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1 INTRODUCTION: IS NATIONALISM RECENT
AND SUPERFICIAL?

This book is the result of my deep dissatisfaction with the

study of nations and nationalism as it is currently framed. Undergoing

a spirited revival since the 1980s, the literature on the subject is

marked by a great fault line which runs through the field. On one

side of that line stand those who regard the nation as a creation of

modernity. In their view, the nation emerged in Europe during the

nineteenth century with the French and Industrial revolutions, or

possibly sometime before, during the early modern period. For

modernists, nations are a product of processes of social integration

and political mobilization, which have welded together large popula-

tions hitherto scattered among parochial and loosely connected small

rural communities spanning extensive territories. According to this

perspective, it was only in the modern period, with the advent of print

technology, wide-scale capitalist economies and, later, industrializa-

tion, urbanization, mass education, and mass political participation

that such social integration and mobilization became possible, with

active solicitation by the state. On the other side of the fault line stand

those who defend, adapt, and develop the more traditionalist view of the

nation (labeled “primordial” or “perennial”). They believe that nation-

hood, as a reality and a sentiment, is older, existed before modernity (even

if not universally), perhaps as far back as antiquity, and not only in Europe

but throughout the world.

This debate is further accentuated as it reverberates across

the wider circles which have been drawn to the subject as it gained

popularity. In the social sciences, history, philosophy, literature, and



cultural studies, scholars working on related subject matters cite fash-

ionable theories of nationalism, all too often radicalizing them even

beyond their original form. Furthermore, cohorts of undergraduate

and graduate students of an impressionable age, who are particularly

receptive to sweeping pronouncements and criticism of accepted

assumptions, are regularly exposed to exciting theories of nationalism

as part of their disciplinary socialization and professional initiation.

In this process the rift between the modernist and traditionalist schools

is constantly reproduced. False dichotomies and captivating hyperboles

have become the norm in the study of nationalism, to the degree that

they are barely recognized as such.

While fully acknowledging the tremendous growth of modern

nationalism in response to the massive forces of transformation gen-

erated by modernity, I am closer to the view of those who criticize

and reject the exclusive identification of the nation with modernity.

Certainly, nations emerged at a certain (early) point in history, they

form and disappear, and are therefore not “primordial” in this sense.

Furthermore, the national phenomenon has evolved in history, so

even the term “perennial” is insufficiently reflective of historical

change. And yet, if one accepts modernist theorist Ernest Gellner’s

definition of the nation as a rough congruence between culture or

ethnicity and state, then nations are not confined to modern times.

Nor are they as sharply distinct from other highly potent forms of

political ethnicity, as modernists would have it. Indeed, as this book

suggests, the traditionalist position, although generally correct, is

not sufficiently comprehensive. The existing debate needs to be

transcended by a substantial broadening of perspective. The crucial

question of what makes ethnicity and nationalism – be they old or

new – such potent, indeed, explosive forces has scarcely been asked,

let alone answered.

Nationalism is the elephant in the room whose huge presence

has been consistently overlooked, unaccounted for, and downplayed by

the major social theories of the modern period, such as liberalism and

Marxism. As a result, scholars, media commentators, and the public in

general are repeatedly surprised when its movements shake and often

shatter the room. The cause of this recurring, systematic blindness

recalls the ancient Indian tale of wisdom where blind men gather to

examine an elephant. Each of them feels a different part of the animal

and thus arrives at a different conclusion as to its nature and form,
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depending on whether it is the trunk, tusk, ear, leg, belly, or tail that

he examines. The phenomenon of nationhood must be perceived in

its entirety. Otherwise, theory becomes an elephant in a china shop.

Ethnicity has always been political

Our point of departure is the following propositions: nationalism and

ethnicity are closely associated; by and large, nationalism is one par-

ticular form of a broader phenomenon, that of political ethnicity; and

ethnicity has always been highly political, ever since the emergence of

the state and even before. By ethnicity I mean a population of shared

kinship (real or perceived) and culture (for a more detailed discussion

see “Concepts and definitions,” below). Historical states are commonly

classified into the following categories: petty-states, states, and

empires. And in all of them ethnicity was a major factor.

As a rule, the people of petty-states, of either the rural or urban

type (city-states), were ethnically related. They tended to belong to the

same ethnic space, although encompassing only part of that wider

ethnic space, which was usually divided among a multiplicity of

petty-states. Conflict was commonplace among petty-states that shared

ethnic traits. Yet, when threatened by a foreign enemy, more often than

not they tended to cooperate against the outsider. When aliens lived

in the petty-state and in those rare cases wherein the petty-state was

home to more than one major ethnic group, this too tended to have

political consequences, as we shall see.

A space inhabited by an ethnically related population was

also conducive to the growth and expansion of larger states, facili-

tating a process of unification. Of course, the state, in turn, greatly

reinforced the ethnic unity of its realm: by the reality of unification

itself and through deliberate leveling and fusion efforts. Ethnicity

made the state and the state made ethnicity, in a reciprocal and

dialectical process. Indeed, both these threads of causation reveal

how highly political ethnicity has always been. Why would the state

strive to homogenize its realm where possible, were it not for the fact

that a sense of common identity immeasurably fostered the people’s

loyalty? In those historical circumstances where the state roughly

encompassed and remained largely confined to an entire generally

distinct ethnic space, was identified with a particular Staatsvolk, the
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result is known as a national state or nation-state.* For geopolitical

and historical reasons explored later in the book, this particular

template of political ethnicity was more prevalent and survived

better in Europe. Furthermore, it has become a more typical (but

far from the exclusive) form of modern political organization

because of greater social integration and the empowerment of the

masses. Still, the national state was also quite prevalent during

premodern times and outside Europe. Nations and national states

can be found wherever states emerged since the beginning of history.

What sociologists have labeled territorial states (a rather meaningless

concept, as all states have territory) or dynastic monarchies in fact

tended to be national monarchies. This term has long been used by

historians, and for good reasons given the close, non-accidental link

between ethnos and state in most of these states and the significance

of this link in shaping state boundaries and cohesion.

In yet other cases, different ethnic and national communities

were forced into a larger state structure, either because they were

coerced by a dominant ethnopolitical group, or because they were too

weak to fend for themselves in a violent world and were therefore

sheltered, or allied with other groups, within a larger multiethnic union

(various combinations of the above processes were at work). Still,

within such larger multiethnic unions – called empires when they were

large enough – ethnic existence was also widely political, formally or

informally, usually both. Informally, the more the state was dominated

* The difference between these two concepts in most usages is slight to non-existent.

Charles Tilly has suggested that national states are “states governing multiple

contiguous regions and their cities by means of centralized, differentiated, and

autonomous structures,” whereas a nation-state is “a state whose people share a

strong linguistic, religious, and symbolic identity”: Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and

European States, ad 990–1992, Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1992, 2–3. However, the

first category is not at all national but simply a state, which can be national or not.

Furthermore, contra Tilly, I hold that his first category was not historically new, nor

was the second category historically rare. S. E. Finer, The History of Government

from the Earliest Times, vol. i, Oxford University Press, 1997, 4, makes more sense in

calling fourteenth-century England and fifteenth-century France national states, while

reserving the term nation-states to the modern breed, where “sovereignty is

democratically exercised by the nation.” The drawback in the latter part of this

definition is that it seems to be restricted to democracies. To avoid this untenable

restriction, many scholars regard popular sovereignty as the legitimizing principle and

distinctive mark of the nation-state. Still, whether national state or nation-state, Finer

clearly identifies the nation as the cornerstone of many premodern European states.
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by a paramount ethnic community, the more power relations and

benefit allocation were skewed in its favor, and the state’s symbols of

identity reflected its particular ethnicity. It was mainly this ethnic core

upon which the state relied to establish its rule, because it was this

ethnic core’s loyalty that could be counted in a way that could scarcely

be said for other ethnicities or peoples within the realm. Other ethnic

communities within the state were well aware of, and more or less

acquiesced to, their secondary or subordinate status, for the reasons

mentioned above. It often helped that their status could incorporate

some positive elements. Above all, their separate identity could be

respected and protected to some degree. Their particular institutions

and system of law were often recognized and retained within the larger

state structure, and considerable cultural tolerance tended to prevail.

Historical sociologists of the modernist persuasion hold that

premodern empires were elite power structures, wherein the ruling elite

were indifferent to the ethnic composition of its subjects. Yet this

widely held view is highly simplistic, for very few historical empires,

if any, were so construed or were ethnically blind. This is one of many

false dichotomies – misplaced either/or distinctions – that we encounter

in the scholarly literature. In reality, empires were indeed elite power

structures, yet, at the same time, nearly all of them were grounded in

and relied upon a dominant ethnic nucleus. Thus, ethnicity has always

been highly significant in determining identity, solidarity, and political

organization within and between states. It is only that most ethnic

communities were too small and weak to achieve and retain state-

hood, that is, national independence, whereas more powerful ethnic

communities went on to conquer others, assuming a dominant position

within a multiethnic state or empire. National states appeared only

in those cases in which a rough congruence between an ethnos and a

state occurred.

This must not be interpreted to mean that ethnicities were

homogeneous or clear-cut, coming neatly sealed in distinct and fixed

packages; far from it. We are dealing with populations that share a

significant, albeit variable, number of kin–culture traits, giving rise

to variably heterogeneous, “punctuated” continuums. Subpopula-

tions within an ethnic space are variably distant from one another

in terms of such traits. And these distances can produce intermediate,

graduated, and compound ethnic affinities within a larger ethnos, as

well as developing into more significant cleavages and even splits.
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New similarities and differences continuously emerge, and processes of

ethnic fusion and fission occur, shaping and reshaping group boun-

daries and identities.1 However, greater internal similarities generally

separate one ethnic population from its neighbor, as with the some-

times substantially different dialects of one lingual space, which are

nonetheless much closer to one another than to a distinctly separate

lingual space, again with considerable variation. The fact that there are

no neatly fixed ethnic packages, where culture, kinship, and identity

are wholly homogeneous and fully overlapping, does not mean that

there are no such significant and quite enduring packages at all. The

charge of “essentialism” has become the ultimate detraction in the

humanities and social sciences, and for good reason, given the dangers

of crude conceptualization. However, “family resemblance,” relative

distances within and between groups, and continuities versus change in

temporal transformation are a perfectly valid, indeed indispensable,

way of thinking about very genuine realities.

And yet notions such as ethnicity having been central in histo-

rical states and nationhood generally meaning statehood for a people

predominantly defined in terms of a shared kin–culture identity have

become largely out of step with the recent discourse on nationalism.

Because of deep concern over the horrendously violent expressions of

ethnicity and nationalism, there is a strong aversion toward the idea

that ethnicity and the nation are intimately related. Nationalism and

ethnicity are often studied as separate subjects, and from different books.

Some scholars, such as Walker Connor, have protested that “a nation is

a nation, is a state, is an ethnic group.”2 I diverge from Connor in

some significant respects, as discussed in the section “Concepts and

definitions,” below. All the same, other leading modernist authors

have also recognized the intimate connection between nationalism and

ethnicity, a point lost on many of their followers. Karl Deutsch defined

the nation as “the coming together of a state and a people,” regarded in

ethnic terms.3 Ernest Gellner similarly and more famously referred to

it as a congruence of culture or ethnicity (he used the terms intermit-

tently) and state, a definition I generally share.4 Of course, both men

believed such a congruence to have emerged only with the advent of

industrial society.

Gellner regarded ethnicity as synonymous with culture,

although on occasions he also mentioned conspicuous genetic-

biological traits that may create ethnonational distinctions.5 But even
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cultural attributes are widely rejected nowadays as inadmissible to

the concept of the nation. “Civic nationalism,” supposedly based

solely on common citizenship and shared political institutions, is

habitually contrasted to “ethnic nationalism,” both historically and

normatively. However, as quite a few scholars have noted, this

distinction is greatly overdrawn.6 Civic institutions have been varia-

bly central to the make up of nations. But there have been very few

nations, if any, whose existence was divorced from ethnicity, that is,

which did not share cultural and at least some kin affinities.

In reality, civic nationalism too – indeed, civil nationalism in

particular – generates assimilation into the ethnonational comm-

unity, either as an explicit (“republican”) requirement or as a tacit

assumption. This applies not only to old ethnicities and nations, but

also to new ones. These are born and formed all the time, most

strikingly in immigrant state societies, through processes of integra-

tion, hybridization, and amalgamation. A more helpful distinction

between “ethnic” and “civic” nationalism is that the former empha-

sizes descent and shared culture, while the latter emphasizes state

territory and culture. It should be noted, however, that in many so-

called civic nations a feeling of kinship is created with cultural

integration and intergroup marriages even in the absence of a sense

of common descent. Thus, both ethnic and civic nationalism incorp-

orate elements of ethnicity, albeit with some significantly different

emphases, inter alia between the twin elements of kinship and

culture. In the absence of a shared cultural matrix and sense of

kinship, there can be common citizenship in a multiethnic and

multinational state; but there is very rarely a notion of common

national identity, especially in free societies where people are given a

choice in the matter. Ultimately, nationalism is a state of mind,

a sense of shared communal-political identity, affinity, and destiny,

a “daily plebiscite,” as Ernest Renan called it.7 Yet in reality, this

state of mind is strongly associated with other shared contents of

the minds involved, most notably a common culture and sense

of kinship.

A most sensible pioneer of the modernist view, Carlton Hayes,

very early rejected the conceptual confusion he saw developing between

national affiliation and citizenship.8 Similarly, Connor deplored the

misconception which had gained currency in the 1950s and 1960s,

under Deutsch’s influence, that “state building” and “nation building”
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were practically synonyms. This misconception gave rise to expec-

tations that nations could easily be welded together in new states

in Africa and Asia, irrespective of their ethnic heterogeneity. Indeed,

Deutsch himself found it necessary to caution in the 1960s that such

processes were inherently slow.9 This crucial misconception, and its

policy implications, are as much with us today as they were then.

All modernist writings can be regarded as footnotes to Hans

Kohn’s seminal work.{ In his view, nationalism is an artificial historical

construct, built in the nineteenth century on older and more natural

feelings of love for one’s place, language, and customs (remarkably

Kohn does not mention one’s people, though he later adds common

descent).10 Eric Hobsbawm holds a similar view. To the question of

how such a powerful emotion like nationalism, which profoundly stirs

people’s souls, causes them to kill and be killed, could have suddenly

emerged in the nineteenth century out of thin air, Hobsbawm replies

that nationalism mobilized earlier, “protonational” sentiments, such as

those of shared religion, language, and ethnicity.11 If so, however, were

ethnicity and nationalism two distinct and separate phenomena, one

old and possibly more “natural” and the other new and artificial, as

Kohn and Hobsbawm have it, or is this yet another false dichotomy,

where in reality a deeper connection existed? Indeed, Kohn concedes

in a brief remark in his introduction that a weaker national sentiment

existed here and there before modernity.12 Gellner mentions the same

point in his conclusion.13 And Hobsbawm, despite a great deal of forced

argumentation, concludes that “a proto-national base may be desirable,

perhaps even essential, for the formation of serious state-aspiring

national movements.”14 After all, if nationalism was not grounded

in ethnicity, why did it involve the disintegration of multiethnic empires

as one of its most distinctive manifestations, rather than the creation of

new “all-imperial” national states?

Thus, contrary to rhetoric and image, a narrower gulf than the

one generally perceived separates modernists and more traditionalist

critics with respect to the relationship between ethnicity and nation-

hood, and even regarding the existence of premodern (albeit weaker)

{ The pioneering modernist theorists of nationalism from the 1930s on, Hans Kohn,

Carlton Hayes, and Karl Deutsch, are currently overshadowed by the later exponents

of modernism of the 1980s. But except for the fanfare, the latter added little that was

new to their predecessors’ work.
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forms of the nation and nationalism. There is in effect only a short

distance between the ideas cited above from Kohn, Deutsch, Gellner,

and Hobsbawm (let alone Hayes, and, as we shall see, Tom Nairn) and

those of one of the major exponents of the more traditionalist view,

Anthony Smith, who has stressed the ethnic roots of nations. Modern

nations, he maintains, usually did not crystallize ex nihilo. In most

cases they emerged from earlier ethnic communities which shared

traits such as language, traditions, memories, a belief in common

descent, and a sense of collective identity which often reached far into

the past.15 In the absence of an accepted noun in English, Smith has

suggested the adoption of the French term ethnie, derived from the

Greek ethnos, to denote those ethnic entities from which nations

emerge. All the same, while stressing the premodern ethnic roots

of nations and the role of “ethno-symbolism” in national identity

formation, Smith too was generally inclined to view the nation itself

as a modern phenomenon. He has become more open to the possibility

of premodern nations only in recent years.16

Smith was circumspect on this point because of his acceptance

of the generally correct and significant modernist precept that it

was only with the technological, economic, social, political, and legal

developments of modernity that mass popular participation in the

state increased momentously. The masses were integrated into and

mobilized by the state. Popular sovereignty and equal citizenship,

inaugurated by the French Revolution, were the hallmarks of this

process, and they are regarded by many as necessary conditions for

the formation of a true national community. According to the standard

sociological depiction of premodern societies, most of their populations

consisted of peasants. In large states these populations were scattered

across the countryside in small rural communities, isolated from the

outside world and from the politics of the state, except as subjects to its

dictates. Kin, tribal, and local affiliations dominated their lives. They

were mostly illiterate. They possessed inherently parochial cultures

which formed a mosaic of local and regional “low cultures.” These

differed markedly from place to place and often had little in common

with the “high culture” of the elite, especially that which dominated the

capital and ran the state. A major element of this cultural heterogeneity

was the diversity of mutually barely intelligible dialects that separated

communities from one another and from the standard “high language”

of the state. Class differences were rigid and deeply entrenched, with
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the overwhelming majority of the population completely excluded

from political participation. Given these pervasive divisions, argue

the modernists, if there was any sense of shared identity, affinity and

solidarity in premodern states, it was mainly confined to the elite

(which according to Gellner, however, was cosmopolitan in outlook,

closely tied by culture and interest with its peers across political

boundaries). The common identity did not spread to encompass the

masses. In this view, the elite hardly regarded the masses as part of a

shared collective entity, nor did the masses feel part of, or affinity

toward, such an entity. In fact, although never made explicit, what

many modernists call into question is not merely premodern nation-

hood, but the existence of premodern peoples.

While there is a large grain of truth in the standard picture

of premodern societies, it simplifies, omits, and distorts much of the

historical reality. The fundamental question is two-pronged: to what

degree there existed a broader array of common ethnic, kin–culture

traits within many large states, which went far and deep enough

to encompass the wider strata of the people, made them a people;

and, in turn, to what degree the people felt affinity, identification,

and solidarity with such states, in the ethnic attributes that they shared.

Answering this question is particularly tricky, however, as a seemingly

insurmountable empirical obstacle stands in the way, long recognized

by students of nationalism.17 As the masses were mostly illiterate, there

exists almost no direct record of their thoughts and feelings, and

precious little indirect evidence. The masses are barely represented

in the premodern record. They have no voice. To make progress in

our investigation, it is therefore necessary to find ways around this

obstacle, to penetrate, if only a little, the veil of silence.

How deep did premodern ethnonational identity reach?

The question of howwidespreadwas the diffusion of culture to the lowest

levels of state-societies can be tested, for example, by examining the most

significant of cultural attributes, language. Did states’ official language in

premodern societies invariably remain confined to the center and the

elite, making little headway in displacing local dialects and indigenous

languages? This is what sociological theorists posit, based on select

European historical cases which have gained paradigmatic status.
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However, as we shall see, in some other, no less prominent yet largely

overlooked premodern cases, the state’s language expanded throughout

the realm, driving out, and at times entirely eradicating, its competitors

all the way down to the grassroots level. Similarly, dialect differences

were strong in some countries but much slighter in others, where they

constituted no obstacle to mutual understanding across the realm.

Religious ideas and cults were another central cultural form.

Indisputably, local cults, myths, and deities flourished in premodern

societies, most notably in rural environments. Still, higher religions,

pantheons, and mythologies were shared across ethne, penetrating

the most remote of rural communities, even where no unifying state

existed, let alone where it did. Indeed, the network of cultic and

congregational sites with their clergy extended to every town and

village and was a major vehicle of cross-country socialization. It was

customarily used to inculcate loyalty to the state and rulers; yet it

was equally capable of serving as a bastion of opposition and agitation

against them, inter alia if they were perceived as foreigners or subser-

vient to foreign domination that threatened the national culture and

identity. Where an ethnic or national religion was involved, as was

almost invariably the case, it typically preached common identity and

solidarity. When universal religions emerged and spread, cutting across

state and ethnonational boundaries, they sometimes became a separate

focus of identity and allegiance, competing with ethnonational loyal-

ties. More typically, however, official or unofficial national churches

of the universal faith were very much the norm wherever a multiplicity

of national states existed. Overwhelmingly, such churches tended to

champion the patriotic cause in case of a threat or conflict. As Michael

Petrovich, Connor Cruise O’Brien, Adrian Hastings, Steven Grosby,

Anthony Smith, Philip Gorski, and Anthony Marx have shown, per-

ceptions of one’s people and country as holy and chosen were prevalent

throughout history.18 Rather than conflicting with the national idea,

as it is conventionally and erroneously assumed to have been, religion

was one of its strongest pillars. It was, in fact, the most powerful and

all-pervasive mass medium of the premodern “imagined community,”

which Benedict Anderson has failed to recognize.

Anderson has coined the enormously successful phrase

“imagined community” to describe the impact since the late fifteenth

century of print technology. Allegedly, print created large-scale networks

of shared culture based on the printed vernacular beyond the “real,”
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face-to-face communities of the local village and town.19 However,

although the advent of print technology undoubtedly represented a

quantum leap in communication, large-scale “imagined communities”

of shared culture had existed before, infused with a sense of common

identity and solidarity. Major cultural features, such as language

and religion, demonstrate that ideas and other cultural forms could

diffuse widely and deeply in premodern societies. Indeed, language

and religion were in themselves major vehicles of common national

identity and solidarity. Anderson shares the common view that univer-

sal religious identity (Christian, Muslim) preceded national identity.

Powerfully connecting the believers across countries and continents, these

were premodern “imagined communities” in Anderson’s sense of this

concept. However, he argues that they were united by a literary language

not understood by the masses.20 This ignores the national religions of

most peoples before the rise of universal religions, as well as the strong

national character and usual ethno-national bias of the local churches

of universal faiths, which found expression in their preaching to the

faithful in the vernacular. In reality, religious identity dovetailed with,

rather than preceded, ethnonational identity, powerfully contributing

to the cohesion of the national cum religious “imagined community.”

Thus, the emphasis on literacy has been largely misleading,

because illiterate societies had their own potent means of wide-scale

cultural transmission. We have already mentioned the dense network

of cultic-clerical centers planted everywhere across a country. Oral

epics recited by wandering bards celebrating gods, kings, heroes,

and the people – always ours – served as another major vehicle of

cultural dissemination. Their effect on the consolidation of large-

scale “imagined communities” cannot be overstated. Dances, plays,

games, and festivals, often infused with ritualistic significance, were

equally influential. Moreover, it is all too often forgotten that

although the masses in historical state societies were illiterate, they

were commonly read to by the literati, and for very distinctive

purposes. Such public readers included the state’s agents in public

summons, priests in rituals and festivals, and artistic performers of

various sorts.21 In addition, peasants carrying produce for sale in

markets and towns, or frequented by traveling traders, were exposed

to, and eagerly absorbed, echoes from the outside world. That meant

their region and province, and also their people, country, and state

writ large. Finally, institutions such as military service and even the
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school, the great agents of the modern nation, were variably present

in some premodern states societies as well, to much effect.

This was not an all or nothing proposition. No one is

arguing that premodern peoples and nations were as closely inte-

grated as those of modernity. Yet it is erroneous to assume that they

were not bound together at all by a sense of common culture and

kinship, with considerable variation, of course, depending on the

case. There was far greater variation among premodern societies in

terms of their cultural unity than that portrayed in the reductionist

standard sociological picture. These societies were not all equally

fragmented by class, locality, and dialect. Neither were the rural

communities of the countryside entirely isolated and disconnected,

again with considerable variations.

The most tangible test for the existence of premodern national

affinities is the following: did premodern peoples view foreign intrusion

and rule with total indifference and apathy, as modernists claim,

because their horizons were wholly parochial and they regarded the

elite that exploited them as alien and foreign as the foreigners? Or

did they very well feel that the foreigners were foreigners, resented

them for this reason, and were prone to express that resentment in

action, even if they often had to submit to superior brute force? Indeed,

although common identity and solidarity in premodern societies are

seemingly difficult to record because of the elusiveness of the evidence

concerning the masses, they are nevertheless clearly exposed by poli-

tical realities. Deeds are indicative of, more indicative than, thoughts.

This brings us back to the elephant in the room that somehow remains

invisible. The submission or acquiescence to foreign conquest by

peoples and other ethnopolitical entities was often achieved only after

desperate popular resistance. Stubborn struggles for independence

habitually evoked acts of mass patriotic devotion and heroic sacrifice

of life, property, and so much else that was dear. Furthermore,

renewed mass uprisings were ever to be expected even after inde-

pendent statehood was lost. All these were very far from being purely

elite matters. For this very reason, foreign rulers often made supreme

efforts to cultivate a native image, conspicuously adopting local

customs and appearance. It is hard to ignore such major features of

political history, or fail to see how they impinge upon our enquiry

regarding the existence and manifestations of premodern ethnic and

national identity, solidarity, and political mobilization. Irrespective of
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whether they were ruled by their own elite or by foreign conquerors,

people in many premodern state societies lacked individual freedom.

Thus, the purpose of their struggle and sacrifices against foreign rule

could only be collective freedom, that is, national independence.

True, the more despotically ruled and rigidly stratified a state

was, the more reluctant its rulers and aristocracy were to call upon the

masses for fear that they would become dangerously empowered

domestically. Correspondingly, the more oppressed and disenfran-

chised the masses, the more alienated and accustomed to passivity

they tended to be. Here, too, historical states varied in the degree of

their political and social exclusion and, hence, in their ability to tap

and mobilize popular energies. Nonetheless, in serious emergencies

the tendency to appeal to the masses by invoking ethnic and national

sentiments of solidarity regularly manifested itself. It pointedly indi-

cates that the state authorities believed such sentiments actually

existed and were potentially powerful. More significantly, it is

often reported that support for an uprising against foreign rule came

mainly from the popular strata of society, with the wealthy and

privileged, who were more inclined to cooperate and acquiesce,

brushed aside by popular enthusiasm. Notably, too, it was the lower

clergy, closer to the masses in background and outlook, that tended to

figure prominently in such popular ethnic and national uprisings.

They often went against the higher clergy, which could be more

closely tied to a foreign rule by interest and sociopolitical cooptation.

This brings us to another pertinent point with respect to

the national phenomenon. So-called “instrumentalists” emphasize

manipulation by state authorities and social elites as the cause of

nationalism. They cast the masses in a wholly passive role, an object

to be carried in any direction desirable to those at the top. Most

instrumentalists are also modernists, and the two positions are com-

monly conflated because they both convey a picture of nationalism as

contrived. And yet leading modernist theorists have well recognized

that the emergence of nations and nationalism was a deeper and more

comprehensive sociopolitical process. As Hobsbawm has found it

necessary to caution:

While governments were plainly engaged in conscious and

deliberate ideological engineering, it would be a mistake

to see these exercises as pure manipulation from above. They
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were, indeed, most successful when they could build on

already present unofficial nationalist sentiments, whether of

demotic xenophobia or chauvinism . . . or, more likely, in

nationalism among the middle and lower middle classes.22

Indeed, a one-sided, top-down model of national incitement is as

fatuous as single-blade scissors or one-handed clapping. For how could

such manipulation succeed in evoking the most powerful, stormy emo-

tions in populations that had always been and remained suspicious of,

or apathetic toward, the state authorities and often hostile toward the

social elites? How could manipulation be effective unless it appealed to

a genuine and deep popular sentiment?23 Moreover, national eruptions

were often directed against state authority which was deemed alien. As

already mentioned, nationalism regularly involved the breaking up of

multiethnic states and empires, thereby triumphing against state power

and all its instruments of control and manipulation. This glaring fact is

strangely overlooked in the “instrumentalist” discourse. In fact, noth-

ing except the most deeply-rooted and potent popular emotions could

be incited from the top, cynically or not, in either modern or pre-

modern societies. For uncovering the roots of national sentiment and

allegiance one has to look at the broader community of culture and

kinship – population, elites, and leaders alike.

Modern national identitywas famously forged in, and propagated

from, the cities – the hubs of power, education, and communication – by

intellectuals and the middle classes. But as some leading modernists have

noted in a sort of afterthought, it was the countryside thatwas perceived as

the true repository of national identity, and it was mainly from rural

materials of language and custom that it was forged. Whereas the elite

and urbanmiddle class often assimilated into a hegemonic foreign culture,

the countryside retained the traditional culture and identity. As TomNairn

wrote in criticism of Gellner:

Czech nationalism was “made in Prague”, undoubtedly; but

its ethnic characteristics came out of Bohemia, Moravia and

the Sudetenland, and were not themselves “made” in the

familiar sense of invented . . . “traditions” are also a real

matrix borne forward from past times by individuals and

families . . . not creation ex nihilo . . . And the past which has

mainly counted here . . . is that of peasant existence.24
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Indeed, one little noted reason why nationalism became so potent in

modernity is that the masses – more mobile and largely concentrated in

the cities, near the centers of power –were now farmore able to voice and

enforce their preferences, which were almost invariably nationalistic.

Rulers had to be much more responsive to these wishes than they had

been obligated to when the masses were impotently scattered in the

countryside. They were now riding a tiger. Thus, at the risk of some

oversimplification at this stage, one may suggest that more than being

elite manipulation of a new sentiment, the surge of modern nationalism

was a function of old popular sentiments empoweredbydemocratization.

Indeed, rather than nations and nationalism being a modern invention,

the superficial product of political manipulation, this idea itself is a

modernist (or sometimes postmodernist) invention, spurred by and

riding high on the ideological-political agenda of our times.

The underlying dispute

What are the origins of, and explanation for, such a powerful, often

explosive sentiment, capable of stirring people so deeply, of generating

tremendous willingness to sacrifice, moving people to kill and be

killed? As a number of critics have noted, this is perhaps the most

glaring lacuna in modernist theorizing. Ultimately, this book’s dispute

with modernists and instrumentalists is broader than the question of

how old the nation is or of nations’ ethnic underpinning. Central to the

modernist message, either implicitly or explicitly, is the proposition

that due to their novelty nations and nationalism are pure historical

constructs, more or less arbitrary and thus bear little more significance

than a fashion or a craze.

There are various reasons for this predilection to downplay the

ethnic and national phenomenon. Both liberalism and Marxism, the

dominant social theories and ideologies of our times, lack the concep-

tual frameworks within which the deeper roots of ethnicity and nation-

alism can be comprehended. Famously, what one cannot conceptualize

one does not see, even if it is an elephant in the room. Furthermore, it is

probably not a coincidence that the pioneering modernist theorists –

Kohn, Deutsch, Gellner, Hobsbawm – were all Jewish immigrant refu-

gees from central Europe (and Elie Kedourie from the Middle East)

during the first half of the twentieth century. All of them experienced

changing identities and excruciating questions of self-identity at the
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time of the most extreme, violent and unsettling nationalistic eruptions.

It was only natural that they reacted against all this.

Thus, although many modernists have been well aware of the

difference between nations as “imagined” (in Anderson’s sense of collect-

ive consciousness) and “invented,” quite a few could not resist the temp-

tation to play on the semantic ambiguity in their rhetoric. It has been all

too easy to mix metaphors with nationalism’s “invention of tradition,”

the catchy title of Hobsbawm’s book. Here, too, however, as Nairn, for

one, has reminded fellow modernists, the inherently fanciful processing

and reprocessing of tradition did notmean fabrication ex nihilo. Rather, it

primarily involved selective reworking of existing historical materials and

folk memories which often had at least some basis in reality.

Gellner, the proponent of the starkest form of functionalism in

his conception of modern nationalism as a necessary tool of industrial

society, has been typical in contending that “nationalism does not have

any very deep roots in the human psyche.”25 Tellingly, however, in

response to criticism, he later admitted to be deeply moved by his

native Bohemian folk nationalism.26 Indeed, could such a profound

emotion as nationalism suddenly spring up in nineteenth-century

Europe from no apparent source in the human psyche? And even if

we accept that the national sentiment was based on earlier ethnic

allegiances, where did they come from? What is the source of

Hobsbawm’s “demotic xenophobia and chauvinism”?

One cannot begin to comprehend the enormous appeal of

nationalism, its “spell” and combustive nature (which shook the above

modernists’ lives), unless it is understood as the tip of an iceberg.

Ethnopolitical formations, including premodern and modern nationa-

lism, permeate political history and history in general; and while diverse

and subject to sweeping historical transformations, they spring from

deep within the human psyche. At the heart of the debate is not merely

the semantics of what constitutes nations and distinguishes them from

other forms of communal political identity. The underlying dispute is

where do all these forms of identity, affinity, and solidarity come from,

how deeply and closely they interrelate, and how genuine and significant

they have been, past and present. At the beginning of this chapter

I suggested that in the main nationalism is one particular form of

political ethnicity. Our next step is to inquire what ethnicity itself is,

why it has always been political, and what explains its strong hold on

human emotion and behavior. In the following chapter we turn to the

notion of human nature, long regarded as taboo in the humanities and
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social sciences, and explore its intricate interrelationships with culture

from the early beginning of our species. But first, some discussion of key

concepts and definitions is in order.

Concepts and definitions

Believing in diversity, punctuated continuums, and the flow of pheno-

mena into one another, I am not a great advocate of formal definitions.

Still, some principal concepts used in this book may be in need of

more systematic elaboration. While attempting this I strive to avoid

pedantry, because concepts and definitions are merely intellectual

frameworks superimposed on reality and cannot substitute for it, are

construed by agreement, and regularly change semantics.

Ethnos and ethnicity

The concept of the ethnic group, ethnos, or ethnie has been advanced

by Anthony Smith as the substratum of nations (opting for the Greek

etymology, I use ethnos in the singular form and ethne in the plural). As

pointed out by Gellner, only a minority of ethnic groups achieved their

own state and, therefore, nationhood, mostly because the majority of

them were too small and weak. Presently, there are about 7,000

languages in the world, the large majority of them spoken by miniscule

ethnic communities, but less than 200 states.27 Although highly

affected by ethnicity, most historical states did not exhibit a rough

congruence between state and ethnos, that is, most of them were not

national states. Some were large multiethnic states or empires, whereas

other, petty-states, shared and divided among them a larger ethnic

space. However, the great majority of national states are so categorized

because they roughly exhibit such congruence.

Modernists claim, with some justification, that the state

created the nation more than the other way around. But this was far

less the case with respect to the state–ethnos relationship. To be sure,

once states existed, they regularly and profoundly affected ethnicity,

with the two shaping each other in a close and reciprocal interrelation-

ship. Furthermore, new ethne have emerged throughout history, often

heavily mediated by the state. Individual ethne are no more “primor-

dial” than the nation, though ethnicity as a general category has a
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better claim for being primordial. In most cases, however, ethne tended

to predate the state (and quite often proved highly resistant to its

intrusion), with their original formation sometimes stretching far back

into prehistory. Ranging from tens of thousands to hundreds of thou-

sands and even millions of people, an ethnos should not be confused

with a tribe, as it often is (e.g., not the Latin, Celt, Zulu, Kikuyu, or

Pashtun tribe, but, rather, tribes, tribal ethnos, or ethnos). Prestate

ethne were invariably comprised of a multiplicity of separate tribes

and tribal confederations – smaller, close-knit kin units, which none-

theless were frequently in conflict with one another. This tribal com-

position of the ethnos was eroded and often eradicated with the

emergence of the state.

At the same time, ethne also differed from nations, more sub-

stantially, indeed, than Smith allows for. He lists the following as

characteristic of the ethnie: a collective name; common myth of des-

cent; shared history; distinctive shared culture; an association with a

specific territory; and a sense of solidarity.28 My own concept of the

ethnos as a population of shared kinship (real or perceived) and culture

is broader in some respects and narrower in others. It diverges in

various ways not only from Smith’s, but also from a few other accepted

definitions of ethnicity in the scholarly literature. An explanation is

necessary for why I believe it is more in accordance with both reality

and common parlance.

Although a perception of common descent is often defined as a

constitutive element of ethnicity, for example, by Max Weber and

Walker Connor,29 the concept advanced here specifies kinship rather

than descent. Common descent is only one, albeit prevalent, subcat-

egory within the broader category of shared kinship or “blood rela-

tion.” This is a subtle but important and generally overlooked

distinction. It is the notion of extended family which is typical of an

ethnos and ethnicity, and this notion often, but not always, includes

common descent. In many cases there is a strong sense based on

tradition that the ethnos was originally made up of separate groups

that came together and amalgamated into one. The Romans, for

example, had strong traditions that they originated from Latin and

Sabine groups which joined together at the founding of Rome. Initially

speaking different Italic languages, they fused almost without a trace,

including the adoption of the Latin language by the Sabines. This

tradition of mixed origin helped to legitimize Rome’s policy of
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incorporating many of the conquered into its citizen body, which went

hand in hand with cultural Latinization and common identity forma-

tion. Similarly, the English have a strong perception of descending

from both the Anglo-Saxons and Normans. Except in some

nineteenth-century class prejudices and a few characteristic family

names, these distinct ancestors are generally regarded as having been

completely fused together in terms of language, other cultural traits,

identity, and, indeed, “blood.” The French also have a tradition of

their mixed origins from Gauls, Romans, and Germans. This has

nothing to do, in either reality or perception, with the heterogeneous

composition of the French nation in later medieval and modern

times, because the above original ethnic groups of descent blended

without a trace. Much the same applies to Castile in Spain. Moreover,

similar processes continue to occur all the time, as in the common

ethnic and national identity variably forged from diverse ethnic roots

in individual Latin American countries.

Indeed, going farther than Smith, I argue that shared ethnicity

is the substratum of nations not only in historical, but even in new

immigrant states. Ethnic formation is an ongoing process. Immigrant

states habitually integrate newcomers into a broad cultural and kin

community as a prerequisite for the creation of a common national

identity. The key to the fusion of a shared ethnic identity, even in the

absence of a belief in common descent, is extensive intermarriage

among the founding groups and the adoption of a common culture.

Over time these processes both turn the populations in question into

self-perceived kin or a “community of blood” and make them scarcely

distinguishable from one another. Note that the very notion of the

ethnos as a family implies individuals and groups joining together in

“blood” and loyalty through marriage ties (and even adoption). Gen-

erations of anthropologists, from Claude Lévi-Strauss on, have stressed

that in-laws are everywhere considered as kin.30 We shall see more

about the rationale behind this in Chapter 2. Connor, who insists that a

national state is the political expression of an ethnos defined in terms of

common descent alone, does not only err with respect to a sense of

common descent among the English or Castilians, both of which

he rightly regards as real nations; his concept also goes against the

genuine self-identity and self-definition of Americans, Mexicans, or

Argentineans, each of whom have no sense of common descent yet feel

themselves to be new and very real nations.

20 / Nations



The concept of ethnicity employed here might also be

disputed from another direction. Some regard the sense of kinship

(or descent) alone, and not common culture, as the defining element

of ethnicity. The term ethnocultural is often used to emphasize the

cultural element as distinct from, and additional to, the ethnic aspect.

For those espousing this concept of ethnicity the inclusion of culture

in ethnicity may appear as an unwarranted stretching of the concept

beyond recognizable meaning. In reality, however, ethnicity over-

whelmingly tends to combine both kinship and a common culture.

I suggest that this is what people usually have in mind when thinking

about ethnicity. The two elements combined were also central to

the historical concept of race, which the new term, ethnicity, replaced

from the 1950s onward precisely because race had assumed a

strictly biological meaning since the late nineteenth century. Indeed

ethnography is the field that studies the culture of kin–culture commu-

nities. Furthermore, ethnic and linguistic communities are terms used

almost interchangeably. To be sure, distinct ethne sometimes have a

similar culture, most notably language. However, this relationship

scarcely works in the opposite direction: despite sometimes considerable

internal diversity of culture and language, an ethnos very rarely includes

populations from different linguistic spaces. Furthermore, fusion of

a shared culture, most notably among populations living in the

same territory, is often a prerequisite for, and an intermediate step in,

processes of intermarriage and formation of a sense of kinship.

If the concept of ethnicity suggested here is broader than some

other definitions with respect to the twin elements of kinship and

culture, it is narrower in other respects. Most notably, I do not regard

features such as a collective name or even a sense of kinship or com-

monality as constitutive elements of all ethne. Many ethne lacked such

features until late in their history. Although clearly sharing distinctive

ethnic traits, such as kin relatedness and similar language, customs, and

a pantheon, they did not possess a conscious common identity. They

typically developed such identity only with increased contact with

outsiders, who often were also those who gave the ethnos its common

ethnic eponym. Famously, it is contact with an alien “Other” that

impresses upon a fragmented ethnic population its common traits and

forges its separate identity. The prehistoric Celts, Germans, and Slavs

are cases in point, as were many ethnic populations in nineteenth-

century Africa, which only became defined as such by contact with
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the European colonial powers. Contrary to a widespread misconcep-

tion, by categorizing a population living in a territory in terms of its

common language and culture, the colonial authorities did not

“invent” these ethnicities, but rather made them conscious. Referring

to the ancient Greeks, who shared ethnic attributes and increasingly

developed a conscious sense of common identity during the archaic

and classical periods, Friedrich Meinecke called such self-aware ethne

“cultural nations” (Kulturnationen).31 In this book, ethne covers both

weak and strong consciousness of common identity, and even a total

lack thereof. For a conscious sense of identity and common fate, as well

as other traits, as constitutive elements, one needs to proceed one step

further, to peoples.

Peoples

Peoples are strangely rare in the literature on the nation and

nationalism, despite common usage of the term in ordinary par-

lance. There have been peoples everywhere (Hebrew am, goi, Greek

laos, Latin gens, German Volk, Slavic narod are a few, randomly

chosen, ancient synonyms), but scarcely in the scholarly discourse.

The concept was employed as a matter of course by Deutsch and is

sensibly used by Hobsbawm. Yet, as the debate has gathered

momentum, modernists have tended to avoid anything that suggests

something other and earlier than modern nations. Furthermore, the

concept of a people has been increasingly regarded as if it were

devoid of ethnic content and indistinguishable from population or

populace.32 From the other side, a traditionalist author like

Anthony Smith has concentrated on ethnicity. More recently, Rogers

Smith has pointed out this lacuna.33 Like him, I propose reinstating

peoples as a common and distinctive historical entity between eth-

nos and nation. In order to be categorized as a people, an ethnos

should have a sense of common identity, history, and fate. Further-

more, such a sense should exist even if the people does not achieve

independence or other forms of political self-determination, and,

hence, nationhood. Moreover, that sense should compete success-

fully with other allegiances, bridging tribal cleavages, political dis-

unity among multiple states, or cohabitation with others (either

coerced or voluntary) within larger states. Thus, there is a people

in every national state, but there can also be a people without one.
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By the same token, the various people in a country do not necess-

arily constitute a people, as English speakers often and all too

cavalierly assume.

Nation and national state

A people becomes a nation when it is politically sovereign, either as a

dominant majority, Staatsvolk, within a national state, or as the politi-

cally central element within a multiethnic state or empire. Short of

independent statehood, a people can be regarded as a nation if it

possesses elements of political self-determination and self-government,

or actively strives to achieve them. By and large, national states are a

particular form or template of political ethnicity, in which a rough

congruence exists between a single, dominant people and a state. In

this I share Gellner’s formula, with a few reservations. Principally,

I take issue with Gellner regarding the historical time depth of ethne,

peoples, and nations. As this book aims to show, all of them long

predate modernity, are as old as the state itself, and stretch back to

the dawn of history. In this I am closer to Anthony Smith, especially in

his later works, which increasingly allow for the existence of pre-

modern nations and national states.{ Second, while I maintain that

the link between ethnicity and nationhood is a very close one, there

are a few exceptions, most famously the Swiss, where a distinct sense of

common national identity unites very different ethnic communities.§

To clarify this point, let us go back to Renan and see what was

right and what was wrong about his voluntary and subjective concept

of the nation, developed in reaction to the stripping of Lorraine and

(German-speaking) Alsace from France and their annexation, against

their people’s will, by Germany in 1871. Indisputably, there is an

{ Surprisingly though, Smith’s updated definition of the nation (“The Genealogy of

Nations,” in Ichijo and Uzelac (eds.),When is the Nation?, 119, also 97–98) omits the

political element, most commonly statehood, probably because he regards this

element as inherently modern. In my view, such an omission collapses the distinction

between a people and a nation, much the same as Smith partly conflates the

characteristics of the ethnos and the nation.
§ However, note that the joint ethnic composition of Switzerland does not at all mean

that Swiss nationhood is purely civic or lacks very distinctive ethnic elements. The

country’s constitutive cantons are strongly ethnic in their public character, and the

Swiss have always been very unfavorably disposed toward the naturalization of

foreigners and ethnic aliens.
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intrinsically voluntary element in national self-identification and affin-

ity. People may choose to belong to this or that nation on the basis of

whatever criterion, including Renan’s shared memories and vision of

the future. However, as Marx put it with respect to action in history in

general, people’s choices are not purely voluntary, but are made within

the conditions and circumstances they find before them. Renan’s claim

that people are not “slaves” of their race (ethnicity), language, religion,

or territory has become commonplace in the study of nationalism, as

national identity cannot be reduced to any of the above. Nonetheless,

there is a very strong correlation – and causal connection – between

these features and national identity, with ethnicity being by far the most

significant factor. In his zeal Renan fell victim to that most common

intellectual trap, the false dichotomy. While nations are indeed politi-

cally sovereign/state communities of common affinity, self-identity, and

solidarity, these bonds overwhelmingly correlate with and relate to

shared kin–culture traits.

Thus, language, the most distinctive marker of ethnicity’s cul-

tural element, correlates very closely with national identity. In Europe,

the densest concentration of national states for geopolitical and histori-

cal reasons examined in Chapter 5, all states except for a very few have

a dominant shared language at either the vernacular or literary level.34

True, there are many small ethnic/linguistic minorities and a few larger

ones in practically all these countries. Yet it is precisely their difference

that marks distinct identities and fuel demands for national self-

determination among quite a few of these groups, most notably the

larger ones and those that have territorial contiguity. In other parts of

the world, where states have no clear Staatsvolk and are truly multi-

ethnic/multilingual, common national identity is an ongoing and uncer-

tain project which largely depends on the adoption of a common

language and other forms of shared culture (as well as elements of

kinship) for its success. As we shall see in Chapter 6, this is the process

that has more or less materialized in both the English-speaking immi-

grant countries and Latin America, is much in evidence in South Asia

and the Southeast Asian archipelago, and less so in sub-Saharan Africa.

Territorial contiguity is another major determinant of an

ethnonational community.35 The same territory can be home to separ-

ate ethnonational populations, but, as with language, the inverse rela-

tionship is rarer, and ethnonational communities tend to be territorially

contiguous. Not only is contiguity necessary for political sovereignty;

24 / Nations



the close interaction that comes with a shared territory also constantly

sustains and reinforces the commonality of culture and kinship. Con-

versely, great territorial non-contiguity is likely to result in a separation

of ethnonational identities, as occurred, for example, with the English-

speaking countries in relation to their former mother country.

The role of a common religion in the formation of national

identity has been significant, albeit considerably less than that of

language and territorial contiguity.36 The significance of religion stems

from its historical role as a major element of culture, and hence of

ethnicity. The greater the salience of religion in the culture of a people,

the more a defining element of the nation it has been. Inter alia, a

distinct national religion has been the most salient influence. On the

other hand, shared religion in and of itself rarely trumps linguistic

differences to create a common ethnic or national identity. Thus,

historically, more than creating ethnic and national communities, reli-

gion’s greater effect has been in either reinforcing them, if it was shared,

or sometimes undermining them, if it was not.37

Shared historical memories and a sense of common fate for the

future were rightly regarded by Renan, and have been accepted ever

since, as central to national identity. Notably, however, a shared history

is conducive to the creation of a common identity precisely to the

extent that it generates a common culture and sense of kinship. This

was true of Renan’s France with its uniquely successful, centuries-long

process of French acculturation and common identity formation. And

as we shall see throughout this book, the same causal relationship

existed, with remarkably few exceptions, in most other places.

Common acculturation has not always been a sufficient condition for

overcoming earlier distinct ethnic and national identities and for

forging a joint identity; yet almost invariably it has been a necessary

condition. In the absence of common acculturation and a creation of a

sense of kinship, peoples that were held together for many centuries

often split apart at the first possible opportunity. A sense of common

fate for the future rests on the same preconditions.

Finally, many modernists regard equal citizenship and popular

sovereignty as inseparable from the concept of the nation. As both these

principles are a modern creation which emerged on a country-size scale

with the American and French revolutions, modernists thereby define

the nation as modern, rather than regard both principles as elements of

modern nationalism. Definitions are an intellectual grid laid over
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reality, and they can thus be sliced in any number of ways.** Being

largely subjective, semantics is ultimately beyond dispute as long as the

conceptual grid maintains internal coherence and consistency. There is,

however, one more relevant criterion for judging concepts: the degree

to which they correspond to common-sense usage and understanding of

the reality they describe. I suggest that in ordinary parlance a nation

means a political/state community of common affinity, identity, and

solidarity, the association of a people, usually defined by a certain

culture and kin sentiments, with a particular state. The question is

whether or not such affinity and solidarity existed in premodern times,

even in the absence of equal citizenship and popular sovereignty. Pre-

cisely because equal citizenship, popular sovereignty and nationalism

have tended to go together during the modern period, they should not

be confused but carefully distinguished from one another.

Nationalism and patriotism

Nationalism conventionally denotes the doctrine and ideology that a

people is bound together in solidarity, fate, and common political

aspirations, a doctrine and an ideology which became the paramount

principle of political legitimacy in the nineteenth century. This doctrine

or ideology is often confused with the existence of nations and national

sentiment, affinity, and solidarity, which is also widely attributed to the

nineteenth century. In reality, premodern people also felt and exhibited

love and devotion for their ethnopolitical community, which again,

when an ethnos and state converged, can be referred to as national.

In the same way that the national phenomenon was merely one tem-

plate of political ethnicity, such national devotion was merely one

particular form of the well-recognized phenomenon of patriotism,

one’s attachment and devotion to one’s state and people. In petty-

states this implied an affinity and devotion to a kin–culture ethnopoli-

tical community that was usually smaller than the entire ethnos. In

multiethnic states and empires, it meant affinity and devotion to the

state, predominantly exhibited by its dominant people or ethnos,

although possibly also by others, depending on their communal or

individual status within the state.38

** For “national state” as distinguished from “nation-state” see note 4.
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2 THE EVOLUTION OF KIN–CULTURE
COMMUNITIES

The concepts of ethnic group and ethnicity were coined in

English in the wake of the Second World War to replace the concept

of race that had lost its legitimacy with Nazi racial doctrines and their

horrendous application. Although race assumed a predominantly bio-

logical meaning from the late nineteenth century onward, it had tradi-

tionally denoted large communities of both cultural and “blood”-kin

relatedness. Hence, the English race, French race, Japanese race, and so

forth. Vaguely, the concept of ethnicity incorporates both the above

meanings of a shared culture and kin relatedness. But it has retained

semantic ambiguity because of lingering uneasiness regarding either of

these elements, with the result that one or the other is often disre-

garded. As suggested here, both elements are integral to ethnicity, with

their relative weight differing in each individual case, and they have

been largely interconnected. I begin with kinship.

The application of evolutionary theory to explain basic human

emotions, desires, and behavior – popularly known as “sociobiology” –

has gained ground rapidly since the late 1970s, profoundly revolutioni-

zing the study of man. Its relevance to our subject can be summarized

as follows: people tend to prefer closer kin, who share more genes with

them, to more remote kin or “strangers.” As a propensity this is not

necessarily conscious. Like any natural predisposition, it evolved

because those who acted upon it increased their genes’ representation

in the human population and, consequently, also that predisposition

itself. Obviously, kinship is not the only medium of human affinity and

loyalty, but it is a major one and closely tied to the others. The



argument that here lay the root cause of tribalism, ethnocentrism, and,

at least partly, nationalism has been advanced by several scholars, of

whom at least one, Pierre van den Berghe, is regularly cited in the

scholarly literature on nationalism.1 And yet even when cited, the

evolutionary message has had little impact on that literature.

There are various reasons for this neglect, rejection, and even

down-right hostility. Early, crude attempts to extend the Darwinian

revolution to the understanding of human behavior and society, carried

out in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and known as

social Darwinism, leaned toward racism and class bias. In reaction, the

social sciences and humanities completely moved away from anything

that suggested a biological basis for human behavior. Massively

reinforced after the horrors of Nazism and with the dismantling of

public racism in the West, this tendency reached its apogee in the 1960s

and 1970s. Thus, scholars from the above fields have found themselves

totally unprepared as revolutionary breakthroughs in the decipherment

of the genome coupled with a great revival of evolutionary theory

generated one of the most significant scientific developments of the

era. Nothing in their professional training enabled them to relate to the

new perspective and insights. Indeed, everything they had learned

served to predispose them against it. For in their reaction against social

Darwinism, the social sciences and humanities veered too sharply in the

opposite direction. With a few exceptions, they rejected the idea that

anything like human nature existed or was meaningful to the under-

standing of society. Instead, they adopted the view that people and

human societies were wholly determined by culture and history. This,

however, was just another false either/or dichotomy. It meant turning a

blind eye to a whole side of reality, for it is both nature and nurture,

indeed, precisely the interaction between them that has always shaped

people and human societies. Genes are not everything, of course, but

they are hardly irrelevant, or disconnected from culture.

Kinship, or a strong sense of it, has been recognized by not a few

authors as a major constitutive element of most nations. Yet whether or

not this sense was warranted and where it came from remains mostly

undetermined. Family ties are an obvious social reality, though the source

of this most powerful bonding has never been clarified in the social

sciences either. Without an evolutionary rationale, the question of what

explains this basic human bond could not be answered, if it has been

asked at all. It has been regarded as a “just-so” fact, the way the world is.
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Kin ties extended in prestate societies and on the peripheries of some

state societies from nuclear and extended families to tribes. Still, there

is mainly confusion as to whether or not nationalism related to triba-

lism is a further extension of the same affinity through widening

circles and in the domain of political communities. Tribalism is regu-

larly invoked in the media and public discourse when ever-surprised

and shocked western societies are confronted with the eruption of

ferocious ethnic and national conflicts somewhere in the world. Yet

there are always those who rush to dismiss that concept as irrelevant.

The leap from family to tribe to people and nation strikes

scholars as much too big, as problematic and questionable in many

ways. Thus, it is necessary to clarify what in kinship remains relevant to

such a complex phenomenon as the nation up the long march of history

and the growth of political organization. Our starting point predates

the state and even agriculture, which are very recent events in human

history. The first states appeared only 5,000 years ago, and in most

parts of the world much later. Agriculture, too, first appeared only

about 10,000 years ago and took thousands more to spread. By com-

parison, the genus Homo goes back some 2 million years, and our own

speciesHomo sapiens, people who practically are biologically us, about

150,000–200,000 years. Thus, 99.5 or 95 percent, respectively, at the

very least, of humans’ time on earth was spent before agriculture and

the state. During that time, people lived in small kin groups as hunter-

gatherers (also called foragers). And it is to this mode of life over vast

time spans that evolutionary theory looks for the roots of human

natural predispositions. What proved adaptive then constitutes our

biological inheritance, around which our spectacular and multifarious

cultural development over the past few millennia has been built and

with which it constantly interacts.

Kinship and culture in the past 150,000 years

Evidence about the aboriginal human way of life comes from archaeo-

logy and even more from the variety of forager societies that survived

into or close to our times and have been studied by anthropologists.

I have devoted hundreds of pages to them elsewhere,2 and the following

is a simplified but fairly adequate abstract of their social structure. As

the evolutionary literature has swelled momentously, I cite it only
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sparingly, limiting myself to what is strictly necessary for the subject

and relevant for most readers. I develop the still underdeveloped theme

of how culture fits into human evolution from as early as our aboriginal

condition and how in conjunction with kinship it defines ethnicity and

ethnic allegiances.

Foragers lived in extended family groups or clans, also

known as bands or local groups in the anthropological literature.

These consisted of a few dozen people of several generations, includ-

ing elders, male siblings with their wives, and children. Dispersed

over large territories to subsist, clan groups were part of a larger

association: the regional group, or tribe, which on average consisted

of about 500 people. They assembled seasonally in festivals, where

rituals were performed and marriages were agreed upon and cele-

brated. Thus, the tribal group was both an endogenic marriage pool,

wherein the vast majority of marriages took place, and a culture unit.

The regional group, or a number of related regional groups, were

often a “dialect tribe,” if they did not speak an altogether separate

language. They also had their own name and a distinct sense of self-

identity as a “people.”

It is easy to understand in evolutionary terms why members of

family groups show solidarity among themselves: one’s genes are

passed on to succeeding generations not only through one’s own off-

spring, but also through other close kin who share the same genes.3

Siblings share, on average, 50 percent of their genes, the same percen-

tage as parents and offspring. Half-siblings share, on average, 25 per-

cent of their genes, as do uncles/aunts with nephews/nieces. Cousins

share, on average, 12.5 percent of their genes.* Thus, those who

possessed a trait to care for their close kin increased their genes’

representation over time, and with them that trait itself. This is the

* There should be no confusion here. More than 99 percent of the genes are identical

in all people. All the variations among individuals are due to the remaining less than 1

percent, and it is to this variation in the genome that the shared genes above refer.

It should not be thought that this less than 1 percent difference in genes is so small as

to be insignificant. Humans share more than 98 percent of their genes with

chimpanzees, yet crucial changes in a small number of genes trigger very substantial

differences. See, e.g., W. Enard et al., “Intra- and Interspecific Variation in Primate

Gene Expression Patterns,” Science, 296 (2002), 340–343; Galina Glazko et al.,

“Eighty Percent of Proteins are Different between Humans and Chimpanzees,”Gene,

346 (2005), 215–219.
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basis of the long-held notion that “blood is thicker than water.” It is

mostly with these primary groups that people’s allegiance rests.

Members of the regional group or tribe were not as closely

related as primary family members (or as a colony of social insects,

which are clones or near clones which descend from one mother and

often father). Still, the rationale of kinship does not end with close kin,

although it declines along a steep curve as it expands. Since the large

majority of marriages took place within the regional group, there was a

wide gap between the “us” of the tribe and outsiders.4 The evolution-

ary logic suggests abstractly that an individual would be willing to risk

his or her life for two siblings or eight cousins, who together have the

same number of genes in common with one’s self. This, of course, is

only the mathematical logic to which reality more or less approximates.

And in principle, the same logic holds true for 32 second cousins, 128

third cousins, or 512 fourth cousins – which is, in fact, roughly what a

regional group was. This is a major reason why members of the group

tended to prefer other members of the group to outsiders.

Moreover, although not every member of the regional group

was a close kin of all the others, the regional group was a dense

network of close kinship through marriages. When a daughter of one

family was given in marriage to another family, the couple and their

offspring became a “shared investment” and “joint venture” that allied

the two “in-law” families (as it does today). If you are unaccustomed to

this language and find it alien, recall that this evolutionary rationale

accounts for the well-recognized fact that kin relations and marriage

links constitute the primary social bonds in “primitive” and not so

primitive societies. Political treaties and alliances throughout the ages

were cemented by marriage.

Notably though, kin ties in humans do not end at the gene

level. There is a crucial cultural twist here, which is not separate from

our biology but partly built into it. How do we know who our kin are?

In nature, from microorganisms to humans, there are biological and

social cues for recognizing close kin.5 Humans grow up together with

their close kin, remember marriages and births, and are told about kin

relations. For more distant kin, however, people have rougher indica-

tions. Similar physical features (phenotype) are one such indication of

genetic relatedness. Thus, different and unfamiliar racial groups are

likely to appear more alien. Moreover, apart from biology, humans

have culture, and are differentiated by their cultures. Since culture,
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particularly among hunter-gatherers, was local and thus strongly cor-

related with kinship, cultural identity became a strong predictor of

kinship. Those around me in the tribal group who dressed, behaved,

and looked like me were also most likely to be more related to me than

aliens. Therefore, humans are distinctively inclined to side with people

who share the same culture with them against foreigners.6 The more

different another culture is, the “stranger” and less part of “us” it

would be regarded. Even between relatively close ethnic groups people

are acutely attuned to the subtlest of differences in dialect, accent,

dressing style, and behavior, and tend to give preference to what is

most akin to them. This is the key to what a perplexed Freud

confusedly described as the “narcissism of minor differences” between

close ethnicities.{

The Yanomamo hunters and horticulturalists from the Orinoco

basin between Brazil and Venezuela demonstrate this universal trend.

They believe “all other people are inferior . . . explaining their strange

customs and peculiar languages.” Even within the Yanomamo them-

selves, “any difference between adjacent groups is exaggerated and

ridiculed. Language differences in particular are promptly noted and

criticized by the Yanomamo . . . The characteristic reaction of any

group to a tape recording made in another area was this: ‘They speak

crooked; we speak straight, the right way!’”7

Culture sharing is crucial in another way too. Not only was it

in itself a strong predictor of kin relatedness in aboriginal communities;

it is also a highly significant tool of human social cooperation.

Cooperation is dramatically more effective when cultural codes – above

all language, but also customs, values and other patterns of thought

and behavior – are shared. Culture, cultural diversity, and, hence, the

facility of shared culture cooperation are unique to humans and diffe-

rentiate them from other social animals. Cultural–linguistic diversity

{ Sigmund Freud, “Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego” (1921) and

“Civilization and Its Discontents” (1930), in The Complete Psychological Works of

Sigmund Freud, London: Hogarth, 1953–1974, vol. 18, 101–104, and vol. 21,

108–116, respectively. Freud confessed his puzzlement over the reasons for group ties

in general. He tried to explain the “narcissism” as a bottled-up expression of an

elementary aggressive drive, thus turning the matter on its head and denying it any

logic, evolutionary or otherwise. Why aggression should express itself in this

particular domain remained wholly obscure. In actuality, it is ethnic differences, even

minor, that may trigger aggression, rather than the other way around.
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among forager groups varied markedly, depending on their history and

geography. For example, among both the Eskimo-Inuit of the Arctic and

the Bushmen of southern Africa more or less similar languages are

shared across thousands of kilometers. But in Australia, whose human

habitation is very old, going back some 50,000 years, linguistic diversity

among the hundreds of regional/tribal groups was much greater. There

were more than 200 different languages and far more dialects.8 Simi-

larly, scores of linguistically different foraging “peoples” and hundreds

of tribes lived in the lush coastal strip of the American northwest.

Finally, the natives of Highland NewGuinea were not hunter-gatherers,

but the world’s largest and most isolated surviving concentration of

primitive horticulturalists (together with Amazonia). Inhabiting valleys

separated by rugged and forested mountains, they speak about 850

different languages (out of the world’s roughly 7,000 extant languages).

Thus, the regional group, or “dialect tribe,” differing from its

neighbors in language and customs, was by far the most effective

framework of social cooperation for its members. Outside it, people

would have found themselves at a tremendous disadvantage, as any

immigrant knows (even in today’s far gentler conditions). Once

acquired in youth by a long process of socialization, cultural forms

become extremely difficult to replace. Brain structure consolidates in

adults, losing most of its earlier elastic ability to rearrange itself

through learning. Therefore, a shared culture in a human reality chara-

cterized by cultural divisions further increased the social stake of a

tribal group’s members in their group’s survival. A threat to the exis-

tence of the group and its particular culture was a genuine threat to

one’s own existence. For this reason, people tend to cherish the closely

knit web of symbols, codes, and practices that mark them as a commu-

nity of kinship, culture, and mutual cooperation. Hence, also the

predominance of language, the chief culture form and medium of

communication, as by far the most prevalent cultural marker of ethni-

city and nationhood.

Note that this major cultural factor is not confined to a “purely

cultural” sphere. As a strong selection force in the life of aboriginal

people over thousands of generations, throughout the history of Homo

sapiens, a non-specific preference for whatever culture group within

which one happens to grows up and be socialized became encoded in

our genes in the same way as the preference for kin was. The point here

needs to be clearly understood. While culture forms, including complex
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languages, are highly diverse and are transformed largely randomly,

the potential to create them is universal and inborn in our species.

Similarly, by all evidence, the capacity for regional/tribal group rela-

tions (with which advanced symbolic capability is intimately linked) is

a trait that evolved biologically with our species. Symbolic culture,

complex language, and regional grouping, as a minimum, have existed

over eons wherever Homo sapiens lived. Experts have become increa-

singly aware that culture and nature in humans coevolved in a recipro-

cal, mutually affecting symbiosis.9 Still, the special role that culture

played in the evolution of kin–culture communities has not been suffi-

ciently recognized in evolutionary accounts of group relations, ethni-

city, and nationalism. Culture, cultural diversity, and the vital role of

shared culture in facilitating social cooperation – all uniquely human –

increased people’s attachment to their extended kin group.

Preference for one’s kin–culture group was a very strong selec-

tion force over geological times in the aboriginal human way of life

because competition and conflict between individuals and groups

were very intense. Recent studies have conclusively shown that the

Rousseauite image of prestate abundance and peacefulness, which

dominated anthropology during much of the twentieth century, was

embarrassingly wrong.10 Hunter-gatherers experienced critical scarci-

ties, which fuelled competition and conflict among them. The violent

mortality rate among their adult males ranged at around 25 percent,

far higher than in the overwhelming majority of historical state wars.

Whole groups were occasionally wiped out in natural catastrophes or

in conflict with one another.

To be sure, competition and even conflict among close kin were

also ubiquitous. Evolutionary logic explains why this is so: the closer

the kin, the greater the reward for caring for them, but only as long as

they do not threaten the prospects of even closer kin. For example, one

is genetically doubly closer to one’s self than to a sibling. Therefore, in

case of severe competition between them, sibling rivalry can become

intense and even deadly. The story of Cain and Abel demonstrates both

the intense competition and strong inhibitions against the killing of kin

involved in such occurrences. Similarly, while uncles/aunts are evolu-

tionarily inclined to favor their nephews/nieces, they doubly favor their

own offspring. Hence, the all too familiar jealousy, tensions, and

antagonism between relatives.11 In extreme cases this may even result

in cooperation with outsiders against kin, which sometimes happens
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but which has always carried the moral stigma of betrayal. By and

large, however, family members tend to support one another, inter alia

in disputes and clashes with members of other families. In interclan

rivalry, clans which were intermarried were likely to support one another

against other clans. Finally, the clans of one regional group normally

supported one another against other regional groups. A traditional

Arab proverb expresses this evolutionary rationale: “I againstmybrother;

I and my brother against my cousin; I and my brother and my

cousin against the world.” This is somewhat more complex, and realistic,

than the simple ingroup-cooperation/outgroup-rivalry suggested by

Herbert Spencer and William Graham Sumner. Cooperation and even

alliance with non-kin and strangers takes place all the time, for the

attainment of common objectives and on the principle of reciprocity.12

Yet they come more easily where cultural codes are shared and kin trust

is stronger.

The interrelationship between kinship, culture, and social

cooperation in the aboriginal hunter-gatherer regional group sheds

light on the roots of group solidarity and ethnocentrism. As scholars

are becoming increasingly aware after protracted controversies, selec-

tion took place not only at the gene and individual level, but, to some

extent, also among groups. It is agreed that genes for self-sacrifice on

behalf of the group could not have been selected if they had the effect of

annihilating those who possessed them faster than aiding them through

improved group survival. There is a fine balancing act here. Still, as

Darwin himself suggested, under conditions of intense competition, a

group which was biologically endowed with greater solidarity and with

individual willingness to sacrifice for the group would defeat less

cohesive groups.13

The adaptive functions of some non-utilitarian forms of cultural

life, such as communal rituals and ceremonies, and even the communal

aspects of art, which are otherwise quite mysterious, might at least

partly be explained by the evolutionary advantages of large group

cooperation. All these cultural forms first appeared withHomo sapiens,

have been universally present in every society of our species throughout

its long existence, and seem to be mutually connected. Rituals, cults,

and religion are a mystery to those in the Enlightenment’s tradition who

regard them as hugely wasteful superstitions. Some scholars, invoking

an analogy from artificial intelligence, have suggested that religion

is a “bug,” a “parasite,” or “virus” on Homo sapiens’ advanced
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intellectual software. This proposition expands on an older view

according to which religion is a by-product of the much wider scope

of our species’ powers of imagination and comprehension, which make

people ponder, fear, and attempt to come to terms with death and the

cosmic forces of nature and the universe.14

Conversely, religion may have constituted, evolutionarily

speaking, more than worthless expenditure of resources and time.

From Émile Durkheim’s The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life

(1915), which concentrated on the Australian Aboriginal hunter-

gatherers, functionalist theorists have argued that religion’s main role

was fostering social cohesion. Machiavelli, Rousseau, and the

nineteenth-century French positivists held more or less the same view.

As Richard Dawkins observes, discussing the same idea in evolution-

ary terms: “What a weapon! Religious faith deserves a chapter to

itself in the annals of war technology.”15 We know this from history

only too well. Obviously, religion is a complex phenomenon, and

many threads of causation probably combined to generate it. The

factor pointed out here means that in those tribal groups in which

common ritual and cult ceremonies were more intense, social cooper-

ation became more habitual and spiritually legitimized. This was

probably translated into an advantage in intergroup competition

and conflict. The ancient Greeks’ amphictyonic, religious–military

alliance has become a generic term denoting a very common historic,

and prehistoric, phenomenon.16

It should be realized that the aboriginal human condition is not

an exotic piquantry, tucked in the remote beginnings of time. Quite the

opposite. History’s short span is illuminated by the bright light of

written records. But beyond that very limited area under the lamppost,

shrouded in the thick darkness of prehistory, real people of our species –

for whom we have no known names or a concrete record of events –

lived over thousands of generations. We know from archaeology and

anthropology that they were anatomically like us, created exquisite art,

possessed a symbolic and linguistic capacity as advanced as ours, and

belonged to regional groups divided by kinship and culture. Ethnicity –

kin–culture reality and a sense of identity – is a human-specific and

universal extending far back to the beginning of our species.

Surviving foraging societies illustrate the familiar characteri-

stics of ethnocentrism. The “Eskimo” (a name the American Indians
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gave to their Arctic zone neighbors) called themselves by a variety of

words which usually meant “real people.” They regarded themselves

literally as the real people, as a class apart from all other human

beings.17 The Yanomamo also

believe that they were the first, finest, and most refined form

of man to inhabit the earth . . . Yanomamo in fact means

“humanity,” or at least the most important segment of

humanity. All other peoples are known by the term naba, a

concept that implies an invidious distinction between “true”

man and “subhuman” man . . . A foreigner is usually

tolerated if he is able to provide the Yanomamo with useful

items . . . but apart from that he is usually held with some

contempt.18

Evolutionary inheritance and historical transformation

Assuming all the above to be true, what are the residues of our evolu-

tionary inheritance in historical ethnicities and nations, whose condi-

tions are so radically changed from those of aboriginal hunter-gatherer

family groups and tribes? After all, although aboriginal groups also

underwent constant transformation and were subject to processes of

fission and fusion, ethne and nations appear to be even more subjective,

elusive, and in a state of flux. Among the most enduring human

cultural forms, they nevertheless appear and disappear, with people

and groups mixing with others, shaking off one identity and adopting

another, changing their allegiance and often sharing in a multiplicity of

identities. To be sure, ethnicities and nations are complex, composite,

multilayered and multifaceted historically developed phenomena.

Are ethne and nations kin groups? Given the complex histori-

cal processes of group amalgamation, identity formation, and

transformation, scholars usually refer to a “myth” of common descent

or kinship shared by ethnic groups and nations. But what does “myth”

stand for? In both scholarly and colloquial discourse it often implies

falsehood, but more discriminately it means a legendary communal

story or tradition about great past events, which may have a greater or

lesser base in reality. In fact, exponentially growing in number and

sophistication in recent years, scientific studies reveal that most ethnic
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communities tend to be genetically related.19 This is not that surprising

because massive population movements were rare before the advent of

modern means of transportation. As we shall see in Chapter 3, the

roots of most populations go back to the original settlement of their

territories during the Neolithic agricultural expansions and even

before. Present-day populations tend to be descendants of these

founder groups, and have mostly intermarried locally, within them-

selves, over millennia. Foreign migrations and conquests usually took

the form of elite takeovers, with the majority of the population

remaining unchanged.

Just as clearly, however, genetic studies show that genetic con-

tinuums regularly flow into or are split between different – occasionally

hostile – cultures, ethnicities, and nations. People are sometimes geneti-

cally more related to their neighbors across the border than to other

people of the nation to which they belong and express allegiance.

Contrary to superficial either/or reasoning, this does not mean that

kinship is irrelevant. Rather, the picture is more subtle and other factors

are involved. In the first place, what matters, of course, is the perception

of kinship (which, again, more often than not has a genuine basis in

reality). The significance of the “myth” of common descent is precisely

that peoples throughout history have been so prone to generate it as a

supreme bond. When different communities fused together, they tended

to create an often fictitious genealogy of common ancestry and descent.

People everywhere have been strongly inclined to extend the images and

idioms of kinship over those with whom they shared cultural identity,

territory, and political community, and not only metaphorically.

As noted in the Introduction, in some cases the people of an

ethnos are quite aware that they originated from diverse groups and did

not all share a common descent. Still, common descent is not the only

source of kinship. The more ethnic and national collectives integrate

through marriages over generations and centuries the more they feel

themselves to be a kin community in which the various founder groups

have been immersed. Furthermore, as we have seen, a common culture

binds people together, functioning not only as a cue for kinship but also

as a shared system of codes and symbols. People acquire that system in

a protracted process of social learning in youth, function best within it,

and find it exceedingly difficult to replace. For this reason, they are

heavily invested in, and are strongly attached to, that culture and the

collective that embodies it. Sticking to the things that one knows best
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and is unlikely to replace successfully – language, social values, patterns

of behavior, and belief – is largely imposed on people as their superior

option. Similarly, the intimately familiar landscapes of one’s native

land, engraved in one’s consciousness for the very same reasons, evoke

great attachment and devotion.

Needless to say, rather than “blind instincts,” these are all

deep-seated but highly modulated predispositions, whose particular

expressions are largely circumstantial. Moreover, there are other, some-

times conflicting, considerations that feed into people’s calculations.

Thus, people regularly adopt foreign cultural forms, sometimes eagerly,

and they might also migrate from their native land (where conditions

might be harsh) provided they consider these acts to be beneficial to

them and believe that they can carry them out successfully. Notably

though, similar processes of identity formation tend to occur in their

new and adopted homeland. Processes of cultural amalgamation, to the

extent that they take place over time, have bound together not only

historical peoples and nations, but also modern immigrant ones. People

relate to the ethnos and nation in familial terms as a reality and

metaphor. But, significantly, it has been through any of the following

means for joining the “family” – birth, marriage, or “adoption” – that

admission to these kin–culture collectives has always taken place.

Joining ethnic and national collectives has never been as easy as some

liberals imply, but neither has it been as insurmountably difficult as

some conservatives make it out to be, with great variation, of course.

This is the deep root of tribalism, ethnocentrism, xenophobia,

patriotism, and nationalism. With the coming of agriculture, state

societies, and modernity, and as ethnic communities expanded from

hundreds and thousands to millions, often many millions, the sentiment

of kin–culture solidarity expanded far beyond its original setting and

scope. One’s people or nation can evoke the greatest devotion, indeed,

fraternity within a motherland or fatherland (the words are revealing),

no matter how genetically related its members actually are (and they

often are). Individuals have been genuinely prepared to risk and sacri-

fice themselves for these large shared-culture, semi-, and sometimes

pseudo- or “imagined” kin groups. This is the “atavistic” element

which has baffled modern observers and is often evoked vaguely in

order to explain people’s willingness to kill and die for seemingly

remote causes. Liberals and Marxists, tied to an economic concept of

rationality as a quest for material reward, have lacked the analytical
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tools for comprehending these seemingly “irrational” preferences: in

the liberal case, that of the collective over the individual (or humanity);

and in the Marxist, that of the nation over class (or humanity). In

reality, however, the “false consciousness” that theorists often ascribe

to people may apply more to themselves, because people’s notions of

their interests and prosperity are simply different than the theorists’

concepts. People care about their individual interests, to be sure, but,

as we saw, these extend into, and are intertwined with, their broader

kin–culture communities.

Thus, to the bewilderment of the ideologues of the Second

International, when the First World War broke out the workers in each

of the belligerent countries enthusiastically threw their lot in with their

conational middle- and upper-class “exploiters” and against foreign

“fellow workers.” A Frenchman or a German was prepared to kill or

be killed for Alsace-Lorraine, whose possession appeared to have no

practical bearing on his daily life. In the great extension of culture

groups and consciousness boundaries, these provinces were perceived

by him as something like the neighboring home territory of his imme-

diate close-kin group.

Certainly, what was adaptive in small aboriginal kin–culture

groups has not necessarily remained so as human conditions changed

radically through history. And yet in this, as in so much else, our

natural predispositions, shaped during our species’ long aboriginal

existence by tremendous forces of selection, remain extremely potent.

Cultural takeoff since the advent of agriculture and the state has been

much too recent to significantly affect human biology. Biologically we

are virtually the same people as our Stone Age forefathers. Thus, where

radically new conditions sever the original link between a human

behavior pattern and the original evolutionary end it evolved to

achieve, it is this pattern rather than the evolutionary end that people

are tied to by powerful emotional stimuli. People’s desire for sweetness

serves to illustrate originally adaptive propensities that have gone

astray in altered cultural conditions. Indicative of ripeness and high

nutritious value in fruits, it is now artificially produced and harmful.

Obesity, when appetite that was adaptive in an environment of food

scarcity is indulged in a society of plenty, is another illustration. On a

happier note, people continue to intensely pursue sexual gratification,

even though effective contraception has made most of this obsessive
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activity irrelevant in terms of the reproductive success it originally

evolved to achieve. Indeed, this does not make sexual gratification

any less enjoyable, valued, or, for that matter, rational.

One final example, often quoted in the sociological literature,

brings us closer back to our subject. It demonstrates how our mecha-

nism for identifying kin can misfire under altered cultural conditions.

In Israeli village communes, kibbutzim, children used to be raised

together from birth in communal nurseries rather than in their own

families’ homes. It has been found that when these children grew up,

they treated each other as siblings, at least in the sense that they rarely

got involved romantically among themselves and even more seldom

intermarried. Unexpectedly, they instinctively applied to their pseudo-

kin the universal, biologically rooted, taboo against incest which runs

through nature.20 (This taboo, too, is not merely a human “social

construct,” for in other social mammals as well, the males or females

leave the group at puberty to avoid inbreeding with its genetic risks to

the offspring.)

All this does not mean that we are the slaves of our genes and

unaffected by culture. But nor should our biological inheritance be

impatiently dismissed as irrelevant to social realities, as generations of

scholars from the social sciences and humanities have been schooled to

believe. Undoubtedly, accelerated cultural development has dramatically

changed and diversified human behavior throughout history and around

the globe. And yet historical cultural development did not operate on a

“clean slate,” nor is it capable of producing simply “anything.”

Although highly diverse and multifarious, human cultural forms have

been built as a range of variations around a clearly recognizable deep

core of innate, evolution-shaped human propensities. In the process,

while never disappearing, these propensities have been greatly modified,

assuming novel and widely varied manifestations. Such gene–culture

interactions are the stuff from which human history is made, including

kin-preference, ethnicity, and their many derivatives. With historical

transformation all genetic bets are not off; they are hedged.

This point also needs emphasizing in order to allay other often-

voiced concerns regarding the application of evolutionary theory to

human affairs. The evolutionary logic in itself has no normative impli-

cations. It can inform us about natural human predispositions, whose

often ignored effects we would be wise to take into account but which
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are frequently variable and even contradictory. (Both late nineteenth-

and early twentieth-century social Darwinists and tabula rasa liberals

erred here in two opposite directions.) We may choose to follow

natural predispositions or work to adjust them so that they better suit

our changed circumstances. There is nothing sacred or morally com-

pelling about maximizing gene propagation. This is merely the blind,

algorithmic mechanism of natural evolution. The human brain – itself

a product of evolution and a powerful instrument of conscious, pur-

poseful, and future-oriented, rather than blind, design – may come up

with more satisfactory arrangements. Apprehensive of the often

explosive and horrendous manifestations of ethnicity and nationalism,

scholars in these fields have been prone to confuse the descriptive and

the normative. But while the normative perspective is not only legiti-

mate but also vital, it must not distort our vision of reality.

“Primordialism” is a label that has all too often substituted for

a deeper scholarly understanding. Ethnicity in general, as opposed to

any specific ethnos, is primordial in the sense that it has always been a

defining feature of our species. Nationalism is not primordial in that

sense, if only because that particular form of political ethnicity is

historically intertwined with the rise of state societies, premodern or

modern. Indeed, both ethnicity and nationalism in all their wealth of

forms have been bound up with cultural–historical developments. And

yet they are not reduced or reducible to these developments without

roots in an innate human preference for one’s kin–culture group. The

modernists’ fallacy here amounts to breathtaking naiveté. Traditiona-

lists, too, emphasizing the longer historical roots of the nation, have

not gone further, because to suggest anything about human nature

meant venturing into forbidden land and violating disciplinary ortho-

doxies. On the other hand, evolutionary studies of ethnicity and

nationalism, though very cognizant of the role of culture, have not

realized how uniquely ingrained in our species it is and how it

reinforces kin relatedness in creating large group identity and solidarity.

Nor have they traced the transformations of such inborn propensities

through the ages. An ever sensible theorist such as Anthony Smith has

withheld judgment on van den Berghe’s evolutionary account of the

basis of the national phenomenon. He has suggested that in order for

the abstract evolutionary logic to have conviction, one would have to

demonstrate how it operated in the actual historical reality of changing
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cultural boundaries and identities, and how it extended from small kin

communities to nations.21 It is the interconnections between kinship,

culture, and identity formation, and the interface between human

propensities andhistorical development that this book sets out to explore.

So far our discussion has unfolded in the abstract. Henceforth, we delve

into the world of actual tribes, ethne, peoples, states, and nations.
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3 FROM TRIBES TO STATEHOOD

Between 10,000 and 5,000 years ago, agriculture and animal

husbandry were independently pioneered in west and east Asia, Central

America, the Andes, and a few other minor centers. From there farming

spread out to cover most of the world’s surface that was suitable for it.

Its impact was profound. Both tribe and ethnos were deeply affected.

Furthermore, within a few millennia, states emerged where agricultural

society had taken root, building on, and then transforming, existing

kin–culture populations. States eroded and supplanted tribal structures.

At the same time, ethnic bonds of affinity, identity, and solidarity

remained central to state existence and politics throughout history. In

what follows we shall trace the increase in the size of tribes and the

formation of large-scale ethne due to the spread of agriculture and

animal husbandry. We shall then trace the transformation of kin–culture

bonds as they lost their tribal form and became intertwined with the

politics of evolving states.

Tribal growth and ethnic expansion

Agriculture’s far greater productivity in comparison with foraging

meant that human population, and hence demographic density,

increased by leaps and bounds. World population, estimated at some-

where between 5 and 15 million before the advent of agriculture, grew

by a factor of 100 by the eve of industrialization.1 This was a gradual

process, of course, but from the start it meant that agricultural tribes



were larger than the hunter-gatherer regional/tribal group. Wider kin

circles now lived closer together. Still, agricultural tribes remained

relatively small-scale societies, normally consisting of anywhere

between two thousand to a few tens of thousands of people.

Tribal societies were mostly pre- or protohistoric, that is, they

lacked writing systems. Good evidence about them comes only from

historic state societies, premodern or modern, that left records of their

tribal neighbors. The following is a brief survey of evidence, intended

to demonstrate the form and size of tribal societies. The classical Greek

and Roman sources are an invaluable source of information. In the

middle of the first century bc, during his conquest of Gaul, Julius

Caesar mentions about a hundred Celtic tribal communities (civitas

or populus), already undergoing the beginning of urbanization and in

the process of transition away from tribalism.2 Over thirty main tribal

groupings are identified in Britain during the Roman conquest of the

first century ad.3 Some fifty tribal entities are mentioned in Tacitus’

Germania, whereas sixty-nine are recorded by the geographer Ptolemy

in the second century ad.4 Classical sources mention between fifty and

a hundred Thracian tribes (roughly in today’s Bulgaria).5 Much the

same picture emerges for the Greeks and Romans themselves in their

pre- and early state times: Athens originated from a confederation of

elements from the four Ionian tribes; Sparta from elements of the three

Dorian tribes; Rome from three Latin tribal entities with an admixture

of Sabines and others.

European contact with a large variety of tribal societies world-

wide during the modern period offers another invaluable source. In

North America, the Iroquois League of five tribes in upstate New York

is estimated to have numbered 20,000–30,000. Only a little smaller

were the Huron tribal confederacy, their neighbors; the Powhatan

confederacy in Virginia; and the Cherokee of the southeast.6 There

were twenty-seven tribes and tribal confederacies on the Great Plains.

The four tribal confederacies that dominated the northern Plains

(Dakota, Blackfoot, Cree, Mandan-Hidatsa) similarly consisted each

of an estimated 15,000–25,000 people.7 In Central America, the Aztecs

were one among seven Nahuatl speaking tribes that immigrated into

the Valley of Mexico from the north. Their original tribal composition

was still evident in the internal borough division of Tenochtitlan, the

city they built in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, as they grew

into statehood and later into an imperial power.
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In Polynesia, a few thousand people to a tribe was the standard,

though in Hawaii, Tonga, and Samoa, tribes were tens of thousands

strong.8 In New Zealand, a total native population of a few hundred

thousand was divided among some forty, often warring, tribes.9

In Africa, studies of prestate ethne in the first half of

the twentieth century registered the following results. The Dinka of

southern Sudan numbered some 900,000, divided into twenty-five

main tribal groups. Their neighbors, the Nuer, totaled 300,000, with

tribal size varying considerably. The Logoli and Vugusu Bantu of

western Kenya comprised about 300,000, divided into some twenty

tribes. The Konkomba in northern Togo comprised 45,000 people,

divided into several tribes. The Lugbara of Uganda and Congo

numbered 250,000, divided into some sixty tribes. The Tallensi of the

Gold Coast totaled about 35,000, out of a larger lingual and ethnic

stock of about 170,000. The Zulu “nation” of a few hundred thousand

people was united in the early nineteenth century frommany previously

independent tribes, each totaling a few thousand.10

In Eurasia and Africa the domestication of large animals gave

rise to a semi-pastoralist and pastoralist way of life (which because of

the scarcity of suitable breeds did not exist in the Americas and

Oceania).11 Occupying the arid and semi-arid land on the peripheries

of the agricultural communities, pastoralists were also bound together

by tribal, kin-based ties. Again the ethnographic record is extensive. In

mid-twentieth-century east Africa, for example, the pastoral Datoga

numbered 30,000, divided between several tribes or subtribes. The

Maasai totaled close to 250,000, divided between seventeen tribes.12

The Dodoth numbered 20,000,13 as did the Karimojong.14 The

Basseri tribe of southern Iran comprised an estimated 16,000 people,

divided into twelve kin groups, which were further divided into large

extended families.15 The pastoral Bedouin tribes who inhabited the

area around the middle Euphrates in northern Syria in the early

twentieth century numbered a few thousand “tents” each, and up to

10,000 for tribal confederations.16

The excavated archives of the ancient kingdom of Mari in the

same region, relating to the nineteenth and eighteenth centuries bc,

offer the most extensive picture we possess of the pastoralist population

in the ancient Fertile Crescent. Of the three major Amorite pastoral

tribal confederations in the Mari domain, ten Hanean, five Benjaminite,

and three Sutean tribes are mentioned by name, and they were
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further divided along kin lines.17 The ancient Israelites’ presence in

(pre- or proto)history starts as they appear coalesced, in a process

whose origins remain mostly obscure, into twelve tribes. These had

various sizes, internal clan divisions and closeness to one another, and

they were coming together in a loose military–amphictyonic alliance. In

the light of archaeological surveys, estimates of the early Israelite

population have now been sharply revised downward to considerably

less than 100,000 people.18

This ethnographic survey can teach us a great deal about both

tribe and ethnos, because cross-cultural similarities are striking.

Europeans found to their surprise that there was a close resemblance

between the tribal societies they encountered during their Age of

Discovery and those with which they were familiar from their classical

education.19 First, tribal structure was remarkably similar. Nuclear and

extended families were linked with related families in clans (Greek

genos; Roman gens). The principal body of social interaction in tribal

societies, the clan, was actually or supposedly descended from a

common founding father, who was generally believed to have had a

supernatural and heroic origin. Related clans within the tribe often

came together in higher associations or fraternities (Greek phratria;

Roman curia). These successive subdivisions have different names in

different anthropological studies as well as in different societies, but the

general structure was fairly similar. Surviving in name and some

residual functions in the Greek and Roman poleis, these kin tribal

subdivisions were identified by Lewis Morgan in the Iroquois, as well

as in Aztec Tenochtitlan. More recently, they have been described by

anthropologists in the small-scale horticultural societies of Highland

New Guinea.20

The term “segmentary society” is often used to describe this

social structure. Loyalty was extended above all to family and clan, but

clans, fraternities of clans, and whole tribes habitually came together in

alliances to counter external threats. The same applies to tribes

cooperating in tribal confederacies. On all these levels, the language

of kinship and ancestry was regularly invoked to enlist support. Ances-

try and genealogy were orally recorded many generations back. When

new links and alliances were forged through processes of tribal fusion,

common ancestry was often “faked” or “invented.” This, however,

should not obscure a deeper reality: even when an element of fabrica-

tion, sometimes perhaps conscious, was involved in such acts, tribal
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people grew to believe in these imagined projections, often deeply so.

Indeed, their strong propensity to generate and uphold them is unmis-

takable. Cultural fusion completed the process as expanding and inter-

locking kin circles correlated with locality and a common culture.

Ancestral, matrimonial, local, and linguistic ties were reinforced by

other common cultural traits, most importantly those of ritual net-

works and amphictyonic alliances.

There should be no misunderstanding: although exhibiting

considerable endurance over time, tribes and ethne were far from being

“primordial” or static. New tribes and ethne branched out and evolved

into separate existence as they grew over a certain size and part of them

moved into new localities. They also split because of internal strife, and

were sometimes dispersed, eliminated, or absorbed by others. Because

of the segmentary nature and fluidity of the tribal groupings, anthro-

pologists have become less confident than they used to be in the

concept of the tribe. Skeptic influential anthropologist Morton Fried

has gone as far as suggesting that the tribe is a “secondary pheno-

menon,” only created under pressure from more complex social entities

(states).21 In the same vein, it has been argued that modern Western

imperial powers actually created in their colonies tribal organization

that had not existed before. This was allegedly done because colonial

authorities imagined indigenous societies to be so composed; because

they needed more clearly defined local entities to work with; and/or in

pursuit of divide-and-rule tactics.

Such views vastly exaggerate genuine realities. True, clans were

more loosely connected and experienced greater friction among them-

selves when facing little outside pressure. Common bonds and a sense

of shared identity and solidarity among them tightened when such

pressure increased. Yet such pressure often came from other tribal

groups, long before state encroachments began. For example, the Iro-

quois League of five tribes became famous for its fierceness and mili-

tary prowess in the seventeenth-century colonial and native wars. But

the evidence from archaeology and native traditions shows that the

League predated the arrival of the Europeans in North America. Its

member tribes, which had earlier existed separately and in a state of

endemic conflict, joined together in alliance against other emerging

tribal conglomerations, such as the Huron Confederacy.22 The pro-

cesses of tribal conglomeration continued under increasing contact

with states. For example, two of the major latter-day Germanic tribal
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entities, the Franks and the Alamanni, appeared as such only in the

third century ad, presumably from processes of confederation involv-

ing earlier known tribes on the Roman frontier. The Franks apparently

crystallized from some eight loosely connected Lower Rhine tribal

groups.23 The name Alamanni (¼ all men) hints at similar processes

among tribal groupings of the Upper Rhine. This was the same well-

known formula that would later apply to nations: outside pressure

brought together and galvanized disparate and often conflicting com-

munities that became conscious of greater kin–culture similarities only

in the presence of an alien “other.”

The above ethnographic survey illustrates the fact that tribal

communities existed within a wider ethnic space. Such ethne shared

kin–cultural attributes, but, unlike tribal groupings, had little or no ties

that would make them a social entity.24 These ethnic spaces also tended

to grow in size after the transition to agriculture. Historically, there

have been three major mechanisms of ethne expansion. States would be

a major vehicle of ethnic leveling and assimilation. But they would

themselves rely on preexisting ethnic realities, as both agricultural and

pastoral expansions tended to generate large-scale ethne expansions

well before states arose. The reason for this ethnic expansion is that

those who adopted agriculture early on often experienced massive

population and territorial proliferation. As agriculture translated into

great demographic growth, the pioneering agricultural groups tended

to spread out into uncultivated lands, in most cases pushing out, or

absorbing, the much thinner local populations of hunter-gatherers.

