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Nations and Nationalism

Nationalism is an infantile disease. 
It is the measles of mankind.

Albert Einstein Letter (1921)



2

What is a nation?

• Difficult to define. All nations comprise a 
mixture of objective and subjective features, a 
blend of cultural and political characteristics. 

• In objective terms, nations are cultural entities: 
groups of people who speak the same language, 
have the same religion, are bound by a shared 
past etc. 

• Such factors undoubtedly shape the politics of 
nationalism.
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Cont.

• Define subjectively: a psycho-political 
construct. Members regard themselves as a 
nation. A nation perceive itself to be a 
distinctive political community. This is what 
distinguishes a nation from an ethnic group 
(communal identity and cultural pride but 
lacks of political aspirations). 

• A nation has the desire to maintain political 
independence or statehood.  
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Nations as cultural communities

• The innate character of each national group was 
ultimately determined by its natural 
environment, climate and physical geography, 
which shaped the lifestyle, working habits, 
attitudes, language and creative propensities of 
a people. 

• A form of culturalism that emphasizes an 
awareness and appreciation of national tradition 
and collective memories instead of an overtly 
political quest for statehood. 
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Cont.

• The tendency of people to form groups in order 
to gain a sense of security, identity and 
belonging.

• Cultural nationalism: a form of nationalism, 
emphasis on the regeneration of the nation as a 
distinctive civilization rather than as a discrete 
political community. Typically it is a ‘bottom-
up’ form of nationalism that draws more on 
popular rituals, traditions and legends than on 
elite, or ‘higher’ culture 



6

Nations as political communities

• Nations are essentially political entities emphasizes 
civic loyalties and political allegiances rather than 
cultural identity. The nations is thus a group of people 
who are bound together primarily by shared 
citizenship, regardless of their cultural, ethnic and 
other loyalties. 

• A ‘political’ nation is one in which citizenship has 
greater political significance than ethnic identity; 
political nations contain a number of ethnic groups, 
and are marked by cultural heterogeneity.
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Cont.

• The UK is a union of four ‘cultural’ nations: 
the English, the Scottish, the Welsh and the 
Northern Irish. 

• There is a distinctively British national 
identity, this is based on political factors 
such as a common allegiance to the Crown, 
respect for the Westminster Parliament, and 
a belief in the historic right and liberties of 
the British people. 
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Cont.

• Developing world states have encountered 
particular problems in their struggle to achieve 
a national identity. Such nations can be 
described as ‘political’ in two senses. 

• First, they have achieved statehood only after a 
struggle against colonial rule. 

• Second, these nations have often been shaped 
by territorial boundaries inherited from their 
former colonial rulers. 
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Varieties of nationalism

• Can be progressive and liberating force, 
offering the prospect of national unity or 
independence.

• Can also be irrational and reactionary creed that 
allows political leaders to conduct policies of 
military expansion and war in the name of the 
nation. 

• Xenophobia: a fear or hatred of foreigners; 
pathological ethnocentrism. 
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Liberal nationalism

• Based on the fundamental assumption that 
humankind is naturally divided into a collection 
of nations, each possessed of a separate identity. 
Nations are therefore genuine or organic 
communities, not the artificial creation of 
political leaders or ruling classes. 

• The characteristic them is that it links the idea 
of the nation with a belief in popular 
sovereignty. 
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Cont.

• Liberal nationalism is above all a principled 
form of nationalism. It does not uphold the 
interests of one nation against other nations. 
Instead, it proclaims that each and every 
nation has a right to freedom and self-
determination. 

• All nations are equal. The ultimate goal of 
liberal nationalism is the construction of a 
world of sovereign nation-states. 
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Cont.

• Nationalism is not only a means of enlarging 
political freedom, but also a mechanism for 
securing a peaceful and stable world order. 

• Liberal nationalists may be accused of being 
naïve and romantic and fundamentally 
misguided. 
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Conservative nationalism

• It is concerned less with the principled 
nationalism of universal self-determination 
and more with the promise of social 
cohesion and public order embodied in the 
sentiment of national patriotism. 

• It tend to develop in established nation-
states rather than in ones that are in the 
process of nation building.
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Cont.

• Its distinctive character is that it is inward-
looking and insular. 

• Critics show that conservative nationalism 
is essentially a form of elite manipulation or 
ruling-class ideology. 
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Expansionist nationalism

• It has an aggressive, militaristic and expansionist 
character. 

• Jingoism: a mood of pubic enthusiasm and celebration 
provoked by military expansion or imperial conquest. 

• In this type of nationalism is the image of another 
nation or race as a threat or enemy. In the face of the 
enemy, the nation draws together and gains an 
intensified sense of its own identity and importance, 
achieving a kind of ‘negative integration’. 
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Anti-colonial nationalism

• The developing world has spawned various forms 
of nationalism, all of which have in some way 
drawn inspiration from the struggle against 
colonial rule. The irony of this form of 
nationalism is that it has turned doctrines and 
principles first developed through the process of 
nation building in Europe against the European 
powers themselves.  

• In Africa and Asia, it helped to forge a sense of 
nationhood shaped by the desire for national 
liberation. 
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Multiculturalism 

• As a descriptive term: refers to cultural diversity 
arising from the existence within a society of two or 
more groups whose beliefs and practices generate a 
distinctive sense of collective identity. 

• As a normative term: implies a positive endorsement 
of communal diversity, based either on the right of 
different cultural groups to respect and recognition, or 
on the alleged benefits to the larger society of moral 
and cultural diversity. 
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Cont.

• Critics of multiculturalism argue that 
multicultural societies are inherently 
conflict-ridden and unstable, and view 
normative multiculturalism as an example 
of political correctness. 
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A future for the nation-state?

• Very powerful forces have emerged that threaten to 
make the nation-state redundant. 

• Internal pressures: ethnicity, collective identity or sense 
of social belonging under economic and cultural 
globalisation.

• External threats: creation of the League of Nations and 
later the United Nations; nation-state cannot control its 
economic destiny under globalisation; enemy of natural 
environment and a threat to the global ecological 
balance; transnational and global culture weaken 
national cultures and traditions.
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