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National Traditions:
Created or Primordial?

Nationalism, Ethnicity and History

Claims to nationhood often invoke presumptions of pre-existing national identity.
The members of the nation, it is asserted, are one people by virtue of race, com-
mon culture or shared social institutions. Even the so-called "political"
nationalism identified stereotypically with France rests in part on a substratum of
such "ethnic" claims, however attenuated and qualified. Such claims are
implicitly essentialist and always problematic. The difficulty, I want to argue, lies
not in acknowledging some manner of "ethnic" interconnections, but in establish-
ing why any particular definitions and boundaries of these should be seen as
stable and primary. In this regard, the politics of nationalism are always as much
domestic — about conforming to authoritative images of nationality — as inter-

national.

Constructed Primordiality

In an interesting work on the manipulation of national culture by state building
elites, Hobsbawm and Ranger have argued that because the "traditions" of
nationalism are "invented" they are somehow less real and valid." Ttis not clear
why this should be so. Hobsbawm and Ranger seem to accept the notion that
long-standing, "primordial" tradition would somehow count as legitimate, and then
assert by contrast that various nationalist traditions are of recent and perhaps

manipulative creation. This seems doubly fallacious. First, all traditions are

! Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge,
1983), see also Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalisin Since 1780: Programme, Myth,
Reality (New York, 1990). Anderson, Imagined Conmunities: 6, finds the same fault
with Gellner: "Gellner is so anxious to show that nationalism masquerades under false
pretences that he assimilates invention’ to ‘fabrication’ and ’falsity’, rather than to
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‘imagining’ and ’creation’.



"created"; none are truly primordial.> All such creations also are potentially
contested and subject to continual reshaping, whether explicit or hidden. What
gives tradition (or culture generally) its force is not its antiquity but its immediacy
and givenness. Various concrete ideas of nation, thus, seem very real as aspects
of lived experience and bases for action. They are taken as unconscious
presuppositions by people when they consciously consider the options open to
them.? Other claims about nationality, by contrast, may fail to persuade because
they are too manifestly manipulated by creators, or because the myth that is being
proffered does not speak to the circumstances and practical commitments of the
people in question. It is impossible to differentiate among even the post-colonial
African states on which Hobsbawm and Ranger focus by showing some to be
created and others not, but it is indeed possible to show that some have proved
more persuasive than others and more capable of becoming a part of citizens’
immediate basis for action and their unquestioned (or hard to question)
transmission of culture. Conversely, however, when circumstances and practical
projects change, even seemingly settled traditions are subject to disruption and
alternation. Thus Indian nationalists from the 19th century through Nehru were
able to make a meaningful (though hardly seamless or uncontested) unity of the
welter of sub-continental identities as part of their struggle against the British.
The departure of the British from India changed the meaning of Congress
nationalism, however, as this became the program of an Indian state, not of those
outside official politics who resisted an alien regime. Among other effects of this,

a rhetorical space was opened up for "communal” and other sectional claims that

2 This was acknowledged, though rather weakly, even by some of the functionalists
who emphasized the notion of primordiality and the “givenness" of cultural identities
and traditions. See Shmuel Eisenstadt, Modernization, Protest and Change (Englewood
Cliffs, NJ, 1966), Building States and Nations (Beverly Hills, 1973); Clifford Geertz,
0ld Societies and New States (New York, 1963); Emest Gellner, Thought and Change
(Chicago, 1964).

3 In other words, they are literally prejudices in Hans-Georg Gadamer’s sense, Truth
and Method (New York, 1975), Philosophical Hermeneutics (Berkeley, 1977).
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were less readily brought forward in the colonial period.” The opposition between
primordiality and "mere invention” leaves open a very wide range of historicities
within which national and other traditions can exert real force.

Perhaps more basically, the notion of nation commonly involves the claim
that some specific ethnic identity should be a "crump” over all other forms of
identity, including those of community, family, class, political preference, and
alternative ethnic allegiances.” Such claims are made not just by nationalists and
others engaged in ethnic politics, but implicitly by a whole range of common
usages in Western history and social science — for our intellectual heritage has
been shaped by nationalist ideology and the experience of nation-building. Thus
we habitually refer to ethnic groups, races, tribes, and languages as though they
were objective units, only occasionally recalling to ourselves the ambiguity of
their definitions, the porousness of their boundaries, and the situational
dependency of their use in practice. The point is not that such categorical
identities are not real, any more than that nations are not real; it is, rather, thal
they are not fixed but both fluid and manipulable. Cultural and physical
differences exist, but their discreteness, their identification, and their invocation
are all variable. Even more, the relationship of such cultural and physical
differences to social groups is complex and problematic.  Ethnic identity is

constituted, maintained and invoked in social processes that involve diverse

4 Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fraginents: Studies in Colonial and Post-
Colonial Histories (Princeton, 1994).