A striking instance of this pattern, which took place relatively

late in time so leaving particularly clear marks, is the expansion of the

Bantu-speaking farmers. Spreading from west Africa from the first

millennium bc on, they gradually colonized central and southeast

Africa. In the process, they pushed out into arid lands the Khoisanid

populations of hunter-gatherers (today’s Bushmen and Khoikhoi/

Hottentots), who earlier appear to have inhabited the whole of east

Africa. This expansion, long attested to by the existence of the Bantu

family of languages, has been documented by archaeology and more

recently by the new methods of population genetics.25

Although the evidence is buried much deeper in the past and is

far more complex and open to different interpretations, a similar

process seems to have taken place in the oldest center of agriculture,

southwest Asia. Europe was one direction into which Near Eastern
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farming spread. Most archaeologists agree that migrating colonists

from Anatolia and the Middle East spread into the Balkans and central

Europe at a mean rate of one kilometer per year. The beginning of

agriculture in central Europe is associated with a uniform archaeo-

logical culture (LSB), which emerged fully out of no visible indigenous

origins. Furthermore, it turns out that the most significant genetic

gradient on the population map of modern Europe goes from southeast

to northwest, apparently recording the wave-like shape of the Neolithic

farmers’ colonizing advance.26

To be sure, Bantu is not an ethnos but a large family of over

500 languages. As for the original Neolithic expansions, their great

time depth, going back 10,000–5,000 years into the past, ensures that

the populations involved diversified even more. Our knowledge about

these developments, shrouded as it is in the mists of prehistory, is scant

and conjectural. Both cases are cited here only to illustrate the process

of agricultural ethnic expansions. The following two examples of this

process are more directly associated with the formation of particular

prestate ethne.

As in other early centers of farming, original rice cultivators

spread widely in east and southeast Asia.27 One instance of this spread

was the population now known as Japanese, which apparently arrived

from Korea around 400 bc, bringing wet rice agriculture with them.

They gradually pushed the earlier, foraging inhabitants (Jamon) up the

archipelago due to their greater numbers, a function of dense agricul-

tural settlement. A moving frontier separated the two ethnic popula-

tions for thousands of years, and is almost as distinctive today.

Inhabiting Japan for many millennia and citizens of the Japanese state,

the around 150,000 Ainu – the remnants of the Jamon, who live in

Hokkaido and other northern islands – are hardly considered Japanese

by either Japanese or themselves. A Japanese ethnos, although obvi-

ously diverse locally in dialect and custom, predated, and underlay, the

Japanese unified state that began to emerge after ad 500.28

Russia is another telling example. The vast expansion and

diversification of the Slavs is historically and archaeologically docu-

mented from around ad 500. Scholars still debate where their original

homeland was, but it is generally agreed to have been somewhere

between the upper Vistula and upper-middle Dnieper rivers, with

recent evidence increasingly pointing toward the latter location. Partly

an agricultural expansion, the Slavs’ remarkable spread was largely due
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to the great migrations associated with the fall of the Roman Empire.

There were Slav migrations westward into the lands of east-central

Europe vacated by Germanic tribal formations which had moved into

the collapsing empire. Other Slavs migrated southwestward, harassing

and settling among the Balkan populations of the Eastern Roman

Empire. Yet other Slavs expanded eastward: in the Ukraine, Slav

agricultural settlement seems to have taken over from the pastoralist

Germanic Goths and Iranian-speaking Sarmatians which had moved

into the empire; in today’s Belarus and Russia, Slav settlers apparently

displaced and/or absorbed the thin foraging Finno-Ugric-speaking

populations, as well as Baltic-speaking agriculturalists, both of which

are believed to have lived there earlier.29

The northern boundaries of the Russian people and nation are

revealing in this respect. Along the Baltic coast, where natural resources

were more plentiful and settlement denser, the Baltic and Finno-Ugric

populations held their own and survived in today’s Lithuania and Latvia

(Baltic-speaking), Estonia and Finland (Finno-Ugric speakers). The sur-

vival of these peoples is evident linguistically and, indeed, also genetic-

ally,30 despite the presence of mighty neighbors and centuries of foreign

rule and assimilation pressures. To prevent any misunderstanding, the

genetic differences between the Baltic and Finno-Ugric populations and

their Slavic neighbors are wholly insignificant in terms of their humanity

and culture. If people are carried from one culture to another in infancy

they grow up adopting the culture of their new environment and are

indistinguishable from it culturally. Such extensive population mix has

in fact taken place throughout history on both sides of the above (and

any other) boundaries. The differences in gene frequency simply indicate

that neighboring populations today lived separately from one another as

far back as the Bronze and even the Stone Age. Because of this, they

developed different linguistic–cultural complexes, which have kept them

pretty much distinct from one another for millennia during historical

times. Their different languages and separate sense of identity at present

do not arise from differences in gene frequencies per se, but from these

parallel historical routes. Along these routes the populations concerned

remained distinct from one another even as their respective languages

have been greatly transformed and their cultures completely changed.

Again, aswith Japan, the emergence of Russian states later in the

first millennium (under Nordic leadership) and their eventual political

coalescence were crucial for consolidating various tribal groups of
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East Slavic speakers into a Russian people and a nation. Needless to

say, all the above processes were anything but preordained, and

ethnic divisions different to those that actually emerged could have

developed under different circumstances and given other historical

contingencies. Indeed, due to various developments that we shall

discuss later, Russian, Byelorussian, and Ukrainian national states,

speaking related East Slavic languages, exist as this book is written.

Still, the developments that actually occurred and those that could

have occurred were all constrained to a large degree by the ethnic

realities formed on the ground by the Slavic agricultural expansion in

the east. The formation of an ethnic space of related kin–culture

traits was the substratum upon which the huge Russian national state

could be forged. The effect of such expansion and ethnic formation

should not be regarded as an all or nothing proposition. A factor can

have decisive effects without being wholly deterministic.

Pastoralism was a second vehicle of massive ethne expansions.

Scholars have emphasized the symbiosis that existed between neigh-

boring farmers and herders, who traded with and were dependent on

each other to complement their diets and obtain utility goods. Still,

the pastoralists’ mobility and the farmers’ vulnerability tended to give

the former a military advantage that they often used to exploit and

dominate their sedentary neighbors.31 This was true even before the

domestication of the horse on the Eurasian steppe, which made the

pastoralists the terror of civilizations across the landmass. For

example, even though the horse was absent in east Africa, arriving

Europeans widely noted that the pastoralists of the region tended to

prey on their agricultural neighbors. During the second millennium,

pastoralist speakers of Nilotic languages continuously expanded from

southern Sudan into southwest Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda,

and Rwanda-Burundi, harassing, sometimes displacing, and some-

times dominating the local Bantu-speaking farmers. This pattern often

became out-and-out political domination. The best known case is

Tutsi rule over the Hutu in Rwanda and Burundi.*32 The dominant

* In the spirit of the skeptic 1960s, it has been alleged that these ethnic distinctions in

Rwanda and Burundi were actually created by the Belgian and German colonial

powers and reflected their prejudices and administrative needs. But the precolonial

history of the region reveals that at most the colonial authorities built on, formalized,

and sometimes accentuated long existing ethnosocial divisions and hierarchies.
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pastoral ethnos in these dual societies consisted of only about 10–15

percent of the population. To be sure, in the same way that in

Norman England the local Germanic language was eventually

adopted, somewhat changed, by the conquerors, the pastoral elite

sometimes adopted the language of the local and much larger farming

population. In Uganda and Rwanda, for example, Bantu languages

are spoken. However, in many other cases the pastoralists’ languages

took over.

Pastoralist takeover may also have occurred in the original

source of pastoralism, the pre- and protohistoric Near East, long before

the introduction of the horse and camel. From the mid third millen-

nium bc, the city-states of Sumer, whose inhabitants spoke a language

with no known relatives, began to face pressure from Semitic-speaking

pastoralists from the east. In the twenty-fourth century bc, the Semitic

Sargon of Akkad, “whose fathers had lived in tents,” rose to rule the

old Sumerian domains. Later, at the turn of the millennium, came wide-

scale infiltration and harassment by western Semitic tribal pastoralists

from northern Syria, whom the locals called Amurru, that is,

“Westerners,” the Amorites of the Hebrew Bible. By the beginning of

the second millennium, Amorite ruling dynasties and ruling elites had

taken over throughout the region: in Larsa, Babylon (the famous

Hammurabi), Marad, Sippar, Kish, Mari, and Assyria.33 A similar

process of pastoralist takeover of the urban centers may have taken

place further west, in the Levant, where the absence of written records

leaves the archaeological finds mute.34

As with the great expansion of the Nilotic languages in east

Africa, it has been suggested that the spread of the Semitic languages in

the ancient Near East was connected to these pastoralist expansion and

takeovers. As written records increasingly appear throughout the

region, Semitic languages are documented to have been widely diffused.

The similarity between the earliest known Semitic languages suggests

that their spread and diversification could not have begun much

earlier.35 Obviously, such a large family of languages could not have

come into being just by accident, without some spreading mechanism.

Traversing much greater distances than the land-bound farmers,

opportunistically aggressive pastoral societies were ideal vehicles for

linguistic spread by means of “elite dominance.” Indeed, the spread

of Semitic languages supposedly resulted in the displacement of

the original languages of the farming communities. Sumerian was
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displaced by Akkadian and survived only in liturgy. In the ancient

Levant, most place names were of non-Semitic etymology, a sure sign

of an earlier linguistic presence in the region. Language replacement of

this sort did not mean population replacement. The language change

would have been mostly affected by the dominant social position

achieved by the pastoralists and reflected the transformation of culture

and identities.

The spread of the Indo-European family of languages is veiled

by even thicker prehistoric darkness. However, it presumably took

place around the same time as the expansion of the Semitic languages

and may have been carried out by a somewhat similar agent. As the

British in late eighteenth-century India noticed with amazement, the

ancient language of India, Sanskrit, from which nearly all the languages

of the subcontinent (except for the Dravidian south) had branched out,

revealed many similarities to Latin and to European languages in

general. It was soon detected that the same family of languages

extended from Europe through Iran to India. And again, this similarity

could not have been accidental. People must have carried the languages

with them. Linguists tracing the similarities between and branching out

of all historically known Indo-European languages, and archaeologists

tracking the material and historical evidence, generally agree:

the source of the spread appears to have been pastoralists from the

Ukrainian steppe. Domesticating the horse and inventing the ox-drawn

wheeled wagon toward 3000 bc and the horse-drawn chariot around

2000 bc, they set in motion long, gradual, and highly complex

processes of expansion and diffusion.36

This is not the place to go into a highly conjectural reconstruc-

tion of these processes, whose details are largely lost in prehistory. It

should be reemphasized, however, that the spread of Indo-European

languages did not mean the displacement of all others by a particular

population or race, as nineteenth- and early twentieth-century (often

racist) theorists held. Although the original speakers of Proto-Indo-

European (PIE) were probably an ethnos of sorts, the subsequent,

protracted, and multilayered spread of the Indo-European languages

mostly occurred through elite dominance over indigenous populations.

The historically known speakers of the Indo-European languages do

not constitute a genetic community, as nineteenth-century theorists

were disappointed to discover in India, where they went in search of

blond Aryans. Nor did Indo-European speakers enjoy any particular
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“genius” that would account for their spread apart from a contingent

military superiority derived frompastoralism, the horse, and the chariot.

Moreover, the speakers of Semitic and Indo-European

languages, respectively, do not constitute an ethnos any more than

the speakers of Bantu languages. Again, the purpose of looking at these

early expansions is to shed light on some major processes that created

larger ethnic spaces before the state, and often facilitated its formation.

Some later instances of pastoralist expansion are not only far better

documented historically, but are also more directly relevant to our

subject. Such, for example, were the vast expansion of Turkic from its

origin in the Altai throughout central and western Asia, and that of

Arabic from Arabia throughout the Middle East and North Africa. In

both these cases, unfolding from the second half of the first millennium

ad on, the conquering elite was very small in number. The vast majority

of the inhabitants of Anatolia (or even central Asia) are not Turkish by

descent. Nor did the vast majority of the population in the Middle East

descend from Arabia. In both cases, large indigenous populations,

which in the main go as far back as the Neolithic agricultural expan-

sions, have changed language, culture, and identity through processes

of elite dominance.* Geographic–cultural diversity among speakers of

Turkic languages is very considerable. This, together with the particu-

lar historical trajectories of the societies in question, contributed to the

fact that visions of pan-Turkic nationalism have not been successful.

Still, such visions were based on genuine affinities and sentiments that

are central to the identity of Turkic-speaking countries, individually if

not collectively. Despite much local diversity, Arab kin–culture identity

is stronger, so that it is more meaningful to speak about an Arab ethnic

space or even “nation” (ummah). This has been the cornerstone of both

pan-Arab and individual Arab states’ nationalism. Both compete with

other, confessional, local, and tribal sources of identity, as we shall see.

To further illustrate the significance of all the above processes

for large-scale ethne formation: pre-Columbian America, where no

herding societies existed and where the two other vehicles of ethnic

expansion – agriculture and states – were slower to develop, was

extremely fragmented linguistically. With 23 language families and

* Again, the opposite also occurred, as with the Altaic Bulgarian horse pastoralists,

who adopted the language of the Slavic farming communities they had conquered in

the eighth century.
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375 different languages in North America alone (some 2,000

languages in all of the Americas), it was linguistically four times more

diverse than Eurasia.37

From tribes to states

With property accumulation and growing social status differences,

tribal society increasingly experienced a concentration of political

power, which eventually led to the emergence of state authority. Live-

stock, land, servile labor, metals, and other utility and prestigious

goods could be accumulated with the transition to agriculture. Skill-

and kin-based differences in status which had prevailed in relatively

“egalitarian” foraging societies were thereby magnified.38 Jean-Jacques

Rousseau, who was the first to bring this process into focus, was on far

firmer ground here than in his portrayal of aboriginal innocence. The

more affluent a society was, the more power relations within it became

skewed in favor of the rich and mighty.

Originally, the clans’ elders carried particular weight, and col-

lective decisions were reached by tribal assemblies of all free men. The

clans were sometimes ranked genealogically, according to real or ficti-

tious seniority in the main male line. As economic and social differen-

tiation began to open up, two types of distinctive status emerged in

many tribal societies. They have been labeled “chief” and “big man” in

a paradigmatic study of Polynesia.39 The “office” of chief possessed

very limited authority. The chief was either openly elected or, more

commonly, the office was inherited within the senior clan, though not

necessarily from father to son and often through elections. The chief

served as a social arbiter, fulfilled ritualistic functions, and was some-

times the leader in war. In all these activities he wielded little coercive

power. In contrast to the chief, the “big man” held no office. His status

derived from his social astuteness and entrepreneurial spirit, charisma,

prowess, and skillful use of his property. He stood in intricate social

relations with a group of followers from his own clan and often from

others, to which he offered patronage, protection, economic assistance

in times of stress, and other benefits. In return, he received their

allegiance and support.

As the process ran its course, property accumulation increa-

singly “objectified” status differences, turning “ranked” societies into
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“stratified” ones and chiefs and “big men” into nascent aristocracy.

Communal tribal possession of the land, periodically rotated between

the clans – Marx’s “archaic communism” – gave way to forms of

private property. Tribal society was transformed. Power and power

relations were no longer grounded solely in kinship. A new element

was introduced. Chiefs and “big men” now made use of their retinues,

dependants and clients to throw their weight around in social dealings.

These hosts largely came from their own and related clans, but also

from other clans and even from outside the tribe altogether. They were

bound to their patron by the supra-kin ties of economic and social

benefits and obligations. Young warriors in search of fortune joined the

retinues of famous war leaders. In some cases, the followers of particu-

larly successful war leaders crystallized and settled down as new tribes.

Elite ties, too, cut across tribe and kin relations. Chiefs and “big men”

from different tribal communities cemented alliances between them,

sometimes against “tribal interests.”40 The Classical authors’ depic-

tions of their tribal neighbors were remarkably paralleled throughout

the tribal lands encountered by modern Europeans in America, the

Pacific, and Africa.

Julius Caesar’s observations of the Celtic and Germanic societies

in the mid first century bc and those of Tacitus ofGermaniamore than a

century later provide some of the earliest and clearest anthropological

accounts of the transformation of tribal society. By the first century bc,

urban centers or towns (oppida) had emerged in Gaul for the first time.

Society had become highly stratified, with chiefs and “big men” trans-

formed into a powerful aristocracy. The old tribal assemblies had been

reduced in significance.Many of the poor became clients of the aristocratic

families, while young warriors joined their retinues. This state of affairs

was characteristic of a society already on the road away from its older

tribal form, something of which Caesar (The Gallic War, esp. 6.11–15)

was well aware. He contrasted Gaul with the Germans of his time, among

whomancient, more primitive, andmore egalitarian tribal societywas still

the norm (6.21–26). However, by Tacitus’ times, Germanic society had

also changed considerably. There was still no urban settlement of any sort

in Germania, nor would there be until late in the first millennium ad.

However, Germanic chiefs and “bigmen” now attracted retinues of young

warriors, creating supra-tribal foci of power around them.41

The classical authors were regularly confounded as to how

exactly to render tribal institutions and offices in terms that would
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correspond to those of their own civilizations. Tacitus called the

Germanic powerful in possession of retinue principes, which was

a reasonably good rendering (akin to the English adjective/noun

principal ¼ chief, rather than “prince,” both deriving from the Latin).

However, elsewhere (Germania, 7), when describing the traditional

tribal offices, he used the Latin designations kings (rex; reges) and

war leaders (dux; duces): the former appointed on account of high

birth, the latter for valor. While dux was a neutral rendering for a

war leader (unlike the later European duke, it was not an official title in

Tacitus’ Rome), rex was a more problematic term. Tacitus made it very

clear that both offices had very limited authority and even less discip-

linary powers, and that they mainly led by reputation and example.

Still, the confusion of tribal chiefs with state kings has been common-

place among people from state societies coming into contact with tribal

ones. Indeed, in many colonial situations, from Roman to modern

times, the colonial power, preferring to work with a centralized client

authority, actually turned chiefs into kings, investing in them power

and authority that they had previously lacked.42

Interestingly, the difficulties of comprehension and terminology

also extend to the Greeks’ and Romans’ past in their own prestate

period, whose memory only dimly survived in myth, epic, and tradi-

tion. The main literary source for this past, for the ancient Greeks as

well as for us, is the Homeric epics. While the Iliad preserved a faint

memory of the glory of the then collapsed Mycenaean world, the

Odyssey was more reflective of social conditions during the late Dark

Age (eighth century bc), before the reemergence of Greek civilization

and the rise of city-states.43 We are conscious of the existence of the

Dark Age Greek tribes, albeit vaguely, because they left traces in

historical times and in the polis. In the world of Odysseus, tribal society

was highly stratified and dominated by the households of rich local

chiefs and “big men” with their retainers and clients. The kin network

was transformed to the extent that the powerful heads of the household

estates (oikos) extended their clan (genos) names to encompass and

subsume their clients and dependants. It was now only their clan names

and their genealogy that counted, and only they claimed ancestry from

gods and semi-legendary heroes. The title of these chiefly heads during

the Dark Age, basileus, is better understood in terms of its meaning in

the earlier, stately, Mycenaean written records. It then denoted the

relatively lowly office of a village head, rather than the meaning it
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was to assume during the rise of the polis, that of a king. The basileis

were powerful tribal and local chiefs and “big men.” They held military

leadership as well as communal ritualistic and judicial functions in a

segmented tribal society.44 While popular tribal assemblies declined in

importance, the counsel and support of the elders of the main clans was

necessary for any general action. Only during the emergence of the

polis did some basileis work to transform their limited chiefly status

into more centralized authority (“chiefdom”) and into true kingship.

Morgan was the first to outline this process in his pioneering

study of tribal society, both with respect to the Greek basileus and to

the early Roman rex. The office of the first semi-legendary Roman

reges, traditionally dating from the eighth century bc, essentially meant

confederate chiefs who acted as war leaders and high priests. It was the

same chiefly title preserved in the prestate stratum of other Indo-

European languages: Sanskrit, raj; Gaulis, rix; Old Irish, ri; Tracian,

rhesos; Greek, aregon/archon; Gothic, reiks.45 Only with emerging

statehood and the beginning of urbanization in the sixth century bc

did the later Roman reges attempt to achieve what we now understand

as true kingship. Consequently, the last, “proud” rex was deported

from Rome in 510–509 bc by the former tribal powerful already turned

into a nascent aristocracy.

The later Romans’ knowledge of these early times was very dim

and shrouded in myths. Not even an early Roman epic source like the

Iliad and Odyssey exists. Still, here too, down into historical times,

these aristocratic families dominated society through their hosts of

retainers, clients, and dependants, over whom their clan (gens) name

was called. They claimed divine and heroic descent and vigorously vied

with one another for dominance. The republic they established after the

abolition of kingship was a means through which they successfully

strove to institutionalize their domination over society while regulating

the internal competition between them. Some early Roman traditions

kept the memory of how the rudimentary state period had actually

been. For example, in 479 bc, one of the most powerful of the Roman

clans, the Fabii, took it upon itself to carry out the war against the

Etruscan city of Veii, “as if it were our own family feud.” According to

Livy (2.48–9), 306 clan members, accompanied by a large host of

kinsmen (cognati) and friends (sodales), participated in the affair.

Such power in the hands of a major clan leader could become

overwhelming. Caesar (The Gallic War, 1.4) writes about one of the
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most powerful among the Helvetii who was called to trial on a charge

of conspiring to achieve absolute rule. He came with “all his retainers,

to the number of some ten thousand men, and also assembled there all

his clients and debtors, of whom he had a great number, and through

their means escaped from taking his trial.” Caesar (2.1) commented

that “The more powerful chiefs, and such as had the means to hire

men, commonly endeavored to make themselves kings.”

Indeed, there often arrived a point when chiefly power was no

longer merely dominant within society, but grew to control it. On the

strength of their retinues, chiefs, “big men,” and war leaders were able

to secure a type of authority that they had not possessed in simpler

tribal societies. Overpowering and rising above their peers, they estab-

lished what anthropologists call chiefdoms. In a process whose first

steps are described by Tacitus in Germania (15) and by Hesiod (Works

and Days, 37–39) with respect to the “gift-eating basilees” of about

700 bc Greece, such chiefs established a rudimentary resource extrac-

tion system. Like Mafia dons, they demanded “gifts” and contributions

from their subordinates. Henchmen were employed to supervise the

countryside, and authority was exercised through minor, subordinate

chiefs, and family and village heads. Although the semblance of kin

and tribal fraternity was preserved, these centralized, multilayered,

“complex” chiefdoms were far more hierarchic and authoritative than

ordinary tribal or chiefly societies.46 Chiefdoms survived into modern

times in the Scottish Highlands and Islands, associated with clan names

such as Macleod, Macdonald, Clanranald, Campbell, and MacGregor.

The same applied to some of the largest islands of Polynesia, including

Tonga, Society Islands, Tahiti, and, most notably, Hawaii, as well as to

much of pre-Columbian America and Africa.47

The most centralized and complex of these chiefdoms were

only a short step from states, with the main difference being their tribal

form and scale. Several interrelated processes were responsible for the

erosion of the tribe and the growth of state authority. As we have seen,

socioeconomic relations increasingly cut across tribal networks in

propertied societies. Although class and status hierarchies did not

supersede kin affinities, they became increasingly dominant. Related

to the above was greater territorial mobility, as people moved from

their native places in search of opportunity: young warriors joined the

retinues of great leaders; poor and rich came to seek employment and

fortune where prosperity prevailed; and people emigrated from the
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countryside to emergent towns and cities. As they moved to denser

nucleated settlements, they continued to stick together in extended

families and maintain tribal affiliations. However, the dynamism and

constraints of urban housing, property possession, and professional

occupation necessarily resulted in a great erosion of older tribal boun-

daries and identity.

The rise of the state fed on and further reinforced these trends.

The state’s leaders interchangeably suppressed and coopted the tribal

elite. The state’s apparatus was a hierarchy based on the remuneration

of office, and the old tribal elite was absorbed into it and/or eliminated.

Moreover, state law, sanction, and administration took over functions

earlier fulfilled by kin–tribal collectives. To give the most elementary

example: there was no personal security in tribal society except for that

offered by the threat of blood-revenge by one’s kin. Much the same

applied to larger warlike activity and to all sorts of collective projects.

The more the state took over such functions, the less people relied on

tribal institutions and affiliations, and the more the latter declined and

faded away. Finally, reflecting the socioeconomic and political pro-

cesses outlined above, tribal domains were replaced by state

territorial–administrative units and often survived in name only.

Such shifts are attested to in the formative period of the most

famous city-states of antiquity: Athens and Rome. Athens of the sixth

century bc experienced widening socioeconomic gaps as it trans-

formed from tribal society to commercialism, urbanism, and state-

hood. Riding on popular unrest against the dominance of the great

aristocratic clans, one aristocrat, Peisistratus, made himself tyrant or

autocratic leader. During his long reign he greatly diminished the

power of the old tribal elite, and many of them were forced to leave.

After the fall of tyranny, Peisistratus’ work was followed by a demo-

cratic reformer, Cleisthenes. His reforms (508–507 bc) were intended

to break the hold of the tribal elites over society and state; incorporate

immigrants from outside Attica, who had moved to prospering Athens

but had remained outside its tribal institutions; and accommodate the

shift of a previously rural population to urban living. Although Cleis-

thenes did not abolish the old four Athenian tribes with their kin-

based phratriai and gene, he left them with only ceremonial functions.

Side by side with them he established ten new territorial units, also

called tribes but so designated in name only. Each of the new tribes

was composed of villages and urban borrows (demoi) from the three
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geographic zones of Attica. Correspondingly, Cleisthenes reshaped the

citizen council, so that membership in it now came from the new

territorial tribes instead of the old kin ones.*48

A similar process took place in sixth-century bc Rome, as it

became increasingly urban and socially stratified, and as state authority

increased. Protohistoric King Servius Tullius seems to have represented an

increase in the status and power of the old chiefly reges. Roman traditions

attribute him with a series of interrelated reforms. Unlike Cleisthenes, he

did not superimpose new tribes on the old, but transformed the original

tribes themselves. To undermine the political kin basis of the powerful

aristocratic clans and integrate newcomers into the Roman polity, he

reconstituted the Roman tribes as territorial units. He also established

the assembly of the citizens in arms, the comitia centuriata, as the principal

institution of the Roman state in place of the kin-based comitia curiata.49

When kingship was abolished in 510 bc and a mixed aristocratic–popular

republic evolved, the Roman tribes remained territorial–political units.

Their number increased over the centuries from the original three to

thirty-five as a pure state administrative expediency, as Rome expanded

in and colonized Italy and absorbed and assimilated local populations.

Finally, not only city-states but also evolving large states under-

went similar processes. Taking place sufficiently late in time to be well

recorded by arriving Europeans, the formation of the Zulu kingdomunder

Shaka in early nineteenth-century South Africa is a popular case study of

state emergence,50 as well as being a model of nation formation. The Zulu

state emerged within the realm of a single ethnic stock, or ethnos, the

Nguni-speaking Bantu. As mentioned previously, an ethnos is not a politi-

cal entity. Until the late eighteenth century, the Nguni were divided among

many different chiefdoms which incorporated separate tribes and sub-

tribes. The chiefdoms’ small kinship-based structure precluded wars of

subjugation. However, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, one

chieftain, Dingiswayo, succeeded in breaking away from the power con-

straints of kinship, to create a formative kingship. By force of arms coupled

* D. Roussel, Tribu et cité, Paris: Belles Lettres, 1976, has stressed the invented nature of

many tribal institutions during the early polis. But this hardly means that tribal reality

itself was invented rather than transformed by nascent states, as the ancient sources

clearly testify. Otherwise, it is impossible to explain where the tribal concept came from.

For an overview of the debated kin–tribe evidence see John Fine, The Ancient Greeks,

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1983, 34–36, 56, 59, 183–188; Anthony

Snodgrass, Archaic Greece, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1980, 25–26.
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with moderation, he gradually extended his control over other chiefdoms,

retaining their ruling clans but often substituting the former chief with a

junior member of the same clan, who thus owed him his position. He also

dismantled the old clan-based militia, establishing in its place permanent

units from mixed localities with appointed officers at their heads. Eventu-

ally, some thirty tribes came under Dingiswayo’s overlordship.

After Dingiswayo was killed in 1817, his nascent kingdom was

taken over by one of his bestmilitary commanders, Shaka of theZulu clan,

which gave the new realm its name. Shaka continued with Dingiswayo’s

methods, only supplementing them with proverbial cruelty and massive

conquests. Shaka’s troops were posted around the realm, away from their

original tribes, so that they could not serve local tribal resistance. His

kingdom expanded to perhaps as much as 80,000 square miles – roughly

the size of England – and its population numbered in the low hundred

thousands. Among the means Shaka used to consolidate his realmwas the

institution of communal rituals. Associated with and presided over by

himself, they supplemented the traditional family ancestral worship and

village cults. Amoremoderate successor,Mpande, continued to pursue the

consolidation of the kingdom. He transformed tribal domains into state

territorial administrative districts and placed his many sons from poly-

gamousmarriages in important administrative positions. At the same time,

hemarried off his daughters to local chiefs whilemarrying their daughters,

thus further tightening the ruling kin network around the crown. An

increasingly stronger sense of Zulu identity and unity was thus being

forged and gradually coming into being.However, not long afterMpande’s

death in 1872, the Zulu state came to the end of its independence as the

British Empire established control over it.

As we shall see, the Zulu case is typical of state and nation

formation throughout history. But before we go further, we need to

summarize more clearly the interrelationship in this process between

state, tribe, and kin–culture identity.

State formation, tribal erosion, and ethnicity

There was a strong tension between emerging states and existing tribal

organization. Clan elders and tribal heads were forced to forfeit power.

A previously segmented society became subjected to the dictates of a

state bureaucracy, which imposed taxes, corvée work, and military
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service. People who had cared only about their own were now obligated

to shoulder all this burden for the benefit of self-serving and far-away

authorities, or, at best, in the service of remote collective ends, withmost

cases falling somewhere in between. For these reasons, the emergence of

the state was a coercive and violent process, spurred by the dictates of

power. Domestically, the state’s larger and more concentrated instru-

ments of power generally proved superior and capable of subduing or

crushing resistance. Outwardly, they were essential for coping with the

greater power of other states that were putting pressure on segmented

tribal society.

Propelled forward by these twin pressures, states proliferated.

But the process was far from being straightforward. In the first place,

a state’s emergence could easily reverse, and early states were prone to

disintegrate. For example, the biblical tradition in the books of Samuel

and Kings depicts typical tensions between tribe and state in the

formative Israelite kingdoms of Saul, David, and Solomon. Ultimately,

the kingdom is alleged to have split because of the new heavy burden

imposed by the state and because the northern tribes found it difficult

to accept a ruler from the southern tribe of Judah. Second, the state’s

victory was often incomplete and tribal entities survived and main-

tained an autonomy of sorts under or on the peripheries of the state, as

they still do in some less developed areas of the world. Mobile pastor-

alist tribes were particularly resilient, because they experienced the

social processes described above far less and because the state found it

difficult to pin down and subdue them. The already cited records of

the city-state of Mari in northern Mesopotamia in the early second

millennium bc reveal that the state authorities successfully controlled

the peasant and urban communities, while maintaining uneasy rela-

tions with the pastoralist tribes within their realm. The latter enjoyed

great autonomy and only vaguely recognized the state’s suzerainty.51

Thousands of years later, the same duality between state and nomadic

tribe was highlighted by political theorist Ibn Khaldun, who composed

his Prolegomena to History (1377) in Muslim North Africa. Indeed, a

similar balance prevailed wherever pastoralist populations lived within

the state’s realm, from North Africa and the Middle East through the

Russian steppe and central Asia to China.52 In some of these areas it

still does. Poorly developed agricultural tribal communities also sur-

vived on the peripheries of states, and a tribal zone extended outside

many of them through much of history.

64 / Nations



Over all, however, the kin-based tribe declined and disappeared

with the rise of the state. Yet it would be wrong to think that ethnicity

in general was not a constitutive element of premodern states. The

above-cited examples are telling. Although the Athenian polis eroded

the old tribes to insignificance, it remained based on the ethnically

related population of Attica, which shared kin–culture attributes. True,

Athens attracted many immigrants. Yet notably, although at the height

of the commercial empire immigrants included non-Greeks, most of the

immigrants were ethnically Greek. Furthermore, as a rule, the immi-

grants adopted the Attic dialect and assimilated into the local culture in

a few generations. Further still, the large numbers of them who arrived

during the fifth century bc were denied political rights and remained in

a status of non-citizen residents (metics). Only “autochthonous”

Athenians, descended from two Athenian parents, qualified for

citizenship.53 In Rome, too, one of the most open polities ever in terms

of the expansion of citizenship, ethnicity mattered a great deal. Rome

first spread through Latium, an area inhabited by people of the same

ethnic stock as Rome itself, the Latins, many of them absorbed into the

Roman state. Further expansion in central Italy involved a thorough

Romanization of native communities. Ultimately, Rome expanded into

an Italian and, later, Mediterranean empire. And as we shall see, in

every step in this centuries-long expansion the diffusion of a common

culture was a major political factor which went hand in hand with the

spread of Roman citizenship.

The Zulu case demonstrates the major effect of ethnicity in

pristine large states. As mentioned above, the Zulu state emerged and

rapidly expanded within the realm of a single, Nguni-speaking ethnic

stock. Precisely for this reason the Zulu realm was not merely a political

domain, but proved so malleable to processes of nation-building.

Although there was obviously considerable diversity within this ethnic

space, strong shared ethnic features made the state’s work incomparably

easier. It was on a common ethnic substratum that the standard state-

building techniques could become effective: the expansion of nucleus

state power by the combined coercion and cooptation of formerly inde-

pendent chiefs; the assumption of supreme military, judicial, and reli-

gious authority by the overlord; and, over time, the welding of the realm

into an increasingly unified state through increasing bureaucratization

and processes of cultural fusion involving religious syncretism, joint

military service, and common identity formation.
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Certainly, not all states remained confined within a common

ethnic space. Many of them, called empires if they were big enough,

ruled over other ethnic populations. We now proceed to examine

the interrelationship between ethnicity and statehood in premodern

polities: city-states, states, and empires.
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4 PREMODERN ETHNE, PEOPLES, STATES, AND
NATIONS AROUND THE WORLD

With the rise of the state we are entering a more familiar

territory, at least for one side of the debate on the nation. Modernists

have scarcely dealt with premodern states, except for pronouncing that

such states did not rest on national or ethnic foundations, sentiments,

and identity. According to this view, ethnicity, while existing, was

largely devoid of political significance. States were allegedly based on

other principles and were supra-ethnic. In reaction, traditionalists have

sought to show that nations and national sentiments existed before

modernity. Scholars mostly concentrated on early modern and late

medieval Europe. But some of them, such as Anthony Smith, Steven

Grosby, and Aviel Roshwald, went further, to the ancient Near East and

classical Greece. I share many of their views, and wish to broaden the

perspective as much as possible, to other continents, civilizations, and

historical periods. Although the heavy European bias in the study of

nationalism is well recognized, too little has been done to correct it.

What follows is an examination of premodern polity types: petty-

states, states, and empires. It intends to establish how central ethnicity

and political ethnicity – including its national form – were to states’

existence and conduct from the very beginning of statehood. To add to

the confusion, there are modernists also with respect to the state who

claim that the state is a modern creation. But in my vocabulary

states are old and the modern state is merely a new stage in their

development.1



A ETHNOS AND CITY-STATE

The city-state was the most glorious type of petty-state.2 Its urbanism

was sometimes associated with commercialism, far-flung interests, and

a measure of cosmopolitanism, which makes it particularly interesting

for our subject. The city-state’s small size meant that it encompassed

only part of a common ethnic space, divided among a multiplicity of

city-states. Therefore, in Gellner’s definition, and in mine, the city-state

was not a nation, in the sense that it did not proximate a congruence

between a state and an entire culture/ethnos (a congruence which is

never perfect, of course). And yet, as some scholars have pointed out

with respect to ancient Athens, the city-state did exhibit a congruence

between state and culture/ethnos in the sense that its people tended to

belong to the same ethnos (which also encompassed a large number of

other polities). Indeed, they have stressed that Athens constituted a

kin–culture political community of great solidarity. These scholars have

reasonably argued that this should be regarded as nationhood.3 Differ-

ent definitions are a matter of semantics and, therefore, largely a matter

of choice. However, although I adopt a different conceptual grid,

I agree with these scholars on the realities behind the concepts: the

patriotism associated with the city-state derived directly from its

people’s sense of common kin–culture identity and solidarity. Certainly,

participatory political institutions, where they existed, contributed a

great deal to the strength of patriotism. But contrary to some views,

civic institutions and a creed of freedom were not the root of patriot-

ism. Throughout history patriotism has also revealed itself in the most

brutal of tyrannies.4 The little noticed fact is that city-states, while, of

course, not wholly homogeneous, were ethnically constituted. As in all

other polity types, ethnicity was thoroughly political and highly

significant.

It should come as no surprise that as a rule city-states were

composed of an ethnically related population. After all, city-states

crystallized from the people of a particular area who coalesced from

the surrounding countryside into an urban center.5 Furthermore, as

city-states tended to crystallize against one another, each with a small
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territory, they together formed a kin–culture cluster, dividing among

them a shared ethnic space.6 Thus, not only the individual city-state but

also the multiplicity of city-states in a particular area typically consisted

of an ethnically related population, a reality which did not prevent

frequent antagonism among them. This follows a familiar pattern,

captured by the already cited Arab proverb: “I against my brother;

I and my brother against my cousin; I and my brother and my cousin

against the world.” As in tribal systems, conflicts and belligerency

among city-states of the same ethnos were the most common. The

simple explanation for this is that the majority of conflicts and wars

take place among neighbors, who live in close proximity to one another

and have a lot to fight over in terms of adjacent territory, resources, and

other interests.7 Thus, the city-state’s people, while themselves being

deeply divided domestically, viewed their ethnically related neighbors

as their most threatening “other.” However, when a more starkly

foreign threat loomed, city-states which shared ethnic attributes more

often than not tended to cooperate against that threat, typically coales-

cing into formal alliances and confederacies.

To be sure, this pattern was far from being unequivocal and

tidy, and many other factors were involved. And yet a broad survey

of historical city-state systems demonstrates that it was real enough.

It also reveals that although immigrants and foreigners were some-

times present within city-states, especially in the largest and most

prosperous among them, the ethnic identity of such immigrants and

foreigners overwhelmingly affected their social, civic, and political

status. Some excellent comparative studies of city-state systems, most

notably those edited by Mogens Hansen under the auspices of the

Copenhagen Polis Centre, make our job easier.

The cradle of civilization

Sumer, the earliest city-state system and earliest literary civilization

together with Egypt, exhibited many of the above features. From the

late fourth millennium bc, a few dozen Sumerian city-states emerged in

lower Mesopotamia (today’s southern Iraq). They shared a language,

Sumerian, which has no known relatives. Although each city-state had

its own patron god, they also shared a pantheon, ritual texts, a script,

and culture in general. In short, the Sumerians were an ethnos
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politically divided into separate and often antagonistic units. Occasion-

ally, some city-states rose to dominate others.

Sumer was a prosperous and magnificent urban culture, with

trade contacts reaching far away into foreign lands. But as one scholar

put it: “resident aliens . . . were apparently very few in number.”8 In the

twenty-fourth century bc, the Land, as it was called, was transformed. As

mentioned in Chapter 3, Semitic-speaking pastoralist populations began

infiltrating Sumer from upper Mesopotamia and the west. One entrepre-

neurial leader from among them, Sargon of Akkad, rose to dominance in

the land neighboring Sumer. He defeated a coalition which united against

him encompassing practically all the Sumerian city-states (fifty-one in

number) and conquered the cities one after the other. The above-cited

scholar explains their reasons for collaborative resistance to Sargon:

“One is that the Sumerians considered Sargon and his ‘sons of Akkade’

to be foreigners; another, that the cities had lost their relative autonomy.”9

Obviously, both ethnic identity and balance of power considerations

mattered. After Sargon’s death, the Sumerian city-states “revolted in a

victory-or-death rebellion” against his successor, Rimush. In the crushing

suppression of the revolt, the cities apparently lost between a quarter and a

third of their men.10 Rather than being confined to the cities’ rulers and

elite, the revolt seems to have been a mass popular affair.

Sargon’s empire succumbed to outside invaders some fifty years

later. All the same, continued settlement and dominance by Semitic-

speaking pastoralists over the following centuries changed the linguistic

character of the Land. Notably, its dual ethnic character did not survive

for long, as Sumerian was displaced as a living spoken language by

Akkadian (Eastern Semitic). Mesopotamia, or Babylonia, as it is

known after its greatest city-state at that time, again became a common

sphere of language, ritual, literacy, and culture in general. For some

periods the city-states were able to retain their independence, but

eventually they were absorbed by the successive imperial powers that

took over the ancient Near East.11

City-state clusters existed further west in Syria and the Levant

almost as early as in Mesopotamia. But because literacy developed there

later and was occasionally lost as the city-states collapsed and the region

plunged into dark ages, the evidence about them is elusive.Only during the

second and first millennia bc do Egyptian, Hittite, andAssyrian, as well as

some local, sources offer clearer snapshots. Some of the city-state cultures

known from these sources have had their celebrity enhanced by their
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appearance in the Hebrew Bible. Such were the Canaanite city-states,

which shared a language, pantheon, and material culture.12 They inces-

santly fought among themselves, with some of them occasionally gaining

ascendancy over their neighbors.However, as Egypt revived and reasserted

its power after a period of decline, a grand coalition of Canaanite city-

states assembled to repel the foreign invader. Again, this act of “balancing”

against a powerful threat also had a clear ethnic dimension.TheCanaanites

were defeated in the battle ofMegiddo (1479/1457bc) by the greatwarrior

Pharaoh Tuthmosis III and fell under Egyptian rule which exploited

the divisions among them. As Egypt’s power again waned, they found

themselves squeezed between the rising power of the Sea Peoples/Philistines

and the Israelites, respectively.

The Sea Peoples came from the Aegean cultural sphere: the

islands, the Anatolian seashore, and possibly also the Greek mainland.

They apparently consisted of tribal groups, war bands, and fugitives

from invasions and rising state power. Around 1200 bc they devastated

the Levant coast, but their invasion of Egypt was defeated. Some

of them, including the Biblical Philistines, were settled down by the

Egyptians as mercenary garrisons on the coastal plain of Canaan. When

Egypt’s central government declined, they took over as lords where they

had been stationed. The Philistines established five city-state polities on

the southern plain. Although independent, these city-states cooperated

in order to dominate their neighbors. In turn, the hill tribes to their east

reportedly crystallized under their pressure into an Israelite religious–

military alliance, and later kingdom. Thus, ethnic divisions had a clear

political significance. Indeed, revealing processes took place within the

Philistine polities themselves. They began in the form of elite rule by

foreign warrior bands over the local populations, and their Aegean

origins are well documented in the archaeology of their sites. However,

as in Norman England, ethnic differences between rulers and ruled

gradually eroded, and within a couple of centuries the Philistines had

largely assimilated into the local Canaanite language and culture.13

Phoenicians, Greeks, and Rome

The Phoenicians were another Canaanite city-state culture, located

further north on the Levant coast. Specializing in long-range maritime

commerce, they established trading posts and colonies across the
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Mediterranean from 1200 bc onward. This expansion brought the

Phoenicians in touch first with the Greek city-states and later with

the city-state of Rome. Each of these major historical players will

now be examined separately, as well as in their mutual interactions.

The Phoenician city-states were often in conflict with one

another. But with the rise of the great empires that successively took

over the ancient Near East, they came under their suzerainty and lost

their independence. They provided these empires with naval contin-

gents, most famously for the failed Persian invasion of Greece. They

continued to carry the burden of the naval warfare against the Greeks

down to Alexander of Macedonia’s conquest of the Persian Empire,

when he stormed the city of Tyre (332 bc) and conquered all the other

Phoenician cities. Notably though, the rivalry between the Phoenicians

and the Greeks did not arise solely from the services demanded by an

imperial master. Antagonism grew as the Greeks themselves began

establishing colonies across the Mediterranean from the eighth century

bc onward and expanding their trade. The western Mediterranean was

one area where these spheres of colonization and trade collided. The

Phoenicians established dozens of colonies along the coasts of North

Africa, Spain, western Sicily, and Sardinia. The Greeks founded an even

larger number of colonies in “Magna Graecia”: Sicily, southern Italy,

Sardinia, and Corsica, as well as on the coasts of southern France and

northeast Spain. There were rivalries among the Phoenician colonies-

turned-city-states, and one of them, Carthage, in today’s Tunisia, suc-

ceeded in securing control over them. Similarly, there were endemic

conflicts and vicious wars among the city-states of Magna Graecia, and

some of them grew to dominate others. In Sicily it was Syracuse that

tended to dominate the other Greek city-states by force. Still, in the

intermittent conflict that developed over centuries between Carthage

and the Greek city-states of Sicily (and also in Sardinia and Corsica),

only in a very few cases did Greek city-states ally with the Phoenicians.

The logic that we have seen in previous cases, whereby a

system’s coalescence against a large foreign invader can be attributed

to pure balance of power considerations, barely holds here. Obviously,

the Phoenician city-states were not always happy with Carthaginian

hegemony, whereas the Greek city-states in Sicily resisted domination

by Syracuse. And yet in the face of an alien threat, the battle lines were

strikingly drawn along ethnic divisions (with the native Sikeloi as a

third category squeezed in between). Indeed, successive tyrants of
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Syracuse effectively beat the pan-Hellenic drum to stir Greek public

opinion in Sicily their way. Major coalitions between Carthage and

Greeks would occur only when their own rivalry was eclipsed by the

threat of a third power, Rome.14

The ancient Greeks are a quintessential case study for the

political role of ethnicity.15 In historical times they had a strong sense

of being a single ethnos, which shared blood ties, language, a pantheon,

mythology, traditional texts (Homer and Hesiod), cultic centers

(Delphi) and, not least, the Olympic Games. All the others, non-Greeks,

were barbarians. At the same time, Greek was divided into four major

dialects (each with its own subdivisions): Ionic, Doric, Aeolic, and

Arcadian. There is no precise evidence as to how these somewhat

different but mutually intelligible dialects developed before literacy

and the rise of the polis.16 But each dialect group also tended to possess

a distinct sense of kinship, and each still carried a legacy of similar tribal

names shared by various city-states in the group.17 This brings us to a

third level of the Greek composite ethnic identity: the division into

separate city-states. These kin–culture–civic communities were unques-

tionably by far the most significant politically. Still, the other levels of

Greek ethnic identity also mattered a great deal politically.

We begin with the Greek subgroup identities, and with the

Dorians. In Sparta, ethnic identity underpinned the polis in a way that

was unparalleled anywhere else. Domestically, Sparta was uniquely

built as an oppressive military regime by a Spartans minority over an

enslaved helot majority. The roots of this structure are protohistoric

and shrouded in myth. But it is widely believed to have resulted from

the subjugation of a native Achaean population by invading Dorians.

Non-Spartan Dorian elements in Sparta’s territory, the perioeci, were

not enslaved and enjoyed economic and other freedoms, as well as a

measure of communal autonomy. Thus, while economic exploitation

was at the root of Sparta’s unique character, it was starkly construed

along ethnic lines.

Much the same applied to outside relations. The Dorian city-

states in the Peloponnese were often at war with one another. The

rivalry between Sparta and Argos, for example, was one of the most

bitter and enduring in Greek history. And yet a sense of common

Dorian identity was strong and politically potent. In the sixth century

bc, Sparta succeeded in consolidating most of the Peloponnese into

a political–military league under its hegemony. Sparta’s military
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supremacy and coercion were central to the formation of the league,

but Dorian kin sentiments were also significant. The league cultivated

the cult of the Dorian hero Heracles, and held religious festivals like the

Olympic Games in Dorian Elis, which, although open to all Greeks

(and only Greeks), were celebrations of the Dorian sentiment. As

always, these realities revealed themselves most strikingly when outside

“others” were involved.

Athens was one beneficiary of Spartan military intervention,

which expelled the tyrant Hippias. Yet, although not far away, it was

neither in the Peloponnese nor Dorian. When the Ionian Greeks of

Asia, on the Anatolian coast and islands, revolted against their Persian

imperial master, it was Athens, not Sparta, which came to their aid. Kin

sentiments of common descent were uppermost in Athens’ response to

the Ionian plea for help, as the Ionians had emigrated to establish their

colonies across the Aegean from the southeastern seaboard of Greece,

including Attica, a memory shared by both sides. The failed Athenian

intervention triggered Persian military incursions into Greece itself,

including a full-scale invasion (480–479 bc).

For the first time in their history the Greeks faced the threat of

subjugation to a foreign imperial power, and they haphazardly allied to

ward off the invasion. Admittedly, those in northern Greece most

exposed to the massive Persian invasion chose to submit to and colla-

borate with the invaders rather than risk annihilation. Inter-Greek

rivalries, the interests of individual tyrants, and connections with

the East were other causes of collaboration. Notably though, the

collaborators were stigmatized by the charge of Medism (an eponym

of Persia), or betrayal of the Hellenic cause, by those who chose to

resist, which included Sparta and its allies and Athens.18 Assuring

Sparta of its unwavering loyalty to the common cause, Athens attri-

buted it, according to Herodotus, to “the kinship of all Greeks in blood

and speech, and the shrines of gods and the sacrifices that we have in

common, and the likeness of our way of life, to all which it would ill

beseem Athenians to be false.”19 Again, balance of power considera-

tions were never isolated from ethnic identity, affinities, and solidarity.

In the century that followed the Persian defeat, Greece experi-

enced successive attempts by three leading city-states to convert their

hegemony of a regional alliance into a vehicle for establishing a coer-

cive and exploitative empire. These were Athens and the Attic–Delian

League, formed to liberate the Ionians from Persia and spanning the
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Aegean; Sparta and the Peloponnesian League; and Thebes and the

Boeotian League in central Greece.20 The Greeks exhausted themselves

in these struggles, allowing the Persian Empire to reassert itself. The

king of Persia became the arbiter of Greek politics, negotiating peace

between the antagonists and bringing the Greek cities of Ionia back

under his rule (387 bc). It was in these circumstances that

pan-Hellenism, a call for Greek unity against Persia, gained currency,

articulated by the publicist Isocrates. Such sentiments were taken up by

King Philip II of Macedonia, followed by his son Alexander. Macedonia

itself was an ambivalent case. Bordering on Greece, with a Hellenized

royal house and elite, it was barely considered genuinely Greek by the

Greeks. Opposition to imperial subjugation and foreign rule thus com-

bined in the formation of a Greek coalition against Macedonia. Greek

resistance was crushed by Philip and Alexander. At the same time, it

was the rhetoric of pan-Hellenism and the actual mobilization of a

Macedonian–Greek army for a great invasion of the Persian Empire

that constituted the legitimizing basis for Macedonian hegemony.

With Alexander’s conquest of the East, the Greek world was no

longer dominated by the independent city-state. Yet Greek identity

remained the defining feature of that world and its politics. We shall

return to this in our discussion of empires. Eventually, both the

remaining Greek city-states leagues and Hellenistic empires would

succumb to Rome.

Rome was the most successful city-state ever, owing primarily

to its ability to transcend the inherent size limitations of the city-state

and dramatically expand its citizen body.21 Still, as mentioned in

Chapter 3, although Rome exhibited an unusual openness to the

incorporation of others, this massive process of expansion was not

divorced from ethnic realities but was closely interwoven with them.

Unlike Greece, Italy did not consist of a single ethnos, or even a

preponderant one. As the darkness of prehistory lifts, the peninsula

was home to some thirty different Italic languages/ethne, plus

Etruscans, Greeks, and Celts. Conflict and war were rife among tribes

and among city-states both within and between ethne. However, many

of these ethne formed an alliance or a league of their ethnos to cooper-

ate against foreign challenges, again demonstrating how pivotal ethnic

identity was to politics. Rome started out as the leader of one of these

alliances, that of the Latins in west-central Italy. The Latin city-states

belonged to the same ethnic stock as Rome, speaking the same
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language, Latin, and sharing a culture. The alliance was forged in the

protracted struggles between the sixth and fourth centuries bc against

incursions by the Etruscans to the north, the Sabellic hill peoples to the

east, and invading Celts.

As Roman military ascendancy grew, central Italy was progres-

sively Romanized. In the first place, defeated communities were forced

to cede part of their lands to Rome and its Latin allies. Rome’s settle-

ment of these lands made possible a steady internal demographic

increase of its citizen body. Second, as with so many other hegemons

of city-state leagues, only more successfully, Rome eventually trans-

formed its hegemonic alliance with the Latins, directly annexing many

of them and establishing stricter hegemony over the rest (338 bc).

Third, the same process was progressively extended beyond Latium,

initially in central Italy and later further afield in the peninsula. Rome

had no pronounced policy of cultural assimilation, but its presence,

prestige, and centuries-long hegemony facilitated such processes, first

among the Italian elites and then among the people. The gradual

extension of citizenship to selected communities (though, indeed, ini-

tially often without political rights) and Roman acculturation went

symbiotically hand in hand. In this way, the territory of the Roman

state itself (not including its satellite “allies”) and its citizen population

grew steadily. It is estimated at 26,000 square kilometers and some

900,000 people in 264, at the outbreak of the First Punic War.22

Roman citizen population was about four to five times larger than that

of the largest Greek polis, Athens.

The Roman alliance defeated the strong league of Samnite

tribes and city-states in southern Italy. It also brought the many Greek

city-states of that region under its hegemony. To free themselves, the

latter, normally disunited, enthusiastically allied with the Hellenistic

king-general-adventurer Pyrrhus of Epirus, who landed in Italy in a

quest for empire but was finally driven out by Rome (280–275 bc).

Clearly, ethnic identities played a significant role in all these alliances.

This is most strikingly revealed in Rome’s gravest trial: the Second

Punic War with Carthage, when the Carthaginian general Hannibal

invaded Italy, annihilated one Roman army after another and shook the

foundations of Roman hegemony.

Empires are often more vulnerable on their own territory,

where an invader might spur a rebellion among their subject peoples.

Indeed, after his crushing victory at Cannae (216 bc), Hannibal
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succeeded in breaking up the Roman hegemonic alliance. The

Samnites, many Greeks, and other peoples of southern Italy (as well

as Greek Syracuse in Sicily) deserted Rome and joined Hannibal in the

hope of regaining their liberty. The Celts and Etruscans in northern

Italy were in either open or subdued rebellion. Only the Latins and

other thoroughly Romanized communities of central Italy remained

loyal to Rome (though, exhausted by the war, some of them eventually

refused to contribute more troops to the war effort). Indisputably,

Rome’s presence and deterrence by terror were strongest in its immedi-

ate vicinity; but the threat of Hannibal’s armies was no less potent. Two

competing hegemons were involved, which helps to neutralize, or

“control for,” the effect of power balancing. Ultimately, the commu-

nities of central Italy preferred a hegemon from their own ethnic stock

to a foreign one. More or less the same applied to Carthage’s own

empire. After a long grinding struggle, Rome turned the tables by

invading Carthage’s home territory in North Africa (205–202 bc). Here

too, Carthage’s subjects, most notably the Numidians, took the oppor-

tunity and defected, joining forces with the invader. Only the other

Phoenician city-states remained loyal to Carthage, until its armies were

crushed and the war was lost. We shall discuss the later stages of

Rome’s imperial expansion later on.

Premodern America, Africa, Asia, and Europe

There is an unavoidable risk of tedious repetition as we proceed to

examine other city-state systems throughout history and around the

globe. Thus, I shall try to keep this survey concise, highlighting both the

systems’ internal affinities and divisions. While coming in kin–culture

clusters, they were politically fragmented among often antagonistic

units. The presence of a foreign challenge was the most significant

motivation for cooperation among them, whereas excessive conduct

by a hegemon tended to have the opposite effect.

There were many city-state cultures in pre-Columbian

America. One of the most glorious, which possessed a script and

therefore written narratives, was the Maya of the Yucatan in Central

America. The Maya were divided among some sixty city-states during

the height of their civilization between the third and ninth centuries ad.

Still, despite considerable regional diversity, they shared a great deal in
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terms of culture, religion, and script.As in other city-state cultures, vicious

warfare took place among theMayan polities. Their mysterious collapse,

probably due to ecologic overstretch, leaves us with little evidence as to

what theymight have done in the face of amajor foreign threat.When the

Spanish arrived, desperate but uncoordinated resistance by Mayan com-

munities, spreading over vast territories, lasted for centuries.

Further northwest, the Aztecs, or Mexica, were one among

several Nahuatl-speaking tribes that took over in most of the city-

states of the Valley of Mexico before Spanish arrival. Tenochtitlan,

the Aztec city-state, founded in the early fourteenth century, allied with

neighboring Nahuatl-speaking Texcoco and Tlacopan in a Triple Alli-

ance which the Aztecs increasingly dominated. The Alliance established

its rule over the fifty-odd city-states of the valley, and further expanded

throughout central Mexico to create one of the largest multiethnic

empires of pre-Columbian America.23 The Aztecs’ conduct toward

their subjects and enemies became proverbial for its harshness and

cruelty. Indeed, one of the main reasons for their empire’s collapse

before a few hundred Spanish conquistadors was that its enemies

(chiefly Tlaxcalla) and some of its subjects along the Spaniards’

route joined the invaders in order to liberate themselves. There were

some defections in the Valley of Mexico itself, including one member

of the Triple Alliance, Texcoco. The Spaniards exploited a rivalry

over the throne between two brothers from the royal house to install

one of them as a Spanish protégée. Nonetheless, part of the city’s

people remained loyal to the Aztecs.24

The most urbanized city-state system in sub-Saharan Africa

was that of the Yoruba in today’s western Nigeria, which lasted for

hundreds of years until the nineteenth century.25 The Yoruba were (and

are) an ethnos that shared a language and culture, but were divided

among independent and antagonistic city-states. One of them, Old

Oyo, achieved imperial hegemony over the others during the seven-

teenth and eighteenth centuries. But as its power waned, the city-states

resumed independence and regularly fought among themselves,

revealing a measure of cooperation only in warding off heavy raiding

by the mounted Fulani herdsmen from the north. Other major city-state

systems emerged in west Africa around the same time. The Hausa are

an ethnos of similar language and culture, whose city-states flourished

in northern Nigeria and Niger from the fifteenth to the early nineteenth

centuries.26 The Fante, on the Gold Coast (southern Ghana) – another
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ethnos, culture, and language – were often in conflict with one another.

However, in the eighteenth century they formed a federation to

defend against and conquer their neighbors, actively participating in

the Atlantic slave trade.27 Similarly prospering on the slave trade were

the city-states of the Ijo ethnos of the eastern Niger Delta.28 The city-

state polities of the Kotoko ethnos, southeast of the Lake of Chad,

coalesced in the nineteenth century into two separate federations –

north and south – each with a distinctive dialect.29

The often rival caravan city-states of Arabia experienced a

remarkable development in the seventh century ad. They were united

by Muhammad, the armed prophet of the new religion of Islam, who

then brought the pastoralist Arab tribes under his mantle. Unity was

cemented not only through a powerful creed and a shared ethnicity, but

also by a foreign challenge. Rather than a defensive response to a

threat, in this case the challenge presented itself in the form of an

offensive opportunity offered by the rich civilization to the north. In

the wake of their great conquests, Arabs became the ruling elite

throughout the Middle East. Formally, Islamic doctrine recognizes no

ethnic distinctions. However, the Arab people and language, gradually

assimilating most of the population of the Middle East, hold a special

place in Islam.

The southeast Asian archipelago that encompasses today’s

Malaysia and Indonesia is as large as western Europe. During the

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries it was the sphere of a flourishing trade

network and numerous prosperous city-state polities. Across the area’s

great expanse there were various neighboring ethnicities, most notably

Malay, Thai, Javanese, and Makassarese. How significant these ethnic

distinctions were in the politics of the city-states is an interesting

question. Whatever the predominant language and culture in each of

them, the mercantile cities contained substantial foreign elements,

including Chinese and Japanese traders. The ruling elites in particular

are claimed to have been cosmopolitan in outlook. Obviously, I am not

arguing that in all city-state systems without exception ethnicity was

equally potent and politically significant. Still, as one sensible and

nuanced study of the Malay put it: “the Malays seem to be associated

with most of the early states of the western archipelago of the Malay

Peninsula and Sumatra . . . While politically fragmented . . . the popula-

tions of these polities were broadly identified as ‘Malays.’” All these

Malays shared a language, an Indic culture, and the Hindu religion,
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replaced in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries by Islam. “When it

was necessary for a Malay to differentiate himself from a Muslim

Javanese or Acehnese, the usual resort would be to that of a separate

bangsa, that is, all those descended from a different (putative) social

line.” While the concept “also has overtones of shared culture, this is

secondary in the emic view to the solidarity acquired through common

descent or origin.”30

That this feeling of kinship, common identity, and solidarity

was politically significant is suggested by strong negative evidence. As

another highly circumspect scholar writes about the most prosperous

and cosmopolitan Malay city-states, such as Melaka, citing sixteenth-

and seventeenth-century Portuguese observers, they: “suffered milita-

rily from their pluralism, since loyalties were fragmented and only the

minority malayos (Malays) could be counted on to fight with the

king.”31 Indeed, the king himself was invariably Malay, surely not an

accidental political fact.

Finally, we turn to medieval and early modern Europe.

Hundreds of city-states emerged in northern Italy from the eleventh

century on, fiercely competing with one another. However, as their

budding independence was threatened by the German emperor Fred-

erick Barbarossa, they formed an alliance, the Lombard League, which

defeated him at Legnano (1176). Unquestionably, local civic identities

counted far more than Italian or even Lombard identity, and a balan-

cing act against an overpowering imperial threat was the most impor-

tant factor determining the city-states’ behavior. Still, the threat was

also foreign and the emperor’s “oppression of Italy” was one element

mentioned by the civic orators.32 In an era when imperial dynastic

legitimacy was a sacred principle, the claim that the sovereign violated

local customs, freedoms, and privileges was the only normative way to

formulate calls for rebellion against foreign rule.

Later, and as the threat of Imperial rule subsided, intracity

factions and intercity rivalries split the Italian city-states between

the opposite camps of Imperial and Papal supporters (Ghibellines

and Guelphs). Furthermore, having each established its rule over

the other city-states in its area and pursuing its own policy,

Florence, Milan, Venice, and Genoa fell divided rather than standing

united against the new French and Spanish national states around

1500. As in fourth-century bc Greece, humiliation and occupation

by foreign powers spurred calls for national unification and

80 / Nations



liberation. The most famous was Machiavelli’s plea, in the conclu-

sion of The Prince, to liberate Italy from the barbarians, even if this

was to be carried out by a native autocratic ruler. Machiavelli’s

appeal was clearly meant to arouse and vastly underestimated the

countervailing forces. Nonetheless, it leaves little doubt that, des-

pite Italy’s great regional diversity and deep divisions, foreign

powers were viewed as alien and that this view had widespread

emotional appeal:

The opportunity to provide Italy with a liberator . . . must

not be missed. I have no doubt at all that he would be

received with great affection in all those regions that have

been inundated by the foreign invasions, as well as with a

great thirst for revenge, with absolute fidelity, with devotion

and with tears of gratitude. What gate would be closed to

him? What people would fail to obey him? What envious

hostility would work against him? What Italian would deny

him homage? This foreign domination stinks in the nostrils

of everyone.33

The Hanseatic League in north Germany and the Baltic (thirteenth to

seventeenth centuries) incorporated scores of merchant city-states

which allied to advance their commercial interests and establish an

effective trade monopoly in northern Europe. Conspicuously though,

this quintessentially commercial league admitted German city-states

only. Even their commercial outposts in foreign cities and countries

were run as closed ethnic enclaves. In the end, even this powerful

city-state alliance was incapable of standing up to the new European

national states, Sweden, Denmark, Poland, England, and the

Netherlands, whose rise heralded the Hanse’s demise.

The Swiss Confederation is another interesting case. It was

founded in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, when Alpine

German peasant communities allied with neighboring German city-

states to defeat the German nobility’s attempt to subjugate them.

A socioeconomic struggle thus gave rise to a separate German-

speaking political entity that would eventually evolve into a separate

nation. Although expanding to include both French- and Italian-

speaking cantons, the German-speaking element dominated the

Confederacy, and practically ruled over the Italian parts. Only in the
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nineteenth century did Switzerland develop into a truly multiethnic

nation, one of the world’s very few, as we shall see.

In summary, city-states were kin–culture communities which

invariably belonged to a city-state cluster sharing an ethnic space; and

both these features had profound political implications. Domestically,

the city-state’s population overwhelmingly belonged to the same

ethnos. Where foreigners were present, their identity regularly affected

their civic and legal status, with processes of acculturation and assimi-

lation facilitating political integration. Outwardly, too, although often

highly antagonistic toward one another, the city-states of a similar

ethnos tended to cooperate against outsiders, typically forming a

common alliance or league for that purpose. There were many other

significant factors at work, but ethnic identity and solidarity were

anything but insignificant.

Indisputably, from among the various graduated levels of iden-

tity and solidarity in a common ethnic space that of the city-state

community itself was by far the strongest. As the city-state was the

effective political unit, intercity-state cooperation was inherently tenu-

ous and fragile. This, together with the city-state’s small size, meant

that even confederated city-states were ultimately unable to hold out

against large states and empires. For this reason, the city-state was a

particularly transient phenomenon in polities’ evolution. Its glory in its

prime tends to obscure the fact that nowhere did it survive for more

than a few centuries.34 The United Dutch Provinces, confederating the

Netherlands’ mercantile cities, were the exception, largely due to their

ability to shelter behind water barriers. The Swiss Confederation,

shielded by its mountain fortress, was another successful survivor. In

the process, however, both confederations increasingly assumed the

form of a national state themselves.
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B THE PREMODERN NATIONAL STATE

The city-state was one course of polity formation, which was ultim-

ately absorbed into states and empires. But large states emerged as early

as city-states, constituting a parallel avenue of state formation which

issued directly from an environment populated by tribes, chiefdoms,

and rural petty-polities.35 As mentioned previously, states tended to

emerge within an ethnic space which shared kin–culture attributes. The

existence of such a space greatly facilitated the unification of the realm,

and had a deep and enduring influence on the state’s survival and

politics.

We have seen that prestate ethnic spaces, created most notably

by pristine agricultural and pastoralist expansions, were common.

Certainly, once existing, state sovereignty greatly reinforced the ethnic

leveling of its realm and often generated ethnic fusion and assimilation

of diverse ethnic groupings. States shaped ethnicity almost as much as

ethnicity shaped the state. Indeed, this also testifies to the crucial

political significance of ethnicity. Still, contrary to an all too common

view, state-building in a preexisting ethnic space was very much easier

than ethnos-building. Most states were built upon a population of

common ethnicity and depended on its sense of shared identity, affinity,

and solidarity. They centered on a particular majoritarian Staatsvolk.

Such states differed from empires on precisely this point: whereas the

former generally remained confined to a specific people (in the main

and never purely, of course), the latter expanded beyond their more

dependable ethnic core to rule over a larger multiethnic realm.

Historical sociologists refer to premodern states as “territorial

states.” As all states have a territory, this is an awkward label. It is

obviously intended to denote a scale larger than that of city- and other

petty-states. Sociologists also commonly use the designation “dynastic

kingdoms” in reference to premodern states. This designation implies

that such states were held together by state power and monarchic

legitimacy alone. However, as argued here, premodern and not only

modern states tended to be national states. In the great majority of

cases, the “territorial state” or “dynastic kingdom” was in effect a

83 / Premodern ethne, peoples, states, and nations around the world



national monarchy, wherein ethnos/people and state converged. Obvi-

ously, I am not claiming that the people of premodern national states

were as closely integrated and highly mobilized as the people of modern

national states are. Modernity made a difference, indeed, a huge differ-

ence. And yet to the extent that premodern states exhibited a rough

congruence between ethnicity and statehood – which, far from being

accidental, resulted from ethnic bonds of affinity, solidarity and mutual

cooperation – they were by that very definition national.36 Similarly,

the intentional and unintentional processes of ethnic leveling and

common identity formation generated by these states can only be

described as nation-building.

The Zulu state- and nation-building described in Chapter 3

is both remarkable and typical at the same time. I will not repeat its

details except to reiterate that the Zulu state and nation were forged

from the ethnically related Nguni-speaking Bantu. These were sub-

jected to the rule of a unified state apparatus and then to processes

of cultural fusion, involving religious syncretism, joint military ser-

vice, and common identity formation. All this took place in the first

three-quarters of the nineteenth century, and yet there was nothing

modern about it. Indeed, the great significance of the Zulu case,

which has earned it a paradigmatic status in the anthropological

literature on state- and nation-building, is that the whole process

unfolded in an illiterate, preurban, Iron Age society. It was virtually

untouched by Europeans, except for the occasional visitors who

were able to observe and record it. As state formation in protohis-

tory is inherently shadowy, typically taking place before literacy

(itself a product of the state), the Zulu case is particularly illumina-

ting. Among other things, it belies the view, shared even by tradi-

tionalists, that literacy, at least among the elite, was a necessary

prerequisite for the formation of a sense of national identity. Finally,

from the theoretical point of view, the Zulu society which under-

went the processes of state- and nation-building also has the advan-

tage of having been as far removed from European conditions as can

be imagined.

Indeed, as the scholarly debate concerning the existence of

premodern national states has centered almost exclusively on late

medieval and early modern Europe, we will avoid Europe altogether

in this section and turn our attention to other regions and periods.

These have been strangely neglected in the study of nations, except by
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the few scholars cited at the beginning of this chapter. Europe’s premo-

dern national stateswill be examined separately in the following chapter.

Ancient Egypt: the first state – and first national state

There can hardly be a more appropriate case to begin our survey of

premodern national states than the first large state, ancient Egypt. It

has already been highlighted in this connection by Anthony Smith.

From around 3000 bc, ancient Egypt was the world’s first literate

civilization, together with Sumer. However, unlike Sumer it was not

divided politically into many city-states, but emerged quite early as a

unified state, congruent with a distinct people of shared ethnicity. Both

the state and the people, and the congruence between them, lasted for

nearly three millennia. A very large state and people by the standards of

the ancient Near East, Egypt would exercise imperial overlordship over

some of its neighbors, mainly in the Levant. But there was never any

doubt that the empire was merely the periphery of the state and people

of Egypt, with their distinctive culture or civilization. Nor was there

any doubt about Egypt’s identity when the country was periodically

taken over by foreign invaders from the Levant, Libya, or Nubia

(Sudan). Furthermore, when central rule disintegrated into so-called

“intermediate periods” between the Old, Middle, and New kingdoms,

the ethnic unity of the country, and the prevailing sense of that unity,

facilitated reunification.

The united kingdom of Egypt did not emerge full-blown. It had

to be created, unified from a multiplicity of petty-polities in a proto-

historic, preliterate process that is only vaguely recorded in tradition

and by archaeology.37 The archaeological record suggests that during

the fourth millennium bc agricultural tribal/chiefly society along the

Nile Valley coalesced into small regional polities. Egyptologists tend to

believe that the later Egyptian administrative districts, or nomes, pre-

served the original layout of these petty-polities, in the same way that

county and province names in England and much of continental Europe

do. Subsequently, archaeology reveals the formation of two cultural

spheres, one in the south and the other in the north, in Upper Egypt and

the Delta. Of the two, the former appears to have been the more

centralized and hierarchical state, with its urban walled center at

Hierakonpolis. Although everything about protohistory – Egyptian
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included – is partly conjectured, the archaeological finds increasingly

tend to confirm the general outline of later Egyptian traditions,

according to which the Nile Valley was unified by the kings of Upper

Egypt who had conquered Lower Egypt.

The Nile highway and the all-round protection offered by

desert and sea facilitated and secured the new union. State- and

nation-building could be successfully pursued by the country’s mighty

autocratic rulers, aided by a powerful bureaucracy and clergy. Smith

has excellently described the main contours of this process.38 But

although the ethnic origins of nations is his general theme, he has left

out that aspect: how much of an ethnos the inhabitants of the Nile

Valley had been before the unification. Smith had very good reason for

doing so, for the short answer is that we do not know. It stands to

reason, however, that they were. The population of the Nile Valley

seems to have emerged from a Neolithic agricultural expansion, grow-

ing the same kinds of domesticated plants and animals. Although there

were surely different dialects, especially between Upper and Lower

Egypt, there is no evidence from the Egyptian records of any significant

linguistic or ethnic differences within the realm. It is unlikely that such

differences, had they existed before unification, would have been

totally eradicated without a trace so fast. It can be argued with some

justification that the state’s authorities were interested in suppressing

evidence of such differences. Still, from what we know about other

literate civilizations, linguistic and ethnic differences, where they exist,

come up in the records because of their saliency. Indeed, the Egyptian

texts and visual representations keenly highlight any difference

between Egyptians and foreigners – each depicted in their typical look

and dress.39 Finally, large ethnic spaces regularly existed even in the

absence of unified states, as we have seen with respect to city-state

cultures. They are also widely recorded by literate civilizations among

their prestate tribal neighbors, as, for example, along the Greek–

Roman northern frontier in Europe: Thracians, Illyrians, Celts, and

Germans, among others. Thus, there is no compelling reason to think

that the preunification population of the Nile Valley could not or did

not constitute an ethnos.

This is not to underestimate the ethnic leveling and nation-

building accomplished by the early Pharaohs, but only to put them in

the right context. Ethnicity and state action were mutually affecting.

Upon unification a new capital was established at Memphis, on the
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former border between Upper and Lower Egypt. The symbols of power –

the titles, crowns, and royal icons of the former kingdoms – were

combined. Religious syncretism of the earlier local deities was initiated

from above, creating a state religion with a divine king at its center. Local

dialects were subsumed under an official (Upper Egypt) state language.

Internal peace was enforced. Royal administration, taxation, economy,

justice, and military systems were imposed. Monumental state construc-

tion, state art, and state literacy evolved rapidly to record and run the

extensive state affairs.

Skeptics may raise all the customary objections to the

common-sense proposition that Egypt was a national state. For

example, did the peasants who constituted the vast majority of the

population really share in the elite culture propagated by the state and

religious authorities? Did they actually feel a sense of identification

with a despotic and exploitative state? We again run into that almost

intractable problem: the sources on the illiterate masses are close to

non-existent. And yet, although answers to the above questions must

always be qualified and seen as a matter of degree, they generally

appear to be affirmative. It is widely accepted that state, religion,

and civilization in Egypt were inextricably related, indeed, that they

were remarkably congruent. All the evidence shows that the Egyptian

masses were no less absorbed in cult and ritual than, and cherished

their traditions as much as, any other premodern people. Nor were

even the most remote rural communities unexposed to the thick reli-

gious, cultural, and political messages that came from the temples and

their clergy in the perpetual cycles of cult and ritual that formed

people’s spiritual world. These were the makings of the premodern

“imagined community” which Benedict Anderson has failed to con-

sider. The Egyptian state, religion, and civilization were all national. As

always, a foreign threat made this clearer.

True, in despotic Egypt the people were not involved in the

public domain except as subjects to the state’s demands and were

habituated to passivity. The peasants were immersed in their daily toil,

preoccupied with the struggle for survival, experienced mainly their

village community, and were powerless to influence remote political

events even if they wanted to. Still, national identity was not an all or

nothing proposition. A looser sense of it and weaker popular mobiliza-

tion than during modernity were precisely these: less potent forms

of similar attachments. People knew very well that foreigners were
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foreigners and they resented them as such, especially if Egyptian

identity was under threat. In desperate circumstances, Egyptian rulers

did not shrink from appealing to these popular sentiments with a

nationalist message. Clearly, they would not have done so had they

not believed that such an appeal was potentially effective. Such cir-

cumstances occurred, for example, when the Asiatic-Semitic Hyksos,

or “chiefs of foreign countries” in Egyptian, took advantage of the

weakening of central power to establish their rule over the Nile Delta

and much of the rest of Egypt during the mid seventeenth to mid

sixteenth centuries bc. When the prince of Thebes raised the banner

of revolt against them, as well as against invaders from the south, his

rhetoric was unmistakable:

One prince rules in Avaris, another in Ethiopia, and here

I am, associated with an Asiatic and a Negro. Each has his

slice of Egypt . . . None can rest in peace, despoiled as all are

by the imposts of the Asiatics. I will grapple with them . . .

I will save Egypt and overthrow the Asiatics.40

The prince succeeded in driving out the foreigners and reestablishing

Egypt’s unity, independence, and territorial integrity in the New

Kingdom. We know very little about the course of the war, but his

victory was surely not unconnected to his ability to appeal to and

mobilize popular and – there is no other word – national support and

legitimacy. It apparently did matter to people whether the despotic

ruler to which they were subjected was foreign or native.

After two millennia of almost uninterrupted indigenous rule,

Egypt was successively taken over during the early first millennium bc

by Libyan and Nubian invaders, whose leaders made themselves

pharaohs. Later, the country lost its independence altogether, as it

was conquered by and incorporated into the Assyrian and Persian

empires. Following Alexander’s conquest of the East, Egypt became

the center of the Ptolemaic Hellenistic kingdom. Notably, foreign

rulers were careful to adorn themselves in the guise of the pharaohs

and assume the role of defenders of Egyptian traditions, religion, and

civilization. Much of this was directed at appeasing and coopting the

Egyptian elite, especially the powerful religious establishment. But the

fear of a popular revolt was equally potent, as we shall see. A sense

of distinctive Egyptian national identity – a congruence of a people and
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culture, and its political implications – survived indigenous Egyptian

state rule. Altered by Christianity, it would eventually be radically

transformed by Islam and the adoption of the Arabic language.

Nascent national states in the ancient Near East

Bordering on Egypt, the Levant is the next part of the ancient Near East

that draws our attention. As we have seen, it was dominated during the

third and second millennia bc by city-state systems. However, in the

first half of the first millennium bc the region experienced processes

whose significance has been well exposed by Grosby.41 The northern

part of the Levant, today’s Syria, was home to Aramaic regional polities.

Like the Greeks, the Aramaeans were an ethnos that shared a language,

pantheon, script, and culture in general, as well as a sense of kinship

and shared identity, yet remained divided politically. The Aramaean

states cooperated against the rising threat of Assyria, but ultimately

succumbed to it. Developments were not very different in the southern

part of the Levant, except for one crucial element: the peoples of the

states that emerged there – those of the Israelites, Ammon, Moab, and

Edom – spoke closely related and mutually intelligible dialects (which

as a modern Hebrew speaker I am still able to understand without any

special study); and yet they developed into separate peoples, each with

its own culture, sense of identity, and state. Although the Hebrew Bible

presents a fictitious genealogy of kinship among them (as part of its

genealogy of all of humanity), it shares the perception that these were

separate peoples.

The early evolution of these peoples is shrouded in the mists

of protohistory, so it is difficult to tell what realities preceded the

emergence of the various states, what set them on their separate

courses, and what was generated by the activities of the respective

states once they arose.42 The differences in culture and sense of identity

among the peoples concerned were largely grounded in religion,

and some of them may have developed before the states’ period. The

Israelite tribes seem to have variably participated in an amphictyonic–

military alliance centering on the cult of Jehovah and his shrine at

Shiloh prior to the state period. There is little evidence on whether

the same was true of the cult of Chemosh in Moab, Kos in Edom and

Milcom (Molech of the Canaanite pantheon) in Ammon. Obviously,
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there was a variety of worship of largely overlapping deities among

these peoples. Equally clearly, each of the rising states made a conscious

effort to institutionalize a state religion around a central national deity.

Again, preexisting ethnic differences apparently contributed to, and

were then massively reinforced by, the growth of these small national

states.

The idea that ancient Israel was an example of a premodern

nation has gained currency even among those who believe it to be a

rare if not an isolated case, including the father of modernism Hans

Kohn.43 The claim has even been made that its model, as projected

through the Bible, played a decisive role in sparking early modern

European national consciousness (a claim I believe to be overdrawn,

although the people and nation of Israel were undoubtedly a very

strong idiom).44 Scholars of ancient Israel fiercely debate the questions

of when Israelite state formation occurred, what form it took, when

the notion of an Israelite people became rooted, and how deep and

widespread it was. There is also controversy over the existence of a

united kingdom under David and Solomon in the tenth century bc.

There were two separate kingdoms, Israel and Judah, from the ninth

to late eight centuries bc, when the northern and stronger kingdom of

Israel was destroyed by Assyria. The writing of the most important

of the historical books which would be incorporated into the Hebrew

Bible is traced to the seventh century bc. They were inspired by the

vision of a united people of Israel with its unified national history and

special relationship with God. That went hand in hand with the Judean

kings’ efforts to fuse the refugees from Israel and their own people into

one and prepare them for a struggle to break the Assyrian yoke. In this

context, royal propaganda, ancient myth, oral traditions, and history

are difficult to separate from one another.45

Still, whether one dates the process before or after the exile and

return from Babylon, it is hardly denied or deniable that a strong sense

of Judaic self-identity as a nation became pervasive and very potent.

The ancient Judaic case has a rare element which supposedly gives it

a modern quality: the national–historical epos, the Torah, was also

the canonic religious text, popularly internalized by recitation in

congregation by the masses throughout the year as routine worship.

In order to be able to learn the Torah, Jews acquired literacy at a much

higher rate than was usual among premodern societies. And the illite-

rate were also thoroughly exposed to the oral recitation. The Hebrew
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Bible divides humanity into peoples (am; goi) as a matter of course

and views them in kin terms as “families of the earth.” Some scholars

believe that this is a special derivation from, and projection of, the

Bible’s concept of the people and nation of Israel. But there is no reason

to think that this view was special to the Bible. In Israel’s vicinity,

Ammon, Moab, and Edom were examples of the crystallization of

small national states that exhibited a congruence of state and ethnicity

or peoplehood. All these small national states would be conquered by

and absorbed into the Assyrian Empire and its successors. The particu-

larly strong features of Judaic identity as a people and a nation, rooted

in a monotheistic national religion and literate culture, only explain

how this identity uniquely survived the loss of political self-rule and

diasporic existence over millennia.

To crush forever indigenous revolts, Assyria, followed by Baby-

lon, carried out a policy of massive deportations throughout their

realm.46 They gave special attention to the elite and population of

the fortified cities and towns, the centers of resistance, whose people

were also easier to round up after resistance had been broken. But they

also uprooted whole populations from their homeland and settled

them elsewhere in their empire. Clearly, they would not have gone to

all this trouble were it not for the fact that indigenous resistance by

ethnopolitical communities living in their native country was endemic,

persistent and, indeed, encompassed the population at large.

The emergence of national states also took place further east

and north in the ancient Near East, in Babylonia and Assyria them-

selves, as well as in Elam, Media-Persia, possibly Urartu (Ararat), and

Lydia, to name only some major cases. For example, although almost

as old as Sumerian civilization, Elam, located in what is today’s south-

west Iran, is less well known because of the paucity of the sources.

Still, it emerges from prehistory in the third millennium bc as a distinct

culture with its own language, unrelated to any other, and script (later

replaced by Akkadian). Dynasties rose and fell in Elam, and we have

little precise information about the country’s internal make up and

changes of boundaries. Nonetheless, it seems pretty clear that during

most of the period from sometime in the third millennium to the

seventh century bc – nearly two millennia – Elam was a unified realm

where state and culture converged.47 This time span is not much shorter

than that of the Egyptian state, and that without Egypt’s geographical

isolation and in a most exposed and volatile area. Evidently, some very
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potent and resilient bonding element held Elam together for so long

and through relentless historical upheavals.

Mesopotamiawas evenmore exposed, and its incipient national

state formations more vulnerable and more tentative. After the fall

of Akkad, Ur of the Third Dynasty affected a revival of Sumerian

culture and a unification of the Land (twenty-first to twentieth cen-

turies bc). The city-state system of southern Mesopotamia gave way

to central state power, which created a realm wherein state and culture

converged. As a leading historian of that period, obviously unaffected

by modernist theorizing, has written: “The Third Dynasty of Ur . . .

must be given credit for having established a new concept of rule – the

first bureaucratic national state.”48 This process of state- and nation-

building was cut short by defeat at the hands of Elam. However,

in the seventeenth century bc Mesopotamia was again unified by

Hammurabi of Babylon. The kingdom was destroyed by a Hittite

invasion in the following century. Nonetheless, the realm henceforth

known as Babylonia, remained a single linguistic and cultural sphere,

which facilitated repeated unifications. Babylonia was unified by

the foreign tribal Kassites from the Zagros Mountains and turned into

a single country-state, where city-state autonomy was lost for good

(sixteenth to twelfth centuries bc).49 The state was destroyed, again by

Elam, but Babylonia was reunified by native kings shortly thereafter.

The ebbs and flows of their power came to an end with the rise of

the Assyrian Empire.

Developing from the city-state of Assur to a nascent national

state in northern Mesopotamia during the second millennium bc,

Assyria further expanded in the eighth and seventh centuries bc into

an imperial juggernaut that swallowed all the other polities throughout

the ancient Near East, including national states. Ushering in a new era,

Assyria became the first in a series of empires that henceforth would

constitute the standard in southeast Asia, replacing one another over

millennia down to the twentieth century. Assyria was replaced by

Babylonia and then by Persia, both incipient national states themselves

which grew into empires. Thus, the existence and proliferation of

national states in southwest Asia was interrupted by imperial expan-

sion, either by a foreign power that eliminated local independence or

by the national state itself that expanded to rule over others. For this

reason, empires have become identified with this region in the literature

on state and nation. I postpone further discussion of this process until
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my treatment of empires later in this chapter. We now switch across

the continent to another pristine cradle of civilization, east Asia.

China: the largest and most enduring ancient people and state

China is one of the world’s oldest civilizations and states, singular

in having survived and exhibited a virtually unbroken cultural and

political continuum since its inception. It has also been the world’s

most populous civilization and state, again continuously, over

millennia. Furthermore, it has profoundly affected the development

of its neighbors throughout east Asia. Thus, the question of whether

or not premodern China ought to be regarded as a national state

should have been central to the controversy concerning the nation.

And yet this question has been given only minimal attention on the

very margins of a European-centric debate. Modernist precepts are

not alone in their responsibility for this marginalization. The Chinese

have also contributed to it. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries, China was dominated and thoroughly humiliated by

the Western powers and Japan. Chinese intellectuals, patriots, and

political leaders acutely felt that together with their industrial–

technological superiority these powers manifested national cohesive-

ness and zeal unknown in China. They regarded the creation of

modern-style nationalism a top priority if China was to survive.

A dichotomous view of nationhood, as either modern or none at all,

took root in the discourse about China. Unquestionably, as already

emphasized, modern nationhood was greatly changed and far enhanced

in comparison with premodern forms of the nation. Still, was the

congruence between state and culture in China – alias nationhood –

irrelevant in terms of identity, affinity, and solidarity? Did it have

nothing to do with the country’s unique continuous cultural and poli-

tical existence over millennia? This notion surely sounds absurd, and yet

it has been very pervasive. Fortunately, a reaction against the solely

modern concept of Chinese nationhood has been gathering momentum

among scholars.50

It is widely argued that premodern China was a “civilization”

rather than a nation. But as with ancient Egypt, this only dodges the

question. Civilization means a wider cultural framework that may

encompass various national cultures, separate peoples, and separate
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states. Western, Muslim, and Hindu civilizations are some examples

of such diverse cultural units. However, unlike the above, Chinese

civilization was fundamentally congruent with a unified Chinese state

and a Chinese people. Surely, as with almost any national state, there

were minorities within the state; China experienced periods of politi-

cal disunity; and Chinese civilization enjoyed enormous prestige and

influence throughout east Asia, among non-Chinese people. Yet none

of these points alter the fact of China’s remarkable millennia-long

cultural–political coherence.

True, there has been considerable linguistic diversity among the

Chinese. Chinese civilization emerged in the north, along the Yellow

River, a sphere of Neolithic agricultural expansion unified politically

by China’s first dynasties during the second millennium bc. They

introduced the Chinese script, and their language, historical Mandarin,

encompassed the entire north and extended southward. During the

first millennium bc, the Yangtze River basin in the south was culturally

and politically absorbed by the north. Chinese political domination

was accompanied by massive colonization from the north (mainly male

settlers who married local women), as well as by thorough Sinification

of the indigenous populations. Both historical and genetic evidence

attest to this.51 In the process, Mandarin diversified in the south

into several sister languages. The significance of this diversity should

not be exaggerated, however. Dialects of Mandarin are the native

tongue of more than 70 percent of the population in today’s China,

with the other six Chinese languages comprising about 20 percent.

Despite the leveling efforts of modern state education, these propor-

tions are probably not very different from historical realities. All the

above, the ethnic Chinese, are often referred to as Han Chinese, after

the name of the first dynasty that exercised prolonged rule over unified

China. Indeed, non-adoption of a Chinese language as a native tongue

is one of the hallmarks of the fifty-five non-Han ethnic and national

minorities (together comprising 7 percent of the population) which

survived in the remote corners of the south, in the northeast, and

elsewhere. Last, but not least, the Chinese pictographic and ideo-

graphic script transcends dialect and language differences.

Literary culture, mass education, and universal military service

are famously regarded as the tools that forged modern national iden-

tity. Yet all of them were largely present before modernity in that
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fifth of humanity that China has always comprised. Since the time

of the Tang Dynasty (618–907), China was uniquely ruled by a body

of literate Confucian bureaucrats, the mandarins, a meritocracy

selected through highly competitive examinations held in all the pro-

vinces and open to candidates of every class. To prepare people for the

examinations, the imperial authorities established schools in the towns

and villages. Although only a minority attended these schools, the

significance of their deep penetration into the farthest reaches of the

country and of their uniform cultural and political message is not

difficult to understand. Moreover, the imperial authorities stipulated

that decrees of national significance would be read aloud in mandatory

public gatherings regularly held in every village. Thus, although the

peasant population of the provinces was habituated to passive obedi-

ence to the imperial rulers, they were neither entirely ignorant about

far-away events nor wholly disconnected from a national culture

beyond that of their own locality. “High” and “low” cultures certainly

existed, but their interface was much greater than Gellner would have

it. As a leading historian of Chinese nationhood put it:

In privileging modern society as the only social form capable

of generating political self-awareness, Gellner and Anderson

regard national identity as a distinctively modern mode of

consciousness . . . The empirical record does not furnish the

basis for such a strong statement about the polarity between

the modern and the premodern.52

The long history of complex civilizations, such as that of

China, does not fit the picture of isolated communities and a

vertically separated but unified clerisy. Considerable

research about complex networks of trade, pilgrimage,

migration, and sojourning shows that villages were linked to

wider communities and political structures . . . The exclusive

emphasis on print capitalism as enabling the imagining of a

common destiny and the concept of simultaneity ignores the

complex relationship between the written and spoken word.

In agrarian civilizations, this interrelationship furnishes an

extremely rich and subtle context for communication across

the culture.53
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Another leading scholar on China has expressed a similar view:

Earlier attempts to explain China’s remarkable record of

unity focused, inevitably perhaps, on the super elite of

scholar-bureaucrats . . . One must consider the role of

ordinary people: farmers, artisans, shopkeepers, midwives,

silk reelers, and laborers . . . who were engaged in the

construction of a unified culture . . . In this view, peasants are

not, as some have claimed, “easy material for ideological

molding”; they are leading actors in the performance that we

have come to call Chinese culture.54

Both scholars have highlighted the role of mass pan-Chinese myths

and rituals, tightly regulated by the state, as a strong constitutive

element of premodern Chinese national identity.

One example of the interface between “high” and “low” culture

is the image of the emperor. The Confucianism that becameChina’s state

ideology posited the emperor as the supreme – strict but benevolent –

head of the family, towhom the people owed not only obedience but also

devotion and love. However, this image was not invoked unnaturally or

without striking a real chord among the emperor’s subjects. Such an

image was common in other large and despotic national states (such as

Czarist Russia), but scarcely in multiethnic empires.

Unified China under the Han introduced universal military

conscription for all men at the age of twenty-three. After one year of

training in their native provinces, the conscripts moved to spend

another year in garrison duty, frontier armies, or naval service. They

were then discharged and called up for training every eighth month

until the age of sixty-five (later lowered to fifty-six).55 China was the

only notable power before the nineteenth century to adopt such a

comprehensive system of conscription and reserve duty. And at least

some of the effects attributed to modern armies of universal conscrip-

tion as the “school of the nation” surely applied in this case too. These

included: a wider national perspective gained by travel and service far

away from one’s locality; contact and fraternization with comrades

from other provinces; and indoctrination to serve the emperor and

country. Both the ruthless and despotic Ch’in Dynasty which unified

China in 221 bc after a long period of fragmentation, and the more

moderate and enlightened Han Dynasty which succeeded the Ch’in,
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safeguarded the class of small freeholder peasants, which they regarded

as the economic and military backbone of the state. Only during the

later Han did land accumulation in large estates bring about a decline

of the small peasantry, which in turn contributed to the decline of the

conscript-militia armies. Such armies were revived during China’s

second golden age under the Sui and Tang Dynasties (ad 581–907).56

The dichotomous view of China as a civilization rather than a

nation confuses the picture in another way too. It is a widely accepted

truism that a sense of shared ethnic and national belonging crystallizes

and manifests itself only in the presence of a foreign “other” that high-

lights the similarities rather than differenceswithin a closely related ethnic

population. Thus, confident hegemonic peoples whose identity is not

threatened often seem to exhibit little national self-awareness. Their

identity and pride as a collective tend to be transparent to them and taken

as a matter of course. Hence, for example, the supposed absence of

nationalism attributed to the English, mainly by English writers, in much

of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, during Britain’s zenith.

In this respect, nothing came close to China’s unique position. Unlike in

other state systems, the Chinese state nearly monopolized the east Asian

agricultural space. So universal was it that, famously, both the people

and state almost lacked distinctive eponyms. The Han or any other

general designation were rarely used. What we call China was known

to its people as the “Middle Kingdom” at the center of the acumen,

which had no equal and whose emperor ostensibly ruled “everything

under the sun.” Its small neighbors often were, and in any case were

regarded as, lowly dependants and satellites. China denoted universal

civilization, and Chinese identity – confident and unchallenged –

essentially meant humanity writ large.

