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his book is an attempt to understand the world in which we live. Its
fundamental premise is that nationalism lies at the basis of this
world. To grasp its significance, one has to explain nationalism.

The word “nationalism” is used here as an umbrella term under which
are subsumed the related phenomena of national identity (or nationality)
and consciousness, and collectivities based on them—nations; occasionally
it is employed to refer to the articulate ideology on which national identity
and consciousness rest, though not—unless specified—to the politically ac-
tivist, xenophobic variety of national patriotism, which it frequently desig-
nates.

The specific questions which the book addresses are why and how nation-
alism emerged, why and how it was transformed in the process of transfer
from one society to another, and why and how different forms of national
identity and consciousness became translated into institutional practices
and patterns of culture, molding the social and political structures of soci-
eties which defined themselves as nations. To answer these questions, I focus
on five major societies which were the first to do so: England, France, Rus-
sia, Germany, and the United States of America.

The Definition of Nationalism

The specificity of nationalism, that which distinguishes nationality from
other types of identity, derives from the fact that nationalism locates the
source of individual identity within a “people,” which is seen as the bearer
of sovereignty, the central object of loyalty, and the basis of collective soli-
darity. The “people” is the mass of a population whose boundaries and na-
ture are defined in various ways, but which is usually perceived as larger
than any concrete community and always as fundamentally homogeneous,
and only superficially divided by the lines of status, class, locality, and in
some cases even ethnicity. This specificity is conceptual. The only founda-
tion of nationalism as such, the only condition, that is, without which no
nationalism is possible, is an idea; nationalism is a particular perspective or
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a style of thought.! The idea which lies at the core of nationalism is the idea
of the “nation.”

The Origins of the Idea of the “Nation”

To understand the nature of the idea of the “nation,” it might be helpful to
examine the semantic permutations which eventually resulted in it, as we
follow the history of the word. The early stages of this history were traced
by the Italian scholar Guido Zernatto.? The origin of the word is to be found
in the Latin natio—something born. The initial concept was derogatory: in
Rome the name natio was reserved for groups of foreigners coming from the
same geographical region, whose status—because they were foreigners—
was below that of the Roman citizens. This concept was thus similar in
meaning to the Greek ta ethne, also used to designate foreigners and, specif-
ically, heathens, and to the Hebrew amamim, which referred to those who
did not belong to the chosen monotheistic people. The word had other
meanings as well, but they were less common, and this one—a group of
foreigners united by place of origin—for a long time remained its primary
implication.

In this sense, of a group of foreigners united by place of origin, the word
“nation” was applied to the communities of students coming to several uni-
versities shared by Western Christendom from loosely—geographically or
linguistically—related regions. For example, there were four nations in the
University of Paris, the great center of theological learning: “I’honorable
nation de France,” “la fidéle nation de Picardie,” “la vénérable nation de
Normandie,” and “la constante nation de Germanie.” The “nation de
France” included all students coming from France, Italy, and Spain; that of
“Germanie,” those from England and Germany; the Picard “nation” was
reserved for the Dutch; and the Norman, for those from the Northeast. It is
important to note that the students had a national identity only in their sta-
tus as students (that is, in most cases, while residing abroad); this identity
was immediately shed when their studies were completed and they returned
home. While applied in this setting, the word “nation,” on the one hand,
lost its derogatory connotation, and on the other, acquired an additional
meaning. Owing to the specific structure of university life at the time, the
communities of students functioned as support groups or unions and, as
they regularly took sides in scholastic disputations, also developed common
opinions. As a result, the word “nation” came to mean more than a com-
munity of origin: it referred now to the community of opinion and purpose.

As universities sent representatives to adjudicate grave ecclesiastical ques-
tions at the Church Councils, the word underwent yet another transforma-
tion. Since the late thirteenth century, starting at the Council of Lyon in
1274, the new concept— “nation” as a community of opinion—was applied
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to the parties of the “ecclesiastical republic.” But the individuals who com-
posed them, the spokesmen of various intraecclesiastical approaches, were
also representatives of secular and religious potentates. And so the word
“nation” acquired another meaning, that of representatives of cultural and
political authority, or a political, cultural, and then social elite. Zernatto
cites Montesquieu, Joseph de Maistre, and Schopenhauer to demonstrate
how late this was still the accepted significance of the word. It is impossible
to mistake its meaning in the famous passage from Esprit des lois: “Sous les
deux premiéres races on assembla souvent la nation, c’est a dire, les sei-
gneurs et les évéques; il n’était point des communes.” ?

The Zigzag Pattern of Semantic Change

At this point, where Zernatto’s story breaks off, we may pause to take a
closer look at it. To an extent, the history of the word “nation” allows us to
anticipate the analysis employed in much of the book. The successive
changes in meaning combine into a pattern which, for the sake of formality,
we shall call “the zigzag pattern of semantic change.” At each stage of this
development, the meaning of the word, which comes with a certain semantic
baggage, evolves out of usage in a particular situation. The available con-
ventional concept is applied within new circumstances, to certain aspects of
which it corresponds. However, aspects of the new situation, which were
absent in the situation in which the conventional concept evolved, become
cognitively associated with it, resulting in a duality of meaning. The mean-
ing of the original concept is gradually obscured, and the new one emerges
as conventional. When the word is used again in a new situation, it is likely
to be used in this new meaning, and so on and so forth. (This pattern is
depicted in Figure 1.)