5 This does not mean that nationalism erases the importance of all other identities
(any more than that trump cards are played in every trick of a bridge game). It means
that nationalist discourse exerts a powerful force against ideals such that which John
Schwarzmantel ascribes to socialism: "the socialist idea of the nation is or ought to be
a 'pluralistic’ one, seeing national identity as one focus of loyalty among others, and
rejecting the idea of the nation put forward by *integral’ nationalism, in which the nation
is seen as the supreme and overriding focus of loyalty, to which all other affiliations
must be totally subordinate,” Socialism and the Idea of the Nation (Hemel Hempstead,
1991: 5). Nationalists generally accept that other affiliations may occupy the primary
attention of good members of a nation much of the time, but they grant these other
affiliations no right to challenge the nation in matters of basic importance.
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intentions, constructions of meaning, and conflicts.” Not only are there claims
from competing possible collective allegiances, there are competing claims as to
just what any particular ethnic or other identity means. In short, the various
similarities and solidarities termed "ethnic" may well predispose people to
nationalist claims, and may even predispose others to recognize those claims. But
it is difficult to see ethnicity as a "substance" which directly gives rise to and
explains nationality or nationalism.

The attraction of a claimed ethnic foundation to nations lies largely in the
implication that nationhood is in some sense primordial and natural. Nationalists
typically claim that their nations are simply given and immutable rather than
constructions of rccent historical action or tendentious 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.” As
ideology, the claim is no doubt effective that a nation has existed since time
immemorial or that its traditions have been passed down in tact from heroic
founders. Sociologically, however, what matters is not the antiquity of the
contents of tradition, but the efficacy of the process by which tradition constitutes
certain beliefs and understandings as unquestioned, immediate knowledge. It is
best to focus not simply on the stuff of tradition, its relatively fixed contents, but
on the reproduction of culture, the process of passing on that is the literal meaning
of tradition.® Ethnicity or cultural traditions are bases for nationalism because
they effectively constitute historical memory, because they inculcate it as

"prejudice," not because the historical origins they claim are accurate.’” The

6 Frederick Barth, ed. Ethnic Boundaries (Oslo, 1969).

7 See Joan S. Skurnowicz, Romantic Nationalism and Liberalism: Joachim Lelewel
and the Polish National Idea (New York, 1981) on Poland and Joseph F. Zacek,
"Nationalism in Czechoslovakia," in Peter F. Sugar and Ivo J. Lederer, eds.:
Nationalism in Eastern Europe (Seattle, 1969) on Czechoslovakia.

8 Bdward Shils, Tradition (Chicago, 1981).

9 Prejudice means, following Gadamer, not just prior to judgment, but constituting
the condition of judgment. See Truth and Method, Philosophical Hermeneutics, Reason
in an Age of Science (Cambridge, MA, 1981). Existence within a historical tradition
opens the possibility of knowing the world, it is not just a source of narrowing or
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translation of ethnicity into nationalism is partly a matter of converting the
cultural traditions of everyday life into more specific historical claims. This is
true not just of the contents of tradition, as folklore gives way simultaneously to
"scientific history" and national myth, but of the very medium. The historicizing
approach to language of the early modern era was such a reconsti-tution of an
aspect of the everyday cultural means of social life as part of a historical/ethnic

claim to nationhood.

History and the Discourse of Nationalism

Particularly in Germany, language was given a central status from Fichte and
Herder on.'® In stressing the "originality" of the German language and the "truly
primal" nature of the German character, Fichte, for example, claimed a supra-
historical status for German nationality."" Historically formed national characters
were inferior, he argued, to the true metaphysical national spirits which were
based on something more primal than common historical experience. This does

not mean that Fichte and others of similar orientation saw glory only in the past.

historical error; sce Georgia Warnke, Gadamer: Hermeneutics, Tradition and Reason
(Stanford, CA, 1987). Yet equally, traditions are effective only when they are living and
therefore changing; they derive their force from their efficacy in opening an under-
standing of the world that works in practical action, not from offering an empirically
demonstrable claim to a specific original truth.

11t is perhaps no accident that both historical approaches to language and textual
hermeneutics have been particularly German academic contributions while "structural”
accounts of language and the severing of texts from their origins have been distinctively
popular in France. The extent to which Saussure’s structuralism prospered in French
thought as against German historicism is an often overlooked aspect of theoretical his-
tory. This is congruent with the fact that the French obsession with linguistic purity, so
commonly noted today, is of relatively recent origin, largely as a late nineteenth century
response to colonialism, recalcitrant language groups in France, and the inter-
nationalization of culture. The official enforcer of linguistic purity, the Academie Fran-
caise, moreover, works not on etymological or historical principles but on criteria of in-
ternal fit, or elegance, a kind of implicit structuralism. (It also admits members of for-
eign origin on the basis of the quality of their French, something hard to imagine in
Germany given the ethnic-historical construction of German linguistic consciousness.)

H Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation (New York, 1968 [orig.
1806-7]); Friedrich Meinecke, Cosmopolitanisim and the National State (Princeton, 1970:
92).
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On the contrary, they envisaged a dramatic break with many aspects of the past
and a national self-realization in what Fichte called a new history. The old
history was not one properly self-made, not the product of the sell-conscious
action of the nation as historical actor. This conception was distinctively a
product of the Enlightenment and especially the French Revolution. As Steiner
has put it:

In ways which no preceding historical phenomenon had accomplished, the
French Revolution mobilized historicity itself, seeing itsell as historical, as
transformative of the basic conditions of human possibility, as invasive of
the individual person."

This new idea of historical action was carried forward vitally in nationalism, and
in many cases coupled with a distinctive notion of national destiny, a new
teleology of history. Such conceptions were not limited (as stereotype sometimes
suggests) to German "ethnic" nationalism. Think of France’s mission civilisatrice
and ideas of "manifest destiny" and being "a city on a hill" in United States
history.

Nationalism has a complex relationship to history. On the one hand,
nationalism commonly encourages the production of historical accounts of the
nation. Indeed, the modern discipline of history is very deeply shaped by the
tradition of producing national histories designed to give readers and students a
sense of their collective identity. On the other hand, however, nationalists are
prone, at the very least, to the production of Whig histories, favorable accounts
of "how we came to be who we are." A nationalist history, like Nehru’s The
Discovery of India, is an attempt to construct the nation.” It seeks to have a
performative effect. The point is not just that such a history is not neutral. By
its nature, nationalist historiography — that which tells the story of the nation,
whether or not it is overtly bellicose or ethnocentric — embeds actors and events

as moments in the history of the nation whether or not they had any conception

2 Georg Steiner, "The French Revolution and History," in P. Best, ed.: The French
Revolution (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 150).
B Jaharwalal Nehru, The Discovery of India (Oxford, 1949).
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of that nation. The Discovery of India not only transforms both Dravidians and
Mughals into Indians, it gives them narrative significance as actors constructing
and reconstructing a common and putatively perduring phenomenon, India. Both
victors and vanquished in dynastic wars and invasions become part of the story
of India."

The same process is at work in the narratives of Western national histories.
The very "War between the States" helps to constitute a common American
history for descendants of those killed on both sides of that bloody conflict (as
well as for Americans whose ancestors arrived later or kept their distance). This
is one reason why the theme of fratricide is so prominent in narratives of the war.
That brother fought brother helps to establish that both sides were really members
of one family."” In perhaps the most famous essay ever written on nationalisim,
Ernst Renan grasped the importance of the tensions masked in nationalist
invocations of history:

Forgetting, I would even go so far as to say historical error, is a crucial
factor in the creation of a nation, which is why progress in historical studies
often constitutes a danger for [the principle of] nationality. Indeed,
historical enquiry brings to light deeds of violence which took place at the
origin of all political formations, even those whose consequences have been
altogether beneficial. Unity is always effected by means of brutality.'®

The "brutality" Renan has in mind is exemplified by the very material massacres
of Protestants and putative heretics by Catholics in France, but the cultural or

symbolic violence involved in forging unity could also be brutal."”  The

4 Nehru’s book is hardly the only example of this, even in India, though it is one
of the best. Nor is Nehru in this text making a nationalist move that Gandhi eschewed.
See Mahatma K. Gandhi, "Hind Swaraj," pp. 199-288 in Raghavan Iyer, ed.: The
Moral and Political Writings of Mahatma Gandhi, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1966 [orig. 1939]);
Political and National Life and Affairs (Ahmedabad, 1967) and discussion in Partha
Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative Discourse
(Minneapolis, 1986) and The Nation and Its Fragments.

15 Anderson, Imagined Communities. 201.

16 Ernst Renan, "What Is a Nation?" Pp. 8-22 in Homi Bhabha, ed.: Nation and
Narration (London, 1990: 11).

"7 On cultural or symbolic violence, see Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice
(Stanford, CA, 1990) and other works.
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eradication of once quasi-autonomous cultures, or their reduction to mere regional
dialects or local customs is continually echoed in the subordination of once vital
(and perhaps still important) differences in the construction of national histories.
Anderson summarizes one English version:

English history textbooks offer the diverting spectacle of a great Founding
Father whom every schoolchild is taught to call William the Conqueror.
The same child is not informed that William spoke no English, indeed could
not have done so, since the English language did not exist in his epoch; nor
is he or she told *Conqueror of what?’. For the only intelligible modern
answer would have to be *Conqueror of the English,’ which would turn the
old Norman predator into a more successful precursor of Napoleon and
Hitler.'® '