Yet not entirely. Even before imperial unification barbarian

tribesmenharassed and threatenedChina fromseveral directions. As early

as the first millennium bc, Chinese writers regularly contrasted superior

Chineseness with foreign barbarism. Scholars have pointed out that some

of these writers treated the foreigners as a “biological,” barely human,

race apart. Others regarded the differences as fundamentally cultural,

which the barbarians could overcome if they assimilated into Chinese

civilization.57 Either way, both views fall within our concept of ethnicity,

inwhich culture and a sense of kinship interact in variousmeasures. Aswe

have seen, much of China itself was created in a process of cultural

assimilation in which non-Chinese populations were Sinified.
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One dedicated study, based on a rich variety of source mater-

ial, has demonstrated that even when China was at the height of self-

confidence and hegemony under the Tang Dynasty, the Chinese

people felt a strong sense of ethnic difference – both racial and

cultural – between themselves and non-Chinese. The author of the

study expresses his dismay at “an extremely narrow base of politi-

cized or outmoded theories, unspoken or unproven assumptions, and

a penchant for compartmentalizing or simplifying the role of ethnicity

in Chinese history.”58 And what was true of Chinese identity during

the zenith of Chinese power became all the more true when this

power declined, as the foreign challenge to China intensified over

time. The mounted archer peoples of the steppes to the north proved

to be a menace against which China had little effective remedy. Like

later-day Egypt, China was ruled by foreigners during most of its

history after the fall of the Tang in ad 906.

The Manchurians in particular repeatedly seized control over

China, or its northern part, establishing rule, successively, by the T’o-pa

Wei (ad 386–556), Khitan-Liao and Jurchen-Chin (ad 907–1234), and

Manchu-Qing (ad 1616–1912). The second name in each of the above

represented the Chinese dynastic title adopted by the foreign con-

querors, respectively. The Mongol conquest, which began in 1211

under Chinggis Khan and was completed under the leadership of his

grandson Kublai, lasted until 1368, taking the Chinese dynastic name

of Yüan. Each of China’s Manchurian and Mongol conquerors

exhibited similar ambivalence about their difference from the con-

quered. On the one hand, they sought to preserve their distinct identity

and culture, both because it was theirs and because their military

superiority and rule over China depended on their unique culture as

mounted pastoralists and their status as a warrior caste. On the other

hand, the conquerors’ assumption of Chinese dynastic names was only

one aspect of their efforts to appear fully Chinese culturally in order

to gain public legitimacy.59 As in Egypt, their efforts indicate that this

factor mattered a great deal. Furthermore, over time, the conquerors

were irresistibly allured by and assimilated into Chinese culture. None-

theless, to many Chinese they remained foreign conquerors, and as such

objectionable. There were quite a few popular political expressions

demonstrating this.

For example, scholars have noted the rise of Chinese patriotic

nationalism in Sung China (969–1279), the dynasty that had lost the
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north to the invading Manchurian Jurchen but was able to hold on in

the south.60 Most notably, despite mistrust by the imperial authorities

which feared disobedience, popular militias, known in Chinese as

“loyal and righteous-minded troops” and “people army,” sprang up

spontaneously in the provinces to resist the Jurchen. Thus, for example,

“Chang Jung, a fisherman from the Liang-shan moor in Shantung

province, assembled between 200 and 300 men equipped with boats,

and ‘attacked the Chin constantly.’” As an official imperial commander

reported: “The societies for loyalty and righteousness have existed

for many years in all districts of this prefecture.”61 According to a

modern study, the sources “contain numerous accounts of bravery in

the min-ping, and numerous statements by officials confirming the

superiority of these forces over the regular troops . . . it is probably

fair to say that among the majority of the Sung Chinese hatred for the

Chin overshadowed all internal social tensions . . . Ethnic contradic-

tions outweighed class contradictions.”62 Indeed, “The documentation

on the Fang La rebellion suggests that the ‘loyalty’ of the rebels, so

mistrusted by the court, was no longer interpreted primarily as loyalty

to the ruler or to the dynasty, but as loyalty directly to the state.” “One

of Fang La’s purported speeches to his associates during the uprising

of 1120–1122 complains bitterly about Sung tribute to the barbarian

states.”63 These realities of political action, as well as rare occasions

such as this when the voice of the masses is heard in the documentation,

confirm unsurprisingly that popular devotion to the patriotic–national

cause was often stronger and more authentic than the more calculating

attitudes of rulers and elites. Furthermore, while peasant uprisings

were common in premodern history, so were also popular and popu-

larly supported rebellions against a foreign rule. Although the two

motives – the socioeconomic and ethnonational – often reinforced

each other, there is no reason to conflate them, as the rebels’ rhetoric

amply demonstrates.

Both the Jurchen and Sung were subsequently destroyed by

the Mongol conquest. However, the Mongols themselves were even-

tually driven out, and by Chinese. While repeated famines were the

trigger for popular unrest and anarchy during the Yüan decline,

these were fully exploited by the rebel Zhu Yuanzhang, who beat

the nationalist drum. Coming from a poor peasant family, he became

leader of one of the armed gangs that rose up against the Yüan.

Assuming the mantle of defender of Confucianism, he achieved
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national ascendancy. Again, in a country and era in which dynastic

legitimacy, even foreign, was a sacred principle, the claim that the

rulers lost their mandate by violating local culture and customs

was the normative way to formulate nationalist calls for rebellion.

Defeating other rebel armies and the Yüan, Zhu Yuanzhang made

himself emperor in 1368. He took special care to eradicate every-

thing Mongol and foreign, nominating only Han Chinese officials

and restoring Chinese customs and practices. The new dynasty which

he established, the Ming, ushered a new golden age for China,

expressed among other things in an expansive and nationalistic

foreign policy.

The Ming were the last native dynasty to rule China. Their

reign ended in 1644 with another Manchurian takeover. The invading

Manchu, who became the Qing Dynasty, ruled with an iron hand

through the traditional Chinese bureaucracy. But the story of an other-

wise insignificant attempt at a nationalist rebellion during the 1720s

and 1730s is illuminating in many respects. In the manifesto of the

planned rebellion, the conspirator Zeng Jing drew on the ideas of

earlier Chinese authors, especially Wang Fuzhi (1619–1692) who

during the Manchu takeover had revived the view of the foreigners

as beasts: “The barbarians are a different species from us, like animals;

it is the Chinese who should stay in this land, and the barbarians

who should be driven out.”64 The plot was discovered, and Zeng Jing

was arrested. However, the Manchu Emperor Yongzheng decided

not to execute him, but in a rather bizarre and fully documented

episode drafted a response to the rebel’s allegations and later engaged

in correspondence with him. The former rebel was made to see his

error and admit the Manchu were not beasts, ruled China according

to Chinese ways, and were its only hope. Furthermore, the emperor

ordered that a book incorporating his correspondence with the rebel

should reach everyone in the country. He explained that if he did not:

“how would I be able to face my officials at court and in the provinces,

and those who live across the country?”65 Having been read before

large gatherings of mandarin bureaucrats in Beijing, the book was

mass copied and made mandatory in all the schools and examinations

for office throughout China. Clearly, opinion and legitimacy among

the literati-bureaucrats who ran China mattered a lot. Yet the emperor

did not stop there, but ordered the book to be read in public gatherings

in every village in China.
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Given that popular echoes from premodern societies are so

scarce, this episode strikingly demonstrates both the great sensitivity

surrounding foreign rule (about which the Qing rulers were constantly

nervous) and the remarkable channels of cross-country communi-

cation that existed in China. Furthermore, while the whole affair

was certainly unusual, the practice was not. For example, in 1724,

Emperor Yongzheng issued a Confucian tract of maxims of good

conduct for his subjects. A version in colloquial style “was read aloud

at yamen [official’s office] throughout China on the first and fifteenth

of each moon.”66 True, wood-block and stone-block printing (less

developed than European movable metal type) had been invented

in China and used for distributing the imperial books and decrees.

But indeed, already appearing during the Han period around the

beginning of the Common Era and widely in use during the Tang

period later in the first millennium, these means of communication

practically spanned the entire history of the premodern Chinese

empire-state. For example, the founder of the Ming Dynasty in the

fourteenth century, Yuanzhang, sought to protect the commoners

from being abused by officials:

His discourse on sound government and the justification of

severe penalties for wrong-doing was published in a

pamphlet called Grand Monitions, of which each household

must retain a copy . . . In every community two pavilions

were constructed . . . The good and bad deeds of the villagers

were . . . posted at these pavilions. Twice a year, in the first

and tenth lunar months, every community held its local

banquet. Attendance by all households was compulsory.

Before food and drink were served there were chants,

lectures, the reading of imperial laws, and the reprimanding

of individuals who had committed misdeeds in the village.67

Confucian tenets of good conduct were “repeatedly cited in every

school in every village and even passed on to the illiterate.”68

China’s masses were undoubtedly immersed in their daily toil

and disenfranchised politically. Scattered as they were in the country-

side, most of the time they were impotent to resist the dictates of

the imperial authorities, including ruthless foreign rulers at the head

of superior foreign armies. Local and provincial identities were strong
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and diverse. National bonds of identity, affinity, and solidarity were

much weaker than they would become during modernity. And yet to

argue that they did not exist or were politically insignificant before

modernity, inter alia with respect to the question of foreign rule, is

simply untrue. One scholar, reacting against the idea that premodern

China was a culture but not a nation, has arrived at this common sense

conclusion:

For the majority [of the population, culturalism] . . . would

have been less important than their primary ethnic

identification. It seems likely that most Chinese thought of

their cultural and political community – their nation – as a

Chinese one, and that culturalism, to the extent that they

understood it, reinforced their sense that the empire was

properly Chinese.69

The author of another major study, The Rise of the Chinese

Empire, has unabashedly titled his first volume: Nation, State and

Imperialism in Early China, c. 1600 bc–ad 8. He also regards the

Chinese state, nation, and civilization as having been inseparable,

welded together by imperial rule and expansion. As early as the time

of the Han, China’s first enduring imperial dynasty, a popular song

proclaimed:

Within the Four Seas,

We all are brothers,

And none be taken as strangers!70

The author of yet another exhaustive scholarly study, of

Manchu China, has stated as its purpose “to demonstrate that ethnicity

has an important role to play in historical analysis; that it is neither an

exclusivelymodern concern nor a peripheral one.”71The Taiping Rebel-

lion (1850–1864) was the greatest popular revolt against the Manchu

and the most lethal and destructive conflict of the nineteenth century, in

which an estimated 25million people were killed. The China of the time

was still entirely premodern and its people were scarcely affected by the

increasing encroachments of the European powers. And yet the spirit of

the rebels’ proclamation was unmistakable, restating the same themes

we have encountered throughout Chinese history:
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O you masses, listen to our words. It is our belief that the

empire is China’s empire, not the Manchu barbarian

empire . . . Alas! Since the Ming’s misrule, the Manchu

availed themselves to the opportunity to throw China into

confusion; they stole China’s empire, appropriated

China’s food and clothing, and ravished China’s sons

and daughters . . .

The Chinese have Chinese characteristics; but now the

Manchus have ordered us to shave our hair around the head,

leaving a long tail behind, thus making the Chinese appear

like brute animals. The Chinese have Chinese dress; but now

the Manchus have . . . discarded the robes . . . of former

dynasties, in order to make the Chinese forget their

origins . . . The Chinese have the Chinese language; but now

the Manchus have introduced slang of the capital and

changed the Chinese tones, desiring to deluge China with

barbarian speech and barbarian expressions . . .

We have carefully investigated the Manchus’ Tartar

origins and have found that their first ancestor was a

crossbreed of a white fox and a red dog, from whom sprang

this race of demons.72

Thus, centuries of Manchu imperial propaganda proved to be incap-

able of preventing the resurfacing of powerful popular sentiments

against foreign rule in a mass popular rebellion.

In the giant’s shadow: national states around China

If Chinese nationhood, one of the world’s most ancient and the most

enduring, can be dismissed with the claim that for the Chinese

their civilization was so universal as to denote humanity writ large,

the same can certainly not be said about China’s neighbors. Existence in

the shadow of the giant was a major catalyst for efforts by neighboring

ethnic communities to establish themselves politically in order to with-

stand China’s military pressure and overwhelming cultural hegemony.

And it did not matter, or rather it mattered dialectically, how much of

Chinese culture they were eager to adopt. Of course, as noted before,

many ethnic communities were absorbed by and assimilated into early
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“China” as it expanded. Yet all around the periphery of what became

historical China, better protected by distance and geography, national

states – comprising their own people and culture – emerged, largely in

reaction to China.

In Mongolia and somewhat less so in Manchuria, populations

were nomadic and societies tribal. But even if larger political conglome-

rations there were also shifting to count as national, the admittedly

patchy evidence nevertheless suggests that they exhibited an unsurprising

link between ethnicity and statehood. In Mongolia two different

languages of the Altaic language family were spoken, Mongolian and

Turkic, both probably arising from pristine pastoralist expansions,

including the adoption of the riding horse. As China became a united

imperial power in 221 bc, a huge tribal confederation, known as

Hsiung-nu in the Chinese sources, formed on its northern frontier.

Whether it was (proto-)Turkic- or (proto-)Mongolic-speaking, or

both, remains unknown. Later on, the Sui and Tang dynasties in China

(ad 581–907) faced the emergence of vast Turkic confederations on

the steppe. In contrast to many other ethnonational consolidations, the

stimulus for these great unions of the steppe was offensive rather than

defensive. They conglomerated in order to take on China and plunder

its wealth.73 Chinggis Khan’s Mongol Empire, exceptional in both its

ability to unite all the peoples of the steppe and its massive conquests,

falls under our discussion of empires later on.

The exact ethnic and linguistic composition of pre- and proto-

historic Manchuria is unknown. But as most of the country

was unified by the Jurchen people, their language, a member of the

Tungustic family of eastern Siberia, became standard. First occupying

China, later falling under Mongolian suzerainty, then defending their

independence against the Ming, the Jurchen, known as Manchu,

again took over China in the seventeenth century. Assimilation, both

voluntary and involuntary, into Chinese culture has since largely

eradicated a distinct Manchurian identity.

Bordering on Manchuria, but more sheltered from China by

the Yellow Sea, Korea is a classic case for our subject. In protohistoric

Korea three separate kingdoms emerged during the first millennium

ad. Withstanding Chinese invasions in the north, they absorbed many

features of Chinese culture, including script (changed into an indige-

nous one in the fifteenth century), Buddhism, and state Confucianism.

The kingdom of Silla unified the country in the seventh century, and
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it was apparently its language that became standard. The Goryeo

Dynasty replaced Silla in 936, and thereafter until modernity Korea

retained a more or less uninterrupted unity and independence despite

Chinese, Mongolian, and Japanese incursions and periods of domina-

tion. Korean culture, identity, and statehood have overlapped more

than a thousand years. Again, why should this remarkable congruence

have endured for so long and so persistently, withstanding mighty

neighbors, if collective identity did not matter politically in premodern

state societies ostensibly defined by elite rule and class divisions? This

is a mystery that modernist theorists of Korean nationhood do not

seem to recognize. However, as traditionalists have cautiously sug-

gested: “the organizational activities of the state may have created a

homogeneous collectivity with a sense of shared identity much earlier

than happened in the countries of Western Europe that provide

the model for ‘modernist’ scholarship.”74 And to this one should add

the admittedly little known early common ethnic underpinning of the

Korean state, which would in turn be reinforced by the state’s activities.

In any case, Koreans have long been imbued with a sense of being

a separate and distinct ethnos or “race,” people, and culture.75 As

modernist theorist-historian Hobsbawm has admitted: China, Korea,

and Japan are “among the extremely rare examples of historic states

composed of a population that is ethnically almost or entirely homoge-

neous.”76 We shall see about the claim of rarity later on, but first we

turn to Hobsbawm’s third cited case, Japan.

No less influenced by Chinese civilization than Korea, but

even more protected by sea from China and the continent, and filled

with a sense of its separateness and uniqueness, Japan should have been

paradigmatic in the study of premodern nationalism. And yet it barely

figures in it. It is on par with China in both its significance and neglect.

As with China, Western modernist notions have been adopted by

some Japanese scholars, for in Japan the change from the premodern

to the modern era was even starker than in China.77 Faced with

pressure from the Western powers, Japan revolutionized itself in the

Meiji Restoration (1868). The Meiji reformers institutionalized a

strong central state, pushed for rapid industrialization, and cultivated

an intense nationalist ethos, propagated through universal education

and every other means. Again, no one is denying the huge impact of

modernization in Japan, as elsewhere. Still, this hardly means that a

strong sense of nationhood had not existed in premodern Japan and
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had not been pivotal to Japanese politics. Did the Meiji “manipulators”

invent, rather than adapt from the central tenets of Japan’s traditions,

the nationalist ethos which they themselves so passionately espoused?

Did this ethos, centering on Japanese kin–cultural uniqueness and

the divinity of the emperor, have any chance of being embraced by

the people as intensely as it was if it had not corresponded very deeply

to their own sense of their culture, people, and country? And were

these three not congruent as far as mythological and historical memory

could reach?

Far more than China, the population of Japan has been ethni-

cally homogeneous ever since the emergence of a unified Japanese

state around the middle of the first millennium ad.78 As we have

seen in Chapter 3, a Japanese ethnos, apparently originating from

rice-cultivating colonists from Korea, expanded up the archipelago of

Japan, predating and constituting the substratum of a unified Japanese

state. In turn, the growth of the state helped to further homogenize the

realm. From the third century ad, from its center on the Nara-Osaka

plain, the Yamato state progressively expanded and consolidated that

realm. And from the late sixth century, with increasing agricultural

intensification and growing Chinese influence and threat, Chinese-

modeled religions, literacy, architecture, urbanism, and a centralized

bureaucratic state inaugurated Japan’s historical era. With them

came also state armies of national conscription, in which the peasant

population was trained and served away from home.79

True, by the twelfth century Japan had undergone feudal frag-

mentation, which would occasionally deteriorate into anarchy and

protracted civil wars. And yet central government was repeatedly

reinstituted by military rulers (shoguns): the Kamakura shogunate

(1185–1333); more weakly and at the end only nominally, the

Muromachi shogunate (1336–1573); and finally, the most powerful

and centralized state rule of the Tokugawa shogunate (1603–1868).

While resting on military force, the shogunate (bakufu) relied as heavily

on the country’s deeply-entrenched sense of ethnic oneness, which,

significantly, no autonomous or even rebellious feudal lord ever

challenged. Furthermore, although depriving the emperor of any real

authority, the shoguns derived their legitimacy froman imperial mandate,

supposedly given voluntary. Indeed, holding the reins of power, the

shoguns never dared to usurp the imperial title itself. The Japanese royal

house is the oldest in the world, going back one and a half millennia.
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The sacred horror surrounding the emperor as a deity and the symbol

of the nation did not start with modernity, but was by its very nature

profoundly premodern.

Like China, Japan is claimed to have lacked a sense of

the “other” and hence national self-awareness. This was supposedly

due to insular isolation rather than exclusiveness. However, extensive

cultural imports as well as threats of invasion from Tang China made

the Japanese very much aware of their otherness. And the Mongol

invasions launched by Kublai Khan’s China in 1274 and 1281 were

repulsed by mobilization on a national scale. True, mobilization

involved mainly the samurai warrior class. The political exclusion of

the masses in feudal Japan grew steadily, and was fully institutionalized

under the Tokugawa. Then, too, however, the deeply felt Western

presence in Japan after 1540, including significant conversion to Chris-

tianity of both nobles and commoners, led to the Tokugawa rulers’

decision to banish all foreigners and close the country completely to

outsiders. They feared their subversive effect on local customs and

loyalty. Thus, it was the foreign impact on Japan, rather than a lack

thereof, that fed Japanese isolation.80 Japan’s strong sense of cultural

separateness, which today expresses itself in, among other things, the

most restrictive immigration policy and lowest rates of foreign immi-

grants of all the developed countries, did not begin with modernity.

On the other side of China, Vietnam offers another typical

example of national state formation. China’s early expansion absorbed

and assimilated most of the populations in what became south China.

So the question of where China ends in the south was basically deter-

mined by a balancing act involving distance, mountainous terrain,

limits of political and military power projection, and ethnicity. The early

Vietnamese speakers populated the Red River basin in today’s north

Vietnam as part of the Neolithic spread throughout southeast Asia of

wet-rice cultivators speaking so-called Austro-Asiatic languages. Later,

the powerful Han and Tang dynasties invaded the region, subjecting it

to a 1,000-year rule (111 bc–ad 938). Nonetheless, the survival of the

indigenous language and identity despite sweeping cultural borrowing

from China made it possible for local leaders to unify the realm and

consolidate it into a national state, independent and distinct from China.

This was not just another splinter province of China, drifting apart

during times of anarchy and reunited at times of Chinese dynastic

revival. The distinct Viet ethnicity sustained and, in turn, was protected
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by its enduring political separateness, despite repeated Chinese invasions

and periods of domination.81 As in Japan (and Tibet), the Viet rulers

assumed the title of emperors to emphasize that they were equal rather

than subservient to the sovereign of China. From the eleventh to the

eighteenth centuries, the Viet state, language, and people expanded

through conquest and peasant colonization into the central and southern

parts of the coastal plain down to the Mekong Delta, assimilating

the local populations except for a few in remote mountain enclaves.

The existence and congruence of the Viet state, people, and culture long

predated the French colonial occupation in the nineteenth century.

Here lies the answer to the question raised by Benedict Anderson:

why did French Indochina disintegrate into separate national states

with decolonization, rather than become a single realm as in Dutch

Indonesia. This was so because the various new states in Indochina rested

not merely on precolonial states or ethne, but on premodern national

states that combined both.82 Each of these premodern national states

had a long history and an ethnic core, or Staatsvolk, identified with it

for many centuries. Each survived dynastic changes, border expansion

and contraction, and periodical political disintegrations while institutio-

nalizing and spreading its culture.83 These national states included: a

Cambodian–Khmer state since the sixth century ad (with the Khmer

constituting 90 percent of the population today); a more or less unified

Siamese–Thai state since the fourteenth century (with the Thai constitu-

ting 85 percent of the population today); and a Myanmar–Burman

state since the tenth century (with Burman comprising 68 percent of

the population today). The postcolonial Vietnamese, the strongest of

the region’s peoples, opted for independence over an Indochina union

precisely in order to preserve their distinctive identity. And the others

certainly did not wish to be subsumed in a Vietnamese-dominated

state.84 Ethnic Vietnamesemake up 86 percent of Vietnam’s population.

Hobsbawm has evidently exaggerated the extreme rarity that he attri-

buted to China, Korea, and Japan as historic states whose population

was ethnically almost or entirely homogeneous.85

Needless to say, in each of the above cases there have been

serious minority problems. Furthermore, in each of them there has

been extensive “creative” reworking of existing traditions, memories,

and myths by modern nationalists and state authorities, the so-called

“invention of tradition.” Yet scholars have been overly impressed

by this common process. They have sweepingly assumed that the
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constant adaptation of materials that is intrinsic to the flow of

tradition, including fabrication and manipulation, wholly invalidates

the nationalist claim, whereas it often merely tints genuine realities.

The following quote from Anderson is typical of this seemingly sophis-

ticated deconstruction of national traditions: “That today’s Vietnamese

defend a Viet Nam [name] scornfully invented by a nineteenth century

Manchu dynasty reminds us . . . of the imaginative power of nationa-

lism.”86 The uninformed reader is left with no inkling that, rather than

being invented in 1802, the Viet name and distinct identity go back

between 1,000 and 2,000 years.* Indeed, in all the above-described

cases, congruence between state, people, and culture prevailed from the

early history of state existence, and was anything but a coincidence. It

was precisely because of their bonds of affinity, identity, and solidarity

that these premodern national states were that much easier to unify, to

keep united, and defend their independence, while at the same time

reinforcing that common identity and homogenizing their realm.

Geography emerges as a major factor here. Although ethnicity

is far older and more deeply rooted than is commonly recognized, it is

also malleable and subject to processes of assimilation and conversion.

Geographical barriers have played a major role in determining the

limits of power projection, communication, and hence the survival

and boundaries of ethnic and political communities. Premodern politi-

cal boundaries have been the subject of considerable misunderstanding,

already criticized by Grosby. A recurring assumption in the literature

on nationalism is that boundaries among premodern states were not

clearly defined. The source of this assumption is probably the frag-

mented nature of, and overlapping authorities in, the European feudal

system, another example of the European bias in this field. However,

the record from around the world is more diverse: boundaries in many

state systems, and often among prestate societies, were clearly marked,

strictly kept, and mutually exclusive. As the anthropologist who

studied the Mae Enga horticulturalists of New Guinea has reported:

clan territories were “defended, literally, to the last yard.”87 A study of

African tribal societies similarly stresses that in many cases territorial

* As Anderson himself writes, the argument with the Chinese was actually over

whether the kingdom should be called Nam Viet, meaning Southern Viet, which

implied a potential claim on the part of the Vietnamese to southern Chinese

provinces, or Viet Nam, south of Viet, meant to deflect such claims.
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boundaries were clearly defined, recognized, and exclusive.88 Another

recent study of tribal boundaries has found them to be remarkably

“robust.”89 And the same has been found to be the pattern of state

boundaries in the first state system, the ancient Near East.90

To avoid tedious repetitions, I will not present further cases

of premodern national states outside Europe. The above should be

sufficient to refute the widely accepted claim, originally made by Elie

Kedourie, that nationalism and the national state were alien to Asia.91

This claim was based on a one-sided selection of periods and regions.

Anderson also generalized from his area of specialty, the southeast

Asian archipelago (today’s Indonesia and Malaysia), where premodern

national states had failed to take root, and downplayed the obvious

significance of such states in shaping modern national identity in

other parts of east and southeast Asia.92 Certainly, an opposite bias

must equally be avoided. Some, but hardly all, or even the majority of,

premodern states – in Asia or elsewhere – were national states. Others

were petty-states, dividing among them a wider ethnic space. And yet

others were empires, wherein most typically one people or ethnos

expanded to rule over foreign peoples and ethne.
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C WERE EMPIRES ETHNICALLY BL IND?

There is no single widely accepted definition of what constitutes an

empire. But it generally denotes a very large state that dominates subject

peoples (and its neighbors). China is an example of an empire that

succeeded in assimilating most of its realm in terms of culture and

identity. It thereby doubled as a gigantic national state, wherein state,

people, and culture converged. With ancient Egypt, too, the Egyptian

national state dwarfed its non-Egyptian imperial periphery. However,

the majority of empires were not like these two. In this book on nation-

hood as a particular form of political ethnicity, empires interest us

for two reasons. First, they were the powerful engines which through

superior force destroyed national states that had been budding every-

where from early on in the process of state formation. Empires were the

“black holes” into which many national states were swept and in which

they disappeared. This is a major source of the prevalent optical illusion

regarding the absence of such states in premodern times. Conversely,

empires’ pressure sometimes served as a catalyst for the crystallization

of national states around them.

The second reason why empires interest us here is that although

they have been described by many historical sociologists as pure elite

and class power structures, ethnicity was at least as significant in

their make up. Almost universally they were either overtly or tacitly

the empires of a particular people or ethnos. The military might and

political dominance of that people/ethnos was the cornerstone of

the empire. The empire’s rulers and most of the elite came from it.

For its survival the empire relied on the loyalty and devotion of

that core. And the state symbols and official culture tended to reflect

those of the imperial people/ethnos even when cultural tolerance and

pluralism prevailed. Of course, when the imperial people/ethnos

came from the undeveloped periphery and took over rich and refined

civilizations, some processes of cultural assimilation of the conqueror

into the conquered culture also tended to occur. Empires sometimes

downplayed their core ethnic character, consciously projected an inclu-

sive, all-encompassing image and ideology, and coopted parts of the
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elite from other peoples and ethnicities within the realm as their loyal

servants. To do otherwise was often counterproductive, if not suicidal,

for them. All the same, the realities of power and benefit allocation

were only thinly masked.

From Assyria to Persia

As we have seen earlier, southwest Asia, the cradle of civilization, is

most typical of the process whereby empires swallowed burgeoning

national states. We interrupted our discussion of that region with

the rise of Assyria, the first in the long succession of empires that

conquered and ruled the Near East. Starting from the city-state of

Assur, Assyria developed into an incipient national state in the second

millennium bc, stamping the eastern Semitic population of the north

Mesopotamian ethnic space with the marks of its state culture and

patron deities. Outside pressure contributed to this process of territo-

rial expansion and state- and nation-formation. In the middle of the

second millennium bc, Assyria intermittently fell under the suzerainty

of two powerful empires, those of Mitanni and the Hittite. Despite

the paucity of the evidence, these two are themselves of paradigmatic

value: they may have been early examples of empires wherein a ruling

ethnic elite doubles as a sociopolitical class.

Information aboutMitanni (sixteenth to fourteenth centuries bc)

is very scarce. Located in eastern Anatolia to the north of Assyria, its

people were Hurrian, a distinct ethnos and language, neither Semitic

nor Indo-European. However, Mitanni was evidently ruled by an

Indo-European kingship and feudal-military equestrian aristocracy

(mariyannu). These apparently arrived from the north, via Iran, as part

of the movement of tribal war bands that introduced the war chariot, a

great novelty at that time, into Iran, India, and the ancientNear East. This

process of elite conquest is believed to have been the engine that propelled

the southeasterly spread of the Indo-European languages. How the

conquering Arian elite stood in relation to the local Hurrian population

inMitanni remains obscure.93However,whileMitanniwas obviously not

a national state, ethnicity seems to have been far from irrelevant to its

social and political structure.

Although the evidence on the Hittite Empire is more plentiful,

the role of ethnicity in it remains largely unknown. As in Mitanni, the
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original non-Indo-European population of the land of Hatti in

central Anatolia was ruled by a royal house and elite who spoke an

Indo-European language called Nesili. As it expanded in Anatolia,

the empire encompassed the speakers of related Indo-European

languages, Palaic and Luwian. At its height during the fifteenth to

twelfth centuries bc, the empire was semi-feudal and the elite rode

war chariots.94 But to what extent social and political status in the

empire mirrored ethnicity is unknown. According to one theory,

both empires of Mitanni and Hatti collapsed suddenly and com-

pletely in the upheavals of the twelfth century bc because of their

narrow sociomilitary (possibly ethnic) elite base. By contrast, Assyria

survived because it was a national state which raised mass peasant

infantry armies.95

This was the tool which enabled Assyria to subjugate the entire

ancient Near East for the first time. The Assyrian monarchy succeeded

in mobilizing its free peasant population into military service, thereby

adding first-class infantry to the equestrian arm and creating an unbeat-

able military machine. This meant that the Assyrian freeholder,

although living in a highly stratified society and subject to the state’s

dictates, retained a higher social status than was common in other

polities of the region. The army fought for the spoils of war, to be

sure, but it was also a national army bounded together by the culture,

deities, and patriotic sentiment of the land.

As the empire expanded over the entire Near East, its national

Assyrian core inevitably changed. Initially, the empire was hegemonic,

that is, it more or less left in place the existing states and rulers, only

forcing them to pay heavy tribute to Assyria. However, from the time

of King Tiglath-pileser III (744–727 bc), the system switched from

hegemony to direct imperial rule. Former subject states lost their semi-

independence and self-rule, and their territory was transformed into

administrative provinces directly administrated by Assyrian governors

and the imperial bureaucracy. The same king also initiated the massive

deportations of rebelling peoples, which greatly mixed ethnicities

across the entire region.96 In these proverbially cruel processes, existing

ethnopolitical entities were mercilessly crushed. Yet Assyria, too, was

deeply affected. Exiles from the empire, mostly Aramaeans, filled

its major cities. The army, turning increasingly professional, incor-

porated various auxiliary contingents, again mostly Aramaeans.

The masses of Assyrian freeholders that formed its backbone were
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progressively eroded by war and the enormous inflow of wealth

which accentuated social polarization in Assyria.97

In some senses, then, the Assyrian Empire became more cosmo-

politan, if this term is appropriate at all in view of its horrendous

ruthlessness. The Aramaean element in particular was incorporated

as a junior partner in the empire. The Aramaic language, with its far

easier to learn alphabet script, would become the lingua franca in the

Near East for more than a millennium, until the rise of Islam and

adoption of Arabic. Still, nobody ever doubted that the empire was

Assyrian, as were its royalty, aristocracy, and the people that remained

its mainstay. It was the total destruction of this core, the land, and

cities of Assyria in the late seventh century bc by a coalition of Babylon

and Media that brought an end to the Assyrian Empire.

Babylon, ruled by Chaldaean dynasties and tribesmen from the

south of Babylonia, replaced Assyria as the imperial master throughout

the Near East. But it was itself soon defeated and replaced by Persia

(539 bc), an even larger and more enduring empire, and of particular

interest to our subject. The process of state-building on the Iranian

plateau, northeast of the ancient kingdom of Elam, gathered momen-

tum only during the reign of Assyria. Iran was home to various tribal

formations and petty-polities, whose people spoke related languages

and dialects of the Indo-Iranian branch of Indo-European. As already

mentioned, the formation of this ethnic space is attributed to the

sweep of such speakers in the second millennium bc from the Eurasian

steppe across Iran to India. Media was the first large-scale state to

emerge on the Iranian plateau. It was created from six tribes and

dozens of petty-states unified under dynastic rule in the seventh century

bc in response to Assyrian pressure. According to Herodotus: “Deioces

collected the Medes into a nation [ethnos], and ruled over them alone.

Now these are the tribes of which they consist: the Busae, the Pareta-

ceni, the Struchates, the Arizanti, the Budii, and the Magi.”98 The

authoritative standard scholarly translation quoted here (Loeb), from

1946, was evidently uninhibited from using the term nation in this

context. Moreover, historians on both sides of the debate over the

authenticity of Herodotus’ early history of Media, adopt the term

national as applied to it.99After allying with Babylon for the destruction

of Assyria, Media further expanded its suzerainty over the various

peoples of Iran and eastern Anatolia. However, as the Median aristo-

cracy grew dissatisfied with the monarch Astyages, who had attempted
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to curb its power, it switched its allegiance to his grandson (550 bc).

This was the Achaemenid Cyrus of Persia, a country neighboring and

hitherto dependent on Media and of a close Indo-Iranian ethnicity, who

became the ruler of a combined Persian–Median Empire.100

Cyrus defeated and conquered Lydia in western Anatolia,

another empire dominated by a particular people (Herodotus, i.28).

He then defeated Babylon and took over its Near Eastern empire. His

successors further expanded the Achaemenid Empire, which extended

from the gates of India to Egypt and the Aegean. The empire was

famously tolerant toward local ethnicities, customs, and cultures. And

yet it was anything but ethnically blind. The formation of a Persian–

Iranian national state, with its incipient cultural and linguistic core

and national religion (Zoroastrianism), was superseded by imperial

expansion. But it was hardly in question whose empire it was. There

was a clear hierarchy here: the Medes came very close to the Persians as

co-partners in the empire, and other Iranian peoples constituted the

next circle, quite distinct from the rest. This was not an abstract matter.

Not only the royal house, but also the top provincial governors

(satraps), generals, and other high-ranking officials were Persian–Mede

and, second, Iranian. Locals were mostly coopted into lower levels of

the administration.101 Furthermore, as Darius I turned the empire

more bureaucratic, he also reinforced the centrality of Persian identity

as its official culture.102 All this meant that the Persians, Medes, and

other Iranians were both the main beneficiaries of the empire and by far

its most trusted element (although, of course, hardly free from personal

ambitions among the elite, which could turn treacherous).

The same logic applied to the army, the instrument that made

and sustained the empire. Levied contingents from the various peoples

of the empire were called up for large-scale campaigns. These massive

imperial armies were engraved in historical memory by the Greek

historians (who also wildly exaggerated their numbers).103 “Driven

into battle with lashes,” they could not be relied upon to do any serious

fighting, nor were they expected to. Rather, they served as auxiliaries

and cannon fodder for the core of the army. This core consisted, first, of

the central standing army and imperial guard (mistranslated “the

Immortals” by Herodotus) of 20,000 troops, half of them horse and

half foot, derived solely from Persians and Medes. Second, there

was the Persian–Mede and Iranian cavalry called up for campaigns.

They clearly figure as the empire’s main fighting force in the great
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battles of both Xerxes’ invasion of Greece and Alexander’s invasion

of the Persian Empire. Third, since the Persian infantry was found to

be no match for the Greek hoplites, the Empire increasingly relied on

mercenary Greek infantry, even as it fought Greeks. Indeed, whereas the

first two elements of the Persian army demonstrate the significance of

the Empire’s core ethnicity, the Greek element is a reminder that mate-

rial profit and not only ethnic allegiance motivate people for action.

Alexander the Great conquered the Achaemenid Empire and

occupied Persia and Iran. These were ruled by his Seleucid successors

for another century. Still, the collapse of the vast Achaemenid Empire

left the Persian–Iranian ethnic core very much in place. Indeed, Iranian

political independence and unity were soon revived, with statehood

and the Persian cultural sphere closely overlapping. Both the Parthian

and Sassanid states that successively encompassed the whole of Iran

(247 bc–ad 224 and ad 224–651, respectively) are widely referred to as

empires and variably expanded beyond the Iranian plateau. However,

their territory and population always remained overwhelmingly Iranian,

as were their language, culture, and state-cultivated Zoroastrian

religion.104 Their realm was perhaps just a little too heterogeneous to

fully merit the designation national state, but it was not very far from it.

It retained a two-tier structure, which is still characteristic of modern

Iran: Persian speakers constituted the majority; and the Persian culture

was hegemonic, in which other Iranian ethnicities largely participated

and were partly absorbed.105

The Arab-Islamic conquest of the seventh century was a

turning point in Iranian history, and led to the country’s conversion

to Islam in the following centuries. However, unlike elsewhere in the

Middle East and North Africa, the Arab language and identity did not

take over, and the Iranian cultural sphere remained very distinct under

Islam. Revising his early great book The Arabs in History (1950), the

doyen of Middle Eastern studies, Bernard Lewis, has written

revealingly:

In the 19th century, that age of liberalism and nationalism, it

was assumed generally by scholars that the great struggles of

the early caliphate were basically national: especially Persian

nationalism in revolt against Arab domination. By the time

I was writing this book, these ideas have been generally

abandoned and we were all quite sure that nationality did
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not matter very much, that ethnicity was of secondary

importance, that what really mattered were the economic

and social factors . . . Looking at the world in 1992, who

would have said that ethnicity didn’t matter?106

Rather than a relativist postmodernist lesson, the obvious, common-

sense conclusion to be drawn from the above is the following: both

ethnonational and socioeconomic factors mattered a great deal, and

were often overlapping, depending on the case, but they were hardly

reduced or reducible to one another.

As elsewhere in the Middle East and Asia, Turkic and Mongol

hordes and dynasties established their rule over Iran from the late first

millennium by virtue of their military superiority. One such dynasty,

the Safavid, again unified the country (1501–1736), and was followed

by another, the Qajar Dynasty (1794–1925). However, almost as in

China, these Turkic dynasties ruled over a distinct Persian–Iranian

cultural sphere and were largely assimilated into it. Clearly, there have

always been large minorities in Iran, constituting close to half of the

population today. Furthermore, what Iran meant territorially expanded

and contracted throughout history. As with other countries, Iran was

largely defined by state power. Still, Iranian statehood itself was very

much defined by ethnic realities. Precisely because of this reciprocal

relationship, a Persian–Iranian ethnic sphere and statehood have

existed despite interruptions for more than two and a half millennia.

With its semi-arid, sparsely populated landscape and largely

pastoralist economy, Iran was dominated by the horseman throughout

its history. This increased the power of the semi-feudal aristocracy

that dominated all the Iranian states successively from Median and

Achaemenid times up until the twentieth century.107 Many scholars

regard elite rule as antithetical to nationhood. They believe that only

the elite who participated in the body politic shared in a wider notion

of the state (if they were not actually cosmopolitan in outlook,

according to Gellner). However, although popular participation vastly

increased both identification with the nation and national energies,

the above distinction is too simplistic historically. Premodern Czarist

Russia, discussed in Chapter 5, is a major example of a despotic

country where national sentiments were strong. Tribal identities, where

they existed, as in Iran, were a far greater obstacle than despotism and

elite rule to the formation of a national identity.
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As it happens, much greater equality and sense of political

participation existed in the Hellenic world that defeated the Achae-

menid Empire. This was true not only of the classical Greek polis but

also of Europe’s first national state, ancient Macedonia, also discussed

in Chapter 5. But what about the Hellenistic empires that replaced

Persia in ruling the East after Alexander’s conquests?

The Hellenistic and Roman empires

Hellenic civilization has a reputation for being rational, enlightened,

and highly attractive to those who came within its sphere of influence.

Still, the Hellenistic empires – the Seleucid in southwest Asia and

the Ptolemaic in Egypt and its periphery – were empires of and by the

Greek–Macedonian element. Alexander had reportedly wished to

incorporate the Persian elite into the structure of his empire and

encountered strong opposition from his people. Yet whatever the

exact nature of his plans, little remained from them after his death.

On the whole, both the Seleucid and Ptolemaic empires were despotic,

ruling with few checks on the monarchs’ actions. But the mainstay of

both empires was the Greek–Macedonian population, which was

settled in colonies throughout the realm and enjoyed both citizen

rights and partial autonomy within their respective poleis. They lived

by Greek laws, were tried in Greek courts, and were educated in Greek

schools. “Ethnic segregation” is the expression used by one scholar to

describe their position in these multiethnic empires.108 Literacy was

apparently widespread among the Greeks, a significant fact given

the role attributed to literacy and schooling in advancing modern

nationalism. The army is accredited with a similar role as the “school

of the nation,” and the Greek–Macedonian population was the loyal

element from which the army was raised. There were also Greek

mercenaries and some auxiliaries from non-Greek warlike ethne. But

as a rule the native population of the Hellenistic empires was kept out

of the army, and for a very good reason.

This was particularly true of Ptolemaic Egypt, ever concerned

about a native Egyptian uprising. After all, the kingdom centered on

one of the world’s oldest nations. As we have seen, the Ptolemaic rulers

took special care to present themselves in the image of the Pharaohs,

and as the protectors and benefactors of traditional Egyptian religion
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and culture. Yet the Egyptian people were the most underprivileged

element in their country, where even other non-Greek ethnic groups

were favored as being more trustworthy. The Egyptians’ legal status

was inferior, inter alia in taxation.109 Obviously, economic exploitation

was the basis of the system, but it was notably structured along ethnic

lines. The Ptolemaic kingdom’s problem is strikingly exposed by a

major historical episode. Heavily pressured by the Seleucids who

invaded their territory in coastal Syria and Palestine, the Ptolemaic

rulers resorted to desperate measures. They raised troops from the

native Egyptian population to bolster their army, a step they had never

taken before. The invading Seleucids were defeated (217 bc). But in the

wake of that victory, the Ptolemaic kingdom experienced a widespread

revolt of its native Egyptian people, now trained for war. The south

seceded under a native dynasty with the support of the clergy. The

rebellion lasted a generation before being suppressed. Native Egyptian

troops were never conscripted again.

The Hellenistic kingdom’s officials and higher administration

also came from the Greek–Macedonian element. Historians rightly

point out that the boundaries between the categories of Greeks and

non-Greeks were not watertight and inflexible. Non-Greeks could

achieve a preferential Greek status if the state wished to favor them.

More importantly, people could change identities by a process of accul-

turation, fostered by intermarriage.110 Hellenization, the adoption of

the Greek language, culture, and identity, went on throughout the

Hellenistic East, particularly in the major cities, but far less in the

countryside. Descent was an important element of Greekness, but not

the exclusive one. All this granted, the Hellenistic empires were Greek

in a deep political sense. And politicized native Egyptian identity and

sentiment were hardly non-existent either.

One of Rome’s major advantages, which contributed to its

victory over both the Greek poleis and the Hellenistic empires, was

its ever-growing body of citizens. We interrupted our discussion of

Rome when it had completed its domination of Italy and was about

to expand into an empire that encompassed the entire Mediterranean

basin. As already pointed out, Rome was one of the most open polities

ever in granting citizenship. And yet this was a very protracted process

that unfolded over centuries and was closely intertwined with Roman

acculturation.111 It was the cultural component of ethnic identity

that triumphed in Rome’s expansion.
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Italy was the first step in this process. When brought under

Roman hegemony as “allies” during the fifth to third centuries bc,

the ethnically diverse communities of the peninsula wanted to retain

their semi-independent status and internal autonomy. However, by the

first century bc things had changed. As mentioned before, Rome had

no policy of acculturation. Still, Roman acculturation throughout Italy

had been steadily advancing, through Roman and Latin settlement, elite

connections, military service, and the increasing attraction of belonging

to the Roman state. Indeed, as the empire grew, there were great benefits

to being a Roman citizen. When their demands were turned down, the

allies rose in arms in the so-called Social War (91–88 bc) and gained

inclusion in the Roman state. And if ethnic differences in Italy were still

noticeable at the beginning of the first century bc, they had practically

disappeared by the end of that century. By the time of Augustus, the

concepts of Roman and Italian had become virtually identical. Roman

acculturation and political integration reinforced each other in creating

what had become in effect a Latin-speaking Italian people. As Edward

Gibbon put it, as early as 1776, in his classical The Decline and Fall

of the Roman Empire (i.ii.2):

From the foot of the Alps to the extremity of Calabria, all

the natives of Italy were born citizens of Rome. Their partial

distinctions were obliterated, and they insensibly coalesced

into one great nation, united by language, manners, and civil

institutions [emphasis added] . . . Virgil was a native of

Mantua; Horace was inclined to doubt whether he should

call himself an Apulian or a Lucanian: it was in Padua that

an historian [Livy] was found worthy to record the majestic

series of Roman victories. The patriot family of the Catos

emerged from Tusculum; and the little town of Arpinum

claimed the double honour of producing Marius and Cicero.

Writing before the French and Industrial revolutions, Gibbon was

evidently unaware that the nation, “united by language, manners,

and civil institutions,” would supposedly be born only with those

revolutions. A modern historian of Roman citizenship has indepen-

dently expressed himself in the same terms as Gibbon: “Italy was

now identical with the Roman State, which after a period of cultural

and social fusion provided the closest parallel found in antiquity to a
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large national state in the modern sense, with a universal language

and a single system of local government and civil law.”112 Another

distinguished historian, surely familiar with the controversies sur-

rounding the antiquity of the nation, did not shy away from titling

his book: Culture and National Identity in Republican Rome.113 The

concept of the populus Romanus, the Roman people, as the sovereign,

politically active agent during the republic reinforces themodern parallel.

This aspect of Roman citizenship was largely lost during the reign of

the emperors.

Still, more or less the same dual process of Roman accultu-

ration and expansion of citizenship took place throughout the Empire,

most notably in its western parts, again taking several centuries to

unfold. The Romanization of these parts was so thorough that Latin

completely replaced the local languages in both Gaul and Iberia, and

not only in the cities and towns but also throughout the countryside.

Barely any Celtic residues remained in French, Provençal, or the Iberian

tongues, the daughter languages of Latin which developed after the

fall of the Empire. Even in Dacia (today’s Romania), where Roman

rule lasted only about 150 years, Latin took over (and would evolve into

Romanian). As the leading expert on the subject put it: “In the western

Empire Latin came into conflict with a number of vernacular languages

and eventually affected their death.”114 Such cases of complete language

replacement throughout western Europe strikingly negate the picture

of rural isolation posited by the modernist literature on nationalism.

In this picture, the state’s language was supposedly confined to the

centers of power and did not penetrate the countryside. As we shall

see with other examples as well, this model is based on a lopsided

selection of cases that have been accorded paradigmatic status, and

was far from applying universally in the premodern world. Certainly,

as in any language, differences of accent and expression in spoken Latin,

according to social status and locality, were evident both inside and

outside Italy.115 And yet there is no evidence in the classical sources

that one Latin speaker had any difficulty in understanding another. In

this respect, the variation of Latin in the Empire was much closer to that

of modern English or Spanish than to the often mutually unintelligible

dialects of modern German or Italian.

Hand in hand with Roman acculturation, citizenship was

gradually extended to the provincial elite, to whole civic commu-

nities, and to discharged soldiers of the auxiliary forces after many
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years of service beside the Roman legions. Finally, in 212, the entire

free population of the Empire was given citizenship. The Christianiza-

tion of the Empire, as well as outside pressures, contributed to the

crystallization of a wider Roman identity. During the third to fifth

centuries the barbarian threat to the Empire increased so much that

the fearful provincials clung to their Roman identity with greater

fervor. After the barbarians took over Gaul, the dominant distinction

in the country was between the invading Germans and “Romans,” as

the population of Gaul was now called. The making of a Roman

people inhabiting the entire Western Empire had been well advanced

and would have become a fully-fledged reality had Rome survived like

China. As Gibbon (i.ii.2) summed it up: “A nation of Romans was

gradually formed in the provinces . . . The grandsons of the Gauls, who

had besieged Julius Caesar in Alesia, commanded legions, governed

provinces, and were admitted into the senate of Rome.”

Realitywas somewhat different in the eastern part of the Roman

Empire. The cultural weight and prestige of Greek resulted in its survival

as the elite language of learning and government in the East alongside

Latin. Indeed, linguistic and ethnic diversity andmixed identity were far

greater in the Roman East, where substrata of ancient civilizations

remained and split identities had been the norm throughout the Hellen-

istic period. Below Greek and Latin, there was also Aramaic as the

lingua franca of the Levant and Mesopotamia since Assyrian, Babylon-

ian, and Persian times. And in addition, there was a variety of local

languages, many of them literary as well as spoken, including Egyptian

(Demotic, later developed intoCoptic), Hebrew, andmany others. Thus,

the East was Greek more than it was Roman, but people variably shared

in several linguistic mediums and a diversity of local identities.116 These

realities contributed to the partition of the later Roman Empire into the

Latin-speaking West and the Greek East. They also meant that despite

the spread of Christianity, shared identity was weaker in the East when

the Arab-Muslim conquerors took over in the seventh century.

The Arab, Ottoman, and Mughal empires

We have already noted that Islam is a pronouncedly universalistic

religion which recognizes no ethnic distinctions among the faithful.

Indeed, the powerful ideal of the Islamic ummah (Arabic for nation)
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embraces all the believers and is presented by Islamic devotees as

antithetical to national and ethnic divisions. Reality, however, has

been far more complex. From the start, the Islamic faith has been

closely intertwined with Arab identity, the people of the prophet

among whom the new religion was founded and in whose language

the Koran and later Islamic religious texts were written. As they

conquered the Middle East and North Africa in the seventh century,

Arabs established themselves as a ruling elite throughout the region.

True, anyone who converted to Islam gained a privileged status

(including tax exemptions). But, indeed, such conversion practically

meant the adoption of the Arabic language, the language of religion

and government. In a process that took centuries to unfold, Arabic

supplanted existing languages in the cradle of civilization, pushing

those that survived into a minority status on the margins of an

Arabic-speaking society.{ With this transformation, not achieved in

the East by either the Greek or Roman civilizations, came a profound

change of identity. Although the Arab conquerors of the Middle East

amounted to no more than a small percentage of the population of the

societies they ruled, their identity took over. Both the Arabic language

and the founding story of Islam nestled in Arabia, and the Arab

people played a role in this development. The local populations of

the Middle East, which on the whole had existed in their places since

Neolithic times, adopted not only religion and language but partly

also the belief in their Arabian descent.

To be sure, this picture is far from being complete. Minority

religious and ethnic communities survived throughout the Arab Middle

East, as did distinct memories of autochthonic roots and separate iden-

tities competing with the Arab identity. The diversity and significance of

local identities among Arabs is also very considerable. Moreover, Islam

spread far beyond the Middle East, to Iran, central, south and southeast

Asia, the Balkans and sub-Saharan Africa. And in all these places the

local populations did not adopt the Arab language and identity, and,

indeed, retained separate ethnopolitical identities. Finally, like all the

great civilizations of Asia, the Arab Middle East itself experienced

{ Although traditional literary Arabic is considerably different from the modern

vernacular variants, these variants are very close to one another and present no

obstacle to mutual comprehension among modern Arabic speakers, except for those

of the Maghreb, particularly Moroccan.
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takeovers by militarily superior nomadic horse peoples from the

central Asian steppe. From the eighth century on, Turkish tribesmen

and war bands constituted the armies of the Arab caliphate. Soon

after, they took over as rulers. Their position, however, was much

more deeply entrenched than that of the Manchu in China. Like

the Manchu, the Turks retained their language and identity while

embracing much of the local culture. At the same time, Islam as

a comprehensive popular faith to which the Turks converted pro-

vided a far more potent legitimization and a shared identity than the

Confucianism upheld by the Manchu ever could. Furthermore,

Turkish settlement and dominance in Anatolia resulted in a gradual

adoption of the Turkish language and identity by the far more

numerous local population of that land. These processes culminated

in the Ottoman Empire, which dominated the Middle East from the

fifteenth to the early twentieth centuries.

The Ottoman Empire was explicitly Islamic-universalist, with

its sultan doubling as the caliph of all the believers. Muslim elites

throughout the realm, in Anatolia, the Balkans, Mesopotamia, and

Syria were coopted into the higher administration of the empire and

incorporated into its armed forces. The empire also exhibited a high

degree of toleration toward non-Muslims. Thus, the Ottoman Empire

was at the same time multiethnic, tolerant, and outstanding in the

degree to which it made religious identity its underlying principle.

However, the limits of Ottoman multiethnicity should also be remem-

bered. Like all empires, the Ottomans rested on forceful coercion, which

ultimately relied on the military superiority of its Turkish element. This

was by far the strongest – and most loyal – element in the Empire, to

which all the others joined in recognition of this fact. Turks comprised

both the standing household cavalry and the majority of the empire’s

semi-feudal cavalry (sipahis). The standing elite infantry force, the

janissaries, was famously raised from abducted Christian children

trained as Islamic warriors. But it was in Turkish and into Turkish

identity that they were raised. Most of the non-Turkish troops were

frontier irregulars.117

Ethnonational identity was manifested in other ways too. The

Ottomans granted extensive legal and administrative autonomy to each

confessional community (millet) in the realm to run its affairs according

to its own laws and customs. Yet these confessional communities –

Greek Orthodox, Syrian Orthodox, Armenian, and Jewish – were in
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reality ethnic as much as religious communities.118 Finally, given that

old national identities had been eradicated by the successive empires

that had ruled the Near East since Assyrian times, infra-state tribal and

local identities constituted the main focus of people’s allegiance.119

All together, it was the dominance of a despotic empire, supra-ethnic

religious identity, confessional-ethnic communities, and local kin ties

that informed Kedourie’s claim that nationhood was alien to the

Middle East and his complaint that it was artificially imported into

it by the West. However, whether or not a non-national Middle East

could survive without highly coercive regimes and with the erosion

of tribalism and other features of traditional society is quite another

question, which is likely to remain extremely relevant for the foresee-

able future.

India is our last and most intriguing case. Like Europe, the

people of the subcontinent constituted a multiethnic and multistate

civilization, and these two features were interconnected. Unlike China,

imperial unifications in India, most notably by theMaurya (322–185 bc)

and the Gupta (c. ad 320–550), did not endure. As a result, to a greater

degree than Mandarin Chinese, Sanskrit, the language of the

Aryan invaders who took over most of the subcontinent in the second

millennium bc, diversified into a family of separate Indic languages.

Rather than state-generated ethnic leveling on a grand scale, there was

ethnic diversification at the local state level. The great variety of Hindu

cults was highly polytheistic and therefore even less unifying than Chris-

tianity was in Europe. Obviously, there were many common elements

in Indic culture, but a sense of common identity was weaker in India

than it was in Christendom. Still, as is often the case, threat perception

caused by foreign invaders created a sense of distinction between

“them” and “us.”

The foreign invaders, beginning from the eighth century, were

Muslim, so both ethnic and religious differences fueled the clash of

identities. Both differences had independent existence, and the two

should not be conflated, but nor were they entirely separate: the

Muslim invaders and rulers were variably Arab, Persian, Afghan, and

Mongol-Turkic. By contrast, although substantial conversion to Islam

took place in India, the great majority of the people remained Hindu

(with significant Sikh and Buddhist communities). Again, the military

superiority of tribal horsemen from the lands northeast of India was

the foundation of their elite rule. Thus, in addition to religious and
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ethnic identities, military cultures and elite politics each played a

role, with all these elements being mutually intersecting. The Delhi

Sultanate, established by tribal war bands from Afghanistan,

dominated northern India from the thirteenth to the early sixteenth

century. The Delhi rulers, intermittently Afghan and Turkic, carried

out a policy of Islamicization and strongly discriminated against their

Hindu subjects. Their Islamic and ethnic identity combined with their

position as ruling military elite in a foreign country amid a foreign

culture. The Delhi Sultanate was defeated and replaced by other

invaders from the northeast, who created the glorious Mughal Empire

that unified most of the subcontinent.

The Mughal Empire was at once more multiethnic and more

tolerant than the Delhi Sultanate, which was one of the secrets of its

success. It is often presented as a model of true multiethnicity, and,

indeed, in the annals of empires the Mughal case is even more outstan-

ding than that of their Ottoman contemporaries. The Emperor Akbar

(1542–1605) steered the newly founded empire away from Islamic

sectarianism and coopted the Hindu powerful. In a real sense, he had

little choice. The power of his dynasty was based on a Turkic-Mongol

war band from inner Asia, which first took over Kabul in Afghanistan

and then invaded north India and defeated its former Afghan rulers.

Following the defeat, Afghan chiefs joined the victor, but it was essen-

tial for him not to over-depend on them and broaden his support base

as much as possible. With this in mind, Akbar incorporated the Hindu

warrior chiefs of north India, the Rajputs, into the empire’s ruling

elite and army. The empire also relied on Indian infantry recruited in

the countryside by local Hindu strongmen. Although power, status,

and profit were the basis of the Mughal–Rajput connection, it was

cemented by kin ties at the family level. As an explicit political act,

the Rajput elite extensively intermarried with the Mughals, giving

their daughters to the sultan and the Mughal grandees. Persians in the

Mughal court, renowned for their literary, artistic, and administrative

skills, completed the image of Mughal cosmopolitanism.

I am not disputing this image, nor claiming that ethnicity

underlay all empires to the same degree. As already noted, the Mughal

Empire stood at the far end of the spectrum in its multiethnic coopta-

tion and was, indeed, rare in this respect. Still, it is important to realize

that, like the Ottoman Empire, the Mughal Empire was not a
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partnership among ethnic equals. Mughal rule rested on an asymmet-

rical balance of power with a clear ethnic underpinning within a highly

coercive military empire. Ultimately, the empire was based on the

military superiority of its Turko-Mongol horsemen, to which Afghan

tribal horsemen were coopted as their second best option in lieu of their

own former empire. The Hindu Rajputs were essential but junior part-

ners. Again, they shared in the rich benefits of the empire in lieu of

their earlier status as independent rulers which they had been forced

to forfeit.

This reality is strikingly revealed by the figures. Muslims,

although only a small fraction of the empire’s population, comprised

some 80 percent of its aristocracy, while only 20 percent were Hindu.

Non-Indians were a minuscule fraction of the population; and yet

in the 80 percentMuslim aristocracy 23.3 percent were Turko-Mongols,

28.4 percent were Persians (the majority of them probably from Safavid

Persia’s ruling Turkic elite), 5.9 percent Afghans, and 14.7 percent

Indian Muslims (with 6.6 percent other Muslims). The Hindu Rajputs

comprised 16.5 percent. Furthermore, although many of them held very

high offices in their domains, “the higher ranking Rajput held ranks . . .

in the third tier of great nobles . . . Virtually no Rajputs served as

provincial governors, for example.”120 Tolerant and inclusive as the

Mughal Empire was, its ethnic realities cannot be more clearly revealed.

The Mughal Empire is arguably the hardest case for my claim

that empires were anything but ethnically blind, and that as a rule they

each had a dominant people or ethnos who held a “controlling stake”

in it. This is therefore a good point to end our survey of extra-European

empires before the reader is driven to exhaustion. We have concen-

trated on Asia, the oldest, largest, and most diverse arena of state

existence. But the same is true of the Inca people in the Inca Empire,

the largest and best documented “territorial” empire in pre-Columbian

America. And much the same can be shown for sub-Saharan Africa.

In the great empires of west Africa, the Soninke people, a subgroup of

the Mandé ethnos, was the mainstay of the empire of Ghana (c. ad

750–1240). The Mandinka people, another branch of the Mandé,

played a similar role in the empire of Mali (c. 1230–1600) that

succeeded Ghana. The Songhai people to the east, speaking a

Nilo-Saharan language, broke away from Mali and established their

own Songhai-dominated empire (c. 1340–1591).
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Conclusion

For those who regard equal citizenship, popular sovereignty and mass

political participation as constitutive elements of the concept of the

nation, this definition renders the present chapter practically irrelevant,

except perhaps for Roman Italy during the late republic. They may

choose a different designation for what I describe as premodern

national states – ethnic states, for example. I have little argument with

this position, because distinctions can be made and definitions sliced in

any number of coherent ways. However, for many, possibly the major-

ity, of the participants in the debate on the antiquity of nationhood,

reality rather than semantics is at stake. What I take issue with is the

view that premodern polities were fundamentally elite power structures

in which popular sentiments of shared ethnic identity played no signifi-

cant role. Furthermore, I dispute the claim that a rough congruence

between ethnicity and state – Gellner’s definition of the nation – hardly

existed before the modern era.

As we have seen, individual city-states regularly comprised

people of the same ethnos, and regarded foreigners, where they existed,

as a distinct category. If at all, the latter were admitted into the citizen

body usually in connection with social and cultural assimilation. In

addition, although often highly antagonistic toward one another, city-

states of the same ethnos revealed a marked tendency to coalesce into

an alliance or a permanent league in the face of exterior rivals. More-

over, city-states were not the only path of early state formation. Large,

“territorial” states were just as ancient, and they tended to be national

states, wherein state and ethnos overlapped. With major ethnos forma-

tion going far back into the Neolithic agricultural and pastoralist

expansions, it was immeasurably easier to create and sustain a large

state within a common ethnic space which shared language, culture,

and a sense of kinship. In turn, state formation itself greatly enhanced

the ethnic leveling of the realm and often brought about the assimila-

tion of foreign groups. Either way, the bottom line is that national

states sprang up as early as, and hand in hand with, the process of state

formation itself. They are as early as the state, and as a rule can be

found wherever “territorial” states existed.

This strong tendency of the “territorial state” or “dynastic

kingdom,” in most cases a national monarchy, to center on a particular
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people or Staatsvolk – as extensively documented in this chapter – is

a conspicuous political reality that is almost staring one in the face.

It helps to overcome the problem of the muteness of the masses in the

historical records. Indeed, if premodern states were pure elite power

structures and did not derive legitimacy and solidarity from a pervasive

sense of kin–culture community, why did their political and ethnic

boundaries tend to converge so non-randomly? Recurring popular

uprisings against foreign rule, with their wholesale sacrifice of life

and property, strikingly point in the same direction. Reality speaks

volumes, even though the illiterate masses rarely found somebody to

record them. Such rare and illuminating written recording is provided,

for example, by the Sung imperial officials with respect to the sponta-

neous popular-patriotic rebellions flaring up against the foreign

Jurchen rule in China. Elite dominance and class oppression, although

certainly affecting national cohesion and popular involvement adversely,

hardly eradicated a deep-seated shared sentiment of kin–culture

identity and solidarity. People could be, and were, economically,

socially, and politically subservient yet could still identify with their

ethnonational collective when faced by foreigners. This simple reality,

which eluded the leaders of the socialist Second International on the

eve of the First World War, had been true long before their day, even

when the people were scattered in the countryside in supposedly isolated

rural communities.

To be sure, tribal and local identities often threatened

national states from below. Especially in the early stages of state

formation these were frequently centrifugal forces, and political dis-

integration occasionally directed splinter parts into a separate ethno-

political path. Kin–culture identities are often graduated, and they

are susceptible to historical processes of fusion and fission. National

states were also vulnerable to outside threats by way of conquest by

powerful empires that deprived them of independence. Indeed, this

process often led to desperate resistance and recurring uprisings,

suppressed only through the bloody process euphemistically known

as imperial “pacification.” On the other hand, after long periods of

imperial rule both elites and masses often lost much of their distinct

identity, and sometimes underwent imperial acculturation and

incorporation. The power and impact of empires have greatly con-

tributed to the optical illusion that national states and ethnonational

sentiments in general were not a prominent aspect of premodern
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history. In reality, however, such states and sentiments were very

pervasive indeed, yet often succumbed to superior force.

King Agrippa II, ruler of a small principality in Galilee as a

Roman protégé, addressed his agitated Jewish kinsmen in Roman-ruled

Jerusalem and Judea in ad 66 to dissuade them from revolting

against the empire. In his speech he pointed out what was obvious

to everybody in the Roman Empire, yet is overlooked by modernists:

peoples throughout the empire had desperately sought and fought to

preserve their independence and liberty from Roman rule. Responding

to the people’s “passion for liberty” [eleutheria], Agrippa agreed that

“servitude is a painful experience and the struggle to avoid it once

for all is just.” Patently, this notion was very much there in ancient

antiquity. Furthermore, as the people Agrippa addressed were not

slaves, he obviously meant collective as distinguished from personal

freedom. However, Rome was simply much too powerful for the Jews

to challenge: “Myriads of other nations [ethne], swelling with greater

pride in the assertion of their liberty [eleutheria], have yielded . . . are

you wealthier than the Gauls, stronger than the Germans, more intelli-

gent than the Greeks, more numerous than all the peoples of the

world?” The Jews did not listen to Agrippa and were crushed after

a desperate war, with Jerusalem and the temple destroyed. Indeed, it

was quite often popular sentiments and passions, rather than the calcu-

lations of sometimes collaborative elites, that sparked massive popular

rebellions against foreign imperial rule – in actuality, national wars

of independence.121 In the realm of political action one can hardly

conceive of more concrete expressions of the “politicization of the

masses” on a grand scale.

Certainly, ethnonational identities, although prominent, were

far from being the sole or even the most prominent force in history.

I am not arguing that they were omnipotent. Family and tribe as

primary foci of kin solidarity, and religion as a powerful form of

cultural identity, often reinforced but sometimes competed with eth-

nonational allegiances. Moreover, power, status, and material gain

were the most powerful incentives that often trumped others. All

the same, ethnonational identity and sentiments, more or less potent,

were always present as a major factor of pivotal political significance.

Political ethnicity – together with the politicization of the masses

the hallmark of the national phenomenon – was far from being a

modern invention.
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Why was this so? As pointed out in the Introduction, this is

another point on which I take issue with the widespread view exempli-

fied by Gellner that, “nationalism does not have any very deep roots in

the human psyche.” Although highly diverse, nationhood and other

forms of political ethnicity have been such common and powerful

features of human reality from the very beginning of statehood because

people had always been heavily biased toward those they identify

as their kin–culture community. Innate evolution-shaped human

propensities take a variety of forms in history and widely interact with

other factors in a kaleidoscopic reality. But their presence and signifi-

cance in historical reality are exceedingly hard to miss.

There are several reasons why this reality has in fact been missed

by so many. And one of these reasons is Europe’s unusual trajectory

and thus the special role it has acquired in the history of the nation.

Both Europe’s extreme levels of feudal fragmentation during the Middle

Ages and its pioneering breakthrough into modernity and highly

advanced national states were unique.

131 / Premodern ethne, peoples, states, and nations around the world



5 PREMODERN EUROPE AND
THE NATIONAL STATE

Europe dominates the study of nations and nationalism, being

regarded as the exclusive hotbed of the national state. Modernists and

the majority of traditionalists agree about this, even as they differ on

when European national states emerged, whether it was only with the

French and Industrial revolutions, or during early modern times, or

the Middle Ages. As we have seen, this view of Europe’s uniqueness is

fundamentally untrue. National states have existed around the world

for millennia, indeed, their emergence was everywhere closely inter-

twined with the emergence of the state itself as one of its forms. Thus,

Asia (and adjacent Egypt), where states evolved the earliest, is also

where some of the most ancient national states can be found. This

reality is blurred by the fact that in southwest Asia in particular (but

not in east Asia), the national state template of political organization

was destroyed and supplanted by the imperial template from Assyrian

times. Europe’s uniqueness, while existing, was somewhat different

than is usually construed. Failure to realize where the European experi-

ence was unique and where it was not has created misperceptions

that have bent and distorted the scholarly discussion of the national

phenomenon. The following are some major, both specific and non-

specific, features of Europe’s development with respect to our subject:

� As in other parts of the world, national states – wherein an ethnos or

a people (Staatsvolk) and a state tended to converge – emerged in

Europe north of the Mediterranean close on the heels of state forma-

tion itself. This dual process took place in the emergent European



civilization from the second half of the first millennium ad. It was

largely built on preexisting ethnic entities, and on the whole its

effects have been remarkably enduring.

� Due to geopolitical reasons, which will be discussed below, the

national state template was from the very beginning more typical

of the emerging European civilization than it was in many other parts

of the world, and it proved to be particularly resilient against impe-

rial takeovers. Yet, because of their general backwardness in terms of

socioeconomic development and administrative infrastructure, the

emergent European national states went through feudal fragmenta-

tion which weakened the cohesion of both states and nations.1

� Shortly after European national states began to roll back feudalism

and regain unity and central authority, Europewas the first among the

world’s civilizations to break into modernity. This rapid transition

from feudal fragmentation to the far greater cohesion generated by

the processes of modernization gave the growth of European nations

and national states a particularly steep trajectory and the appearance

of something completely new.* As Europe moved on toward

industrialization and global mastery, its modern national states out-

shone everything else, overshadowing the prevalence and significance

of the premodern national state both inside and outside Europe.

This European uniqueness, as well as Europe’s special role in

the scholarly literature on nations and nationalism, requires this spe-

cialized chapter entirely devoted to Europe’s premodern national states,

in addition to our global survey in Chapter 4. Although far from having

been inaugurated in Europe, the national state did make a special

career in it.

Geopolitics: statehood in the Classical Mediterranean and in emergent Europe

We begin with that most conspicuous fact about European history: the

near absence on this continent of hegemonic empires that overwhelmed

the state system. Alone of all the great civilizations of Eurasia, Europe

* For the very same reasons, not only the national state but also the state itself is often

declared to be a wholly new, modern, and European phenomenon, disregarding its

long history around the world since the dawn of history; cf. Chapter 4, n. 1, above.
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was never united by force from within, nor was it conquered from

outside. Rome, the only arguable exception, was fundamentally aMedi-

terranean rather than a European empire which mainly incorporated

southern Europe. Moreover, while enduring for centuries and being

highly influential, it lasted for only a fraction of European history. All

other attempts at imperial unification – the Carolingian, Ottonian,

Habsburgian, and Napoleonic – were geographically even more con-

fined and short-lived. It has long been noted that the absence of imperial

domination also meant a greater tradition of freedom in the West. This

was so because a smaller political scale was generally less conducive to

the concentration of autocratic power at the expense of both the aristo-

cracy and the people, the so-called oriental despotism.2 Montesquieu,

who was the first to identify this European uniqueness, pointed out its

political consequences and recognized that it owed a great deal to

Europe’s special geography and ecology:

In Asia one has always seen great empires; in Europe they

were never able to continue to exist. This is because the Asia

we know has broader plains; it is cut into larger parts by

seas; and, as it is more to the south, its streams dry up more

easily, its mountains are less covered with snow, and its

smaller rivers form slighter barriers. Therefore, power

should always be despotic in Asia . . . In Europe, the natural

divisions form many medium-size states, in which the

government of laws is not incompatible with the

maintenance of the state . . . This is what has formed a genius

for liberty, which makes it very difficult to subjugate each

part and to put it under a foreign force.3

Southwest and east Asia, and the north of the Indian

subcontinent, incorporate large open plains, which facilitated rapid

troop movement and imperial communications. By contrast,

southern-western-central Europe is split throughout by mountain

ranges and surrounded by seas that everywhere penetrated deep

between its constitutive parts. Sheltered behind these obstacles and

often benefiting from individual access to the sea, the many smaller

political units that emerged in this fragmented landscape were able to

defend their independence with much more success than those of Asia.

Other geographical–ecological factors also contributed to Europe’s
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distinct political development. Except for its eastern part, Europe was

not exposed to a vast pastoralist steppe frontier, as were the civiliza-

tions of Asia. Nor, because of its temperate climate and even rainfall,

was Europe internally divided into arable and more arid, pastoral

strips and zones, as was the case in the Middle East and North Africa.

Due to this circumstance, pastoralist tribal formations were a perman-

ent feature in the lands of Islam and constituted separate foci of

identity competing with both state and nation. By contrast, tribal

entities in Europe did not survive the establishment of state authority,

more developed agricultural settlement, and the growth of cities.

All this does not imply geographical and ecological “determi-

nism.” It simply means that, rather than being wholly accidental, salient

features of European history were heavily affected by physical and

ecological conditions that made the consolidation of large empires in

Europe that much more difficult and the survival of tribal societies

beyond a certain stage unlikely. Obviously, Europe was not a monolith,

and there was a great diversity of geographical and ecological conditions

within it. Thus, there were significant differences in geographical set-

tings between the Classical civilization of the Mediterranean and the

European civilization that emerged north of it after the fall of Rome.

Indeed, these differences help to explain why of the three types of

polities that sprang up everywhere around the world – petty-states,

states, and empires – it was the middle-size state, rather than the smaller

or larger templates, that from the very start figured as the most typical

form of political organization in Europe north of the Mediterranean.4

Classical Greece, Europe’s first civilization, is paradigmatic in

many ways. Being Europe’s most fragmented peninsula, criss-crossed

by mountains and sea, Greece foreshadowed in miniature the political

fragmentation of the peninsular and rugged continent as a whole. More

than coincidence, memory, and cultural transmission connected the

Greeks to later European history. Furthermore, the next geographic

region into which civilization spread happened to be Europe’s second

most rugged peninsula cum archipelago, Italy.{ Thus, in both Greece

and Italy, a multiplicity of city-states dominated the fragmented land-

scape, even though at least Greece (but not Italy) was inhabited by

{ I exclude Norway, for this was the part of Europe most distant from the cradle of

civilization in the ancient Near East, which, as a result, civilization would reach last in

its gradual northwestward advance.
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people who regarded themselves as a single ethnos. It should be noted,

however, that the same sea which sheltered and granted access to the

open to the Greek and other Mediterranean polities could also serve as

a communication highway (comparable to Asia’s open plains) for

prospective empires that succeeded in mastering it. Rome gained such

mastery in the third century bc, and it is in this sense that we have

described Rome as a Mediterranean empire. It was the communication

and logistical highway of the Mediterranean mare nostrum that made

possible the Roman Empire’s large scale.

As polities established themselves farther north, away from the

Mediterranean shores, the geographic settings changed markedly. More

open plain lands lay in between and north of Europe’s main Alpide

mountain ridges. In addition, even where seas bordered on these lands,

they constituted a much smaller part of their perimeter than was the

case in Greece and Italy. It is not a coincidence, then, that political

consolidations larger than the city-state emerged as the norm in these

parts of Europe from the very beginning. Indeed, it has barely been

recognized that Europe’s earliest national state appeared in neither

medieval nor early modern times, but was in fact ancient Macedon.

As a historian of Macedon’s emergence writes cautiously:

I once wondered whether Macedon was Europe’s earliest

national state . . . the Macedonians were an ethnic group

derived from their predecessors, the Makedones, and defined

in historical times by their service to their king . . . In this

sense they were a people, or ethnos, with a common set of

loyalties and a shared historical experience.5

Scholars are not sure whether the language spoken by the

Macedonian tribes on Greece’s northern, semi-barbaric frontier was a

dialect of Aeolic Greek or a separate language. Either way, economic

contacts with and cultural imports from Greece greatly influenced the

royal house and elite of the emergent Macedonian state. Established

according to tradition in the seventh century bc in response to the

pressure of endemic warfare with tribes of the neighboring Thracian

and Illyrian ethne, the monarchy ruled tenuously over a thin, largely

pastoralist Macedonian population. By the fourth century bc, however,

more sedentary agriculture had taken root in the southern part of the

country, and towns had grown and expanded with active monarchic
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support. Building on these developments, the monarchy was able to

centralize power and intensify the processes of state- and nation-

building in a way that brings to mind the European national monarch-

ies of the late Middle Ages. Traditionally, the mounted aristocracy

constituted the mainstay of the Macedonian army. King Philip II drew

them closer to his court. Their children were educated there and formed

the state’s first-rate “companion” cavalry. More importantly, Philip II

created an infantry phalanx army of peasants to complement the

aristocratic cavalry. The freedom of the Macedonian peasant-soldiers

was enhanced by, and became the cornerstone of, Macedonian power

and monarchic authority. In turn, the king had to pay heed not only to

the wishes of his aristocratic “companions,” but also to the voice of the

soldier assemblies.6

Herein were the makings of the Macedonian national state.

Philip gradually expanded his realm, forcefully incorporating some

Thracian and Illyrian tribes as well as Greek cities on Macedon’s

Mediterranean coast. He treated all these as part of Macedon proper,

while, indeed, making a conscious effort to homogenize the realm,

culturally as well as politically.7 However, as he continued his string

of military successes further afield, the “allies” coopted or coerced into

his hegemonic empire in Thrace, Illyria, Epirus, Thessaly, and Greece

itself retained formal independence and self-rule, and were not incorpo-

rated into the Macedonian state. Clearly, there was no question among

either Macedonians or non-Macedonians that the state of Macedon

rested on the Macedonian monarchy, aristocracy, and people. All

others were clients or satellite allies, either willingly or not, as the

non-Macedonian elements often revolted.

We have already mentioned the political realities that made

Macedon not only Macedonian, but also a remarkably egalitarian,

participatory, almost citizen state. The monarch was bound by tradi-

tion and power relations to listen to the advice of the Macedonian

military aristocracy around him. Moreover, he was obliged to consult

with and get the approval of the assembly of all Macedonians on all

major decisions. There may also have been local assemblies in the

various districts of the kingdom. But as practically all the Macedonian

men during the reign of Philip and his son Alexander were engaged in

almost continuous military service, the army doubled as a general

assembly of the people in arms (similar to Rome’s comitia centuriata).

Popular direct participation, usually associated with the small scale of
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the city-state, could in such circumstances materialize on a country

scale. Every Macedonian had the right to speak in the assembly, which

regarded the king in a remarkably egalitarian manner as their

appointed war leader. The issues discussed and approved by the assem-

bly included the election of a new king from among the heirs to the

throne and decisions about war and peace. The assembly also heard

foreign delegations, ratified treaties, and had judicial rights, especially

over capital offenses.8 Although the king who chaired the assembly was

usually able to steer things his way, this was far from a forgone

conclusion. For example, we learn from the classical sources that

Alexander faced open opposition in the army assembly to his wish to

continue his campaigning deep into Asia. At the gates of India the

assembly members decided they had had enough and turned the frus-

trated Alexander back. The Macedonians also openly expressed their

resentment at Alexander’s increasing reliance on non-Macedonians.9

Thus, the modernist notion that the people of large-scale premodern

societies lacked both a strong sense of corporate identity and political

participation is not borne out in the case of Macedon.

Notably, the imperial power and fabulous resources gained by

Alexander in the East enormously strengthened the hand of the con-

queror and prompted him to transgress the traditional boundaries of

his authority. He reacted with great displeasure and sometimes

violently to dissent both among his aristocratic companions and in

the army assembly, signaling that the old balance of power and old

customs had changed with the changing circumstances.10 The Hellen-

istic empires founded by his successors in the East assumed many

features similar to earlier and later autocratic empires of that region.

Macedon itself, reconstituted as a separate imperial national state

under a new ruling house after the death of Alexander, preserved much

of its old identity. However, never fully recovering from its population

loss due to wars and the exodus east, Macedon was ultimately defeated

by Rome and was absorbed into its empire, losing both its independ-

ence and identity.

And yet later developments would show that Macedon’s course

of evolution, whereby an ethnic-tribal space was consolidated into

Europe’s first national state rather than into a fragmented city-state

system, did not represent an isolated case. More typically, it would

constitute the norm north and west of the rugged Greek and Italian

peninsulas, as this vast barbarian sphere was gradually drawn into
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contact with civilization. Thus, for example, the large national state of

Dacia emerged in the lower Danube plain (the territory of today’s

Romania) during the first century bc to the first century ad. Its people,

welded together by an increasingly powerful monarchy, consisted of the

tribal Thracians who lived north of the Danube. They thereby avoided

the early inclusion into and assimilation within the Hellenistic and

Roman empires experienced by their southern kin. In the end, Dacian

statehood and nationhood proved to be short-lived, as the Roman

Emperor Trajan conquered the country in ad 106 and incorporated it

into the empire, where it was thoroughly Latinized. However, as Rome

preempted and disrupted other attempts at large state-building on her

northern barbarian frontier, her downfall signaled the proliferation of

national states throughout Europe.
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A THE MUSHROOMING OF NATIONAL STATES
IN EMERGENT EUROPE

The barbarian invasions which put an end to the Western Roman

Empire were the starting point of both a new, European civilization

(which owed a great deal to the Classical–Christian heritage) and

Europe’s history of national states. There is nothing new in the idea

that many peoples of Europe had their formative period in the so-called

Middle Ages, and that the emergent European states both reflected and

reinforced this reality. Modernists have been distinctively unsympa-

thetic to this idea and have done their best to discredit it by exploding

the myth-making that surrounded the processes of ethnogenesis and

nation-building. This has been an all too easy exercise, because myth-

making is indeed central to such processes for several interrelated

reasons. First, ethnogenesis and incipient nation-building usually occur

in protohistorical, preliterate societies, and are therefore mostly

reflected in epic, legend, and other traditional forms of oral transmis-

sion. Second, national traditions are ever couched in the rhetoric of

kinship, kin solidarity, and heroic sacrifice for the collective. Third,

national traditions have been the object of propaganda, manipulation,

and downright fabrications by mobilizing state and national agents

from the very beginning, a process greatly intensified with modern

nationalism. Fourth, lest it be thought that everything can be reduced

to cynical manipulation by rulers and elite, national traditions have as

strong an emotive power on leaders as they do on the people. As such,

they are particularly prone to being conceived in quasi-sacred and

biased terms by both.

Still, after acknowledging all the above, were ideas about

European peoples’ long history, and a close overlapping between states

and peoples from the very beginning of state formation in Europe

merely nineteenth-century nationalist myths and anachronisms? In

contrast to the modernists, who scarcely studied premodern societies,

traditionalists, such as Hugh Seton-Watson, John Armstrong, and

Adrian Hastings, have sought to demonstrate that many European
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nations preceded modernity.11 Moreover, some historians of medieval

societies have responded to the debate, bringing to it their specialist

expertise. As we shall see, the large majority of the historians who have

addressed the subject tend to support the notion of medieval European

nations. Skepticism is duly confined to the early medieval period of the

barbarian invasions, settlement, and state formation.

Before delving into all this, the need to avoid both poles of

common false dichotomies should be reiterated. No ethnic identity or

people are primordial or come neatly packaged with an unchanging

essence. Ethnogenesis, processes of ethnic and national fission and

fusion, changes of identity, and cultural transformation take place all

the time in response to many factors. In realizing all this we have

progressed from the sometimes naive nationalist perceptions of earlier

generations. On the other hand, it is equally important to bear in mind

that ethnic and national identities are very strong human realities

whose historical expressions are highly potent. Rather than being

purely arbitrary, they are deeply rooted in human propensities and

existing kin–culture formations, which while always in flux are still

among the most durable of cultural forms. In this sense, traditional

perceptions of ethnicity and nationhood were far from lacking validity.

The barbarian invasions by mostly Germanic and Slavic tribes

and war bands into the Roman Empire were a salient development in

the emergence of Europe, and had a seminal and lasting effect on its

map of peoples and states. Before the invasions both the Germans and

Slavs had been disparate tribal ethne, among whom state organization

had not yet evolved or was only beginning to emerge. Both ethne

underwent diversification into subgroups by geography, ecology, and

history. During the centuries preceding the invasions the spread of the

Germanic populations had already produced considerable differentia-

tion in dialect: Old Norse in Scandinavia; West Germanic (already

undergoing internal differentiation) along the North Sea coast and

further inland; and East Germanic of the Goths (and others) who

had migrated to the Ukrainian steppe and adopted its way of life.

The Slavs would similarly diversify with their geographical spread

after the invasions. Beyond their various tribal conglomerations

German and Slav speakers possessed only a faint notion of a shared

identity within their respective ethne. This was commonly impressed

upon them only through contact with others, who often also gave them

their common ethnic name. During the invasions both the Germanic
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and Slavic hosts experienced a great deal of fusion and fission, mixing

older tribal entities and newly formed war bands.

In view of all this, anthropologically informed historians have

reasonably tended to stress the fluid aspect of ethnic categories during

the migration period.12 A few of them, however, purporting to apply

state-of-the-art tools in the theory of ethnicity, have adopted a hyper-

skeptical approach: they have suggested that both the Germanic and

Slavic ethnic designations were insubstantial constructs of the Greek

and Roman imagination which imposed its definitions on the

“Others.” Among the strangest of arguments along these lines, made

by a historian of the Slavs on the Eastern Roman Empire’s Danube

frontier, is the claim that the common Slavic language spoken by these

people cannot be regarded as a marker of Slav identity because some

Slavs are recorded to have learnt and been able to speak Latin or

Greek.13 Generally, such scholars seem to have been over-impressed

by the fluid aspects of ethnicity and have lost sight of the other side of

the coin: despite its shifting character and internal local variations, an

ethnos such as the Germans or Slavs shared a common linguistic space,

pantheon and cults, as well as other central features of culture.14

Historian Patrick Geary is another one of those who fall into

this trap. Professing to be a liberal horrified by the newmanifestations of

European ethnonationalism, he sets out to debunk TheMyth of Nations:

The Medieval Origins of Europe (2002). In the process he ties himself in

some strange knots. Forcefully advancing all the above-cited ethnoskep-

tic claims, he nonetheless concedes that peoples in effect existed on a

clan-tribal (albeit shifting) basis during the barbaric migrations; that

ethnic nationalism (although different from modern nationalism) is not

a new phenomenon; and that even in early Medieval Europe ethno-

national identities were very powerful (even if they were not the only

formof identity).15Rather than refuting themedieval origins of European

nations, his book implies, though does not expressly state, that modern

European nations began to crystallize not during the migration period

itself (effectively a straw man), but later in the first millennium. This is

a proposition that the large majority of medieval historians tend to

support and that traditionalists would happily embrace.

Some retreat from extreme forms of ethnoskepticism has also

been registered. Scholars rightly point out that during their movements

into and within the Roman Empire, the Germanic invaders were joined

by opportunistic elements from various origins that augmented their
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ranks. As a historian of the Germanic Goths has confessed, the prevail-

ing mood in the study of ethnicity first led him to the view that these

ostensibly Germanic groups had in fact been multiethnic conglomera-

tions assembled by enterprising leaders and elites. However, later on he

came to the conclusion that the Gothic ethnic core was nonetheless

significant.16 Moreover, one should add that each of the Germanic

ethnotribal conglomerations was far more homogeneous in its land of

origin than some of them became after entering the Roman realm.

Indeed, the old Roman frontier turns out to have had a crucial

and lasting effect on Europe’s ethnonational map. In the first place, it

has long been noted that despite the Germanic takeover of the Roman

Empire the linguistic line between Germanic speakers and speakers of

Latin languages moved only some 200 kilometers south of the Danube

and about 100 kilometers west of the Rhine. Moreover, attention in the

study of nationalism has tended to focus on the successor states estab-

lished within the former Roman realm. These states mixed conquered

and conquerors, which resulted in complex and protracted processes of

ethnic and national consolidation and identity formation. Things were

different, however, in Europe north of the old Roman frontier, where

the spread and diversification of the Germans and the Slavs resulted in

the early growth of national states, each possessing a strong ethnic

identity from the start.17

We thus turn our attention to the relatively neglected northern

parts of Europe. We shall trace the mushrooming of national states

throughout the mostly Germanic and Slavic tribal spaces and observe

how remarkably durable these incipient ethnopolitical consolidations

would prove to be. Our survey begins with the British Isles and will

proceed in a clockwise direction to eventually cover all parts of Europe.

After this extensive survey of individual nation and national state

formation, the chapter concludes with a comprehensive theoretical

discussion and summation.

The British Isles: a history of four nations

English national identity holds a special place in the study of nationa-

lism. Several theorists have credited the English with being the first

European nation, which emerged by the sixteenth century, if not by the

late Middle Ages.18 This, however, was actually the second emergence
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of an English nation. It had been preceded by the formation of an

Anglo-Saxon nation by the tenth century, which would be disrupted

and transformed by the Norman Conquest in 1066.

The greater part of former Roman Britain was taken over

from the fifth century on by Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, neighboring

Germanic tribal conglomerations from the Frisian–Danish coast

speaking closely related Germanic dialects ancestral to Low German.

They arrived in Britain across the North Sea as traders, raiders,

mercenaries, usurpers of local power, and, increasingly, immigrant

settlers. The exact processes whereby they displaced the local Britons,

whether physically replacing or merely subduing and assimilating

them through elite dominance, has long been an open question

shrouded in the mists of protohistory. Although both processes

were involved, the latter appears to have been far more significant,

as anthropological models suggest and genetic evidence seems

to confirm.19 According to the main historical source for the

period, the monk Bede (672/3–735), describing the deeds of Ethelfrith

(593–616), Angle king of Northumberland, he “more wasted the

people of the Britons than any of the princes of the English . . . either

driving the natives clear out of the country or subduing them, or

making them tributary or planting the Angles in their places.”20 The

Britons were able to avoid foreign rule and retain their language and

identity only on the very margins of the country, in southwest Britain

and Wales. The invaders’ group leaders and war bands also violently

competed with one another for domination over the conquered terri-

tories. By the seventh century these struggles had given rise to several

petty-kingdoms, those of Kent, the West, South, and East Saxons,

Mercia, East Angles, and Northumberland.21 However, the close

ethnic relatedness of the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, who spoke mutu-

ally intelligible dialects, facilitated larger political unification among

them. Intermittently, a ruler of one of the petty-kingdoms succeeded in

establishing overlordship over the others, which usually collapsed and

switched hands after his death.

Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People (in Latin),

reflects this process and leaves no doubt as to how he viewed the

ethnic realities in the British Isles and their political significance.

While living in the kingdom of Northumberland, Bede took it for

granted that the people of all the Anglo-Saxon petty-states comprised

one people, the gens Anglorum of his book’s title. Clearly, the repeated
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tentative formations of a single overlordship over the various states

contributed to this sense of common identity. Yet this is precisely the

nature of the process whereby common ethnicity and political unity

progressively reinforce each other. Indeed, there is no question in

Bede’s narrative of who did not belong to the “English” people, was

its main “Other”: he chronicled the native (Christian) Britons’ subju-

gation and displacement by the (then still pagan) Anglo-Saxons in a

manner that hardly concealed that his sympathies lay with his own

people. Regarding the above Ethelfrith’s conquests of the Britons he

writes: “he might be compared unto Saul, sometime king of the

Israelite people, save only that he was ignorant of God’s religion.”22

Clearly, even with a monk who laid great store on Britain’s conversion

to Christianity, ethnonational affiliation trumped religion in the

allegedly primarily religious and non-national Middle Ages.{

The same attitude characterized Bede’s narrative of the Anglo-

Saxons’ conflicts throughout the country which was home to addi-

tional “Others” besides the Britons. He specifies the various languages

of the British Isles: those of the English, Britons (P-Celtic, of which

Welsh is the main survivor), Scots (Q-Celtic, or Gaelic, spreading with

settlers from Ireland), and Picts (probably a P-Celtic language in

Scotland, pushed northward and then going extinct with the spread

of Gaelic), as well as literary Latin. And although social and political

organization among these various linguistic populations varied, there

is again little doubt on which side Bede was in any clash between the

English and others.23 Significantly, the above linguistic–ethnic distinc-

tions (with the exception of Pictish and the inclusion of Gaelic-

speaking Ireland) have exhibited remarkable resilience from Bede’s

{ All this contradicts modernist theorist John Breuilly’s attempts to cast doubt on the

substance of Bede’s account, his claim that Bede’s “English” predominantly meant

Christianity rather than ethnicity and his assertion that “one does not find cultural

stereotyping in Bede (e.g., Britons against English, pagan against Christians, civilized

against barbarian)”: John Breuilly, “Dating the Nation: How Old is an Old Nation?,”

in A. Ichijo and G. Uzelac (eds.), When is the Nation: Towards an Understanding of

Theories of Nationalism, London: Routledge, 2005, 15–39, esp. 19, 21. As we shall

see, despite his allusions to the contrary, Breuilly’s modernist views are contradicted

by the overwhelming majority of the historians of the period. This is all the more

evident in Breuilly’s similar contribution, “Changes in the Political Uses of the Nation:

Continuity or Discontinuity?,” to L. Scales and O. Zimmer (eds.), Power and the

Nation in European History, Cambridge University Press, 2005, 67–101, as opposed

to the views of the historians in this superb volume.
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time to the present. They have continued to underlie political borders

in Britain through the ages. And they have survived in the form of

Britain’s various peoples, despite continuous historical transforma-

tions, centuries’ long loss of independence, and even the adoption of

the English language and decline of the other native tongues. Surely,

these striking facts of ethnic identity and political history are anything

but purely accidental.

