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'Nationalism is an infantile disease. It is the measles of mankind.'
ALBERT EINSTEIN Letter (1921)

For the last 200 years the nation has been regarded as the most appropriate (and
perhaps the only proper) unit of political rule. Indeed, international law is largely
based on the assumption that nations, like individuals, have inviolable rights,
notably the right to political independence and self-determination. Nowhere, how-
ever, is the importance of the nation more dramatically demonstrated than in the
potency of nationalism as a political creed. In many ways, nationalism has dwarfed
the more precise and systematic political ideologies examined in Chapter 3. It has
contributed to the outbreak of wars and revolutions. It has caused the birth of new
states, the disintegration of empires and the redrawing of borders; and it has been
used to reshape existing regimes as well as to bolster them. Nevertheless, there are
reasons to believe that the age of the nation may be drawing to a close. The nation-
state, the goal that generations of nationalists have strived to achieve, is increasingly
beset by pressures, both internal and external.

The central issues examined in this chapter are as follows:
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What is a nation?
Many of the controversies surrounding the phenomenon of nationalism can be
traced back to rival views about what constitutes a nation. So widely accepted is the
idea of the nation that its distinctive features are seldom examined or questioned;
the nation is simply taken for granted. Nevertheless, confusion abounds. The term
'nation' tends to be used with little precision, and is often used interchange-
ably with terms such as state, country, ethnic group and race. The United Nations,
for instance, is clearly misnamed, as it is an organization of states, not one of
national populations. What, then, are the characteristic features of the nation? What
distinguishes a nation from any other social group or other sources of collective
identity?

The difficulty of defining the term 'nation' springs from the fact that all nations
comprise a mixture of objective and subjective features, a blend of cultural and
political characteristics. In objective terms, nations are cultural entities: groups of
people who speak the same language, have the same religion, are bound by a shared
past, and so on. Such factors undoubtedly shape the politics of nationalism. The
nationalism of the Québecois in Canada, for instance, is based largely on language
differences between French-speaking Quebec and the predominantly English-speaking
rest of Canada. Nationalist tensions in India invariably arise from religious divisions,
examples being the struggle of Sikhs in Punjab for a separate homeland (Khalistan),
and the campaign by Muslims in Kashmir for the incorporation of Kashmir into
Pakistan. Nevertheless, it is impossible to define a nation using objective factors
alone. All nations encompass a measure of cultural, ethnic and racial diversity.
The Swiss nation has proved to be enduring and viable despite the use of three major
languages (French, German and Italian), as well as a variety of local dialects.
Divisions between Catholics and Protestants that have given rise to rival national-
isms in Northern Ireland have been largely irrelevant in mainland UK, and of only
marginal significance in countries such as Germany.

This emphasizes the fact that, ultimately, nations can only be defined subjectively
by their members. In the final analysis, the nation is a psycho-political construct.
What sets a nation apart from any other group or collectivity is that its members
regard themselves as a nation. What does this mean? A nation, in this sense, perceives
itself to be a distinctive political community. This is what distinguishes a nation
from an ethnic group. An ethnic group undoubtedly possesses a communal identity
and a sense of cultural pride, but, unlike a nation, it lacks collective political
aspirations. These aspirations have traditionally taken the form of the quest for, or
the desire to maintain, political independence or statehood. On a more modest level,
however, they may consist of a desire to achieve a measure of autonomy, perhaps as
part of a federation or confederation of states.

The complexity does not end there, however. Nationalism is a difficult political
phenomenon, partly because various nationalist traditions view the concept of a
nation in different ways. Two contrasting concepts have been particularly influential.
One portrays the nation as primarily a cultural community, and emphasizes the
importance of ethnic ties and loyalties. The other sees it essentially as a political
community, and highlights the significance of civil bonds and allegiances. These
rival views not only offer alternative accounts of the origins of nations, but have also
been linked to very different forms of nationalism.

Ethnic group: A group of
people who share a common
cultural and historical identity,
typically linked to a belief in
common descent.
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therefore developed to meet the needs of particular social conditions and circum-
stances. On the other hand, Gellner's theory suggests that nationalism is now
ineradicable, as a return to premodern loyalties and identities is unthinkable. How-
ever, in The Ethnic Origins of Nations (1986) Anthony Smith challenged the idea of a
link between nationalism and modernization by highlighting the continuity between
modern nations and premodern ethnic communities, which he called 'ethnies'. In
this view, nations are historically embedded: they are rooted in a common cultural
heritage and language that may long predate the achievement of statehood or even
the quest for national independence. Smith nevertheless acknowledged that, although
ethnicity is the precursor of nationalism, modern nations came into existence
only when established ethnies were linked to the emerging doctrine of political
sovereignty (see p. 129). This conjunction occurred in Europe in the late eighteenth
century and early nineteenth century, and in Asia and Africa in the twentieth
century.