Ironically, the writing of linear historical narratives of national development and
the claim 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.
Atlantic crossings thus make Englishmen into Americans whether or not they ever
thought themselves part of an autonomous American nation. A claim to
primordial national identity is, in fact, a version of nationalist historical narrative.
The common contrast between France and Germany, thus, is between two dif-
ferent styles of invoking history and ethnicity, not radically between non-ethnic
and ethnic claims. French schoolchildren learn that their commonality is not
merely ethnic but achieved in the collective action of the Revolution. Yet they
learn also to claim as French a history stretching back a thousand years before
that revolution, for French unity was forged by military conquest and administra-
tive centralization before the Revolution consecrated the product as the nation.
French nationalist historians help the school children forget that events like the
massacre of Huguenots known as Saint-Barthelemy helped unify France even
while they claim them as moments in French history. German nationalist

historians put forward stronger claims for the primacy of common culture and

'8 Anderson, Imagined Communities: 201.
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ethnicity partly because their narratives must help schoolchildren "forget" that
Germans spent most of their history as members of separate polities (often
combative and not all very uniform culturally), even while they celebrate the roles
of Bismark and others in unifying Germany.

Invoking national history and primordial ethnicity are both ways of
responding to problems in contemporary claims to nationhood.  Indian
nationalists, for example, were faced not only with the material problem of British
colonial rule, which backed with force its denial of Indian claims to nationhood.
They were faced also with difficulties in casting as a singular nation the manifest
diversity of groups (including polities) on the subcontinent. Yet this is what the
discourse of nationalism demanded of them. As we have seen, Nehru’s The
Discovery of India is a paradigmatic use of history-writing to respond to these
challenges. Nehru sought to show that India was one country against the British
suggestion that without the alien Raj disunity and conflict would reign amongst
its many contending peoples. Yet at almost the same time, other Indian
nationalists responded to the same challenges with accounts that placed a greater
stress on ethnicity. They sought to show that the unitary country, India, was es-
sentially Hindu, not Muslim (and thus among other things constituted
"indigenously” rather than by previous imperial invasions). Ghandi’s Hindu
nationalist opponent, Savarkar, thus was also influenced by the demands of
nationalist discourse when he felt compelled to argue that "verily the Hindus as
a people differ most [sic] markedly from any other people in the world than they
differ amongst themselves. All tests whatsoever of a common country, race,
religion, and language that go o entitle a people to form a nation, entitle the

Hindus with greater emphasis to that claim.""”

' Samagra Savarkar, Wangmaya, Vol. VI (Poona, 1937: 284).
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"Ethnic" and "Political' Claims to Citizenship

In eighteenth-century Burope and especially France, it was perhaps easier to be
both cosmopolitan and nationalist, not seeing the problems that competing claims
to national identity or sovereignty would pose.” The Enlightenment had been
quintessentially cosmopolitan in intellectual orientation; multilinguality had been
one of the hallmarks of the scholar and of that novel creation, the intellectual.
How many of Norway’s intellectuals, for example, were forged in German
cultural fire? The cosmopolitan ideal of being a citizen of the world was not
simply opposed to nationalism, however, but helped to give rise to it The
abstraction "nation’ gave specific form and shape to such citizenship. Nationalism
was a claim of "peoples"” as against dynasties, and hence not only of the domestic
against the foreign but of citizens against illegitimate rulers. The cosmopolitan
ideal came to be enshrined in a notion of nation as polity — a paradigmatically
French notion — and to be challenged by those who like Fichte wished to con-
ceptualize the nation in terms of ethnicity, primordial culture or race.”> The

latter sort of claim became especially common where the comparisons or

20 [ndian intellectuals from the 19th century on were often equally cosmopolitan (and
certainly at least as likely to be multilingual). But this could never appear as un-
problematic in the context of colonial rule as it could for the European enlighteners.
Many Indian nationalists (including Nehru) wrote in English and spoke it more comfor-
tably than any "Indian" language; they helped, indeed, to make English an Indian lan-
guage. But this involved a tension between English as the language of the colonizer and
as the putative lingua franca that was to help constitute one nation by cutting across the
linguistic divisions of the subcontinent. ~ Moreover, at the same time that some
nationalists appropriated English as an Indian language, others produced a renaissance
of modern Indian languages like Bengali or Marathi; nationalism meant producing a
new, modern literature in the vernacular language. One dimension of this was the
attempt to forge a unity between the language of literature and intellectuals and that of
ordinary people--since groups previously separated by language were now to be united
by national language. A similar development was very pronounced in China; see, e.g.,
Chow Tse-tung, The May 4th Movement: Intellectual Revolution in Modern China
(Cambridge, MA, 1960).

2! Meinecke, Cosmopolitanism and the National State.

2 Thus Renan speaks in favor of France in "What Is Nationalism?" when he
distinguishes nations that arc the result of the free choices of their members (a "daily
plebiscite") from those whose identity and cohesion is given independent of voluntary
will of their members.
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competitions among putative nations were at issue, rather than those between
nations and dynastic ralers.