As mentioned above, Bede regarded the people of Angle, Saxon,

and Jute descent as one people even though at his time they were still

divided among various petty-polities that only occasionally came under

an overlordship of one of them. In the late eighth century the kings of

Mercia formed a more stable union of all the southern and some of the

northern petty-kingdoms. But a unified kingdom was only established

by the kings of Wessex a century later, after Northumberland and

Mercia had been destroyed by the Vikings. There was now a new and

most threatening “Other” against which English national identity crys-

tallized: the Vikings or Norsemen fromNorway andDenmark, who had

substituted conquest and settlement in England for mere raiding. King

Alfred the Great (reigning 871–899), the first to call himself king of the

Anglo-Saxons, emerged as the champion, savior, and sole monarch of

this, now unified, people. He led defensive efforts throughout the realm,

raised armies, built navies, established fortress towns, imposed taxation

to finance all the above, and instituted a code of law.24 During the tenth

century his successors were able to regain control over the whole coun-

try all the way up to the Scottish border and crowned themselves kings

of England.Moreover, fromAlfred’s time on England was one of several

places in Europe where the spoken language, Old English, also became

the language of writing. There was an explosion of literary output in the

native tongue: administrative, legal, clerical, poetic, historical, scien-

tific, and philosophical. As we shall see, the common view that writing

in the local vernacular began to displace Latin in Europe only from the

thirteenth century onward is based on a very selective choice of cases.

Alfred, himself a prolific writer in and translator into the

English language, used the Church’s widespread network as an effective

channel of dissemination throughout the realm. As The Cambridge

History of the English Language (1992) puts it:

Much of Old English prose writing was public and official,

in a way that prose seldom was to be again after the
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conquest until the late fourteenth century. King Alfred

presented his first work as a beginning of a considered

scheme for national education, and made careful

arrangements for its official dissemination and

preservation.25

Abbot Ælfric of Eynsham (c. 950–c. 1010), one of the leaders of the

Old English literary tide, “similarly offered his first work as a response

to a national problem . . . its immediate and widespread dissemination,

probably from Canterbury, suggests again a deliberate and official

activity.”26 The large ecclesiastical centers of the country also held

copies of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, a national history in English

compiled with royal encouragement from Alfred’s time on by clerics

and reflecting a “revival of English national awareness.”27 As medieval

historian Susan Reynolds writes with respect to Europe in general:

“one of the great achievements of the tenth and eleventh centuries

was the vast proliferation of local churches, the formation of a vast

patchwork of parishes that effectively brought the church to the

people.”28 The grid of parishes and their priests planted in even the

most remote reaches of the countryside is again a reminder of what

Duara describes as the “complex relationship between the written

and spoken word . . . in agrarian civilizations,” which “furnishes

an extremely rich and subtle context for communication across the

culture.”29 The messages from the texts at the centers of power and

learning were echoed in a variety of popular forms throughout the

realm.30 The masses of peasantry could not read, but they were

preached to. As already mentioned, this point has been entirely missed

by modernists. Thus, the masses of peasantry were far from being

entirely disconnected from and oblivious to anything beyond their

allegedly isolated rural communities. Political unity, action by the state

and the Church, and an ethnic common ground reinforced one another.

Overall, it was the Anglo-Saxon and English-speaking parts of the

British Isles, and no other, that were susceptible to both processes of

political unification and identity consolidation as a people.

As Patrick Wormald, a leading authority on the period, writes:

“In the tenth century England was permanently united, politically and

administratively: much earlier than France, let alone Spain, Italy or

Germany.”31 Furthermore, based on the content and context of the

documents, Wormald rejects the modernist claim that Bede and Alfred
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represented no more than state- and nation-building propaganda by the

political and clerical elite.32 He concludes: “there is evidence of a

remarkably precocious sense of common ‘Englishness’, and not just in

politically interested circles.”33 James Campbell, another leading his-

torian of the period, concurs. Describing the fundamental unity of the

country before 1066, he writes: “It may seem extravagant to describe

early England as a ‘nation-state’. Nevertheless it is unavoidable.”34

Similarly, Chris Wickham, the author of the most comprehensive and

authoritative recent history of the early Middle Ages, writes: “In the

tenth century England’s political structure would be unusually coherent

for the period by European standards, and one can begin to talk about

the English ‘nation-state.’”35 None of the above-cited historians seem

to have been too impressed by the supposed absence and impossibility

of nations and national states in the Middle Ages.

To be sure, neither should the Anglo-Saxon national state which

had emerged by the tenth to eleventh centuries be viewed in overly

unified terms; such a picture hardly fits modern national states,

let alone premodern ones. Breuilly’s conclusion that in medieval England

“we are not dealing with national identity in anything like the forms it

came to assume in modern times” reads more like a tacit concession than

as an out-and-out rejection,36 for who is denying that the modern

national phenomenon was very different from the premodern one?

Resistance to Wessex rule in the English north was occasionally mani-

fested. Revolts and treachery by aristocrats and contenders to the throne

were part and parcel of politics. The greater nobility dominated the

provinces. Furthermore, Danish presence in the north, the “Danelaw,”

remained.37 It left its mark on the local culture and precipitated the

transformation of Old English that would intensify with the Norman

Conquest and give rise to Middle English. Moreover, later in the tenth

century the Danish threat revived, and in the early eleventh century the

Danish King Knut conquered England, ushering in a generation of

Danish rule. All the same, by the time of the Norman Conquest in

1066, England was thoroughly Anglo-Saxon in terms of culture, iden-

tity, and government.

The Norman Conquest profoundly transformed England. The

conquerors ruled by force of arms, destroyed the Anglo-Saxon nobility,

and introduced a French-speaking elite culture. And yet it is a remarka-

ble testimony to both the endurance of the old Anglo-Saxon identity

and the potency of national genesis processes that a new English
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national identity, mixing conquered and conquerors, had become an

undisputed reality by the fourteenth, if not by the thirteenth century, or

even earlier.38 This must not be misunderstood as an “essentialist”

proposition: I am not claiming that the new English culture and identity

were the same as the old, though they were obviously greatly influenced

by them. Cultures and identities exhibit both continuity and change,

and the Norman Conquest was certainly a massive break that can be

seen as the starting point of a new English national identity. Whatever

classification one adopts in this matter, the point is that medieval

England saw the formation of a national state in which culture and

state overlapped both in the tenth and eleventh centuries and again in

the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

The decline of French as the spoken language of theNorman elite

was one element in the disappearance of the distinction between

Normans and Anglo-Saxons, and the crystallization of a new English

identity, people, and nation. In 1362, even the most ceremonial, and

hence conservative, state functions reverted to English, including both

the king’s speech in Parliament and legal courts proceedings. English was

nowalso the language taught in grammar schools.39The loss of England’s

possessions in France undoubtedly contributed to the Englishness of the

English state by Tudor times. However, even where the empire survived

within the British Isles themselves – inWales, Scotland, and Ireland – this

was an English-dominated empire. In this empire the other ethnonational

identities “remained none the less defiantly conscious of being distinct

peoples,”40 and have survived all adversities. Indeed, as already recorded

by Bede, Britain is famously the story of not one but four nations, all of

which go back to medieval times.41

I shall only briefly sketch a picture which is very well known,

or should be. Although divided among several petty-principalities and

only occasionally coming together under the overlordship of one ruler,

the people of Wales shared a language and culture that clearly set them

apart from their powerful eastern neighbor. It was on the basis of this

difference that the Welsh tenaciously defended their political separate-

ness from both Anglo-Saxon and Norman England. King Edward I of

England finally succeeded in conquering Wales in 1283, and henceforth

the heir to the English crown was given the title Prince of Wales.

Repeated rebellions against English rule in the fourteenth and fifteenth

centuries failed, and Wales was formally incorporated into England,

Great Britain, and the United Kingdom, successively, in the acts of
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1535–1542, 1707, and 1801. It retained its separate language and

culture well into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when

modernization brought about a rapid decline of the Welsh language

and the adoption of English. In the same period liberalization and

democratization brought full and equal incorporation into the British

state. However, they also spurred popular and political demands for

the reassertion of a separate Welsh identity. There is a revival in the

teaching of the Welsh language, and a separate Welsh Assembly was

created in 1999, following a law of the British Parliament and a Welsh

referendum. After 800 years of incorporation into England/Britain,

and although English is the language of Wales and cultural differences

with the rest of Britain are slight, a sense of kin–culture Welsh identity

is still a distinct reality. Whether it would continue to be satisfied

within a broader British national identity or increasingly opt out of it

remains to be seen.

Scottish national identity is stronger. Like Wales, Scotland

remained outside both Anglo-Saxon and Norman England simply

because when the formative processes of ethnogenesis and state emer-

gence took place the people of Scotland were not English and were able

to defend their separateness. As Bede recorded, north of the Anglo-

Saxon realm people spoke Scottish (Gaelic) and Pictish. By the begin-

ning of the eleventh century the kingdom of Scotland had taken root,

uniting earlier petty-kingdoms. In the process, Gaelic displaced Pictish

and also became a written language, side by side with Latin. Clashes

over territory with the English were endemic, but the famous “border”

stabilized more or less in its present location, also in the eleventh

century. Scotland was able to hold on to some districts which spoke

northern dialects of Old English. This contributed to the fact that from

the thirteenth century onward these dialects, now know as Scottish,

became the main spoken language of the Lowlands. Gaelic survived

mainly in the Highlands. Still, neither in Scotland nor in England was it

ever felt that their respective peoples were the same people. Edward I of

England, the conqueror of Wales, also succeeded in taking over Scotland

in the 1290s. However, Scotland was stronger and farther away than

Wales, so Scottish resistance succeeded whereas that in Wales failed.

As in most rebellions against a foreign rule, the popular elem-

ent, discounted by modernists, played a decisive role in Scottish resis-

tance. Whereas the Scottish baronial rebellion was crushed in 1296,

the one led by William Wallace proved to be a far greater challenge:
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“free landholders – lesser knights, freeholders and rich peasants – who

had hitherto had no part in politics . . . now rose voluntarily and

gathered without aristocratic leadership ‘to defend ourselves and to free

our kingdom.’”42Wallace “insisted upon the service in the army of every

able-bodied adult male . . . enough is known to suggest that 1297–8 was

a rising of peasants and therefore a sign of social change.”43

Popular participation was not a sufficient condition of success,

and Wallace was ultimately defeated and executed; it was, however, a

necessary condition. As Robert the Bruce again raised the banner of

rebellion, he managed to combine aristocratic and popular support:

Reliable narratives of the years 1309–14 tell of Forfar

castle taken by a small laird Philip Forrester of Platan,

Linlithgow byWilliam Bunnok a husbandman, Dumbarton

by Oliver a carpenter, and the way into Edinburgh and

Roxburgh shown by men of no social eminence; the

foundation of this war was a capacity to by-pass the reluctant

traditional leaders of the “community” and to appeal to

and command the opinion of the other social ranks in the

“nation” . . . the rise of nationality in this sense reflects thewide

support and increased importance of the freeholders and

husbandmen.44

The term nation here is not an invention of the modern historian.

After the English defeat at Bannockburn (1314), Scotland’s independence

was reestablished, with its ownmonarchy and parliament of three estates.

In a formal plea to the Pope, knownas theDeclaration ofArbroath (1320),

the Scottish government asserted the right of the “Scottorum nacio” to

independence from an alien English rule. Indeed, rather than the language

of dynastic legitimacy, the signatory lords “and the other barons, and

freeholders and the whole community of the realm of Scotland” invoked

a right based on separate descent extending back over millennia to a

(mythical) common origin, a long history of self-government and native

kings, and surviving independence against foreign threats from all

directions – all of which they recounted at great length.45

England and Scotland became dynastically united, though

otherwise separate kingdoms, when King James VI of Scotland

inherited the English crown as James I in 1603. The Stuarts’ Catholic

sympathies meant that most of Protestant Scotland supported the
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anti-Jacobite cause in both the 1648 and 1688 revolutions. But

patriotic support for the Stuarts strengthened after the passing of

the unpopular Act of Union which united England and Scotland

(except the legal systems) in 1707. When the Stuarts landed in

Scotland in both 1715 and 1745, making claims to the British crown,

they were greeted with enthusiasm, especially by the Highland clans-

men who rallied around their flag. As a result, after the Jacobite

defeat at Culloden (1746) the Highlands were subjected to a bloody

and brutal suppression specifically aimed at eradicating their dis-

tinctive culture and customs. Later in the eighteenth century, and

increasingly in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Scots

shared in the benefits and glory of the British commercial and indus-

trial empire, the mightiest in the world, forged in war against Cath-

olic France (and Spain).46 In this empire the Scots were full, albeit

junior, partners; and were, indeed, among its leading exponents.

However, as the balance of power and economic interests have

changed – with industrial decline, the discovery of North Sea oil, the

virtual disappearance of a foreign Great Power threat, and the creation

of the European Union – the movement for Scottish independence

has gained momentum. A devolved Scottish parliament was created

in 1999, and was initially controlled by a minority government of the

Scottish National Party (SNP) which supports full independence.

However, although the SNP won an overall majority in the Scottish

parliamentary elections of May 2011, opinion in Scotland on

independence remains closely divided.

Historical circumstances made Irish distinct identity and separa-

tism the strongest. As in Wales and in contrast to Scotland, there was no

unified Irish state before the period of English domination. Although

rich in Gaelic and Christian culture, including an extensive written

corpus in both Latin and Gaelic, Ireland between the fifth and twelfth

centuries was divided among local chiefs and petty-states.47 Increasing

Norman penetration and domination, involving aristocrats followed by

the English crown, began in the twelfth century. Seeking to consolidate

English control, King Henry VIII established the kingdom of Ireland in

1541 with its own parliament and himself as king. In view of his aim,

this step makes it abundantly clear that Ireland was not England and

could not be feasibly turned into an integral part of it politically.

As the Irish did not adopt Protestantism, their Catholicism

became both a mark of their separate identity from the English and
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Scottish settlers and a cause of their growing repression, the two

elements reinforcing each other. Tudor conquest and repression were

eclipsed by Oliver Cromwell’s bloodbath and the carnage that followed

the Glorious Revolution of 1688. Catholics were barred from the Irish

Parliament. Political and religious repression was matched by economic

exploitation, as land ownership passed into the hands of English and

Scottish landlords. The Irish peasantry suffered from abject poverty

and devastating famines which exceeded the “norm” in most European

agrarian societies and which were not free from racial underpinning.

The rebellion of 1798, again crushed mercilessly, led to the abolishment

of the Irish Parliament and the incorporation of Ireland into the United

Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland (1801). Yet deepening liberaliza-

tion and democratization in Britain by the late nineteenth century made

Irish demands irresistible in a way that they had not been before. The

Liberal government under Gladstone proposed a full-range liberal

recipe: economic improvement, more equal citizenship, greater toler-

ance and “Home Rule.” Nonetheless, as self-determination within the

United Kingdom failed to satisfy the Irish, the process led within a

generation to an independent Irish state (1922). The six counties of

Northern Ireland which remained within the United Kingdom have

been the scene of deep sectarian divisions and violence, which at

present are more successfully contained.

So what does this history of ethne, peoples, and nations on the

British Isles tell us? It clearly reveals the major significance of ethnicity

and political ethnicity, and the long history and remarkable endurance

of peoples and nations based upon them. As with respect to any other

dominant people, the notion of English ethnicity is not common, and

the term ethnicity is more naturally applied to the minority identities of

Britain’s other three peoples.48 Yet there is no objective reason for such

a difference. Present-day ethnonational distinctions in the British Isles,

which trace their origins as far back as Bede’s time, constituted the

foundations of national states in England and Scotland shortly there-

after and survived many centuries of English domination. To be sure,

identities have undergone constant transformations, and present-day

realities are far from being preordained. For example, Pictish identity

was assimilated into Scottish identity while contributing to determining

the northern limits of England. Democratization and liberalization

have elicited both greater incorporation into a joint British state and

nation, and a resurgence of separate nationalisms. Indeed, a composite
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British national supra-identity came into being in addition to Britain’s

four national identities. It has been facilitated by the triumph of

the English language and the demise of the other national languages

(even in Ireland, despite extensive state efforts to revive Gaelic after

independence),49 by the spread of a common British culture, and by the

long tradition of mutual cooperation as a political community. Further-

more, although based on the above elements more than on a sense of

kinship, the all-British identity is perceived by the peoples concerned as

a national one, albeit composite and supra, rather than a supranational

identity. In Britain there are four national identities which partake of a

broader (English dominated) British national identity. Whether this

British national identity splits into its constitutive national parts (as

happened with the Irish) or survives depends on the strength of the

national sentiments at each level and on how successfully these levels

can be combined and kept in balance.

Scandinavian identity and national identities

Ethnic differences played a cardinal role in the formation of the English

people and nation as distinct from the other three peoples/nations of

the British Isles. However, the major role played by geography in the

shaping of ethnic distinctions calls for special attention. As commu-

nities become separated by distance and major geographical obstacles,

cease to interact extensively, and develop local differences, a historical

dynamic of ethnic “speciation” occurs. This accounts for local varia-

tions and becomes all the more significant when geographical separa-

tion is sufficiently salient to create distinct social, cultural and political

communities and identities. The English were thus separated within a

few centuries from their Low German kin on the Continent. Likewise

the prehistoric Celtic ethnos on the British Isles had much earlier

separated into P speakers in Britain and Q speakers in Ireland. In turn,

the P speakers then split into Welsh, Cornish, Breton, and so forth by

the Germanic invasions, whereas Q speakers diversified by migration

across the Irish Sea into Irish and Scottish Gaelic languages and iden-

tities. The Nordic countries to which we now turn are a prime example

of the role of geography and territorial discontinuities in generating

these dynamics, precisely because the ethnic differences between them

were slight.
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As previously mentioned, the process of ethnogenesis and

nation-building in northwestern Europe is largely the story of the break

up and diversification of a prehistoric Germanic ethnic space due to

migration, distance, and ecology even before the invasions into

the Roman Empire. By the late first millennium, speakers of North

Germanic or Old Norse dialects in Scandinavia had already become

quite distinct in speech and customs from other Germanic populations

to their south, while being closely related to one another. According to

the Byzantine author Jordanes’ sixth-century Getica (iii.23), the

peoples on the “Island of Scandza” (Scandinavia) included the power-

ful Dani and the Suetidi of the same stock. When the West (proto-Low)

Germanic-speaking Jutes and Angles migrated into Britain, the Norse-

speaking Danes expanded into Jutland from the islands of today’s

Denmark and the province of Scania on the southern tip of today’s

Sweden. During the Viking era, as the Norsemen became famous for

their devastating raids and daring oceanic voyages, state-building pro-

cesses took off in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. From around the

year 1000, earlier petty-kingdoms crystallized into more or less per-

manent unified states in each of the three countries.50

Denmark, more populous, closer to the Frankish realm, and

more developed, was the first to be unified, perhaps as early as the

eighth century but definitely by the tenth. Its kings intermittently

exercised suzerainty over parts of Norway. Yet Norway was more or

less fully united under its own King Olaf Haraldsson (reigned 1015–

1028). The newly formed realm proved vulnerable to centrifugal

forces, as the Norwegian aristocracy fell out with the king and handed

the kingdom over to King Knut the Great of Denmark, who also ruled

England. However, this North Sea empire disintegrated after Knut’s

death, and, as in England, a local king (Olaf’s son Magnus the Good)

repossessed the throne (1035). So began 350 years of an independent

Norwegian state. A Swedish kingdom similarly emerged in the late

tenth century, consolidated more slowly and integrated the provinces

of Götaland and Svealand during the eleventh to fourteenth centuries.

The main sources for these events are the Nordic sagas and

chronicles written down on the basis of older traditions in the twelfth

and thirteenth centuries. As with Bede in England, these are animated

with an unmistakable patriotic spirit in each nation. There are endless

debates as to how much the texts reflect the authors’ own times rather

than the past they describe, shrouded as it is in semi-legendary myths.

155 / Premodern Europe and the national state



However, even if one is wholly inclined toward the former view, this

still leaves us with a strong sense of native nationalism in these respec-

tive countries by the twelfth to thirteenth centuries. As Saxo

Grammaticus states in his early thirteenth-century rendering of

Danish history Gesta Danorum: “nations [nationes] are in the habit

of vaunting the fame of their achievements, and joy in recollecting

their ancestors.” The project he undertook was “fired with a passion-

ate zeal to glorify our fatherland (patria).”51 Note that nation and

patria are equated here as a matter of course, contrary to the moder-

nist claim that such an identification was unknown before modernity.

In view of the silence of the illiterate masses in the historical records,

modernists also argue that the manifested national spirit in such texts

merely reflects royal propaganda disseminated by the literati. Indeed,

Saxo Grammaticus’ work was supported by royal patronage. How-

ever, the various Norwegian sagas and chronicles were actually com-

posed in the most free, almost anarchic, and unruly country of

Europe, Iceland.

Iceland was discovered and settled by Norwegians in the ninth

century, during the Viking era. Its distance, sparse population, and

frontier mentality as the hub of the Vikings’ oceanic explorations were

likely responsible for both its anarchic freedom and role as the main-

spring of Old Norse oral traditions and sagas, later written down in

that vernacular. Hence, the special perspective Iceland offers on our

subject. Dominated by powerful local chieftains, the country was a

“Free State” or “Commonwealth” with the oldest parliament in

Europe and only minimal ties with a distant Norwegian monarchy.

And yet it was in Iceland that the chronicles of the earliest Norwegian

kings were written down in the thirteenth century. Two points come

across very powerfully from these narratives. First, they take the differ-

ence between Norwegians, Danes, Swedes, Russians, and English for

granted. Second, in the chronicles this is not merely a difference

between kings or kingdoms, nor between countries or territories alone,

but clearly also between peoples. There is no question that the authors’

sympathies and allegiance rest with Norway (and Iceland within it),

and that the same attitude animates the people in each of the above

countries. The popular aspects of native national patriotism repeatedly

manifest themselves in the text.

The earliest surviving chronicle, Morkinskinna (c. 1220),

begins significantly with the reestablishment of a Norwegian monarchy
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under Magnus (1035) after seven years of Danish rule. The rhetoric

employed by all the sides involved is unmistakable:

King Magnus established his rule as far as his father’s power

had extended, and he subdued the land without a battle and

with the consent and agreement of all the people, rich and

poor. They all desired rather to be free under King Magnus

than to suffer the tyranny of the Danes any longer.52

The popular aspect of Norway’s public life is attested to throughout;

the “farmers” were a powerful estate with legally established rights.

They constituted a concentration of political power side by side with

the monarchy and the nobility, at times forcing their will on them.53

The Norwegian national monarchy was far from being confined to the

monarch and elite.

Things were not much different on the Danish side. As the

tables turned a few years later and King Haraldr of Norway set out to

become king of Denmark (1049–1064), “He bade the army prepare

itself and declared that if they conquered the land, the Norwegians

would forever after be the lords of the Danes.”54 In response to the

Norwegian invasion, the Danish jarl Sveinn, who had earlier declared

himself king, “convened the Vebjorg (Viborg) assembly. Here the royal

title was conferred on him anew according to the wishes of the

Danes.”55 Haraldr’s bid for the Danish crown failed, as did his reach

for the English crown which led to his death at Stamford Bridge (1066).

Norway, Denmark (and Sweden) remained separate from one another.

It should be made absolutely clear that I mean no reified givens

by using the terms Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. There is no such

thing as natural countries supposedly waiting to be filled with a

national content. The tribal Norsemen of Scandinavia could have

ended up in completely different state, cultural, and national entities

given other circumstances and historical trajectories.56 And yet what

happened in actuality in the late first and beginning of the second

millennium was that geography played a decisive role in precipitating

three distinct peoples and national states. In the cold Scandinavian

landmass where people’s livelihood and populations concentrated on

the coastal plains and seashore, what became known as Norway was

defined by the coast facing west, toward the North Sea and North

Atlantic; Sweden emerged on the coast facing east, toward the Baltic
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Sea, separated from Norway by great distance and high mountain

ridges; whereas Denmark was defined by its archipelago location at

the entrance to the Baltic, between the Skagerrak and Kattegat, includ-

ing the provinces of Scania, Halland, and Blekinge, the southern – west

and southern facing – tip of today’s Sweden, far closer to Denmark than

to early Sweden in terms of both distance and ethnicity. Denmark

subsequently lost these provinces to Sweden in the seventeenth century.

The rest is history, although geography never ceased to be

relevant. The early crystallization of the three distinct peoples with

their protracted period of political unity, independent statehood, and

increasing linguistic differentiation during the eleventh to fourteenth

centuries would leave deep and enduring marks on future develop-

ments. On the other hand, these marks were not ineradicable by these

developments. Thus, from 1397 to 1521, in the Kalmar Union, the

three kingdoms of Denmark, Sweden, and Norway came together

under the dynastic rule of the Danish royal house. At the same time,

each of them remained formally distinct and retained separate insti-

tutions and systems of law. Moreover, frictions were soon to arise,

especially with the Swedish nobility which objected to what it regarded

as the subordination of Swedish interests to Denmark. Sweden gra-

dually opted out of the Union even before leaving it formally in 1521

and electing the native Vasa as their royal house. The seventeenth

century saw the creation of a Swedish empire in the Baltic and northern

Germany. But the empire’s collapse in the eighteenth century again

limited Sweden to its native soil.

Norway remained dynastically united with Denmark, while

retaining separate institutions. Connections with Copenhagen as the

cultural center of the union and seat of university learning became

strong in the eighteenth century, though resentment of this fact in

Norway also grew.57 Whether or not a united kingdom of Denmark

and Norway would have survived voluntarily is an open question. It

cannot be answered because in 1814 Norway was detached from

Denmark, Napoleon’s ally, by the European powers and put under

Swedish rule. Again, the Swedish crown was able to secure its control

only by guaranteeing Norway’s constitution, autonomy, and separate

institutions. Nevertheless, in 1905 Norway declared independence.58

The map of peoples and states established around the year 1000 has

prevailed with remarkably few changes, and at no time since has it been

devoid of salient political significance.
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One last debt remains before we leave Scandinavia. Finland is

an often cited case for the modernity of nations, as a Finnish national

consciousness did not emerge before the nineteenth century. However,

Finland differed from Denmark, Sweden, and Norway precisely in that

the Finns lacked even a rudimentary political organization when

peoples, states, and nations formed in Scandinavia in the early second

millennium. Like the Sami (Lapp) who still occupy the far north in all

the Scandinavian countries, the Finns were a sparse tribal population.

They spoke a Finno-Ugric language, entirely different from the rest of

Scandinavia. Heavily colonized by Swedish settlers, incorporated into

Sweden in the thirteenth century, and with Swedes constituting the

urban elite and administration, Finland could have become a Swedish

Wales. However, in 1809 Russia conquered it from Sweden and turned

it into an autonomous Grand Duchy within the Russian Empire, and in

1917 Finland took the opportunity to declare independence.

The medieval German national empire

So far we have dealt with two territories on the expanding frontier of

the Germanic ethnic space, Britain and Scandinavia, where due to

geographical barriers and processes of historical divergence incipient

peoples and nations constituted themselves separately. Germanic tribal

conglomerations and war bands also migrated en masse to the territo-

ries of the Roman Empire, adopting Latin. Many of them, however,

remained in old Germania. The ethnopolitical history of these people

has been subjected to a great deal of tendentious interpretation, first

by nineteenth- and early twentieth-century German nationalists, and

culminating most perversely and horrifically with the Nazis. However,

in an understandable reaction against them, there has been a tendency

to deny that German political ethnicity and national identity played

any role in history before modernity. And this view also is very far

from reality.

We begin with the historical period when the Germanic tribal

entities in Germania were brought within the fold of statehood. This

occurred with the expansion of the most successful of the Germanic

new states, that of the Franks under the Merovingians and Carolin-

gians. It expanded to cover not only the former Roman province of

Gaul with its Romanized populations and other Germanic successor
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states, but also central and eastern Germany. The process was

completed in the late eighth century when Charlemagne subdued the

Frisians, Saxons, and Bavarians. Having also conquered Italy, he

revived the prestigious designation of the Roman Empire and had

the pope crown him as emperor (800). However, for dynastic and

administrative reasons the empire was divided among his successors,

who fought incessantly over his inheritance. The Treaty of Verdun

(843) partitioned the empire into three geographical strips from north

to south: the Western, Central and Eastern Frankish realms. Yet other

realities on the ground proved to be more potent. The year before, in

the so-called Oath of Strasburg, the documents agreed upon by the

kings were read to the opposing Frankish armies present in two

different tongues: Gallo-Romance (descendant of Latin and ancestral

to Old French) for the Western Franks and (Old High) German for the

Eastern Franks. From this historians infer that the two halves of the

Frankish realm were no longer using the same vernacular and thus

unable to communicate. A generation after the Treaty of Verdun, the

kings of Western and Eastern Francia signed the treaties of Meerssen

(870) and Ribemont (880), which partitioned the third, central

domain among them along lines which remarkably reflected the lin-

guistic division between Romance and German speakers. From then

on the two halves went their separate ways, developing into France

and Germany, respectively.

This is not to say that medieval Germany was a national state

or that Germany’s future as one was preordained. Again, the real

picture is more complex. A German national identity was under pres-

sure from two opposing directions. First, there was the ambition of

empire following the glorious Roman model. The title of emperor was

passed among Charlemagne’s successors and then lost for a while. It

was resumed in Germany by Otto I of the Ottonian dynasty. Having

been crowned king in Aachen (936) and having gained control over

Italy through marriage, he was crowned emperor by the pope in Rome

(962). In the eleventh century his successors officially assumed the title

Emperors of the Holy Roman Empire. In the following centuries the

emperors’ ventures and entanglements in Italy famously weakened

their position in Germany itself. Nevertheless, despite the Empire’s

universal guise and non-German periphery, which expanded as

Germans spread eastward into Slav lands, there was no question that

the Empire was fundamentally a German one. The emperors’ power
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rested primarily on the German lands and their German subjects.

Although the position of emperor was elective and the title passed from

one dynasty to another, all but very few of the elected emperors were

German. So were all the ecclesiastic and lay princes of the electoral

college, except for the king of Bohemia (himself a German after 1310).

Furthermore, the expansion eastward into Slav populated territories

was carried out for the benefit of German princes, other German

political entities, and German settlers, and it involved large-scale

cultural Germanization of the Slav populations. By the twelfth century

at the latest, the distinction between the regnum Teutonicorum and the

rest of the Empire was clearly made.59 When in 1512 the Empire

officially changed its name to the Holy Roman Empire of the German

Nation (Heiliges Römisches Reich Deutscher Nation), this was merely

in recognition of a long-standing reality. Eight years later Martin

Luther similarly wrote his “Address to the Christian Nobility of the

German Nation.”

As historian Leonard Krieger has put it:

The Holy Roman Empire under its Saxon, Salian, and

Hohenstaufen dynasties was regarded by its chroniclers as a

German-based political order; it was popularly celebrated

for its German base in the political lays of Walter von der

Vogelweide and the Minnensingers; and authentic historians

like Otto of Freising and Alexander von Roes identified

imperial history with German history.60

Other recent historians have also extensively documented this strong

sense of medieval German identity.61 The same sentiment is evident in

medieval German poetry, much of it popular and more indicative of

popular feelings than the allegedly elite concepts of courtiers and clergy-

men. From early in the Middle Ages Germans regarded themselves in

common kin terms. A shared language was increasingly emphasized

during the High Middle Ages, despite strong differences in dialect and

long before Luther produced a common popular literary language with

his translation of the Bible.62 Voltaire quipped that the Holy Roman

Empire was neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire. Yet it was German,

especially during medieval times if not in Voltaire’s own time.

The second and more significant challenge to the national char-

acter of the German Empire came from below. The legacy of distinct
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prestate German tribal entities and often mutually barely intelligible

dialects persisted and was reinforced by the weakening of regal

authority.63 The elective nature of the German monarchy forced

the rulers into ever greater concessions to the territorial princes.

The emperors’ preoccupation with Italy weakened them further. As

a result, developments in Germany took a course opposite to other

European monarchies wherein after a period of feudal fragmenta-

tion the crown was able to reassert its authority. In Germany, a

more centralized state than France from the mid ninth to the mid

twelfth century, the territorial princes were eventually able to

become practically independent. Thus, early modern Germany

became less of a national state than the medieval Reich.64 The

emperors’ effective control became limited to their own hereditary

domains long before the Empire was officially dissolved in 1806.

The political fragmentation of the realm also facilitated the diversi-

fication of Old West Germanic into separate branches and a diver-

sity of local dialects. Again, ethnicity and politics were mutually and

reciprocally affecting.

Thus, the modern formation of a unified German state was

not a foregone conclusion; yet nor was it a purely modern develop-

ment unrelated to premodern historical ethnopolitical and national

realities that go back to the beginning of state formation in Germany.

Certainly, divergences occurred almost as much as convergences. The

German-speaking population of Switzerland, organizing politically in

opposition to the Empire in the late Middle Ages, underwent a sepa-

rate process of national formation. So did the Dutch from the

sixteenth century onward, having been detached from the Empire

for reasons of dynastic inheritance by Charles V and having then

won independence from Spain. Prussia’s military victories during the

1860s played a decisive role in bringing about a union of diverse

German states. But the union left the German population of the

Austrian Empire out, a separation which ultimately survived both

world wars. The partition of Germany into West and East after

1945 could have become entrenched over time had it not been for

the economic and political bankruptcy of the Soviet system. None of

these developments was preordained and others could have occurred

in different places and settings. Still, while undergoing many changes,

German identity, and identities, have been major factors with

profound political significance from the very beginning.
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The Czech lands

Similar to what took place in the Germanic ethnic space, processes of

geographical expansion, ethnic diversification, and distinct national

state consolidation also occurred among the Slavs further east. As we

have already seen in Chapter 3, the prehistory and spread of the Slav

tribal population is shrouded in the veil of illiteracy and is only dimly lit

by Greek and Roman sources and by archaeology. Still, it seems suffi-

ciently clear that the Slavs initially lived in a fairly limited area, proba-

bly around the upper-middle Dnieper; spoke a common Slavic

language; shared a crude material culture, as well as aspects of a

spiritual culture such as a pantheon; and spread in all directions from

around the year 500, following the Germanic migrations into the

Roman Empire.65 As mentioned, Slavs moved westward into territories

earlier inhabited and vacated by Germans; southward toward and

across the Danube into the Balkan provinces of the Eastern Roman

Empire; and eastward into thinly populated territories north and south

of the Dnieper and the Pripet marshes. This extensive geographical

spread caused the first linguistic diversification within common Slavic,

giving rise to Western, Eastern, and Southern Slavic dialects during the

second half of the first millennium. Further diversification was to

follow as a result of the familiar interplay between geographical frag-

mentation and political consolidation.

We begin with the Western Slavs. Massive topographical bar-

riers were responsible for a growing diversification among these origin-

ally closely related Slav tribal entities. Some of them settled along the

open north European plain, all the way to the Elbe River. Others settled

south of and in between the high Carpathian mountain ridges. The first

more or less stable state to emerge in the Carpathian lands was the

kingdom of Moravia, uniting the Slav tribes and petty-states in the

Morava River basin around 830. Undergoing great expansion at its

zenith, the kingdom was destroyed by Magyar-Hungarian raids (906).

Its core territory and people were ultimately incorporated within the

new state that emerged further west, in the Bohemian basin. This state

was hammered together from related Slav tribes (including the epony-

mic Czech) by the native Přemyslid dynasty, which from a capital in

Prague ruled the country continuously for more than 400 years, from

the late ninth century to 1306. Squeezed between the Magyar threat
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and the German Holy Empire, the Přemyslid rulers recognized the

suzerainty of the latter, while maneuvering to secure the practical

autonomy and internal unity of their realm. In 1198 their de facto

status became de jure when they gained the title of kings.

As the Přemyslid line ceased, the Czech nobility offered the

Bohemian crown to a German prince from the House of Luxembourg.

We shall devote some space to discussing the practice of foreign

dynastic rule in the concluding theoretical part of this chapter. The

cosmopolitan King Charles IV (1342–1378), also elected Holy Roman

Emperor, further formalized the separate status of the kingdom of

Bohemia within the Empire and cultivated the study of the Czech

language, while also establishing a cosmopolitan university in

the prosperous city of Prague. German settlement in Bohemia and

Moravia, especially in the cities and towns, had long been very sub-

stantial. However, not long after Charles’ reign the Hussite wars

broke out in all their ferocity, with the national element constituting

a significant aspect of them.

Influenced by the teachings of John Wycliffe in England,

Jan Hus launched a Protestant reformation in Bohemia and Moravia

more than a century beforeMartin Luther. His execution by theCatholic

Council of Constance (1415) sparked a fully-fledged movement which

engulfed the country and spectacularly defeated repeated invasions by

the Imperial forces (1420–1434). The national character of the Hussite

movement has long been stressed not only by Czech nationalists, but

also by scholars. Certainly, the main issue was religious. At the same

time, however, the movement was almost exclusively Czech, its enemies

were predominantly non-Czechs, and it encompassed both the Czech

nobility, and city and country people. Some scholars cautiously qualify

all the above, pointing out that themovement had some influence among

non-Czechs and that not all Czechs were Hussites.66 Indeed, the Hussite

wars were partly civil wars, waged not only against the German popula-

tion of Bohemia andMoravia, but also against Czechs who opposed the

movement.However, the same is also true of nearly anymodern national

movement. All in all, the Hussite movement was both Czech and

popular, which is the very definition of national. This is clearly manifest

in both its language and its deeds.

In their letters (in Czech) to the emperor and the Constance

Council before and after Hus’ execution, the Czech barons (ultimately

452 signatories) strongly protested “the dishonor of our nationality
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and of the Bohemian land.”67 As the conflict deteriorated, the Czech

masters of the University of Prague denounced the execution of a

Czech preacher by German townsmen, calling the killers “patent

enemies of our nationality [lingua],” who tended “to the indelible

besmirching of our Bohemian and Moravian race [gens] and of the

whole Slavic nationality [lingua].”68 In addition to their religious

demands, the leaders of the brewing revolution requested, among

other things (1419): that no foreigners were to be put in civil offices

if capable Czechs were available; that the Czech language was to be

used in judicial proceedings; and that Czechs were to have “first

voice” everywhere in the realm.69 Assembling in Prague Castle in

1420, the Czech nobles issued a proclamation in which they described

Emperor Zikmund as “a great and brutal enemy of the Czech

kingdom and language.” To their religious demands they added “the

common weal of the kingdom and our Czech language.”70 As late as

1469, long after the Hussite Wars ended, in response to a papal

rejection of a Czech elected to the Bohemian crown, a call was issued

“to all faithful Czechs and Moravians, genuine lovers of God’s truth

and disciples of your own Czech language.” The pope and his allies

were blamed for wishing “to destroy, wipe out, and utterly suppress

the Czech language”; he “inflames and incites all the nations and

languages of the surrounding lands against us.”71 As the modern

historian who quotes this writes: “It is a remarkable passage; but

one quite typical of its time and place. Virtually all Hussite manifestos

since 1420 had struck the same notes.” The passage, he goes on, is

“rather disconcertingly modern – or what we are accustomed, at any

rate, to think of as modern – in its identification of truth and virtue

with a land, a people, and their language . . . All this happened

without the aid of the printing press.”72

In addition to the concepts of gens (people in the ethnic sense)

and natio, which we have already seen repeatedly used by the medieval

sources, the frequent use of lingua in the above quotations merits

special attention. Clearly, the Czech language was important because

of its religious significance: the Bible was translated into the Czech

vernacular as early as the 1370s and 1380s, 150 years before Luther’s

German translation, and, as during the Reformation, this was a most

powerful device for reaching the masses in both written and oral forms.

However, no less significantly, in the context of Bohemia and Moravia

lingua was also used as synonymous to, but a clearer term than gens or
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natio, unambiguously referring to Czechs as opposed to the German

population of the land. Lingua actually stood for ethnic nationality.

As already mentioned, in practice as much as in proclamations

the Hussite rebellion was both Czech and socially inclusive, the hall-

mark of the modern definition of national. It began with the Czech

intellectuals, was taken up by the Czech nobility, burghers, and urban

masses, and then mobilized the Czech rural population. Founded as a

cosmopolitan institution, the University of Prague soon became a

battleground between its Czech academic staff, on the one hand, and

its foreign, mostly German, staff, on the other. In 1409, in response to

steps which limited their status, many of the foreign faculty members

left, helping to found the universities of Leipzig and Erfurt. With the

outbreak of violence after Hus’ execution, Czech mobs in Prague

and other urban centers attacked German residences and businesses.

However, probably the most significant aspect of the Hussite Wars was

the mass armies raised from among the Czech peasantry. Under the

generalship of Jan Žižka they shocked Europe by repeatedly defeating

the Imperial knightly forces and then carrying the war deep into the

surrounding countries in punitive raids. The Czech masses were any-

thing but politically unmobilized, and, as we have seen in the language

of the movement, their religious and national zeal were inseparable.

To be sure, such a comprehensive case of national mobilization

as occurred during the Hussite Wars constituted the far end of the

spectrum in feudal Europe. Yet this and more ordinary manifestations

of political nationalism were a far more common feature of medieval

Europe than one could ever guess from the unhistorical modernist

schema. The Hussite rebellion, split between extremists and moderates,

was ultimately suppressed. But Czech separateness, autonomous insti-

tutions, and the supremacy of Czech as the language of deliberation in

the country’s estates, law courts, and culture at large were guaranteed.73

Czech nationalism was broken and Czech independence was lost only in

the bloody aftermath of the Czech defeat in the famous battle of the

White Mountain (1620) at the beginning of the Thirty Years War. In

reaction against the mythologizing of this event by Czech nationalists in

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, some scholars have tended

to downplay its significance.74 Yet in reality the outcome of the Czech

defeat was very significant indeed: the country lost its autonomous

institutions and was placed under direct Habsburg rule; a large part of

the Protestant aristocracy was expelled and its estates passed into the
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hands of foreigners; German presence increased and dominated the cities

and cultural life; and the Czech language and identity receded, surviving

mostly in the countryside. Given this historical trajectory, Gellner went

badly astray in portraying premodern Bohemia and Moravia as quintes-

sentially non-national. The truth of the matter was that the Czech lands

had been distinctively national before losing their national independence

and much of their national identity during the seventeenth and eight-

eenth centuries.75

The Polish national state and empire

Political consolidation also took place on the open plain north of the

Carpathians. In the second half of the tenth century an enterprising

leader, Mieszko, unified the ethnically related tribes (including the

eponymic Polanie) and emerging petty-states of the area into the

kingdom of Poland. Like the Přemyslids in Bohemia, his Piast dynasty

ruled the country for 400 years. Remarkably, the ethnic distinctions

which Mieszko had found and consolidated politically proved to be

even more enduring than his dynasty, undergoing only limited changes.

These changes concerned the westernmost territories settled by Slavs on

the northern European plain, territories which would be taken over by

the German expansion eastward from around the year 1000 on. The

Polabian and Sorb Slav populations there slowly assimilated into

German culture, a process that lasted until well into modernity. Next,

along the west–east axis, the Slav provinces of Pomerania and Silesia,

which Mieszko’s immediate successors incorporated into Poland, were

soon lost and underwent similar processes of Germanization. To the

north of Poland, the Baltic-speaking Prussian tribal population experi-

enced the same fate. At the same time, however, Poland’s West Slav

heartland remained little changed. Furthermore, as Poland came to

possess a great empire in the east, the ethnic differences within that

empire between what was Polish and what was not never disappeared

despite many centuries of glorious rule. Indeed, they were always and

everywhere very salient politically.

Not all of Poland’s interethnic relations were hostile or

unequal. After the end of the Piast line, Poland forged a close alliance

with neighboring Lithuania in order to combat the serious threat from

the German Teutonic Knights along the Baltic. The Lithuanian King
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Jagiełło was also crowned king of Poland (1386), and his dynasty

ruled for two centuries until 1572. In 1569, the dynastic union was

replaced with the common consent of both sides by a joint state, the

Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth. Lithuanian is a Baltic language,

so the Lithuanians were not even Slavs. Although the Lithuanian

aristocracy underwent Polish acculturation over time, Lithuania

retained its separate status, institutions, and identity within the union.

All the same, the partnership between the two peoples was highly

successful, and for very good reasons: in addition to defense against

powerful common enemies, the Poles and the Lithuanians joined

forces to rule over others. The Lithuanians brought to the union a

large dowry, the lands of Rus in the east which they had conquered

after their victories over the Tartars. Poland herself had incorporated

the western Ukraine or Ruthenia in the fourteenth century. With the

creation of the Commonwealth in 1569, the Rus lands were divided,

their northern part remaining under Lithuania and their southern part

coming under Poland. This was the background for the linguistic–

ethnic diversification that occurred within the East Slavic-speaking

population of these territories. The Byelorussian and Ukrainian

languages evolved, respectively, in the Lithuanian- and Polish-dominated

realms. The third and largest East Slavic language, Russian, developed

further east, outside the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth.76

In their huge estates the Polish and Lithuanian magnates

reduced the local peasant population of the east to serfdom and

exploited them economically with an iron hand. Yet the same was

also true of Poland and Lithuania proper. In no country of Europe

did the nobility achieve such dominance. The Polish–Lithuanian

Commonwealth was famously an aristocratic republic. The king

was elected. The country’s all-powerful parliament, the Sejm,

excluded even the burghers, represented in most other European

parliaments. The free peasantry of the early Polish state were pro-

gressively subjugated during the late Middle Ages, so that serfs

constituted some 60 percent of the population in the middle of the

sixteenth century, a European record (except for Russia).77 In such

extreme circumstances of aristocratic rule did anything like a com-

prehensive Polish nation exist? Did the Polish aristocracy regard the

Polish peasants, whom they viewed with utter contempt, as part of a

common collective? Did the illiterate peasants in Poland, whose

voice is unheard in the records, view themselves as part of a Polish
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people and feel any affinity toward and solidarity with the nobles’

“republic”? Many historians have been highly skeptical about this.

They have argued that the concept of the nation in the Common-

wealth was limited to the nobility alone, with little regard to ethnic

categories.78

I am not disputing much of the above or downplaying the

selfishness of the Polish and Lithuanian nobility as an estate and

individuals. Ultimately, their conduct made the Commonwealth ungov-

ernable and caused the demise of the once-mighty state, partitioned

among its neighbors in the late eighteenth century. However, although

the nobility’s interests were the overriding principle of the Common-

wealth, this was very far from being the only principle. The nobility’s

dominance in the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth overshadowed,

but never eliminated the national factor. This was clear in relation to

both outsiders and the local population. Indeed, recent trends in the

historiography of Poland have turned the tables on the modernists,

charging them with the anachronism they attribute to modern nation-

alists. A comprehensive study of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century

Polish sources conclusively shows that the concept naród szlchecki –

which modern historians have translated as “noble nation” and high-

lighted as signifying the aristocracy’s self-perception as the exclusive

members of the nation – was rarely used at all. Furthermore, on the

rare instances in which it was used in early modern Poland it was

always in the sense of a noble family origin or descent of the person

involved (that is, noble descent rather than nation; the root rod has the

broader meaning of kin in the Slavic languages).79 Another study

follows suit:

The image of the Polish “noble nation” is indeed a creation

of the modern era [in the nineteenth century] . . . sixteenth-

century Poles imagined their nation (and nations in general)

as linguistic and cultural entities, not political ones. Nor did

they believe that only nobles were entitled to participate in

the nation, or at least no such idea was formulated until

modern times.80

Moreover, as yet another historian amply demonstrates, Polish

national identity was actually clearer and more comprehensive before the

late sixteenth century, during the late Middle Ages and Renaissance:
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Up to the sixteenth century the Polish nation was still

conceived as a community inhabiting the same territory and

embracing population groups sharing the same customs,

history, and language. It was only late in that century that

substantial changes in the national consciousness among the

nobility came about

together with a great expansion of the Polish realm to include large

non-Polish populations.81 The same historian continues:

During the Renaissance, the main feature that distinguished

a nation was language. Thus no one, from Długosz to

Andrzej Frycz Modrzewski, denied that peasants were an

integral part of the nation, based on one common language.

The eminent lexicographer Jan Maczyński, in his Polish–

Latin dictionary, defined the word “natio” as a “nation

using the same language . . .” Advocates of the election of a

Piast to the Polish throne also emphasized the need to

protect the national language.82

Indeed, one can go farther back, to the reunification of Poland at

the beginning of the fourteenth century. This followed a period of frag-

mentation during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries due to the practice

of multiple inheritances among the monarch’s sons. In the face of deep

Czech andGerman involvement the nationalist aspect of the struggle was

unmistakable: “TheCzechswere denounced as foreigners, servants of the

‘German’ Emperor, allies of the ‘German’ knights of Prussia, and of the

‘German’ Piasts of Silesia.” Charges were made against dignitaries for

being the “enemy of the Polish people.” “Investigations into the Craco-

vian revolt [by German residents of the city] were assisted by a simple

language test. Any suspect who could repeat and correctly pronounce

[four Polish words] was judged loyal; he who faltered was guilty.”83

Evidence regarding the masses of peasantry must as usual be

inferred indirectly. Probably the best time to look for such evidence is

the era of the peasants’ harshest subjugation in the middle of the

seventeenth century. This was also the time of the “Deluge,” when

the Commonwealth was afflicted by unprecedented domestic uphea-

vals and foreign invasions. The upheavals began in 1648 with the

Cossack revolt led by Bohdan Khmelnytsky. Joined by the masses of
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Ukrainian peasantry, the revolt turned into a massive conflagration in

which the Commonwealth ultimately lost much of its Ukrainian

domain. Indisputably, class, economic, and religious factors were all

involved in the Ukrainian revolt: the Cossacks and the Ukrainian

(Ruthenian) nobles (such as Khmelnytsky himself), with a long trad-

ition of loyal service to the Commonwealth and of enjoying its bene-

fits, felt dis-privileged; the Ukrainian peasantry were harshly

exploited; the eastern parts of the Ukraine were Orthodox, as opposed

to mainly Catholic Poland. But all these elements were inseparable

from the ethnonational factor. Ruthenian nobles who joined the revolt

felt that their ethnic identity hindered their treatment as equal by the

Polish and Lithuanian aristocracy. The Ukrainian peasantry felt that

their oppressors were foreign. Indeed, although the Polish aristocracy

viewed all peasants as barely human, they regarded their Ukrainian

serfs as a particularly lowly breed and often treated them with a

violence unheard of in Poland itself. The Orthodox faith contributed

to the Ukraine’s distinct ethnonational sense of identity. It was for

these major ethnonational reasons that grievances which would com-

monly have resulted in disturbances and even a civil war created such

a rupture and ended in secession.84 A historian of early modern

Ukrainian national consciousness has put in a simple, common-sense

manner what should have been clear to everybody: “The nation as the

primary identity of man is a nineteenth and twentieth century concept,

but seventeenth century men viewed residence in a common father-

land or possession of a common descent, culture and historical tradi-

tion as important matters.”85

Unable to defend their independence, the Ukrainian rebels

reluctantly put their land under a Russian protectorate (1654), and

the Ukraine would later be swallowed by the Czarist empire. Not

having achieved statehood, the Ukraine’s sense of nationhood was

and remained tenuous. Still, their ethnic distinctiveness was a fact

of life by late medieval times, was clear to both outsiders and

insiders, and always carried political implications. We shall get back

to this shortly.

The control case for the Ukrainian rebellion was Poland itself.

Despite some attempts to arouse them, the Polish peasantry, themselves

enserfed and exploited by the nobility, did not join the revolt even

when Khmelnytsky’s invasion of Poland brought it to their doorstep.

Khmelnytsky himself well anticipated this. To the Polish envoys he
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defined the western extent of his “land and principality”

by the boundaries of ethnic Ruthenian territories . . . He told

the envoys that he was counting on the support of the

peasantry all the way to Lublin and Cracow and that his

goal was to liberate the whole Rus’ nation from Polish

captivity.86

This goes to show that the Ukrainian revolt was not merely a class–

economic affair within a multiethnic aristocratic empire, as some

socially-minded scholars assure us. Moreover, on the heels of the

Ukrainian revolt Poland was invaded and taken over by the Swedes

(1655–1656). Some of the greatest Polish and Lithuanian magnates

supported the Swedish monarch’s claim to the crown of the Common-

wealth and opened the doors to the invaders. Soon, however, a national

revolt against the Swedes ensued, against which they had no chance of

holding the country. Peasants were among the first to rise against the

foreigners. As part of the nobility and regular army joined, the rebellion

took the form of widespread guerrilla warfare enjoying massive popu-

lar support. Indeed, when the exiled King John Casimir returned to

Poland, he was moved by this popular participation to declare in Lvov

his support for improving the peasants’ status.

Unsurprisingly, his declaration did not materialize. Yet the fact

remains that in circumstances of a national emergency caused by an

acute foreign threat the rulers and elite, which normally disenfran-

chised the people, did not recoil from relying on their assistance.

And the people for their part responded in an unmistakable way.

Furthermore, whereas parts of a national elite sometimes found it in

their interest to collaborate with a foreign conqueror, one hardly hears

of cases when the people of a premodern nation welcomed foreign

occupiers as their liberators, as they widely did in relation to their

own, albeit exploitative, kin. There was no question that the people

preferred their often hated social superiors to “bloody foreigners.” To

be sure, peasants’ main bonds were with their village and locality. Still,

these were viewed as being part of a broader circle of belonging, as

becomes clear when alien invaders enter the locality.87 This was again

demonstrated half a century after the first Swedish invasion, during the

Great Northern War. In Charles XII’s campaign in Poland and invasion

of Russia (1708–1709), which ended in the Swedish crushing defeat at

Poltava, “a conspicuous part was played . . . by Polish peasants who

172 / Nations



harassed the Swedish columns.”88 In 1794, Tadeusz Kościuszko led a

popular national uprising to revive partitioned Poland. In the spirit of

the new age ushered in by the American and French revolutions, he

issued a proclamation that promised the peasants freedom and civil

rights. Still, the peasants’ attitude and response had already manifested

themselves unmistakably centuries before and under much less auspi-

cious social conditions.

Finally, a few words about Lithuania, where the following

quote from a study of medieval Lithuanian national identity portrays

what should by now be a very familiar picture:

The Lithuanian nation was formed during the thirteenth and

fourteenth centuries, when the early feudal Lithuanian state

came into being . . . The Lithuanian ethnic group, divided

among a number of “lands,” i.e, tribal territories . . . had

long shared a common agricultural culture and been closely

related linguistically; from the ninth to the eleventh centuries

it had also been united culturally. Joined under one ruler, this

group gradually started to lose its tribal diversity and to

develop a common national consciousness.89

The Lithuanian empire created in the fourteenth century as the

Lithuanians expanded over Rus only reinforced Lithuanian national

pride as a dominant imperial people. This was so even though the

conquered territories were culturally more developed and gave the

Lithuanian state its official bureaucratic written language. Nor did

the dynastic union with Poland weaken Lithuanian identity, jealously

guarded during the late Middle Ages. Grand Duke Vytautas in 1420

defined the realm of Lithuania proper as “one language and one

people,” and chronicles of the Lithuanians’ mythological origins and

history proliferated in the late fifteenth to the early sixteenth centuries.

Only after the closer union with Poland in 1569 and the participation

of the Lithuanian magnates in the creation of the nobles’ republic, did

they also become increasingly Polanized.90

The example of Lithuania and other medieval and early

modern nations of Eastern Europe portrayed in a special issue of

Harvard Ukrainian Studies (1986) dedicated to the subject are instruc-

tive in many ways. Composed contemporaneously with the new surge

of modernist publications on nations and nationalism during the
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1980s, these collected studies are blissfully impervious to it.§ Indeed, as

we have seen with respect to Poland and shall see in other cases as well,

they suggest that national identity was often stronger in medieval

Eastern Europe, before the twin processes of deepening enserfment

and imperial expansion unfolded during the early modern period.

Rather than being the nineteenth-century nationalist fabrications that

modernists claim them to be, medieval European nations turn out to be

authentic and highly relevant to the subject of nationhood, more rele-

vant in fact than the immediate premodern period postulated as the

standard by modernists.

The Russian nation and the Russian Empire

The last national consolidation we examine in some detail took place

among the Eastern Slavs, in the lands of Rus. It is an open secret of

Russian history that the first organized polities in the country were

established by outsiders. Rus is the Finnish and Estonian name for

Swedes, who from around the year 750 sailed down the tributaries of

the Volga and Dnieper rivers, trading with the Eastern Roman Empire,

the Islamic Caliphate, and the Volga Kazars and Bulgars. From their

fortified settlements they extended their rule over the surrounding

countryside, thinly populated by Baltic- and Slavic-speaking tribes.

Soon, however, the Scandinavian elite of warriors and traders adopted

the East Slavic language of the locals, and a process of pagan syncre-

tism took place before the adoption of Christianity in the late tenth

century. By then the grand princes of Kiev had expanded their rule over

the vast open plain land of Ukraine and the north, unifying earlier

petty-polities. Notably, the Kievan state also had a strong tradition of

citizen assemblies and civic institutions.91 Because of the practice of

dividing the inheritance among the princes of the ruling Rurik dynasty,

the realm again fragmented into practically independent princedoms

from the middle of the eleventh century. Still, the Rus lands retained a

common language, a rich literary culture, the formal suzerainty of Kiev,

§ One might claim that the authors, most of them of Eastern European descent, exhibit

a nationalist bias for their respective countries, then part of the Soviet Empire. But in

view of the diversity and high quality of the contributions, such a claim is on the

whole insubstantial.
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and a common Orthodox faith, with a metropolitan center in Kiev.

Between the 1220s and 1240s, however, the Mongols swept through

eastern Europe. Kiev was destroyed, and the principalities of Rus

became tax-paying vassals of the Mongol/Tartar Golden Horde of the

southern steppe.

After humble beginnings as a client of the Mongol overlord, the

princedom of Moscow began its slow ascent in central Russia. As the

power of the Golden Horde waned, Grand Prince Ivan III (reigned

1462–1505) ceased the payment of tribute to the Mongols, took over

some of the major Russian principalities, and established overlordship

over the others. The rulers of Muscovy also capitalized on the transfer

of the Orthodox metropolitan seat to Moscow. They claimed to be the

legitimate successors of Kiev, and after its fall in 1453 of Byzantium

also.92 To be sure, these were ideological claims which are by nature

neither true nor false. Nor was Moscow’s rise and unification of Russia

preordained. Nonetheless, this successful unification and its survival in

the following centuries in the face of the mightiest of challenges heavily

depended on very tangible realities on the ground. The principalities

taken over by Moscow in a vast open land which facilitated communi-

cation were all Russian, sharing language, religion, culture, and,

indeed, a sense of kinship. From around 1200 on – before and after

the destruction of Kiev and despite political fragmentation and foreign

subjugation – epic poems and tales emotively used the term “the

Russian land” as a designation for a beloved common motherland

with a single people.93 The neighbors all around – Mongols, German

Teutonic Knights, Lithuanians, Poles, and later also Swedes and

Ottoman Turks – were clearly foreigners, and their respective threats

galvanized Russian identity. From the time of Ivan III Moscow’s expan-

sion was carried out under the legitimizing slogan of “the gathering of

the Russian lands.” Indeed, one can hardly claim that the rulers of

Moscow trumpeted this slogan to advance their cause if they did not

assess that it resonated powerfully with the people of the Russian

princedoms. Again, when direct evidence from the people is scant, the

actual behavior of rulers aimed at them is a sure sign of what they

believe their attitude to be. To misquote Lenin, what counts with both

leaders and peoples is what they say in connection with what they do.

Ivan IV, “the Terrible” (reigned 1547–1584), officially took the

title czar of Russia. Under him despotism became the hallmark of

the country, as he mercilessly crushed the power and independence of
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the boyar nobility. At the same time, the Russian peasantry was increa-

singly subjected to enserfment, becoming even more disenfranchised

and destitute than their Polish counterparts. Indeed, both the Polish

nobles’ republic and Russian autocracy were extreme – and hence most

illuminating – test cases wherein the mass of the population was devoid

of freedom and rights. Similar to what we saw with respect to the

Polish peasantry in times of national emergency, servitude did not mean

that the Russian peasantry lacked a sense of Russianness or failed to

identify with the Russian state when it was threatened by foreigners.

The widely expressed love for their czar by ordinary Russians, attested

to by contemporaries as early as the sixteenth century, was directly

linked to his perception as the father and symbol of the Russian nation

rather than a foreign despot.94

A most prominent instance of popular mobilization in the face

of a foreign threat occurred during the Times of Troubles, a period of

regime instability, civil wars, and foreign interventions that followed

the death of Ivan IV. When the king of Poland, Sigismund III, took the

Russian throne, a sweeping revolt, which scholars habitually and very

naturally call national, erupted throughout the country against the

foreign invaders (1612). Volunteer armies emerged almost sponta-

neously. They were composed of townsmen from Moscow and other

cities, free warrior bands of Cossacks, and peasants, many of them serfs

who ran away to join the insurrection despite the misgivings of their

social superiors. For the benefit of those accustomed to dichotomist,

binary thinking it should be stressed that while such serfs obviously

sought personal freedom, this merged with rather than substituted for

the cause of national freedom. A volunteer army led together by Kuzma

Minin from the city of Nizhny Novgorod, “a butcher by trade, who

combined exalted patriotism and the ability to inspire others with level-

headedness organizational and other practical talents,”95 and by Prince

Dmitry Pozharsky drove the Poles out of Moscow. An Assembly of the

Land (zemsky sobor), which included free peasants, convened in

Moscow to elect a czar (1613). After stipulating that the new ruler

must be both Russian and Orthodox, the assembly chose Michael

Romanov, ushering in the dynasty that would rule Russia until 1917.

Some historians of Russian national consciousness take the

eighteenth century as their starting point, following Peter the Great

and the penetration of modern Western concepts.96 But as the popular

insurrection that brought in the Romanovs strikingly demonstrates,
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premodern concepts of Russian consciousness, identity, and solidarity as

a people and state had been clearly evident and very potent much earlier.

Indeed, most of the resistance to Peter himself was directed against his

alien Western imports which contradicted the traditional Russian out-

look and customs. As early as the sixteenth century, Russians widely

regarded themselves as the only true people, holy and pure from the

moral corruption they attributed to all foreign nations.

Paul Bushkovitch, Professor of Early Modern Russian History

at Yale, defines the scholarly misconception here most aptly:

Two methods are most common: to project into the past the

modern forms of national consciousness (the approach of all

nineteenth-century writers), or to despair at the distortion

introduced by that approach and then deny the existence of

any national consciousness in Russia at all before the

eighteenth century. Neither position need be taken, however.

Russians of the sixteenth and seventeenth century had a

defined national consciousness, even if it did not take the

same form as the national consciousness of Pushkin,

Alexander III, or Lenin.97

Bushkovitch goes on to write that Russian national consciousness in the

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was actually clearer than it later

became because the Russian state was more clearly ethnically Russian.

On the basis of an extensive reading of the contemporary texts he

concludes that it was Russian identity rather than the notions of Russia

as the Third Rome, autocracy, and empire – widely assumed by modern

observers to be central to the Russian past – which dominated Russian

chronicles of the time.98 According to Geoffrey Hosking:

Russia appears to refute the modernist account of

nationhood, since there modernization actually weakened

national identity. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

the elites and arguably many of the people of Muscovite Rus

had a lively sense of their ethnic identity and of their role in

the world. Modernization, launched by Tsar Aleksei in the

middle of the seventeenth century and intensified by Peter

the Great in the early eighteenth, actually undermined that

identity.99
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Two salient issues here need clarification. The first is religion.

Was the revolt against the Poles national or was it an Orthodox reaction

against the prospect of a Catholic ruler? After all, it was the patriarch of

Moscow who raised the banner of revolt. Again, as the stipulation of the

assembly that elected the czar indicates, the national and religious causes

here were not mutually exclusive, but complementary. Church and state

in Russia were inseparable, and the Orthodox faith was an integral part

of Russian identity.100 Indeed, to separate the effect of the two we need a

control case that involves only a national and no religious distinction.

This is provided by Russia’s incorporation of the Ukraine after 1654. As

mentioned earlier, Khmelnytsky’s Ukrainian rebels fighting against

Poland–Lithuania found it necessary to put themselves under a Russian

protectorate. In doing so, Khmelnytsky emphasized the shared Ortho-

dox faith of the Russians and Ukrainians as well as the brotherhood of

the two East Slav peoples. Czarist Russia for its part was only too happy

to underline these bonds. And yet Khmelnytsky’s people were deeply

apprehensive about losing both their national and personal freedom: the

Russians and Ukrainians were two separate peoples, speaking two dis-

tinct East Slavic languages; autocratic Russia demonstrated little respects

for individual rights and freedoms. For these reasons, Khmelnytsky and

his men only conceded to a treaty that would guarantee their autonomy

and freedom in relation to the Russian Empire.101 In reality, neither

survived for very long. During the second half of the seventeenth

century there was a stream of Ukrainian chronicles, which “can only

be described as ‘national histories,’” celebrating “the Ukrainian narod

(nation).”102 However, after the Cossacks allied with king of Sweden,

Charles XII, in the early eighteenth century in order to break loose

from Russia, Czar Peter the Great crushed the rebels and sharply

curtailed Ukrainian autonomy. Catherine II abolished the last vestiges

of this autonomy later in the century, and while enserfment was

expanded in the Ukraine, restrictions were imposed on the Ukrainian

language and culture. As already mentioned, a Ukrainian national

identity was unformed and weak until modern times because Ukrain-

ians lacked a history of independence, because they were crushed under

Russia’s iron rule, and because the Ukrainian elite was successfully

incorporated into the Russian imperial state apparatus.103 Still, a dis-

tinct Ukrainian identity survived, and the question of whether it would

be absorbed within an all-Russian identity or would take a separate

national form was opened afresh during the nineteenth century.104
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This brings us to a second salient issue, the empire. Both the

Ukrainians and the Belarusians were Eastern Slavs and Orthodox. They

were habitually referred to by the Great Russians as brothers in the all-

Russian family. However, from as early as the sixteenth century the

Russian Empire had incorporated non-Russian and non-Christian

elements. Ivan IV conquered and annexed the Muslim Tartars of the

middle Volga, and Russia continued to expand east toward the Urals

and into Siberia and south and southeast into the Crimea, Kazakhstan,

and the Caucasus during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

Some scholars regard the empire’s multiethnic composition as a nega-

tion of Russian nationhood.105 But as we have seen with respect to

multiethnic empires in general, this was not the case. Then, as later, the

Russian Empire was as much a manifestation and the pride of Russian

nationalism as it was an expression of czarist expansionism.106 Non-

Russian peoples sometimes chose the protection of the empire against a

greater menace, such as the Poles and, more widely, the Ottoman

Turks. They could also be loyal subjects of the imperial state, and

aspiring individuals from among them could serve this state and rise

to the upper levels of its bureaucratic apparatus, as many did. As with

the English-dominated Great Britain and United Kingdom of the early

modern period a special terminology was introduced to denote the

expanded multiethnic realm: the term Russkii means ethnic Russians,

while Rossiiskii refers to all those belonging to Russia, whether ethni-

cally Russian or not. As in the Ukraine, the latter variably came under

subtle and not so subtle pressures to Russify (and adopt Orthodoxy),

not that different in fact than those existing during the Soviet period.

Imperial Russia earned a reputation of being “the prison house of

nations.” This assumed a distinction between the Russians in the

empire, who may have wanted a change of regime and personal free-

dom, but were interested in the continued existence of the Russian state

and possibly the empire, and the other peoples in the empire that above

all aspired to collective freedom.

Clearly, there was a great deal of voluntary Russification,

including among the foreign elite who came to settle in Russia. From

as early as the sixteenth century, Lithuanian and Polish nobles found

opportunity in Russia. From Peter’s time and during the eighteenth

century there was an influx of Western, mostly German, experts who

were invited to serve the state. Although their arrival did not pass

without resentment among the Russian elite, they were all Russified
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within a few generations. The same applied to the German consorts of

the czars and to one czarina, Catherine II, “the Great,” who did their

utmost to adopt the Russian language and identify. All in all, much of

Russia’s confidence in its empire derived from the fact that in contrast

to many other empires the Russians were by far the largest ethnic

community in the realm and held a solid “controlling stake” in it. As

Alex Yakobson puts it, coercive empires, which did not have toworry too

much about dissenting national wills expressed in the ballots, could in

some ways allow themselves to be more inclusive with respect to peoples

andnations other than that of the dominant imperial people.Nonetheless,

it helped that evenwithin the Russian Empire’s greatest extent toward the

end of the czarist era, Great Russians constituted 43 percent of

the population.107 The empire was known as the Russian Empire – in

comparison with its Habsburg and Ottoman neighbors – for a very good

reason (officially Rossiyskaya ¼ “Russiania”). Periodically after the

national revolt against the Poles in the early seventeenth century, the state

found it necessary to call upon the loyalty of theRussian people in times of

severe foreign threat.

On the eve of the decisive battle of Poltava (1709) in which

Charles XII’s invading Swedish army was routed by Peter’s new profes-

sional army of peasant conscripts, the czar’s proclamation to the troops

went as follows:

Warriors! Here is the hour that will decide the fate of the

fatherland . . . You should think that you are fighting not for

Peter, but for the state, entrusted to Peter, for your kin, for

fatherland [for faith and church . . . ] And know of Peter that

he does not care about his life but only that Russia lives in

bliss and glory for your well-being.108

These words, carefully chosen for effect at a fateful moment, clearly

indicate that the czar believed the notion of the holy fatherland of

Russia resonated best with his peasant troops, rather than loyalty to

the ruler as such or appealing to their professional pride as soldiers.

A century later, in 1812, Russia experienced an even graver

trial, the invasion of Napoleon’s great army. The most backward,

premodern power in Europe faced the national forces raised by

Revolutionary France with no lesser national fervor, much of it delibe-

rately induced by the state and much spontaneous. In his preparatory
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memorandum of April 1812, Major-General Chuikevich stressed

among Russia’s greatest assets “the loyalty to him [the czar] of his

people, who must be armed and inspired as in Spain, with the help of

the clergy.”109 The Minister of War, Barclay de Tolly, corresponding

with provincial governors, wrote that he knew that the loyal popula-

tion would rise up to defend “the Holy Faith and the frontiers of the

Fatherland.”110 Czar Alexander I expressed his position that “It was

vital strongly to interest the people in the war, by waging it for the

first time in over a hundred years on the territory of their motherland

(rodina).”111 He was obviously alluding to the earlier national crisis

during the Swedish invasion in Peter’s time. In his imperial manifesto

to his subjects after the invasion, the czar invoked the yet earlier

national mobilization against the Poles during the Times of Troubles.

The manifesto stated: “We now appeal to all our loyal subjects, to all

estates and conditions both spiritual and temporal, to rise up with us

in a united and universal stand.”112 The Orthodox Church, which had

already issued an anathema against Napoleon during an earlier war,

responded fully: “On 27 July the Synod issued a blistering manifesto”

stating it was “the duty of every priest to inspire unity, obedience and

courage among the population in defense of the Orthodox religion,

monarch and Fatherland.”113 Here, strikingly, were all the elements of

premodern nationalism. Indeed, it was largely through the dense

network of village churches that the news of the national emergency

and patriotic call reached even remote peasant communities in Russia.

There seem to have been unfulfilled expectations among the

Russian serfs (58 percent of the population in 1812) that the French

would free them, and some hopes that the czar would do so afterward.

But in any case, widespread guerilla bands and local militias forming

from among the peasants harassed the French to save Russia. The

Cossack cavalry played the major role in bringing about the French

disaster during their agonizing retreat, but everywhere they relied on

the sympathy and support of the Russian peasantry. The Russian

authorities, although calling on the people of Russia to oppose the

invaders, were actually concerned about and tried to limit the sponta-

neous action of the peasant-serfs.114 And yet in the Fatherland War of

1812, as the war is called in Russia and was already thus called at the

time, the czarist regime found it necessary to rely on mass popular

devotion to Russia. This, indeed, was not very different from the way

the Soviet regime would find it necessary to beat the Russian
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nationalist drum (in an officially multinational Soviet Union) as its

most effective weapon for arousing the masses in the Great Patriotic

War, the Russian name for the Second World War.** As in the

other cases we have surveyed, premodern Russian nationalism – the

patriotic devotion of a particular people to its collective on a country

scale – went back to the early consolidation of the unified Russian

state and people themselves.

Conclusion

In his book The Early Slavs (2001), P. M. Barford dutifully cites

modernist precepts, as any scholar must lest he or she be suspected of

theoretical naiveté and lack of sophistication. Yet his conclusion is far

from ambivalent. The Slav tribes consolidated even before the year

1000 into states that can only be described as national and that by

and large have survived into the present:

The complex processes initiated by the Slav expansion and

subsequent demographic and ethnic consolidation

culminated in the formation of tribal groups, which later

coalesced to create states which form the framework of the

ethnic make-up of modern Eastern Europe.115

Furthermore,

Most early modern rulers . . . seemed to have recognized . . .

the importance of imposing some form of unity and

promoting a “national feeling” among the people of their

realms in order to discourage moves towards

decentralization. In other words, like a giant roller the state

** This indeed was no different than Nelson’s arousing appeal on the morning of

Trafalgar: “England expects that every man will do his duty.” He chose these words

even though he surely had Scots, Welsh, and Irish in his fleet, and his country was

officially called the United Kingdom or at least Great Britain. The same was true of

Churchill’s carefully chosen invocation of England – intermittently with Britain,

“these Isles,” and the United Kingdom – when aiming to arouse the gut feelings of

his audience during the Second World War. Again, Alex Yakobson called my

attention to this point; cf. Kumar, The Making of English National Identity, 2, 7–8.
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was to level out any local irregularities. These developments

may have been imposed by force, encouraged by imposing a

common ideology of some form (and propaganda), or may

have developed naturally. These factors may have involved a

common religion, linguistic unity, the invention of shared

ideals and traditions, a common enemy or the establishment

of a unified material culture.116

Nation-building was the norm long before modernity.

Even more significant than the summary of the modern histo-

rian is the contemporary account of one of the earliest medieval chroni-

clers of the Slavs, the twelfth-century German Helmold, priest of

Bosau. He describes the states and prestate tribes around the Baltic

and on the frontiers of the German realm as follows:

Many nations [naciones] are seated about this sea. The

Danes and the Swedes, whom we call Northmen, occupy the

northern coast and all the islands it contains. Along the

southern shore dwell the Slavic nations [naciones] of whom,

reckoning from the east, the Russians [Ruci] are the first,

then the Poles who on the north have the Prussians,{{ on the

south the Bohemians and those who are called Moravians

and the Carinthians{{ and the Sorbs.§§117

This is how things were perceived and expressed in the authentic

language of the time and without the benefit of hindsight.

We have covered ample ground to show that the national state

was the most typical form of political consolidation in Europe north of

the old Roman frontier soon after the beginning of state consolidation

across these vast territories. From the British Isles to Russia ethnic

realities formed the basis of the emergent states. To be sure, states

subsequently had great effect in homogenizing the realm and instilling

it with a common identity. And yet their success in assimilating alien

ethnicities within their realm, especially large ethnicities occupying a

distinct territory, while existing, was often surprisingly limited despite

{{ Baltic-speaking tribesmen later eliminated and assimilated by Germans.
{{ Slovenes.
§§ Slavic tribesmen later assimilated by the Germans.
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many centuries of state rule. Furthermore, such ethnic differences

within states were always politically significant. Nineteenth- and

twentieth-century nationalist myth-making notwithstanding, ethno-

national identities did exhibit remarkable endurance and resilience from

early premodern times. Ironically, it is modernists who reveal an unhis-

torical anachronism about this. A number of interrelated biases have

skewed their case selection and are responsible for their misperception:

� Modernists have ignored early national state consolidation common

across northern Europe. Instead, they have invoked cases such as the

Finns, Estonians, Latvians, and Slovaks who lacked a history of

political independence until the twentieth century. They have thereby

created the misleading impression that these cases represented the

rule rather than the exception.

� As well as being geographically selective, modernists have chosen too

short a historical time span for describing Europe’s premodern con-

ditions. Whereas in western Europe the early modern period saw a

retreat of feudal fragmentation and the strengthening of national

identity in some countries, in east-central Europe imperial expansion

and deepening enserfment somewhat eroded the national cohesion of

the states created during the Middle Ages.

� In central-eastern Europe modernists have been overly impressed by

the multiethnic and multinational imperial model exemplified most

extremely by the Habsburgs.

These and other misconceptions will be further examined as we turn

now from the north to the territories south of Europe’s old Roman

frontier.
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B SOUTHERN VERSUS NORTHERN EUROPE

Medieval national states and the clutches of empires in southeast Europe

As we turn to southeast Europe we shall spare the reader additional

detailed expositions of medieval nation formation. The picture

should be clear enough by now. Therefore, we shall make do

with the briefest of outlines and move quickly to some general

observations.

Slav tribal conglomerations and warrior bands that crossed

the Roman frontier on the Danube into the Balkans from the sixth

century on eventually settled down under the suzerainty of the

Eastern Roman Empire in the mountainous province of Illyria. By

the late first millennium they had been consolidating into a number

of nascent national states speaking closely related South Slavic

dialects. The Royal Frankish Annals (entry for the year 822) men-

tions the “Serbs, which nation (natio) is said to inhabit a large part

of Dalmatia.” In the ninth and tenth centuries, the various Serb

principalities came together under one overlord in defense against

the Bulgarians. The title of kings was accorded to the rulers of Serbia

in the thirteenth century. The kingdom expanded into a Balkan

empire in the fourteenth century, with a self-declared czar at its

head, before undergoing feudal fragmentation. In the famous battle

of Kosovo (1389), Serbia’s ruler and army were disastrously defeated

by the Ottomans, and in 1459 the country lost its independence and

was incorporated into the Ottoman Empire. The Croats, settling in

Illyria in the seventh century, were consolidated into a unified king-

dom in the tenth century, also largely in response to Bulgarian

pressure. From the early twelfth century, Croatia became dynastic-

ally united with and dominated by powerful Hungary, while

retaining its autonomous institutions and laws. Following the crush-

ing defeat of the Hungarian army at Mohács (1526), most of

Hungary and Croatia fell into Ottoman hands. The remains of

both countries had no alternative but to put themselves under the

Habsburgs for protection. For centuries Croatia was a contested
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frontier land between the Habsburg and Ottoman empires. Closer to

the Frankish and German domains, the most northwestern of the

South Slavs, the Slovenes, Helmold’s Carinthians, came under the

suzerainty of the Holy Roman Empire very early and remained under

the Habsburgs later on. Still, despite powerful German influences

over 1,000 years, the country remained ethnically Slav.

The Bulgars were Turkic-speaking semi-nomadic equestrian

tribes that created a large empire on the south Ukrainian steppe in the

seventh century. After the empire was destroyed by the Khazars, some of

the Bulgarian tribes joined their brethren who had migrated across the

Danube into the Eastern Roman Empire. There they established a

Bulgarian state in the late seventh century with a khan and later czar at

its head, dominating the local South Slavic-speaking populations. During

the following centuries they engaged in endemic wars with Byzantium.

They constituted the greatest threat to its Balkan domains, and at times

created an empire that ruledovermuch of them. Bulgaria also experienced

military reversals, and the country was occupied by Byzantium during the

eleventh and twelfth centuries. The kingdom regained independence and

the empire was revived in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Yet,

defeated by the Ottomans in the late fourteenth century, Bulgaria became

part of the Ottoman Empire for 500 years.

Interposed between the South Slavs in the Balkans and West

Slavs in northern Europe, two non-Slavic-speaking populations con-

solidated politically north of the Danube. One was the Romance-

speaking people of today’s Romania. Although the Roman Empire

ruled over former Dacia for less than 150 years, extensive Roman

colonization was instrumental in changing the local language to Latin.

This linguistic character survived the migration through, settlement

in, and rule of the country by a string of steppe nomadic peoples,

which continued until the early second millennium. By the late Middle

Ages, three distinct Romance-speaking principalities had emerged:

Wallachia, Moldavia, and Transylvania. The first two retained auto-

nomy under Ottoman suzerainty, whereas the third came under

Hungarian and later Habsburg rule and influence. The Magyars–

Hungarians were Finno-Ugric nomadic tribes from the Urals region

that crossed the Carpathians into the central European plain and were

united by Árpád in the late ninth century. During the tenth century

they terrorized west-central Europe with their raids. From around the
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year 1000 and during the Middle Ages the now Christian kingdom

expanded into an empire. It ruled over its neighbors in Croatia,

Transylvania, and Slovakia, and extended suzerainty further afield.

The powerful Hungarian magnates exercised feudal control over the

rural countryside in many of these lands. Having successfully with-

stood Ottoman pressure for centuries, Hungary finally collapsed and

most of its territory was taken over by the Ottoman Empire toward

the middle of the sixteenth century, following the battle of Mohács.

The rump kingdom that survived had little alternative but to crown

the Habsburgs over it.

From this brief historical outline we proceed to some wider

observations and theory implications. First, one needs to pay attention

to a major difference between early national state consolidation in the

sparsely populated tribal lands of northern Europe and the processes

which took place in the densely populated former provinces of the

Roman Empire, where conquered and conquerors mixed. Fast advan-

cing genetic studies show that in the north the Poles, for example,

reveal clear genetic homogeneity. This is expected of a West Slav

settlement in territories apparently vacated by their thin Germanic

tribal population during the migrations. At the same time, the Poles

reveal close genetic relatedness to other West and East Slav popula-

tions. As a recent extensive genetic study concludes: “Homogeneity of

northern Slavic paternal lineages in Europe was shown to stretch from

the Alps to the upper Volga and involve ethnicities speaking completely

different branches of Slavic languages.”118 By comparison, genetic

finds reveal that most of today’s South Slavic-speaking populations

(Macedonians, Serbs, Bosnians, and northern Croats, but not the

Slovenes) are significantly different genetically from the Western and

Eastern Slavs in the north.119 The explanation researchers suggest for

these finds accords with patterns of ethnogenesis we have already seen:

in southeast Europe the barbarian invasions and constant wars deci-

mated but hardly eliminated the dense local population of the former

Roman provinces, which by and large went back as far as the Neolithic

age. Yet, although the intruding Slavs were probably much fewer in

number than the local population in the Balkan provinces in which they

settled, the conquered population adopted the language and identity of

the conquerors within a few centuries. Shared national identities were

quick to emerge.
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The same process took place in Hungary, where genetic evi-

dence again suggests that the newcomers were a small minority that

imparted their language and identity to the local population of the

country through elite dominance. Thus, “Strong differences appear

when the ancient Hungarian samples are analyzed according to appa-

rent social status, as judged by grave goods. Commoners show a

predominance of mtDNA haplotypes and haplogroups (H, R, T),

common in west Eurasia, while high-status individuals, presumably

conquering Hungarians, show” largely extinct Asian traits.120 An

opposite process was also possible, of course. The Turkic Bulgarians

who settled in territories Slavonized only slightly earlier adopted a

South Slavic language. A third trajectory is represented by the popula-

tion of today’s Romania, which continued to speak Romance dialects

through countless upheavals. Needless to say, for our subject genetic

history is important mainly for the light it sheds on the processes of

ethnogenesis. What matters in these processes is not genetic maps per

se, but the evolving subjective sense and tradition of kin–culture

relatedness of the collectives in question.

That these ethnonational collectives have manifested

remarkable endurance and survived the loss of political independence

for many centuries is also clear. Again, neither the myth-making of

nineteenth- and twentieth-century nationalists nor modernists’

alleged demystification should obscure this reality. Far from being a

modern invention, Serbs, Croats, Bulgarians, Hungarians, and, to a

lesser degree, Slovenes and Romanians crystallized as distinctive

ethnonational political identities during their early histories in the

Middle Ages. Obviously, historical developments have continuously

changed ethnicities and shifted ethnic boundaries. Some ethnic dis-

tinctions emerged as a result of later developments and never

expressed themselves politically until recently (for example, Bosnia,

Kosovo, and Macedonia). Furthermore, ethnicities have been pro-

verbially mixed in many areas of the Balkans. This admixture, respon-

sible for so many ethnic tensions and conflict, is due to a number of

factors. First, mountainous landscape is well recognized as a variable

that increases ethnic diversity (the Caucasus is another proverbial

example). A second variable is national state action which tends to

homogenize a realm, but has been absent in the Balkans since late

medieval times. This in turn is related to a third factor, the effects of

long imperial rule by either the Ottomans or the Habsburgs.
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As we have already seen throughout the world, empires were

the great juggernauts which by superior force eliminated early national

states. Contrary to accepted wisdom, the latter were the primary

module of large state formation. It was much easier to establish one’s

rule over one’s own people or ethnos, on whose strength one could then

strive to expand farther afield. In northeast Europe, the creation of

Polish, Lithuanian, and Russian national states all preceded their

respective empires. And in southeast Europe as well medieval national

state formation preceded imperial expansion. However, in this part of

Europe imperial expansion ultimately came from the outside and elimi-

nated rather than built on the area’s national states. The mighty

Ottoman Empire was the major player in this process. However, its

advance prompted the creation of the Habsburg Empire in central-east

Europe, a very different animal, quite untypical of most empires, which

has nevertheless been regarded as paradigmatic by students of the

national phenomenon.

We usually view the Holy Roman Empire which the Habsburgs

ruled from 1440 onward as one continuum, yet it had two very diffe-

rent historical phases. As we have seen, the medieval Empire was

fundamentally a German state. It encompassed practically all the

German-speaking population, and Germans constituted the core of its

population, probably the majority, as the emperors’ suzerainty over

most of Italy was largely nominal. Indeed, although it possessed non-

German domains and there was considerable diversity among its

German principalities, the medieval Empire was the closest there would

be to a German national state until the nineteenth century. Two parallel

processes altered this course of development and changed the Empire’s

character completely, paradoxically shortly after it had been officially

renamed the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. On the one

hand, aristocratic fragmentation in Germany advanced more than in

other countries, so that by the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the

German princedoms had turned themselves into virtually independent

states with only nominal allegiance to what became an empty imperial

structure. On the other hand, the Ottoman advance into southeast

Europe forced the formerly independent states of that region, above

all Great Hungary and its periphery in Croatia and Slovakia, to seek

protection under the Habsburgs for their rump states. Through these

dual processes the Holy Empire was transformed from a fundamentally

German state into the multiethnic and multinational central-eastern
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European Habsburg Empire that it continued to be even after the

formal dissolution of the Holy Empire in 1806 and until 1918.

The Habsburg Empire was different from other empires not in

its multiethnic and multinational character, but in what kept it together.

We have seen that as a rule the mainstay of empires was their dominant

imperial people or ethnic group. They were either numerically domi-

nant or militarily superior, sometimes both. In the Habsburg Empire,

however, the core German lands of Austria and its periphery did not

really fulfill either of these conditions. In themselves they would not

have enabled the Habsburgs to gain and hold their new southeast

European domains had it not been for the greater menace posed to

these Christian lands by Ottoman expansion. Thus, the Habsburg

Empire came into being as a defensive force. The peoples of southeast

Europe opted for it reluctantly as the lesser of two evils.

Under these conditions attitudes toward the Habsburg Empire

were very ambivalent, especially among the Hungarians who now had

the Habsburg monarch holding the crown of the formerly great

kingdom of Hungary. As Habsburg absolutism deepened during

the seventeenth century, the Hungarian magnates, resentful of the

blatant royal disregard for the Hungarian constitution, customs,

and privileges, even entertained the idea of switching their allegiance

to the Ottomans. Religious conflicts between the Catholic Habsburgs

and a largely Protestant Hungary contributed to the outbreak of

periodic uprisings which encompassed the peasantry against the Habs-

burgs during the seventeenth century. But repeatedly it was the national

sentiment that the aristocratic leaders of successive rebellions against

the Habsburgs trumpeted. Istaván Bocskai, the leader of the 1604

insurrection, reached out to the peasants as the main potential source

of troops. As his manifesto stated: “It should be demanded that every

man who loves his country and fatherland stand up for his nation and

hasten against our common enemy.” The captains of the peasant armed

bands (haiduk) who joined Bocskai issued similar manifestos: “We owe

it to our dear country and nation . . . to rise all together and live or die

together.”121 The historian who cites this concludes:

The examples could be multiplied, but suffice these two to

demonstrate that in the minds of the age, or at least the

authors, there was a common fatherland of aristocrats,

nobles, townsmen and haiduk, they were members of the
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same nation, and this solidarity obliged them to take up arms

against the enemies of the people and the country. The

Hungarian nobility had been promulgating the concept of

patria and the concomitant duty of defense to all inhabitants

of the country, regardless of their status, since the fifteenth

century [when Hungary first faced the Ottoman threat to its

survival. AG].122

This is significant because in Hungary, nearly as much as in Poland, the

nobility’s power was supreme, and many scholars believe that it con-

ceived the nation as its exclusive preserve.

The above was anything but an isolated episode or sentiment.

Consider the proclamation of the leader of the nobles’ opposition ring,

István Petróczy, later in the century (1673). Its deeply emotional tone

would have been readily recognized by any nineteenth-century

nationalist:

Our eyes are full of tears when watching the sorrowful

nightfall of our decaying dear fatherland and nation . . .

Oh, Hungary! Hungary! Your empire comprised twelve

countries . . . now you can mourn for twelve lost possessions,

and you are driven back to only certain parts even of the

twelfth . . . Understand, true Hungarians, make yourselves

believe that theGermans hate thewholeHungarian nation sine

discretione religionis [without any religious distinction] . . .

The archbishops and the prelates have been deprived of their

property, the chamberlains – although left in their offices –

have become subservient to the Germans . . . In the frontier

castles the Hungarians get neither payment, nor respect . . .

The Germans use every means they can to get hold of,

unheard of . . . [new kinds of taxes] to put the poor

Hungarian nation’s body and soul on the butcher’s block

and cut it into pieces . . . If, therefore, there is any Hungarian

sensitivity, or any drop of Hungarian blood in you, my

beloved nation, wake up, and love your brethren.123

As another modern historian, who cites this document, points

out, the proclamation made a conscious effort to appeal to all classes,
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including the peasants: it “opposed the new German taxes, this being

the most serious grievance of the serfs. As the sources testify, that

passage did not fail to arouse the sympathy of the peasantry.”124 The

proclamation and similar texts repeatedly use the phrases “good Hun-

garians,” “real Hungarian,” “true Hungarian blood,” “the stir of

Hungarian blood,” whereas the Germans were regularly referred to

as the “alien nation.” Such phrases “show unmistakably that it was the

consciousness of ethnic unity that played the greater role in the national

consciousness of the day.”125 As this historian concludes:

There is only a seeming contradiction in that this ideology,

with its socially undifferentiated ethnic character, originated

among the rank of the nobility . . . in my opinion, there is an

inevitable relationship between the two. In a situation in

which the ruling class was in need of sympathy and support

from the masses in its struggle with absolutism, national

ideology was manipulated to be attractive and

mobilizing.126

Indeed, as we have repeatedly seen, in times of national emergency the

elites did not hesitate to appeal to and arouse the masses’ latent

national sentiments, even if their socioeconomic interests differed and

the nobles’ token willingness to take up the peasants’ cause scarcely

survived the time of emergency. In summary:

Under the dual oppression of the country, Hungarian

national consciousness in the sixteenth and seventeenth

centuries in general, and in the late seventeenth century in

particular, took on highly emphatic forms and penetrated

deeply into the ranks of the unprivileged masses, as a

defensive ideology.127

In view of all the above, it is not surprising that as the Ottoman

threat receded, the Ottoman Empire was rolled back, and Hungarian

territory was liberated from the end of the seventeenth century

onward, Hungarian unrest grew. When Ferenc II Rákóczi led a war of

independence against the Habsburgs (1703–1711) he also appealed to

“All true Hungarian patriots, all laymen and clergy, noble or commoner,

armiger or untitled, who seek the former glorious liberty of our dear
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country.”128 Despite the deep misgivings of the Hungarian aristocracy,

he followed words with deeds, exempting serfs who joined the rebel-

lion from feudal duties. The result was one of the greatest popular

guerrilla wars of the early modern period. It was, as yet another

modern historian puts it, “a broadly based, national rebellion . . .

Though it is not fashionable to speak of ‘national’ feeling in Europe

before 1789, the xenophobic reaction brewing before the Kuruc War

was stocked with many of the same ingredients as the modern world’s

national and colonial wars of liberation.”129 The pronounced national

character of the rebellion is heightened by the fact that the Serb, Croat,

German, and Romanian populations in the kingdom of Hungary

remained out of it.130 Another scholar concludes: “As the struggle

evolved, national unity emerged of a degree unprecedented in Europe

outside Revolutionary France. Political and economic considerations

played a great role in the war, but the fight for national independence

was the predominant factor after the nobility joined in.”131

The rebellion ultimately failed and Hungary was kept within

the empire by a combination of coercion and cooptation. Under

constant pressure, its status in the empire was progressively equaled

with that of the German element. During the War of the Austrian

Succession (1740–1745) it was Empress Maria Theresa’s appeal to the

Hungarian diat and the response of the Hungarian nobility that took

up her cause that saved her crown. Thereafter the incorporation of

the Hungarian nobility into the Vienna court and assimilation into

German culture increased. There was a division of spoils whereby

German landlords dominated the Czech and various other Slav

countryside, while Hungarian landlords did the same in Slovakia,

Transylvania, and much of Croatia. The nineteenth century brought

widespread bourgeois nationalism and a recognition of Hungarian

as the exclusive official language in all the lands of the crown of

Hungary. However, the restructuring of the Habsburg Empire as the

Dual Monarchy of Austro-Hungary in 1867 was only the final step in

a process that had begun long before the Age of Nationalism. Once

the Ottoman threat subsided, the Habsburg Empire could survive

only by basing itself on the dominant joint power of two imperial

peoples, the Germans and the Hungarians. Ethnonational realities

and ethnonational power relations, rather than dynastic, absolutist,

and aristocratic factors alone, underpinned the Habsburg Empire

from the very beginning.
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We shall return to discuss some of these issues in the concluding

theoretical part of this chapter, after rounding up our clockwise survey

of Europe with the southwest.