Regardless of the origins of nations, certain forms of nationalism have a distinct-
ively cultural, rather than political, character. Cultural nationalism commonly takes
the form of national self-affirmation; it is a means through which a people can
acquire a clearer sense of its own identity through the heightening of national pride
and self-respect. This is demonstrated by Welsh nationalism, which focuses much
more on attempts to preserve the Welsh language and Welsh culture in general than
on the search for political independence. Black nationalism in the USA, the West
Indies and many parts of Europe also has a strong cultural character. Its emphasis is
on the development of a distinctively black consciousness and sense of national
pride, which, in the work of Marcus Garvey (see p. 169) and Malcolm X (1926-65),
was linked to the rediscovery of Africa as a spiritual and cultural 'homeland'. A
similar process can be seen at work in modern Australia and, to some extent, New
Zealand. The republican movement in Australia, for example, reflects the desire to
redefine the nation as a political and cultural unit separate from the UK. This is a
process of self-affirmation that draws heavily upon the Anzac myth, the relationship
with indigenous peoples, and the rediscovery of a settler folk culture.

The German historian Friedrich Meinecke (1907) went one step further and
distinguished between 'cultural nations' and 'political nations'. 'Cultural' nations
are characterized by a high level of ethnic homogeneity; in effect, national and ethnic
identities overlap. Meinecke identified the Greeks, the Germans, the Russians, the
English and the Irish as examples of cultural nations, but the description could
equally apply to ethnic groups such as the Kurds, the Tamils and the Chechens. Such
nations can be regarded as 'organic', in that they have been fashioned by natural or
historical forces, rather than by political ones. The strength of cultural nations is
that, bound together by a powerful and historical sense of national unity, they
tend to be stable and cohesive. On the other hand, cultural nations tend to view
themselves as exclusive groups. Membership of the nation is seen to derive not
from a political allegiance, voluntarily undertaken, but from an ethnic identity that
has somehow been inherited. Cultural nations thus tend to view themselves as
extended kinship groups distinguished by common descent. In this sense, it is not
possible to 'become' a German, a Russian or a Kurd simply by adopting the language
and beliefs of the people. Such exclusivity has tended to breed insular and regressive
forms of nationalism, and to weaken the distinction between nation and race (see
p. 194).
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Nations as political communities
The view that nations are essentially political entities emphasizes civic loyalties
and political allegiances rather than cultural identity. The nation is thus a group of
people who are bound together primarily by shared citizenship, regardless of their
cultural, ethnic and other loyalties. This view of the nation is often traced back to
the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (see p. 75), sometimes seen as the 'father' of
modern nationalism. Although Rousseau did not specifically address the nation ques-
tion, or discuss the phenomenon of nationalism, his stress on popular sovereignty,
expressed in the idea of the 'general will' (in effect, the common good of society),
was the seed from which nationalist doctrines sprang during the French Revolution
of 1789. In proclaiming that government should be based upon the general will,
Rousseau developed a powerful critique of monarchical power and aristocratic
privilege. During the French Revolution, this principle of radical democracy was
reflected in the assertion that the French people were 'citizens' possessed of inalien-
able rights and liberties, no longer merely 'subjects' of the crown. Sovereign power
thus resided with the 'French nation'. The form of nationalism that emerged from
the French Revolution therefore embodied a vision of a people or nation governing
itself, and was inextricably linked to the principles of liberty, equality and fraternity.

The idea that nations are political, not ethnic, communities has been supported
by a number of theories of nationalism. Eric Hobsbawm (1983), for instance, high-
lighted the degree to which nations are 'invented traditions'. Rather than accepting
that modern nations have developed out of long-established ethnic communities,
Hobsbawm argued that a belief in historical continuity and cultural purity was
invariably a myth, and, what is more, a myth created by nationalism itself. In this
view, nationalism creates nations, not the other way round. A widespread conscious-
ness of nationhood (sometimes called popular nationalism) did not, for example,
develop until the late nineteenth century, perhaps fashioned by the invention of
national anthems and national flags, and the extension of primary education.
Certainly, the idea of a 'mother tongue' passed down from generation to generation
and embodying a national culture is highly questionable. In reality, languages live
and grow as each generation adapts the language to its own distinctive needs and
circumstances. Moreover, it can be argued that the notion of a 'national' language is
an absurdity, given the fact that, until the nineteenth century, the majority of people
had no knowledge of the written form of their language and usually spoke a regional
dialect that had little in common with the language of the educated elite.

Benedict Anderson (1983) also portrayed the modern nation as an artefact, in his
case as an 'imagined community'. Anderson pointed out that nations exist more as
mental images than as genuine communities that require a level of face-to-face
interaction to sustain the notion of a common identity. Within nations, individuals
only ever meet a tiny proportion of those with whom they supposedly share a
national identity. If nations exist, they exist as imagined artifices, constructed for us
through education, the mass media and a process of political socialization (see p. 203).
Whereas in Rousseau's view a nation is animated by ideas of democracy and political
freedom, the notion that nations are 'invented' or 'imagined' communities has
more in common with the Marxist belief that nationalism is a species of bourgeois
ideology. From the perspective of orthodox Marxism, nationalism is a device
through which the ruling class counters the threat of social revolution by ensuring