With the spreading critique of absolute monarchy and the rise of republican
ideology, concern for the definition of the political community grew rapidly. The
citizen of the world had also to be a citizen of someplace in particular. This was
a continuing focus of social contract theory, and with Rousseau a much stronger
notion of community was added to arguments about the choices of free
individuals. Rousseau was also deeply interested in the origins and impact of
language as the basis for that community, and an advocate (in Emile) of better
teaching of the ’natural’ language. In general, however, late eighteenth-century
France did not focus the attention on language that became characteristic of
Germany. There was growing demand for the use of vernacular French (instead
of Latin and Greek), and some push towards linguistic standardization (though as
Weber has shown this process was far from complete in the mid-nineteenth
century).”? But the French did not rush to equate French nationality with
speaking French. Not only did various local dialects remain strong, the
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century College de France did not even have a
professorship of French language.™

In Germany, by contrast, language and other ethnic criteria gained enormous
importance in the definition of German nationality and the struggle for unification.
Where Rousseau had sought the process by which natural autonomy was trans-
muted into national societies and subjected to corrupting sovereignty, the German
Romantics (more influenced by Rousseau’s more communitarian side) argued that
every person belonged by nature to a nation. Despite political fragmentation, the
German language was spoken with more commonality throughout the German

states than was French in politically centralized France. In the writings of

2 Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen (Stanford, CA, 1976).

2 15 both France and Britain, nineteenth-century colonial experiences reshaped
attitudes toward language. The first chairs of English were established at Indian
universities, but the notion soon spread to Britain itself.
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scholars like Herder, Schliermacher, and Fichte, language was described as the
distinctive expression of a particular form of life, developed by it Lo enable its
unique experience and contribution to history. Original, primitive languages were
superior, thus, to composite, derived languages because they directly reflected the
spirit of the people who spoke them. Borrowings were corruptions. Language,

5

thus, was the key test of the existence of a nation.”” It was joined, moreover,
with ideas of race, culture and in general ethnicity to signal that the nation was
primordial and membership in it immutable.

The contrast between France and Germany has been enduring, and has
resulted in very different understandings of citizenship. France has been much
more willing, for example, to use legal mechanisms to grant immigrants French
citizenship, while Germany — equally open to immigration in numerical terms —
generally refuses its immigrants German citizenship unless they are already ethnic
Germans.?* We should not take the contrast too far, however, for as Smith has
remarked, "all nations bear the impress of both territorial and ethnic principles and
components, and represent an uneasy confluence of a more recent "civic’ and a
more ancient 'genealogical’ model of social cultural organization."”  The
definition of nation, in other words, is subject to contest and struggle. The ethnic
conception of la patrie stood behind much of the attack on Dreyfus; Maurras
sought to define a true French nation free of Jews, Protestants, Freemasons and

other foreigners.”® Aspects of this heritage remain important in contemporary

. . . C
debates over immigration.”

25 Gee discussion in Kedourie, Nationalism: (New York, 1960): 62-73.

% Rogers Brubaker, Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany
(Cambridge, 1992).

7 Anthony Smith, The Ethnic Orgin of Nations (Oxford, 1986: 149).

2 M. Sutton, Nationalism, Positivism and Catholicism: The Politics of Charles
Maurras and French Catholics 1890-1914 (Cambridge, 1982).

2 Gerard Noiriel, Le Creuset Francais (Partis, 1988); La Tyrannie du National
(Paris, 1991); Brubaker, Citizenship and Nationhood. In 1991, as protests and debates
over immigration rattled French politics, conservative former President Giscard d’Estaing
made a surprisingly "ethnicist” assertion about the true French identity. He was rebuked
not only by the left, but by the generally more conservative former prime minister and
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Most prominent twentieth-century analysts of nationalism have sought to
challenge accounts of nationalism emphasizing ethnicity. Kohn and Seton-Watson
have stressed the crucial role of modern politics, especially the idea of
sovereignty.’® Hayes has argued for seeing nationalism as a sort of religion.™
Kedourie has debunked nationalism by showing the untenability of the German
Romantic claims.?? More recently, Gellner has placed emphasis on the number
of cases of failed or absent nationalisms: ethnic groups which mounted either
little or no attempt to become nations in the modern 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). Hobsbawm has largely treated nationalism as a kind of second-order
political movement based on a false consciousness which ethnicity helps to
produce but cannot explain because the deeper roots lie in political economy not
culture.®® In their different ways, all these thinkers have sought to debunk the
common claims of nationalists themselves make to long-established ethnic
identities. They have also sought to challenge the notion that nationalism can be
explained by pre-existing ethnicity. Most have wished to substitute an alternative
master variable.

Against this backdrop, Anthony Smith has tried to show that nationalism has

leader of the Rassemblement pour la Republique, Jacques Chirac: "I believe that law
of common descent (sang), stricto sensit, or a law essentially of blood, does not conform
.. either to the republican tradition or to the historical tradition of France" (quoted in
Le Monde, 1 October 1991).