States, geography, and national consolidation in Romance southwest Europe

The Italian and Iberian peninsulas and Gaul were the most thoroughly

Romanized provinces of the Roman Empire in terms of language and

culture. The barbarian invaders into these territories invariably

adopted both the lingua romana and Christianity, and eventually

merged with the locals to form common identities. However, the

political break up of the Western Roman Empire resulted in

linguistic–cultural fragmentation, with a great number of increasingly

differentiated Romance languages and dialects evolving within a few

centuries.132 In each of the above territories developments followed a

different course. Yet in all of them the relationship between ethnic and

political formations was a very close one, and in all of them geographi-

cal configuration played a major, though not an exclusive, role. In the

first place, the much abused concept of “natural frontiers” helps to

explain why, divided by high mountain ridges and seas, this Romance-

speaking space broke into three distinct political–cultural blocs, despite

countless invasions, interventions, and cultural influences among them.

The Italian peninsula remained politically divided until the

nineteenth century. Dominance by the Frankish and later German

emperors is an often cited cause. So is the role of the popes who, as

Machiavelli complained, being unable to unify Italy themselves,

prevented anybody else from doing so. The stupendous wealth and

splendor of the leading Italian city-states during the late Middle Ages

and Renaissance also strengthened their distinct identities and accentu-

ated their rivalries. But there was a deeper, geopolitical cause behind

the city-states’ emergence and Italy’s political fragmentation. As we

have seen, the city-state was the typical form of incipient political

organization in ancient Greece and Italy, Europe’s most rugged penin-

sulas. This course of development was in contrast to the formative

national states that emerged everywhere in the more open north.***

*** Again, peninsular and rugged Norway was too sparsely populated and devoid of a

habitable inland territory for a significant city-state system to emerge.
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Medieval Greece remained within the fold of empire, first the Byzan-

tine and then the Ottoman. But in the Italian peninsula after the Roman

Empire had gone the rugged landscape again proved most conducive to

the rise of smaller polities which were able to assert their independence

and cultivate a distinct identity. This recurring rise of the city-state in

the very same theater was far from being a pure coincidence.

We have seen in Chapter 4 that city-state systems were not

unrelated to ethnic realities. Political cooperation among the people of

each local polity was underpinned by their sense of being a kin–culture

community. Furthermore, with political multiplicity came linguistic

diversification. A large number of distinct and often mutually unintelli-

gible local dialects, in effect separate languages, emerged throughout the

Italian peninsula. Local and regional identities dominated the political

scene. At the same time, there is no reason to doubt Machiavelli’s earlier

cited testimony that a pan-Italian identity also existed.133 As always,

this was stimulated by a perceived foreign threat, be it German, French,

or Spanish. Moreover, even though there was no unified Italian state, as

in France, the dialect of Florence was adopted throughout the peninsula

during the Renaissance as the literary Italian standard, both reflecting

and reinforcing a distinct Italian identity. In foreign countries, too,

people from Italy were regarded as Italians in more than a geographical

sense. Obviously, it is not at all necessary for my argument that a pan-

Italian identity existed; nothing prescribes that a single ethnopolitical

identity should prevail throughout the geographical concept Italy. Yet

the simple historical fact is that, secondary and ineffectual as they were,

some supraregional Italian identity and sentiment did exist.

The Iberian peninsula became politically both more unified

and more divided along ethnonational lines than Italy. During the

second half of the first millennium the Germanic invasions were

followed by the Moorish-Muslim conquest of most of the peninsula

and the reemergence of a number of Christian polities in the north.

A plurality of Romance dialects developing into several separate

languages, together with distinct identities, increasingly evolved in

these polities. They included from west to east: Galician-Portuguese,

Leónese, Castilian, Aragonese, Catalan, and the non-Romance, non-

Indo-European Basque. Although the emergent Christian-Hispanic

states often fought each other, the cleavage between them and the

Moors of Al Andalus was far more salient. It fueled the centuries-

long Reconquista, which ended with the fall of the last Moorish state,
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Granada, in 1492. The most conspicuous “Others,” the Jews and the

Moriscos, were expelled from Iberia, for religious reasons to be sure,

as well as for economic reasons in the case of the Jews, but also

because they were perceived as being ethnically alien. The concept of

limpieza de sangre, “cleanliness of blood,” was coined and codified in

law even with respect to Jews and Muslims who had converted to

Christianity. The racist concept of purity of blood was not invented in

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

The Reconquista also reinforced the process of political con-

glomeration among the Christian kingdoms. This included the takeover

of León by Castile and the union of Aragon with Catalonia, both in the

eleventh to thirteenth centuries. In 1469, with the marriage of Isabella

of Castile to Ferdinand of Aragon, the two crowns were united, creat-

ing the kingdom of Spain. Irrespective of whether or not violence was

used in this process, and it often was, all the above cases were dynastic

unions in which the separate systems of government, law, and coinage

in the various principalities were guaranteed. Nonetheless, Castile was

the largest and strongest component of the union and it soon domi-

nated it. Its role in the shaping of a Spanish national identity is some-

what akin to the role of England in Britain or the United Kingdom. For

centuries the expectation among both the Castilians and the English

was that all the others in their respective countries would eventually

become like them.

The successes and failures of Spanish integration are revealing.

Long before modernity the Galician, Leónese, and Aragonese

languages contracted with the spread of Castilian, which earned the

status of Spanish. Absorption within a joint (Castilian-dominated)

Spanish identity has been the most successful in these parts. Things

went differently, however, in the west, east, and north. Portugal and

Catalonia are strikingly similar in this respect despite the marked

differences between them. Portugal emerged as a separate state in the

eleventh to twelfth centuries from Galician-speaking provinces which

opted out of Castile–León. As the kingdom expanded southward at the

expense of the Moors, its language and identity became increasingly

distinctive. In 1580, following a succession mayhem, Philip II of Spain

took over the crown of Portugal, joining the two countries with their

large overseas empires. However, in the face of a Spanish attempt to

turn this dynastic union into a unified realm and raise the taxes levied

in Portugal to the level of Castile, a popular national rebellion broke
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out in Portugal (1640), “where the union with Castile had always been

abhorrent to the mass of the population.”134 The rebellion reesta-

blished and successfully defended Portuguese independence, which as

we have seen goes back almost uninterrupted close to a full millennium,

to the early beginnings of statehood in Iberia. Portugal has been a

national state, exhibiting a clear, non-accidental congruence of culture

and statehood, from the very start.

As noted, Spain was not similarly construed, and the project of

Castilian integration has never been fully completed. Most notably, the

separate status of Castile and Catalonia within the Spanish realm was

not merely formal. For example, it meant that Catalonians were barred

from the Spanish Empire in America, which was exclusively Castilian.

It also meant that Catalonians carried a lighter burden of taxation.

When Spain’s reforming chief minister Count-Duke of Olivares tried to

thoroughly integrate the Spanish realm and level the burden of taxation

among its constitutive parts, Catalonia, like Portugal, rebelled. Unlike

in Castile, both the peasants and townsmen in Catalonia had long

enjoyed freedoms and rights;135 and this helped to turn the Reapers’

War (1640–1652) into a popular national uprising involving both these

classes and the nobility. Incidentally, the flaring up of the insurgency

serves as a striking lesson to those who underestimate the traditional

means of cross-country communication in premodern societies:

It took little time for the news of trouble to spread from one

village to the next, especially as it was common practice in

Catalonia for villages to ring their church bells whenever

help was needed. The bells were ringing in all the valleys

from Sant Feliu to Tordera during the first week of May. The

countryside stood armed and ready.136

An independent Catalan republic was declared and put itself

under French protection. However, unlike in Portugal, Castilian

troops conquered Catalonia, seized Barcelona (1652) and put down

the rebellion. Half a century later, during the War of the Spanish

Succession, Catalonia once more opposed Castile and was again

defeated. After the fall of Barcelona (1714), Catalonia’s autonomous

constitutions and institutions were abolished and it was forcibly

incorporated into Spain. The Catalan language was prohibited in the

administration, universities, and later in all schools. Thus, it remained
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for centuries, long before Generalissimo Franco again crushed Catalan

resistance and prohibited any manifestation of Catalan identity. In

short, ethnonational identity and allegiances can hardly be described

as politically insignificant in the premodern Spanish monarchy.

As these lines are written the question of Catalonia’s future,

within or outside Spain, remains open. The same applies to the Basques

in the north. Far less powerful and less troublesome to Spain than the

Catalans before modern times, they have retained a distinctive non-

Romance, pre-Indo-European language and a distinct identity. These

have survived for close to a millennium after the Basques lost

the separate political existence they had exercised in the medieval

kingdoms of Pamplona and Navarre.

The French paradigmatic case

It is only appropriate that we should conclude our survey of premodern

European national consolidation with France. Its nation-building pro-

ject has been the most successful in assimilating diverse populations

with various identities and speaking a mosaic of languages and dialects.

Involving many centuries of state influence mixing brute force, subtler

coercion, successful cooptation, and the proverbial prestige and charm

of French culture, the French case has become paradigmatic in the

study of nations and nationalism. Indeed, France is the country in

which the concept of the nation is supposed to have been inaugurated

with the French Revolution. However, scholars who have turned the

French nation-building process into a descriptive model and the French

supposedly “civic” rather “ethnic” concept of nationhood into a pre-

scriptive one have often overlooked two cardinal points: they have

failed to notice that historically French national development was in

some crucial ways the exception rather than the rule; and they have

tended to disregard major normative aspects and implications of the

French model. For these reasons the French case calls for a somewhat

extended analysis.

What makes France unique is the remarkable success of the

French in what other dominant nations in ethnically heterogeneous

states – such as the English in the United Kingdom and the Castilians

in Spain – have never fully managed to do; that is, bring all the other

ethnic groups within the realm to adopt French culture and identity.
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The French state has never recognized other ethnicities or nationalities

in France except for French. More importantly, remarkably few such

claims have been advanced by groups who in similar circumstances

usually aspire to a distinct status.

Central to this historical development was the formation of a

French ethnopolitical core identity in the north of France. Although

there were countless partitions of the Frankish realm between multiple

heirs to the throne both before and after Charlemagne, practically none

of them endured, and the realm was repeatedly reunited, except for one

telling instance: the division of Charlemagne’s empire into the

Germanic-speaking part, which would become the Roman/German

Holy Empire; and the Romance-speaking part, Western Francia/

France. Reflecting the linguistic division that had been well established

by the ninth century, this split has survived more than 1,000 years of

mighty conflicts and border alterations with remarkably minor

changes. While certainly not preordained, this conspicuous stability

of the linguistic split was clearly not purely accidental either.

Western Francia/France itself was a highly fragmented realm.

Linguistically, there was a major geographical division between two

emergent Romance languages: the langue d’oı̈l or Old French in the

north and the langue d’oc or Occitan of the former Visigothic realm in

the south. Each of these linguistic spaces was further divided among

dialects and regional identities, a diversification process enhanced by

West Francia’s feudal fragmentation. During the tenth to twelfth cen-

turies the later Carolingians and the Capetians who replaced them as

kings of France lost authority to the provincial dukes, becoming in

effect weaker than the most powerful of them. Only between the late

twelfth and early fourteenth centuries did a string of French monarchs

from Philip II, “Augustus”, to Philip IV, “the Fair,” reunify the realm

under central authority. They made the kingdom of France one of

Europe’s most powerful and prosperous states, and elevated the status

of the langue d’oı̈l dialect of the region around Paris into the prestigious

language of the French state.

Again, this process, while not predetermined, relied on very

tangible realities and forces. These help account for the French

monarchy’s success in warding off the three main challenges to the

integrity of its realm: feudal fragmentation, Angevin–Norman England,

and the French–Occitan divide. There were many factors, relating to

socioeconomic development and to the intricate balance of power
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between central authority and periphery, which explain why the mon-

archs in the large majority of the European kingdoms succeeded in

rolling back the high tide of feudal fragmentation. But one of these

factors was a fundamental sense of common identity among the

peoples in the various countries concerned. The popular Song of

Roland, written around 1100 when feudal fragmentation was at its

most extreme, emotionally celebrates the memory of “sweet France” as

the fallen hero’s last thought. It indicates that a popular notion of

France as an entity and identity, the tradition of its being a single

political realm from Roman-Frankish times and emotional attachment

to it transcended the monarchy’s momentary fortunes and facilitated its

recovery. The ideas expressed by the abbot and historian Sugar, writing

before the middle of the twelfth century, still during the nadir of French

royal authority, are paraphrased as follows:

France is “our land” . . . the mother of us all, of the king and

of the commoner. The land gives us life and everything

associated with it. We are all born French of France, all

“from the same womb,” part of one and the same flesh,

protected by this earth and sky. We all owe it therefore our

love and support.137

One princely house posed a particularly hard challenge to the

unity of France: the Angevins–Plantagenets, who from the reign of

Henry II (1154–1189) joined through dynastic inheritance the kingdom

of England and its duchy of Normandy together with the county of

Anjou and duchy of Aquitaine. The territories of the so-called Angevin

empire in France alone, encompassing all her western parts, were larger

than the kings of France’s own domains. King Philip II (1180–1223)

was determined to break up the Angevin empire in France and gain

control of its territories, which he succeeded in doing by the end of his

reign. There were many reasons for his success, including the death of

the English warrior King Richard I, “Lionheart,” and his replacement

by John I, “Lackland.” But the leverage of his position as king of

France in terms of legitimacy and power should not be underestimated,

and this encompassed more than a purely dynastic element. Even if one

recoils from the term national as applied to these places and times,

which I do not, Philip was the native king of France. This fact surely did

not carry all before it – other factors counted no less – but it did matter
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a great deal.138 Certainly, the Plantagenets were themselves French, and

their kingdom of England was ruled by a French-speaking Norman

elite. Nonetheless, England was not only a separate kingdom, but also a

foreign country, whose large possessions in France and threat to that

country’s political integrity created a problem of legitimacy that went

beyond lord–vassal relations. This was so around 1200 and became

even more the case with the rise and fall of the second English empire in

France in the mid fourteenth to mid fifteenth centuries.

Before turning to this episode and the Hundred Years War, we

need to look at the third potential challenge to the unity of the French

realm, the north–south linguistic–cultural split between French in the

north and Occitan in the south. In the eleventh and twelfth centuries

the Mediterranean-facing south, mostly encompassed within the

county of Toulouse, was as prosperous, if not more so, than the north.

It experienced a cultural and literary renaissance, with written Occitan

being the medium of this rich outflow. It is anybody’s guess whether or

not the Occitan south would have gone its own way, either outside

France altogether or retaining a separate identity and an uneasy

coexistence within it. This would have been similar to the position of

the Catalans in relation to Spain or the Irish or Scots in Britain. In fact,

Languedoc and Catalonia were close linguistically, geographically, and

historically, and might have conceivably developed into one state

and nation. However, it so happened that between 1209 and 1229

Languedoc was subjected to a papal-declared crusade against the

Cathar–Albigensian heresy deeply entrenched in the south. This turned

into a genocidal bloodbath, which decimated the population of the

south, brought massive destruction on its urban centers, and inflicted

a fatal blow to its independent literary culture. Initially apathetic

toward the pope’s urgings, Philip II soon became aware of the political

opportunity, and he and his successors joined the fray to tighten royal

French control over Languedoc. In a process that would continue until

the twentieth century, the south would be progressively drawn into

France and the French nation by much subtler and more attractive

means. Nonetheless, the legacy of the gruesome events of the early

thirteenth century may very well have been a historical crossroad.

To avoid misunderstanding it is important to emphasize that it

was not inevitable that Languedoc would become part of the French

nation. Rather, it was a prerequisite of such a process that Occitan

culture, tradition, and identity would yield to the advancing French,
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first, mostly among the elite and, then, at the grassroots level. This is

not to take any value position on whether this outcome was good or

bad. This book is descriptive, not normative. It merely suggests that

without such a process a separate national identity would in all proba-

bility have survived in the south.

Much the same applies to the Angevin empire. The Plan-

tagenets could have conceivably retained their French possessions and

affected a partition of France. But in the first place, this would have had

to overcome the prevailing perception in France that the country was

one and French. Second, in the absence of a French acculturation of

England (which did not happen under the Normans) or English accul-

turation in Angevin France (highly unlikely) the Angevin empire would

have remained multiethnic and multinational, with its French part, by

virtue of its size, weight, and overseas location, far more difficult

to keep within the realm in the longer run than Wales, Ireland, or

Scotland. There was, third, the prospect of the French parts of the

Angevin empire eventually developing into a national state or states

west of France, separate from both England and France. After all,

French-speaking Flanders in the north ultimately remained outside

France, and Burgundy’s course to independence in the east was nearly

successful. The point is that populations speaking a similar native

language and bordering on each other can sometimes develop within

separate states and into separate nations, as the German-speaking

Swiss and Austrians, among others, demonstrate. It is rarer for popula-

tions of different tongues and cultures to constitute a nation. Although

both cases exist, the power of shared kin–culture attachments of soli-

darity and mutual cooperation, while not exclusive, has always been a

highly potent force, including most emphatically in the Middle Ages.

The gravest challenge which the French state and incipient

nation faced again came from England, during the Hundred Years

War (1337–1453). There were a number of differences between this

and the prior conflict with England, and these differences are instruc-

tive for our subject. First, the kings of England now aspired not merely

to virtual independence from the French crown for their French posses-

sions, but to the crown of France itself. In terms of medieval codes of

legitimacy this made them dynastic claimants to the crown rather than

rebellious vassals. As the Capetian dynasty died out without an appa-

rent heir in 1328, the English king’s claim to the throne of France on

dynastic principles of family relatedness was the strongest. Still, the
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French nobility responded to the inheritance crisis by electing the

closest related French candidate, ushering in the new House of Valois.

They twisted the legal dynastic procedure because they did not want a

foreign candidate who was also the king of England.

The same principle was reasserted a century later, during the

nadir of the French cause in the protracted struggle. After crushing

military victories the English monarch extracted a settlement that

brought him very close to realizing his ambition to the crown of

France. In response, the uncrowned French dauphin and his remaining

loyalists issued a manifesto (1421) elaborating the dynasty’s unalie-

nable rights. However, it went on to emphasize that the honor

and crown of France belonged not only to the dynasty but “more

generally to all three estates of France according to various grades

and obligations.”139 This was a concept of a common will residing in

all the estates of France taken together: nobility, clergy, and commo-

ners. Existing side by side with the dynastic and social hierarchy codes

of legitimacy, it was not the sole or predominant principle and was far

from applying equally to all subjects of the French crown. Nonethe-

less, the people as the ultimate source of the ruler’s authority, however

nominally, was widely recognized by the later Middle Ages, inter alia

buttressed by the authority of Roman law.140 Formally asserted in

times of national crisis, it played a major role in practice, far more

central than dynastic parlance reveals. We shall return to discuss this

point more generally later on.

Indeed, a major reason for the ultimate defeat of the English

despite their military superiority, crushing victories, and large con-

quests in France was that they were English, that is, they were per-

ceived as foreigners far more distinctly than they had been around

1200. Although the English elite were still largely fluent in French,

there was no question about the alien national character of the English

rank and file. Colette Beaune, author of the learned and much-cited

Naissance de la nation France (1985), translated as The Birth of an

Ideology: Myths and Symbols of Nation in Late-Medieval France,

explains the success of the French propaganda of nationhood very well:

Any form of effective propaganda certainly has a deep-

seated link to shared sentiments, and the success of this

French propaganda has long since been demonstrated.

Although the English won the Hundred Years War militarily
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in 1338–1360 and in 1415, they never won the hearts and

minds of their enemy.141

Beaune adds:

The term propaganda should not be interpreted pejoratively

here. Medieval governments were all too aware of how to

manipulate opinion. But I have chosen to use propaganda in

reference to all those projections France made of itself,

whether or not they rang with truth and sincerity and

whether or not people were paid to create them. In some

cases these were unconscious projections, in some they were

shared beliefs. Such beliefs did more during the fourteenth

and fifteenth centuries to shore up the unsteady trusses of

the state than any institutions.142

Although the French elite was on the whole loyal to the French

crown, on occasion parts of it allied with the English. The most

significant case is the bloody conflict that erupted between two

branches of the French royal house. As a result, the Burgundian branch

allied with the English between 1419 and 1435, a development which

turned the war with England simultaneously into a French civil war

and marked the darkest hour for the French. Yet, while elites every-

where had interests, ambitions, and connections that were sometimes

at odds with the national cause, making them “treacherous,” this was

far less the case with regard to popular sentiments. In the French case as

well echoes from the illiterate masses, while extremely rare, are not

non-existent. For example, the bloody peasant uprising against the

nobility known as the Jacquerie (1358) was partly motivated by popu-

lar anger at the French nobility’s crushing defeat at the battle of Poitiers

(1356) and subsequent failure to defend the peasants. Furthermore, the

bands of rampaging peasants raised the banner of and loudly expressed

their allegiance to the king of France. This widely recurring phenom-

enon in peasant rebellions has usually been interpreted solely in socio-

economic terms, and this aspect was indeed the most significant. But

the appeal to the monarch – always loftily perceived as “good” – for

protection from exploitative nobility rested on the perception of him

not only as the country’s ruler, but also as the father of the people.

Significantly, it was very common in national states, sometimes also
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among privileged minorities or minority peoples that found protection

within a larger state from greater external threats, but hardly ever in

relation to a conquering foreign ruler. This did not mean that the peas-

ants’ hopes were not regularly dashed, as monarchs joined the nobility to

quash their rebellions, in France as elsewhere. And yet the widely mani-

fested sentiments of love for and devotion to the ruler as the head of the

nation family and symbol of the motherland were there. They could not

be more strikingly manifested than with Jeanne d’Arc.

What was so special about Jeanne d’Arc was the fact that such

a barely literate peasant and a woman was given the opportunity to

stamp her mark on high politics and lift France up from its lowest

point. Obviously, this otherwise quite ordinary peasant girl, about

nineteen at her death, had some very remarkable personal traits.

Obviously, too, it was only in a most desperate situation that she could

have conceivably been given a chance. All these were very special. By

contrast, there is no reason to think that the sentiments Jeanne d’Arc

expressed were anything out of the ordinary among the people. They

wanted the devastating ravaging of their settlements and property to

cease, yet they were not indifferent to the question of how this was to

be achieved. They wished to see the English gone. Unlike any other

peasant, Jeanne d’Arc is clearly recorded in her own voice in the

protocol and documents of her trial by the English for heresy (1431).

Her letter to the king of England and his subordinates, dispatched

barely two years earlier, before she set out to free Orléans, repeatedly

stated: “I am sent by God, the King of the Heaven, to chase you one

and all from France.”143 In her trial,

Asked whether God hates the English, she said she knows

nothing about the love that God has for the English, nor

what he will do with their souls; but she knows for certain

they will be driven from France, except for those who stay

and die . . . 144

The role of religion, God, and the saints who talked to Jeanne

in his name is central here. France and its monarchy had been sur-

rounded with a Christian holy aura carefully cultivated over the cen-

turies, ever since the baptism of Clovis and the role played by the

Frankish kings as defenders of the Catholic Church and papacy.

Clovis was elevated to sainthood; St. Dennis was the patron of the
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kingdom and monarchy; St. Michael was its defender; the Lily of

France expressed Christian purity; thirteenth-century King Louis IX

became another king-saint. The French king and monarchy were “the

most Christian,” and the French were God’s second chosen people.145

If so, however, were the sentiments expressed by Jeanne d’Arc really

national or actually religious and quintessentially premodern? It should

be quite obvious by now that this is an utterly false dichotomy: as a

premodern phenomenon, the medieval French national sentiment, like

any other, was steeped in a religious worldview and partly expressed in

religious idioms. There was compatibility rather than contradiction

here. Indeed, the fact that Christianity is supposed to be universal only

accentuates the point, as Beaune again perceptively points out:

Nations are particularistic; Christianity is universal. One

might have expected that Christianity itself would have

tempered the growth of nationalism. But this did not

happen. Most European nations in the Middle Ages had

little difficulty projecting their sense of nationhood in

religious terms. This was especially true with France, which

emerged into nationhood particularly early.146

Moreover, the central role of religion explains the mystery of

how the sense of nationhood spread out in the countryside. What we

have already seen in other premodern national states also holds true for

France. All such states were sustained by the most powerful propa-

ganda organ of the times: the dense network of parishes planted in the

countryside, reaching the most remote villages, and served in a perpe-

tual cycle of rite and sermon by the lower clergy. Like the high nobility,

the higher echelons of the priesthood had various interests and calcula-

tions, which in the case of Christianity in particular could on some

occasions cut across national boundaries. But the lower clergy, close to

the people in background and at the same time linked to the wider

world through education and Church channels of information, were as

a rule the most effective popular amplifiers of the national sentiment

heavily loaded with religious significance.

As Beaune wryly comments: “The origins of the Nation is a

subject that has blessed us with much theorizing but little informa-

tion.”147 Indeed, in contrast to modernist theorists who have made

little effort to test their concepts against the realities of premodern
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times, historians of late medieval France tend to have few doubts about

the crystallization of French national consciousness in that period. This

includes not only nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century nationalist

historians, but also recent historians, schooled in critical skepticism

toward the excesses of the nation and nationalist ideology. For

example, leading historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, famous for his

studies of the French rural community, has no hesitation in pointing out

the widespread existence of French national consciousness in the late

Middle Ages and early modern period: “Consciousness of the state, as

well as of national identity, was becoming widespread, both in the elites

of the French kingdom and (to some extent) among the people in

general, including the rural population.”148 His book chapter

“National Identity” is in total agreement with Beaune. Although

national sentiments were more evident among the elite and middle

classes, Ladurie draws attention to “the anti-English resistance in

Normandy at the end of the Hundred Years War; it is clear from their

actions that many villagers displayed ‘national’ sentiments at this

period.”149 Indeed, in view of the scarcity of written evidence, it is

the actions of the peasants that constitute our main sources of evidence

for their attitudes.

Beaune’s study concludes:

What was the France of the late Middle Ages? What were

the sources of the “incomprehensible and natural love” its

inhabitants held for it? It was the awareness its people had

of being a particular human community, unique in its origins

and history, a people who imagined themselves linked to this

specific valued land for all time. Its difference was imagined

to be superiority, for it was willingly xenophobic. In order to

see itself as good, it had to project an evil outside itself. The

English played this role. French national sentiment was both

ethnic and territorial; it rose from a conjunction of a given

people and a given countryside.150

The use of the term the French nation was rare before the late fifteenth

century. The Latin patria had been used since the end of the twelfth

century, and its French form patrie was introduced in the mid sixteenth

century. People mostly referred to France, the kingdom, or the country,

as in amour du pays, love for one’s country.151 Yet all these essentially
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meant the same thing. Identification with, allegiance to, and love for

one’s country, patriotism on a country scale that reached down to the

grassroots, have no different meaning other than a sense of national

belonging and solidarity.

Certainly, the fact that a very distinct and deep-rooted French

national identity had come into being by the late Middle Ages does not

mean that it has not gone through constant historical transformations,

some of them truly massive, in response to changing circumstances.

Orest Ranum’s edited volume National Consciousness, History and

Political Culture in Early-Modern Europe (1975), a title which appears

as an oxymoron in the wake of the modernist surge of the 1980s,

brought together some of the leading historians of the time. William

Church wrote the chapter on France, and his summary of the changes

of perception during the early modern period could not be improved

upon. He indicates that French identity was in some aspects more

broadly based in the sixteenth than in the seventeenth century:

A survey of the relationship between the French monarchy

and patriotic sentiment demonstrates that the latter

fluctuated significantly according to the fortunes, policies,

and repute of the monarchy itself. During the sixteenth

century, French patriotism assumed the form of a broadly

based idealization of many elements of the life of the nation,

the monarchy included. But in the seventeenth century, as

part of the massive swing towards absolutism, this sentiment

was more and more centered in the crown, even in the

person of the king. With the triumph of absolutism, both in

theory and in fact, it was in the nature of things that the

sovereign should symbolize the nation and become the focal

point of patriotic sentiment. In the years of Louis XIV’s

reign, however, a revulsion began to be expressed toward the

equation of patriotism with loyalty to the Bourbon dynasty,

and the way was opened for the much more comprehensive

views of the Enlightenment which grounded patriotism in

the life of the people and eventually led to the massive, virile

nationalism of the French Revolution.152

Given historical change, some of it revolutionary, it is not

surprising that historians of different periods have tended to trace the
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emergence of French national identity to their own particular period of

study. This has been a recurring phenomenon in the historiography,

already evident among an older generation of historians, who nonethe-

less agreed that French national sentiment had gone back a very long

way: did this sentiment

exist all through the middle ages, as claimed by J. Huizinga?

Did it originate only at the end of the Hundred Years War, in

the second half of the fifteenth century, as suggested by

H. Hauser? Or was it only later still, in the sixteenth century,

that it can be unmistakably be recognized as such, as is the

view of F. Chabod?153

The same ambivalence prevails among more recent historians. We

have already seen the medievalists’ tracing of French national identity

to the Middle Ages. In her book on national consciousness in France

during the Wars of Religion (1559–1598), Myriam Yardeni emphatic-

ally identifies this consciousness as “a major and independent phe-

nomenon” based on four pillars: the monarch and monarchy; the

country and the people; the French language; and a sense of a common

French history.154 In his The Cult of the Nation in France: Inventing

Nationalism 1680–1800 (2001), David Bell richly documents how

French national identity was “constructed” in various sectors of

French society during the ages of absolutism and Enlightenment. But

then, the birth of the nation is widely identified with the French

Revolution and its introduction of popular sovereignty. And then

again, it is almost as generally accepted that peasants turned into

Frenchmen, as in the title of Eugen Weber’s superb book, only in the

late nineteenth century.155 Only that late did the school and the

railway reach the depths of the French countryside, while peasants

moved to the cities. As a result, the French language, still not spoken

by the majority of the French people during the Revolution, became

standard. Thus, was the French nation inaugurated during the late

nineteenth century or in the Revolution? Or perhaps earlier? Can all

these seemingly contradictory positions be right?

Quite obviously they are. This does not mean that French

national identity is a constant, “essentialist” reality. It simply means

that a very distinct identity, which had become entrenched by the late

Middle Ages, continued to evolve and expand. Far from bringing the

209 / Premodern Europe and the national state



French nation into being, the French Revolution’s concept of popular

sovereignty invested this nation’s source of legitimacy in the people

rather than in the monarch. That this, as well as the equality of all

people before the law, enhanced the popular sense of participation in

France and contributed to the Revolution’s ability to mobilize the

masses for military service is undisputed. Similarly, the rise of mass

urban society and leveling of local differences from the late nineteenth

century further solidified French national identity. Among other things,

it completed the amalgamation of the originally non-French speaking

elements in France within the French nation. This applied to the dis-

tinction between French and Occitan, and the many significantly dif-

ferent spoken dialects of each. The Gascons, for example, in the

southwest of France, England’s allies during the Hundred Years War,

were incorporated into the French nation only in the early modern

period and increasingly adopted the French language in lieu of their

own during the twentieth century. The Celtic-speaking Bretons,

German-speaking Alsatians, the Basques, and the Flemish underwent

similar processes.

As stated at the outset, France has been unique in its success in

completely incorporating into French national identity what in other

countries would have been considered distinct ethnonational iden-

tities. Although both the United Kingdom and Spain have succeeded

in creating supra, British and Spanish, national identities, there remain

within both of them other, distinct, and in many ways stronger

national identities and, as a result, considerable tensions and an

ever-looming prospect of secession. The actions of the French state

and the prestige and charms of French culture were responsible for the

highly unusual fact that all the potentially distinct communities of

identity within France accepted their incorporation into French cul-

ture and the French nation. The German-speaking people of Alsace,

annexed to France in the wars of Louis XIV, are a well-known

example of that success. Ceded to the new German Reich after the

French defeat in 1871, they protested and professed their undying love

for and devotion to France. They continued to resist their incorpora-

tion into Germany until their return to France after the First World

War. It was in view of this rather unusual phenomenon that Ernest

Renan articulated his concept of the nation as an act of volition.156 In

today’s France only in one region, Corsica, do sentiments of separate

identity and aspirations to independence exist.
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Large, successful, and confident national cultures that exer-

cise hegemonic influence genuinely tend to perceive their culture in

universalistic terms. This has been pointed out with respect to the

English in the United Kingdom and, formerly, the empire and,

indeed, the world.157 It equally applied to France, and all the more

so to French culture within France. France is often credited with a

“civic” as opposed to an “ethnic” concept of the nation. This is true

only as far as “ethnic” is defined by descent alone. Far from

being limited to the acceptance of common civic institutions of

government and law, joining the family nation in France explicitly

means the forsaking of not only any other national identity, but also

any different cultural identity, and complete assimilation into

French culture.158 As France has been so successful in this process,

its reality has been elevated to the status of a desired model. How-

ever, those who prescribe this “civic” model to others, especially in

ethnically heterogeneous, nationally unformed parts of the world,

tend to forget what this model actually involved in France: the

eradication of all other cultures within the state except for the

dominant culture by means of massive state action. This process is

unlikely to be pretty. Indeed, whoever attempts to carry it out

nowadays generally attracts the sharpest condemnation on norma-

tive grounds as being profoundly oppressive. Furthermore, nor in

the vast majority of cases is such an effort likely to be as successful

as it has been in France. This is where Karl Deutsch’s nation-

building as state-building concept, largely based on the French

paradigm, has been so misleading.159 Whether or not multiethnic

nations which retain their cultural heterogeneity can be formed in

countries – some old and many new – that lack a clearly dominant

ethnic core or Staatsvolk is another question. There are precious few

such cases, and France is certainly not one of them.

Needless to say, France itself is now facing a challenge that

has little parallel in its recent history: large immigrant communities

from Arab-Muslim North Africa which prove resistant to assimila-

tion into French culture and forsake neither their native identity

nor their culture. Whether or not they eventually will do so, or

force changes on the French concept of nationhood and citizenship,

only the future will tell. We shall return to this subject in the

following chapters.
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C WAS THE PREMODERN EUROPEAN NATION IMPOSSIBLE DUE
TO REL IG ION , EMPIRE , DYNAST IC RULE , INEQUAL ITY , AND
DIALECT FRAGMENTAT ION?

Following our survey of states, ethnicity, and national states in

premodern Europe, a more general theoretical conclusion looking into

some of the major issues involved is in order. As we have seen, national

states, building on and, in turn, homogenizing existing ethnic forma-

tions, emerged throughout the continent close on the heels of the

process of state consolidation itself. Indeed, the national state was the

dominant form of state consolidation, albeit not the exclusive one, as

some ethne remained divided among a multiplicity of petty-states,

while in other cases national states expanded their rule over other ethne

and peoples to create empires. It was only natural that primary state

consolidation tended to coincide with ethnic realities and give rise to

incipient national states. Simply put, it was immeasurably easier to

create and sustain a state where bonds and affinities of a common

culture and a collective sense of shared kinship existed and could be

potently invoked and harnessed. Furthermore, antagonistic tribal

populations of close ethnicity often gained their sense of common

identity and crystallized into nascent nations and states only as a result

of the challenge and pressure from foreign neighbors, who sometimes

even gave them their communal names.

In all this Europe was no different from other parts of the

world. Indeed, in Europe as elsewhere the national state was almost

as old as the state itself. The reason why even the traditionalist dis-

course on the national phenomenon largely begins with medieval times,

that is, late in universal history, is that Europe north of the old Roman

frontier only entered the fold of civilization and saw the rise of states at

that relatively late stage in history. The Eurocentric perspective on the

world creates a highly misleading optical illusion, because European

civilization, states, and nations were all late arrivals in terms of univer-

sal history. As we have seen in Chapter 4, in other parts of the world

states and with them national states had emerged millennia earlier.
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Europe differed from some other parts of the world only in that its

geopolitical contours were more favorable to the consolidation and

survival of the middle-size, national state. A partial exception to this

pattern of survival was central-eastern Europe, where a process of

empire-building was well advanced by the early modern period, swal-

lowing up earlier national states that had emerged throughout that

space in medieval times. Thus, contrary to accepted wisdom, the

national state as a primary form of incipient state consolidation was

a stronger reality in earlier times than during (early) modernity, at least

in central-eastern Europe.

All this has been ignored by modernists, who have scarcely

tested their abstract schema of historical evolution against the actual

experience of premodern times. Yet the above developments are

affirmed by the overwhelming majority of historians of the societies

concerned who have applied themselves to this question. I refer not to

nationalist historians of earlier generations, but to more recent histo-

rians of our liberal and skeptical age who have become aware of the

modernist thesis and have responded to it. Obviously, their first-hand

knowledge of the subject is of paramount significance for deciding the

issue, especially as they have no special stake in the question one way or

the other. Like all historians, they stress the need to understand their

chosen period and society in their own particular terms. They rightly

point out the great differences between premodern and modern forms

of nationhood and nationalism. Still, as we have seen, the overwhel-

ming majority of these historians do not hesitate to intentionally speak

of national identities, national affinities, and national states as a salient

element of the medieval and early modern world. This is evident in the

first-rate collections of studies by leading historians cited above, includ-

ing Ranum, National Consciousness, History and Political Culture in

Early-Modern Europe (1975),160 Forde, Johnson, and Murray, Con-

cepts of National Identity in the Middle Ages (1995), and Scales and

Zimmer, Power and the Nation in European History (2005). As the

editors of the last of these, a superb volume derived from a conference

dedicated to the subject, have stressed: “A deep rift still separates

‘modernist’ perspectives, which view the political nation as a pheno-

menon limited to modern societies, from the view of scholars con-

cerned with the pre-industrial world who insist, often vehemently,

that nations were central to pre-modern national life also.”161 Needless

to say, the authority of the two sides in this matter on the societies in
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question is not the same. Scales and Zimmer have gone on to note that

the debate “often resembled a dialogue of the deaf,” while concluding,

perhaps too optimistically, that the conference produced a modest

change among some modernists.162

The evidence for premodern national realities comes from the

premodern sources themselves. Throughout this chapterwe have repeat-

edly cited the prominent uses of the concept of the nation in highly

relevant contexts in the contemporary texts, both in the Latin forms

gens and natio/nacio and in their vernacular derivatives. In the order of

their appearance in this chapter, these references include: Bede’s gens

anglorum in the seventh century; the Scottish official plea to the pope in

the Declaration of Arbroath (1320), asserting the right of the Scottorum

nacio to independence from England, based on separate descent and a

separate history of self-government; Saxo Grammaticus’ thirteenth-

century Danes, who like all “nations [nationes] are in the habit of

vaunting the fame of their achievements, and joy in recollecting their

ancestors”; the German Nation in the official title of the Reich and in

Luther’s address in the early sixteenth century; the prominence of the

Czech gens in a pronouncedly ethnonational sense in the extensive

fifteenth-century Hussite written records, accentuated to remove any

doubt by the synonymous use of lingua so as to distinguish between

Czech and German inhabitants of Bohemia and Moravia; the Polish

fifteenth- and sixteenth-centuries definition of the nation in comprehen-

sive cultural terms, encompassing all speakers of the common language;

Helmold’s twelfth-century account of the “many nations [naciones]”

around the Baltic, “the Danes and the Swedes,” to the north and “the

Slavic nations [naciones]” to the south; the Serb nation (natio) of The

Royal Frankish Annals for the year 822; and the fervent rhetoric of a

Hungarian ethnic nation (natio) in the seventeenth century. While this is

only a small sample of citations, the context, meaning, and significance

of the concept of the nation in all these cases is abundantly clear.

This should be sufficient to finally discard the strange quirk in

the literature on the national phenomenon: the notion that the word

nation itself is a new one and that its earlier Latin-medieval forms

actually meant something different. It has been claimed and widely

accepted among non-medievalists that natio in the Middle Ages

referred to little more than students’ subdivisions according to their

various countries of origin, most notably at the University of Paris.163

Obviously, concepts can change meaning and assume new significance
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over time; there is nothing fixed about terminology. However, in the

main this hardly happens to be the case with the concept of natio. This

fact has recently been pointed out by Susan Reynolds, the medievalist

historian who has long challenged the modernist thesis, and not only in

specific cases as historians of premodern societies have often done with

respect to the particular society they study. As she writes:

There is no foundation at all for the belief, common among

students of modern nationalism, that the word natiowas

seldom used in theMiddleAges except to describe the nationes

into which university students were divided. It was used much

more widely than that, and often as a synonym for gens . . .

Like a gens or natio, a populuswas thought of as a community

of custom, descent, and government – a people.164

In the nineteenth century, as in the middle ages, the groups

which medieval writers called gentes, nationes, or populi

were actually thought of as units of common biological

descent . . . as well as of common culture.165

Medieval historian Julia Smith basically writes the same thing:

central to Latin and the various local languages of the early

Middle Ages were words that denoted in undifferentiated

fashion a group whose members shared one or more of the

following: putative descent from a common ancestor;

common cultural attributes; organization into a single

polity . . . Writing between 906 and 913, Regino of Prum

echoed a millennium-long tradition and encapsulated the

assumptions inherent in this vocabulary when he declared:

“the various nations and peoples are distinguished from

each other by descent, customs, language and laws.”166

There is nothing new in any of this. Towering medieval histor-

ian Johan Huizinga made the same point as far back as 1940:

The word natio has always remained much more current

than patria. Actually it had changed very little in

connotation since classical times. Closely linked with natus
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and natura, it vaguely indicated a larger context than gens

or populus, but without being any fixed distinction between

the three terms. The Vulgate used gentes, populos, and

nationes interchangeably for the nations of the Old

Testament, and that biblical usage determined the

significance of natio for the time being.167

Huizinga adds:

Gradually, over a period of a good six centuries, Latin

Christendom arranged itself in a number of kingdoms

corresponding, though still very roughly, to national lines . . .

France, England, and Scotland, the three Scandinavian

kingdoms, Aragon, Castile, and Portugal, Sicily, Hungary,

and Poland had all of them taken their places as units of

Latin Christendom by around 1150.168

Nor, incidentally, did Huizinga have any doubt as to the deeper roots of

all these sentiments: a “primitive instinct in human society.”169

Finally, the fact that the Latin gens and natio as near synonyms

go back to Roman times and have barely changed their meaning is

elucidated in an unmatched scholarly summary in David Althoen’s

superb article on early modern Polish national identity. It merits quota-

tion at some length:

Ever since the two terms [gens, natio] began to take on the

general meaning of “nation” during Romans times, they

have been almost identical in meaning. The origins of the

terms help clarify the early subtle difference in their

meanings. The term “gens”, for example, originally meant

“clan”, but soon expanded to include such meanings as

“family”, “descendants”, and also “race”, “nation”, and

“people”. During the height of the Roman empire, the term

“gens” was mainly used in the plural in its meaning of

“nations” or “peoples” and primarily signified any foreign

peoples – in opposition to the populus Romanus. The term

“natio” had similar origins. In the very early Roman period

it meant “birth”, and in the common language it came to

mean “litter” when referring to a brood of animals born to
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the same mother. It was in this sense that it expanded to its

meaning close to “nation”, signifying those individuals born

in the same place with a common ancestor. By the 1st

century AD the meaning of “natio” had become very similar

to that of “gens”. In the language of the Roman Church the

term “nationes” served, as did “gentes” to translate “the

pagan nations”, in opposition to the “people of God” . . . By

the 8th century Isidor of Seville’s influential “Etymology”

was claiming that “natio” and “gens” were synonyms. This

merging of meaning continued well into the early modern

period . . .

An examination of the subtle differences between “gens”

and “natio” shows that “natio” carried the more narrow,

restrictive meaning – closer to the meaning of “tribe”.

“Natio” referred to a nation or people who trace their

descent to one ancestor, and who lived on the land where

their mythological origins began, while “gens” referred to

the larger sense of “people” or “nation” – independent of

homeland or common ancestor . . . Tacitus spoke of all the

Germans as one “gens”, and then broke them up into their

various nationes, and Cicero chose the term “natio” when

emphasizing common descent . . .

By no means, however, did all writers understand such a

difference or consistently maintained clarity in their

terminology . . . Moreover, there was no hierarchy

understood when the terms “natio” and “gens” were used

together; rather, the terms were usually used together for the

rhetorical effect.170

Clearly, the medieval references cited in this chapter tally perfectly with

these general observations.

The most amazing medieval document I have come across

relating to the question of the nation – scarcely noted in the modern

debate – is the deliberations on the national question in the ecclesiastic

Council of Constance (1416). The Catholic Church’s ecumenical coun-

cils supposedly embodied the indivisible unity of the Church. But in

practice they introduced representation by nations and national bloc

voting from the thirteenth century on, as the European national

217 / Premodern Europe and the national state



kingdoms increasingly took shape. At the Council of Vienne

(1311–1312), there was a separate vote by the following “nations”:

Italians, Spaniards, Germans, Danes, English, Scots, Irish, and French.

At the Council of Pisa (1409), aiming to end the great schism, the

weight of the great powers increased. Representation and voting

clustered around the delegations from Italy, France, Germany, and

England (the Spaniards were absent). This arrangement was carried

onto and formally adopted a few years later, at the beginning of the

deliberations at the Council of Constance (1415). Hungarians, Czechs,

Poles, Danes, and Swedes were included in the German “nation”;

the Mediterranean periphery (except Spain which joined later) in the

Italian “nation”; the French periphery in the French “nation”; and the

British Isles in the English “nation”. Soon, however, claims for separate

representation for the smaller nations were made on the basis of

language and sovereignty.

Unsurprisingly, the realities of power politics helped to determine

which claim was accorded recognition. The Hungarian claim was not

heeded, but that of the Aragonese, who refused to be included in a joint

Spanish delegation, was championed by the French as a weapon against

the English mandate. With England and France entering the most bitter

phase of theHundredYearsWar, the head of the French delegation argued

that England, by virtue of its smaller population and territory compared

with the others, should not be treated as a “general nation” encompassing

the British Isles and periphery. Instead, it should be included in the

German nation, in accordance with an old ecclesiastical administrative

division. Alternatively, if the principle of individual national representa-

tion was universally applied, all the other claims by European nations

should be accepted. In that case, the English delegation itself should be

divided into its constitutive national parts, including the Scots,Welsh, and

Irish, all of which were barely represented in, but were claimed to be

represented by, the English delegation.171

Predictably, the English delegation defended the opposite posi-

tion: that England constituted not only a separate “nation,” but,

indeed, a general one that encompassed all its periphery. In the process

of what looks like a strikingly modern debate on nations and national

representation in the most general council of medieval Europe, seem-

ingly most modern definitions of what constituted a nation were put

forward by the delegations. According to the English delegation,

England satisfied all the characteristics of a nation,

218 / Nations



whether nation (natio) be understood as a people (gens)

marked off from others by blood relationship and habit of

unity or by peculiarities of language, the most sure and

positive sign and essence of a nation (natio) is divine and

human law . . . or whether nation (natio) be understood, as it

should be, as a territory equal to that of the French nation

(natio).172

Furthermore, the English delegation put forward as a general truism a

seemingly strikingly modern concept of the nation as transcending the

boundaries of dynastic rule:

Everyone knows that it matters not whether a nation obeys

one prince only or several. Are there not many kingdoms in

the Spanish nation that pay no tribute to the king of Castile,

the chief ruler of Spain? But it does not follow that they are

not parts of the Spanish nation. Are not Provence,

Dauphiny, Savoy, Burgundy, Lorraine, and many other

regions that have nothing to do with our adversary of France

included nevertheless in the French or Gallican nation?173

It is difficult to imagine more impressive evidence for the

national question in medieval Europe. Here were delegations from

all over the Continent struggling for recognition of their independ-

ent national status, voting in national blocs of interest and debating

the meaning of the national concept. In this debate they invoked

blood relations, language, common customs, and shared history, on

the one hand, as well as territory, systems of government. and law

and voluntary participation, on the other. The English delegation

even insisted that: “Nations in a general council should be con-

sidered equals and each should have the same rights.”174 Compare

the Council of Constance’s musing over alternative concepts of the

nation with the remarkably similar Recommendation by the Parlia-

mentary Assembly of the Council of Europe regarding “The Con-

cept of the Nation” (2006):

The Assembly has acknowledged that in some Council of

Europe member states, the concept of “nation” is used to

indicate citizenship, which is a legal link (relation) between a
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state and an individual, irrespective of the latter’s ethno-

cultural origins, while in some other member states the same

term is used in order to indicate an organic community

speaking a certain language and characterized by a set of

similar cultural and historical traditions, by similar

perceptions of its past, similar aspiration for its present and

similar visions of its future.{{{

Quite obviously, the claim that the concept of the nation was

unknown, unimportant, or devoid of political significance to the

people of premodern, indeed, medieval Europe is one of the greatest

missteps taken by modern social theory. This does not imply an

opposite simplistic error. The world of the ecclesiastic Council of

Constance was very different from that of the twenty-first-century

Council of Europe. We shall now proceed to examine several major

features of premodern society which have been widely claimed to

make the nation impossible and seek to establish more closely what

their true interrelationship with the national phenomenon actually

was. These features include: religion, empire, the dynastic principle,

sociopolitical inequality, and dialect fragmentation.

Religion and the nation

The debate on the nation in the Council of Constance is a good reason

to begin with the factor of religion. Religion is claimed to have been the

principal form of broader common identity and attachment in pre-

modern societies. In the case of universal religions in particular, such

as Christianity and Islam, religion has been widely regarded as directly

competing with and impeding the growth of particular national iden-

tities. There is some truth to these claims. In addition to its powerful

promise of deliverance and salvation, religion confers on its believers a

sense of spiritual brotherhood somewhat akin to biological kinship.

{{{ Recommendation 1735 (2006), “The Concept of the ‘Nation,’” Parliamentary

Assembly, Council of Europe at http://assembly.coe.int/main.asp?Link=/documents/

adoptedtext/ta06/erec1735.htm. It does not matter here if there is an actual basis in

reality to the concept of the nation as synonymous with citizenship without

reference to a common culture and sense of collective belonging.
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It also constitutes a major, though seldom the chief, element of a shared

culture that serves as a basis for mutual cooperation. In the case of

universal religions, both the sense of brotherhood and shared culture

far transcend national boundaries. This, however, is only one side of

the relationship between religion and the nation. As we have seen on

many occasions throughout this chapter, religion, even an ostensibly

universal one, was as much if not more of a force for the nation and a

leading element in its consolidation.

This was patently true for national religions per se. As we saw

with respect to ancient Egypt, for example, any distinction between

Egyptian religion, civilization, statehood, and national identity is

entirely artificial. All of them were one and were so perceived by

Egyptians who participated in the perpetual cycle of rite, ceremony,

and festival, as people habitually did even in the remotest of rural

communities. Indeed, religious syncretism on a country scale and

temple-based propaganda were among the most powerful instruments

of Egyptian state- and nation-building. Obviously, there were often

tensions of various sorts, sometimes severe, between state leaders and

religious authorities. But both of them purported to speak in the name

of Egypt. The same was true of other national religions. Even where the

same pantheon was shared by a civilization larger than its individual

polities, as, for example, in ancient Mesopotamia or in the Greek-

Classical world, each of these polities had its patron god, and its clergy

demonstrated zealous devotion to the patriotic cause. In time of war

the gods were universally enlisted in support of the native polity. More

general spiritual systems like Confucianism, although profoundly

Chinese, were inherently adaptable to serve any state, as Confucianism

did in national states throughout east Asia. It helped to consolidate the

notion of a national state community in China, Korea, Japan, and

Vietnam. Buddhism, although entirely non-worldly in doctrine, had

the same effect in practice in all these countries. Fashionable claims

that Jews constituted a religion rather than a people during Diasporic

times have no meaning at all before modernity. Alex Yakobson puts this

most tellingly: as becomes immediately obvious to anybody who has

ever opened the Jewish Holy Scriptures, the idea that the Jews consti-

tuted a single people – indeed, a chosen and holy one – is absolutely

central to that religion.175

The strong connection between religion and the nation applied

even to universal religions. InChristianity thiswas true almost irrespective
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of the question of whether or not a central religious authority existed.

In Eastern Christianity, even before and more strongly after the fall of

the Byzantium center, national churches of the Orthodox faith –

Bulgarian, Serb, Greek, Russian – became a reality of the utmost

ethnocultural cum political (together making national) significance.

Notwithstanding its official doctrine, the universal faith patently

expressed itself in terms of national culture (and often language),

identity, and solidarity. Indeed, here as elsewhere religion served as

a major instrument of state and national consolidation, with rulers

and clergy cooperating in this venture. Moreover, when Greek,

Bulgarian, and Serb statehood ceased to exist as a result of the

Ottoman conquests, it was the national churches above all that

preserved, zealously protected, and came to embody the national

identity for centuries. Much the same held true outside Greek Ortho-

doxy, as with the Armenian national church, the oldest Christian

national church, and the Georgian national church which broke away

from the Armenian Church on national grounds. In both Kievan and

Muscovite Russia Orthodox Christianity was a crucial element in the

consolidation of Russian national identity, a reality further reinforced

after the fall of Byzantium by Moscow’s assumption of the role of the

Third Rome. The Russian nation was most profoundly a holy nation.

Catholic–Orthodox antagonism within the Polish–Lithuanian Com-

monwealth was inseparable from the formation of Ukrainian national

identity. As Michael Petrovich has put it in a comprehensive and

penetrating survey of religion and nationalism in eastern Europe since

medieval times:

Most of the people of Eastern Europe achieved a sense of

identity and some political expression of that identity in

medieval times, long before the Age of Nationalism . . .

Religion in Eastern Europe served a nation-building role and

it acted as a surrogate state for people who had lost political

independence . . . The Church has been literally militantly

involved in movements for ethnic survival and wars for

national independence in Eastern Europe from medieval

times to the present.176

The rule in all this is two-directional: in view of the strong

sense of kin–culture identity, affinity, and solidarity within peoples,
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even a universal faith expressed itself in partisan national churches; and

given the central role of religion in premodern society, premodern

nationalism was profoundly and intrinsically religious. It was couched

in religious idioms, as Petrovich, Connor Cruise O’Brien, Adrian

Hastings, Steven Grosby, Philip Gorski, Anthony Smith, and Anthony

Marx have all suggested in critique of the modernists.177 Rather than a

fundamental contradiction existing between the national and religious

sources of identity, the two more often than not complemented and

reinforced each other.{{{ And the more central to identity religion was,

the more an intrinsic element of culture and, therefore, of ethnicity and

nationalism it was. We have already cited Colette Beaune, another

prominent student of this interrelationship: “Nations are particularis-

tic; Christianity is universal. One might have expected that Christianity

itself would have tempered the growth of nationalism. But this did not

happen. Most European nations in the Middle Ages had little difficulty

projecting their sense of nationhood in religious terms.”178 Moreover,

religion was the most potent form of a broader culture which pene-

trated to the grassroots level and spread out into the most remote parts

of the countryside. Precisely for this reason its network of village clergy

and perpetual cycle of rite and sermon were the most powerful trans-

mitters of cross-cultural messages, which were almost invariably also

national. The use of church bells as a means of intra- and intervillage

communication in times of emergency is a vivid demonstration of

the point. Here was the framework of the premodern “imagined

{{{ Despite their important contributions in demonstrating this, Anthony Marx and

Anthony Smith err in a similar way. Marx assumes that religion was the only

widespread popular sentiment in medieval and early modern Western Europe,

which functioned as the binder and primer of early nationalism. This was more true

with respect to Spanish nationalism (but not Spain’s particular constitutive

nationalities) whose “Other” was non-Christian; but it was hardly the case with

England, or even France, Marx’s other main examples, or indeed most other early

European national states we have surveyed. In his Chosen Peoples, vii–viii, 5,

Anthony Smith also presents religion as the original emotional primer and source of

national consciousness. However, as already pointed out in the Introduction,

shared religion in and of itself has rarely trumped linguistic differences to create a

common ethnic or national identity. More than creating ethnic and national

communities, religion’s greater effect has been in either reinforcing them, if it was

shared, or sometimes undermining them, if it was not. Smith himself, of course, has

played a leading role in emphasizing The Ethnic Origins of Nations, but has

lacked an explanation for the deep roots and potency of the ethnonational

sentiment, explained in Chapter 2 above.
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community” which Anderson has missed completely. In fact, the nation

was widely imagined – and as holy and God’s chosen one. Modern

nationalism is often described as a religion; but in premodern times it

was thoroughly religious in a non-metaphoric way. Indeed, everywhere

the network of country clergy served as chief agents of nation-building,

which they continued to pursue even where the state itself collapsed.

As O’Brien, Hastings, Marx, and Beaune suggest, this was as

true of the western, Catholic part of medieval Europe as it was of the

Orthodox (and Catholic) east. Again, we have seen this throughout this

chapter. Contrary to Breuilly’s claims, the Venerable Bede cared not

only about the Christianization of Britain but, indeed, about the Chris-

tianization of the gens anglorum and its conquest of Britain. His was a

sacred national history. He showed absolutely no sympathy for the

Christian Britons assailed and dispossessed by his own still pagan

people. Similarly, the joint nation-building effort by Alfred and the

clergy is widely recognized by scholars. The same applied to the

Scottish struggle against subordination to England around 1300. As a

historian of the period writes: “The attitude of the Scottish Church was

also significant at this time. Most of the Bishops were staunch nationa-

lists, who had stocked their dioceses with like-minded relatives and

dependants.”179 To get a proper idea of what this meant in terms of the

cross-country penetration of the Church here are some telling figures:

by the late Middle Ages Scotland had over 1,000 parishes for a popula-

tion of about 1million, one parish to less than 1,000 people. It also had

thirty abbeys, twenty-seven priories, nine nunneries and some twenty

friaries.180 As we have seen, things were no different in every other

country: the Scandinavian countries; Germany; the Czech lands;

Poland, and all the more so after its loss of independence and partition

among mostly non-Catholic powers; the key role played by the Russian

Orthodox Church and its extensive network of village priests during

both the Polish and French invasions; the Iberian nations (including the

Catalans); and the holy kingdom of Francia/France, whose village

churches the peasant girl Jeanne d’Arc attended like everybody else.

In the majority of these cases, both sides to the conflict were Catholic,

and yet the Church in each country almost invariably championed the

national cause.

Miroslav Hroch has performed an important service by ana-

lyzing the occupational composition and background of national

activists in some of Europe’s small nations during the nineteenth
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century. Early in the century the clergy dominated the ranks of the

national activists in most of the countries surveyed. They figured as

the largest group – a third or more – before students, officials, the free

professions, and burghers in general in Bohemia, Slovakia, Finland,

and among the Flemish community in Belgium. They were prominent

(10–20 percent), not dominant, in Norway and Lithuania (and less

significant among the Danes in Schleswig-Holstein and Estonia). As

the nineteenth century progressed, their share declined somewhat

while that of the other social groups increased.181 Indeed, this

dynamic amply reflects the transformation from premodern/preindus-

trial society, as still existed in the early nineteenth century, toward an

increasingly modernized/industrial society later in that century.

Clearly, in the premodern phase the clergy, with its massive spread

throughout the countryside, were chief proponents of the national

cause. Naturally, the figures show that peasants were barely repre-

sented in the national-literary associations of the early nineteenth

century; but the priests and pastors whose sermons and preaching

they regularly heard were vastly over-represented.

I have seen no figures for Italy. But as Machiavelli com-

plained, Italy was the exception (at least with respect to the highest

echelons of the clergy) in being the seat of the popes, who did not

desire a unified national state which would compromise their auto-

nomy. Feudal fragmentation in France and disastrous German Impe-

rial entanglements in Italy weakened both the French and German

states in the eleventh and twelfth centuries to a degree that gave the

popes an image of universal temporal power they never possessed

either before or after. However, rather than being an alternative and

competing reality that dominated the Middle Ages, as much of the

literature has made it to be, universal papal authority was a mirage. It

only briefly appeared in ecclesiastical documents during a blip in the

growth of the European national monarchies.

The Islamic ummah (Arabic for nation) of believers has a better

claim than Christianity to being a source of competing identification with

particularistic national states. However, as we have seen in Chapter 4 and

shall only briefly repeat here, other factors were more responsible for

the differences in national state formation between Christendom and the

lands of Islam.182 In the first place, the landscape of southwest Asia was

more open. Thus, unlike in Europe, it favored imperial expansion which

from Assyrian times on destroyed the early national states of the region
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and prevented new ones from taking root up until the collapse of the

Ottoman Empire in the early twentieth century. Second, there was the

Arabic language and identity which spread on the heels of imperial

conquest and did not branch out into separate languages and national

identities as happened in Europe with Latin after the fall of the

Roman Empire. Pan-Arab identity thereby competed with potential

local national identities. Third, as empire and Arab identity undercut

national state growth in the Middle East, loyalty remained invested in

small-scale kin circles: the extended family and the tribe. This was

reinforced by the fact that the pastoralist tribe, absent in temperate

west-central Europe, was a central feature of the semi-arid lands of

Islam. It was above all these differences, sanctioned rather than

determined by religion, which accounted for Europe’s special path

as compared with the lands of Islam. Tellingly, in Iran, where most of

the above conditions, except the last, did not exist, national con-

sciousness has been present and potent. Indeed, it has been closely

identified with Shia Islam in a way that is not very different from the

role played by, say, Orthodox Christianity in Russian nationalism.

Empire

In tandem with universal religion the ideal of universal empire on the

Roman model has long been claimed to have dominated the Middle

Ages and worked against the rise of particularistic national identities.

In actuality, however, this ideal lost any real potency not with the

weakening of the Holy German emperors in the late Middle Ages,

but with the disintegration of Charlemagne’s empire in western

Europe in the ninth century and the collapse of Byzantine power in

the Balkans even earlier. In contrast to Asia, the geopolitics of

Europe north of the Mediterranean proved to be conducive to the

growth and survival of national states as the primary form of state

formation. As we have seen, except for the prestige of the imperial

title and imperial ambitions in politically fragmented Italy, the Holy

Roman Empire was essentially German and was regarded as just

another European power by its neighbors. As Susan Reynolds puts

it: “Forget the old textbook idea of universal empire, which was used

in polemics between pope and emperor but was never a serious
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threat to the supremacy of kings as the archetype of rulers and

kingdoms as the archetype of political communities.”183

We have discussed empires around the world at some length in

Chapter 4, and shall return to them only briefly in the European

context and in relation to the ethnic and national factor. As already

pointed out, there was an imperial people or ethnos at the center of

almost every empire, which identified itself and was identified by all

others with the empire. This imperial people was the empire’s mainstay

upon whose prowess and loyalty above all the empire depended for its

survival. This was true of nearly all empires, mini-empires, and short-

lived empires reviewed in this chapter: Danish, German, Polish–

Lithuanian, Russian, Bulgarian, Serb, Hungarian, Castilian–Spanish,

and English.

It was above all the elite of the imperial people/ethnos that

reaped most of the benefits and held the majority and highest of the

empire’s offices. But the common people also sometimes benefited

materially. A major example is the citizens of Rome, who after 167

bc, with the influx of wealth from the empire, were no longer liable to

direct taxation (tributum). In all the colonial-trading empires, Spain–

Castile, Portugal, Holland, England, the people of the mother country

benefited in various ways and degrees from the prosperity. This helps to

account for the fact that the imperial people quite often also carried the

burden of empire more than all the others, and not only the burden of

military service but also that of taxation. It was normal for the empire’s

national core to be taxed more heavily than its periphery. Castile

carried the burden of taxation (and soldiering) far more heavily than

the Spanish crown’s other domains, both inside or outside Spain.

Indeed, the attempt to distribute the tax burden throughout the empire

precipitated rebellions in the Low Countries, Catalonia, Naples, Sicily,

and Portugal, and lost the empire the first and last of these. This echoes

the yet more famous case of the British Empire in the eighteenth

century in its attempt to level the burden of imperial defense by taxing

its North American colonies. (The same problem preoccupied the

British Empire in the early twentieth century.) In the Russian Empire

as well, the Russian core was more heavily taxed than the non-Russian

periphery, as was the case in the Ottoman Empire, where the burden of

taxation (and military service) fell more heavily on Anatolia.184

Other factors also accounted for the greater burden shouldered

by the core imperial people. In Castile, for example, monarchic authority
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was more absolute and less liable to be checked by representative assem-

blies and local privileges than in the other Spanish domains, which

actively resisted increased taxation.185 Still, the exercise of power was

also stronger among the empire’s core people because rulers could rely on

far greater legitimacy among their own people and on that people’s strong

identification with an empire they perceived as the nation’s own. This

logic endured evenwhen the empire turned into a financial drain or never

benefited the imperial people writ large, as with the wretched and heavily

oppressed Russian peasantry. Historians have pointed out that in com-

parison with the Russian peasantry, non-Russians at the outskirts of the

empire “always paid smaller taxes and enjoyed various exemptions. The

logic behind this was that from the government’s point of view non-

Russians could cause troubles more easily than Russians.” However, the

question ofwhy theRussian government could so confidently assume and

act for centuries has been left unanswered.186 Indeed, if this defiance of

the economic rationale seems implausible, it should be recalled that

Imperial France under Napoleon in the so-called Age of Nationalism

was barely any different. Even though Napoleon perfected the art of

spreading the cost of empire over thewhole of French-dominated Europe,

France still carriedmost of the empire’s burden. And itwas said thatwhile

the marshals of the French army won both tremendous wealth and glory,

and the quartermasters great wealth, the rank and file had to do with

glory alone – that of France.

The great majority of empires were both national and multi-

national, and there was no necessary contradiction between the two.

Empire’s multinationalism was inclusive but also graduated and hierar-

chic, with an imperial people/ethnos at its center. All the other peoples

collaborated with and were coopted into the empire in recognition of

this fact and its underlying balance of power. To be sure, while military

superiority was the ultima ratio of empire, it was not its only one. Local

elites often shared in the benefits of the empire, made careers in its

service and were its loyal subjects. The empire had every interest to

project an all-inclusive image and ideology. Moreover, small and weak

peoples sometimes took shelter within the empire as their best option in

a violent world and against overbearing threats. This was true, for

example, of Christian peoples of the Caucasus that much preferred

the Russian empire to the Ottoman. And as we have seen, it is this

factor that explains the formation of the Habsburg Empire in central-

eastern Europe during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, even
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though this empire scarcely possessed a truly dominant imperial

people.§§§ Furthermore, the customs, laws, and institutions of the

various regions and peoples were often guaranteed and respected by

the imperial authorities. In such ways the imperial framework accom-

modated and contained different ethnonational identities.

And yet the political salience of the ethnonational factor meant

that benign means were far from being sufficient. Depending on the

circumstances and prospects of success, empires vacillated between

tolerance for other ethnonational identities within the realm and offi-

cial and unofficial pressure on them to assimilate into the hegemonic

national culture. Either way, the assumption was that loyalty was far

less secure among those who did not belong to the imperial people/

ethnos. For this reason, when ethnonational resistance and secessionist

pressures were strong, the local culture became the target of harsh

repression because it was regarded as the root cause of the troubles.

The Castilian ban on the local language and culture in the Catalonian

public sphere after the violent crushing of the rebellious province was

not very different from what the English did in Wales, Ireland, and the

Scottish Highlands, or the Habsburgs in the Czech domains. Realities

in France were only somewhat more benign. As all this indicates, the

notion that ethnonational identities scarcely mattered politically in

premodern Europe – including its occasional, mostly nationally domi-

nated, empires – is an incredible myth.

The dynastic national kingdom

The dynastic kingdom has also often been presented as incompatible

with the national idea. If provinces and whole realms switched hands

on the basis of rulers’ inheritance, what substance and permanence

§§§ In his study, “Justifying Political Power in 19th Century Europe: The Habsburg

Monarchy and Beyond,” in Miller and Rieber (eds.), Imperial Rule, 69–82,

historian Maciej Janowski has discovered, contrary to his initial expectation, that

the Habsburg Empire was not unique in shying away from the national principle.

All European empires, he writes, had large minorities and were therefore obliged to

carefully balance the national and imperial sources of their legitimacy. But, indeed,

while this balancing act and a combination of principles was the norm in all

empires, the Habsburgs were unique in lacking a truly dominant national people on

which to rely.
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could national states have? In reality, however, many if not the majority

of Europe’s dynastic monarchies were national monarchies. The con-

cept has long been employed by scholars in recognition of this fact. In

these monarchies political boundaries were roughly congruent with

kin–culture identities. Indeed, the monarchies drew communal support

and legitimacy from this sense of common identity, which in turn they

reinforced. The exceptions, above all the Habsburg Empire in the

unusual form it took from the sixteenth century on, as well as its

Spanish cousin during its heyday, also in the sixteenth century, have

distorted scholarly perceptions as they have been wrongly taken to

represent the general pattern.

This is not to say that the dynastic principle was not cardinal

and pervasive. It certainly was, and there were two main reasons for

this, relating respectively to rulers and ruled. We shall begin with the

latter because their perspective is less recognized and not well under-

stood. For a large state in premodern times single rule was the only

available option. Neither democracy nor a purely aristocratic regime,

both existing in some small-scale polities, ever survived in large ones

because of the insurmountable obstacles that distance placed on politi-

cal communication and representation. Therefore, as single rule was

the only available regime option, it was crucial that the inheritance

process be as smooth as possible. Experience taught that without a

strict order of inheritance every change of ruler would spawn a ruinous

anarchy, as contending heirs to the throne fought each other. A rigid

inheritance procedure was thus primarily in the interest of the political

community itself, for a ruler might sometimes wish to pass on the

inheritance to one son rather than to another. The price of a less gifted

heir was reckoned to be less than that of the uncertainty of inheritance

and specter of anarchy and civil war.

Certainly, monarchs could also be elected by the higher aris-

tocracy or the nobility as a whole. This was an ancient custom, and

later it proved stable enough when instituted in the Holy German

Empire and Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth. In both these cases

elected monarchy was a tremendous achievement that the nobility

extracted in its continuous power struggle with the sovereign. For the

same reason, however, monarchs had a paramount interest in retaining

the dynastic principle that guaranteed the bequest of power to their

direct descendants. It was therefore natural that the language of dynas-

tic legitimacy dominated royal and hence state rhetoric, as well as
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medieval legal language that emanated from court circles. And yet,

while highly significant politically and paramount officially, the dynas-

tic principle was far from being alone in the game. Nationality was

always there, in practice and often also formally.

In the first place, the monarchs in the majority of kingdoms and

times were native, and they derived legitimacy from this fact. Certainly,

foreign conquerors could make themselves kings, but they sat on bayo-

nets far more than a native ruler did. Knut made himself king of

England by force of arms, but Danish rule did not last because it was

perceived as foreign. The Norman Conquest proved to be far more

effective in its use of violence to force itself on the country for a century

or two, until it was no longer foreign. In France we have seen that the

native factor favored the monarchs in their struggle against the Plan-

tagenet empire around 1200. Later, when the Capetian direct line

ceased (1328), the French nobility manipulated the inheritance laws

to block the accession of the king of England to the crown of France,

electing a native Valois instead and triggering the Hundred Years War.

In 1421, side by side with the dynastic principle, the supporters of the

French dauphin stressed the stake in the inheritance question of “all

three estates of France according to various grades and obligations.” As

noted above, this notion of a communal national will distinct from the

dynastic principle, which the monarchs were naturally less quick to

invoke in normal times, was formally asserted in times of a national

emergency. It fitted with the central tenet of Roman law regarding the

people as the ultimate source of the ruler’s authority, however formally.

We have seen the same reliance on the communal national will with the

Scottish struggle for independence from a foreign English sovereign in

the early fourteenth century. The Declaration of Arbroath asserted the

right of the “Scottorum nacio” to independence based not on dynastic

legitimacy (which gave the king of England a strong claim), but on

communal descent and a separate history of self-government. The

Declaration spoke for the signatory lords, “other barons, and freehol-

ders and the whole community of the realm of Scotland.”

Native monarchs ruled the early Scandinavian kingdoms,

and national sentiments were responsible for the disintegration of the

dynastic Kalmar Union and the election of the native Vasa in Sweden.

In the Holy German Empire, nearly all the emperors were German,

even though the Imperial office was elective. In Russia, in the wake of a

sweeping national struggle to remove a Polish monarch, the Assembly
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of the Land stipulated that the new sovereign must be both Russian and

Orthodox, and elected the native Michael Romanov (1613). Native

dynasties ruled Hungary and the south Slav kingdoms of Bulgaria and

Serbia until the Ottoman conquest. The same held true for the Iberian

Peninsula before Castilian ascendancy, and for those able to reestablish

independence from Castile, such as Portugal.

The simple fact that most European dynastic monarchies were

national and were ruled by native dynasties has been obscured by

exceptions that were taken to represent the rule. True, quite apart from

the Habsburg domains and from cases of foreign conquest, foreigners

sometimes became monarchs on the principle of dynastic inheritance.

Furthermore, a foreign dynasty was sometimes invited to the crown of

a national kingdom by that kingdom’s own elite. However, where,

when, and under what conditions this occurred should be carefully

analyzed. In the first place, foreign rulers and dynasties from strong

and prestigious countries were mostly invited to the throne of small

countries which existed tenuously on the frontier of mighty neighbors

and desperately felt the need for foreign connections, alliances, and

prestige. This general maxim, exemplified by fourteenth-century

Bohemia and Moravia and by sixteenth-century rump Hungary, again

demonstrated itself in the Balkan states which regained independence

in the nineteenth century with the disintegration of Ottoman rule:

Greece, Bulgaria, and Romania.

Larger countries also sometimes accepted foreign rulers in

order to cement coalitions against major threats. Poland’s alliance with

Lithuania in the late fourteenth century and with Saxony in the early

eighteenth century involved personal dynastic unions under a foreign

sovereign for this very purpose. However, Poland accepted foreign

rulers not only in the face of mighty foreign challenges during the

periods of its rise and decline, but also during its heyday. As the

monarchy became elective from 1573 on, foreign candidates, most

notably from the Swedish House of Vasa, were elected by the nobility

to the Polish crown. Indeed, it was the nobility’s dominant power in the

“Republic” that was largely responsible for this. In the first place, the

nobility was reluctant to see any of their number, one of the aristocratic

grandees, gaining the advantage by rising above the rest. A foreign

monarch was a good compromise which did not upset the delicate

balance of power among them. By the same token, a foreign monarch,

who lacked a local power base, was also less able to threaten the
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nobility’s freedoms, privileges, and dominance. That this also resulted

in the gradual weakening of the Commonwealth was another matter.

Furthermore, even in cases of sovereigns of foreign origin it

was abundantly clear that the country itself retained its indigenous

national character, whose customs and laws the sovereign vowed to

respect and protect. Indeed, the sovereigns themselves quickly ceased

to be foreign, often as a condition of their accession. They were

sometimes required to adopt the religion or brand of Christianity

common in their kingdom, and they and their descendants and heirs

went through a process of local acculturation. When the Lithuanian

Jagiełło became king of Poland, he converted to Christianity, and the

kings from his dynasty who ruled the country for nearly 200 years were

unquestionably Polish. In the same way, the later Vasa kings of Poland

in the first half of the seventeenth century, despite their Swedish origins

and ties, became above all Polish. In eighteenth-century Russia the

German wife of the czar became herself the ruler as Czarina Catherine

II, following a coup by the imperial guard and court circles. Crucial to

this remarkable accession was the fact that she had converted to

Orthodoxy upon her arrival in Russia, had become fluent in Russian

(a language in which she also wrote prolifically), identified herself

passionately with the interests of her adopted country, and made this

known in every possible way. On the other side of Europe, in England,

one reason for the weakness of the Stuarts was their Scottish origins.

When a Hanoverian became King George I of Britain in 1714 through

the laws of dynastic inheritance, suspicion of and loathing for his

German identity and ties were very strong. By that time, however,

the Parliamentary regime in Britain had already been well established

and it became more deeply entrenched because of the weakness of

the foreign sovereigns. Needless to say, the German identity barely

survived the first two monarchs of the House of Hanover. Their

descendants and heirs became thoroughly English long before the

reigning house officially changed its name to Windsor.

Modernist theorist John Breuilly has argued that nations and

nationalism are absent from medieval political thought, regarding

this a proof that they did not exist.187 But given the primacy of

dynastic legitimacy and the dominance of court circles in shaping

political and legal doctrine, the secondary role played by the nationa-

list discourse is not surprising. As political philosopher Michael

Walzer has written:
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Most political theorists, from the time of the Greeks

onward, have assumed the national or ethnic homogeneity

of the communities about which they wrote. Prior to the

work of Rousseau, theory was never explicitly nationalist,

but the assumption of a common language, history, or

religion underlay most of what was said about political

practices and institutions.188

Medievalist historian Susan Reynolds has summarized the

point as follows in her Kingdoms and Communities:

A kingdom was never thought of merely as the territory

which happened to be ruled by a king. It comprised and

corresponded to a “people” (gens, natio, populus) . . . So

much was this taken for granted that learned writers seldom

argued about this directly when they discussed political

subjects: they merely made remarks which suggested that it

was an unreasoned premise of their political arguments . . .

The trouble about all this [modern theorizing about the

nation] for the medieval historian is not that the idea of the

permanent and objective real nation is foreign to the middle

ages, as so many historians of nationalism assume, but that

it closely resembles the medieval idea of the kingdom . . . 189

Sociopolitical inequality

Aristocratic dominance, legal inequality, and subjugation and political

disenfranchisement of the masses of peasantry prevailed in the great

majority of premodern societies. Modernists have claimed that this was

one of the reasons why a sense of national identity, affinity, and

solidarity were non-existent in such societies. According to this claim,

neither the elite nor the peasantry felt themselves part of a common

collective. This chapter has shown that this was not the case. First, not

all premodern state societies were equally polarized in terms of status,

rights, and the sociopolitical distribution of power. There was great

diversity which has been overlooked by modernists, and this diversity

mattered. As we have seen, in the ancient national state of Macedonia
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reliance on mass infantry armies empowered the common people

and their assemblies vis-à-vis both the monarchy and the aristocracy.

Scottish rebellion against English rule around 1300 could succeed only

because of its broad popular base which involved all estates. In medi-

eval Norway and Sweden, although dominated by the aristocracy, the

farmer estate held its ground and made its voice heard in the affairs of

state far more than in most other European countries of the time. The

same was true of Catalonia in comparison with Castile. The Hussite

movement that engulfed the Czech lands was a mass popular affair.

Generally, many state societies, especially those in eastern Europe,

experienced advancing peasant enserfment and became more oppres-

sive and socially polarized in the early modern period than they had

been during medieval times.

Second, although the illiterate masses in premodern societies

are mute in the written records, we have suggested ways of overcoming

this seemingly insurmountable obstacle to determining their feelings

and attitudes: one should look at what they did in lieu of what they

said, surely an even better indication of where they stood. The results of

such a test are unmistakable: even in the most despotic and/or oppres-

sive of state societies the masses of peasantry identified with their

native country and kinsmen, most notably in time of national crisis

due to a grave foreign threat. In such extreme circumstances the state

authorities, which normally disenfranchised and ignored the masses,

appealed to them with arousing invocations of common brotherhood,

culture, and motherland. Obviously, they expected such appeals to

have an effect on their people. And, indeed, the masses for their part

responded, often by risking their lives and much else. Throughout

history whole peoples habitually rose in arms to defend or restore their

freedom. Since the overwhelming majority of their societies were not

democratic and recognized little personal freedom, the collective free-

dom they desperately aspired to and were willing to pay for with their

blood and property was obviously freedom from foreign rule. It

mattered to people greatly whether or not their rulers – and often their

oppressors – were their own.

In Chapter 4, we saw this happening, for example, in ancient

Egypt under the Hyksos and in China facing the Jurchen and Mongols.

Much the same occurred even in the most oppressive national states of

Europe. Russia, for example, could always rely on the deeply rooted

devotion of its people to the holy Russian motherland. In time of
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emergency, against the Polish, Swedish, and French threats in the early

seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, respectively, particu-

larly the first and last cases, mass popular participation played a central

role in defeating the foreign invaders. Indeed, in both these cases, as in

Sung China, popular mobilization was more spontaneous than state-

induced, because the authorities were somewhat apprehensive about

the release of popular national sentiments lest they threaten the existing

social order. Either way, such popular nationalist sentiments were most

evidently there. Things were no different in Poland during the

“Deluge,” when popular resistance against the Swedes manifested itself

in the middle of the seventeenth century and again in the early eight-

eenth century. Here, too, in a country that subjugated the peasants

more harshly than most others, the king and nobility were uneasy

about how to respond to such popular actions whose contribution to

the defeat of the foreign invaders they could not afford to lose. In yet

another proverbial Herren country, Hungary, the nobility most

emphatically and emotively appealed to popular nationalist sentiments

as their grievances against Habsburg rule reached boiling point in the

second half of the seventeenth century.

Thus, contrary to the modernist schema and in line with the

common-sense cliché, people always loved and identified with their

native people and country, even to the point of risking their lives and

much else for them. Great sociopolitical inequality and oppression

surely hindered such sentiments and often left them little room in

the public sphere. Yet even in the most polarized national state soci-

eties popular ethnopatriotism on a country scale – alias nationalism –

spontaneously and powerfully surfaced in times of national crisis. The

peasants of old, barely less so than the European proletarians of 1914,

did have a motherland after all.

How deep was dialect fragmentation?

Granted that in premodern national monarchies national sentiments

were limited rather than negated by the dynastic principle and

sociopolitical stratification, were such kingdoms not hopelessly

fragmented by deep dialect differences that prevented any real sense

of a common culture and common collective? Once again, the
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modernist claim here, superficially persuasive, has been very selec-

tive in its choice of cases and highly misleading.

To be sure, linguistic diversity was very considerable in some

countries. In Germany, it created genuine barriers to mutual under-

standing between regions. In Italy, it gave rise to what were in effect

different languages. The same was true of medieval Iberia. In France,

there was a diversity of local dialects within two separate language

spaces, those of langue d’oı̈l and langue d’oc. Clearly, there was an

interplay between political and linguistic unity. The disintegration of

the medieval German Empire and the absence of a unified Italian

state reinforced the process of linguistic fragmentation. Spain moved

in the opposite direction as its separate small medieval states, each

with its own Romance language, were increasingly subsumed within

expanding Castile and the Castilian language. Similarly, in France

political unity led to the expansion of French and its imposition at

the elite level. Notably, however, shared literary languages in both

Germany and Italy reinforced in each of them a sense of common

identity as Kultur Nationen. And as we have seen, the interface

between the High Culture of the literate classes and the Low Culture

of the illiterate masses was considerably more significant than Gellner

imagined. Moreover, in France, for example, with its long tradition

and strong sense of political oneness, linguistic diversity did not

prevent the consolidation of French national identity during the

Middle Ages.

However, the main flaw in the modernist argument is the

assumption that the above cases, which have been elevated to paradig-

matic status, reflected the norm in premodern state societies, whereas

in reality they represented only one pole on a spectrum. In some

countries dialect diversity was very mild and inconsequential. In others

it was somewhat more pronounced and yet far from resembling the

above-cited cases, and from being a significant obstacle to mutual

understanding or to a shared sense of a national collective. We have

already seen, for instance, that despite significant local accents and

idioms, spoken Arabic has been intelligible throughout the great

expanse of the Middle East (except for the Maghreb). Latin, with slight

local variations, mainly of accent, was spoken throughout the Western

Roman Empire, completely displacing the older local languages in Italy,

Spain, and Gaul. And things were not very different in some parts of

premodern Europe.
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The term dialect is famously fraught with hidden assumptions

and ambiguity, as the line between different dialects and separate

languages is sometimes blurred and determined by politics. In extreme

cases dialects in ostensibly the same linguistic space can be mutually

incomprehensible. Thus, the quip that “a language is a dialect with an

army and navy” is a clever exaggeration intended to make a point.

Even professional linguists use the term dialect loosely, as it covers

either greater or smaller variation in accent (phonology), vocabulary

(lexicon), or grammar (morphology), or any combination of these.

Scholarly linguistic studies in this field are almost entirely devoted to

minute recording of such variations. They are seldom concerned with

questions that interest historians, social scientists, and ordinary people,

such as what these variations meant in terms of mutual understanding,

let alone how they affected social communication. All the same,

it occasionally becomes apparent from such works that “dialect” dif-

ferences in some cases, including a number of very large state societies,

were in reality very slight.

Both open plain land which facilitates movement (as opposed

to rugged, mountainous terrain) and unified state control (as opposed

to political fragmentation) decrease linguistic variation. The effect of

both factors is aptly demonstrated by Europe’s most open plain lands

that have also been the home of some of Europe’s largest and oldest

national states: Poland and Russia. We begin with Poland. Apart from

very small populations in the north (Kashubians) and in the Carpathian

south, Poles speak the Polish language and have been closely identified

with it. In the past there were speakers of other languages in the realm

ruled by Poland – Ukrainians, Belarusians, Jews, Germans – but they

were never considered Poles, and in any case our concern is with Polish

speakers. Linguists distinguish between four major dialect areas of

Polish speakers, those of Greater Poland, Lesser Poland, Mazovia,

and Polish Silesia. However, what is meant by dialects in this context

is very slight differences indeed. As far back as the late Middle Ages and

early modern period, “the dialect variation in Poland was weak and a

large number of features common to all regions dominated over a few

differences.”190 This applied even to the most basic distinction in

premodern societies between the common language of the peasantry

and the “refined” parlance of the elite: “The pronunciation of the

nobility even in the sixteenth (and possibly even in the seventeenth)

century was no different from that of the peasants.”191 The elite
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adopted a more “refined” pronunciation only later. There had been a

Polish literary style ever since the eleventh or twelfth centuries and a

high, formal literary language from the sixteenth century. But all these

were clearly recognizable as Polish by any Polish speaker. We have

already cited the following passage regarding the relationship between

a common language and national identity during the Renaissance:

the main feature that distinguished a nation was language.

Thus no one, from Długosz to Andrzej Frycz Modrzewski,

denied that peasants were an integral part of the nation,

based on one common language. The eminent lexicographer

Jan Maczyński, in his Polish–Latin dictionary, defined the

word “natio” as a “nation using the same language.”192

To be sure, a major process of linguistic standardization and

weakening of local variation took place in Poland after 1945 with

mass migration from the east, industrialization, urbanization, and

universal education.193 But such local variations as prevailed before

1945 are nothing like the dialect differences that existed and still exist

in Germany, for example, whose case is regarded as paradigmatic.

Covering far too much, the term dialect is a real obstacle here. The

testimonies of both my father and father-in-law, who were both born

in Poland before the Second World War and survived the Holocaust

while moving around the country, may be regarded as anecdotal but

are fully in line with what we have seen: both maintain that they never

met a Polish speaker in any village community or part of Poland

whom they had any difficulty in understanding.

One hears the very same testimony from any Russian

speaker. What linguists map as northern, central, and southern

Russian “dialects” are small and superficial variations in pronunci-

ation and vocabulary. A common Russian language has existed since

the days of Kiev, and the linguistic unity of the country was maintained

by the unification under Moscow. Church Slavonic was augmented

from the sixteenth century by chanceries’ Russian as a written

language, and a literary Russian style took shape in the eighteenth

century.194 But, plainly put, Russian was Russian. Again, standardi-

zation increased with modernization during the twentieth century and

especially from the 1930s on, but it was anything but created by it.

Compare this with Germany, wherein a much earlier and more
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thorough process of modernization, including a near universal system

of primary education from the early nineteenth century on, has not

eliminated preexisting deep-rooted regional and local dialects.

Dialect variation in other European countries covered a whole

range. In medieval Bohemia the Prague vernacular became the literary

standard, but language variations in Bohemia and Moravia were fairly

slight.195 The extensive documentation of the Hussite period referring

to the Czech language in the Czech lands denoted something clear and

specific. By comparison, in neighboring Slovakia, lacking political

unity and independence and more mountainous, dialect variation has

been considerably more pronounced. The Hungarian of the medieval

kingdom on the central European plain was pretty homogeneous.

Whatever variations that later emerged, and they were fairly slight,

resulted from the disintegration of the empire and the division of its

former realm and Hungarian-speaking communities among several

countries. Dialect variation within Croatian, Serbian, Bulgarian, and

Romanian was somewhat more significant, exacerbated by the loss of

independence and political unity. In Scandinavia, dialect differences in

mountainous Norway were considerably more distinctive than in

either Sweden or Denmark (except for southwestern Sweden whose

speech is closer to Danish). Although Iberia was divided among

various Romance languages, variations within Castilian were slight.

Despite Castile’s large size, such variations were far less significant

than those within Catalan. In European Portuguese local variations

were also slight. There were local variations in the English of both

Anglo-Saxon and late medieval England, with a particularly strong

Danish influence in the north. Nonetheless, as with all the above cases

and in contrast to the strong dialect/linguistic diversity in Germany,

Italy, or France, such variations never came close to mutual unintelli-

gibility. Nor did they hinder a sense of common peoplehood, most

notably when a unified state existed. The blanket concept of dialect

fragmentation in the study of nations and nationalism has been very

misleading. Gellner’s claim that landlords and peasants often spoke

different languages, mostly referring to some Habsburg and eastern

Baltic lands, has been wholly unrepresentative. The difference between

premodern and modern linguistic diversity and its significance in rela-

tion to the contrast between premodern and modern nations, although

considerable, was far from being as uniform and dichotomous as

Gellner and others have claimed.
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Conclusion

There is no argument between modernists and traditionalists that

modernization brought about a sweeping transformation of every

aspect of human society, whose far-reaching effect on the national

phenomenon is denied by no one. The question in dispute is whether

or not a sense of common identity and solidarity on a country-state

scale existed in the premodern world on the basis of a collective sense

of kinship and shared culture; whether or not such a collective senti-

ment extended down into the grassroots level and across the country-

side and played a major political role. Contrary to modernist

theorizing, we have seen that the congruence between an ethnos or a

people and early states was very strong indeed, precisely because for-

mative states built on shared kin–culture affinities and solidarity.

Because of its geopolitical contours, Europe north of the old Roman

frontier proved particularly conducive to the rise and survival of such

states. Hence, the long history and resilience of most of Europe’s

peoples and nations, what Seton-Watson has called Europe’s old

nations. After all the necessary debunking of nationalist myths, it turns

out that the great majority of the European peoples and nations do go

back to incipient medieval consolidation of state societies on the basis

of earlier ethnic formations. What Anthony Smith claimed for modern

nations was also true for the premodern world. Indeed, the Middle

Ages, especially in central-eastern Europe before the growth of empires

and deepening peasant enserfment, were in some respects more

national in character than the early modern period.

Obviously, not all premodern European states were national

states. There were a large number of petty-states that incorporated only

part of a larger ethnic space, while some other states were ruled by a

foreign conquering warrior class at least for a while. There were also

full-blown empires, which in reality were national empires wherein one

ethnos or people dominated. Obviously, too, not all nascent national

states survived. Many early ethnonational identities disappeared or

have been transformed beyond recognition, while others have emerged

in later centuries. And still, a look at Europe’s ethnonational map

strikingly reveals how resilient such identities have been for many

centuries, often for over a millennium, ever since they were first formed

during the Middle Ages. It has been pointed out that the number of
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political units in Europe has shrunk since 1500 from some 500 to

around 25.196 It should be added, however, that practically all the

“victims” in this process were semi-independent magnatic domains,

petty-states of all sorts, and a few multiethnic empires. National states,

great or small, exhibited remarkable resilience.

This is not to say that there were no significant differences

between the nation and nationalism in premodern and modern Europe;

far from it. Premodern forms of the nation carried all the attributes of

the premodern world; for example, they were deeply imbedded in a

religious worldview. Indeed, religion was a major vehicle of ethno-

national sentiments on a country scale and a major instrument of state-

and nation-building. To claim that such premodern features of national

identity were not truly national because they were different from

modern forms of nationhood is to beg the question. Admittedly, pre-

modern national sentiments were less dominant in politics than they

would become during modernity. They were at least formally over-

shadowed by the monarchic-dynastic principle as a source of legiti-

macy, competed with strong local identities, and were compromised by

sociopolitical inequality. And yet it is the fundamental error of moder-

nist dichotomist theorizing to claim that all this meant that national

sentiments of affinity, identity, and solidarity were not there, and as a

very significant political force that shaped borders and the frontiers of

loyalty and political legitimacy.

Susan Reynolds has made the very same point:

Some modern scholars, perhaps influenced by Rousseau’s

belief that solidarity with one group ruled out any other,

have believed that medieval people can have felt no loyalty

except to their lord or local community. Anyone who

belongs at the same time to a family, a town, a university,

and a nation-state . . . ought to find this idea implausible . . .

government consisted of layers of authority, and loyalties

were attracted to each layer accordingly. Kingdoms were the

units of government which were perceived as peoples. The

government and the solidarity were both essential.197

It is perhaps not redundant to repeat the simple, common-sense truths

already cited in this chapter. As a historian of early modern Ukraine

writes: “The nation as the primary identity of man is a nineteenth- and

242 / Nations



twentieth-century concept, but seventeenth-century men viewed resi-

dence in a common fatherland or possession of a common descent,

culture and historical tradition as important matters.”198 According to

another historian, of early modern Russia:

Two methods are most common: to project into the past the

modern forms of national consciousness (the approach of all

nineteenth-century writers), or to despair at the distortion

introduced by that approach and then deny the existence of

any national consciousness in Russia at all before the

eighteenth century. Neither position need be taken, however.

Russians of the sixteenth and seventeenth century had a

defined national consciousness, even if it did not take the

same form as the national consciousness of Pushkin,

Alexander III, or Lenin.199

As many have noted, what greatly empowered the national

phenomenon and turned it from a significant to a dominant political

factor at the center of the Age of Nationalism were the doctrine of

popular sovereignty, citizenship, civil–legal equality, democratization,

and the erosion of local identities. All of them were closely bound up

with the process of modernization, to which we now turn.

