalism as a kind of second-order polit-
ical movement based on a false consciousness which ethnicity helps to
produce but cannot explain because the deeper roots lie in political
economy not culture,” The dominant approach in contemporary schol-
arship approaches nationalism largely as an ideological reflection of
state formation.* Gellner emphasizes industrialization, and also stresses
the number of cases of failed or absent nationalisms: ethnic groups
which mounted either little or no attempt to become nations in the mod-
ern senses.” This suggests that even if ethnicity plays a role it cannot be a
sufficient explanation {though one imagines the nineteenth-century
German Romantics would simply reply that there are strong, historic
nations and weak ones destined to fade from the historic stage). Hayes
argues for seeing nationalism as a sort of religion.** Hechter analyzes it
in terms of strategic individual action aimed at maximizing mostly eco-
nomic and political benefits.* Kedourie approaches nationalism as an
ideology, and attempts to debunk nationalism by showing the unten-
ability of the German Romantic cultural-ethnic claims.* Indeed, in their
different ways, all these thinkers have sought to debunk the common
claims nationalists themselves make to long-established ethnic identities.

Against this backdrop, Smith acknowledges that nations cannot be
seen as primordial or natural, but nonetheless argues that they are
rooted in relatively ancient histories. Smith argues that the origins of
modern nationalism lie in the successful bureaucratization of aristocratic
ethnie, which were able to transform themselves into genuine nations
only in the West. In the West, territorial centralization and consolidation
went hand in hand with a growing cultural standardization. Nations,
Smith thus suggests, are long-term processes, continually re-enacted and
reconstructed; they require ethnic cores, homelands, heroes and golden
ages if they are to survive. “Modern nations and nationalism have
only extended and deepened the meanings and scope of older ethnic
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because academics commonly devote a good deal of energy to debunking
popular nationalism, it is important to recall not only the deeds of
violence but the cultural productivity that goes into nationalism — the
symphonies and tangos, films and poetry.

Nationalism is partly a matter of narrative construction, the pro-
duction (and reproduction and revision) of narratives locating the
nation’s place in history.”* As Anderson puts it, nations move through
historical time as persons move through biographical time; each may
figure in stories like characters in a novel.’® This is one reason why the
continuity of ethnic identities alone does not adequately explain nation-
alism: the narrative constructions in which it is cast change and poten-
tially transform the meaning of whatever ethnic commonalties may
exist. [ronically, the writing of linear historical narratives of national
development and claims to primordial national identity often proceed
hand in hand. Indeed, the writing of national historical narratives is so
embedded in the discourse of nationalism that it almost always depends
rhetorically on the presumption of some kind of pre-existing national
identity in order to give the story a beginning. A claim to primordial
national identity is, in fact, a version of nationalist historical narrative.

Modernity vs. primordiality

A long-running debate in the literature on nationalism pits arguments
that it is an extension of ancient ethnicity’’ against those who argue that
it is essentially modern.’® Majority scholarly opinion tends toward
the latter view, though explanations differ. “Modernists” variously see
nationalism rooted in industrialization,” state formation,* the rise of
new communications media and genres of collective imagination,®" and
the development of new rhetorics for collective identity and capacities
for collective action.®* While many favor specific factors as primary
explanations, most recognize that several causes are interrelated.

Many nationalists but few scholars see nationalism as ubiquitous in
history and simply the “normal” way of organizing large-scale collective
identity. Most social scientists point rather to the variety of political and
cultural forms common before the modern era — empires and great reli-
gions, for example ~ and the transformations wrought by the rise of a
new kind of intensive state administration, cultural integration, popular
political participation, and international relations. Many of these social
scientists argue that nations and nationalism in their modern sense
are both new. In particular, they would argue that ethnicity as a way
of organizing collective identity underwent at the least a substantial
reorganization when it began to be deployed as part of ethnonationalist
rhetoric in the modern era. Others, however, including notably Anthony



46 NATIONALISM MATTERS

Smith and John Armstrong argue that there is more continuity in the
ethnic core of nations, though they too would agree that modernity
transformed — if it did not outright create — nationalism.®

The attraction of a claimed ethnic foundation to nations lies largely
in the implication that nationhood is in some sense primordial and nat-
ural. Nationalists typically claim that their nations are simply given and
immutable rather than constructions of recent historical action or ten-
dentious contemporary claims. Much early scholarly writing on nations
and nationalism shared in this view and sought to discover which were
the “true” ethnic foundations of nationhood.®* It is no doubt ideologic-
ally effective to claim that a nation has existed since time immemorial or
that its traditions have been passed down intact from heroic founders. In
no case, however, does historical or social science research support such
a claim. All nations are historically created.