30 Hans Kohn, The Age of Nationalism (New York, 1944); Seton-Watson, Nations
and States (Boulder, CO, 1977).

3! Carlton J. H. Hayes, The Historical Evolution of Modern Nationalisn (New York,
1931).

2 Kedourie, Nationalism.

B Ernest Gellner, Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca, NY, 1983).

M Hobsbwam, Nations and Nationalism since 1780; Hobsbawm and Ranger, The

Invention of Tradition.
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stronger roots in premodern ethnicity than others have accepted.”” He acknow-
ledges that nations cannot be seen as primordial or natural, but nonetheless argues
that they are rooted in relatively ancient histories and in perduring ethnic
consciousnesses. Smith argues that the origins of modern nationalism lie in the
successful bureaucratization of aristocratic ethnie, which were able to transtorm
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
decpened the meanings and scope of older ethnic concepts and structures.
Nationalism has certainly universalized these structures and ideals, but modern
‘civic’ nations have not in practice really transcended ethnicity or ethnic
sentiments."*

The ethnic similarities and bonds that contribute to the formation of nations
may certainly be important and long standing, but they do not fully constitute
either particular nations or the modern idea of nation. This is what the many
critics of ethnicist explanations of nationalism mean by asserting that nations are
created by nationalism, not merely passively present and awaiting the contingent
address of nationalists.”” Tt is not, however, feasible to dispense altogether with
discussion of ethnicity in attempting to understand nationalism. This is because
the discourse of nationalism itself seems to depend on claims to pre-established
peoplehood. "Ethnic" and "historical” versions of these claims figure more

comparably in this discourse than their common opposition suggests. An

3 Anthony Smith, Theories of Nationalism (London, 1983); The Ethnic Origins of
Nations; National Identity (London, 1991).

% Ethnic Origins...: 216.

7 See, e.g., Kedourie, Nationalism; Gellner, Nations and Nationalism; Anderson, Im-
agined Communities, Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationism since 1780; Chatterjee, The
Nation and its Fragments.
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emphasis on pre-existing ethnicity, however, is unable to shed much light on why
so many modern movements, policies, ideologies and conflicts are constituted
within the discourse of nationalis. Indeed, as Gellner has suggested, the very
self-recognition of ethnicities or cultures as defining identities is distinctively
modern.”® Nationalist discourse is needed to invoke (and evoke) ethnicity in
such a way. To understand the modernity of nationalist discourse, we need to
turn to four of its other dimensions. While none of these explains the discourse,

each of them is crucial to its operation and to its distinctive historical occurrence.

The continued production of nationalisms

Since the era of World War I, social scientists and political analysts have recur-
rently suggested that nationalism was at an end. In 1945, for example, E.H. Carr
entitled his otherwise useful little book on the subject, Nationalism and After.”
But nationalism has not vanished; it is not a throwback to some earlier era;
modernity will not free us from nationalism because it is a vital part of what we
know as the modern era. This is not simply a matter of definition or of temporal
association. Several other core dimensions of modernity help to support and
occasion nationalism. None of these factors "explains" nationalisn, but each is
part of the explanation of its continued reproduction and salience.

The first is the centrality of states. This is a matter both of the domestic
capacity of states, which has grown throughout the modern era, and of the
division and ordering of the world into a system of states. States have produced
greater national integration through administrative centralization, the building of
transport and communications infrastructures, the standardization of educational
institutions and to some extent language. At the same time, the old pattern of
frontiers between empires and monarchs has given way (0 sharply drawn borders.

Just as state power no longer declines as a function of distance from court or

3 Nations and Nationalism: 8-18, 61.
® B.H. Carr, Nationalism and After (London, 1945).
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capital, so interstate conflicts are no longer fought primarily on less populated
perimeters.

In the mid-nineteenth century "springtime of peoples,"” it was widely thought
that some eventual sound and stable alignment of nations with states was possible,
that eventually each true people would have its state and each state its proper
people.*® The still-contemporary rhetoric of self-determination continues to
reflect this faith. But the experience of the last hundred years suggests that while
democratic choices about political regimes may be as desirable as ever, there are
not always easy answers as to the appropriate boundaries of the political
communities within which such democratic choices are to be made. Nonetheless,
nationalism discourse has been established as the primary for questions of
sovereignty.