243 / Premodern Europe and the national state



6 MODERNITY: NATIONALISM RELEASED,
TRANSFORMED, AND ENHANCED

Modernization has been the most profound transformation that

human societies have undergone since the adoption of agriculture, andhas

deeply affected the national phenomenon. Europe and theWest pioneered

and led the modernization process for centuries, but other parts of the

world have been catching up. Several major developments enhanced

nationalism during the early modern period. Print technology greatly

reinforced linguistic–national “imagined communities,” which shared in

a continuously expanding medium of books, journals, and newspapers.1

Rising commercial capitalism created economies on a national and inter-

national scale and diminished local autarky. Absolutism strengthened

central state control over the realm; but government by representatives

on a country-state scale – progressively emerging by the eighteenth cen-

tury in Holland, Britain, the United States, and Revolutionary France –

had an even greater leveling and integrative effect. Fully-fledged, explo-

sive modernity began around 1800, as commercial capitalism gave rise to

industrialization and its multifarious upshots. Societies have become

overwhelmingly urban rather than rural. The expansion of communi-

cation and exchange networks has accelerated exponentially. Popula-

tions have become fully literate, as large-scale education systems

became standard. Modernists have variably stressed intensified com-

munication, industrialization, and popular government as the prime

factors behind the age of nationalism. But all of the above had an effect

and all were mutually related and mutually reinforcing.

Indeed, there is scarcely a dispute between traditionalists and

modernists about any of these changes or about the fact that every



aspect of life has been radically transformed by the process of moder-

nization, including the national phenomenon. However, were nations

and nationalism transformed and greatly enhanced by modernity, or

did they actually originate with it? As we have seen so far in this book,

sentiments of kin–culture identity, affinity, and solidarity on a

country-state scale very much existed before modernity. Moreover,

they were highly potent politically, largely underpinning the frontiers

of loyalty and thus borders among, and power relations within,

political communities. The politicization of ethnic difference goes as

far back as the beginning of politics itself. We now turn to examine

the modernity transformation more closely.
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A THE WILL OF THE PEOPLE AND THE NAT ION:
WHAT ENABLED WHAT?

A lot hinges on the concept of popular sovereignty. Many modernists

regard it as a constitutive element of the nation, without which it has

no existence. Earlier confined to some city-states and other small

political communities, popular sovereignty was only introduced on a

country-state scale with modernity and became the norm, empower-

ing the people and turning it into a fully-fledged political player. This

was a profound change, firmly rooted in the above-mentioned pro-

cesses of modernization. During the early modern period, the pres-

sures for active political participation came mainly from country

gentlemen and urban burghers. They were the exponents of the new

capitalist economy and the main beneficiaries of the greatly enhanced

flow of information made possible by print. It was these people who

spearheaded the English, American, and French revolutions. The

expansion of the cities during that period also had some effect, most

notably in the proverbial case of Paris, where, despite the ambivalence

of Enlightenment liberals toward the “mob,” it nonetheless played a

decisive role in toppling the Old Regime. Still, a far more sweeping

change took place during the nineteenth century, with the growth of

mass society.

The term “mass” connotes popular concentration, interaction,

and mobilization rather than numbers, because multitudes of peasants

had always existed in premodern large states, typically comprising

85–95 percent of the population. Their problem, however, was that

they were impotently dispersed throughout the countryside, like pota-

toes in a sack, in Marx’s phrase, and therefore were little capable of

pulling their weight. As we have seen, peasants were not equally

subservient and disenfranchised in all premodern large states as many

historical sociologists assume. Furthermore, their ethnonational iden-

tity and allegiance mattered a great deal. All the same, the change

generated by industrialization and urbanization was nothing short of

revolutionary. There was an exodus to the cities, which turned societies
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from being overwhelmingly rural to overwhelmingly urban. Different

countries modernized at different times: Britain, for example, crossed

the 50 percent point around 1850; Germany around 1900; and China

in 2008.2 The middle class, the vanguard of the national cause, grew

momentously in both numbers and significance. Moreover, as the

populace crowded into the cities, they became located near the centers

of power and political authority which could no longer ignore them.

The people now constituted concentrated masses rather than large

dispersed numbers, and could always barricade the main streets of

the capital or march on the palace. Thus, henceforth any regime had

to be “popular” in the sense that it had to derive legitimacy from one

form or another of mass consent: old liberal parliamentarianism

became democratic as the franchise was progressively expanded during

the nineteenth century; popular plebiscitean autocracy on a national

scale was pioneered by Napoleon I and Napoleon III, and labeled

Bonapartism or Caesarism; totalitarian regimes of both the right and

the left emerged in the first decades of the twentieth century, galva-

nizing the masses with a popular creed, while brutally suppressing

all opposition.

Additional developments played a role in enhancing

popularly-based regimes. Parallel to the exodus to the cities, the

spread of railways worked in the other direction, connecting rural

populations that had rarely, if ever, left their native villages to the

wider world.3 The spreading school system and compulsory military

service, where it existed, served as major agents of national socializa-

tion and promoted the national ethos. (Notably, however, both insti-

tutions had this effect only in national states and barely at all in

multiethnic and multinational empires.) Widespread literacy gave

rise to the popular press, which tapped the new mass market and

was, indeed, almost invariably nationalistic. The electric telegraph

of the nineteenth century was followed during the twentieth

century by other breakthroughs in communication technology, which

further enhanced mass society even in countries that lagged behind in

urbanization. These included cinema and newsreels, which joined

the popular press in reaching into the remote corners of a country,

as did the radio from around 1920 and television from around 1950.

The automobile, augmenting the railway, had the same effect.

All this meant far-reaching integration and politicization

of the masses, unprecedented in large countries before modernity.
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Popular sovereignty and the Age of Nationalism went hand in hand.

Still, what was the exact relationship between the two? Many moder-

nists postulate popular sovereignty as inseparable from the concept of

the nation, but this conflation may mean that they are in fact defining

the former rather than the latter. The connection and interaction

between the two phenomena needs to be elucidated.

We begin with the direction of causation. Nobody denies that

nationalism became predominant during modernity as both a principle

and a reality. The question is why. Clearly, the transformative effect of

industrialization and urbanization played a decisive role. Ethnically

related populations were thrown together, with much of the old

local diversity in dialect and customs eradicated in the process. Gone,

too, were the close-knit, small-scale village communities, which were

replaced by a new mobile, “atomistic,” mass society. As Gemeinschaft

gave way to Gesellschaft, intermediate – provincial and in some places

tribal – foci of primary identity were either weakened or disappeared

altogether. Thus, in a far more integrated and homogenized society,

the nation became the principal object of kin–culture identification

beyond the nuclear family. Furthermore, to some degree the surge of

nationalism can be regarded as a traumatized response to the disloca-

tion, disorientation, and alienation the people experienced during

the massive modern transition. Yet is this all? Much of the above can

be true, is in my opinion very true, without excluding an additional

thread of causation: the politicization of the masses, the empowerment

of the people, and popular sovereignty meant that the people, who

had very often harbored national sentiments of identity and solidarity,

were now able to express their preferences politically. Two comple-

mentary processes were at work fueling the age of nationalism: mass

society and popular sovereignty greatly enhanced national cohesion

and the people’s stake in the nation; and by the same token they

opened the door and enabled the expression of long-held popular

nationalistic sentiments.

I emphasize that this by no means implies that nationalism

was either a given, an unchanging quantity, or otherwise immutable.

Premodern nationalism, although sometimes very potent politically,

was both less cohesive and weaker than the modern phenomenon.

Furthermore, while in actuality the premodern dynastic state was often

a national monarchy and encompassed an entire ethnopolitical com-

munity, nationalism became the predominant language of statehood
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only when older principles of legitimacy, above all dynastic, receded.

Rather than creating the French nation, the Revolution substituted

the people for the monarch as the nation’s sovereign, and by that act

it also charged the nation with popular energies and allegiance. This

was a truly massive change, yet less drastic than modernists construe

it to be. Modernists have been overly impressed by the highly impres-

sive modern transformation. According to the more complex picture

suggested here, the sweeping processes of modernization, rather than

inaugurating nationalism, simultaneously released, transformed, and

enhanced it, while greatly increasing its legitimacy.

Thus, popular sovereignty gave expression to nationalism

as much as it contributed to it. Yet there was another, often forgotten,

aspect of the relationship between the two phenomena: national iden-

tity, in most cases historically rooted, was a precondition of popular

rule in a country, much more than the other way around. J. S. Mill

pointed this out as far back as 1861: “Free institutions are next to

impossible in a country made up of different nationalities.”4 Famously,

in nineteenth-century Europe the liberal and nationalist causes

were almost inseparable. And American president Woodrow Wilson

championed both democracy and national self-determination for the

post-First World War world. The reason why free government in a

country depends on the existence of a shared national sentiment

should be obvious: once people, rather than being coerced by force,

are given the freedom to express and enact their will, they almost

invariably elect to live in their own national state. The people’s will,

once spoken, has been revealed to be unmistakably nationalistic.

Notably, while there have been many national states without free

government, free government has scarcely existed in the absence of

a national community.

The resounding break up of multiethnic empires, first in Europe

and then elsewhere, speaks volumes. As we have seen, premodern

empires very much rested on ethnonational foundations: they relied

on the power and loyalty of a core imperial ethnos or people to enforce

their rule on others; and these others usually acquiesced to foreign rule

only because of the realities of power. Widespread resistance and mass

rebellions by subject peoples were ever to be expected within empires

and were often drowned in rivers of blood. It is impossible to deny the

occurrence and popular scale of many such struggles for independence,

as it is awkward to describe a people’s urge for collective freedom as
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anything other than national. And it mattered little that the people

were subservient and often lacked personal freedom in their own

societies. While most empires denied their own people personal

freedom, they denied other peoples both personal and collective

freedom. The two forms of freedom should not be confused. The

question, then, is why did the Ottoman, Habsburg, and Russian

empires begin to suffer the pressure of nationalism from their subject

peoples only from the nineteenth century onward and not before?

Clearly this was not because such pressures for independence by subject

peoples had not existed earlier. What happened with modernization

was not only an enhancement of nationalism, but also a decline in

imperial coercion for a variety of reasons, only some of them having

to do with nationalism. This gave dependent peoples greater ability to

break away. Modern nationalism and freedom of political choice due to

the decline of imperial coercion were intimately connected. Yet they did

not correlate perfectly, showing the latter to be as significant in

accounting for the surge of nationalist secessionism.

We begin with the least modern of the three empires, the

Ottoman. Gellner has well recognized the Greek War of Independence

from the Empire (1821–1833), and those by other Balkan peoples,

as major challenges to his thesis regarding the birth of nationalism

as a consequence of industrialization.5 To be sure, Greece was not

entirely unaffected by some of modernity’s incipient developments.

A small nucleus of intellectuals, influenced by Western ideas and by the

American and French revolutions, championed the national cause in

books and pamphlets, and educated merchants played a significant

role in precipitating the insurgency. At the same time, however, Greek

society was on the whole highly traditional and entirely preindustrial.

Levels of urbanization and literacy were extremely low. Although

Greeks, scattered throughout the Empire, were among its more commer-

cial and enterprising elements, there was scarcely a commercial-capitalist

economy connecting Greece proper on a country scale, nor was there a

unifying central state. Secret nationalist societies (most notably the Filiki

Eteria) comprised a network of conspirators throughout the country.

But the uprising relied on the local groups of rough rural brigands

(klefts, armatoli, kapi), some of which had acquired the status of semi-

official militias, and it hinged on the enthusiastic volunteering of

the masses of illiterate peasants incited and often led by the clergy.6

An authoritative study of the Greek struggle, while giving due weight
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to modern influences, has no doubt about “the intense feeling of nation-

hood among the Greeks of all classes, a feeling which derived from

their common language, from the traditions of their church . . . and

from a consciousness of being under alien rule.”7As we have seen, rather

than suggesting that the revolt was religiously and not nationally moti-

vated, the strongly religious character of Greek nationalism simply

meant that Greek Orthodoxy was central to and inseparable from

Greek national identity. The lower clergy in particular, nestled across

the country and far removed from the high politics of the patriarchy

in Istanbul (whose hapless leaders were lynched there on the outbreak of

the revolt), was full of nationalist zeal. The Greek War of Independence

was not significantly different from any other premodern popular

national revolt against foreign rule (whether it was of the same or

different religion), some of them crushed by force and some of them

successful, depending on the strength of the empire vis-à-vis the insur-

gents. The revolt succeeded where earlier Greek insurgencies had

failed not because modernization inaugurated Greek nationalism, but

because Ottoman power had greatly declined.

Indeed, although the Ottomans and their Egyptian allies were

still stronger than the Greeks and did not recoil from the violence

needed to crush the rebellion, intervention by Britain, France, and

Russia tipped the scales and eventually decided the issue. The Concert

of Europe during the post-Revolutionary, post-1815 Reaction opposed

the dangerous idea of national self-determination, but philhellenic (and

Christian) sentiments were strong enough to bring about the interven-

tion. Thus, while facilitated by rudimentarily modern developments

among parts of the elite, the Greeks succeeded in winning independence

primarily because the aspirations of a fundamentally premodern people

in an empire which remained wholly unreceptive to the popular will

were supported from outside. As Gellner has conceded: “Bandit rebels in

Balkan mountains, knowing themselves to be culturally distinct from

those they were fighting, and moreover linked, by faith or loss-of-faith,

to new uniquely powerful civilization, thereby became ideological ban-

dits: in other words, nationalists.”8 In the words of another historian:

“it was not from the ashes of the Enlightenment that the Greek revolt

was to emerge but more directly from a pan-Hellenic dream inspired

by the Russians and based on traditional peasant movements.”9

Things were not very different elsewhere in the Balkans. As

Gellner has come to recognize: “not merely Greeks, but also the other
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Balkan Nationalisms can be seen as constituting a major problem

for the theory, given the backwardness of the Balkans by the standards

of industrialization and modernity.”10 Serb popular rebellions against

the Ottomans hardly began in the nineteenth century. The Serb nobility

had been practically wiped out with the Ottoman conquest. None-

theless, in the Banat uprising of 1594, for example, in the words of a

popular song: “The whole land has rebelled, six hundred villages

arose,” led by the clergy and the local notables in a holy national

war.11 The uprising was crushed, as were all other attempts until

Ottoman power declined in the eighteenth century. In the failed uprising

of 1727, the rebel force reportedly numbered 20,000, a large number

out of a total Serb population estimated at about half a million.12

Together with the Church’s influence, the highly popular patriotic songs

(Pesmes) of the bards played a central role in spurring mass peasant

mobilization in this predominantly illiterate society.13 The Kočina

Krajina revolt (1788), aided by the Habsburgs, also preceded the French

Revolution and its inciting message of popular sovereignty.

When the Serb struggle against the Ottomans resumed

between 1804 and 1815, it again engulfed the masses of peasantry,

which in the spirit of the new revolutionary age were promised the

abolishment of feudalism and serfdom (which occurred only in 1835).

Certainly, economic exploitation was central to the uprising. Yet,

rather than contrasting with the national cause, it combined with

and reinforced it, as any comparison with the core of the Ottoman

Empire demonstrates. As Gellner has honestly admitted: “Balkan

rebels – unlike, say, Berber rebels within another Muslim empire –

were not just rebels, but nationalists as well.”14 The success of the

Serbs in winning formal autonomy and practical independence from

the empire under their own prince was mainly due to Ottoman weak-

ness and fear of intervention by Russia, otherwise the guarantor of

the reactionary order. In short, echoes of Western ideas of freedom

and secularism resonated with, more than they enabled, Serb national

freedom.

It took another half a century, until the 1870s, for much of

the rest of the Balkans to be detached from the Ottoman Empire,

including the establishment of two more national states, in Romania

and Bulgaria. Although still the most backward part of Europe by every

measure of modernization, the Balkans had advanced on most of

these criteria during that period.15 In addition, the various ethnicities
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and peoples of the region had also become more exposed to Western

European national ideas. Furthermore, they benefited from growing

foreign sympathy toward their national aspirations as an expression

of the popular will, as these interrelated principles grew in legitimacy

in Western public opinion. This in turn swayed the Great Powers’

policy in their favor. Russia’s military intervention was motivated by

its old imperial designs and Orthodox–Slavic solidarity. But Britain’s

abstention from fully pursuing its long-held policy of preventing the

disintegration of the Ottoman Empire as a bulwark against Russian

expansion was greatly affected by the new public sensibilities.16 Here

again, national liberation in Romania and Bulgaria would not have

succeeded without Great Power military intervention made possible

by the weakening of the Ottoman Empire.

The point of all this is not that incipient processes of moder-

nization in the Balkans did not leave their mark, greatly affect, and

enhance national consciousness among the region’s various ethnicities

and peoples, as well as facilitate national independence; it is just that

in the majority of the countries in question, modernization released as

much as it transformed premodern national identities and aspirations

previously suppressed by Ottoman might. What incipient moderniza-

tion introduced into many of these countries was modern nationalism,

rather than nationalism. Old premodern national states and peoples,

which had desperately defended their independence in the face of

the Ottoman advance and survived Ottoman rule despite many failed

rebellions, reemerged when Ottoman power declined. This applies to

Serbia and Bulgaria, earlier to Hungary, and in different ways also

to Greece and Romania. The popular Bulgarian brigand groups which

harassed the Ottomans during the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries,

known as the haiduk movement, were celebrated in epics and enjoyed

the sympathy of the rural population and the Bulgarian clergy.

A meticulous study of the sources on the haiduk concludes: “Ottoman

documents may be scattered and prejudiced, but they give the lie to

any claim that the haiduk and similar movements in Ottoman Europe

had no national content or intent . . . ”17

As mentioned in Chapter 5, ethnic identities and boundaries

were transformed continuously, in the Balkans as elsewhere. Some

ethnic identities, most notably in Bosnia, Kosovo, and Macedonia

emerged late, and minority ethnic communities were, and largely

remain, scattered throughout the Balkans. Furthermore, once each of
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the Balkan states became independent, processes of nation-building

were vigorously pursued by their respective governments, and a na-

tionalist ideology was propagated and became dominant. Yet these

intense forms of modern nationalism could barely succeed – indeed,

hardly ever succeeded – in the absence of deep sentiments of premodern

ethnic and national identity, affinity, and solidarity. The myth-making of

nineteenth-century nationalists acknowledged, the prevalence and

strength of the modernist fiction in the study of nations and nationalism

is almost as mystifying.

We have dwelt on the creation of independent Balkan national

states because more than other cases they allow us to disengage

the effects of modernization from those of the popular will when the

people were freed from imperial coercion and suppression. Adding to

our study of the premodern world, early-nineteenth-century Serbia and

Greece in particular demonstrate that popular aspirations are a suffi-

cient condition for a life-and-death struggle for national independence

even when modernization had scarcely occurred. The Russian Empire,

followed by the Soviet, reveals a similar picture from the opposite

direction: despite far-reaching modernization, popular aspirations

for national self-determination were not allowed to materialize before

the system of imperial suppression had been broken.

The Russian Empire combined forceful coercion with elite

cooptation to keep diverse ethnicities and peoples under its rule.

Recurring Polish rebellions (1831–1832, 1863–1864) were crushed,

the ban on the Ukrainian and Belarusian languages in the public sphere

was intensified, and a policy of Russification was vigorously pursued

wherever possible.18 From the late nineteenth century on, the empire

went through a process of industrialization and modernization, which

enhanced national sentiments and unrest and gave the empire its repu-

tation as “the prison house of nations.” Still, these national aspirations

had no chance of materializing until the First World War broke the

empire’s back and allowed some of the inmates in the prison house –

Finland, the Baltic countries, Poland – to make their escape. Others,

most notably the Ukraine and the peoples of the Caucasus, tried but

failed, as Soviet rule established itself through massive violence.

Although the Soviet Union was supposedly based on the supra-

national solidarity of the workers, it recognized the national principle

and ostensibly allowed its various peoples and ethnic groups an autono-

mous cultural and political self-determination within a federative
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framework.19 All the same, when the Soviet Union was threatened

with destruction during the Second World War the (recently occu-

pied) peoples of the Baltic states and many in the Ukraine and

elsewhere again saw it as an opportunity for national liberation.

Certainly, they also wished to escape the highly unpopular communist

system and collectivization. However, the Russian people, who were

also very ambivalent about the system, demonstrated steadfast patrio-

tic heroism. Indeed, it was to the mobilizing force of nationalism

that the leadership of the Soviet Union resorted in desperation as by

far its most effective rallying cry. This applied first and foremost to

the Russian people, called, as earlier in history, to save the fatherland,

the sacred land of Russia, from invaders. But it also included the

other peoples of the Soviet Union, especially as Nazi Germany’s

murderous racial policy toward the Slavs diminished the attraction

of the alternative. With the end of the war came a thorough and

brutal Soviet repression of national aspirations in the Ukraine, the

Baltics, and the countries of the new empire in eastern Europe,

including those with the longest and most fervent tradition of nationa-

lism, such as Poland and Hungary. Repression continued throughout

the life of the Soviet Empire, and it made no difference that levels of

modernization – industrialization, urbanization, and literacy – were

fairly high in all these societies. True, within the Soviet Union

itself continued processes of Russification facilitated the emergence

of a Soviet national supra-identity. Similarly to British identity in

English-dominated Britain, it built on the older interplay between

the concepts of Russkii, ethnic Russians, and Rossiiskii, all those

belonging to Russia. Still, as the coercive Soviet system was disman-

tled in the late 1980s, for economic rather than nationalist reasons,

not only the countries of eastern Europe, but also the peoples of the

Soviet Union invariably opted for national independence.

Whereas the nineteenth-century Balkans demonstrate the

potency of nationalism even in the absence of modernization, when

imperial coercion waned, the Russian–Soviet Empire revealed the impo-

tency of nationalism even after modernization, as long as imperial coer-

cion remains in place. The two cases thus serve as a controlled

experiment that shows that it was the release of national aspirations

even more than modernization that accounted for the success of na-

tionalism and national independence. In the Habsburg Empire the vari-

ous factors were more closely intertwined and less separable empirically,
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with modernization advancing freedom, and nationalism released and

enhanced by both. As early as 1830 the Austrian dramatist Franz

Grillpalzer noted the interplay between modernization and the decline

of imperial coercion in the rise of nationalism in the Habsburg realm.

He likened the various nationalities of the Empire to “horses absurdly

harnessed together . . . [who] will scatter in all directions as soon as

the advancing spirit of the times will weaken and break the bonds.”20

During the later part of the nineteenth century the Habsburg Empire

experienced industrialization, urbanization, intensifying communica-

tions, and growing literacy. All these both increased the popular

pressures for political participation by way of democratization and

enhanced nationalism among the empire’s many peoples and ethni-

cities. As we have seen in Chapter 5, the Habsburg Empire, unlike the

Russian, had no dominant people, or Staatsvolk, with a “controlling

stake.” The settlement of 1867, according to which control of

the empire was divided between the German and Hungarian elements,

turning the Habsburg Empire into Austro-Hungary, could not stem

the tide for long. With the introduction of universal male suffrage

in the Austrian realm (but not in the Hungarian) in 1907, the Austrian

parliament became divided along ethnonational lines, with sectarian

parties voted in by each of the main nationalities. Even the socialists

were divided along such lines.21 Despite some existing sympathy

for the old Habsburg ruler and the imperial tradition, democrati-

zation immediately revealed that the popular will was invariably

nationalistic.

Most of the nationalist movements started out by demanding

autonomy and equality within the imperial framework, rather than

fully-fledged independence. But to a large degree this was so because

demands for independence would have put them beyond the pale of

political legitimacy and legality, were tantamount to disloyalty to

the emperor, were initially unrealistic and, indeed, would have been

countered by robust force by the still very powerful and oppressive

imperial authorities. Moreover, in view of the many obvious compli-

cations inherent in a partition of a multiethnic realm and supposedly

alleviated by the imperial framework, nationalists sometimes made

virtue out of necessity in their political statements and programs.

Indeed, in theory, the empire could have been transformed into a

democratic federation of nationalities, each having its own linguistic,

cultural, and educational autonomy. This solution was ostensibly
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appealing in view of central-eastern Europe’s proverbial minority

problem, with ethnic enclaves existing within ethnic enclaves almost

ad infinitum. In his remarkably fresh The Question of Nationalities

and Social Democracy (1907), Social Democrat Otto Bauer suggested

that, irrespective of his place of residence, each individual would

be allowed to freely choose the national community with which he

wished to associate, most notably for educational and cultural purposes.

In this manner, Bauer’s scheme intended to combine individual choice

with national and minority rights. How truly realistic such visions

were remains an open question, as the First World War dealt the empire

a final death blow and made it possible for its various nationalities

to declare independent states, each rife with its own national minority

problems.

The near universal process of imperial disintegration belies the

so-called instrumentalist thesis, according to which manipulation of

the masses by the elite is the cause of nationalism. Although all

the major instruments of manipulation and nation-building – schools,

universal military service, and, in totalitarian empires, also the media –

were tightly controlled by the imperial state, a single imperial nation

scarcely emerged even after centuries of imperial rule. It appeared barely

at all in the Habsburg domain and very weakly in the Russian–Soviet

state. By contrast, the slightest crack in the imperial wall of suppression

was sufficient to spark nationalist eruptions and political secessionism,

even though the leaders of the national movements lacked all the

above instruments of state power. True, in the post-communist collapse

of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, the local party bosses and state

apparatus of the Soviet and Yugoslav republics played a decisive role

in steering their respective ethnonational territories toward separatism

and independence. This brought about a renewed surge of the manipu-

lation thesis.22 However, its proponents fail to notice how easily the

new ethnonational successor states were created despite generations

and sometimes centuries of state indoctrination to the contrary. They

equally fail to recognize how surprisingly stable the successor states have

proven to be despite a lack of national state tradition and countless

other problems, not least those of national minorities. Certainly,

manipulation of national, as all other popular sentiments by political

leaders is central to politics. And yet, simply put, leaders can manipulate

only what is manipulatable. They can and do play on sentiments they

know to be strong among their constituencies, and are hardly ever able
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to do so on something that is not there. Moreover, a failure to play

on sentiments that resonate powerfully with their constituencies is

likely to result in the loss of power to other political leaders who do.

This included the Communist Party bosses in many of the Soviet

republics who had to work hard to convince their peoples that they

were good nationalists. In fact, instrumentalism is at odds with the

modernist thesis that nationalism is intimately connected with popular

sovereignty and the popular will. Although cynicism and manipulation

always exist, the reality is that leaders tend to share the national

sentiments prevalent among their peoples, and indeed become and

remain leaders for being the exponents of these sentiments.

Not only the three east European empires, but also the British

and French overseas empires disintegrated when imperial coercion

broke down. Liberalization and democratization of the imperial center

itself played a much greater role in bringing this about in their cases:

economic liberalism prescribed that imperialism did not pay; political

liberalization and democratization undermined the legitimacy of

foreign rule without indigenous consent, while also making ruthless

suppression and the threat of wholesale massacre, the sine quo non

of imperial rule throughout history, no longer acceptable. And it did

not matter how affected by modernization the imperial territories that

broke into independence were, something that varied considerably,

from the barely touched to the lightly so, transforming mainly the

colonial elites. Thus, at least as much as being the outcome of moder-

nization processes in the formerly colonial territories themselves, the

great proliferation of the independent nation-state throughout

the globe after 1945 resulted from the increasing liberalization of

the democratic imperial powers, a process which undermined and

delegitimized their empires.* What broke the liberal empires was

fundamentally not a loss of power, but a change in the economic

* This is the real interpretation of the statistical findings presented by Andreas Wimmer

and Yuval Feinstein, “The Rise of the Nation-State across the World, 1816–2001,”

American Sociological Review, 75 (2010), 764–790. The authors “find no evidence

for the effects of industrialization, the advent of mass literacy, or increasingly direct

rule, which are associated with the modernization theories of Gellner, Anderson,

Tilly, and Hechter.” They also correctly emphasize the centrality of imperial

disintegration: the Spanish in Latin America, the Habsburg and Russian in the First

World War, and the massive post-1945 Western liberal decolonization. But their

connection of all these points is less successful.
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rationale and a loss of legitimacy to use power, especially in the old

effective ruthlessness. Again, authoritarian and totalitarian empires,

which retained the old methods of brutal suppression, serve as

control cases for the effect of imperial coercion. Both the German

and Japanese empires were dismantled after the First and Second

World Wars by defeat at the hands of other Great Powers, rather than

by indigenous struggles for independence. To judge by these empires’

ruthless conduct during their imperial period, by the Soviet experience

during most of the twentieth century, and by today’s authoritarian

China vis-à-vis secessionist nationalism in Tibet and Xinxiang, there

is no reason to believe that such struggles would have been successful

against them. We will return to this key subject later in the chapter.

Manymodernistsmay regardmydiscussion of the relativeweight

ofmodernizationvis-à-vis the breakupof imperial coercion in the surge of

modern nationalism as irrelevant. In contrast to the founders and leading

exponents of the modernist school – Hayes, Kohn, Deutsch, Gellner,

Anderson, Hobsbawm – who emphasized the revolutionary transforma-

tions generated by communication technology, urbanization, and indus-

trialization, the recent trend among modernists has been to concentrate

almost exclusively on popular sovereignty as the hallmark of the nation.

It is somewhat curious that social scientists should so focus on the ideo-

logical or ideaic element, highly significant as it is, to the neglect of

tangible realities that made possible the triumph of the new ideology.

More importantly, this conflation of the concepts of popular sovereignty

and the nation blurs the main issues: whether or not the popular will

before modernity was very significantly ethnonational; whether or not

this factor heavily affected the political frontiers of loyalty between and

within states, while maintaining a dynamic balance with other forces

and principles, most notably imperial coercion and dynastic rule.

To repeat, there is no question that the triumph of the principle

of popular sovereignty over competing principles of legitimization and

political rule owed a great deal to modern developments and was

closely related to the triumph of nationalism as an ideology and reality.

But did popular sovereignty beget nationalism or did it set it free,

turning it from a major force in determining state configuration during

premodern times to the predominant one during the modern era? As

the evidence here suggests, modernization, rather than inaugurating

nationalism, at one and the same time released, transformed, and

enhanced it, while greatly increasing its legitimacy.

259 / Modernity: nationalism released, transformed, and enhanced



B CIV IC NAT IONS OR ETHNIC NAT IONS? EUROPE , THE
ENGL ISH-SPEAK ING IMMIGRANT COUNTRIES , LAT IN AMERICA ,
AFR ICA , AND ASIA

The distinction between civic and ethnic nationalism was made by

Hans Kohn on the basis of earlier ideas by Ernest Renan and Friedrich

Meinecke, and has been in common use ever since. Ostensibly, civic

nationalism is defined as belonging to a political community, state, and

territory, whereas ethnic nationalism is based on a perception of blood

relation and common descent. The civic nation has been identified with

a benign Western European liberal model epitomized by Britain and

France, whereas xenophobic ethnic nationalism supposedly character-

ized Central and Eastern Europe. It has been further suggested that the

difference was rooted in the fact that in Central-Eastern Europe emer-

gent nations preceded and created their states, rather than the other

way around as in the West. Lacking a political definition, the nations of

Central-Eastern Europe were obliged to define themselves in ethnic

terms.23 As pointed out earlier in the book, this picture is largely

misleading, both with respect to Europe and elsewhere. In what

follows, we examine the shaping of national identity during the nine-

teenth and twentieth centuries in Europe, the Anglo-Saxon immigrant

countries, Latin America, Africa, and south-southeast Asia. This survey

demonstrates that, whatever their civic features, national identities are

hardly ever divorced from shared ethnic realities.

The European national templates

We begin with the historically paradigmatic cases of civic nationalism

in Europe: Britain and France. As we have seen in Chapter 5, both are

simply cases wherein a state based on a strong ethnic nucleus, the

English people and the langue d’oı̈l-speaking population of northern

France, from very early on and over centuries successfully spread

their rule and culture through a combination of coercion and dominance.
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In Britain, this process has created an English-speaking British national

identity on top of the four national identities of the British Isles. France,

for its part, has been uniquely successful in that French acculturation

and national identity have been accepted by all other ethnic and

national identities within the French state. French culture and nation-

ality are inseparable. Indeed, contrary to the cliché regarding civic

tolerance and openness, France, the paradigmatic “civic” nation, has

been entirely intolerant toward all other ethnic identities and cultures

within the country. By contrast, many “ethnic” nations grant their

national minorities, which they are less reluctant to recognize as such,

extensive cultural and even political autonomy.24 Moreover, the kin

element of ethnicity, in addition to the cultural component, is far from

absent in French national identity. The famous patrie, patria, is literally

the land of the fathers, or fatherland. The Revolution, which inaugu-

rated the modern concept of the French nation based on the popular

will and a common law, also proclaimed, most famously in the Abbé

Sieyès’ “What is the Third Estate,” that the French people had a

common origin, descending from the Gauls and Romans (as opposed

to the aristocracy’s alleged descent from the Frankish conquerors). This

idea has since been taught to generations of French schoolchildren.

After the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine were stripped from France

against their people’s will, Renan advanced a voluntarist concept of

nationality as a “daily plebiscite.” Nonetheless, the constitution of

the Fifth Republic, like its predecessors, proclaims the indivisibility

of France, allowing no secession.25

France and Britain are different from other cases in that like

any hegemonic people, with a long and successful tradition of domina-

ting various ethnic populations, the French and British have become

accustomed to regarding their identity as unchallenged and, indeed,

universal, rather than as particularly ethnic. They were cavalierly

confident of their ability to absorb outsiders, who could not possibly

desire anything more than the privilege of being admitted into their

respective spheres. With the French, acculturation became a state ideol-

ogy and constitutional principle, whereas for the British assimilation

was more an unspoken and unreflective assumption. Consequently, the

two states were somewhat more open to accepting foreigners into

the family of the nation as “adopted sons,” the French proudly and

gloriously, while the British with far greater disdain.26 In both cases,

however, either the formal requirement (France) or the tacit assumption
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(Britain) was that newcomers would sooner or later become “like us.”

When large waves of immigrants deemed particularly alien arrived, this

general attitude came under pressure, with the public mood becoming

hostile and immigration policy becoming more rigid. Ultimately, all the

waves of immigration into the two countries were fully assimilated.

However, a greater influx of immigrants from Muslim countries, who

have failed to integrate and who retain their separate identity, has

created an acute threat perception among the public and the traditional

posture has come under great strain.

A number of points need clarifying. I am not prejudging

whether or not and to what degree Muslim communities in Europe

would be successfully integrated within their adopted countries like

earlier waves of immigration. Very substantial processes of integration

and assimilation evidently take place, inter alia with respect to language,

but much else and future developments are a matter of speculation. Nor

am I judging who is to be “blamed” for the shortcomings of integration,

the host countries or the immigrants. Moreover, I am not suggesting

that the newcomers should assimilate into Europe’s national cultures. In

the first place, processes of cultural integration tend to involve fusion

and variably affect the native culture and not only the newcomers.

Culture is neither a given nor immutable. Second, this is a descriptive

not a normative book. My purpose is to point out how ethnic and

national sentiments and categories, being the highly potent forces that

they are, manifest themselves in reality. Certainly, rather than a mono-

lith, culture is a diverse and rich mosaic, and tolerance and respect for

other cultures and minority rights are the foundations of life in liberal

democratic societies. At the same time, in the overwhelming majority

of cases, national identity rests on a thick shared cultural matrix, which

sustains only a limited level of challenge to its core.

Thus, given the challenge to their cultural identity acutely felt

by the public in Europe’s various national states in relation to mainly

Muslim immigration and difficulties of integration, reactions have been

fairly similar in countries supposedly possessing different concepts of

nationalism. Both David Cameron, Prime Minister of “civic” Britain,

and Angela Merkel, Chancellor of traditionally “ethnic” Germany,

have separately stated that multiculturalism has not worked. The

French state, which never recognized multiculturalism, legislates

against cultural customs that violate the republic’s “secular character,”

in effect its culture as an officially secular nation with a predominantly
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Christian cultural–historical heritage. Holland has made a language

and values test a condition for immigration. Although the stringent

new requirements formally test “civic compatibility,” language has

long been posited as the main objective characteristic of ethnonational

identity, while values are also quintessential cultural artifacts.

Denmark, a civic nation whose people happen to have a very specific

ethnic character, has passed even more restrictive immigration laws

which make the right to become a citizen conditional on cultural

affinity. And Switzerland, the quintessential multilingual civic state,

has always regarded the naturalization of foreign residents with great

disdain and has the most restrictive immigration policy. The naive

ideological fiction that civic nations rest purely on citizenship and

shared political institutions has been just that: at best an ideological

expression of a desire for tolerance and a rejection of bigotry, and at

worst a deep state of “false consciousness.” Undoubtedly, all nations

have a strong civic element, and there are various mixes and balances

here, but very few nations do not rely on a sense of shared kin–culture

identity as the basis for civic cooperation.27

The catalog of supposedly civic as opposed to ethnic nations

includes a number of other paradigmatic cases which call for a closer

examination. For example, after a short-lived union with Protestant

Holland and subsequent independence in 1830–1831, Catholic Belgium

was home to two different ethnic populations, the French-speaking

Walloons in the south and Dutch-speaking Flemings in the north. In

reality, however, the Walloons dominated the Belgian state. Once the

Flemish population became more organized politically, it increasingly

pressed for linguistic equality and then for a practical division of

the country between the two ethnic populations.28 In consecutive “state

reforms” since 1970, real power has been devolved from the central

government to the two provinces. The supposedly civic state is actually

divided and dominated politically by intensely ethnic categories and

institutions. Belgium has thus become a very rare case of a democratic

binational state, with its future hanging in the balance as its constitutive

ethnic nationalities (particularly the Flemish) would have evidently

preferred to part ways. They are constrained from doing so by practical

problems, above all what to do with the ethnically divided capital,

Brussels, located as an enclave within Flanders.

Switzerland has gained an even more prominent paradigmatic

status in the literature on civic nationalism. It demonstrates that a
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long-standing, stable, and otherwise successful nation can be multi-

ethnic/multilingual, as Switzerland is. However, while the Swiss case

may be considered enviable and desirable, its paradigmatic status is

highly questionable given its extreme rarity and the special circum-

stances which brought it into being. Again, as so often in the study of

nations and nationalism, the exception – the Habsburg Empire, France,

Switzerland – has been regarded as typical. The Swiss Confederation

was created in the Middle Ages as a military alliance between German-

speaking mountain cantons and city-states of the plain. During

the early modern period it was loosely joined by French-speaking

city-states and cantons further west. The alliance was struck in the

interest of freedom, on a sociopolitical rather than a national basis, to

defend peasant and civic liberty against feudal and regal subjugation

by the German aristocracy and empire, Burgundy, and France. It

succeeded largely because of Switzerland’s geography as a mountain

fortress, while practically lacking a central government. Political

authority remained in the cantons, whose character was clearly ethnic.

Some Italian-speaking districts were added to Switzerland by way of

conquest and were ruled by the German cantons until the nineteenth

century. The modern reorganization and fuller democratization of

the Swiss Confederation occurred in 1848, including the creation of a

central government.29

Swiss national identity rests on a long tradition of both

independence in defense of liberty from outside and successful demo-

cratic cooperation within the two levels of the cantons and the

confederation. These have been fostered by Switzerland’s aloofness

from and stability amid the turmoil and great wars which engulfed

the Continent during the twentieth century. (Notably, though,

Switzerland was polarized along linguistic lines between German

and French sympathizers during the First World War.) Another major

factor has been the country’s economic prosperity. All these made

Swiss national identity more attractive than any secessionist alterna-

tive in conjunction with national states across the border – Germany,

France, or Italy. More recently there have been concerns that some

of these factors no longer apply and that Switzerland’s linguistic

groups are drifting apart. The European Union has created a new

challenge to Swiss national identity, with French speakers more

favorable to the idea of joining, while German speakers have been

largely opposed.30

264 / Nations



The European Union

The European Union has become a focal point for the discussion on

nationalism, because it is purported to both transcend the national

principle and rest on civic rather than ethnic categories of citizenship

and political incorporation. Indeed, Europe’s transformation from a

continent ridden by interstate war into a peaceful economic and political

union is one of the most signal developments of the post-Second World

War world. Enthusiasm about this change has been understandable

and justified. Europe’s prosperous and peaceful cooperation is only

the most striking manifestation of a more general phenomenon in the

affluent world, resulting from a combination of economic development,

economic interdependence, and an interdemocratic peace.31 Contrary to

the fears of the European community’s founders, these effects have been

achieved within the developed and democratic world even without

political unity. All the same, it is Europe’s political union that makes

the continent special. As these lines are written, the European Union

faces its greatest challenge ever, generated by the European debt prob-

lem, the crisis of the common currency, and the resulting tensions among

the Union’s member states. As the period of euphoria is replaced by the

trials of bad times, commentators advance conflicting opinions regarding

the Union’s condition and desired course of development. Because

Europe has been proclaimed a principle, an ideal, and a model for others,

it is necessary to spell out what this model actually involves and what

it does not, as well as what parts of it are relevant for others.

Undoubtedly, the partial transfer of authority and sovereignty

from the states to the European Union has created something new and

unprecedented. And yet the European Union remains a union of states,

and, indeed, of national states. Not only do these nation-states remain

the chief agents in every sphere, but in some ways they are more ethnic-

ally defined than before. The so-called ethnic revival in Europe is closely

associated with the Union’s framework. Small peoples and territorially

concentrated ethnic populations, which were previously sheltered

within larger states, are now attracted by the option of breaking away

and establishing national independence within the Union’s wider polit-

ical and economic framework. Scotland, Flanders, the Basque country,

Catalonia, and perhaps also Wales, Corsica, and Lombard Italy enter-

tain this option, or as a minimum seek to achieve extended political
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autonomy.32 Processes of ethnic fragmentation previously attributed to

eastern Europe are also evident in “civic” Western Europe.

Moreover, the European Union itself, although often

described in purely civic terms, has in reality a distinctive cultural–

civilizational identity which constitutes the basis of a shared sense of

affinity and solidarity among its peoples. This sense of a common

European civilization goes back to the Middle Ages and has its roots

in an even earlier classical heritage. It is practically identical with

what was used to be known as Christendom, which now exists mainly

as a secular, cultural–historical identity.33 This shared identity is not

national but supranational, and at present it is much weaker as a focus

of affinity and solidarity than the various particular national identities

in Europe. Nonetheless, it is a broader familial-civilizational identity

which underlies attitudes concerning who is a natural member of the

Union and who is not.

Turkey has been the most prominent case in point. Partly

captive to their own rhetoric of Europe as a purely civic idea and partly

disbelieving that Turkey would be able to transform, the members

of the European Union in the years after 1999 presented Turkey with

a list of reforms it had to implement as a condition for being allowed to

join the Union. Surprising by the scope of its reforms, Turkey still found

the gates of the Union closed. Its case contrasted markedly with those

of Romania and Bulgaria, whose still dubious standards of government

and economic conduct did not prevent them from being accepted into

the Union in 2007. Some European leaders have begun to cite the

difference in cultural identity as the cause of Turkey’s exclusion. But

others have found it more convenient to talk about the geography

of what constitutes Europe as the natural boundary of the European

Union. This supposedly applies not only to Turkey (which lies partly

in Europe) but also to the Arab-Muslim countries of North Africa,

across the Mediterranean. Conveniently, the geography of Europe and

the boundaries of European Christendom converge pretty neatly,

with the only open frontier in the Balkans. To be sure, religion is only

one, albeit major, aspect of the overall cleavage in culture and identity:

in the Balkans the Muslim populations of Bosnia, Kosovo and Albania

are probably considered both European enough and small enough to

qualify for future absorption into the Union, together with Christian

Croatia and Serbia. In practice, the European Union has moved toward

offering Turkey and the countries of North Africa every form of
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economic and other cooperation short of actually joining the Union

and exercising the right of free immigration into its national states.

Thus, in contrast to Europe’s past of expansionist and warlike

nationalism, today’s Europe is an example of a peaceful and mostly

defensive nationalism, yet nationalism nevertheless. People are barely

aware of it in their daily life and are scarcely called upon to sacrifice

for it as in olden times or when the Soviet threat was still present. For

this reason it is transparent to most of them and may appear as

transparent to some scholars. This condition of unrecognized pervasive

nationalism has been aptly called “banal” nationalism.34 In actuality,

people’s main allegiance and sense of solidarity still lies with their

own people and national state rather than with the Union at large.

The sovereign debt crisis has brought this to the surface, while also

demonstrating how interconnected the fate of the Union’s various

peoples is. Indeed, it is sovereignty more than nationalism that has

been eroding. When acutely challenged in their home countries, for

example by dense immigrant communities which fail to integrate,

people’s reaction, expressed politically, is unmistakable.

Will the European Union grow from a supranational identity

into a national one, supplanting or more realistically incorporating

the old, particularistic European national identities? Will it develop a

graduated, composite structure of identity in which that of Europe will

become politically supreme? Some of the European Union’s advocates

hope so, believing that over time the Union can in this sense become a

United States of Europe. Rather than attempting to predict the future,

I would like to offer a few thoughts on the processes involved. First, if

the European identity is to become dominant, thiswould rely asmuch on

the sense of a shared European cultural and historical tradition and

familial affinity becoming yet more deeply entrenched as on the Union’s

economic and political success. While this sentiment can be actively

cultivated, it is real rather than merely “manipulated.” Second, the

European Union is a long way from becoming the United States of

Europe because its constitutive national states are very far from being

akin to the states of the United States. Whereas the latter share a

language and, by and large, a culture, while lacking separate histories

and a tradition of separate independence, the states of Europe are very

distinct from one another in all of the above. In its linguistic and ethnic

fragmentation the European Union is more akin to India, with the

difference that the states of India were united under the British Raj for
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nearly two centuries and had earlier also had a much weaker tradition

of separate independence. We shall discuss both the United States and

India as we proceed with our review of so-called civic nations.

The English-speaking immigrant states: purely civic nations?

Some of the largest and most significant states in today’s world are

almost entirely populated by immigrants and their descendants. The

United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, for example, were

created by immigrants who arrived during recent centuries. Immigration

remains central to their experience, ethos, and identity. The people of

each of these countries (with the partial exception of Canada, discussed

below) view themselves and are viewed by others as one nation. But

what sort of nations are they? Many theorists postulate that they are

quintessentially civic because their people have clearly arrived from

different countries of origin and diverse cultures, and are supposedly

multiethnic and united only by allegiance to their new country and

adherence to its laws and institutions. In actuality, however, the immi-

grant countries’ common national identity is far more substantial than

that.35 While retaining a distinct sense of their origin and culture,

especially during the first generations after immigration, the various

immigrant communities take on a great deal more in terms of cultural

baggage, replacing most notably their language and much else. They

increasingly merge into a shared, amalgamated new culture, to which

they also variably contribute. Typically, from the third generation

onward intermarriages among the immigrant ethnic groups rise steeply,

as differences of culture and identity become thin and the common

denominators become a much stronger reality. The new people’s self-

perception as a community of culture and, to some degree, also kinship

(intermarried, adopted) becomes very recognizable. It is at least as

potent as the people’s perception of their state as a framework for

mutual cooperation (which it reinforces). Except for habits of speech

which identify ethnicity with minorities, there are plausible reasons for

referring to these new kin–culture national communities in ethnic terms;

in any case, they are widely and properly referred to as new and very

distinctive peoples.

The United States is the most prominent case in point. Cer-

tainly, the United States is as civic as can be, based on its constitution
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and the eagerness of immigrants over the centuries to be admitted into

this highly successful society. However, this is only part of a much wider

picture. Before writing these pages on the United States, I read Michael

Lind’s The Next American Nation (1995) and was struck by how closely

my views on the development of American national identity parallel his.{

As he and a few other scholars point out, the United States began as

a country of Englishmen who found themselves obliged to declare

their independence from the motherland when they felt that

their liberties as Englishmen were being infringed upon. According to

the Declaration of Independence (1776):

Nor have We been wanting in attentions to our British

brethren. We have warned them from time to time of

attempts by their legislature to extend an unwarrantable

jurisdiction over us. We have reminded them of the

circumstances of our emigration and settlement here. We

have appealed to their native justice and magnanimity, and

we have conjured them by the ties of our common kindred to

disavow these usurpations, which, would inevitably

interrupt our connections and correspondence. They too

have been deaf to the voice of justice and of consanguinity.

British rights and the ties of brotherhood, descent, kinship, and, indeed,

consanguinity (shared blood) between the motherland and the colonies

were inseparable in the Declaration.

The political ties with Britain were severed during independence,

but the part of the common stock that became the new nation in the new

land remained tied together by the strong bonds of a common descent,

kinship, and culture, including the English language and a Protestant

religion. As John Jay put it in the second ofThe Federalist Papers (1787),

a work he composed with Alexander Hamilton and James Madison:

Providence has been pleased to give this one connected

country to one united people – a people descended from the

same ancestors, speaking the same language, professing

the same religion, attached to the same principles of

{ I refer to Lind’s historical reconstruction rather than to his panacea for the future,

which is more normative than descriptive.
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government, very similar in their manners and customs, and

who, by their joint counsels, arms, and efforts, fighting side

by side throughout a long and bloody war, have nobly

established general liberty and independence.

Herewas “a band of brethren, united to each other by the strongest ties,”

which far outweighed the separate identities and institutions of the

thirteen colonies. Even the Jeffersonian Republicans, the Federalists’

protagonists, who advocated a looser confederate structure for

the United States, shared the perception of it as an Anglo-Saxon

Protestant nation.

Certainly, there were also people of non-British descent in

the young republic, and there would be more arriving during the first

100 years of its existence, mainly from various countries of western

and northern Europe (to say nothing of the Native Americans and black

slave population). And yet the new and very distinctive American nation,

culture, and identity were clearly Anglo-Saxon, English-speaking, and

Protestant, with other immigrant groups largely assimilating into it

and partly remaining outside its core. The arrival of Irish Catholics

around the middle of the nineteenth century elicited negative reactions.

But the most significant challenge to American national identity was the

split and mutual alienation which developed between the plantation,

slave-owning Southern society and culture, and the Yankee North,

industrial and a magnet for non-Anglo-Saxon immigrants. Had the

South succeeded in its bid to secede, there could have emerged two

separate national communities, as distinct from each other as Britain

and the United States are despite a common language.

The next significant change came during the late nineteenth and

early twentieth centuries, as new waves of immigrants arrived from

the countries of southern and eastern Europe, and were Catholic,

Orthodox, or Jewish. More threatening still in the eyes of many Ameri-

cans, some of the immigration was non-white, coming from east Asia.

A Chinese Exclusion Act was passed as early as 1882, and broader

stringent immigration laws were enacted in 1921 and 1924, putting

an end to a history of practically unrestricted immigration (for whites).

In an attempt to perpetuate the ethnic composition of the United

States, these laws set quotas that allowed in people from each country

of origin in proportion to its then existing share in the American

population. Nonetheless, as people of Anglo-Saxon descent had lost

270 / Nations



the status of majority in the American population, declining from 60

to 40 percent between 1900 and 1920,36 American identity was trans-

formed. It was broadened, in Lind’s apt phrase, from Anglo-American

and Protestant to Euro-American and “Judeo”-Christian. Correspon-

dingly, the ideology and policy of a “melting pot” dominated, whereby

all immigrants were to be assimilated into an English-speaking American

culture. On the whole, the immigrants themselves aspired to “become

American,” which meant integrating into American culture.

With the increasing liberalization of the United States and

the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s came another trans-

formation and broadening of American national identity. In 1965,

immigration quotas by country of origin were abolished so as not to

discriminate on the basis of ethnicity. The ideology of the “melting pot”

has similarly fallen into disrepute, and ethnic and racial diversity of

cultures and origins is celebrated. A new surge in immigration has

followed, unparalleled in scale since the turn of the twentieth century,

with immigrants arriving mainly from Latin America and east Asia

rather than from Europe. However, while all these changes have been

far-reaching and highly significant, their exact meaning needs to be

closely understood. Certainly, the United States is no longer white,

let alone Anglo-Saxon, and in the public sphere its predominately

Christian identity has been giving way to a kind of generalized religio-

sity (Lind: indifferentist theism37). Yet the rhetoric of multiculturalism

and multiethnicity, justified and commendable as it may be in expres-

sing new norms of respect for diverse group heritages in the public

sphere, should not obscure the more fundamental reality: there exists

a very distinct American culture, widely shared by the large majority

of Americans, and characterized by a common American-English

language and all-pervasive folkways. These encompass mores, symbols,

social practices, and public knowledge; popular tastes, images, and

heroes; music, sports, cuisine, public holidays, and social rituals. Epito-

mized by the nineteenth-century Yankee, the distinctive American

culture has been powerfully shaped from the twentieth century on

by the media and entertainment industry, most notably the press,

Hollywood, and television.38

That this has been a fusion culture, drawing from many immi-

grant sources and traditions is uncontestable and is much celebrated

as a wellspring of richness and creativity. The point, however, is that

this fusion, ever-changing like any culture, is quintessentially American,
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widely shared by the American people, and projected beyond the United

States’ borders as distinctively American. Indeed, the Americanism of

American culture is deeply felt around the world, regarded either with

approval or disapproval, and Americans become very conscious of it

whenever they encounter the outside world. This common American

culture far transcends the political-civic culture that many theorists have

posited, naively, as the exclusive binding element of the American

nation. Also questionable is the claim that immigrant ethnicities should

not be labeled “minorities” because there is no majority ethnicity in

the United States, given that people of British descent constitute only

a small part of the American people (15 percent in 1981 and falling).

It can be argued that the majority identity in America is actually

American.39 Ascribing ethnicity to the immigrant communities, but

not to the common creation of the majority of Americans, brings to

mind a person from Minnesota who in reply to an inquiry what the

accent there was responded that in Minnesota there was no accent.

One’s own culture, especially a great and dominant one, appears trans-

parent. Only the others are ethnic.

Certainly, many immigrants and their descendants in the

United States have a distinct sense of origin and tradition, sometimes

a strong one. In the first generations after immigration this has regu-

larly given rise to a mosaic of close-knit ethnic communities. Where

religious identity has been involved, these communities have been all the

more entrenched. They largely account for the American “anomaly” in

the developed world: the relatively large number of people attending

institutions of worship, which double as ethnocommunal centers. Fur-

thermore, throughout American history ethnic communities have

maintained ties with the old country and people. Some of them have

also carried out lobbying activity in Washington for them, especially

when they felt their kin needed their help.40 Moreover, since the 1970s

a surge in the quest for roots in terms of origin and tradition has been

very noticeable and much celebrated even, indeed, most typically,

among people three generations or more in the United States.

Still, the cultural identity of the so-called “hyphenated

Americans” past the first one or two generations after immigration

is overwhelmingly American, with the search for origins and tradi-

tion playing a symbolically important but mostly secondary role.41

American history and tradition becomes theirs at least as much as

their consciousness of distinctive roots, in most cases much more so,
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with some strong variations such as the experience of slavery for

African-Americans. Americans would say as a matter of course that

they won the War of Independence, or the Second World War, even if

their forefathers had not yet arrived in the United States when these

historical events took place. Indeed, not only linguistic distinctions

disappear as the second and third generations after immigration speak

English as their primary and then only native language; this language

replacement is merely the most conspicuous element of a wider integra-

tion into a generalized American culture, tradition, and identity.42 Was

singer and actor Frank Sinatra, American-born to Italian immigrants,

who retained some life-long ties to the Italian community, including

reputedly to the Mafia, ethnically more Italian than American? And

what about actress Jennifer Aniston of the hit television drama series

Friends, who is American-born to a father of Greek descent and a

mother of Scottish and Italian descent?

Rates of intermarriage among the original ethnic communities

are the most tangible and robust indicator of these processes. While

intermarriages are still marginal in the first and second generations after

immigration, they rise steeply thereafter. Studies mostly concentrate on

two categories: interracial and interreligious marriages. Interracial

marriage among whites, Asians, Latinos, African-Americans, and

Native Americans, where differences in physical appearance variably

remain after the cultural differences diminish, are nonetheless steadily

rising in all categories. More than half of the Native Americans marry

outside their group, as do between one-third and one-half of American-

born Asians and Latinos (marrying mostly whites).43 Interreligious mar-

riages also range around 50 percent. This is a huge change from the

endogenous marriage patterns within Protestants, Catholics, and Jews

still observable in the 1950s, which gave rise to the theory of three

distinct melting pots.44 Moreover, the focus on interracial and interreli-

gious marriages is partly misleading. This is so because the barriers

among the genuinely original ethnic communities, those by native coun-

try and people of origin, for example, among people of European

descent, have been collapsing even more sweepingly through intermar-

riage and American acculturation.{

{ Richard Alba, Ethnic Identity: The Transformation ofWhite America, NewHaven, CT:

Yale University Press, 1990, extensively documenting these processes, suggests that

they have created a new European–American joint ethnic identity that largely replaces
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Thus, the more generations one’s family has been in the United

States, the more “fourth,” “eighth,” or “sixteenth” parts of descent

from different countries and communities of origin one is likely to have

and the more ethnically all-American one becomes. This has contri-

buted to a growing sense of kinship among old-time Americans, which

reinforces common culture and mutual social cooperation in American

national identity. As one study has put it: “These connections between

assimilation and intermarriage may be said to describe how once-

distinct peoples become one stock, literally members of one family.”45

In a relatively young nation and with an ongoing immigration project,

the shared kin element is weaker than in other nations, yet it is there.

To remove any unnecessary quibbles, it does not at all matter whether

or not one accepts my definition of ethnicity and agrees that to a large

degree it applies to the people of the United States, especially old-time

Americans; the point is that far more than civic allegiance to a consti-

tution and political society, a common dense national culture, as well

as increasing interracial and interethnic mixing, underlie American

sense of nationhood.§

It is probably not superfluous to stress that all the above means

neither homogeneity nor harmony, but a dynamic and highly variable

process. Among other things, some ethnic groups and categories are

the old country-of-origin ethnic identity. Alba agrees that there is a large convergence

between European–American and what may simply be regarded as American ethnic

identity (pp. 203, 312, 315). Indeed, this is how it is described by Kaufmann, The Rise

and Fall of Anglo-America. Kaufmann holds that this American core ethnos, originally

Anglo-Protestant and from 1960 simply white, has been losing its dominance because of

the recent arrival of non-white immigrants. However, in my view, both Alba and

Kaufmann miss one step. Americans of European descent happen to be the older waves

of immigration, but continuing similar processes of intermarriage and cultural

integration within American society and into an all-American identity seem to be

occurring also with the newer waves of arrival from east Asia and Latin America.
§ In response to Will Kymlicka’s critique (p. 279), Michael Walzer, retracting from his

earlier position, has effectively conceded that the United States is not ethnically

neutral, most conspicuously with respect to the English language. He claims, however

(and Kymlicka agrees), that this ethnic element is thin in comparison with non-

immigrant countries: Michael Walzer, “Nation-States and Immigrant Societies,” in

Kymlicka and Opalski (eds.), Can Liberal Pluralism be Exported?, 150–153.

Although this view is obviously true to a large degree, I believe it still overestimates

the sometimes marked, yet mostly symbolic, significance of the ancestral ethnic

identities in the United States; generalizes from particularly strong cases of such

identity; and underestimates the depth of American culture and the degree of cultural

integration and intermarriage over the generations.
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less successfully incorporated into the American nation, as reflected in

both social realities and perceptions, including self-perception.46 For

example, despite high levels of intermarriage, Native Americans

remain somewhat outside American national identity and, indeed,

have recognized rights as distinct “nations” in their reservations. Also,

although major strides have been made in the past decades, both the

intermarriage rates and social integration of African-Americans lags

behind those of other groups. Moreover, since the 1960s there have

been some trends among African-Americans to define themselves as

not only ethnically, but also nationally distinct. One dares predict

that such trends will remain marginal to the more general process

of integration into American society and identity. In this respect,

Barack Obama’s 2008 election to the presidency of the United States

is a historical landmark. With both Kenyan and Irish descent and

some African-American self-identification, his identity is surely, above

all, American.

As immigration remains a major feature of the United States,

the issue of immigrants’ American acculturation and social integra-

tion continues to be ever-present and the focus of attention. Although

even during the peaks of immigration immigrants consisted of less

than 15 percent of the American population, together with their

children (second generation) they periodically reached about double

that figure. Furthermore, new waves of immigration replace older

ones which have been absorbed into the American mainstream.**

Today’s large-scale Latino immigration is at the center of debate.

While there are various aspects to this debate, including the effects

of immigration on the economy and the welfare services, we shall

restrict ourselves to the significance of this immigration in terms of

American ethnic and national identity.

** Will Kymlicka claims that immigrant communities are growing, rather than

shrinking or disappearing through cultural integration: “Liberal Multiculturalism:

Western Models, Global Trends, and Asian Debates,” in W. Kymlicka and B. He

(eds.), Multiculturalism in Asia, Oxford University Press, 2005, 31–32. However, in

reality, and contrary to Kymlicka’s fundamental thesis, although the immigrant

population worldwide is indeed growing due to the continuing influx of new

immigrants, earlier generations of immigrants, in the United States but also in many

other places, do integrate culturally and otherwise into the absorbing societies over

time. There is a “conveyor belt” process, whereby immigrants are being

continuously integrated in most places.
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Samuel Huntington’sWhoAreWe? The Challenges to America’s

National Identity (2005) has voiced widespread concerns. The book

claims that the current wave of immigrants from Latin America, espe-

cially Mexico, is in some crucial ways different from earlier waves

of immigration to the United States. Not only are immigrant numbers

large, but they also arrive from countries adjacent to the United

States and settle mostly in states along the United States’ southern border.

They thus create dense concentrations that have close proximity to and

territorial contiguity with the Latin American countries and cultural

sphere. Earlier immigrant communities in the United States were prac-

tically cut off by distance from their native countries. By contrast,

according to Huntington, the Latino communities are more likely to

retain their close links with their native countries across the border, as

well as their distinct culture, language, and identity. In extreme scenarios

this could ultimately lead to irredentism, the demand of new Latino

majorities in some southwestern states to join Mexico (to which most

of their territories belonged before the 1848 peace settlement that ended

the American–Mexican War). More realistically, but as problematically

in Huntington’s view, the large numbers of Latino immigrants, territorial

concentration, and strong ties with their native countries may split the

United States in two in terms of language, culture, and identity. Such a

threat to its national integrity has never occurred in American history

except during the Civil War.

Huntington’s critics cite data which reveal that Latino immi-

grants overwhelmingly profess pride in and identification with the

United States, adopt American core values, and exhibit a clear genera-

tional switch to English only, albeit a little slower than with earlier

immigrations.47 If so, the Latino immigration is not fundamentally

different from earlier waves of immigration in its gradual American

acculturation. It is not our business to decide who is right on this

issue, which involves both major empirical questions and speculations

about future trends. Nor are we concerned with normative–ideological

questions of multiculturalism and the nation. Rather, it is the more

general theoretical questions of culture, ethnicity, and nationhood

which are the subject of this book. Even if Huntington’s predictions

regarding the Latino immigrants’ American acculturation or lack

thereof are proven wrong, he touches on questions of central signifi-

cance for the study of the national phenomenon. He makes the point

missed by so many: that American national identity has rested on a
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common language adopted by the immigrants and a shared culture into

which they integrated.{{ Although English has never been formally

declared the official language of the United States, there has been no

need for this as it has anyway held this position in practice virtually

unchallenged. Only during the past decades have quite a number of

US states promulgated English as the official language.

In the eighteenth century dense German settlement raised the

prospect of the German language becoming entrenched in Pennsylvania

(and in the nineteenth century, Wisconsin). This prospect alarmed

Benjamin Franklin, who for cultural and racial reasons wanted German

immigration to the United States to be terminated.48 As it happened,

it did not take long for Americans of German origin to trade their

language for English and merge into Yankee identity, as did later

waves of German and other immigrants. However, what if they had

not? What if there had been in the United States territorially continuous

stretches of immigrant communities which retained their linguistic and

cultural identity? What if these had been more substantial, continuous,

and resistant to American acculturation than, say, the Scandinavian

settlers of the northern states of the Midwest, or the urban concen-

trations of Italian, Polish, Ukrainian, or Jewish immigrants? Might

the United States then have become truly multiethnic and perhaps

also multinational, or fragmented into separate national states? As

Huntington suggests, become a Canada?

Indeed, Canada serves as an instructive contrast to the United

States in terms of nation-building and national identity, at least in one

crucial respect. (This gives new meaning to the half-whimsical observa-

tion that Canadian identity has been shaped as being not the United

States.) The processes taking place in Canada’s English-speaking parts

have been not unlike those occurring in the United States. Diverse

immigrant communities have transformed an originally Anglo-Saxon,

British-dominated society. They have introduced a rich variety of

cultural traditions and have maintained strong ethnocommunal

ties within themselves, especially in the first generations after immi-

gration. At the same time, and increasingly with every generation after

{{ It is of the utmost importance to Huntington that this culture remains predominantly

Anglo-Saxon and Protestant. Yet for the existence of a common sense of national

identity it matters little what the content of the shared culture is, however important

this question may otherwise be.
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immigration, immigrants and their descendants have integrated

into an English-speaking Canadian national identity, fusing a joint

Canadian culture.49 These processes reoccur continuously as Canada

remains an immigration country. There are, however, two exceptions

to this general picture. There is the small Inuit population of the north,

which like the Native Americans in the United States has been very

imperfectly integrated into Canadian society and identity, and has in

the past decades been accorded great attention in the discourse over

multiculturalism and minority rights. Far more significant in terms of

numbers, socioeconomic development, and power, and hence politi-

cally, has been the Francophone population of Quebec. Descendants of

the French settlers in the French colony conquered by Britain in 1759,

they have retained their language and identity for centuries. As the

dominance of English-speaking Canada weakened with increasing

liberalization, the Québécois have reasserted their identity from the

1960s on, claiming to be a separate people and nation. They have

legislated the dominance of the French language and culture in the

province, and in 2006 won official recognition in the Canadian House

of Commons as a nation within Canada, transforming Canada into

a binational state of sorts. Although two referenda in Quebec on

secession from Canada were defeated in 1980 and (on the narrowest

of margins) in 1995, the prospect of Quebec leaving Canada continues

to loom on the horizon.

Canada is thus different from the United States on precisely

this point: a substantial part of its population, the Québécois, has

not merged into the prevailing language and culture, which together

with their territorial concentration and strong feeling of identity

results in a distinct sense of peoplehood and nationhood. This is

not to suggest that either the American or Canadian experience is

superior. Again, this is not a normative book. The Quebec issue in

Canada merely accentuates the factual claim we have been making:

rather than resting on civic foundations alone, American nationhood

is based on a deep-rooted, widely shared, and proudly manifested

American culture, in effect a genuine American ethnic identity. This

common identity is forged from and enriched by, but over time

is far deeper as a living reality than, the United States’ multiethnic/

multicultural character.

On a smaller scale, Australia and New Zealand are quite

similar to the United States in this regard and different from Canada.
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With the exception of a much stronger British connection, their

immigration and ethnic history resembles that of the United States

and shall be compressed here into the briefest of abstracts. Both

Australia and New Zealand were settled in the late eighteenth and

nineteenth centuries by immigrants from the British Isles who gave

both countries their language and cultural template. Both also

absorbed some immigration from northwestern Europe in the

nineteenth century and from other parts of Europe by the twentieth

century. Both countries kept a white-only policy, barring immigrants

from Asia until the second half of the twentieth century. At that time

racial discrimination was abolished and a multicultural ideology

became hegemonic. Yet in both countries immigrants have integrated

into the society, changing their language to English, and adopting

(while also contributing to) what are very recognizably Australian

and New Zealander national cultures and historical traditions.

Australians and New Zealanders celebrate the colonial settlement,

as well as the ANZAC participation in the First World War and the

Gallipoli campaign, as their national historical landmarks. This is so

irrespective of the fact that the ancestors of most of the people living

in these countries had not yet arrived in the country even during

the later events. Interracial, interreligious, and interethnic marriages,

rising dramatically by the second and third generations after immi-

gration, both facilitate and are a strong indicator of the process

of integration. The native elements, the Aborigines in Australia

and Maori in New Zealand, remain on the margins of the common

culture and national identity in each country. Yet here also growing

social inclusion has gone hand in hand with rising intermarriage,

which encompasses about half of the native population in both

countries.50 As in the United States, a shared culture and an

expanding sense of kinship, from the core people to the newcomers,

rather than civic allegiances alone, has always underpinned both

Australian and New Zealander nationhood.

Liberal philosopher of multiculturalism and citizen of

Canada Will Kymlicka, has made this important point in response

to widely held misconceptions regarding a supposedly ethnic neu-

trality of the liberal state: all the liberal states do in fact give

preference to a particular ethnicity, their own, as reflected most

notably in their standard language; all are engaged in nation-

building.51
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Ethnicity and nation-building in Latin America

Nation-building and its relation to ethnic realities is all the more

intriguing in the case of the Latin American countries. While they have

been largely shaped by immigration, mostly Spanish (and Portuguese in

Brazil) but also from other sources, a few of them have or had a large

native (Indian) population (presently the majority in Bolivia and the

largest category in Peru); most have native minorities and a large

mixed-race, European–Indian, Spanish-speaking majorities; and a few

have a large black (formerly slave) and mixed white–black–Indian

population (Brazil, the Caribbean). Pan-Latin American identity, that

of the individual states, and local Indian identities have all been around

in Latin America, competing over and challenging the concept of the

nation. Thus, more than in Europe, the English-speaking immigrant

countries, and much of east Asia, nation-building in Latin America is

still an ongoing project. Like any other part of the world, the Latin

American countries are widely diverse and far from being a monolith.

The following seeks to highlight both common patterns and major

differences among them.

There were densely populated agricultural civilizations in

both Mesoamerica (Mexico and periphery) and the Andes before the

European conquest. The native population plummeted in the first

century after the conquest perhaps by as much as 90 percent due to

the importation of Old World diseases against which the natives had no

natural immunity. But thereafter the native population recovered and

constituted more than half of the people in both Mexico and Peru

around 1800.52 There were two reasons as to why it did not take a

national form in the countries where the native population was large

in number. First and foremost, Latin America was a mosaic of native

ethnicities and languages, with some 400 native languages still in

existence today. More than sixty languages are spoken by small ethnic

communities in both Mexico and Colombia, and about half as many

in Bolivia.53 There was little to connect these diverse groups, and in

most places they lacked any sense of common identity or the makings

of such, except for their position vis-à-vis the Spanish colonizers.

The empires of pre-Columbian America, most notably those of the

(Nahuatl-speaking) Aztecs in Mesoamerica and the Incas in the Andes

(Quechua speakers), were potentially capable of generating processes
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of large-scale ethnic leveling as had taken place in ancient states

and empires of the Old World. There was a similar potential in major

city-state systems such as that of the Maya. Yet, with the partial

exception of the Quechua speakers in Peru who have survived as a

large-scale linguistic group, these native trajectories were cut short by

the conquest. Indeed, the order imposed by the conquerors was the

second reason why the native populations of Latin America failed to

express themselves nationally even where they were in the majority.

The Spanish colonial possessions, which would later become the basis

for independent states, were dominated by the elite and people of

Spanish descent (Criollos ¼ Creole) who harshly subjugated and eco-

nomically exploited the natives in agricultural, mining, and industrial

estates (haciendas).

As the Creole elite and people found their interests increasingly

divergent from those of Spain and their perspective very much that of

their new American homelands, they opted for and won independence.

The struggle with Spain (c. 1808 to the mid 1820s) was mostly carried

out locally in each province, but there was also some cooperation

among the rebels. Continental military campaigns were led by Simón

Bolı́var and José de San Martı́n, who also championed a political unity

of Spanish Latin America. However, there was not to be a Hispanic

United States of America, with Bolı́var as its Washington, if only

because the territories of Spanish America were seven times larger

than that of the United States at the time of US independence (and

thirty times larger than Spain itself), and they were yet more dispersed

geographically. Even regional federations established in newly liberated

Latin America during the 1820s proved to be short-lived. In what were

former vice-royalties, captaincies, and provinces of the Spanish empire,

the local Creole elite took over and declared independent states.{{

The commercial and cultural interaction of the elite in each of

the new states with Europe (and later with the United States) would

quickly grow more significant than among these countries, further

eroding pan-Latin American identity. On the other hand, state control

{{ Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread

of Nationalism, London: Verso, 1983, ch. 4, 50–65, has rightly stressed the effect of

local newspapers in shaping a distinct identity in each of the former provinces of the

Spanish empire. But this was only one among the constraints of communication,

government, and diversity imposed by Latin America’s great size and geographical

dispersion.
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and identity were also weak, as provincial landlords and warlords

(caudillos) in each country secured practical autonomy from the cap-

ital.54 Some sense of individual state patriotism was cultivated among

the Creoles, especially in the urban centers. It can be referred to as

nationalism as far as this element was concerned (and was so regarded

by them). However, such a designation would be problematic in the

majority of the Latin American states because the divisions between

Creoles and Indians, with people of mixed race (mestizos) in the middle,

were not merely social, economic, and political but also ethnic. Bolı́var

and San Martı́n realized that the eradication of these deeply entrenched

divisions would be a necessary precondition for nation creation, because

Creoles and Indians did not regard themselves as belonging to the

same people. Modernist Benedict Anderson has turned reality on its

head by claiming that the new Latin American countries were among

the first nations, preceding Europe. But in actuality, the much older

European nations served as a model and an ideal to be pursued by

Latin American nationalists, who acutely felt that their own countries

fell far short.55

In fact, early-nineteenth-century Latin America is where

Gellner’s model of the premodern world is at last valid: there was a

land-owning and urban upper stratum, on the one hand, and a lower

stratum of agricultural producers, on the other, with the latter being

ethnically different not only from the former but also among them-

selves, constituting a mosaic of native ethnicities and local cultures.

The various Indian ethnic groups in each country lacked both

common attributes of culture (above all language) and a sense of

shared kinship. This was radically different from the situation

between nobility and peasants in Castile, Portugal, England, the

Scandinavian countries, Poland, or Russia (about which Gellner is

so misleading). It was also significantly different from the Bohemian

or Baltic peasants under their German landlords, the Ukrainian

peasants under their Polish landlords, or the Chinese under the

Mongol or Manchu yoke, in all of which two distinct ethnic commu-

nities or peoples were superimposed on each other in a relationship

of political subjugation and economic exploitation. Native commu-

nities in the Latin American countries resisted and often rebelled

against their oppressors. Yet peasant rebellions, anywhere tending

to be local/provincial in scope, were all the more so in the Latin

American countries, being confined as most of them were to a
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particular ethnic space. The large-scale Tupac Amaru rebellion of

Quechua speakers in Peru during late colonial times (1780), raising

the banner of the Inca, was a telling exception, as were some large-

scale peasant uprisings in Mayan Yucatan.

Thus, the great majority of the new Latin American countries

during the nineteenth century were weak states and even weaker

nations, with these two features being significantly interrelated. For

them to become national states both the state had to gain power and a

common kin–culture identity had to emerge and engulf European and

the various Indian ethnic groups (and blacks). Central to this process

has been the increasing prevalence and symbolic role of themestizo, the

people of mixed Spanish–Indian race. This in turn was inseparable

from the spread of the Spanish language among the Indians, and their

even earlier conversion to Catholic Christianity. Finally, there was

the fusion of the Spanish and Indian grand traditions into collective

national histories.

Sexual relations and marriages between the Spanish and

natives in Latin America have been common since the conquest and

carried a lesser social stigma than they did in British North America.

The high proportion of single men among the Spanish newcomers

and the dense Indian population in much of Spanish America help to

account for this, contrasting as they did with the more common family

immigration to, and much thinner native population in, the British

colonies. A strict, legally codified hierarchy of races, from Spaniards

to mixed Spanish–Indians to Indians and blacks, prevailed in colonial

Spanish America. Nonetheless, people of mixed race have become very

much the norm in the countries of Mesoamerica and the Andes,

particularly around the main centers of Spanish settlement, though

barely in the more remote rural areas. Present-day genetic studies

corroborate this long-held notion.56 The spread of the Spanish lan-

guage has contributed to the blurring of interracial boundaries. By the

twentieth century, mixed-race, Spanish-speakingmestizos had become

the majority of the population in nearly half of the Latin American

countries.

Modernization greatly accelerated the dual process of state-

and nation-building. Again, the modernist model of nation creation

fits the countries of Latin America much better than other places.

Urbanization, the railway and the road, elementary education, and

compulsory military service vastly increased connectivity, state
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penetration, political mobilization, and cultural integration.57 The

limited representative systems and old oligarchies of estate-owners

and urban notables increasingly gave way to regimes of popular legiti-

macy, including the populist authoritarianism that became synonymous

with Latin America. The native population has been progressively, if

variably, brought into and integrated within the nation.

Mexico very much led this process.58 The 1910–1917 Revolu-

tion that inaugurated the modern Mexican state turned the mestizo

into the idealized Mexican identity. Mexicans have been perceived

and projected as a people and nation of mixed blood. The spread of

the Spanish language and the receding of the Indian languages with

modernization reinforced the fusion of identities. Only 10–15 percent

of Mexico’s population is still categorized as Indian, and less than half

of them speak one of the sixty-two Indian languages. Most of them

live in the remote and least modernized provinces of southern Mexico,

such as Yucatán,Oaxaca, andChiapas, wherein, indeed, centrifugal

pressures and separatist uprisings are still a reality. Ethnic mixing also

involved a merging of historical traditions. The glory of the pre-

Columbian Mexican civilizations, castigated after the conquest as

heathen and bloodthirsty, has been fully brought into the national

story, where they peacefully coexist with the conquistadores who

destroyed them as the common past, heritage, and pride of

Mexicans. Similar processes of ethnic and national fusion have taken

place in other countries of Spanish Latin America, such as Venezuela,

Colombia, Ecuador, and Paraguay. In Peru and Bolivia, where these

processes have been less advanced, large rural Indian populations

remain, still weakly integrated into the national body, or indeed,

politically mobilized to take it over.

In Argentina and Uruguay, the native population was much

thinner in the first place, and both Indians and mestizos together

constitute less than 10 percent of the population. These countries’

development in terms of nationality resembles that of the English-

speaking immigrant countries. Both Argentina and Uruguay (and also

Chile, with a white majority and a large mestizo population) have

absorbed large-scale non-Spanish immigration, particularly from Italy

and other European and Mediterranean countries, as well as from east

Asia. However, the immigrants have adopted Spanish and much of the

local culture, enriching it with their own and fusing a Spanish-speaking

national identity in each country.
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Brazil represents a special variation on the same themes. Large

numbers of black Africans were brought to the country as slaves to

work in plantations owned by the Portuguese. Slavery existed in Brazil

until 1888, but widespread interracial sexual relations have created

both a reality and perception of a mixed-race and multiracial society.

According to the 2010 census, whites constitute a little less than a half

of the population in Brazil (47.7 percent), followed closely as the

second largest category (43 percent) by mixed white–black–Indian

people (pardos). About 7.5 percent of the population identify as blacks,

and around 0.5 percent as Indians.59 No less significantly, both blacks

and non-Portuguese immigrants, mostly from Europe, have adopted

the Portuguese language and fused a distinct cultural and national

Brazilian identity. Obviously, none of this implies social and racial

harmony. That is not the point. The extreme class and wealth

differences in Brazil closely correspond to race. Still, the reason why

Brazilians of all descents view themselves as one people and nation is

the distinctive culture, including a common language, they share and

the salience of “mixed-blood.” Again, this is an ongoing project. Those

who have not been touched by it so far, most notably the thin Indian

tribal population isolated in the depths of the Amazon rainforest,

remain very much outside the frame of the nation, in both the view

of Brazilians and these groups’ own self-perception. In the Caribbean

countries an even larger part of the population, the majority, came from

an ethnically diverse African origin and, as in Brazil, lacked a common

language. Each of these mixed-race island societies adopted the

language of the ruling elite – Spanish, English, or French-Creole –

and fused a common Creole culture and identity.

In conclusion, the project of nation-building has advanced

almost irresistibly in Latin America. It has involved the spread of the

Spanish language (except in Brazil and some of the Caribbean); the

fusion of a common national culture and tradition, which in addition to

the whites encompasses the natives and blacks (wherever either exist in

large numbers); and the reality and perception of a racially-mixed

people. Some of these processes work against and some reinforce a

pan-Latin American identity. It is recognized that a common Latino

identity in the United States has only weakly been created with immi-

gration, partly through official classification, because the newcomers

from different countries of Latin America possess strong distinct iden-

tities. Whether, with growing economic integration and tightening
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communication, the countries of Latin America will retain and deepen

their distinct national identities or move to fulfill Bolı́var’s dream of a

single Latin American nation, or opt for something in between, only

the future will tell. Our task is merely to point out the kin–culture

bonds that make any of these options possible. Latin America is much

more closely tied together in these respects than the multinational

European Union (while being dispersed over three to four times its

area). It more resembles the Arab world with its mixture of local,

state, and pan-Arab identities.

Ethnicity and nation-building in sub-Saharan Africa

There are very good reasons for the prevailing reluctance to associate

nationalism with ethnicity. Traditionally, states have been apprehensive

about secessionist claims by ethnonationalminoritieswithin their borders.

Indeed, both the chauvinism of ethnonational majorities or dominant

peoples and secessionist pressures by peripheral ethnonationalities have

been responsible for some of the worst human calamities of the past two

centuries. Eastern Europe, wherein relatively small and geographically

mixed ethnonational populations asserted their national identity, has been

plagued by strife. TheBalkans in particular have become proverbial in this

respect. Where ethnic enclaves exist within ethnic enclaves almost ad

infinitum, no drawing of the political borders can neatly separate ethno-

national communities into distinct states without the massive dislocation

and horrors of ethnic cleansing. This has often occurred, during the

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in the wake of the SecondWorld

War, and with the disintegration of Yugoslavia. Theorists have coined the

concept of civic nationalism, supposedly associated with Western Europe

and contrasting with Central-Eastern European ethnic nationalism. They

have postulated that when democracy, liberalism, and equal treatment

of all ethnicities prevail, the nation could, and should, be construed

irrespective of ethnic identities. But as we have seen, national identity in

model “civic” cases has in fact been shaped by centuries of successful

domination. Indeed, as liberalism deepened, secessionist pressures along

ethnonational lines divided the United Kingdom and might divide it even

further, as they could also do in the case of Spain. In reality, Switzerland is

the only nation in Europe which has a strong claim to being multiethnic.
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If central-eastern Europe and the Balkans sparked theorists’

conceptualization of civic as opposed to ethnic nationalism, concerns

over the new states of Africa and south-southeast Asia have made this

distinction all the more pivotal in the scholarly and political discourse.

In view of these states’ circumstances, civic nationalism has been

upheld as a model because the alternatives have been too horrible to

contemplate. Africa in particular suggests a potentially nightmarish

scenario. As we have seen earlier in this book and some scholars have

noted, precolonial African polities, like their counterparts around the

world, were ethnically constituted. City-states and confederations of

city-states formed along ethnic lines, while empires were dominated by

an imperial people or ethnos.60 However, the new African states that

emerged after independence in the 1950s and 1960s inherited the

colonial boundaries drawn in the nineteenth century by the European

powers with little regard for ethnic realities. As a result, in nearly all of

Africa’s sub-Saharan states, political boundaries both encompass a

mosaic of different ethnicities and cut across existing ethne, separating

them among neighboring countries. Very few states roughly center on a

single ethnic group. These include Swaziland, Lesotho, Botswana (all

descended from precolonial ethnic-tribal states), and Somalia (cur-

rently torn by tribal-based civil war).61

There are about 3,000 different linguistic ethne in sub-Saharan

Africa, divided among forty-seven states. The majority of the states are

home to several major ethne, each numbering in the millions or tens of

millions and together comprising the lion’s share of the population. In

addition, there are scores, sometimes hundreds, of very small ethnic

communities in each country (Nigeria holds the record with 250–400

languages). Africa’s ethne are often referred to as “tribes,” reflecting

the common confusion between the two very different social entities

already discussed in the Introduction. The Zulu or Maasai, for

example, are each an ethnos that may be tribal in composition, but

they are not a tribe.62 Ethne share a culture (above all a language) and

sometimes also a sense of kinship and common identity. In prestate

societies they are divided into socially more significant but still loose

tribal formations which may linger on in formative states, as they do in

most African states.§§ Indeed, this is very much a living reality:

§§ As we have seen in Chapter 3, pp. 48 and 58, the anthropological notion of the 1960s

and 1970s that the colonial powers invented the tribe in Africa is much overblown.
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In sub-Saharan Africa, there is a strong emotional

attachment to language and ethnicity. Language is seen as

the storehouse of ethnicity: each ethnic group expresses and

identifies itself by the language it speaks, and its cultural

paraphernalia is shaped by its language. Sameness of

language and ethnicity creates a bond of acceptance and

provides a basis for togetherness, for identity, for

separateness, for solidarity, and for brotherhood and

kinship.63

According to a major recent book on the subject: “It is, thus, the

durability of kinship as the most fundamental unit of social trust that

ultimately grounds the vitality of ethnicity as the idiom of political

identity and competition in post-colonial Africa.”***

Given their deep ethnic and tribal cleavages, there is little by

way of a common identity to weld individual African states together,

nor is there greater substance to the pan-African idea voiced here and

there before and after decolonization.64 Africa is similar to Latin

America in the diversity of its native ethnicities, but different in lacking

a unifying supra-culture at the state and continental levels. As the great

majority of the African countries each lack a common native language,

they often use the language of the former colonial power as the state’s

lingua franca and in their educational system. This is one of colonia-

lism’s most significant legacies to African nationalism, somewhat

What they did was invest local tribal chiefs with authority that they previously

lacked and turned tribal areas into administrative units, making them much more

formal and binding. If by tribe what is really meant is ethnos, then it is true that the

colonial administrators tended to regard defused tribal populations that shared

cultural traits (most notably language) but had little sense of a common identity as

one unit; i.e., they turned unconscious ethne into conscious ones. See also the next

footnote.
*** Bruce Berman, Dickson Eyoh, and Will Kymlicka (eds.), “Introduction,” Ethnicity

and Democracy in Africa, Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2004, 11.

Unfortunately, having so stressed the durability of ethnicity, the authors go on to

proclaim in the book’s Conclusion (p. 317) that “contemporary African ethnicities

are modern, not primordial survivors of some primitive tribal past.” This

categorical statement conforms to the shibboleths of the past decades. It fails to

realize that ethnicities can be both very old (as many are in Africa, as elsewhere) and

subject to great historical transformation, fusion, fission, and change of identity,

including those “linked to the processes of colonial and post-colonial state

formation and the development of capitalist market economies” (ibid.).
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offsetting the absurdity of the colonial boundaries. Still, in the

absence of a large and dominant colonial population as in Latin

America (except for South Africa, and in a different way the Arab

legacy of the Swahili Creole lingua franca in east Africa), no process

of assimilation into an elite culture and language, facilitating the

fusion of a common identity, has occurred. Divided as many of

Africa’s countries are between Christianity and Islam (and a host of

animistic cults), they do not even have religion as a unifying element,

as Catholicism is in Latin America. Leaders of independence move-

ments during decolonization built on the general otherness of

the foreign Western rule and most often also on the loyalty of a

core ethnic group, rather than on anything like a general national

sentiment.65 Indeed, in some African countries there is a dominant

people or ethnos that pretty much dominates the state. These include

the Amhara and Tigre in Ethiopia (around one-third of the popula-

tion), the Kikuyu in Kenya (about one-fifth), and the Hausa-Fulani in

Nigeria (perhaps one-eighth). Still, none of these dominant ethne

comprises a majority of the population (some are not even the largest

group), and none is powerful enough to generate processes of ethnic

assimilation. On the other hand, their superior position arouses

resentment among the other ethnicities within the state. Times have

changed since the French state managed to enforce ethnic leveling

throughout France, and even then the French case was unique. Karl

Deutsch’s formula of state-cum-nation-building for the new countries

of Africa and Asia, modeled on France, has been highly simplistic, as

even he would partly come to recognize.66

Under these circumstances, Africa has been rife with intra- and

interstate wars of an ethnic character or at least a strong ethnic back-

ground. About half of the states in sub-Saharan Africa, twenty-two out

of forty-seven, have together experienced thirty-six civil wars between

1960 and 2002.67 There have been secessionist and irredentist chal-

lenges to the integrity of states;{{{ and there has been widespread ethnic

{{{ A short list includes: attempted secession in Sudan from the Arab and Muslim north

by both the non-Arab, animist, and Christian south (successful in 2011) and the

non-Arab province of Darfur in the west; Eritrean secession from Ethiopia, followed

by an ethnically based civil war in Eritrea; war between Ethiopia and Somalia

over the Ogaden, populated by Somali ethnics but part of Ethiopia; Tuareg

rebellions in the north of Mali and Niger; failed Ibo secession from Nigeria with the

establishment of Biafra.
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strife and ethnically-based competition over control of the state.{{{

Millions of lives have been lost in ethnic conflicts, massacres, and

genocide, and many millions of refugees have fled war or have been

victims of ethnic cleansing. The causes of war in economically undevel-

oped Africa are many, but ethnicity has been central among them.68

It is widely hoped that a democratic and liberal path, which

does not favor one ethnic identity over others and institutes political

power-sharing, might succeed in sustaining multiethnic states and

even multiethnic national states in Africa. Federalism and devolu-

tion of power to the provinces and their ethnic-linguistic commu-

nities are other means for containing ethnic tensions. However,

advancing democracy and liberalism could equally mean that indi-

vidual ethne within existing states might decide to go their own

separate way, sometimes in conjunction with their ethnic kin across

the border. Federalism has had a similarly mixed, if not negative,

record in preserving multiethnic states.69 The collapse of the Soviet

Union and Yugoslavia and, indeed, the secession of Ireland from the

United Kingdom, as well as current secessionist pressures in, for

example, the United Kingdom, Spain, and Canada, testify to this.

In the conclusion of one scholar of the subject, democratic multi-

national federations which lack a dominant Staatsvolk are

extremely prone to disintegrate.§§§ This conclusion seems to apply

to all multiethnic democratic countries whose ethnic populations are

territorially concentrated and distinct, but a federal subdivision may

make secession yet easier. Both the state and democracy are weak in

{{{ Ethnic disturbances in Kenya following the 2007 elections; civil wars with ethnic

background in Uganda; civil war between the Issa and Afar in Djibouti; genocidal

civil war between the Hutu and Tutsi in Ruanda and Burundi, spilling over into and

sparking a massive conflagration in Congo (formerly Zaire); conflict between the

Arab-Muslim north and the black-Christian south in Chad; civil war flamed by

large-scale cross-border immigration into the north of Côte d’Ivoire; tensions and

civil war in Liberia over the dominance of the Afro-Americans; protracted conflicts

between white minority rule and the black majority in Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) and

South Africa.
§§§ O’Leary, “An Iron Law of Nationalism and Federation?” I am not sure that even a

clear ethnic majority in a democratic system is any guarantee for the survival of

multiethnic federations when the minority is large enough and territorially

concentrated and distinct. In cases such as Spain and Canada the outcome is still

open; and, while I agree with O’Leary that India has an ethnic majority, its

democratic regime is not liberal enough to allow secession (see below).
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sub-Saharan Africa, and there are many reasons for this dual weak-

ness which have to do with the continent’s overall level of socio-

economic development. Yet one of these reasons is the absence of

nations. Africa’s postcolonial history of dictatorship is partly

explained by the problems of holding together states of diverse

ethnic composition.

True, the global wave of democratization of the 1990s has had

a sweeping effect on Africa, with more than half of its countries now

classified as free or partly free.70 Still, while democracy in Africa has

many shortcomings, some of the most significant are divisions and

sectarianism along ethnic lines.71 Indeed, as studies have found, demo-

cracy tends to be more successful in the smaller African countries,

which are also more ethnically homogeneous.72 Furthermore, although

the democratic peace theory reveals an extreme rarity of wars among

modern democracies, newly established democracies have proven to be

a partial exception. This appears to be so largely because previously

suppressed ethnic identities and antagonisms often express themselves

in secessionist and irredentist pressures once the people are given a

choice. Thus:

In the 1990s, political violence has broken out after the

adoption of democracy in Côte d’Ivoire, Togo, Ghana,

Sierra Leone, Kenya, Chad, and Nigeria. Similarly, the onset

of democracy has not put an end to violent conflict in the

Democratic Republic of Congo, Uganda, or Burundi. From

these examples, it is apparent that new democracies will not

necessarily be less prone to violence.73

For all its other merits, democracy may not be a better guarantee than

authoritarianism against the disintegration of multiethnic states.

Modernization in Africa might intensify centrifugal ethno-

national pressures, for, indeed, the modernist thesis is not without

foundation. As people of completely different ethne, who are presently

spread out in the countryside, increase their contact with the world

outside their village and town, and become more educated and politi-

cally mobilized, particularistic nationalist sentiments and aspirations

are likely to gain in strength. Furthermore, with urbanization, people of

different ethnicities come in touch with each other in large cities, with

each ethnic population tending to flock together in ethnic enclaves, as
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they do in Africa’s metropolises. As leading scholars of the subject

have pointed out, ethnic tensions often rise in such circumstances,

as occurred in Austro-Hungary in the late nineteenth and early

twentieth century.74

Where ethnic boundaries are more or less distinct, as between

the two peoples of the former Czechoslovakia, there is no reason why a

redrawing of the political map to account for national aspirations

should not take place without much disturbance. But where ethnicities

are small, numerous, and mixed together and state boundaries are

hopelessly divorced from ethnic realities, as in Africa, any attempt to

bring the two into line is likely to open a Pandora’s box and lead to

untold horrors. This is what has made the colonial boundaries, as

opposed to colonialism itself, so sacrosanct in Africa ever since inde-

pendence. Given this unhappy choice between often forced ethnic

cohabitation and mayhem, what is the best direction to take? There is

an expectation among social scientists that their inquiries should high-

light solutions. However, clear practical solutions do not always arise

to bridge over complex and difficult circumstances.75 The glaring

discrepancy between states and ethne in Africa and the problems this

entails are far from being unrecognized. Yet a lack of good political

options coupled with the proprieties of political correctness result in

widespread denial that multiethnic states, nation-building in such

states, and purely civic nationalism are truly extraordinary. One hopes

that each of these will have at least a measure of success in the states of

Africa, but they are unlikely to be successful everywhere across the

continent. Of course, different African countries have different

circumstances and developmental paths, and may fare differently. Still,

nation-building in the majority of the colonial-territories-turned-states

was and remains an open-ended and uncertain project. The problem of

state and nation in Africa has yet to unravel, and, one suspects, it will

occur over a very long period of time and with much turbulence.