Noting this, one line of research emphasizes the manipulation of
popular sentiments by the more or less cynical production of national
culture by intellectuals and state-building efites. Hobsbawm and Ranger,
for example, have collected numerous examples of the ways in which
apparently definitive cultural markers of national identity can in fact be
traced to specific acts of creation embedded in political (or sometimes
marketing) projects rather than reflecting pre-existing ethnicity.* The
Scots tartan kilt is a famous example, dating not from the mists of
primordial Highland history but from eighteenth-century resistance to
Anglicization and early nineteenth-century Romantic celebrations of a
no longer troubling ethnic Scottishness.®® Likewise, nineteenth-century
Serbian and Croatian intellectuals strove to divide their common Serbo-
Croatian language into two distinct vernaculars with separate literary
traditions. But as this example makes clear, it is not obvious that because
the “traditions” of nationalism are “invented” they are somehow less
real or valid. Anderson finds the same fault with Gellner: “Gellner is so
anxious to show that nationalism masquerades under false pretences

that he assimilates ‘imvention’ to ‘fabrication’ and *falsity’, rather than to

‘imagining’ and ‘creation’.”®’

Hobsbawm and Ranger imply that long-standing, “primordial”
tradition would somehow count as legitimate, while by contrast various
nationalist traditions are of recent and perhaps manipulative creation.
Many ideologues do claim origins at the dawn of history, but few
scholars have doubted that cultural traditions are constantly renewed.
What so-called “primordialists” have argued is that certain identities
and traditions — especially those of ethnicity — are experienced as prim-
ordial.®® Sociologically, thus, what matters is less the antiquity of the
contents of tradition, than the efficacy of the process by which certain
beliefs and understandings are constituted as unquestioned, immediate
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enabled larger populations to interact with greater density ~ a matter
simultaneously of roads, the spread of literacy, and wars that brought
large populations together in common military organization and move-
ments.” It was also facilitated by increased integration of trade among
different regions within contiguous territories, and by the mobilization
of new kinds of military and state power.”

Second, nationalism constituted a new ideology about primary
identities. In this it competed not only with localism and family, but
with religion.”” In fact, nationalism was often furthered by religious
movements and wars — notably in the wake of the Reformation — and
national self-understandings were frequently religiously inflected (as in
the Catholicism of Poland or the Protestantism of England). But nation-
alism involved a kind of secular faith, and a primary loyalty to the nation
that was and is distinct from any religion that may intertwine with it.

Third, nationalism grew hand in hand with modern states and was
basic to a new way of claiming political legitimacy. States furthered
social integration among their subjects by building roads, mobilizing
militaries, sponsoring education, and standardizing languages.” But
they also were shaped by a cultural change which introduced a new,
stronger idea of “the people” who were both governed by and served by
a state. Indeed, the idea of the state as providing necessary services for
the “commonwealth” was basic, and with it came the notion that the
legitimacy of the state depended on its serving its people effectively
and/or being recognized by them. Political legitimacy was to “ascend”
from the people rather than descend from God or proper dynastic ances-
try. This placed a new stress on the question of who the people might be.
The notions that they were those who happened to have been born
into the domain of a monarch, or conquered in war, were clearly
inadequate. The idea of nation came to the forefront. It represented
the “people” of a country as an internally unified group with common
interests and the capacity to act.

The last point is crucial. The idea of nation not only laid claim to
history or common identity. It purported to describe {or construct) a
collective actor. As Charles Taylor hag put it, statements like “We the
people,” as articulated in the United States Constitution, are performa-
tive, they put in play a strong claim to cohesion and capacity to act
in concert.” Similarly, the levée en masse of the French Revolution sym-
bolized the capacity of the people not merely to act but to shape
history.*

The constitution of nations — not only in dramatic revolutionary
acts of founding, but in the formation of common culture and political
identities ~ is one of the pivotal features of the modern era. It is part of
the organization of political participation and loyalty, of culture and
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