It is occasionally suggested that the era of the nation-state is passing.
Multinational corporations, global trade, internationalization of culture and media
are all offered as both evidence and causes. These are important phenomena, but
we ought to be cautious both about seeing them as radically novel and about
predicting the end of the state and with it nationalism. The reach of trade and
capitalist economic institutions had been expanding throughout the modern era;
this is not something new to the present age or a harbinger of postmodernity.
Similarly, while it is plausible to argue that the "nationalization" of culture was
distinctively new to modernity (replacing, for example, the international culture
of latin Christendom), it is also true that innovations from the printing press to the
cinema helping bring internationalization of culture long before television.
Looking only at Europe, the Enlightenment, Romanticism, and Modernism were
all products of an international culture. So was nationalism. And colonization

set in motion internationalization of culture including the use of the international

4 Or as Ernst Gellner has averred, "Nationalism is primarily a political principle,
which holds that the political and the national unit should be congruent” (Nations and
Nationalism: 1). And as Durkheim noted long before, it is usually the apparent disjunc-
tion of people and state which brings the category of nation and the phenomenon of
nationalism into play (Textes, vol. 3., ed. V. Karady, Paris: 179-80).
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discourse of nationalism long before the postcolonial diasporas and recent trends
in cultural production.

At the same time, against the implication that increasing international
organization will diminish nationalism by undermining state power we need to
recall that nationalist discourse arises largely from the ambiguous fit of nations
to states and from the tensions among states that are occasioned largely by
international economic and other activity. The rhetoric of nationalism often
becomes most important precisely where people feel weak — or feel their state to
be weak — in relation to international forces.

The other side of state power and the world system of states, thus, is
interstate conflict. In part, precisely because the world is organized into a system
of states with sharp boundaries, a wide variety of local aspirations are apt to be
couched in the rhetoric of nationalism, to be constructed as nationalisms. The
very image of the world as a map with demarcated and differently colored
countries encourages everyone to locate themselves in nationalist terms. It the
unit on the map does not correspond well to various identities, practical projects
or desires, the image of the map becomes an image of bondage and the world’s
refusal of proper recognition. In other cases — like that of much popular Arab
(and less clearly Islamic) sentiment — the lines on the map appear as so many
arbitrary divisions imposed by imperialists and domestic elites on a people who
ought to be unified.

European imperialism is a basic historical factor behind much of the
problematic fit of state boundaries. It is crucial, however, to realize both that the
problematic heritage of colonialism is not just unwisely drawn boundaries but the

' There is not

very idea of the nation-state that necessitates those boundaries.’
necessarily any "right" answer to the question of where such boundaries should
go. Moreover, what creates nationalist conflicts is not just old boundary troubles

any more than it is simply old ethnic identities. It is the new opportunities for

4 Basil Davidson, Black Man's Burden: Africa and the Curse of the Nation-State
(New York, 1992).
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recognition opened by the international world system (and expanded recurrently
— as for example in recent years by the ways in which the rest of the world tried
to deal with the collapse of communist power). It is also, as noted above, the
continued expansion of global, interstate and cross-cultural capitalism. Not least
of all, it is also the problems left behind by each previous conflict and attempted
resolution, creating new tensions in a dialectic without any apparent teleological
conclusion. Moreover, war itself is not just a too common result of nationalism,
but a force productive of more. Armies are now commonly raised and
indoctrinated as bodies of citizens. Wars — especially civil wars — are often
fought on people’s homelands, mobilizing the attachments of everyday life for
purposes of immediate collective survival.

States, wars and capitalism offer powerful practical reasons for the continued
production of nationalisms. But of course these practical reasons are not the
whole story. Isaid at the outset that the ideas of nation and national identity were
among the abstractions both characteristic and constitutive of the modern era. But
the discourse of nationalism is also linked to and supported by other characteristic
abstractions. Perhaps the most important travel under the label individualism.

The discourse of nationalism is doubly linked to that of individualism.
First, nations are represented as super-individuals. They are understood quite
literally as indivisible and in a range of metaphors as having a personality of their
own, a holistic character, an integral being. However paradoxical it has seemed
to later analysts, Rousseau captures something basic to the discourse of
nationalism in asserting simultaneously the indivisibility of the individual person
and of the whole community, and in claiming the possibility of an immediate
relationship between the two. Fichte too advanced individualism and nationalism
simultaneously with his notion of self-recognition, the idea that identity is
available to nations and individuals who sec themselves as though in a mirror and

exclaim, "T am 1."*

2 1ohann Gottlieb Fichte, Addresses to the German Nation.

26



In other words, just as individuals exist in and of themsclves, in the main
modern Western view, so too nations are self-sufficient, self-contained and self-
moving. The reality of international embeddedness and interdependence tends
thus always to be suppressed by nationalist rhetoric.

As Anderson has indicated, the unitary conception of the nation involves a
special sense of time as the history through which the nation passes.” This
renders the nation a perduring and singular being rather than one with a
differentiable internal history. Marx’s contemporary, Friedrich List, "pronounced
nations to be ‘eternal,” to constitute a unity both in space and time."** Yet List
also thought that modern nations made themselves — a kind of collective
bildungsprozess that produced true individuality out of heterogeneous constituents
and influences.