Ethnicity and nation-building in the southeast Asian archipelago

Southern Asia, including the southeast archipelago, constitutes another

major test for postcolonial projects of nation-building out of multiple

and highly diverse ethnicities. In this the region is in many ways similar

to sub-Saharan Africa and different from east Asia and Indochina, but
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also from the countries of central Asia or the Middle East. Studies titled

Asian nationalism conflate very different categories. As we have seen,

China, Korea, Japan, Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia, and to a some-

what lesser degree Burma-Myanmar and Laos all have long histories of

premodern nationhood, a rough and non-accidental congruence of

ethnicity and statehood extending over centuries or even millennia.

Central Asia and the Arab Middle East constitute intermediate categor-

ies. In central Asia the collapse of the Soviet Union immediately led to

the secession and independence of the former Soviet republics, which

had lacked a well-defined history of statehood but each bore a clear

ethnic character. There are 90 percent Azeri in Azerbaijan, around 80

percent Tajiks in Tajikistan, more than 75 percent Turkmen in

Turkmenistan, more than 70 percent Uzbeks in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyz

in Kyrgyzstan, respectively, and more than 60 percent Kazakhs in

Kazakhstan. In the Arab Middle East the link between ethnicity and

statehood is Janus-faced, making the national project tenuous. Both the

predominant Arabic language and religion and culture of Islam under-

pin each of the individual Arab states, yet also challenge them with the

visions of pan-Arabism and pan-Islam. In addition, millennia of imper-

ial rule have left many of these new states with little in the way of a

common collective tradition. From the opposite direction, from below,

the states are undercut by tribalism and by ethnic and religious

cleavages.

In comparison with all the above regional types, both the great

archipelago of southeast Asia and the Indian subcontinent have had

little by way of either a shared national history or a common ethnic

substratum. Hence, the great ethnic diversity of the modern states

there, created, like those of Africa and unlike those of east Asia and

Indochina, within colonial boundaries. Clifford Geertz’s original for-

mulation of the contrast between what he termed “primordial” iden-

tities and modern “civil” nation-building arose from his observations in

Indonesia and Malaysia, the scene of his anthropological studies, and

India.76 And Benedict Anderson was led astray by the very same

geographical field of specialty into positing the general absence of

premodern Asian nations.

Indonesia is one of the world’s largest and ethnically most

diverse states. Stretched over 4,000 kilometers of islands and seas, it

comprises a population of nearly 240 million to-date and more than

700 linguistic–ethnic groups. The vast majority of these groups number
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only in the thousands; less than twenty groups have a population of 1

million or more; only three of them comprise 10 million and more; and

one, Javanese, heads the list by a wide margin with 86 million speakers

and about 40 percent of the population of Indonesia. Occupying the

larger part of the island of Java, the Javanese are also the only ones

among the ethnicities of present-day Indonesia to have had a precolo-

nial history and identity of peoplehood and statehood. And yet a long

period of Dutch colonial dominance, over 300 years, as opposed to the

100 years of French rule in Indochina, has led to a different develop-

ment than that in Indochina. The Dutch adopted Malay as the lingua

franca of their East Indies Empire because of its significance as the

language of trade and despite its being a minority language. Malay is

the native tongue of less than 10 million or 4–5 percent of the popula-

tion of Indonesia. The Dutch also turned Malay into the written

vernacular, in contrast to the multiple written vernaculars the French

introduced along ethnonational lines in Indochina. Thus, independent

Indonesia came into being (1945–1949) with the dual colonial inheri-

tance of boundaries and official language, which the leaders of the

independence movement and new state chose to adopt and reinforce

rather than tamper with and cause total mayhem.77 In the vigorous

nation-building project that has been going on since independence, the

Malay dialect used in Indonesia has been termed Indonesian and pro-

moted as the official language of the country. State affairs, the educa-

tional system, and the national media are all conducted in Indonesian,

and practically the entire population of the country is able to use it

while mostly speaking other languages at home.

Thus, although Indonesia is as multiethnic as can be, it is far

from being based on civic principles alone, for the state has successfully

created a shared supra-culture, above all a common language. Further-

more, although there is no official state religion in Indonesia, the

public–cultural significance of Islam, professed (in a generally moder-

ate version) by 85 percent of the population, is paramount in consoli-

dating a common Indonesian identity. In its nation-building project

Indonesia is probably the postcolonial nation closest to historical

France. This is so even if the uncompromising means employed by

the French state to instill the French language and culture as the only

officially recognized ones throughout France are no longer deemed

permissible or practiced in most countries, including Indonesia. It

remains to be seen how successful the Indonesian nation-building
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project will continue to be in spreading the common language (maybe

even to the level of first language) and common culture, and how able it

will be to withstand centrifugal pressures by splinter ethnic groups. The

independence (since 1999–2002) of the former Portuguese colony of

East Timor, unilaterally annexed by Indonesia in 1975, testifies to the

power of the colonial heritage and borders: in East Timor the supra-

language is Portuguese and the prevailing religion is Catholicism. By

contrast, the absence of a similar linguistic, religious, and historical rift

may account for the failure of the secessionist insurgency (1976–2005)

by the Acehnese people, the most conservative Muslim element

in Indonesia, who objected to the government’s cultural unification

policies.78 Ongoing modernization, as well as advancing democratiza-

tion since 1998, can both be double-edged processes in multiethnic,

socioeconomically developing societies. They are capable of either

tightening or loosening evolving pan-Indonesian national bonds.

The Philippines is similar to Indonesia in some important

respects. Although smaller than Indonesia, the Philippines is one of the

largest and ethnically most diverse countries on earth. The archipelago’s

population is fast approaching 100million, speaking 120–175 languages.

Thirteen of these languages have more than 1 million speakers, and

together they encompass around 90 percent of the population of the

Philippines. The archipelago was never united before the Spanish estab-

lished their rule in the early sixteenth century. Spanish rule gave the

Philippines not only unity but also a shared official language, Spanish,

and a shared religion, Catholicism. About 90 percent of the population

to-date is Christian, and more than 80 percent are Catholic.

With American rule replacing Spain in 1898, English became the official

language of the Philippines. As steps toward independence were taken

before and completed after the Second World War, the Philippine

government declared Tagalog a second official language. Renamed

Pilipino, Tagalog is the largest native language and that of the capital

Manila, yet it is the native tongue of only about 25 percent of the people

of the Philippines. Successive government and legislative acts have been

enforced to promote the adoption of Pilipino in official use, the educa-

tional system, and the media. Although not as prevalent as Indonesian has

become in Indonesia and sharing a place with English, Pilipino is none-

theless gaining status as a common national language in the Philippines.

Here as well, a shared and deepening cultural matrix has been integral to

the crystallization of Philippine civic identity and sense of nationhood.
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Malaysia is different from both Indonesia and the Philippines.

It was formed from the colonies and semi-independent sultanates of the

British imperial realm of Malaya unified in the late 1950s and early

1960s. Although home to 137 linguistic groups, the vast majority of

them minuscule, Malaysia has a clear ethnic core: Malayans comprise

slightly over 50 percent of the population and their identity dominates

the official definitions of both the state and the nation. These defini-

tions have been deeply affected by Malayan threat perception vis-à-vis

the large and successful ethnic minorities of non-native descent in

Malaysia, above all the Chinese (close to 25 percent of the population)

and to a lesser degree the Indians (7 percent).79 Arriving in Malaya as

laborers in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, both commu-

nities have thrived economically, and the Chinese in particular have

grown to dominate business and trade. With the Malayans initially

apprehensive of becoming a minority in their own country and later

increasingly resentful of the leading economic position of the Chinese,

intercommunal relations in Malaya–Malaysia have been tense.

Alienation and at times animosity have manifested themselves in the

isolation of the Chinese insurgents against the British in the 1950s, in

party politics after independence, in occasional rioting, and also in the

state of Malaysia’s constitution and policies. The government has

enacted affirmative action in education, the public sector, and the

economy on behalf of what it regards as native Malaysians (Bumipu-

tras ¼ roughly 50 percent Malayans plus 10 percent other indigenous

groups). The Chinese population in particular regards these acts as

discriminatory. The Malayan–Malaysian language is the country’s only

official language (with English holding a major position in practice).

Islam is the country’s state religion, and despite religious tolerance this

also signals the otherness of the Confucian and Buddhist Chinese and

mostly Hindu Indians.

So far the Chinese in Malaysia have more or less acquiesced to

this state of affairs, and future developments have yet to be seen. With

respect to our subject, however, one notes that the sense of common

nationhood in Malaysia mostly encompasses the Malayan and

other indigenous groups. By contrast, the Chinese and Indian position

within the “nation of intent,” as Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad

(1981–2003) called it, is highly ambivalent both in the eyes of Malay-

ans and in their own self-perception. They are not regarded as

distinct, minority nations within Malaysia, primarily because they
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lack territorial contiguity (other than urban concentration) and there-

fore a claim for separate statehood. Yet their conception as ethnically

alien deeply affects their status as largely outsiders to the Malaysian

nation.

Singapore is the other side of the Malaysian coin. Immigrating

into the newly established British port and naval base from the early

nineteenth century on, Chinese constitute about 75 percent of Singa-

pore’s population today, with the rest being mostly Malay and Indians

(each of these ethnic categories is itself highly diverse). A city-state

more than a country-size state, Singapore separated from Malaysia

after a short union (1963–1965) and became independent because of

the tensions between its predominantly Chinese population and the

Malay. Under such circumstances, the government of Singapore went

to great lengths to cement the vulnerable new creation against inter-

ethnic implosion. Although Chinese dominate the country in every

practical way, the state is officially and very strictly multiethnic. It

has four official languages, English, Malay, Chinese, and Tamil,

with state affairs and the educational system conducted in English.

If Indonesia comes closest to the French model of cultural integration,

Singapore is in some respects the Switzerland of the east: it is a

genuinely multiethnic and civic national project, whose consolidation,

like Switzerland’s, owes a great deal to the small polity’s staggering

economic success. This success reinforces Singapore’s sense of being

a fortress threatened by powerful neighbors, and it renders Singaporean

nationality superior in the eyes of its various ethnic communities

(the Malays in particular) to any alternative across the border.

However, unlike Switzerland, Singapore’s regime since independence

has been authoritarian–paternalistic–meritocratic. The regime’s “de-

politicization” of the ethnic question has blended well with its professed

ideological “de-politicization” of the running of the state, supposedly

reduced to sound administration.80

Ethnicity and nation-building in India and Pakistan

The model and great hope of postcolonial, multiethnic “civic” nation-

alism is India. Its population of more than 1.2 billion comprises one-

sixth of the world’s population. They are divided among some 1,650

officially counted linguistic groups (thirty of them with over 1 million
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speakers) and several major religions. Still, with the exception of the

partition of the subcontinent between India and Pakistan upon inde-

pendence (1947), and despite some deep cleavages and strong tensions,

India has remained united as one nation. This achievement is com-

pounded by the fact that India has been democratic since independence,

a unique example of stable democracy in a poor country and an

achievement as surprising and unforeseen in its robustness as India’s

unity. Thus, a clear understanding of what makes Indian nationhood

possible is imperative.

There was no premodern unified Indian national state, as there

was in China, Japan, or the other east Asian and Indochinese cases.

Like Europe, the Indian subcontinent was a mosaic of states and

ethnicities, a geographical and civilizational concept rather than a

political one. India’s early city-states (Mahajanapadas) and many of

its regional states bore a distinct ethnic character and could have

become the basis for enduring national states. Yet, unlike Europe, large

parts of the subcontinent, especially the north, occasionally became

subsumed under imperial domination. Empires included most notably

the native Maurya (322–185 bc) and Gupta (c. ad 320–550), and the

last three imperial rulers arriving from outside: the Afghans of the

Delhi Sultanate (1206–1526), the Mughals (1526 to the eighteenth

century; officially abolished in 1858), and the British (mid eighteenth

century to 1947). Imperial rule in Indian history was sufficiently salient

to destroy incipient national states, yet was neither enduring nor indi-

genous enough to bring about grassroots’ cultural leveling. The British

Raj was the first ever to unify the entire subcontinent, and it also left a

deep cultural imprint.

By the late nineteenth century, members of the modern native

elite that had emerged in British India wished to become proud citi-

zens of the glorious British Empire. These were the lawyers, adminis-

trators of all sorts and levels, journalists, and other professionals

educated in English and with Western acculturation. For many

reasons, including, but not limited to, the attitude of the British

themselves, such a re-creation of the ancient Roman model was not

to be. As equality was central to the Western liberal creed assimilated

by the new native elite, its members were stung by their rebuttal and

by British superiority. In a pattern archetypal in colonial settings, the

local elite’s adoption of native nationalism was very much a wounded

reaction to their frustration.81 Indian national identity was created
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from native materials vis-à-vis the British “Other.” Anthony Smith’s

thesis that modern nations have been construed from premodern

ethno-symbolic materials is too modest in that it overlooks the existence

in many places of premodern nations and national states. But in India,

where no unified premodern national state existed, it fits perfectly.

The artificiality of the process of building a national identity

out of traditional local materials, in India as in other colonial cases, has

been the subject of debate. Critics have been all too aware of the novelty

of many of the new forms of consciousness, of the anachronisms and

the “invention of tradition” involved, sincere or deliberately fabricated.

Thus, they have regarded the process as little more than cynical elite

“manipulation,” a modern “instrumentalist” act. Obviously, in differ-

ent countries, depending on the local history, there is different depth

and authenticity to the historical traditions that have gone into the

forging of the nation. Some of the new postcolonial countries have little

to show for it except for the otherness of the Western “Other.”

However, India was after all one of the world’s most ancient civiliza-

tions. How contrived then was the construction of Indian national

identity from the late nineteenth century on, when Indian intellectuals

and professionals, connected by print and railway technology, estab-

lished the Indian National Congress (1885) to represent the Indian

cause? This move was counteracted by political self-organization and

mobilization by Muslims and by Sikhs. These two major religious

populations felt threatened by the predominantly Hindu character of

the Congress, which reflected India’s Hindu majority.

Paul Brass launched the scholarly debate concerning Indian

nationalism. He suggested that all the above identities – Hindu-pan-

Indian, Muslim, and Sikh – were modern creations, as the respective

elites mobilized the masses around religious symbols. The modern

ethnonational identities allegedly had little in common with the great

diversity of India’s past religious communities or with the fundamen-

tally non-ethnic character of its premodern politics.82 Brass’ views have

provoked criticism from quite a number of authors, with the result that

Brass himself has somewhat reformulated his position, adopting more

of a middle ground between “primordialism” and “modernism.”83

Thus, something close to a scholarly consensus has tacitly emerged

from the heat of the debate. No one is denying that Indian nationalism

was a new creation and that the cultural forms on which it was built

have been radically transformed by modernity. Although they had
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already been strongly challenged by Islam, the highly diverse, poly-

theistic, and caste-fragmented Hindu traditions – religious, cultural,

and communal – were consolidated into a self-conscious, comprehen-

sive, and distinctive creed only in the nineteenth century. Much of this

was a response to the classification standards of the Europeans, which

called for something comparable to Christianity and Islam. On the

other hand, it is agreed that modern reconstruction could not be carried

out by the elite just at will, ex nihilo. This would not have been possible

had Hindu traditions not had the longest and deepest roots in India’s

history and culture, and among its people, including, most emphati-

cally, the elite itself. Scholars have revealed how, long before print

technology, a Hindu spiritual world was propagated through pre-

modern media. It was rooted in the ancient epic scriptures, transmitted

through oral recitation, ceremony, and drama, and reinforced by popu-

lar pilgrimage to holy places and the prevalence and public role of holy

men.84 Duara has already been cited regarding the effect of these

premodern forms of imagined communities in China and India, as well

as in other traditional societies.85 The following is a similar citation,

from another leading scholar, on the growth of Indian nationalism in

the late nineteenth century:

Nationalists and communalists alike used newspapers and

books to spread their ideas. But there were equally

important methods, which find no place in Anderson’s

theory. The visual aids of drama, public spectacles and

religious displays were necessary to reach out to a largely

non-literate society. Both modern and traditional forms of

communication played a crucial role in the transformation

of customary culture into community of consciousness.86

In Chapter 4 we saw that ethnicity and religion were clearly

significant in India’s historical empires. They were intrinsic in the

system of imperial coercion, but were also subdued by it. This was true

of the zealous Muslim-Afghan Delhi Sultanate, but also of the pro-

verbially tolerant Muslim Mughals.87 The British are sometimes

accused of dealing with Indian society during the nineteenth century

through religion and caste, thereby objectifying and politicizing these

categories, and also in order to divide and rule. But the real problem lay

elsewhere. The replacement of Mughal rule by the British broke

300 / Nations



Muslim dominance in India, and the introduction of universal male

suffrage by the British in the early twentieth century alarmed the

Muslim elite even further, because it meant inevitable Hindu domi-

nance. Again, rather than being a modern invention, political ethnicity

was released, transformed, and greatly reinforced by democratization,

taking a national form, which in India’s particular case was indeed new.

The Congress leaders made great efforts to allay the fears of

Muslims, Sikhs, and other minorities over Hindu dominance, lest they

compromise the independence movement and the unity of India. They

emphasized the comprehensive character of the movement, and, as the

rift with the Muslim League deepened toward independence, they

proclaimed the secular nature of the Indian nation. This principle

became central to India’s state ideology and constitution. However,

what exactly it has meant requires closer scrutiny. While Jawaharlal

Nehru, India’s first prime minister (1947–1964) was the most secular

among the Congress leaders, the others, including Mahatma Gandhi,

were far more steeped in Hinduism. Rather than a religion per se,

Hindu for them was a cultural identity and a message of deep spiritu-

ality. It was India’s contribution to the world and a counterpoise to

Western culture, which should be merged with it to form India’s

modern national identity.88 This was very much the essence of

Gandhi’s powerful appeal to India’s masses, which he mobilized for

the national cause, turning the Congress from an elite club into a mass

popular movement. There was scarcely a difference here between the

manipulative leader of the “instrumentalist” cliché and the people:

both were as sincere and deeply committed in their attachment to the

world of beliefs, symbols, and sentiments which Gandhi made the

cornerstone of Indian national identity.

To be sure, Gandhi and the other Congress leaders stood for the

utmost tolerance toward all religious and ethnic groups, for state

neutrality in such matters, and for the all-encompassing character of

the Indian nation and national identity. Still, that identity was per-

ceived by them, as well as by their mass constituency, as an extended

version of Hindu identity. The rise of a Hindu nationalist party, the

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), from the 1980s on, which broke the long-

held hegemony of the Congress Party over Indian politics and held

power from 1998 to 2004, has alarmed many commentators. Inter

alia, the BJP wants India to become more formally and pronouncedly

Hindu.89 This vision stands in contrast to the Congress’ traditional line

301 / Modernity: nationalism released, transformed, and enhanced



and the ideology of the Indian state. All the same, it is easy to get

confused by this crucial difference and lose sight of the actual content

of the Congress’ nationalism from its inception. Pluralistic, comprehen-

sive, and secular as it was in the quest for Indian national unity, Indian

identity for both its leaders and constituency was very much stamped in

the image of Hindu tradition and culture. This outlook was genuine

and deep enough to win mass popular appeal, while being sufficiently

pluralistic to keep some weary non-Hindu minorities within India. At

the same time, however, it was not inconspicuous and insignificant

enough to prevent a break up with the largest of these minorities, the

Muslims, who comprised 25–30 percent of British India’s population.

The provinces with a Muslim majority in former British India separated

upon independence (1947) and established the state of Pakistan. The

trauma involved a massive human tragedy. An exodus of Muslims from

India to Pakistan and Hindus in the other direction took place, accom-

panied by widespread sectarian violence. Hundreds of thousands died

and an estimated 12 million became refugees. Kashmir, with a Muslim

majority but joined by its Hindu ruler to India, remains a bleeding

wound in the relations between the two countries and the scene of a

local Muslim insurgency. Otherwise, despite periodic eruptions of

interreligious rioting, the roughly 140 million Muslims living through-

out India are fairly successfully integrated into the nation.

Other large and small ethnic minorities have been similarly

integrated within the Indian national state, though the relations of

some of them with it have not been free from ambivalence, tensions,

and occasional eruptions of sectarian violence. As Alex Yakobson puts

it in Chapter 7 below, where there are ethnic minorities there is also an

ethnic majority. And the balancing act between a majority ethnic

identity and an inclusive, pluralistic, civic definition of Indian nationa-

lism has never ceased. We now turn to look more closely at India’s

ethnic core and the patterns of inclusion and exclusion it creates. This

ethnic core is dual, Hindi–Hindu, with one circle encompassed within a

wider one. The first, smaller and weaker core is linguistic; the second,

broader and more significant is religious–cultural.

Hindi is by far themost widely spoken of India’s many languages,

the language of most of northern India, the seat of government of the

subcontinent’s major historical empires. However, despite being

the native language of more than 40 percent of India’s population,

with the next most prevalent languages (Bengali, Telugu, and Marathi)
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spoken by only around 8 percent each, Hindi is not a majority

language. Furthermore, while most of India’s other languages belong,

like Hindi, to the Indic branch of the Indo-European family of lan-

guages and are similarly derived from ancient Sanskrit, they are no

more mutually comprehensible than the modern Latin languages are

to one another. Finally, languages of a completely different family,

Dravidian, are spoken in the south, while languages of the Austro-

Asiatic andTibeto-Burman families are spoken by small ethnic

communities in the northeast. This linguistic divide matters politically.

For example, in non-Hindi British Bengal a distinct national conscious-

ness emerged as early as the second half of the nineteenth century, and

resistance to Hindi dominance has been strong there, as it has been in

other non-Hindi states.90 The Dravidian-speaking Tamil south was

historically independent from the empires of the north and manifested

strong secessionist pressures at the time of and immediately following

India’s independence. These pressures have been successfully checked

and substituted by local state self-rule and the cultivation of the

indigenous culture.91

Thus, the founders of India, who sought to make Hindi the

national language, encountered intense resistance and had to compro-

mise in order not to alienate non-Hindi speakers.92 In view of the

salience of the language question, the States Reorganisation Act of

1956 made state boundaries in India conform to and reflect linguistic

boundaries. Furthermore, the limited acceptance of Hindi and the wide-

spread resistance to its status as a national language have been

reinforced by the role of English. Although the creators of India wanted

to phase out English in favor of Hindi in official use and the educational

system, English survived as a second and in many respects primary

official language. Like many other postcolonial countries, India benefits

from a linguistic legacy which is both universal and, paradoxically, once

the colonial master was gone, perceived as neutral vis-à-vis the country’s

many linguistic–ethnic communities. All in all, the language issue in

India, and the country’s linguistic divides which could easily (and still

might) become the markers of separate peoples and national states, have

been accommodated within a compromise composite linguistic struc-

ture. India has a trilingual educational policy, whereby English, Hindi,

and the local language of each state are taught at school.

The wider and stronger core of majority Indian identity, which

holds together India’s many distinct linguistic communities, is Hindu.
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More than 80 percent of India’s population is Hindu. A comparison

with predominantly Christian Europe is called for, and often made. As

mentioned earlier, Hinduism, not unlike Christianity in Europe, is as

much a cultural–civilizational identity as it is a religious one. But its

political–historical trajectory has been somewhat different. Christianity

was a self-conscious creed in medieval Europe, monotheistic and

strongly defined vis-à-vis the pagan, Jewish, and Muslim “Others.” It

also carried an idealistic vision of political community as Christendom,

a vision weakened by the rise of Europe’s national states, but returning

in a tacit cultural–identity form with the European Union. By compari-

son, not even Islam but only the challenge of the West and modernity

was powerful enough to shake the Indian subcontinent from its relative

isolation and spur it to consolidate its religious–cultural polytheistic

heritage into the unified concept of Hinduism. As Hindu religion and

culture are more indigenously and exclusively Indian than Christianity

is European, and as India lacks a history of premodern national states,

Hindu has become the most signal element of Indian national identity.

While the Hindi linguistic component of Indian national identity

has caused some alienation among non-Hindi speakers, the more signifi-

cantHindu element of Indiannational identity has been the cause of deeper

cleavages. The rupture with British India’s second largest religious com-

munity, Islam, and the creation of Pakistan has already been mentioned.

But the cleavage with another of India’s religious community, the Sikhs,

has also been deep and has not resulted in secession mainly because of the

balance of power between the sides.Numbering around19million,mostly

concentrated in India’s northwestern state of Punjab and speaking Punjabi,

the Sikhs arguably have had a better claim to nationhood and statehood

than the multiethnicMuslims of the subcontinent.93 Politically organizing

close on the heels of the Congress and Muslim League, their leadership

aspired to a separate state in the Punjab in 1947. They were turned down

by the British, whomade it clear that theMuslimwas the only secessionist

claim they were prepared to concede. Since then the Sikhs’ integration

within India has been a mixed story. Intercommunal tensions have occa-

sionally erupted into sectarian violence, especially during the 1984 rioting

surrounding the Golden Temple affair. This caused the death of thousands

and led to the assassination of India’s PrimeMinister Indira Gandhi by her

Sikh bodyguards. A Sikh uprising took place in the Punjab between 1987

and 1993 and was only suppressed by robust force. On the other hand,

from 2004 on, and as these lines are written, India has had a Sikh prime
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minister from the Congress Party, the first non-Hindu since independ-

ence. In addition to the Muslims and Sikhs, dissention vis-à-vis the

Indian nation-state has been widespread in the non-Hindi and largely

non-Hindu ethnically diverse northeast, where secessionist movements

and insurgency groups have been very active.94

The tension of balancing national inclusiveness and core Hindu

identity has been intrinsic to India since independence and, with the

exception of Pakistan’s secession, has been managed quite successfully

thus far. In part, this success is attributed to India’s political pluralism,

which has been no less important than its ideological and constitutional

pluralism. Here also the founders and leaders of independent India

struggled with an inherent strain and ended up with a delicate balan-

cing act. Although the Congress and India’s first prime minister Nehru

wanted a strong centralized state and were highly suspicious of local

states’ power, they nonetheless pragmatically conceded to the devolu-

tion of a great deal of political power to the state level. India is a federal

state, and, as we have seen, in practice its constitutive states give

expression to its diverse linguistic–ethnic identities. Federalism is not

a panacea for multiethnic states, as it might reinforce rather than allay

secessionist tendencies. But in India it has worked, so far.95 In addition,

the Congress Party has been very adept in cementing broad coalitions at

the local level across the country, coopting various groups into the

political system. Pluralist, “consociational” democracy theorist Arend

Lijphart has highlighted this aspect of the Indian political system.96

Indeed, democracy has been rightly credited with much of

India’s success, yet, like federalism, it might be double-edged. While

allowing pluralistic political self-expression to diverse ethnic identities,

Indian democracy does not recognize the right to secede and actively

suppresses secessionist attempts by military force. It is similar in this

respect to the United States at the time of the Civil War. However,

although the right to secede remains highly disfavored by states world-

wide, the norms in advanced liberal democracies increasingly allow for

this option when a majority in a distinct ethnonational community

occupying a certain territory opts for independence. The same norms

rule out suppression by force. As India modernizes, increasing liberali-

zation concerning the right of secession may follow. Furthermore, as we

have seen with respect to other developing countries, the process of

modernization itself may either reinforce or undermine India’s national

unity. Currently, two-thirds of India’s population still lives in rural
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areas and is scattered throughout the countryside. It remains to be seen

what sort of national identity formation and mobilization, whether

pan-Indian or local, the people will undergo when concentrated in

cities after urbanization. India is a successful, yet an ongoing project.

Rather than a complete break up, which India’s Hindu identity and

modern political history makes less likely, the main challenge to Indian

unity seems to be more specific secessionist pressures. These could

come from any of the aforementioned ethnic groups – Kashmiri

Muslims, Sikhs, Tamils, or the small ethnicities of the northeast – all

of which lie at the periphery or outside of Indian national identity.

All the above does not mean that India is not a civic and highly

pluralistic nation. But the naive false dichotomy of civic versus ethnic

nationalism assumes the former to be based solely on allegiance to the

state and its constitution, and wholly overlooks the role of kin–culture

communal identity, which in India centers on a broadly defined Hindu

identity. This core identity has been essential to the consolidation and

survival of India’s sense of nationhood, though it is by no means a

sufficient condition for it. Pakistan, in many ways India’s “Other,” may

serve to highlight additional conditions for the success of multiethnic

nationalism, or lack thereof.

Separating from India upon independence because of a deep,

identity-constituting religious cleavage, Pakistan’s story is often contrasted

to India’s. Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the leader of the Muslim League in

British India, who steered the Muslims away from a unified India and

became Pakistan’s first head of state from 1947 until his death the

following year, was not very different from his Congress counterparts in

his vision of statehood. He regarded Islam primarily as a historical–

cultural identity and aspired to create a fundamentally secular modern

state. In reality, however, Pakistan took a different course from that of

India. Because of the circumstances of its creation and perhaps also

because of Islam’s greater monotheistic zeal, not yet tempered, like Chris-

tianity, by modernity and liberalism, Pakistan has been constitutionally

and publicly more Islamic than India has been Hindu. Furthermore, the

salience and influence of Islam in Pakistani society and politics has grown

considerably over time.This is often criticized by commentators.However,

as far as our subject is concerned and in view of the role we have attributed

to Hindu identity in consolidating India’s sense of nationhood, one would

have expected an even stronger Islamic identity in Pakistan to be at least as

successful in crystallizing a Pakistani sense of nationhood. And yet this is
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not the case. Certainly, Islam has been the main identity binding the

various ethnicities of Pakistan together. Nonetheless, the sense of a

common national identity has been weaker in Pakistan than it has been

in India, and the distance among Pakistan’s main ethnic building blocs has

been more significant.

Muslim Bengal in the east, geographically separated by India

from western Pakistan, seceded and created independent Bangladesh

following a civil war and an Indian military intervention (1971). The

Punjabis, Seraikis, and Sindhis (each with its own Indic language),

together with the Pashtuns and Baluchis (each speaking an Iranian

language and with kin across the border in both Afghanistan and Iran)

remain Pakistan’s major linguistic–ethnic populations. Although these

ethnic populations are geographically mixed in some areas and in large

cities, each of them has a separate territory and distinct identity, which is

often stronger than their sense of common nationhood as Pakistani.

In addition, there are scores of other linguistic communities, the vast

majority of which are very small. Urdu, with its glorious literary tradition

and historical role during the struggle for separation from India,

is Pakistan’s official language while being the native language of only

7–8 percent of its population. Even more than in India, English serves as

the true national language in the central state’s administration.97

What, then, are the sources of the difference between Pakistani

and Indian nationhood? One factor may be religion. This does not refer

to Pakistan’s more religious constitution and public sphere, but to

Islam’s status as a universal religion that transcends Pakistan’s national

borders. Although the percentage of Indians who are Hindu is less than

that of Pakistanis who are Muslim (divided, however, between a large

Sunni majority and a small Shia minority), Hinduism is more specific to

India and makes for a more distinct national marker. A second possible

factor is democracy. In contrast to the vibrancy and endurance of

Indian democracy, Pakistan has alternated since independence between

unstable democracy and military-authoritarian regimes. As mentioned

previously, democracy or the lack thereof is a double-edged tool as far

as multiethnic nationalism is concerned. An authoritarian regime may

suppress secessionist pressures and enforce policies of ethnic leveling,

but it can also hinder the process of political power-sharing, compro-

mise, and cooptation more typical of democracy. Thus, in addition to

the crucial language question involving official Urdu versus Bengali, a

major reason for the secession of Bangladesh was the dominance of the
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Punjabi and Sindhi elite in the governing of Pakistan. Despite being the

largest ethnic population before secession, the Bengali felt discrimi-

nated against and neglected within the Pakistani state.

A third, less recognized factor may be as significant in explain-

ing the limited success of the Pakistani nation-building project as

compared with India’s. Obviously, the lack of geographical contiguity

mattered in the case of Bengal, which was separated by 1,500–2,000

kilometers from western Pakistan. But also in western Pakistan the

existence of four or five major ethnic communities appears to be more

destabilizing for national unity than the presence of dozens of such

communities under one national roof as in India.98 It is easier to

imagine and carry out a division of the country along ethnic lines in

the former circumstances than when the alternative to unity is a much

greater array of ethnic units. The latter circumstances are not immune

to secession by larger or smaller ethnonational communities, or to

more extensive disintegration, but perhaps less easily so.

The difficulties encountered by the United States and its allies in

their state- and nation-building projects in Afghanistan and Iraq at the

outset of the twenty-first century are further demonstrations of the prob-

lems of multiethnic countries. Across the border from Pakistan, Afghani-

stan is home to a large number of distinct ethnicities, of which by far the

largest one, the Pashtuns, comprise only about 40 percent of the popula-

tion. In Iraq, the three major ethnic populations, the Shia, Sunnis, and

Kurds, were only held together in a single state by political coercion (and

Sunni dominance). This was imposed first by the British, who drew Iraq’s

boundaries with little regard for ethnic realities, and later by successive

despotic governments in Baghdad. In addition, tribal affiliations are still

very much alive in both Afghanistan and Iraq, and take precedence over

national affinities. Given the political alternatives, the notion that either of

these countries should be regarded as a nation is an understandable long-

term aspiration at best; at worst, it is naive and costly wishful thinking.

Conclusion: civic versus ethnic nations?

The new, postcolonial states of Africa, southern Asia, and the southeast

Asian archipelago have been central to the concept of civic nationalism

and partly responsible for the increasingly prominent role it has played

in the political and scholarly discourse. In a multiethnic reality, wherein
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the disintegration of existing states is likely to bring about cata-

strophic upheavals, massive communal violence, and the horrors of

ethnic cleansing, civic nationalism has been posited as a benign anti-

thesis to ethnic nationalism. The new states have not only been

expected to keep their unity and find a way to peacefully accommo-

date their diverse ethnic groups, but also to develop a sense of

common nationhood (and the two goals are indeed connected). This

common nationhood has been assumed to be based on civic allegiance

to a state and its constitution. However, the notion that the various

ethnic groups within the state would regard themselves as a single

political community of solidarity and fate even when lacking closer

kin–culture bonds has been based on a profound misinterpretation.

This misinterpretation concerns the meaning of civic nationalism in

Western history and derives from a false dichotomy between the civic

and ethnic elements of nationhood.

Nation-building in the above-described states of Africa and

Asia is still an ongoing project, which is likely to have different results

in different countries. Although the sanctity of the colonial borders

has been a guiding principle since independence so as to avoid

opening a Pandora’s box of ethnic mayhem, ethnonational secession

has occasionally occurred. Most notably, Eritrea seceded from

Ethiopia, and South Sudan from Sudan. A similar attempt by the

Ibo people in Nigeria to create an independent Biafra was crushed

only by a murderous civil war. In the long run it is unlikely that

postcolonial Africa and Asia will be entirely immune to partitions

along ethnonational fault lines, such as those that occurred in post-

communist Eastern Europe and the Balkans. Indeed, the main chal-

lenges facing countries in Africa and Asia still lie ahead. They have all

yet to undergo the massive transformation of modernization, and

some also the process of democratization. Both these developments

deeply affect nationalism and may result in either national consoli-

dation or political disintegration along enhanced ethnonational lines,

depending on each country’s particular circumstances.

Some possible reasons for the success or failure of national

projects have already been touched upon above. Nations are easiest

to build when the state has a large ethnic majority core, or Staatsvolk.

Depending on the sides involved in each particular case, such an ethnic

majority may engulf the others to create a broader common identity

which largely carries the majority’s stamp. Alternatively, the minority
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ethnic groups, while citizens of the state, may remain on the margins

or altogether outside the main national identity, while enjoying a

greater or lesser right to cultivate their own ethnonational identity.

A Switzerland or a Singapore is very rare and depends on highly

exceptional circumstances. Be that as it may, most countries of post-

colonial Africa and Asia do not have a core ethnic majority. As we have

seen, in such cases it may be more desirable for the purpose of nation-

building for the state to have a greater rather than lesser plurality of

ethnic groups. This decreases both the prospects of one group’s domi-

nance, with the resentment that it creates among the others, and

reduces the viability of complete disintegration along ethnic lines. Alex

Yakobson comes to a similar conclusion in Chapter 7, and this obser-

vation may also explain some of the findings regarding the conditions

for ethnic violence.99 Most importantly, however, nation-building in

multiethnic states depends – is almost conditional upon – the creation

of pan-cultural bonds which facilitate the transformation of diverse

ethnic groups into a national community. Such cultural bonds are the

strongest cement of national communities in the absence of a shared

sense of kinship. Moreover, the forging of a common culture also fuels

processes of intermarriage among populations living in the same terri-

tory, which over time may produce a growing sense of shared kinship.

Thus, rather than being a sufficient condition for nationhood, the

acceptance of life in a common state, allegiance to it, and obedience

to its laws are very much the result of such processes of kin–culture

national consolidation.

A shared language has been documented to be by far a nation’s

most common unifying bond.100 As we saw in Chapter 2, this is quite

obvious in view of the role of language as the medium of shared social

communication, group cooperation, and symbolic projection. In multi-

ethnic states pursuing a nation-building project, either the former

colonial language or one of the native languages, sometimes with a

history of being a lingua franca, is turned into the national language.

Spread by means of the education system and the media, it becomes the

second language of the people side by side with their particular native

tongue, and may or may not become their first language over time and

with increasing modernization and urbanization. Similar processes

took place in some countries of Europe (achieving their greatest success

in France, to a lesser degree in Britain and Spain, and in a way also in

Germany and Italy); in the English-speaking immigrant countries; and
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in Latin America. At the same time, it should be borne in mind that

many of the practices which historically states have used to impose

linguistic leveling and assimilation are no longer deemed legitimate

nor practiced.

Far less powerful than language, common religion is nonethe-

less a significant cultural resource of shared identity consolidation.101

This has been very noticeable in the countries of southern Asia and the

southeast Asian archipelago, as it has been in Latin America. The same

also holds true for much of Africa, and constitutes a major problem in

those countries where the large-scale presence of both Islam and Chris-

tianity is the cause of a deep cleavage. To be sure, religious tolerance

can facilitate national consolidation, and all the more so in a religiously

divided society. And yet such tolerance is often difficult to achieve in

traditional societies experiencing the early stages of modernization in

which religion plays a prominent role in spirituality, culture, and

identity-formation. It took Europe centuries to adopt the principle of

religious tolerance; and the fact of the matter is that the great majority

of the people in most European countries are overwhelmingly either

Catholic or Protestant, at least in terms of cultural background if not

actual religiosity. In any case, as already noted in the Introduction,

religion per se rarely serves as a basis for nationhood, unless it is a

national religion, that is, unique to a people and therefore far more

defining of its identity. Even then, a common language remains a top

priority for national consolidation. It is for these reasons that Belgian

and Pakistani national identity has proven to be so shaky, whereas

Jewish-Israeli and Indian identities have been quite robust. Religious

cleavages may split an ethnos or a people speaking the same language

more than a common religion can unite speakers of different languages

into one people.

To be sure, shared cultural features do not guarantee a sense of

common nationhood. This is certainly not the case with religion, or

even with language. Separate historical traditions and distinct geo-

graphy may still keep communities apart in terms of national identity.

Nonetheless, much-cited exceptions should not obscure the more

common realities: in the vast majority of nations there are strong ties

of common culture; and over time these ties also produce a perception

of the nation as an extended family, if a sense of kinship did not exist

from the outset. Conversely, in the absence of such unifying bonds, or if

the state fails to create them, states find it extraordinarily difficult to
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keep their unity and form a national community. Democracy, liberal

rights, and respect for ethnic diversity, all very important in their own

right, may assist in preventing ethnonational dissent and disintegration,

or they may set them loose. Whether a state’s concept of the nation and

citizenship leans toward territory and culture or more toward descent

and culture, hardly any nation exists based solely or even mainly on

political allegiance to state and constitution.
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C NATIONAL CONFL ICT AND SOL IDAR ITY IN
A GLOBAL IZ ING WORLD

We live in a fast globalizing world in terms of communication, culture,

and the economy. Concomitantly, liberal values of individualism,

multiculturalism, and universalism deepen in the West and other parts

of the world, arguably globally. Like the state, nationalism is reputed to

be eroded from both above and below, by the forces of the international

system, as well as by group and individual rights domestically. Voices

heralding the demise of the nation and nationalism as anachronistic (as

well as dangerous and morally problematic), a relic from a bygone age,

have sparked a counter-reaction which points out that nations and

nationalism are alive and kicking everywhere, including the supposedly

postnational Europe.102 Of course, nationalism is not a given quantity

which obeys a law of preservation. The forces underlying it transform

and fluctuate in their manifestations and power. In what follows we

look at the potency of nationalism in today’s world, most notably in

reference to the two major, classical spheres of state activity, in which

national affinity and solidarity have been the most prominent and

reached their apogee during the twentieth century. These spheres are

war and the welfare state, relating to the outside world and domestic

society, respectively.

The audit of war: willingly killing and dying for one’s nation

War has a reputation for being the ultimate expression of national

affinity and solidarity, of the sharp distinction between “us” and

“them.” Societies have mobilized and have been galvanized by war, in

which people kill and get killed not merely by compulsion, but with

inner commitment, with desperate determination, or even enthusiasm.

Indeed, this highly charged emotional willingness to sacrifice life and

limb for people and country, so patently clear to any observer, has

been the weakest, unexplained point in any “instrumentalist” or
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“manipulation” theorizing regarding the national phenomenon, both

premodern andmodern. As we have seen, pan-national mobilization for

war variably existed during premodern times as well. Even in highly

exploitative societies (and not all societies were equally exploitative)

rulers could usually count on their people’s patriotic sentiments, as they

did in times of emergency. Undoubtedly, however, national mobilization

and popular commitment for war became much more significant with

modernity and the age of popular sovereignty, as the people far more

closely identified the wars with their own interests.

Two major trends call for attention in examining the relation-

ship between nationalism and war in the modern globalizing inter-

national system: the number of wars has declined sharply since 1815,

and those subsequent have overwhelmingly been caused by ethnic and

nationalist motives. We begin with the former trend. In the century after

1815, wars among the Great Powers and other economically advanced

countries declined in frequency to about one-third of what they had

been in the eighteenth century, and even less compared with earlier

times. The same low frequency continued during the twentieth century,

although resource and manpower mobilization in the major wars that

did occur, most notably in the two world wars, increased.103 Many

assume that there is an inverse relationship here, with the frequency of

war declining because wars have become too expensive and lethal.

However, relative to population and wealth, wars have not become

more lethal and costly than earlier in history.104 In nineteenth-century

Europe (1815–1914), the most pacific century in European history, the

frequency of war sharply declined even though the wars that did occur

were far less devastating compared with both earlier and later times.

Conversely, in the twentieth century, the mere twenty-one years that

separated the two world wars – the most intense and devastating wars in

modern European history – do not support an inverse relationship

between war intensity and frequency either. The Second World War

has been followed by the so-called Long Peace among the Great Powers

and other economically developed countries. Although this is widely

attributed to the nuclear factor – a decisive factor to be sure – the trend

became evident long before the advent of nuclear weapons. The three

longest periods of peace by far in the modern Great Power system have

all occurred since the beginning of the nineteenth century: thirty-nine

years of peace between 1815 and 1854; forty-three years between 1871

and 1914; and more than sixty-five years to date since 1945.
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Even before the middle of the nineteenth century, thinkers such

as Saint-Simon, Auguste Comte, J. S. Mill, and the Manchester school

were quick to note the change and realized that it was caused by the

advent of the industrial–technological–commercial revolution, the most

profound transformation of human society since the Neolithic adoption

of agriculture. Since that sweeping change, wealth has been growing

steeply and continuously, a dramatic break from the “Malthusian trap”

that characterized earlier human history. Per capita production in

developed countries has increased in comparison with preindustrial

times by a factor of 30–50, so far.105 This revolutionary change has

worked against war in several ways. First, wealth no longer constitutes a

fundamentally finite quantity, its acquisition having progressively

shifted from a zero-sum game where one participant’s gain could only

be achieved at others’ expense. Second (and this is the most widely

recognized factor), as production has been intended for sale in the

marketplace rather than directly consumed by the family producers

themselves, economies have become increasingly interconnected in an

intensifying and spreading network of specialization, scale, and

exchange, the much celebrated globalization of the markets.106 In con-

sequence, prosperity abroad became interrelated with one’s own, to the

extent that foreign devastation potentially depressed the entire system

and was thus detrimental to a state’s own well-being. This reality,

already noted by J. S. Mill,107 starkly manifested itself after the First

World War, as J. M. Keynes had anticipated in his The Economic

Consequences of the Peace (1920). Third, greater economic openness

has decreased the likelihood of war by disassociating economic access

and opportunity from the confines of political borders and sovereignty.

It is no longer necessary to politically possess a territory in order to

benefit from it. In conclusion, rather than war becoming more costly, as

is widely believed, the reason for the decline of war has in fact been

peace growing more profitable.

Side by side with the decline of war in the developed world,

studies show that the main cause of the post-1815 wars has been

ethnic–nationalist. According to Andreas Wimmer’s computations,

for example, this factor, accounting for around 30 percent of all wars

in 1820, had risen to 68 percent in 2000.108 Consider, for example, the

wars involving the Great Powers that disturbed the nineteenth-

century’s relative peacefulness. Apart from the Crimean War (1854–

1856), these were the war of 1859 which led to Italy’s unification, the
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American Civil War (1861–1865), and the Wars of German Unification

(1864, 1866, 1870–1871). It was above all issues of national unity and

national independence that constituted the deepest and most inflam-

mable motives for these major wars. The same held true for violent

conflict in general throughout Europe. The hotspots of such conflict

were nationalistic: conquered and partitioned Poland; fragmented and

foreign-dominated Italy; disunited Germany; the territories of the

future Belgium briefly stitched to Holland; suppressed Ireland; the

Habsburg-incorporated Hungary; the Ottoman-held Balkans; and

Alsace-Lorraine, annexed to Germany but retaining their affinity of

national sentiment to France. Thus, the rising tide of modern nationa-

lism often overrode the logic of the new economic realities.

Furthermore, in line with the teachings of the school of

national economists, from Alexander Hamilton and Friedrich List on,

and following the highpoint of free trade in the mid nineteenth century,

the United States, Germany, France, Russia, and Japan all adopted

strong protectionist policies against British manufacturing during their

period of industrial takeoff. Moreover, by the late nineteenth and early

twentieth centuries, with the new imperialism, the Great Powers

expanded their protectionist policies to the undeveloped parts of the

world. It thus appeared that the emergent global economy might

become partitioned rather than remaining open for all, with each

national-imperial bloc becoming closed to everybody else, as in fact

occurred during the 1930s. A snowball effect ensued, generating a

runaway grab for territory. For the territorially confined Germany

and Japan the need to break away into imperial Lebensraum or “co-

prosperity sphere” seemed particularly pressing. Here lay the seeds of

the two world wars.

After 1945, the wave of decolonization triggered numerous

wars of national independence in Asia and Africa. Among the Great

Powers nuclear weapons have concentrated the minds of all concerned

wonderfully, but no less important have been the institutionalization of

free trade and the closely related process of rapid and sustained eco-

nomic growth. As a result, the modernized, economically developed

parts of the world constitute a “zone of peace.” War now seems to be

confined to the less developed parts of the globe, or “zone of war,”

where countries that have so far failed to embrace modernization

continue to be engaged in wars among and within themselves, as well

as with developed countries.
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All this indicates that there has indeed been a clear correlation

between economic modernization coupled with commercial globaliza-

tion, on the one hand, and the decline of national economic autarky,

war, and national mobilization for war, on the other. Globalization

does have the effect of eroding nationalism, as the system of economic

benefits strides across national borders. Growing connectivity and

global cultural leveling work in the same direction. Finally, the liberal

economic system is supplemented by the spread of liberal values,

which promote individualism and universalism while viewing particu-

laristic group identities very ambivalently. Although tolerant of or

even celebrating the diversity of group identifications, liberalism is

concerned about those group allegiances that threaten individual

rights and the idea of liberal humanity, and is especially suspicious

of national chauvinism. At the same time, however, liberalism also

upholds the right of peoples to political self-determination according

to their own free choice, and this choice has almost invariably turned

out to be nationalist.

The particular historical development of liberalism sometimes

obscures this point, yet may also serve to clarify it. Late-seventeenth-

and eighteenth-century English-dominated Britain, wherein the prin-

ciples of liberalism were formulated, was a grand hegemonic nation

that, like all grand hegemonic nations, regarded its nationhood as self-

evident and universalistic. Having overcome external threats from

Spain and France, Britain was secure and superior in its identity, while

discounting Irish and Scottish national aspirations. Under these circum-

stances, British liberals concentrated on the domestic element of the

doctrine – the people’s rights versus the crown – and had little to say

about the national question vis-à-vis other countries. Although they

were proud, ardent British themselves, they looked through the

national phenomenon as if it were transparent. In the nineteenth cen-

tury, J. S. Mill, for example, tended to believe (as did Marx) that small

ethnicities should assimilate into the great historical nations, because

this was their most promising way by which to gain the blessings of

progress and liberal liberties. Things were different, however, for lib-

erals in the smaller countries of Europe.

Famously, liberalism and nationalism were widely regarded as

closely intertwined from the French Revolution on and during the

nineteenth century. Both worked against the old order in the name of

the people’s rights. For the leaders of national liberation movements,
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such as Giuseppe Mazzini and Thomas Masaryk, as well as for

American President Woodrow Wilson, popular sovereignty, liberal

rights, and national self-determination free from foreign rule were

inseparable from one another. However, by the late nineteenth and

early twentieth centuries anti-liberal nationalistic doctrines had

emerged, and chauvinistic and aggressive nationalism had widely

demonstrated its horrendous potential. In the wake of the two world

wars and Nazism, liberal attitudes toward nationalism have taken a

sharp negative turn. Although liberal opinion has grown even more

supportive of national self-determination, most notably in the case of

the formerly colonial countries, mainstream national identity and

sentiments in the developed liberal democratic countries themselves

have been increasingly regarded with distaste. Not without reason,

they have been suspected of being chauvinistic, detrimental to individ-

ual and minority rights, and an obstacle to growing cosmopolitanism.

Only a few recent liberal theorists have had good things to say about

nationalism or underlined its liberal justification.109

Paradoxically, however, a crucial development of our times has

been overlooked in this context, barely recognized precisely because it

has so comprehensively materialized: national self-determination in the

liberal democratic world has been all but secured on the principle of the

people’s choice. Therefore, with few exceptions, there has been little

need to fight for it. When national rights are secured domestically while

genuine foreign threat has practically disappeared with the collapse of

the Soviet system, it is hardly surprising that national sentiments are

viewed lightly or even disparagingly in the liberal democratic countries.

As it is said about good health, it is only when something is lacking that

its absence is felt.

Thus, secure and widely available like the air one breathes,

national identity and sentiments appear transparent to many in the

liberal democratic world, even though they are anything but non-

existent and can be triggered when challenged.110 In Europe, for

example, they are presently most conspicuously manifested, sometimes

chauvinistically, with respect to the question of the integration of

Muslim immigrants into Europe’s national state societies. All in all, in

contrast to the aggressive nationalism of the past, national identity and

sentiments in the liberal democratic countries have become liberal,

largely implicit, and predominantly defensive. While this is a huge

change, its scope and contours should be clearly understood: liberalism
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and globalization have decreased protectionist national economy, war,

and national mobilization for it; but only by also securing national self-

determination, in the absence of which conflict still simmers and some-

times erupts. While aggressive nationalism has declined sharply in the

liberal world, defensive nationalism is very much alive. Nationalist

sentiments seem to be in decline in the developed world precisely

because the national principle has so thoroughly materialized and is

peacefully secured.

Side by side with globalization, growing connectivity, and cul-

tural leveling – and partly because of them – there is also widespread

concern among peoples for their national culture and identity.111

Finally, it may not be redundant to add that in contrast to predictions

made after the end of the Cold War, the worldwide triumph of libera-

lism, and with it liberal nationalism, are not yet secured. China is

poised to become the twenty-first-century’s rising superpower, and it

is an open question whether or not it will retain its current authorita-

rianism or embrace democracy and liberalism as it modernizes.112 At

present China is ardently nationalistic, while harshly suppressing non-

Han national aspirations in both Tibet and Xinxiang.

China’s suppression of non-Han nationalism is yet another

reminder that the global victory of nationalism is at least as much a

result of the defeat of the authoritarian and totalitarian imperial powers

as it is the product of modernization. As we have seen earlier in this

chapter (pp. 258–259), it has scarcely been noticed that the massive

wave of decolonization after 1945 took place only vis-à-vis the liberal

democratic empires (most notably Britain and France), and was sweep-

ingly successful precisely because they were liberal and democratic. The

non-democratic empires, far from being made to withdraw by indige-

nous resistance, were either crushed in the two world wars (Germany

and Japan) or dismantled peacefully when the totalitarian system disin-

tegrated (the Soviet Union). As Sherlock Holmes has noted, it is “the dog

that didn’t bark” – the imperial domains kept down under the totalitar-

ian iron fist – that is the most conspicuous, and most telling.

Throughout history imperial conquest necessitated ruthless

pressure on the conquered peoples, which generally resisted foreign

rule, often desperately so. Premodern powers, as well as modern

authoritarian and totalitarian ones, rarely had a problem with such

measures, and overall they have proved quite successful in suppression.

All empires worked this way, including democratic and republican
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ones, such as ancient Athens and Rome. They could only work this

way. However, as liberalization deepened from the late nineteenth

century onward, the days of formal democratic empires became

numbered, even while outwardly they were reaching their greatest

extent. At the turn of the twentieth century, the British setbacks and

eventual compromise settlement in South Africa and withdrawal from

Ireland were the signs of things to come for other liberal democratic

empires as well.113

Undeniably, liberal democratic countries during the twentieth

century could be quite ruthless. However, the question should be posed

in relative, comparative terms. Did French conduct during the Algerian

war of independence, ruthless as it undoubtedly was, match Marshal

Bugeaud’s tactics a century earlier in that same country? Did British

methods during the twentieth century come anywhere close to the

methods used during the suppression of the Indian Mutiny of 1857,

let alone in the Scottish Highlands after 1746, or in Ireland up until and

as late as 1798? Has there ever been a successful Gandhi or Nkrumah,

or, indeed, any instance of successful decolonization from the authori-

tarian and totalitarian Great Powers? It is not necessary to invoke Nazi

Germany. Imperial Germany’s genocidal methods in crushing the

Herero revolt in southwest Africa (Namibia) (1904–1907) and that of

the Maji-Maji in east Africa (Tanzania) (1905–1907) provide horrific

demonstrations of the sword that hung over the heads of the subject

peoples in all non-liberal empires.

Certainly, winning over at least the elites of conquered societies –

through benefits, cooptation, and the amenities of “soft power,” the

“winning of hearts and minds” – has always played a central role in

imperial “pacification.” Tacitus described this memorably with

respect to the taming of the barbarian Britons by Rome. Still, that

velvet glove always covered an iron fist that had crushed local

resistance mercilessly in the first place and remained unmistakably

in place as the ultima ratio of foreign control. Once the liberal

democratic powers no longer regarded such means as legitimate,

their empires disintegrated and the national principle triumphed

even in the still barely modernized countries of Asia and Africa.

Liberal economics, politics, and morals reinforced one another in

the dismantling of liberal democracies’ imperial domains. Rather

than liberalism and nationalism being mutually contradictory or

conflicting, liberalism and democracy in the imperial core countries
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have been vehicles for the release and proliferation of national self-

determination worldwide. Instead of nationalism being something

new and modern, it took the center stage as democratization gave

free expression to the popular will among subject peoples and

as the liberalization of imperial powers de-legitimized foreign coer-

cive rule.

In today’s liberal democracies wars are sanctioned only as a last

resort, after all other options have failed. Yet a feeling that there may be

another way, that there must be another way, always lingers on. Under

these circumstances and in the absence of a direct and acute threat to

life and national independence, people in affluent liberal democratic

countries exhibit a dramatically heightened “casualty sensitivity,” a

sharp decline in their willingness to die for the nation, at least when

the ends of a war seem remote and dimly connected to their daily

lives.114 More in line with the modern world, however, are people

willing to pay for their national kin?

The nation and the welfare state: for whom are people willing to pay?

During the twentieth century government expenditure in the industrial

and affluent countries rose unabated from less than 10 percent to around

30–50 percent ofGDP.Military expenditure, historically the largest item

on states’ budgets, has pretty much retained its share of up to 5 percent

of GDP (except during the twoworld wars). The quadrupling of govern-

ment expenditure thus reflected a steep increase in spending on social

services – education, health, and welfare – which for the first time grew

far larger than military expenditure.115 This change mirrors both the

growth of wealth and the decline of war outlined above. In a way, the

question of for whom are people willing to pay has replaced the trad-

itional question of for whom they are willing to die as a test of collective

affinity and solidarity. Three indicators seem most relevant in this con-

text: the scale of societies’ redistribution of wealth from the affluent to

the poor by way of taxation and welfare policies; the degree to which

societies’ ethnic homogeneity affects these policies; and the resources

societies dedicate to foreign aid.

To be sure, social welfare policies and the redistribution of

resources from the affluent to the poor are not entirely attributable to

genuine solidarity and altruism. In large part they are an expression of
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what people perceive as their self-interest, because helping to pull the

poor of one’s society out of their condition may be regarded as an

investment intended to increase social wealth, lower crime, and so

forth. Still, might differences among states in the scale of their redis-

tributive policies point to differences in social solidarity and to the

causes of these differences? This has recently been the subject of

research and debate centering on the ethnic and national factor. Some

social critics have claimed that the growth of alien ethnic immigrant

communities and the erosion in the sense and legitimacy of a homoge-

neous national community have resulted in a rolling back of the welfare

state. Both the public and governments have become less willing to pay

for ethnically alien poor, with whom they feel little solidarity because

they barely view them as part of the national collective.116

This claim has been empirically substantiated by leading

economists Alberto Alesina and Edward Glaeser. They have systemati-

cally analyzed the data pertaining to the well-known differences

in wealth redistribution policies between the United States and the

European countries. Government expenditure averages 30 percent of

GDP in the United States, as opposed to a European average of around

45 percent. Expenditure on social programs totals 14.6 percent of GDP in

the United States, as opposed to a European average of 25.5 percent.117

The authors recognize that these differences, which go back a long way

historically, have a variety of causes. They calculate that about half of

the difference is attributable to differences in the political system and

geopolitical size between the United States and the European countries.

The other half they demonstrate to be rooted in the United States’

ethnic and racial heterogeneity.118 Throughout American history there

has been little sense of solidarity with new immigrant communities,

which have always constituted a large part of the poor population.

Today this attitude mostly applies to the Latino immigrant population.

Predominantly, however, the sense of ethnic alienation has applied to

the black population of the United States, which figures disproportion-

ally among the poor. Many white Americans view the black population

as being outside the core of the American national community, feel

little solidarity with it, and are very reluctant to contribute to it finan-

cially. Among the various states of the United States, social redistri-

bution policies appear to vary in proportion to the size of the black

population.119 By contrast, the authors highlight the relative ethnic

homogeneity of the European states as a major factor underlying their
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welfare policies. The ethnically homogeneous and most socially redis-

tributive Nordic countries head the list. The authors suggest that

growing immigrant communities may change social policies in Europe

as well. Finally, they show that by various indicators, including the Gini

coefficient of income inequality, immigrant countries Canada,

Australia, and New Zealand, but according to the authors also Japan,

stand somewhere in between the United States and Europe.120 Other

researchers make similar claims in different contexts.121

Many variables and local idiosyncrasies combine in determin-

ing each country’s redistributive policies. Therefore, the relationship

between such policies and the degree of ethnic homogeneity is far from

being simple, non-ambivalent, or undisputed.122 The global data seems

to be the most conclusive with respect to new immigrant communities

negatively affecting redistributive policies.123 As for native ethnic and

national minorities, there is the question of whether or not they are

viewed as entitled to special compensations and affirmative action

because of past wrongs or dispossession. Most significant, however, is

the question of whether or not there are marked differences in the levels

of affluence among the ethnic communities in a country. Only if such

differences exist does the ethnic factor become a major obstacle to

redistributive policies. Thus, binational Belgium, for example, is very

high on the redistributive scale because its two ethnic communities are

not very different in wealth. In such circumstances welfare policies do

not appear as channeling resources from one community to the

other.124 In the study by Alesina and Glaeser, Japan appears as an

outlier in being one of the most ethnically homogeneous countries in

the world, while ranking only on the middle of the scale in terms of

government expenditure and income inequality. However, in the UN

Human Development Report for 2009, Japan ranks with the Scandi-

navian countries among the most equal societies in the world, with a

Gini coefficient of 25.125 This fits Japanese’s self-perception of their

people as being both close kin and middle class. It is clearly not an easy

task to devise a formula that will encompass all the major variables

affecting the relationship between ethnicity and wealth redistributive

policies worldwide (for obvious reasons, only affluent countries have

been compared here). Still, with all the reservations mentioned above,

such a relationship appears to exist.

The difference between “us” and the “other” is starkly revealed

in the data on foreign aid from rich to poor countries. In contrast to
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their lavish domestic programs, affluent countries’ foreign aid

amounts to no more than 1 percent of the GNI at most (Sweden),

according to OECD data for 2008 and 2009. That of the United

States, the greatest donor in absolute terms, amounts to 0.2 percent.

To be sure, in foreign aid as well, utilitarian considerations play a

significant role in addition to altruism. Foreign aid is often a tool for

achieving political influence in the beneficiary countries. In addition,

the gap between domestic and international aid spending is partly

accounted for by the fact that it is clearly more in people’s self-

interest to invest in their own poor rather than in those of far-away

countries, even if the latter are much needier. All the same, the notion

that altruism toward one’s own people takes precedence is very

deeply ingrained. In a globalizing world of spreading cosmopolitan

culture and individualistic capitalist gain, genuine feelings of national

affinity and solidarity remain one of the main buttresses of the

welfare state.

Jürgen Habermas has tied together the ethnic and civic elements

of nationhood, the role of the former in securing social solidarity, and

the danger to that solidarity once the national sense of cohesion declines:

The cultural symbolism of a “people” secures its own

particular character, its “spirit of the people”, in the

presumed commonalities of descent, language, and history,

and in this way generates a unity, if only an imaginary

one . . . Constructed through the medium of the modern law,

the modern territorial state thus depends on the

development of a national consciousness to provide it with

the cultural substance for a civic solidarity . . . members of

the same “nation” feel responsible enough for one another

that they are prepared to make “sacrifices” – as in military

service or the burden of redistributive taxation.126

Hence, in Habermas’ view, “the fears of the disempowering effects of

globalization are, if still vague, far from unjustified.”127

And yet, despite the above, Habermas has advocated “consti-

tutional patriotism” as the proper form of nationalism.128 Given his

native Germany’s horrendous twentieth-century history, this concept is

an understandable ideological construct, reflecting and stimulating the

change in German public norms. In reality, however, as the quotation
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from Habermas himself reveals, such purely civic national identity and

solidarity, disassociated from kin–culture affinities hardly ever exists,

in Germany or elsewhere. Indeed, it is with the constitution of the

German people and state – surely liberal, inclusive, respectful toward

ethnic minorities, and cooperative with their European neighbors and

the rest of the world, but nonetheless their own people and state – that

Germans identify, and are likely to identify.

Conclusion: are the nation and nationalism here to stay?

The reader who has gotten so far may think that my answer to this

question is resoundingly affirmative, but it is actually more qualified. In

the historically ever-unfolding interaction between the biologically

evolved human propensity for kin–culture solidarity and human cul-

tural transformation, neither the state nor the nation is in principle

more than a particular and transient reality. Both have had far longer

longevity than is recognized by some social science orthodoxies, and

their future trajectories may prove to be far longer than cosmopolitan

enthusiasts predict. However, this latter point, the future of the nation,

the state, and the national state is a matter of assessment, as none of

them are necessarily destined to retain their present form, or survive at

all, with future historical transformation. They are no different in this

respect than the tribe. I do not attempt to predict any of these future

developments or venture to hypothesize about them in any detail. Yet

one thing that might be learnt from this book about the future is the

following: transformed as they might turn out to be and fluctuating in

their manifestations and significance, kin–culture bonds of identity,

affinity, and solidarity – which lie at the root of tribalism, ethnicity,

and nationalism – will remain a potent social force. They will continue

to deeply affect people’s choices and collective action as long as

kin–culture communal heterogeneity itself remains. Furthermore, the

various particular ethnic and national identities are a powerful self-

perpetuating force, and as of now there is little indication that the

difference among them is about to be eradicated any time soon.

It is revealing to find Eric Hobsbawm arriving at very similar

conclusions. As we have seen in the Introduction, this is not the only

point where Hobsbawm hedges significantly against what his followers

have come to identify and embrace as his own. In the last chapter of his
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Nations and Nationalism since 1780 (1990), he outlined the decline in

the role and prominence of the national state with globalization and

suggested that the world might be moving beyond nationalism. Yet in a

2010 newspaper interview Hobsbawm denies that such a process is

occurring:129

The enormous and, since the 1960s, accelerating process of

technical and economic globalization is undeniable. But it is

so far dramatically stopped short at the borders of politics

and, in spite of the establishment of English as a single

global lingua franca, shows little sign of penetrating the

diversity of linguistic/confessional cultures. To this day,

territorial nation-states remain the only effective decision-

makers, as tensions within the European Union are

demonstrating at present.

Addressing the causes and effects of nationalism’s resilience,

Hobsbawm continues:

Nothing in the spontaneous operations of the global

economy has so far been able to replace the social,

redistributive and welfare functions of the territorial state,

nor of the desire of human groups to establish specific

collective identities. Politics remains central. State and world

continue to coexist in conflict and symbiosis. Thus, unlike

the 100 percent global mobility of other factors of

production required by the prophets of capitalist turbo-

globalization, no state, however committed to the universal

“free market,” has been able to establish the unlimited and

uncontrolled cross-border movement of labor against the

resistance of its citizens.

Finally, in response to a question concerning the danger of xenophobia,

Hobsbawm replies:

Xenophobia, whether a form of defense of national jobs

against competition or of traditional national identity, is a

profoundly troubling phenomenon for many who believe in

the values of the 18th century Enlightenment. However, it is
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probably the only global (negative) mass ideology, and its

force and growth are not to be underestimated.

Xenophobia, the hostility toward the foreign on account of its

foreignness, and the often horrendous aggressive and violent expres-

sions of this hostility, are undoubtedly the dark side of the ethnic and

national phenomenon for those who believe in the values of the

eighteenth-century Enlightenment. However, it is all too easily forgot-

ten that the philosophers of Enlightenment liberalism were patriots of

their nations as much as they were cosmopolitan. Like Aristotle, the

great majority of them regarded attachment and devotion to one’s

people and country as a natural sentiment, a further extension of the

attachment and devotion to one’s close family and broader kin circle.

They saw no fundamental contradiction between these sentiments and

the love of humanity in general, provided that ethnic and national

sentiments were kept liberal and enlightened. Herderian romantics

similarly stressed the liberating, humanitarian, and universalistic

virtues of peacefully prospering ethnonational cultures.

As mentioned above, the horrendous manifestations of chau-

vinistic and aggressive nationalism have made liberals much more

suspicious of and ambivalent about the phenomenon as a whole. In

the last chapter before the Conclusion, Alex Yakobson offers a close

scrutiny of the ideological and constitutional norms adopted in today’s

world to accommodate liberal views and concerns with respect to the

relationship between states, nationhood, and ethnicity.
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7
STATE, NATIONAL IDENTITY, ETHNICITY:
NORMATIVE AND CONSTITUTIONAL
ASPECTS
A L E X A N D E R Y A K O B S O N

This chapter addresses the subject of the book from a specific

angle: it examines the manner in which ethnic and national identities,

and the connection between them, find expression in constitutional

definitions and norms of contemporary states. Modern constitutional

texts, reflecting the pivotal importance of the principle of equality

in modern democratic doctrine, strongly emphasize the universal

rather than the particular. There is an inevitable tension between this

universalism and any kind of official connection between the state

and a specific national identity, culture, and language, unless these

are regarded as common to all the state’s citizens. Nevertheless, the

importance of national and cultural identity to the people (or peoples)

in question is such that these factors do regularly find expression

not merely in actual official and societal practice, but in the country’s

credo – its constitution. While modern states commit themselves sol-

emnly to civic equality, they neither practice nor pretend to practice

cultural neutrality in their constitutional texts. Of course, the question

of neutrality or lack of it arises only if there are significant cultural

differences within the citizen body; but such differences are very much

the rule. The usual way to protect a cultural minority group (whether

or not it is officially defined as a national minority) from discrimination

and cultural oppression on the part of the majority is to safeguard

its civic and cultural rights in the constitution. This is often done.

However, where there is a minority there is also, by definition, a

majority. It is often forgotten in the scholarly discourse that the very

existence, and acknowledged distinctness, of a cultural minority also



indicates the existence of a cultural majority. And its significance – more

or less inevitable in a democracy based on the popular will – strongly

impacts on the identity of the state as a whole.

National identity and state

When discussing the relations between statehood, nationhood, and

ethnicity in today’s world, few things – including the very terms used –

are straightforward and uncontroversial. Still, despite “postnational”

rhetoric, a modern state typically defines itself in national terms. The

meaning of these terms, however, varies greatly. There are different

ways in which nationhood and statehood are connected, and national

identity itself is conceived differently in different cases. The following

is the conceptual framework suggested in this chapter. If, as happens

in the great majority of cases, a state defines itself in terms of a single

national identity, however conceived, then such a state is a national

state or nation-state. This term, it should be stressed, does not neces-

sarily imply cultural homogeneity, for a considerable degree of ethno-

cultural pluralism may exist within what is regarded as a shared

national identity. If a significant group of citizens is regarded as having

a national identity that is different from that of the majority, they

constitute a national minority. If, on the other hand, the state is based

on giving expression to more than one national identity, it should

be defined as binational or multinational. Needless to say, both the

definitions and boundaries of national identity, and the political

arrangements based on them, are often contested.

A precise definition of the connection between the nation

and the state in a nation-state may in itself prove controversial. If

the national identity in terms of which a nation-state defines itself is

regarded as comprising the entire citizen body, the connection between

the nation and the state is straightforward: there is no difficulty in

saying that the state “belongs” to the nation. If, however, a substantial

minority of citizens is regarded as having a distinct national identity of

their own, it may be debated whether and in what sense the state can be

regarded a state “of” the (majority) nation. Certainly, a democratic

state, in which political sovereignty lies with “the people” as a civic

community (regardless of any differences of national or cultural iden-

tity among citizens), cannot be regarded as “belonging” to the majority
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nation exclusively. Nevertheless, it is obvious that the majority nation

and the nation-state are connected in such a case in a significant way.

This is typically – though not invariably – expressed by the fact that

the same adjective is used in ordinary parlance and in constitutional

texts to designate the nation, the state, and the state’s official (national)

language. Such a state can be regarded as a nation-state “of” the

majority people in the sense that it gives official expression to this

people’s national identity and realizes their right to national independ-

ence. By the same token, a binational or multinational state gives

official expression to the two – or several – main national identities that

exist in it, even though it cannot properly be said to “belong” solely to

them, to the exclusion of other groups of citizens. Similarly, national

movements struggle for independence in the name of their people’s right

to a nation-state “of their own,” even if such a state, once established,

can be expected to include people from other national groups.

Civic and ethnic nationalism

A modern national identity is usually classified as either “civic” or

“ethnic.” The former means that citizenship and national identity are

congruent, just as “nationality” and citizenship are often synonymous

in (west) European languages. All the citizens of a civic nation-state are

regarded as sharing the same national identity. What makes a national

identity “ethnic” is far less easy to agree upon, since ethnicity itself is,

of course, a far more elusive and controversial concept than citizenship,

and, moreover, a far less prestigious one in our world. The ethnic label

is carefully eschewed by nation-states, by autonomous national entities

within a larger state, and even by separatist national movements. In

scholarly debates, many prefer to speak of “ethnocultural” or even

simply “cultural” nationalism when referring to a type of national

identity that, avowedly, is confined to only a part of the whole citizen

body of a state, characterized by a certain culture. In the broad and

flexible sense in which ethnicity is understood in this book, subgroups

within the citizen body sharing a common culture and a sense of people-

hood, whether they are a minority or a majority, are indeed ethnic.

“Civic” and “ethnic” are both loaded terms. “Ethnic nationalism”

is widely used in a sense that is at least mildly pejorative. Citizenship is

thought to provide a much better definition than ethnicity of national
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identity in a modern state, especially a democracy. As we have seen in

Chapter 6, there is a long tradition describing civic nationalism as

democratic, liberal, and inclusive, and ascribing the opposite qualities

to ethnic nationalism. The former is said to be characteristic of “civic”

West European democracies, the French Republic being a sort of “ideal

type”; the latter has usually been associated with nineteenth-century

German nationalism and with the troubled history of rival – and often

oppressive – nationalisms in Eastern Europe. All in all, anything desig-

nated as “civic” is bound to enjoy greater prestige in modern liberal-

democratic parlance than anything called “ethnic.” There have been

quite a few scholarly criticisms of this common classification. They

challenge the very dichotomy between “civic” and “ethnic” nationalism,

pointing out the significant ethnocultural characteristics of even the most

exemplary “civic” national identities. Moreover, they dispute the

assumption that civic nationalism is inherently more liberal than ethnic

nationalism, stressing its tendency to deny or even suppress ethnocul-

tural differences within the civic nation.1

This chapter suggests that from the viewpoint of the need to

ensure the rights of minorities, both civic and ethnic nationalism have

their inherent advantages, yet each comes at a price. The balance varies

from case to case, depending in large measure on whether and in what

sense the different groups of citizens in a state do in fact consider

themselves as sharing the same national identity. Civic nationalism

that insists on the full congruence between nationhood and citizenship

means that all those, regardless of ethnic identity, who wish to be

included in the nation are indeed included; those who may waiver

(including immigrants) are strongly encouraged to integrate fully; while

those who regard themselves as belonging to a distinct national group

cannot receive any official acknowledgment of their identity; moreover,

the state may be tempted to realize its ideal of nationhood by subjecting

them to various pressures to assimilate. On the other hand, a distinc-

tion between national identity and citizenship (characteristic of what

is usually defined as ethnic nationalism) gives legitimacy, at least in

principle, to the existence of national minorities alongside the (majority)

nation. At the same time, it creates the potential for undermining the

minority’s status as fully-fledged and equal members of the civic com-

munity. Even if the civic equality of the minority is fully respected and

its distinct identity fully acknowledged, this very acknowledgment

means that the national identity of the nation-state itself reflects that
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of the majority rather than of the whole citizenry, as under civic

nationalism. The state may accept the legitimate existence of two or

more national identities within it, either expressly or implicitly, by

employing some other term to signify the minority’s distinctness, but

conceding the substance of a national minority status. Yet it cannot

be neutral between them, unless the status of the minority in question

is “upgraded” so as to make it one of the constituent components of

a binational or multinational state, which is indeed based on giving

roughly equal expression to these components. We shall examine

the particular problems raised by this latter configuration later in

the chapter.

“The nation together with national minorities and ethnic groups”

Thus, the constitution of Slovakia speaks in its preamble in the name

of “we, the Slovak nation (národ slovenský).” This nation adopts

the constitution

mindful of the political and cultural heritage of our

forefathers and of the centuries of experience from the

struggle for national existence and our own statehood, in the

sense of the spiritual heritage of Cyril and Methodius . . .

proceeding from the natural right of nations to self-

determination, together with members of national

minorities and ethnic groups living on the territory of the

Slovak Republic.2

This definition of the Slovak nation is unambiguously ethnic, according

to the usual classification, though Slovakia, naturally, does not offi-

cially adopt this label. It regards itself simply as a Slovak nation-state

with a large (c. 10 percent) Hungarian national minority, expressly

recognized as such, as well as several smaller minority groups. The

“nation” is not the whole body of citizens, but the Slovak-speaking

majority, whose cultural identity and historical memory are expressed

in the preamble and on whose right to national self-determination

the legitimacy of the state is based. This very fact enables the state

to recognize the Hungarian-speaking minority as having a distinct

national identity of its own. In this framework, “Everyone has the right
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to freely decide on his nationality.Any influence on this decision and any

form of pressure aimed at assimilation are forbidden” (Article 12.3). The

democratic principles are assured by providing that “State power

is derived from the citizens,” rather than from the “nation,” since the

latter, as defined in this text, comprises themajority of citizens rather than

all of them (Article 2.1). Full equality of civil rights is guaranteed regard-

less of, inter alia, “affiliation to a nation or ethnic group” (Article 12.2).

Both in the constitution (Articles 33 and 34) and in practice,

considerable cultural rights are granted to the Hungarian minority,

allowing it to preserve its distinct national identity, first and foremost

its language. However – indeed, for this very reason, since two national

identities are recognized but only one of them is “Slovak” – it

is obvious that it is the majority Slovak, rather than the minority

Hungarian national identity that is given expression by the state. Thus,

in addition to the state’s very name, “Slovak is the state language.”

Moreover, “the Slovak Republic shall support national awareness and

cultural identity of Slovaks living abroad . . . as well as their relations

with their homeland.”

The question of language is, of course, crucial. Language

is widely considered as the main cultural feature of a typical modern

national identity. Designating a particular language as “official” is the

usual way for a constitution to express the national character of the

state.* Binational states signify their binational character by conferring

an equal status on both their main languages. Conceding language

rights to a minority community is – at any rate, in Europe – the typical

way for a state to recognize, explicitly or implicitly, the existence of

a national minority. On the other hand, some states explicitly deny a

national status to linguistic minorities; not all linguistic minorities

consider themselves as nationally distinct; and different nations may

speak the same language. In many postcolonial countries, the prevail-

ing concept of nationhood and the process of nation-building are

based, with various degrees of success, on linguistic pluralism. Not

even language, for all its importance, is “the essence” of a national

identity. Rather, it is the will on the part of the people in question to be

* In Ireland, where English is in practice the main language but Irish is considered an

important element of national identity, the constitution states that “the Irish

language, as the national language, is the first official language,” while “the English

language is recognized as a second official language” (Article 8).
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a nation, or a national group – a somewhat circular, but still the least

unsatisfactory definition of an elusive but powerful phenomenon.

All the same, the link between sharing a distinct language and the sense

of belonging to a shared national community is, in practice, strong and

far from accidental.

This is one of the chief reasons why national identity can hardly

be separated from politics in the same way that religion can be. A state

can be neutral between all religions, but it cannot be neutral between all

languages in the public sphere. This is technically unfeasible, quite apart

from the fact that most voters in a democracy will not stand for it.3 As

we shall see, even India, which is a multilingual nation par excellence,

with a huge diversity of languages, is anything but neutral and indifferent

when it comes to language, despite its being inclusive and pluralistic.

Some local languages are recognized as official at the state level – which

inevitably means that many others are not thus privileged. And at the

federal level, the official status of both Hindi and English results from

political decisions that are of high ideological and cultural significance.

In both “ethnic” Slovakia and “civic” France, the centra-

lity of language to national identity is stressed by the constitution

using a stronger expression than the usual “official language”: “state

language” in Slovakia, “the language of the Republic” in France. For a

minority group wishing to preserve its distinct language – an issue of

vital importance to many minorities – the Slovak arrangements in this

field are certainly preferable to the French ones. But this advantage

comes at a price, and the price is not inconsiderable. Members of the

Hungarian minority may enjoy equal rights as citizens, but the state

language of the country where they live is not their national language,

and the heritage of Cyril andMethodius in whose spirit the constitution

is proclaimed is not their national heritage. Fundamentally, the state

in the Slovak nation-state is their state, since they are its citizens, but

the nation is not their nation.

It should be noted that what is crucial here is not the use of the

term “nation” (or what is considered as its equivalent in the various

languages) as referring to the majority rather than to all the citizens.

This term, notoriously, may mean different things in different contexts,

as is recognized, inter alia, in a Council of Europe document dealing

with this issue and quoted in Chapter 5.4 Even when it is clearly

recognized that there is more than one national identity within the

borders of the state, one may still speak of the nation in the sense of
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the civic community, the entire citizen body. The same applies to the

term “people” in an avowedly multinational setting: one can speak of

different peoples in a country, but the electorate choosing the country’s

parliament will still be defined as “the people.” Moreover, sometimes

(quite often, actually) “nation” refers to the state itself, as in the

expression United Nations, which does not purport to tell us anything

about how questions of identity are dealt with within each of the

member states. What is crucial is whether or not it is recognized that

there exists a minority of citizens with a distinct national identity of

its own. If so, there inevitably exists a national identity that is shared

by the majority, but that is not congruent with state citizenship.

It should be obvious that where there is in this sense a national minority

(or minorities) to which some of the citizens belong, there is also a

national majority, as distinct from the whole body of citizens. Such

a majority may or may not define itself explicitly as a “nation,” yet it is

the national identity of the majority that is expressed by the state

(unless the state is binational or multinational).

When the distinct minority in question is large enough to

comprise a significant part of the citizen body, the majority is more

likely to perceive and define itself, formally or informally, as distinct

from the civic community as a whole. This is the case, formally, in

Slovakia. When, on the other hand, the majority comprises nearly all of

the country’s population, it naturally tends to identify itself with the

whole, even if the distinct identity of the minority or minorities is fully

acknowledged. This is in fact the case in most West European coun-

tries, where national minorities, explicitly or implicitly acknowledged

as such, are simply too small to give rise to a notion of majority

nationhood. For example, some 20,000 Germans in Denmark are not

numerous enough to create an awareness of a distinction between

Danish national identity and Danish citizenship, though their right to

a German national identity, as distinguished from their Danish citizen-

ship, has been explicitly recognized by the Danish state. At the same

time, as part of the Bonn–Copenhagen Declarations of 1955, Germany

recognized the right of the small Danish minority on the German side

of the border to a Danish national identity.5 Danish national identity

thus includes, officially, people who are not Danish citizens (but are

Danes ethnically), whereas some Danish citizens do not share it (because

they are ethnically related to a neighboring state). Analytically, this

makes the Danish national identity doubly non-congruous with the
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citizenship of the Danish state, and, thus, “ethnic” rather than “civic”

according to the usual classification. But most Danes will surely be

surprised to hear this. When they think of a Danish citizen who is not

quite a Dane, they presumably think of an immigrant who has failed to

integrate successfully.

The German speakers of South Tyrol, an area that was once

part of Austria, numbering some 300,000, are the largest national

minority in Italy. They regard Austria as their “kin-state,”6 and their

distinct peoplehood is fully acknowledged by the Italian Republic. Italy

has repeatedly agreed to involve Austria in negotiations pertaining

to their cultural rights (as it has also done in the case of Slovenia and

the smaller Slovenian minority). Following these talks, Italy conferred

on the German-speaking people of the Tyrol a substantial measure of

territorial autonomy in the province of Bozen-South Tyrol where they

constitute a majority. German, alongside Italian, is recognized as one of

the two official languages of the province. However, this group com-

prises only some 0.5 percent of Italy’s population. This, as well as the

existence of several other small minority groups, is naturally far from

sufficient to give rise to any notion of an Italian majority nation or

identity as distinct from the civic “people of Italy.” And yet the distinc-

tion between the Italian national–cultural identity and the citizenship

of the Italian Republic is very real within the autonomous province of

Bozen-South Tyrol itself, where the Italian-speaking population consti-

tutes a large minority and, thus, one of the two main distinct ethno-

national communities in the area.{ Further non-congruence between

Italian national identity and Italian citizenship is provided by Italy

regarding itself as a “kin-state” for the small Italian minorities in

Croatia and Slovenia. Nonetheless, all these are relatively minor issues

as far as Italy as a whole is concerned. When the question of possible

non-congruence between Italian citizenship and Italian national and

{ The Italian constitution (Article 6) speaks of “linguistic” (rather than national)

minorities, and this is also the language of the various laws dealing with those groups’

status and rights. However, Italy treats these groups, as regards their cultural rights

and their ties with their “kin-states,” in a way that is compatible with their self-

perception as fully-fledged national minorities. It also accepts that their rights are

protected under the European Convention for the Protection of National Minorities.

This should be distinguished from those countries that explicitly deny, as a matter of

principle, the status of a national minority to cultural minority groups (like Greece or

Bulgaria regarding their Turkish communities; see below).
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cultural identity arises, what is usually referred to (similarly to what

happens in Denmark and Germany) are the difficulties in integrating

immigrants and thus, at least according to some, making them fully

Italian. There is no attempt on the part of the Italian state to make the

German-speaking Italian citizens of South Tyrol “Italian” in this sense

(though this was certainly its policy under Mussolini). Indeed, there is a

widely accepted traditional distinction between “native” national

minorities and immigrants as far as the right to preserve one’s distinct

national identity is concerned. This distinction has been weakened –

but not removed – by the multicultural attitudes of the recent decades.

Later in the chapter we shall return to this question, which is central to

many of today’s debates on citizenship and identity.

Civic nationalism: the French model

On the other hand, civic nationalism, French-style, based on the notion

that all the citizens share a common national identity, means that

a national minority within the citizenry cannot in principle exist. In

practice, this means that should such a minority exist in the opinion of

those who regard themselves as belonging to it, it cannot be officially

acknowledged. This, indeed, is the explicit official position of the

French Republic, according to which there are no national minorities

in France (nor “ethnic” ones, usually implying a lesser degree of dis-

tinctness), but only the French people. The national identity of every

French citizen is held to be French and French only. One of the pillars

of this identity is the French language, defined in the constitution as

“the language of the Republic” (Article 2). It is quite wrong to assume,

as some do, that the pure version of “civic nationalism,” as practiced

in France, means that citizenship, as a legal concept entailing a list of

rights and duties, is all there is to nationalism. On the contrary, it

means that all the citizens are presumed to share the same national

identity which is endowed with a significant cultural content.

The idea is, of course, that this cultural content is something

that all citizens can be reasonably expected to share, or to adopt. Yet

what is reasonable in this context may well be a matter of controversy.

This cultural content is indeed indifferent to ethnic descent but not

to ethnic identity, if one’s ethnic identity includes a language other

than French. Furthermore, because the republic is secular, it is avowedly
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indifferent to one’s religion. However, as the controversy over theMuslim

veil in French state schools has demonstrated, it is far more in tune with

the modern secularized version of Christian (or post-Christian) culture

than with that of many of France’s citizens who originated in Muslim

countries. The reality behind the secular republic’s official neutrality on

matters of religion is that some religions (as contemporary social phenom-

ena, to be sure, not in any essentialist sense) are more secular than others.

This unadulterated civic model, which was once widely influ-

ential and is still regularly held up in scholarly discussions as the ideal

type of civic nationalism, has in recent decades become rather excep-

tional among developed democracies because of increasing emphasis

on minority rights. This tendency has since the 1980s influenced the

policy of many democracies and found expression in numerous inter-

national and European normative and quasi-normative documents.

Will Kymlicka describes the process:

Throughout much of the twentieth century, the most

influential example of a normal state was France – i.e., a

highly centralised state with an undifferentiated conception

of republican citizenship and a single official language. In

this model, there is no room for minority rights . . . In recent

years, however, international organisations have revised

their views on what a “normal” and “modern” state looks

like . . . In contemporary international discourse, [this

model] is increasingly described as an anachronism, a

throwback to the nineteenth century.7

In accordance with its concept of nationhood, France has

refused to sign the international and European conventions on the

protection of the rights of national minorities. It has rejected criticism

on this score from both UN and European bodies, pointing out that the

fundamental character of the republic, set out by its constitution,

precludes it from acknowledging any “minorities” within the French

nation. This nation consists of equal individuals, not collective sub-

groups with special rights.8 In 1991, the French Parliament, as part of

an attempt to ease tensions in Corsica, passed an Act on the Status of

the Territorial Unit of Corsica referring to “the historical and cultural

community which constitutes the Corsican people, a component

of the French people.” The Act guaranteed this community’s right
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to preserve its culture, subject to the overall French “national unity.”

However, France’s Constitutional Council quashed the law, holding

that the “unicité” of the French people was a binding constitutional

norm and no other “people” could be recognized in France. In another

ruling, the Constitutional Council held that the government’s signing of

the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages was uncon-

stitutional on the grounds that the French Republic cannot officially

recognize any language other than French, which, according to the

Constitution, is “the language of the Republic.”9 The official explan-

ation of France’s refusal to sign the European Framework Convention

for the Protection of National Minorities sets out the principles of pure

civic nationalism as practiced in France: “the principle of the unity and

indivisibility of the nation [in the Constitution] . . . relates both to

territory and to population”; French, and French only, is “the language

of the Republic”; “France cannot accede to international legal instru-

ments which recognize the existence of a group, or make it identifiable,

on the grounds of its race, religion, sex, ethnic background etc.”10

It should be noted that the term “national minority” in the

Convention is left undefined. European normative documents use it in

a very broad sense, “encompass[ing] a wide range of minority groups,

including religious, linguistic and cultural as well as ethnic minorities,

regardless of whether these groups are recognized as such by the States

where they reside and irrespective of the denomination under which

they are recognized.”11 In this pragmatic way, obviously intended to

mobilize maximum support among European states, the Convention

attempts to gloss over the contradiction between two discourses that

enjoy wide legitimacy: that of inclusive civic nationalism, and that of

the protection of the rights of national minorities (a term that logically

implies that there are national differences within the citizen body).{

France could therefore have agreed to sign the Convention without

{ State declarations added to the ratification of the Convention reflect the variety of

ways in which this delicate question is dealt with in different countries. The German

declaration, for example, states that “national minorities in the Federal Republic of

Germany are the Danes of German citizenship and the members of the Sorbian people

with German citizenship.” But it adds that the Convention “will also be applied to

members of the ethnic groups traditionally resident in Germany, the Frisians of

German citizenship and the Sinti and Roma of German citizenship.” The latter are not

being accorded a “national” status. See: http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/Commun/

ListeDeclarations.asp?NT=157&CM=&DF=&CL=ENG&VL=1.
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giving up the notion of a French national identity shared by all the

citizens of the republic. Instead, it chose to make a stand on this issue

as a matter of principle. There are, indeed, as we shall see, various

versions of civic nationalism that are more flexible than the French

“ideal type.” They combine the principle of a single national identity

with the acknowledgment of a considerable measure of cultural

(including linguistic) diversity within the citizen body. The distinct

identity of the minority is thus recognized, though not accorded a

fully-fledged “national” status.

By contrast, the French model insists on what Kymlicka

disparagingly calls the “older ideology” of “one state, one nation,

one language.”12 The cultural cost of this model for any minority group

wishing to preserve its distinct identity is obvious, but it can hardly be

avoided without also giving up, at least partly, the model’s advantages.

It is important to understand what these are. While some more far-

reaching versions of collective rights may indeed clash with individual

rights, what is protected by a refusal to afford language rights to a

minority group is hardly individual civic equality, as the French pos-

ition maintains, somewhat disingenuously. Rather, what is protected in

this case is indeed the “unicité” of the French people, the notion of

national identity that may be termed “monocultural.” The advantage

of this model is that no group of citizens is considered to be outside

the nation’s mainstream as far as culture, language, and identity go.

The more flexible models of civic nationalism make sure that no group

of citizens is placed outside the nation in the sense of a shared national

identity (of course, all citizens are regarded as part of the “nation” in

the civic sense in a democracy). And yet a cultural minority facing a

cultural majority is still, virtually by definition, outside the national

mainstream in a significant sense. If the constitutional monopoly

of French as “the language of the Republic” should be broken, and

minority languages recognized, this will come at a price. As the French

language is an essential part of French national identity, any group

whose language is other than French will, inevitably, become in some

significant sense “less French” than others. Officially recognizing it

as such would not be costless, both for the group in question and from

the viewpoint of the state and society.

Full identification with the nation-state is much more than

just political loyalty, or even Habermas’ “constitutional patriotism.”

It encompasses the state’s symbols, its shared sense of history and
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collective identity, its national holidays and days of remembrance, its

language and other cultural traits considered essential to its identity.

The report of the governmental commission that in 2004 recommended

the legislation outlawing, inter alia, the Muslim veil in public schools,

states that “secularism is a constitutive part of our collective history.”

According to the commission, the French laı̈cité, secularism, is not just

a constitutional principle dating from the early twentieth century,

but has a long historical pedigree: “It goes back to ancient Greece,

the Renaissance and the Reformation, the Edict of Nantes, the Enlight-

enment, each of these stages developing, in its way, the autonomy of the

individual and the liberty of thought. The [French] Revolution marks

the birth of the laı̈cité in its modern understanding.” In his statement

on the appointment of the commission, President Chirac spoke of the

principle of laı̈cité as being “at the heart of our republican identity,”

“inscribed in our traditions,” a basis of “our national cohesion.”13

There is no room in this discourse for the possibility that some French

citizens may regard themselves as belonging to any other collective

“we,” with a different history, culture, and identity. The historical–

cultural heritage described in this text (from which Christianity as such

is absent, but in some of whose elements it is unmistakably reflected)

is fully common to all the regional groups in France. The situation is

rather less straightforward, however, as regards both the Muslims and

the Jews in the country.

The cultural downside of such a model of nationhood for those

people of minority descent who wish to preserve and cultivate a distinct

identity are obvious. In today’s France, we are talking chiefly about

a considerable part of the immigrants from Muslim countries. No less

obvious, however, are this model’s advantages for those among them

who aspire to be fully integrated on such terms. Whether, from the

viewpoint of the state and society at large, the costs of adopting such a

model in terms of cultural diversity outweigh its advantages in terms of

societal and national cohesion is a matter of dispute.

“Civic nationalism” and “protecting the rights of national

minorities” surely sound to many as two expressions belonging to the

same progressive family, both signifying a commitment to human rights

and equality. Yet the former, at least in its pure and unadulterated

version, actually makes the very existence of minorities “conceptually

impossible,” in Kymlicka’s words.14 Under such a model those who

might regard themselves as belonging to a distinct minority, so far from
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being excluded, tend to be strongly invited to become fully-fledged

members of the nation on terms that are indeed equal for all citizens,

but inevitably reflect the culture (including the historic consciousness)

of the majority. The potential for cultural oppression of minorities

under such a model is, obviously, considerable, and the border between

inclusion and “denying the Other” may sometimes be blurred. Of

course, the practical implications of such a model vary greatly from

place to place and from group to group, according to the cultural

reality on which it is imposed.

Most people would probably agree that when the French

Republic considers its Breton citizens as French and French only, deny-

ing any possibility of Breton nationalism, this, today, is a case of civic

inclusion. By contrast, the fact that the Turkish Republic insists on

defining its Kurdish citizens as Turks and denies any possibility of

Kurdish nationalism within its borders will often be considered as a

case of cultural oppression. It should be noted, however, that this

official stance is dictated in both cases by the fundamental logic of

inclusive civic nationalism, by the same notion of national identity

comprising all the country’s citizens. Of course, this official stance

is also enforced in Turkey by methods that are considerably more

robust than in France. However, the distinct Breton identity, inclu-

ding its language, had been to a large degree successfully erased by

France (alongside other local identities that might challenge the

“Frenchness” of the French state) by the time that Turkey under

Atatürk adopted the model of civic nationalism. The French state

had done so by methods that would today be considered wholly illegit-

imate in any Western democracy, although today’s Western democracy

may legitimately enjoy the fruits of such a policy practiced generations

and centuries ago.

As things stand now, the French notion of civic nationalism

based on common culture and language faithfully reflects the actual

cultural reality in France as far as the overwhelming majority of its

citizens, from all of France’s regions, are concerned. Regional affili-

ations that had in the past the potential to develop under a different

historical scenario into fully-fledged national identities are overwhelm-

ingly perceived today as fully compatible with normative mainstream

“Frenchness” and do not imply any significant ethnocultural specifi-

city. The fact that the language and culture presently common to the

civic nation originated in the (ethnic, in our terms) regional core of the
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French state is a historical fact without major emotional and cultural

significance for the great majority of those whose ancestors had once

accepted this language and culture at the expense of their own. In this

respect at least (leaving aside the vexed questions of identity raised

by the mass immigration of recent decades, treated below), it cannot

be realistically argued today that French civic nationalism functions

largely as a disguise for the ethnic nationalism of the majority unwilling

to accept the existence of minorities. However, in not a few countries

that officially adopt the civic national model things are, arguably,

quite different.

Civic nationalism: models and dilemmas

In Turkey, for example, enforcing the same concept of nationhood inevit-

ably means imposing the culture (first and foremost, the language) of

an ethnonational majority on a large and, in large part, culturally distinct

native ethnonational minority. This is the natural result in such a situ-

ation of claiming for the majority culture and language the status of

“national” in the inclusive civic sense. Of course, this policy, fundamen-

tal to the way the modern Turkish state perceives itself, has been dictated

not just by a wish to impose cultural uniformity – thereby ensuring

national cohesion and solidarity. It has also been fed by fears of minority

(especially Kurdish) separatism. The unity of the nation and the terri-

torial integrity of the state are regarded in Turkey, as they are regarded

in many other countries, as two sides of the same coin.

Can the oppressive aspects of applying the pure model of civic

nationalism in such a situation be removed by adopting a more flexible

model, which accepts the existence of ethnocultural subgroups within

what is still perceived as a single national identity? As long as the

different minority groups are classified as ethnic, cultural, or linguistic,

rather than national, at least the formal conceptual framework of civic

nationalism can be maintained. However, abandoning the pure model

of civic nationalism in order to get rid of its rigidity and occasional

harshness inevitably means also forgoing some of its advantages. If

the Turkish nation is perceived as consisting of two ethnocultural

subdivisions – the Turkish (Turkish-speaking) majority and the minor-

ity that may be defined as Kurdish or Kurdish-speaking – it is clear that

the minority, while still regarded as part of the Turkish nation, will in
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some sense be placed outside its mainstream. The Turkish Republic,

under such a scenario, will not be neutral between the two identities.

First and foremost, this will apply to the crucial question of language:

the main national language of any Turkish nation-state will naturally

be Turkish, which is central to the large Turkish majority’s culture and

identity, rather than Kurdish.

A concept of nationhood defined as including all the citizens of

the state, but which at the same time includes an ethnocultural majority

that is regarded as the nation’s core or mainstream, whose identity is

privileged by a special connection with the identity of the state itself,

does have the advantage of combining inclusiveness with cultural tol-

erance and pluralism. But the “civic” nature of such a model of

national identity tends to be rather formal, and the partial recognition

of the minority’s distinct identity that it affords may well be regarded as

insufficient by many within that minority. Such a situation exists in

Greece vis-à-vis its small Turkish minority, which the state insists on

defining as Turkish-speaking rather than Turkish, since no non-

Hellenic national identity can officially exist in the Hellenic Republic.

This minority community enjoys significant cultural rights and is offi-

cially recognized as a religious minority. But its official “inclusion” in a

national identity whose character, officially and unofficially, is over-

whelmingly imprinted by the culture, language, religion, and historical

memory of Greece’s Christian Orthodox, Greek-speaking majority is

purely formal. While France’s secularism can be said to be, in practice

as opposed to theory, not entirely neutral between Christianity and

Islam, the Greek Republic, with its open and strong link to Greek

Orthodox Christianity (“the prevailing religion in Greece,” according

to the constitution, itself promulgated “in the name of the Holy and

Consubstantial and Indivisible Trinity”), is anything but culturally

neutral from the viewpoint of its Muslim Turkish-speaking minority.

As we have seen, civic nationalism, French style, goes far beyond legal

citizenship and has a strong cultural content. But the content of the

culture itself is such that it is open, at least in principle, to people of all

religions. As far as the centrality of the Greek language is concerned, a

Greek civic nationalism, purporting to include all the citizens and

“inviting” non-Greek speakers to assimilate, is in principle no different

from the French one. However, Greek national culture and identity also

has a strong religious aspect. And, of course, for the Turkish commu-

nity itself, the Muslim religion is not a “private matter” (as the French
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Republic would like its citizens to regard their religion) but a central

aspect of its own distinct ethnocultural identity. In such a situation,

the cultural character of both the majority and the minority is hard to

reconcile with any genuine civic nationalism.

If the Turkish-speaking community in Greece is recognized as a

national minority, this would accord with cultural reality far better

than the present definition, while hardly making its members any less

Greek than they are today, both in their own self-perception and in

the attitude of the majority. They will continue to be Greek in the

sense of being citizens of the Greek Republic, but not in the sense of

sharing the Greek national and cultural identity. The status of the small

Slav Macedonian community in “civic” Greece is somewhat differently

modulated, but the fundamental questions remain. Unlike the Turkish-

speaking community, the Slav Macedonian community is not acknow-

ledged as a minority at all, either cultural or national. Since it is

Christian Orthodox, its official inclusion in the definition of the Greek

nation is more genuine, but at the same time more culturally oppressive

to those who refuse to assimilate and wish to preserve their distinct

identity, first and foremost, their language.

The Turkish minority in Bulgaria (which is much larger than in

Greece) is regarded as an ethnic group within the Bulgarian nation

rather than as a national minority. The constitution of the country

proclaims in its preamble, “the irrevocable duty to guard the national

integrity [along with ‘state integrity’] of Bulgaria.” It proclaims that the

republic is a unitary state, and “autonomous territorial formations” are

banned (Article 2.1). The unity of the nation is protected by a ban on

“political parties based on ethnic, racial, or religious lines” (Article 11).

The status of Bulgarian, beyond it being the official language of the

republic, is further elevated by the highly unusual provision that “the

study and use of the Bulgarian language is a right and obligation

of every Bulgarian citizen” (Article 36.1). Furthermore, while “the

religious institutions shall be separate from the state,” “Eastern Ortho-

dox Christianity is considered the traditional religion in the Republic

of Bulgaria” (Article 13.3), and the state coat-of-arms features the

cross. Finally, ethnic Bulgarians abroad (“persons of Bulgarian origin”)

“shall acquire Bulgarian citizenship through a facilitated procedure”

(Article 25.2). At the same time, the constitution officially acknow-

ledges (if somewhat grudgingly and anonymously) the cultural distinct-

ness of the minority: “citizens whose mother tongue is not Bulgarian
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shall have the right to study and use their own language alongside the

compulsory study of the Bulgarian language” (Article 36.2). Indeed,

the cultural rights of the minority are respected reasonably well. The

potentially oppressive constitutional ban on political parties represent-

ing minorities is circumvented in practice, and an overwhelmingly

Turkish party plays an important role in the country’s politics.

Judging by official definitions alone, it is obvious that it is in

name only that the Bulgarian national identity is “civic,” in the sense of

including all the citizens of the state. As we shall see later, the reason

why the state insists on its inclusive civic character is not, in this

case, any desire to impose the culture of the majority on the minority,

but political apprehensions fed by the complicated history of Turkish–

Bulgarian relations. In actuality, there exists in Bulgaria (as in Slovakia)

a large ethnonational minority, and, hence, also an ethnonational

majority that is distinct from the whole body of citizens and whose

identity is expressed by the state. The nominally civic nationalism of

this kind lacks both the advantages and the disadvantages of a genuine

civic nationalism, being neither comprehensive nor, in this case, oppres-

sive toward minorities.§

Whereas in both Greece and Bulgaria the official inclusion of

a highly distinct cultural group in the national identity is little more

than a way to deny it the status of a national minority, the same cannot

be said of Finland and its Swedish-speaking community. The label

“Swedish-speaking” rather than “Swedish” reflects the official view –

accepted also by the minority community – that there is no Swedish

national minority in Finland. Rather, the Finnish nation consists of

Finnish-speakers, who happen to be a more than 90 percent majority,

and Swedish-speakers. According to the constitution, “The national

languages of Finland are Finnish and Swedish” (Article 17.1). The

adjective “national,” rather than the usual “official,” is not accidental

in this context. In practice, the status of Swedish is unusually high for a

§ In the early years of communist rule in Bulgaria, Turks were explicitly recognized as

a “national minority” and given considerable language and culture rights. This

changed into a policy of forced assimilation and eventually deteriorated into

downright persecution in the final years of the regime. The term “national minority”

was removed from the constitution in 1971, and later the goal of forging a

“unified socialist Bulgarian nation” was proclaimed. These harsh policies were

reversed after the establishment of the postcommunist democracy, but the democratic

constitution is still based on the concept of a “unified nation.”
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language spoken by a (small) minority. The historical and political

background of the relations between the two language groups is

unproblematic, unlike in Greece and in Bulgaria, and they are far closer

culturally. And, of course, the Swedish-speaking community does not

insist on defining itself as a “national” group. Under such conditions,

civic nationalism can play a much more genuinely inclusive role, while

still allowing for a high degree of cultural diversity. Nevertheless,

although Finnish national identity is not confined to the Finnish ethno-

cultural majority, the latter is undoubtedly the core of the nation. This

is stressed by the fact that Finland officially regards the ethnocultural

diaspora of Ingrian Finns in Russia and Estonia as its “kin minority,”

and, following the collapse of the Soviet Union, granted privileged

residence rights to some 25,000 of them. Official ties of a nation-state

with an ethnocultural diaspora abroad naturally testify to the ethno-

cultural character of the national identity involved. In Greece, official

ties with the Greek diaspora are much more significant. All the same, in

Finland the national identity is considered to include the Swedish-

speaking ethnocultural minority, and is in this sense “civic.” To the

extent that such an inclusion is genuine, as in Finland, it can be said

that the national–cultural character of the state is not shaped wholly by

that of the ethnocultural majority, though it is still heavily influenced

by it. Where this inclusion is merely formal, as in Greece and Bulgaria,

the national character of the state is in fact that of the ethnocultural

majority.

Returning to Turkey, what would be the result of it recognizing

a fully-fledged Kurdish national minority within its borders? Such a

definition would certainly accord with the self-perception of many

Kurds, who regard themselves as a national community strongly

connected with Kurds in neighboring countries, and not merely as a

subdivision of the Turkish nation. Recognition of a Kurdish national

minority will amount to abandoning the idea of inclusive civic nation-

alism in favor of accepting the existence of two ethnonationalisms on

the territory of the Turkish state: the majority Turkish one and the

minority Kurdish one. Ironically, few of those who expect, and some-

times urge, the Turkish state to grant the Kurdish minority greater

cultural rights and a full recognition of its distinct identity may realize

that they are in fact urging Turkey to adopt an ethnic definition of

Turkish nationhood (similar to the Slovak). ATurkish nation-state with

an officially recognized Kurdish national minority may be liberal,
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respectful of individual civil rights, and culturally pluralistic; but it will

not be culturally neutral between the Turkish national–cultural identity

and the Kurdish one – unless it turns itself into a binational Turkish–

Kurdish state, at which point the integrity of the state itself may

arguably be endangered. We shall return to this point when we discuss

binational and multinational states.

At the same time, if Kurdish citizens of Turkey should no

longer be considered, straightforwardly, as “Turks” in the full sense,

the emotional power of the statement “we are all Turks (regardless of

ethnic origin)” will be lost. The loss may be far from negligible from

the point of view of those citizens of Kurdish origin who do accept the

notion of inclusive Turkish nationalism, as not a few of them do.

Despite the tensions and bitterness generated by the vexed Kurdish

question in Turkey, it is very probably far easier for many Turkish

Kurds to say “I am a Turk” than for individual Greek Turks to say

“I am a Greek (Hellene).” The power of a fully-fledged national bond

between a citizen and a state, and its contribution to making the state

where one lives “one’s own” in the full sense, cannot be doubted.

Furthermore, since, as is usually the case, there is no clear territorial

boundary between the two groups, any sort of territorial Kurdish

self-rule – whether in some autonomous region within a Turkish

nation-state, or as part of a barely conceivable binational federation,

or even in some Kurdish entity that has seceded from Turkey –

will inevitably give rise to a Turkish minority problem. National

definitions and political arrangements based on them may be more

suited or less suited to a particular cultural reality and people’s (often

conflicting) aspirations; but none of them is guaranteed to provide

an easy answer to the complicated dilemmas that arise in a multi-

ethnic situation.

It may, of course, be argued that full integration, less politely

called assimilation, of cultural minorities wherever they exist is the

right solution to the dilemma. No doubt, this solution often entails

important advantages for those involved. It is certainly in the nature of

civic nationalism to welcome and facilitate this way of ensuring that

no group of citizens is, culturally, outside the national mainstream.

However, this solution is obviously problematic from the viewpoint

of those who wish to preserve their distinct culture and identity, as well

as from the viewpoint of modern attitudes that legitimize and value

cultural pluralism.
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Immigrant communities

The phenomenon of mass immigration has transformed the map of

identities in Western countries in recent decades. Immigrant commu-

nities, sometimes referred to as “new minorities,” are not easy to

classify in traditional national terms. They are not considered as

national minorities; this term is reserved to “native” minority groups.

Thus, although this is challenged by some radical multiculturalists,

immigrant communities are not regarded as entitled to the same

degree of recognition of their cultural distinctness on the part of the

state. The theory is – or at any rate, used to be – that an immigrant,

once naturalized, joins the “host” nation. Multicultural attitudes and

practices have challenged this concept without offering an alternative

definition of the immigrants’ national identity, apart from legal citizen-

ship and civic rights (though the rights of non-citizen immigrants are

also stressed). Furthermore, the great diversity of the immigrants’

countries of origin and cultures makes it difficult to classify immigrants

in national terms. No country can be reasonably described as having

as many national minorities as there are countries of origin of its

immigrants.

Moreover, the long-term historical impact of this phenomenon

is unclear at this stage. Not a few of the immigrants and their descend-

ants are in fact integrating, culturally and socially, well enough for

them to be described as “joining the nation” in a more or less trad-

itional sense. This applies even if they preserve, at least for the time

being, some degree of cultural distinctness. InWestern Europe’s

experience with previous waves of immigration, successful integration

has mostly meant that at any rate the descendants of immigrants do not

usually form identifiable cultural minority groups within society.

Admittedly, some groups tend to preserve a greater degree of cultural

distinctness. Jews and Armenians are salient examples, though in

Western Europe they, too, have long since adopted the language of

the country where they live. Where the descendants of today’s immi-

grants will stand in this respect in the long run cannot now be predicted

with certainty. In theUnited States and other English-speaking nations

of immigrants, a considerably greater degree of cultural distinctness on

the part of immigrants and their descendants has come to be accepted

and even celebrated. Diversitywithin a broad cultural common ground
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is considered a permanent national trait. It is thus uncertain how far,

and in what precise way, the map of group identities in the “host”

countries will indeed have been permanently transformed by the

immigration of recent decades.

In addition, multiculturalism itself, at least in its more radical

ideological versions, is now clearly in retreat. This relates specifically to

immigrants, as the chief theorist of liberal multiculturalism, Will

Kymlicka well recognizes: “there is a widespread perception in Western

Europe that multiculturalism ‘went too far’ in the context of predomin-

antly Muslim immigrants, and there has been a reassertion of more

assimilationist or exclusionary policies”; “minority rights provisions

for substate national groups and indigenous peoples, by contrast, have

not yet suffered any serious backlash in any Western democracy.”15

Still, there is no doubt that immigration has, in recent decades, pro-

foundly transformedWestern – in particular, West European – societies.

It can be said that mass immigration and multiculturalism have

made the typical West European state less national (at least in the

traditional sense of the term), by weakening the connection between

national identity and statehood without making the state either

binational or multinational (all of which imply recognized national

identities: one, two, or several). Nor has the state become non-national,

or postnational, for the connection between national identity and state,

even if weakened, is still very significant in many ways.16 Among other

things, this connection is crucial to states’ self-definition, as they appear

in constitutional texts. When these texts refer, in describing the national

and cultural character of the state, to minority groups (however defined),

they address traditional, non-immigrant minorities. This might include

local “indigenous peoples” but not the “new minorities,” even if the

former are much smaller than the latter.

In fact, the reaction against radical multiculturalism has led to

a reemphasizing in many Western countries of the official connection

between (majority) culture and polity. “Connection” is the word rather

than Gellner’s “congruence,” since full congruence is not a realistic

option (or, necessarily, a desirable aim) in most modern democracies.

Language is, again, crucial in this context, both symbolically and

practically, as is usually the case in matters of national identity. As

a reaction to the appearance of large numbers of immigrants not

proficient in the “host” country’s language, many of these countries

now insist, more than in the past, on strengthening the position of the
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official language. They make greater demands on immigrants when it

comes to mastering the language, among other things as a condition for

naturalization and sometimes even for immigration. The latter demand

has been introduced by Holland, formerly a bastion of multiculturalism.

These efforts to cultivate a broad cultural common ground

among the citizenry are not usually formulated in national terms,

except, unsurprisingly, in France. The language of national identity is

most readily used in this context by mainstream politicians in France,

where national identity and republican citizenship are considered syn-

onymous. Both mastering French and conforming (in some measure) to

the French notion of laı̈cité (as exemplified by the refusal to naturalize

women who wear the burka) are regarded in France as crucial aspects

of adopting the French national identity on the part of immigrants.

Other countries usually prefer to emphasize the social, economic,

and political benefits of integration and the costs of failing to integrate.

This applies, first and foremost, to language. One’s chances of finding

good employment and ability to communicate with state functionaries

and take an active part in public life are typically mentioned in this

context. Although the terminology of nationhood is mostly eschewed

in these arguments, they bring to mind some standard explanations

for the rise of modern nationalism (most notably Gellner’s). All these

practical issues – largely centered on language and its role in facilita-

ting socioeconomic integration and political participation – have

clear implications as regards national identity. By being urged to

integrate socially and culturally, the immigrants are being urged to join

the nation.

While the immigrants’ identity is hard to classify in national

terms, there is no difficulty in analyzing in those terms the reactions of

“host” societies to immigration. Some of those reactions are quite

predictably nationalistic and xenophobic. But most people in Western

societies have come to accept, and up to a point welcome, a high degree

of cultural pluralism, much higher than in the past. When the German

chancellor or the British prime minister announce that multiculturalism

has been a failure, they are not trying to bring back some sort of old-

fashioned “monoculturalism.” However, no democratic electorate is

likely to accept things that it regards as fundamentally altering the

national and cultural character of the state. If the backlash against

radical multiculturalism in Western Europe applies to immigration

rather than to traditional national minorities, as Kymlicka notes, this
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is because questions regarding the overall identity of the society and

state are raised by the former rather than by the latter. This results from

the sheer numbers involved, the degree of cultural distinctness in the

case of some of the immigrants, and the problems of integration.

Of course, accumulated changes over a long period of time

may sometimes produce a result that is much more far-reaching than

anything that could have been anticipated, or would have been

accepted, from the outset. In the United States, the massive non-

European immigration – and earlier, the non-English-speaking one –

certainly changed the face of society. Whether they have thereby altered

the fundamental national and cultural identity of the country may

perhaps be disputed from today’s perspective, largely depending on

the way one interprets these terms. But the whole process has been

based on the fact that the immigrants, all in all, have been willing

to change in order to accommodate American cultural and societal

norms (above all, by adopting English) far more than they have

changed these norms – though the latter change has been very consider-

able as well. That this will also be the case with the massive Hispanic

immigration is doubted by some, but judging from past experience

seems at least possible.

The national and cultural character of society and state is itself

understood today in broad and flexible terms. It is not ethnic in the

narrow sense of being confined to a descent or kinship group, yet it

is often strongly underpinned by ethnicity and ethnicity-based culture

in the broad sense suggested here. Whether the national identity in

question is officially “civic” or not is usually, as we have seen, of little

practical importance in this respect. In any situation of ethnolinguistic

pluralism, and unless the state is binational or multinational, the “idea

that liberal-democratic states (or ‘civic nations’) are ethnoculturally

neutral is manifestly false.”** To be sure, the connection between the

state and a specific national identity and culture is sometimes liable to

** Kymlicka, Politics in the Vernacular, 24. Kymlicka refers chiefly to language, its

centrality to national identity, and the efforts of liberal states – including the United

States – to promote their language (inter alia, among immigrants). He stresses that

these policies should not be seen as “purely a matter of cultural imperialism or

ethnocentric prejudice. This sort of nation-building serves a number of important

goals”: “equal opportunity to work in a modern economy,” “generating the sort of

solidarity required by a welfare state,” and facilitating wide participation in the

democratic political system (ibid., 26).
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be abused, despite all the mechanisms developed in liberal democracies

for containing this danger. Nevertheless, this connection is central to

contemporary states and contemporary democracies.

“Imperial nations” and composite identities

As mentioned above, the French model is not the only, or typical,

version of civic nationalism. There are other, more flexible models,

which acknowledge different levels of identity and different subgroups

within what is still regarded as an inclusive civic nation. These subdiv-

isions are usually defined as ethnic, communal, or sometimes linguistic,

rather than national. Under such a model the ethnic element is openly

acknowledged, not as defining the national identity, but as a significant

characteristic of certain subgroups within it. This, for instance, is the

case in the United States, where it largely rests on the willingness –

often eagerness – of immigrants from various (and faraway) countries

of origin to forgo their original national identity and adopt the American

one. In the American case, as well as in other immigrant countries,

this also means the adoption of the prevailing language of the country.

At the same time, one’s heritage and ethnicity have come to be accepted

and often celebrated as a significant aspect of being an American.

Moreover, the civic nationalism of many postcolonial countries with

culturally diverse populations is characterized by an officially acknow-

ledged (ethno)linguistic pluralism, while strongly insisting on a single

national identity to which all citizens and all groups belong.

Sometimes, however, a certain group may be recognized as

having a distinct national (rather than “merely” ethnic) identity of its

own, while still being considered as a subcategory within a larger

nation. The clearest example of this model is Spain, where the “Spanish

nation” is described by the constitution as being made up of “national-

ities and regions” (Article 2). Within this framework, the three “historic

nationalities” – Catalonia, the Basque country, and Galicia – were from

the outset recognized as “nationalities” and set up their autonomous

national territorial entities. Later, some of the other regions also claimed

a “national” character in this sense. At the same time, the Castilian-

speaking majority is clearly dominant, not only de facto, due to its

numerical superiority, but because of the official and “national” status

of its language. The Spanish nation, whose “indissoluble unity” is
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proclaimed by the constitution (Article 2), is not perceived merely as

synonymous with the country as a whole (“the indivisible homeland of

all Spaniards”) or with the entire civic community, but is clearly

endowed with a cultural character by the provision on the official

language: “Castilian is the official Spanish language of the State. All

Spaniards have the duty to know it and the right to use it” (Article 3.1).

On the other hand, the country’s autonomous communities can estab-

lish their own regional official languages, and have naturally proceeded

to do so. A “Spaniard” is thus not merely a citizen of the Spanish state,

regardless of national identity. Rather, his or her national and cultural

identity, defined through language, is (in the case of minority groups)

perceived as two-layered. Language is central to the map of national

identities in Spain, as it is in many other places. Of course, differences

of language can sometimes be defined as “ethnic” rather than national.

There is, needless to say, no “objective” way to distinguish between

“mere” ethnicity and national identity, or, indeed, between the different

levels of national identity itself. These are all a matter of how people

perceive themselves and are perceived by others, and often these per-

ceptions and definitions are conflicting. In the post-Franco democratic

Spain, at any rate, non-Castilian-speaking peoples in Spain were offi-

cially recognized as “nationalities.”

The higher layer of a Spaniard’s national identity is the common

“Spanishness” stressed not just by making Castilian the language of the

nation as a whole, but by adding the unusual provision (similar to

the one in Bulgaria) for every citizen’s “duty to know it.” The lower

layer is (in the case of minority groups) his or her “nationality” within

this nation. The Castilian-speaking majority is not defined as a (majority)

“nationality.” Only the minority groups are defined as nationalities,

while the majority (split between several regions – there is no region

called simply “Castile”) receives no appellation distinct from the nation

as a whole. The majority is clearly not synonymous with “the Spanish

nation,” but neither is it merely one of the nation’s components. It is the

nation’s core, and its identity – the national “default option.”

This national model combines inclusiveness with a high degree

of pluralism, but it still hinges on a denial of a fully-fledged nationhood

to the Basques and the Catalans, many of whom insist on this defin-

ition. Moreover, it “subsumes” them under an overall national identity

within which they inevitably belong to the periphery rather than to

the core. This national concept, enshrined in the constitution, is not

354 / Nations



accepted by the Basque and Catalan nationalists – not merely the radical

separatist ones (some of whom, among the Basques, have taken up arms

for the cause of separatism) but also the moderate ones. The latter have

long commanded a majority in both the autonomous regional parlia-

ments. Both these parliaments have passed resolutions asserting that

their respective peoples are “nations” in the full sense, rather than

national sub-divisions of some larger nation, and therefore have a right

to national self-determination. At present, the regional governments and

parliaments controlled by moderate nationalists do not support secession

from the Spanish state, but they insist on a right to secede if their nations

should freely decide to do so. Accepting this demand – which the central

government, supported by the large Castilian-speaking majority, refuses

to do – would turn Spain into a fully-fledged multinational state, whose

unity, moreover, would no longer be “insoluble.”

Thus, according to the definitions enshrined in the constitution,

Spain regards itself, despite its officially acknowledged multinational

aspect (on the level of the “nationalities”) as a nation-state, based on a

common “nationhood.” This concept of nationhood is avowedly civic

in the sense that it purports to include all the subgroups of citizens.

However, from the viewpoint of Basque or Catalan nationalists (even

moderate ones), the Spanish nation is no more than a majority nation in

a state in which they regard themselves as minority nations, and the

Spanish state, as such, expresses the identity of the majority. Even

according to the official view and official terminology, the common

Spanish nationhood is far from being neutral between the majority and

the minority groups. The majority, which defines its national identity as

simply Spanish (rather than Castilian), has appropriated the name that

also stands for the whole. Although historically the name “Hispania”

applied to the entire Iberian peninsula, the minority nationalists now

regard the “Spanish” national label as referring to another nation and

inapplicable to them.

Catalan or Basque nationalists sometimes complain that there

is no Spanish parallel to the distinction between Britain and England,

which, logically, makes the English component of the overall British

nationhood merely one of its components, though it is clearly the

overwhelmingly dominant one. There are obvious similarities between

the British case and the Spanish one. As we saw in Chapter 5, both may

be termed, taking into account their histories and their impact on the

present-day map of identities, “imperial nations.” Both are large and
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complex states, constructed, historically, around a core: England and

Castile, respectively. In both cases this core has shaped decisively,

though not exclusively, the character of the state as a whole, and thus,

the character of the state’s common “nationhood”; yet it never became

fully congruous with the nation. In a typical British (English?) fashion,

the terminology used in Britain with regard to national identity is not

always consistent and systematic. Britain is sometimes described as a

“nation of nations.” The widely accepted view, first and foremost

among the English but not just among them, is that British identity

is an overarching supra-identity and not merely a matter of civic and

political affiliation. As such it encompasses all the constituent parts

of the United Kingdom, without erasing secondary identities. This is

in a way similar to the Spanish two-layered concept of “nation” and

“nationalities,” with the difference that Scotland is recognized as a

fully-fledged “nation,” and it is widely accepted that it has a right to

secede from the Union if it so chooses. Northern Ireland’s right of

secession has been recognized by the Anglo-Irish agreement in 1985.

This (unofficial) designation of an agreement between Ireland and the

United Kingdom (on a par with “Anglo-American friendship” and

similar expressions) shows how overwhelmingly English the United

Kingdom is in people’s perception, both at home and abroad.

England constitutes the bulk of the British state (ruled, as

Scottish nationalists like to point out, from London), both territorially

and as regards population. English is in fact far more overwhelmingly

dominant throughout the United Kingdom than Castilian is in Spain.

The English tend to treat “English” and “British” as being more or less

interchangeable, or the latter as an extension of the former, although

lately displays of Scottish nationalism have prompted talk about English

nationalism and calls for an English Parliament. The typical English view

of Britain is perhaps most realistically described as “England plus”

rather than as a multinational state. British historical consciousness is

overwhelmingly English. Significantly, the present queen was crowned

Elizabeth II, over the objections of Scottish nationalists who argued that

she was the first monarch of the United Kingdom bearing that name.

True, Elizabeth I was “merely” the queen of England, yet this argument

somehow failed to win the day. The Parliament in Westminster is,

historically, the English Parliament later joined by members from other

constituent parts. Even England’s extremist and xenophobic nationalist

party calls itself the “British National Party.”
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This concept of “Britishness” as an overarching national

identity is sufficiently inclusive and flexible to make the English major-

ity regard the state as “theirs” in the full sense, and at the same time

guarantee to the non-English constituent peoples a high degree of

participation and identification with it. This is borne out by the long

list of persons from Scotland and Wales who have occupied leading

positions in the British state, including that of prime minister. Some

English people may resent what they regard as Scotland’s unfair advan-

tages within the Union (obviously designed to compensate the Scots

for their minority status), but this does not stop them regarding the

British state as “theirs.” On the other hand, a significant part of the

non-English citizens of the United Kingdom refuse to accept the British

label as a definition of their national identity (alongside and above

their distinct one), and many of them favor secession. This clearly

applies to the nationalist (republican) community in Northern Ireland.

The Scottish Nationalists, who won a majority in the Scottish Assembly

in 2011, are not content, unlike the moderate Catalan and Basque

nationalists in Spain, with the acknowledgment on the part of the

English that Scotland is a “nation” (within a “nation of nations”)

and has a right to secede from the Union if it so chooses. They favor

actual secession, although according to the polls there is at present no

majority in Scotland for this demand. They regard the British state and

the notion of British “super”-nationhood as shorthand for English

domination over the non-English peoples of the British Isles. The Welsh

nationalists have a similar view, although they are less influential than

their counterparts in Scotland.

The model of two-layered or composite nationhood that char-

acterizes in different versions both Spain and Britain is an attempt

to square the circle by structuring the state in a way that makes it

both national and multinational. That said, the national dimension –

inclusive and generous to minorities as well as majority-dominated – is

meant to be the decisive one. This model may at this stage be charac-

terized as a partial success, whether one wishes to emphasize the former

or the latter. It is probably the best if not the only way to try to keep

together nationally diverse countries like Britain and Spain under con-

ditions of a modern democracy. Yet it is surely significant that even

this model may in the long run be insufficient to keep them together.

The desire to live in a state that is, nationally, “one’s own” in the full

sense, certainly appears to be a powerful force. This applies even to
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prosperous Western European democracies in which the rights of

minorities and minority nations are well protected, which is not to

say that this desire will in every case prove to be stronger than other,

conflicting wishes and considerations. States shape ethnic and national

identities as well as being shaped by them. Nonetheless, anyone who is

overly optimistic about the power of a modern state to shape national

identities at its convenience may well wonder about the United Kingdom.

The British state – certainly a powerful and largely successful mechanism,

as well as a liberal and inclusive one – has been unable to shape Scottish

nationalism out of existence in three centuries of full parliamentary

Union between the two historic kingdoms.

Would it be correct to say that what constitutes the core of

British nationhood is English ethnic nationalism? This, admittedly,

sounds rather absurd. Though the challenge of Scottish nationalism

naturally tends to make the Englishness of the English more self-

consciously distinct and potentially politicized, most people in England

will surely find the concept of “English nationalism” quite awkward.

English society today, under the influence of mass immigration, is

multiethnic to a very significant extent. Nevertheless, it is worth asking

how things look from the viewpoint of Scottish nationalists – a far from

marginal group in their society. For them, the crux of the matter is that

their nation, with its distinct culture, identity, and sense of history,

is dominated, by virtue of sheer numerical superiority, by a nation with

a different identity, history, and culture. Such a situation between two

large groups of citizens in a single state is bound to be defined in usual

scholarly terms as a tension between two distinct ethnonationalisms.

This perception, however strange it may seem to many, may yet prove

to be capable of breaking up a centuries-old polity – one of the world’s

most liberal and inclusive ones. That both peoples in question speak the

same language only goes to show that culture, no less than ethnicity

and national identity, is a very broad and flexible concept. While not

susceptible to any precise definition from outside, it is nonetheless

vitally important for those who regard themselves as sharing it.

Russia is a huge “imperial” country built historically around

its Russian core, but including many non-Russian-speaking peoples.

Under the communist regime, with its avowed ideological commitment

to the right of peoples to national self-determination, the former Russian

Empire was reconstructed as the Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics,

with the full formal structure of a multinational state. The constituent
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national republics were regarded as having entered the Union voluntar-

ily and enjoyed a formal right of secession. Russia, which comprised

most of the Union’s territory (and itself included autonomous national

republics for minority peoples), was, formally, merely one of the fifteen

republics. In fact, there was never any doubt that Russia was the core

of the USSR, both politically and culturally. Russian was the state

language of the Union, and, after the initial “internationalist” period,

Russian patriotism and national pride became central to the regime’s

ideology and rhetoric. In post-Soviet Russia, the explicit acknowledg-

ment of minority groups as “nationalities” could not be withheld, if

only because this would have meant denying those groups something

that was acknowledged under the communist regime. The distinct

identity of the minority peoples is respected and their identification with

the state is encouraged, but the state itself is unambiguously (though not

exclusively) identified with the language, culture, and history of the

Russian-speaking majority. The 1993 constitution speaks in the name

of “we, the multinational people of the Russian Federation.” The unity

of the state is guaranteed. Russian is the state language throughout the

territory of Russia, while “republics” (of minority peoples) have a right

to institute their own state languages (Article 68). The Federation has no

component which is “Russian-proper” (“russkiy,” as distinguished from

“rossiyskiy,” relating to Russia as a whole, regardless of “nationality”;

this is carefully differentiated in official and all politically-correct par-

lance). The “republics” and “national regions” of minority peoples

cover only a small portion of the country’s territory, and only a small

part of its population lives there (though there are also significant

minority populations outside them). The sense of historical continuity

and identity, in official and unofficial majority discourse, in this vast

country ruled from Moscow’s Kremlin is overwhelmingly “Russian-

proper.” The “multinational people of Russia,” whose common state

language is Russian, may in many ways be compared with the “Spanish

nation,” with its constituent (minority) nationalities. The “Russian-

proper” component is clearly the core of the state. In Western terms,

it is the core of the nation, though the constitution does not use this term

to describe the whole of which the “Russian-proper” majority is the

main component.{{

{{ In Russia, “nations,” as well as “nationalities,” are regularly used in an

ethnonational sense (applying also to the Russian majority in the country). On
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National self-determination and territorial integrity

What makes definitions of national identity in the contemporary world a

particularly sensitive matter is the fact that the language of nationhood is

apt to raise the question of the right to national self-determination, and at

least potentially – of secession. The right of “peoples to self-

determination,” as it appears in the UN Charter, is a widely acknow-

ledged, though ill-defined, international norm. Whether and under what

circumstances this right outweighs the principle of territorial integrity of

sovereign states (another fundamental international norm) and includes

the right to secede is a subject of a rather inconclusive debate.17 It is clear,

however, that the status of a nation or “a people” (in the sense of a

national community) is widely regarded as giving rise to a strong claim

to national self-determination. The language of “nationhood” applied to

the Scottish identity in Britain reflects the historic fact that the United

Kingdom was established by a merger of two kingdoms, but today dove-

tails with the acceptance of Scotland’s right to secede. In recognizing such

a right the British state is exceptional.Whatever the different views on the

normative scope of the right to self-determination and the different defin-

itions of identity accepted in every country, sovereign states normally

regard their territorial integrity as inviolable. The national definitions

included in the Spanish constitution represent a certain vision of Spain’s

culture and history, while also attempting (not entirely successfully) to

afford reasonable recognition to minority identities without giving legit-

imacy to secessionist demands.

But although the Spanish constitution expressly rules out seces-

sion by invoking the indivisibility of Spain, one wonders whether Spain

would today be willing and able, politically, to use force against

Catalonia or the Basque country to keep them within the Spanish state

if they were to make a clear and unambiguously democratic choice for

secession on the strength of their claim for fully-fledged nationhood.

In the re-established democratic Czechoslovakia it appeared inconceiv-

able to oppose the secession of Slovakia by force, even though it had no

legally recognized right to secede. The Canadian Supreme Court has

the other hand, the “people” (“narod” – etymologically akin, in fact, to the Latin

“natio”), although it may also denote a substate, ethnonational group, more often

means the whole of the population or the civic community.
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ruled that although Quebec has no legal right to secede (a right asserted

by Quebec on the strength of it being a “nation”), if the province makes

a clear democratic choice by a substantial (unspecified) majority, the

federal government ought to be willing to negotiate with it in good

faith in order to resolve the dispute.18 The court’s language clearly

implies, though does not quite say, that in the end the federal

government would have a right to insist only on reasonable terms of

secession, not to refuse secession outright. The message is clear: you do

not have a legal right to secede, but if you really insist we cannot stop

you by force. It is highly doubtful whether any Western democracy

could today afford to stop by force a determined attempt to secede

on the part of a recognized national entity like Quebec, Catalonia,

or Scotland, backed by the clearly expressed democratic will of the

majority of the people in such a region.

Bulgaria, on the other hand, is probably much more likely to

use force in order to stop any conceivable attempt by its Turkish

minority, in areas where this minority constitutes the majority of the

population, to secede and join Turkey. Of course, such an attempt

would not enjoy the democratic legitimacy of a regional referendum

or a resolution passed by a regional parliament, which is precisely why

Bulgaria’s constitution forbids “autonomous territorial formations”

within the state. But the fact that Bulgaria also finds it necessary to

deny its Turkish citizens the status of a national minority strongly

implies that it fears that a recognized “national” status as such, even

without the backing of an autonomous territorial entity, might give

legitimacy to secessionist demands (or at least demands for territorial

autonomy) on the part of a large and culturally distinct population.

The “threat” of national self-determination (no less than

genuinely inclusive attitudes) goes a long way to explain the strong

tendency in many countries to withhold from minority groups explicit

“national” recognition, the preference to define them as ethnic or

linguistic, and the insistence on inclusive civic nationalism even when

plurality of identities is officially recognized. The Austro-Hungarian

Empire could afford to acknowledge that its subjects belonged to

various peoples because the emperor, rather than the people, was held

to be the highest source of legitimacy and authority. The people’s will

had, officially, no legitimate claim to prevail against that of the

emperor as regards either its internal political arrangements or place

vis-à-vis other peoples in the empire. However, as liberalization and
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democratization progressed in the nineteenth century, the empire

found itself under increasing pressures to accommodate various and

sometimes conflicting national demands.

In the twentieth century it was paradoxically the communist

dictatorships – usurping the people’s will rather than openly denying it

as the ultimate source of legitimacy – that have found it most easy to

acknowledge the multinational character of their state. The USSR,

Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia had no problem maintaining an

officially multinational or binational structure precisely because the

regime was powerful enough to prevent not merely its break up but

any public expression of secessionist sentiment. It was constantly pro-

claimed in the name of the “brotherly peoples” how happy they were to

live together in their common socialist homeland. The Soviet consti-

tution formally bestowed the right of secession on national republics

(though not on the lesser autonomous national entities within them).

The Union, it was proclaimed, had been entered upon voluntarily and

continued to exist voluntarily. Communist China also defines its minor-

ity groups as national minorities or nationalities. But these are con-

sidered part of the Chinese nation alongside the Han majority, which is

clearly the nation’s core, and the unity of the country is officially

inviolable.{{ Of course, national distinctness and even national

freedom to determine one’s future can safely be conceded if the political

freedom to ask for anything that is contrary to the government’s claim

to speak in the people’s name is lacking. But where national demands

can be voiced more or less openly, there is often great reluctance to

define cultural differences – including language differences – between

different groups of citizens as national.

Even Belgium, the clearest example of a binational state, offi-

cially defines itself in the first Article of its constitution, as “made up of

Communities and Regions” (rather than nations). Unsurprisingly,

Flemish nationalists who aspire to Flemish independence (though not

only them) speak of a Flemish nation. In Canada, it was only in 2006,

{{ The theory is that all of China’s nationalities exercised their right to self-

determination, irrevocably, by voluntarily joining the People’s Republic. This was one

of Mao Zedong’s ideological justifications for abandoning the Communist Party’s

earlier stance. According to the 1931 constitution of the Chinese Soviet Republic,

all the minority nationalities had the full right to self-determination, including

secession. See Baogang He, “Minority Rights with Chinese Characteristics,” in

Kymlicka and He (eds.), Multiculturalism in Asia, 61.
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after a protracted controversy and long after the country had become

de facto binational, that the Canadian House of Commons passed

a motion recognizing that “the Québécois form a nation within a

united Canada.”

Postcolonial countries: ethnocultural diversity and “the unity of the nation”

In postcolonial countries, which are often characterized by a high

degree of ethnic diversity and not seldom lack an overall ethnocultural

majority, it is considered particularly crucial to insist on the “unity

of the nation” and to deny any national status to ethnic differences.

This is so even though these differences are often recognized and to

a greater or lesser degree accommodated by the state, especially in

the sphere of language. Concern for their territorial integrity is also

displayed by long-established nations. But, as we saw in Chapter 6,

in postcolonial countries in particular a “neat” and agreed-upon parti-

tion, Czechoslovakia-style, between two clearly defined national

groups populating two incontestably delimitated autonomous regions

is even less of an option. Rather, there is often every reason to fear the

grim consequences of uncontrollable disintegration and fragmentation,

accompanied by much violence. In Africa, national claims, even falling

short of separatism, on the part of ethnic groups are most often decried

as “tribalism.” The anti-separatist consensus enjoys wide legitimacy,

though secession did occur, as we have seen, in both Eritrea (1993) and

South Sudan (2011). Notably, while the South Sudanese struggle for

independence had a strong ethnocultural basis vis-à-vis the Arab and

Muslim North, the South itself is split between various ethnic groups.

It has had its share of interethnic violence and may well have to face

separatist challenges of its own.

Obviously, the dangers of separatism, as well as the need to

foster social cohesion and avoid ethnic strife, regularly invoked by

postcolonial governments, are not the whole story behind their insist-

ence on inclusive nationhood. As in Europe, in cases where an ethno-

national core exists, the professed unity of the nation is also useful if

one wishes to strengthen the position of a dominant ethnic component.

This is habitually done by elevating its language and its other cultural

traits to a “national” status, while denying a national character (and, in

most cases, a federal autonomy) to the minority identities. In Sri Lanka,
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for example, the Sinhalese majority (about 75 percent of the population)

amended the constitution in order to make Sinhalese the country’s sole

official language (though this was later modified). The amended consti-

tution similarly confers “the foremost place” on Buddhism (Article 2),

associating the state more closely with the majority’s ethnocultural

identity. At the same time, the government insists on the unity of the

nation and on Sri Lanka being a “unitary state,” expressly rejecting

the claims of the large Tamil minority to be recognized as a distinct

“nation.” Of course, in Sri Lanka and elsewhere, arguments about

constitutional definitions and labels of identity are never the whole

story. They give symbolic expression to existing ethnic tensions in

various fields, and they can also exacerbate them. The practical demand

of Tamil nationalists was originally for an autonomous national entity

as part of a federal system. This was rejected in the name of the unitary

state. Eventually, radical Tamil nationalists turned to violent separatism.

A prolonged and bitter civil war ensued, ending with the defeat of

the rebels in 2011.

Malaysia has an ethnocultural Malay majority comprising

some 50–60 percent of the population. Alongside it, there is a Chinese

minority of about 25 percent, as well as a smaller Indian community

and other groups. The Chinese and Indian minorities, unlike the Tamils

in Sri Lanka, lack territorial concentration and are in no position

to make separatist (or even federalist) demands. The language of

the majority, Malay, is, according to the constitution, “the national

language” (Article 152), and its religion, Islam, is “the religion of the

Federation” (Article 3). Among European democracies, too, as we have

seen, it is not rare for an officially “civic” nation to have as its core an

ethnocultural majority whose identity is strongly connected with the

state. But Malaysia, in addition to this, also practices open preference

in favor of the Malay majority in the economic sphere. This preference,

justified by the “indigenous” character of the Malays and the need to

redress the balance of economic power that has traditionally been

concentrated mainly in Chinese hands, is expressly sanctioned by the

constitution (Articles 8, 89, 153).

Singapore, which has a Chinese majority of some 75 percent,

alongside a large Malay and a smaller Indian minority, is exceptional

in that its system reflects a determined effort not to associate the state

in any way with the historic identity, culture, and language of the

majority. Ethnicity is anything but ignored by the state. The nation is
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officially subdivided into three ethnic communities (plus a category of

“others”), and each citizen is registered as a member of a community.

(This is done according to the “race” of the father, and, since 2010, with

an option of having a “secondary” communal affiliation for children of

mixed couples.) Yet the primacy of the nation over its constituent ethnic

communities is strongly emphasized. The government has formulated

an official credo setting forth the national ideology and comprising a list

of “shared values” adopted by a parliamentary resolution in 1991.

These values, it is proclaimed, are essentially “Asian” (and thus, com-

munitarian rather than individualistic). The first of them is “nation

before community and society before self”; the last is “racial and reli-

gious harmony.”19 Conspicuously absent in this exposition of the

nation’s cultural common ground is language. It is Singapore rather

than France, in which French is a cornerstone of national identity,

that should perhaps be regarded as the purest example of “civic nation-

alism.” This is so if “civic nationalism” is understood as signifying a

national identity not merely congruous with state citizenship but

focused, as far as its content is concerned, wholly on the citizenship

and the state rather than on cultural characteristics.

The official languages of Singapore are listed in the constitu-

tion as Malay, Chinese (Mandarin), Tamil, and English (Article 153A).

But the true state language is English, the language of government,

administration, law, and business, as well as the primary language of

instruction in all educational institutions (where pupils are also taught

their communal “mother tongue”). Various other postcolonial coun-

tries make extensive use of the language of the former colonial power.

However, these are countries in which the linguistic diversity is such

that the European language is the only one common to the different

ethnic groups (or rather, to their elites) and no local language is strong

enough to be established as a national one. By contrast, in Singapore

English has been adopted by the state in preference to a local language

(Chinese) spoken by the great majority of the people, and the entire

population is educated in it, starting from primary school.

Remarkably, Malay is given the symbolic status of the “national

language” of Singapore (Article 153A). Article 152 enjoins the govern-

ment to “exercise its functions in such manner as to recognize the special

position of the Malays, who are the indigenous people of Singapore,

and [to] . . . foster and promote their political, educational, religious,

economic, social and cultural interests and the Malay language.” Malay
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is used in the national anthem (which the law expressly forbids being

performed in any other language), in the state’s coat-of-arms, and in

military commands. The Muslim crescent features prominently, though

not exclusively, on the national flag. Thus, so far from privileging the

cultural identity of the majority, the state, officially and symbolically,

privileges that of a minority. The government of Singapore is strong

and self-confident enough to offer the native Malay minority far-

reaching concessions in the symbolic field, with the obvious aim of

stressing its belonging to the nation of Singapore (rather than its

ethnocultural affinity with the neighboring Malaysia). The other side

of the same coin is that it is willing to suppress with considerable

robustness any sign of minority Malay or majority Chinese nationalism

challenging the official notion of a single nation.

All the same, the most significant cultural characteristic

fostered by the state is the English language. This language has the

advantage of not being identified with any community as such, and the

advantages that it confers on its users in a world of competitive global

economy (in which Singapore has excelled) are obvious. Mastering

English to the level of a native speaker had already in colonial times

become an important cultural characteristic of the (overwhelmingly

Chinese) educated elite. This elite, open also to people from other

ethnic backgrounds on a meritocratic basis, has ruled Singapore, firmly

and with a considerable measure of success in many fields, since inde-

pendence. It has shaped Singapore’s cultural identity to an extent

unimaginable in a liberal democracy. Indeed, its project is unparalleled

also in any other regime, which, even if authoritarian, prefers to har-

ness the ethnocultural sentiment of the masses for its purposes rather

than to try to control it in such a high-handed way and demand such

sacrifices from it. Rather than the people’s culture having its usual

impact on the cultural character of the nation-state, it is the state in

Singapore that has shaped in large measure the cultural character of

the people – as regards the majority no less than the minorities. The

dominance of English in public education has predictably led to English

becoming the main language spoken at home by an increasing number

of Singaporeans (though Mandarin, so far from disappearing, has

actually benefited from the strong official discouragement of Chinese

“dialects”). If brought to its logical conclusion, this process seems

destined to produce a paradoxical Singaporean version of Gellner’s

“congruity of state and culture.”
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The entire process of nation-building in Singapore, however far

removed from ethnic exclusiveness, has obviously been facilitated by

the existence of a large Chinese ethnocultural majority. This, as well as

the fact that the minority population is subdivided into two distinct

groups, means that the danger of ethnic strife had been somewhat less

acute than often suggested by the government in justification of the

less liberal aspects of its rule. This rule has surely also been helped by

the unmistakably Mandarin-like character of the ruling elite and its

paternalistic relations with the general public.

The official and unofficial position of English in India is strong,

though it cannot be compared with the situation in Singapore. The

constitution establishes Hindi – the language spoken by a large plural-

ity, but not a majority, of the population – as “the official language of

the Union” (Article 343). English “shall continue to be used for official

purposes,” a modest formula not reflecting its true importance. At the

same time, the various states of the Union are authorized to adopt their

own local languages as official, and have proceeded to do so. As we

have seen in Chapter 6, the map of Indian states was re-drawn in the

1950s in order to reflect as far as possible the demographic map of

the main language groups. Although the original intention of India’s

founders had been that the federal system would not be connected to

language and ethnicity, this idea of nationhood divorced from ethnicity

proved to be politically unsustainable. Thus, the various ethnocultural

identities are not only recognized for the purpose of language and

culture rights, but are given powerful political expression through the

federal system. Officially, then, India insists on the primacy of the

common Indian national identity over all the particular linguistic and

communal ones, and defines itself as a multiethnic and multicultural

nation-state. Yet would it not be more realistic to describe India as a de

facto multinational state? We shall address this question as we turn to

deal with binational and multinational states.

Binational and multinational states

A multinational or binational state is the only model that can ensure

both objectives: the full recognition of a minority community’s distinct

national identity, unlike what happens in a “civic” state; and the equal

status of this identity vis-à-vis the state, unlike what happens in a
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nation-state with a national minority, where the minority’s identity is

recognized but it is the majority’s identity that is expressed by the state.

As with the other models, this one too is a “package deal” incorpor-

ating inherent advantages and disadvantages. Perhaps the greatest

disadvantage is that such states are in practice very difficult to keep

together. As for the usual classification of nationalisms, the two or

more national identities in such a state are obviously not “civic” in

the sense of being shared by all citizens. In some sense, this model, with

its stress on a plurality of national identities among citizens, is the very

opposite of the French one in which “civic” and “national” are per-

ceived as identical. Conspicuously, there are few places in Europe

where the importance of one’s ethnocultural affiliation trumps the

importance of one’s state citizenship more than in Belgium – a bi-

national state, though it does not use this term.

Furthermore, the binational or multinational state’s official

neutrality between its various nationalities does not apply to groups

that do not belong to either of the major national components. In

binational and multinational federations in particular, the constituent

states are anything but neutral toward “stranded minorities,” such

as the French-speaking minority in Flanders or the English-speaking

minority in Quebec. The whole logic of the system makes such less-

than-sovereign national entities custodians of their distinct identity,

charged with making sure that it finds adequate expression in the public

sphere even without full sovereignty. Thus, they tend to be particularly

robust in ensuring the hegemonic status of their language and culture

within their own territory. In Quebec, this is justified by the French

speakers being not just a minority in Canada, but a small minority in an

English-speaking North America. In Flanders, this tendency is fed by

the still-unforgotten historical grievance against the past domination

of the French-speaking elite and the resultant inferior status of the

Dutch (Flemish) language. In any case, the English-speaking minority

in Quebec and the French-speaking minority in Flanders can testify

that the equality of national–cultural identities guaranteed in a federal

binational state does not apply to every citizen across the country.

Nor does it apply to minority groups that do not belong to any of the

constituent components.

Thus, binational Belgium has come under the same criticism as

the purely “mononational” France for its failure to adopt (in Belgium’s

case, to ratify) the European Framework Convention for the Protection
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of National Minorities. The account of Belgium’s position appearing in

a report of the Committee on Legal Affairs and Human Rights of the

Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe is instructive:

At the root of Belgium’s reluctance to ratify the Framework

Convention . . . lies the fear that the principle of territoriality

which constitutes the organic principle of Belgium’s federal

structure would be incompatible with the Framework

Convention. This principle entails . . . the division of

Belgium into four language zones, three of which are

unilingual (Dutch-speaking, French-speaking and German-

speaking), and one bilingual (Brussels-Capital) . . . With the

exception [of the] bilingual Zone of Brussels-Capital where

Dutch and French are on equal footing, and the recognition

of 27 communities with facilities for linguistic minorities,

the choice has come down in favour of homogeneous

linguistic zones and the assimilation of linguistic

minorities.20

It is extremely rare today to hear anyone speak of “assimilation of

linguistic minorities,” especially when native minorities, rather than

immigrant communities, are meant. Even in France, as applied to

immigrants, the usual term nowadays is “integration” rather than

“assimilation.”21 Still, the same principle of territoriality that is

designed to guarantee the equal status of the two main communities

in the binational federation that is Belgium (as well as the autonomy

of the small German-speaking community) also sanctions the full

domination of one ethnocultural identity within both major compon-

ents of the federation.

Should the constituent “nations” in a multinational state be

considered as civic or ethnic? Naturally, they cannot be civic in the

strict sense, since by definition they do not include all the citizens of

a (sovereign) state. If there is no territorial division between the two (or

more) national communities and the state is ruled as a single territorial

unit by a kind of partnership between them, it is clear that both

national identities must be defined as ethnic par excellence. Indeed,

the whole system of government in such a state is dominated by

questions and considerations of ethnonational identity. Cyprus was

established on this basis as a unitary binational state in 1960, but the
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partnership in government between the two communities broke down

after a few years. The constitutional arrangements in Macedonia were

adopted in the wake of the 2001 internationally sponsored agreement

aimed at ending the conflict by the country’s Slav Macedon majority

and its large Albanian minority. These arrangements have introduced

substantial elements of binationalism, in the form of a partnership

between the two main ethnic nationalisms sharing the same territory.

It should be noted, however, that Macedonia is not a fully-fledged

binational state, as its Slav Macedonian majority has managed to

remain the leading force in the country. This is reflected by the clear

precedence given to the Macedonian language in Article 7 of the

amended constitution. In a declaration that accompanied its signing

of the European Convention on National Minorities, Macedonia offi-

cially listed its Albanian population as a “national minority,” a

term that indicates that it regards itself, in the main, as a national

rather than a binational state.22

In case of a multi- or binational federation consisting of

national units, a national identity comprising the entire population

of such a unit can, in principle, quite reasonably be defined as civic as

it applies to the territorial political entity in question. In practice,

however, such a unit, no less than a national state as a whole, is likely

to include minority groups significantly differing from the majority.

National units within a larger state are prone, no less than national

states, to use the rhetoric of inclusive civic nationalism in order to deny

such minorities the cultural rights and status that the latter could have

claimed had their distinct identity been recognized as “national.”

Moreover, self-governing national units might be no less concerned

than sovereign states with the danger of separatism (or even claims of

autonomy, far from always welcome) on the part of minority national

groups. Those who contemplate secession are usually very reluctant to

accept that anyone has a right to secede from them. By the same token,

those who have gained a wide-ranging autonomy from a central

government will often stand firm against any demand for autonomy

by a minority within the area under their control. The nationalist

governments in Quebec, for example, while basing their right to secede

from Canada on the claim that the Québécois are a distinct nation,

have insisted on this nation’s civic and inclusive character. This, for

them, justified the imposition of the French language in Quebec’s

public sphere as a national language of the whole province, rather than
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merely the language of the ethnonational majority. It also justifies in

their eyes the denial of the right claimed by some indigenous groups

(“First Nations”) to secede from Quebec in case it secedes from

Canada. In the case of Belgium, it seems that neither the Flemish nor

the Walloon identity can be defined as civic even in a formal sense,

since both include, as an important component, people from bilingual

Brussels, and thus cannot be said to be congruent with a substate

territorial entity. At the same time, translating the principle of “terri-

toriality” into “homogeneous linguistic zones” highlights the oppres-

sive aspect of (enforced) civic nationalism, without the benefit of

its inclusive aspect. What can be argued in favor of such an arrange-

ment is that it is apparently considered necessary for the preservation

of the delicate balance on which the unity of the Belgian state rests,

strongly challenged as it is by the tension between its two constituent

ethnonational identities.

The language of inclusive civic nationalism, however manipu-

lative, also obliges, at least in some measure. In 1995, the referendum

on sovereignty (in fact, secession) initiated by the separatist Parti

Québécois, the ruling party in the province, failed by a slim majority

of less than 1 percent. The provincial premier and leader of the separat-

ists complained in public that the issue was decided by “[money and]

ethnic vote.” This remark was correctly interpreted as undermining the

notion of the “Québécois nation” as a national identity shared by all

the people of the province (although the French language is, avowedly,

the main cultural characteristic of that nation). It caused public out-

rage, which is thought to have contributed (alongside the defeat itself)

to the premier’s decision to resign.

Of course, the right of non-French-speaking minorities to take

part in such a referendum can be easily defended without ascribing

to these people a national identity to which many of them obviously do

not regard themselves as belonging. This can be done simply by invok-

ing the basic democratic principles. A legitimate democratic decision,

whether it is made by a sovereign or a non-sovereign entity, is bound

to be made on the basis of universal suffrage, whatever the official or

unofficial definitions of group identity prevailing in it. In a nation-state

with substantial national minorities, every crucial decision will be

taken by a majority vote including the minorities, even when the

decision involves the right to national self-determination of the major-

ity people. For example, the decision on the independence of Slovakia,
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expressly justified, as we have seen, by the right to self-determination

of the “Slovak nation” – that is, the Slovak-speaking majority – was,

naturally, taken by a parliament elected by the entire population

of Slovakia (including the Hungarian minority). However, over and

above the democratic principle, there is no denying that in case of an

emotionally charged controversy on an issue like this, the language of

inclusive civic nationalism, if widely accepted by the majority, has clear

advantages. Saying that a certain group has every right to take part

in the decision because it is a part of the nation sounds more straight-

forward than asserting this right on the basis of a distinction between

the group’s national identity and its civil rights. This is so even though

in other contexts this distinction is crucial to defending the rights of

national minorities.§§

How many binational and multinational states are there, and

how viable is such a state form? No unambiguous answer is possible,

since definitions and labels in this field are apt to be disputed. Not

every minority national group that enjoys territorial autonomy affects

the overall character of the state enough for it to be reasonably

described as binational. The exact border-line is not easy to draw.

A diversity of cultural identities (however defined) in a modern state

is the rule rather the exception, and this diversity is often officially

acknowledged and accommodated. Still, a state that regards itself as

embodying in roughly equal measure two or more different national

identities – a fully-fledged bi- or multinational state in the sense sug-

gested here – is a very rare phenomenon. Moreover, states of this kind,

or those that can be said to include a substantial binational or multi-

national element, tend to face serious challenges as to their continued

existence in that form, even if they are prosperous and long-standing

democracies.

§§ In Israel in the 1990s, strong opposition was voiced from sectors (though not all) of

the political right when Arab deputies were part of the (slim) majority by whose

votes the Oslo agreements between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organisation

(PLO) were approved by the Israeli parliament (Knesset). Both the Jews and the

Arabs in the country virtually unanimously regard themselves as belonging to two

distinct national identities. Furthermore, the minority widely regards itself as part

of a wider national community, which is a side to the national conflict which the

Oslo agreements were meant to solve – the Arab Palestinian people. Thus, the

argument of common nationhood was not available in defence of the minority’s right

to take part in the decision. It was defended, however, by invoking the democratic

rights of all citizens regardless of national identity.
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Belgium, which in its present form is structured as an equal

partnership between its two ethnonational components – a binational

state par excellence – functions only with great difficulty on the federal

level and would probably have been split in two had it not been for its

capital Brussels. Brussels is populated by both communities and situ-

ated well within Flanders rather than on the border between the two

entities, which makes separation very difficult. In Canada, the combin-

ation of Quebec’s distinct “nationhood,” now expressly recognized

by the federal government, and the equal status accorded to English

and French on the federal level, produces a situation that can reason-

ably be defined as binational. It is not, however, binational in quite the

same full sense as Belgium, because of the great asymmetry on both

population and territory between Quebec and the rest of Canada. That

“rest” is English-speaking, yet careful to define itself as multicultural

rather than “Anglo-Canadian,” and not to adopt any label distinct

from the name of the country as a whole. Canada as such could be

there if Quebec secedes, but there will be no Belgium if Flanders and

Wallonia go their separate ways. In the 1990s, Quebec came very close

to seceding, whereas today this seems unlikely. But Quebec has up to

now refused to ratify Canada’s 1982 constitution – a highly unusual

situation in a well-established democracy, where a constitution usually

presents a national consensus and a source of legitimacy.

The structure of Britain and Spain, as we have seen, includes a

significant multinational element. However, these are not fully-fledged

multinational states, both because of their overarching national aspect,

at any rate according to the official view (spelled out expressly in

the Spanish constitution), and because of the decisive weight in both

cases of the main component, which is clearly the core of the state

(and, arguably, of the nation) as a whole. Still, in both these countries,

secession of constituent parts seems a real possibility, though, of course,

it should by no means be regarded as preordained. This is quite remark-

able in the case of historic European states that have existed for centur-

ies and have practiced, at any rate in recent decades, both civic equality

and a generous measure of national autonomy. Even this may possibly

not be enough to contain the desire for full independence among the

minority national groups.

No binational or multinational state established during the

twentieth century still functioned as a unified state by the century’s

end. The multinational Soviet Union and Yugoslavia fell apart when
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the communist regime collapsed. The binational Czechoslovakia

was dismantled by a “velvet divorce” when democracy returned. Serbia

lost not only Kosovo with its Albanian majority, but also Montenegro.

The multinational Bosnia, with its constituent parts both nearly inde-

pendent and under close international supervision, can hardly be con-

sidered as a unified and sovereign political entity. Cyprus, where a

binational partnership regime quickly collapsed after independence,

has been partitioned for decades. The international peace plans, unsuc-

cessful up to now, speak of a united island, but offer to create two

nearly independent entities, loosely confederated under international

supervision.

Switzerland has existed for many centuries. It may be debated

whether today it is better described as a multinational state or a

multilingual nation. The latter seems preferable. It should be noted

that there is no Swiss-German or Swiss-French national entity with a

government of its own that unites all the cantons speaking either of

the languages below the level of the federal government. This is very

different from the case in Belgium with Flanders and Wallonia, which

unite the Dutch-speaking and French-speaking provinces, respectively.

Rather, the particular ethnonational aspect of a Swiss citizen’s identity

is meant to find expression in his or her canton (all cantons have a

single official language), while the federation – officially, confederation –

is the focus of the overarching Swiss identity. The latter may well be

described as national. Switzerland has never regarded itself as a union

between two peoples (with the addition of Italian- and Romansh-

speakers), but as a union of the various cantons. At any rate, for

reasons described in Chapter 6, the Swiss case is unique. It is hardly

an indication that similarly constructed state formations can easily be

created or sustained nowadays.

Finally, India. If India’s success story is added to the list

of multinational states (and democracies), this list will undoubtedly

look much more impressive, featuring one – but obviously major –

successful example among relatively newly established states. With

its ethnocultural diversity reflected in large measure by the country’s

federal structure, it may be argued that, despite official definitions,

India is a de facto multinational state.

This argument has some force, but fully accepting it would ride

roughshod over much more than just official definitions. The success of

the Indian project of democratic nation-building has been based to a
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large extent precisely on the fact that the notion of Indian nationhood

uniting all the country’s languages and communities has been accepted

by the great majority of the population from the various communities

and language groups. Nor is the concept of all-Indian national identity

based solely on identification with the Indian Union as a modern state.

As explained in Chapter 6, it relies on awidely accepted idea of India as a

historical entitywith a distinct, though complicated and diverse, cultural

character and tradition.Hinduism is certainly a crucial part of the Indian

identity as far as the great majority of the population is concerned,

though this identity is broad and flexible enough to include non-Hindu

communities. Those in India who claim the status of a distinct national

identity for their group affiliation reject the Indian state and aspire to

secession, sometimes taking up arms in what they regard as their

national cause. This applies now, first and foremost, to the Kashmiri

nationalists and separatists. In the past, a substantial part of Sikhs in

Punjab supported a separatist insurgency aimed at establishing an inde-

pendent Sikh state. In 2011, the Indian government is headed by a Sikh

prime minister. While Scottish politicians serving as British prime minis-

ters have had no difficultywith the notion of Scotland as a nation (within

the British “nation of nations”), the Sikh prime minister of India can

have nothing to do with any notion of Sikh nationhood. For him,

the only legitimate nationalism is the Indian one, which, in Indian terms,

is not at all incompatible with taking intense pride in the distinct Sikh

identity and heritage.

Such distinctions are not, needless to say, set in stone, but they are

unsafe to dismiss as long as they matter to a lot of people. In the final

analysis, in the case of India as everywhere, what makes a nation is the

will to be a nation. This will is both influenced by ethnicity, in the various

senses of this broad term, and impacts the people’s consciousness and

identity. The will to be a nation is a potent force in politics, well capable

of making and breaking state formations, new and old alike.

Conclusion

The Bolzano/Bozen Recommendations on National Minorities in Inter-

State Relations, a document published in 2008 by the Organization for

Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), High Commissioner on

National Minorities, states as follows:
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Ethno-cultural and State boundaries seldom overlap. Almost

all states have minorities of some kind, with many belonging

to communities which transcend State frontiers . . . The

question of national minorities in inter-State relations has

often featured between the States of residence and the so-

called “Kin-states”. This term has been used to describe

States whose majority population shares ethnic or cultural

characteristics with the minority population of another

State . . . [European normative documents] explain the

conditions under which and the limitations within which

States may support citizens of another country based on

shared ethnic, cultural or historical ties . . . A State may have

an interest – even a constitutionally declared responsibility –

to support persons belonging to national minorities residing

in other States based on ethnic, cultural, linguistic,

religious historical or any other ties [while respecting the

sovereignty of the countries where those minorities reside].23

The Bolzano document is one of many European documents

that describe the world of the European nation-states at the beginning

of the twenty-first century in a way that might well surprise those who

are acquainted with much of the scholarly discourse on nationalism,

liberal democracy, and contemporary Europe. There is not much that is

“postnational” or “culturally neutral” in this description, nor does it

appear from it that the European nation-state is on the verge of becom-

ing an anachronism. According to this text, contemporary European

states typically have a cultural character that is not shared by all of their

citizens. As a result, some of the state citizens are likely to belong to a

category that may or may not be expressly defined as a “national

minority.” Belonging to this category often creates a link between those

citizens and another European state, “based on shared ethnic, cultural

or historical ties.” The inescapable implication is that culture and,

indeed, ethnic identity is in such cases highly relevant to the character

of both the “state of residence” and the “kin-state,” and that this aspect

of the state’s character is often important enough to find expression in

official policies, in laws and constitutions, and in international relations.

That the word “kin” can stand alongside the word “state”

when the state in question is a contemporary European liberal democ-

racy might in itself surprise and even shock some people. Of course,
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what is meant here is not necessarily “kinship” in some literal sense.

But the Danish state does regard “ethnic Danes” across the German

border as in some important sense “our people,” even though they are

citizens of a foreign state. Any descriptive theory of modern nation-

hood, statehood, and democracy must take this fact, and similar facts,

into account. A normative theory may, of course, criticize these facts.

But if democracy is a government of the people, by the people, and for

the people, then the people’s wishes in this respect cannot be ignored.

And if democracy is based on respecting the freedom and dignity of

the individuals of whom “the people” is comprised, one cannot and

should not ignore the fact that many, arguably the majority, of individ-

uals regard their cultural and national identity as a vitally important

part of their personality.24

Of course, the danger inherent in accepting the legitimacy of

the fact that states typically have a national character and that this

character typically has a clear ethnocultural underpinning is that this

powerful force may be turned against ethnonational minorities. Indeed,

great efforts have been made in contemporary democracies, European

and non-European, in order to protect the rights of minorities against

majoritarian nationalism. These efforts have had the salutary effect of

moderating the national (nationalistic) aspect of the nation-state, in so

far as this aspect is understood as implying exclusive possession and

domination of the state by the (majority) nation. It is worth noting,

however, that national or ethnic minorities struggling to improve their

lot do not ask for a separation between state and culture. They do not

suggest that Esperanto, which is indeed neutral between all ethnicities,

should be made the state language, so that the state as such may be

culturally neutral. Rather, they try to upgrade the official status of

their own particular culture, and, usually, their language. To the extent

that they succeed, they enhance the salience of their own culture and

language as distinct from that of the majority. Yet this very distinctness

also emphasizes their minority status.

The very concept of a national minority throws into sharp relief

the fact that the national character of the state in question links it with an

identity not shared by all the citizens. If the minority is defined as merely

ethnic or linguistic, this, as we have seen, is usually of little practical

importance as long as there exists a majority–minority relationship

within society. Wherever there is a national minority or national minor-

ities, there is ipso facto also a national majority. The only way to avoid
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this situation is to take care that a majority–minority relationship

should not exist within the citizen body of the state. The French model

of civic nationalism avoids this by insisting on all the citizens sharing,

in the full sense, the same national identity. This model, with its

advantages and disadvantages, has become rather an exception (most

cases of avowed “civic nationalism” are in fact quite different from it),

inter alia because it is anything but neutral culturally. The other way to

avoid, or at least greatly minimize, the effects of a majority–minority

relationship is by creating a binational or multinational state. Yet this

option is very rarely sustainable.

In the great majority of cases, a stable state is sustained by the

feeling on the part of the great majority of the population that the state,

in its national and cultural aspect (however broadly and flexibly under-

stood), is “theirs.” Affording far-reaching cultural rights (and some-

times territorial autonomy) to minority groups does not in a pluralistic

society destroy this feeling. But creating and sustaining a state without

a clear national character is an altogether different matter. The border-

line between the two situations is not easy to determine in principle.

Yet when a democratic electorate identifies it, it will, as a rule, simply

refuse to cross it.

According to Kymlicka, “today, virtually all Western states

that contain indigenous peoples and substate national groups have

become ‘multination’ states” characterized by “a range of minority

and indigenous rights that include regional autonomy and official

language rights for national minorities.”25 Western democracies are,

indeed, distinguished in today’s world by their readiness to afford a

“national” status to minority groups, and they often go to great lengths

to accommodate minority demands. They are in this sense typically

not “mononational.” This, however, does not mean that they give up

their national character. Neither official language rights for a national

minority nor, necessarily, territorial autonomy makes a state multi-

national. Kymlicka’s “multination” states are clearly not, in his own

view, the same as “multinational” in the sense suggested here. He

stresses that it is wrong to regard “multiculturalism and nationalism

[as] sworn enemies.” According to him, Western countries, having

adopted “liberal multiculturalism” and recognized minority national

rights, have not thereby become “postnational.” Rather, they “continue to

adopt a range of policies to inculcate overarching national identities and
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loyalties,” subject to the limitations imposed by the (nowwidely accepted)

need to allow minorities to preserve their cultural distinctness 26

The desire for an independent nation-state for one’s people is a

highly potent force in modern politics based on the popular will –

doubly so in democratic politics. This desire is essentially the same

in the case of both majority and minority peoples. This is why Europe

has today more independent nation-states than ever, even if their sov-

ereignty is limited by the progress of European integration. This is also

why attempts to take the European project in the direction that will

turn today’s nation-states into mere provinces of a federal European

state encounter strong popular resistance. Finally, this is why it may

be assumed that if the European supra-state does emerge eventually,

this will signify not the disappearance of the European nation-state,

but the emergence of a European (supra)nation. Such an identity can be

expected to have a significant historical depth and cultural content.

More broadly, while Europe has played an important role in the history

of modern nationalism, as well as in the history of modern democracy,

the power of nationalism and democracy – in both their close mutual

interrelationship and inherent tensions – is felt far and wide across

the globe.
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CONCLUSION

Modernism, perennialism, and primordialism, the accepted

and largely ossified categories in the study of the nation and national-

isms, are all in need of reformulation and synthesis. Although radic-

ally transformed and enhanced by modernity, nationalism, the rough

congruence – and connection – between state and culture, people or

ethnicity, was not invented in the modern era. The national state has

been perennial in human history since the beginning of statehood and

as one of its major forms, alongside petty-states and empires; and yet

human history itself is but a blink of the eye compared with the vast

time span of human prehistory, when no states or nations existed.

Indeed, nations and nationalism are not primordial; nonetheless, they

are rooted in primordial human sentiments of kin–culture affinity,

solidarity, and mutual cooperation, evolutionarily engraved in human

nature. These attachments, permeating social life and extending

beyond family to tribe and ethnos, became integral to politics when

states emerged.

Powerfully resonating with the post-1945 climate of ideas and

normative atmosphere,modernist precepts havebeen themost influential,

and most misleading, in the current study of the nation and nationalism,

exaggerating genuine major developments ad absurdum. They thus call

for special attention. Losing sight of the ethnonational phenomenon’s

deep roots, modernist and instrumentalist theorists have regarded the

nation and nationalism as a pure sociohistorical construct, if not com-

pletely artificially contrived. As a result, they have misinterpreted the

ethnonational phenomenon’s historical trajectory and have either



remained confounded by, or turned a blind eye to, its highly explosive

potency, so evidently one of the strongest forces in human history.

Semantic, factual, and normative elements are variably

combined in modernist theorizing. Semantics is the least problematic.

Most modernists insist that equal citizenship and popular sovereignty,

as the practical and legitimizing principle of modern states, are insepar-

able from the concept of the nation. Indisputably, both have contrib-

uted very significantly to the making of modern nationalism – indeed,

largely by giving priority to the people’s wishes and preferences which

had always been strongly biased toward the ethnonational collective.

Yet precisely because equal citizenship, popular sovereignty, and

nationalism have been closely intertwined and mutually reinforcing

during the modern era, they are easily confused with one another. Care

should be taken not to conflate them at both the empirical and concep-

tual levels. Furthermore, although definitions are semantic speech con-

ventions and, therefore, ultimately beyond dispute as long as they

maintain internal coherence, there is still the question of how much

they correspond to the ordinary common understanding of the phe-

nomena they purport to describe. I submit that in ordinary usage

nationhood means common identification and solidarity with one’s

people and state, and the political expression of these sentiments,

irrespective of equal citizenship and popular sovereignty. The real

question, then, is whether or not the national phenomenon existed in

this sense before modern times. And this leads us to a problem more

significant than the semantic: the interpretation of history. Facts, as

much as definitions, are at stake.

Modernists deny that the population of premodern states –

oppressed peasants who rarely left their village environment – had

any consciousness of being part of a larger people, let alone felt soli-

darity with it. Indeed, what many of them in effect deny is the existence

of premodern peoples (a concept which is increasingly absent from the

literature for that very reason). However, both propositions are a

caricature of historical realities. Projected by theorists, it is challenged

by the great majority of the historians of particular societies who have

applied themselves to the subject and possess far more intimate and

authoritative knowledge of the societies in question. As we have seen

throughout this book, side by side with petty-states and empires, in all

of which ethnicity was highly political, there existed large premodern

so-called territorial states or dynastic kingdoms. These, in fact, were
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most often national monarchies, wherein the boundaries of ethnos or

people and state largely overlapped. Contrary to the strong narrow

European bias of the literature on the national phenomenon, both

geographical and temporal, this has been the case around the globe

since the emergence of states millennia ago. It is simply that in Europe

north of the Mediterranean, states, including national states, only

emerged relatively late, during the European “Middle Ages.” Far from

being a coincidence, the rough congruence of ethnicity, peoplehood,

and statehood in national monarchies throughout history was

grounded in common identity, affinity, and solidarity, which greatly

facilitated and legitimized political rule. Ethnicity has always been

political and politicized, ever since the beginning of politics, because

people have always been heavily biased toward those they identify as

their kin–culture community.

Second only to shared language, the main bonding elements of

premodern peoples and a major instrument of nation-building by the

state were the premodern mass cultural forms of epos, ritual, and

religion. These were widely disseminated by a dense clerical and cultic

network spread throughout the countryside and reaching far into its

most remote corners. As a number of scholars have shown, holy states

and chosen peoples abounded. The holiness, righteousness, and

special mission of one’s state and people resonated in every parish.

This included medieval Christendom, supposedly universalistic reli-

giously but in reality divided politically into national states, with

mythologies to match. Herein was the primary medium of the pre-

modern national “imagined community” that Benedict Anderson has

so sorely missed. Given its unifying collective bonds, and although

premodern national states were monarchic and dominated by the

aristocracy, the state could usually rely on the loyalty of its subjects

when threatened by a foreign invader. Indeed, even when the state fell

prey to a superior imperial power, rebellions repeatedly occurred,

often taking the form of mass, desperate, and bloody popular upris-

ings. These were clearly national rather than social revolts, as the

people’s social status was unlikely to change after liberation. The

“politicization of the masses” on an ethnonational scale regularly

manifested itself in these forms of political action. The politicization

of the masses and political ethnicity – widely regarded as the hallmark

of the national phenomenon – were both intimately connected and as

old as statehood itself.
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Thus, although nationalism has been vastly enhanced by mod-

ernity’s sharp increase in social connectivity, political participation, and

cultural leveling, it was far from being a creation of the modern era.

One way of describing the change from premodern to modern times is

the following: having always been cardinal in determining political

loyalty and boundaries, but secondary to the dynastic principle and

to the right of the conqueror in the legitimization discourse, national

identity became the paramount formal, legal, and ideological principle

as sovereignty became invested in the people rather than in the ruler.

Overly impressed by these revolutionary changes, modernists have

construed a false dichotomy whereby national sentiments never existed

or played a political role in the premodern world. The idea that the

concept of the nation was unknown, unimportant, or devoid of polit-

ical significance to the people of the premodern world, including medi-

eval Europe, is one of the greatest missteps taken by modern social

theory.

Cognitive problems have contributed to the creation of this

misconception. Scholars have lacked the theoretical tools to compre-

hend the deep roots of the ethnic and national phenomenon in naturally

evolved human propensities. Even Anthony Smith, with whom this

book agrees on so much, is ultimately left with no better answer than

modernists to the fundamental puzzle of the ethnic and national phe-

nomenon: his “ethnosymbolic” approach scarcely explains people’s

explosive devotion and willingness to sacrifice and die for their ethnic

and national collective. For much of the twentieth century the idea that

human nature had anything to do with social realities was anathema to

historians and social scientists. And that which we lack the means to

comprehend we do not see, even if it is staring us in the face. Repeat-

edly confounded by the ferocious “atavistic” irruptions of ethnic and

national forces, theorists have nonetheless dismissed them as the out-

come of manipulation or as an epiphenomenon of something else.

Furthermore, they have widely labeled them “irrational.” Indeed, the

very concept of rationality has been at odds with the ethnonational

phenomenon. Ever since Kant (if not Plato), both the rational and the

moral have been equated with the universal. To this has been added the

liberal and Marxist tendency to identify the good with material gain.

Many thinkers in these traditions have failed to realize that the space of

loyalty and benefit-sharing extending from the individual to humanity

is curved rather than even, and to recognize the rationale explaining
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why it is so. It has not been clear, nor seriously asked, why the family

should play such a favored role between the individual and humanity.

And the logic behind favoritism of more remote kin or perceived-as-kin

circles has remained not only a mystery, but also lacking in legitimacy.

Rationality concerns the adoption ofmeans to achieve a desired end, not a

choice between ends, and the aim of benefiting one’s closest is as rational

as any other. The contrast often drawn between supposedly rational civic

principles attributed to the modern state and atavistic and irrational kin–

ethnic attachments is little more than a philosophical prejudice.

Finally, there has been deep, genuine, and understandable con-

cern about the horrendous manifestations of chauvinistic and aggressive

nationalism. As mentioned in the Introduction, it is hardly a coincidence

that nearly all the founding fathers of modernism were immigrant refu-

gees from the horrors of the 1930s and 1940s. Sounder than their claim

that nationalism was a superficial craze, a fad with no deep roots in the

human psyche, has been the important and highly successful modernist

project of imploding often chauvinistic national myths and anachron-

isms. National myths have come to be seen as not only false, but also as a

vehicle for national bigotry. And yet the discrediting project seems to

have overshot. Myths abound in the nationalistic discourse, and are an

easy target, but counter-myths are almost as easily created. Imagined

communities do not mean invented, nor does invented tradition imply

wholesale fabrication. Although the latter meanings have usually been

denied by the creators of these catch-phrases, they resonate widely in the

influential modernist discourse across disciplines. The fashionable shib-

boleths which have become dominant in the social sciences create a huge

obstacle to genuine understanding that social phenomena tend to be

both deeply-rooted and construed. There is nothing mutually exclusive

here. Certainly, there has been a pressing need to hedge national trad-

itions by submitting them to historical scrutiny and exposing their

intrinsic and often crude ideological biases. But at a higher intellectual

level a similar need now exists for the hedging process itself. Indeed, the

claim that nations and nationalism are modern constructs invented for

ideological purposes is itself a modernist (sometimes postmodernist)

ideologically construed concept which requires deconstruction.

This need is asmuch practical as it is scholarly and academic. The

study of the nation and nationalism has been biased by ideological

attitudes, has manifested significant “false consciousness,” first by

nationalists but later also by their critics. The latter asmuch as the former
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inevitably affect practical politics, as concepts and perspectives are trans-

lated into action. The precept that nationhood equals citizenship, already

critiqued by pioneeringmodernist CarltonHayes, is very far from univer-

sal application. Nonetheless, the notion that different ethnicities in a

country should remain together and count as a nation even if they do

not perceive themselves as such, or donot get along, is partly derived from

the erroneous view that nationhood and ethnicity are entirely different

concepts that ought to be kept apart.* Of course, the ultimate test of

common nationhood is the self-perception of the population in question,

Renan’s daily plebiscite. However, in actuality the perception of a

common nationhood strongly correlates with shared kin–culture identity.

The simple reason for this is that people overwhelmingly choose to live

together in a political communitywith, and exhibit a strongly preferential

solidarity toward, their kin–culture likes. “Constitutional patriotism,” in

Habermas’ phrase, is generally expressed toward one’s own patria pre-

cisely because that particular patria happens to incorporate the above.

To be sure, different ethnic communities in a country sometimes view

themselves, and therefore are, one nation. However, in other cases, ethnic

populations live in one state – voluntarily or involuntarily – without

viewing themselves as part of a common nation. Sometimes,

their national affinity lies with their kin across the border. In such

cases, their citizenship status and national identity do not overlap.

As the alternative to the integrity of multiethnic states is all too

often horrendous mayhem, there is a lot of sense in making great efforts

to keep together whenever possible mutually alien or even hostile

ethnic populations. Ethnicities are often mixed, and attempted parti-

tions frequently entail population transfers, ethnic cleansing, and wide-

spread sectarian violence. There are usually no easy options in complex

national situations, and I am the last to underestimate the requirements

of practical politics or the utility of constructive hypocrisy in such

matters. Still, theory-informed dogmas also play a role in the shaping

of policy with respect to problematic multiethnic situations. The world

is full of examples, and only a random two will be mentioned here.

Given the alternatives, it may or may not be the most desirable option

* Student of “consociational” politics Arend Lijphart, for one, attributed this view to

“liberal wishful thinking” and called it “unrealistic”: Lijphart, “Political Theories

and the Explanation of Ethnic Conflict in the Western World: Falsified Predictions

and Plausible Postditions,” in Esman (ed.), Ethnic Conflict in the Western World, 53.
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for the various ethnicities in post-Saddam Hussein Iraq to remain

together in one state. For this purpose it may even be justified to regard

them as one people and nation, which they scarcely are at present but

which at least some of them might become over time. However, what

about the two ethnic communities in Cyprus, the Greek and Turkish?

Historically deeply hostile toward each other on both national and

religious grounds, they have been completely separated territorially

by a problematic war (1974) and a population movement, some of it

forced, with all the injustices that this entailed. In this war the Turkish

side may have grabbed more than its proportional share territorially,

and this may need to be corrected. All the same, given the existing

reality, and leaving aside the obvious interests and pressures involved, is

there any point of high principle or practical utility in insisting, as the

European Union does, that the two separate ethnic communities must

be reunited in one state, albeit confederated?

Ideological dogmas can have a profound, yet ultimately

limited, effect on people’s thoughts, attitudes, and behavior. The col-

lapse of communism, an ideology so enthusiastically embraced by and

worked for by many but going against some deeply ingrained human

propensities, is a recent example. Surely there are excellent reasons of

both morality and practicality for the abolishment of private property.

They are at least as good as the reasons for the abolishment of ethnicity

and nationalism, except that all of the above express deep human

preferences toward one’s own. These preferences are subject to great

historical variation, of course, and can be socially shaped and adjusted.

But attempts to write them off completely out of the best of intentions

go against people’s natural inclinations, and may require tremendous

coercion and cause far greater harm than the ills such attempts set out

to remedy. Similarly, major spiritual ideologies throughout history,

concerned by the excesses and pains of sexuality, endeavored to curb

or suppress it to the point of denial. Denying the deep roots and

immense potency of ethnic and national sentiments, declaring them to

be a recent invention, contrived manipulation, or an epiphenomenal

expression of something else which can be gotten rid of once that

something has been removed, are all ideological precepts which may

resonate widely but are unlikely to meet with greater success.

Kin–culture identity, solidarity, and cooperation, including

their national form, have deep roots in the human psyche and have

been among the most powerful forces in human history. Even
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evolutionary studies of ethnocentrism and nationalism have not

grasped how slow-learned complex culture, cultural diversity, and the

vital role of shared culture (most notably language) in facilitating social

cooperation – all unique to our species – compounded people’s stake in

and attachment to their extended kin group. Democratization and

popular self-determination brought ethnonational bonds of affinity,

commonality, and solidarity more overtly to the fore during modernity,

as did the liberalization of imperial powers, which de-legitimized rule

over other peoples against their will. Thus, the surge of modern nation-

alism is largely a function of the processes of democratization and

liberalization, which allowed people to express and act on their choice.

The ostensible weakening of national sentiments in the developed

world is in fact a direct result of the triumphant materialization and

secure prevalence of the national principle, in a liberal and defensive,

seemingly “banal,” form. For those espousing the values of the Enlight-

enment, nationalism has had both emancipating and aggressive-violent

aspects. To make the most of the former and contain the latter, a proper

understanding of the phenomenon in question is crucial.
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(eds.), Asian Forms of the Nation, 1–39.

93 Most of the evidence comes from the vassal state of Arrapha rather than from

Mitanni itself: T. Kendall, Warfare and Military Matters in the Nuzi Tablets,

Ann Arbor, MI: University Microfilms, 1974. See also Annelies

Kammenhuber’s skepticism about the Aryan primacy in her Hippolgia

Hethitica, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1961, and Die Arier im Vorderen

Orient, Heidelberg: Winter, 1968, countered by Manfred Mayrhofer, Die

Arier im Vorderen Orient – ein Mythos?, reprinted in his Ausgewählte kleine
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120 G. Tömöry, B. Csányi, E. Bogácsi-Szabó et al., “Comparison of Maternal

Lineage and Biogeographic Analyses of Ancient and Modern Hungarian

Populations,” American Journal of Physiological Anthropology, 134(3)

(2007), 354–368; citation from 354.
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B. Király (eds.), From Hunyadi to Rákóczi: War and Society in Late Medieval

and Early Modern Hungary, New York: Columbia University Press, 1982,

283.

122 Makkai, “Istaván Bocskai Insurrectionary Army.” For the early resort to

peasant troops as a result of Hungary’s desperate straits see Joseph Held,

“Peasants in Arms, 1437–1438 & 1456,” in Bak and Király (eds.), From
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124 Benczédi, “Hungarian National Consciousness,” 430.
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Tønneson and Antlöv (eds.), Asian Forms of the Nation, 297–322; and for a

favorable view of Malaysia’s ethnonational policies: N. Ganesan, “Liberal and

Structural Ethnic Political Accommodation in Malaysia,” in Kymlicka and He

(eds.), Multiculturalism in Asia, ch. 6.

428 / Notes to pages 291–296

http://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/my.html
http://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/my.html


80 Brown, The State and Ethnic Politics in Southeast Asia, ch. 3. Although

pursuing a false dichotomy between “primordial” and “construed” ethnicity

under the state, the book contains some perceptive case studies, most notably

on Singapore. Also see Chua Beng Huat, “The Cost of Membership in Ascribed

Community,” in Kymlicka and He (eds.), Multiculturalism in Asia, ch. 8.

81 Kedourie (ed.), “Introduction,” Nationalism in Asia and Africa, 77–92;

Breuilly, Nationalism and the State, chs. 5, 6, and 8.

82 Paul Brass, Language, Religion and Politics in North India, Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1974, ch. 3 and passim.

83 Brass’ original protagonist was Francis Robinson, “Islam and Muslim

Separatism,” in D. Taylor and M. Yapp (eds.), Political Identity in South Asia,

London: Curzon, 1979, 78–112. A partial revision is Brass, “Elite Groups,

Symbol Manipulation and Ethnic Identity among Muslims of South Asia,”

Taylor and Yapp (eds.), Political Identity in South Asia, 35–77; reprinted in his

Ethnicity and Nationalism, London: Sage, 1991, ch. 3. The most

comprehensive study of the relationship between religion and nationalism in

India is Peter van der Veer, Religious Nationalism: Hindus and Muslims in

India, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1994. For more see below.

84 van der Veer, Religious Nationalism; Ian Talbot, Inventing the Nation: India and

Pakistan, London: Arnold, 2000, 12, 60, 75–85 (in my opinion, the best general

study of nationalism in the two countries); Lise Mckean, Divine Enterprise:

Gurus and the Hindu National Movement, University of Chicago Press, 1996.

85 See above, Chapter 4, nn. 52 and 53 and adjacent text.

86 Talbot, India and Pakistan, 60.

87 See above, Chapter 4, pp. 125–127.

88 van der Veer, Religious Nationalism, 22–23; Meghnad Desai, “Communalism,

Secularism and the Dilemma of Indian Nationhood,” in Leifer (ed.), Asian

Nationalism, ch. 6; Ainslie Embree, Utopias in Conflict: Religion and

Nationalism in Modern India, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,

1990, ch. 3; Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and its Fragments: Colonial and

Postcolonial Histories, Princeton University Press, 1993, 6, 120; S. Mitra and

R. Lewis, Subnational Movements in South Asia, Boulder, CO: Westview,

1996, 108; Talbot, India and Pakistan, ch. 2, and p. 194.

89 For the historical roots and development of the idea of Hindu nationalism, see

Christophe Jaffrelot, The Hindu Nationalist Movement and Indian Politics:

1925 to the 1990s, London: Hurst, 1996.

90 Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments; Arild Ruud, “Contradiction and

Ambivalence in the Hindu Nationalist Discourse in West Bengal,” in Tønneson
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