To be a "historical nation," in Fichte’s phrase, was 1o succeed in this process
of individuation and to achieve a distinctive character, mission and destiny. Other
nations lacked sufficient vigor or national character; they were destined to be
failures and consigned to the backwaters of history. Not surprisingly, this is
typically how dominant or majority populations thought of minorities and others
subordinated within their dominions. This showed another side to the Springtime
of Peoples. It was the period when France took on its mission civilisatrice,
Germany found its historical destiny and Poles crystallized their Romantic
conception of the martyr-nation.” Each nation had a distinct experience and
character, something special to offer the world and something special to express
for itself. "Nations," said Fichte, "are individualities with particular talents and
the possibilities of exploiting those talents."*

Individualism is important not just metaphorically, but as the basis for the

¥ Imagined Conumunities.

# Roman Szporluk, Comniunisin and Nationalism: Karl Marx vs. Friedrich List
(New York, 1988: 115).

5 Kohn, The Age of Nationalism; Andrezej Walicki, Philosophy and Romantic
Nationalism: The Case of Poland (New York, 1982); Skurnowcz, Romantic Nationalism
and Liberalisn; Meickecke, Cosmopolitanism and the National State.

#6 Fichte, quoted in Meinecke, Cosmopolitanism and the National State: 89.
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central notion that individuals are directly members of the nation, that it marks
each of them as an intrinsic identity and they commune with it immediately and
as a whole. In the discourse of nationalism, one is simply Chinese, French or
Eritrean. The individual does not require the mediations of family, community,
region, or class to be a member of the nation. Nationality is understood precisely
as an attribute of the individual, not of the intermediate associations. This way
of thinking reinforces the idea of nationality as a sort of trump card in the game
of identity. While it does not preclude other self-understandings, within most
nationalist ideologies it is held to override them at least in times of national crisis
and need. In Foucault’s sense, therefore, nationality is understood as inscribed in

1.7 A person without a country must

the very body of the modern individua
therefore be understood to lack not only a place in the external world but a proper
self.*

The discourse of nationalism not only encourages seeing identity as inscribed
in and coterminous with the individual body; it also encourages seeing individuals
as linked through their membership in sets of equivalents — classes, races, genders,
etc. — rather than their participation in interpersonal relationships.* It promotes
categorical identities over relational ones. This is partly because nationalist
discourse addresses large-scale collectivities in which most people could not
conceivably enter into face-to-face relationships with most others. The increasing
reliance on categorical identities manifest in nationalism reverses, at least to some
extent, the weight of competing loyalties from the premodern era (and those
contemporary settings where social integration is accomplished more through

directly interpersonal relationships). National identity, thus, in its main Western

ideological form, is precisely the opposite of the reckoning of identity and loyalty

T Foucault, Discipline and Punish; History of Sexuality. See also Frantz Fanon’s
attempt to grapple with this in The Wretched of the Earth (New York, 1965).

48 See related discussion in William Bloom, Personal Identity, National Identity and
International Relations (Cambridge, 1990).

9 Craig Calhoun, "Imagined Communities and Indirect Relationships: Large-Scale
Social Integration and the Transformation of Everyday Life.” in P. Bourdieu and J.S.
Coleman, eds.: Social Theory for a Changing Society (Boulder, CO.: 95-120).
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outward from the family. Where the segmentary lineage system suggests "1
against my brothers; I and my brothers against my cousins; I, my brothers and my
cousins against the world," the discourse of nationalism suggests that membership
in the category of the whole nation is prior to, more basic than any such web of
relationships.” This suggests also a different notion of moral commitment from
previous modes of understanding existence. The discourse of nationalism offers
the chilling potential for children to inform on their parents’ infractions against
the nation precisely because each individual is understood to derive his or her
identity in such direct and basic ways from membership in the nation. This is
sharply different from the discourse of kinship and the ideology of honor of the
lineage. There children derive their membership in the whole only through their
relationships to their parents.

Nations are represented primarily as categories of similar individuals, not
networks of connections among differentiated persons. This is a crucial basis for
using appeals to nationalism to separate people who are in fact linked by kinship,
friendship, community, economic interdependence, language and other bonds —
as for example, tragically, in Bosnia-Herzegovina. It is also the source of a
conformist pressure with nations, the basis for applying certain authoritative
definitions of national identity as trump cards against appeals to sub-national or

cross cutting identities — gender, class, ethnicity, etc.

50 As Peter Ekeh, "Social Anthropology and Two Contrasting Uses of Tribalism in
Africa,” Comparative Studies in Society and History, 32 (1990) #4: 660-700 has noted,
there has been a move to abandon the use of tribe in social anthropology and African
studies, and to replace it with "ethnic group". But this has the effect of imposing a
categorical notion--a collection of individuals marked by common ethnicity--in place of
a relational one. Where the notion of tribe pointed to the centrality of kin relations (all
the more central, Ekeh suggests, because of weak African states from whose point of
view "tribalism" is criticized) the notion of ethnic group implies that detailed, serious
analysis of kinship is more or less irrelevant.
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