The process of semantic transformation is constantly redirected by struc-
tural (situational) constraints which form the new concepts (meanings of the
word); at the same time, the structural constraints are conceptualized, inter-
preted, or defined in terms of the concepts (the definition of the situation
changes as the concepts evolve), which thereby orient action. The social po-
tency and psychological effects of this orientation vary in accordance with
the sphere of the concept’s applicability and its relative centrality in the ac-
tor’s overall existence. A student in a medieval university, defined as a mem-
ber of one or another nation, might derive therefrom an idea of the quarters
he was supposed to be lodged in, people he was likely to associate with most
closely, and some specific opinions he was expected to hold in the course of
the few years his studies lasted. Otherwise his “national” identity, probably,
did not have much impact on his self-image or behavior; outside the narrow
sphere of the university, the concept had no applicability. The influence of
the equally transient “national” identity on a participant at a Church Coun-
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Conventional meaning 1

Situation 1 Conventional meaning 2

Situation 2 Conventional meaning 3

Situation 3 Conventional meaning 4
Etc.

Figure 1 The zigzag pattern of semantic change

cil could be more profound. Membership in a nation defined him as a person
of very high status, the impact of such definition on one’s self-perception
could be permanent, and the lingering memory of nationality could affect
the person’s conduct far beyond conciliar deliberations, even if his nation no
longer existed.

From “Rabble” to “Nation”

The applicability of the idea of the nation and its potency increased a thou-
sandfold as the meaning of the word was transformed again. At a certain
point in history—to be precise, in early sixteenth-century England—the
word “nation” in its conciliar meaning of “an elite” was applied to the pop-
ulation of the country and made synonymous with the word “people.” This
semantic transformation signaled the emergence of the first nation in the
world, in the sense in which the word is understood today, and launched the
era of nationalism. The stark significance of this conceptual revolution was
highlighted by the fact that, while the general referent of the word “people”
prior to its nationalization was the population of a region, specifically it
applied to the lower classes and was most frequently used in the sense of
“rabble” or “plebs.” The equation of the two concepts implied the elevation
of the populace to the position of an (at first specifically political) elite. As a
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synonym of the “nation”—an elite—the “people” lost its derogatory con-
notation and, now denoting an eminently positive entity, acquired the mean-
ing of the bearer of sovereignty, the basis of political solidarity, and the su-
preme object of loyalty. A tremendous change of attitude, which it later
reinforced, had to precede such redefinition of the situation, for with it
members of all orders of the society identified with the group, from which
earlier the better placed of them could only wish to dissociate themselves.
What brought this change about in the first place, and then again and again,
as national identity replaced other types in one country after another, is, in
every particular case, the first issue to be accounted for, and it will be the
focus of discussion in several chapters of the book.

National identity in its distinctive modern sense is, therefore, an identity
which derives from membership in a “people,” the fundamental character-
istic of which is that it is defined as a “nation.” Every member of the
“people” thus interpreted partakes in its superior, elite quality, and it is in
consequence that a stratified national population is perceived as essentially
homogeneous, and the lines of status and class as superficial. This principle
lies at the basis of all nationalisms and justifies viewing them as expressions
of the same general phenomenon. Apart from it, different nationalisms share
little. The national populations—diversely termed “peoples,” “nations,”
and “nationalities”—are defined in many ways, and the criteria of member-
ship in them vary. The multiformity which results is the source of the con-
ceptually evasive, Protean nature of nationalism and the cause of the peren-
nial frustration of its students, vainly trying to define it with the help of one
or another “objective” factor, all of which are rendered relevant to the prob-
lem only if the national principle happens to be applied to them. The defini-
tion of nationalism proposed here recognizes it as an “emergent phenome-
non,” that is, a phenomenon whose nature—as well as the possibilities of its
development and the possibilities of the development of the elements of
which it is composed—is determined not by the character of its elements,
but by a certain organizing principle which makes these elements into a
unity and imparts to them a special significance.*

There are important exceptions to every relationship in terms of which
nationalism has ever been interpreted—whether with common territory or
common language, statehood or shared traditions, history or race. None of
these relationships has proved inevitable. But from the definition proposed
above, it follows not only that such exceptions are to be expected, but that
nationalism does not have to be related to any of these factors, though as a
rule it is related to at least some of them. In other words, nationalism is not
necessarily a form of particularism. It is a political ideology (or a class of
political ideologies deriving from the same basic principle), and as such it
does not have to be identified with any particular community.* A nation
coextensive with humanity is in no way a contradiction in terms. The United
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States of the World, which will perhaps exist in the future, with sovereignty
vested in the population, and the various segments of the latter regarded as
equal, would be a nation in the strict sense of the word within the frame-
work of nationalism. The United States of America represents an approxi-
mation to precisely this state of affairs.

The Emergence of Particularistic Nationalisms

As it is, however, nationalism is the most common and salient form of par-
ticularism in the modern world. Moreover, if compared with the forms of
particularism it has replaced, it is a particularly effective (or, depending on
one’s viewpoint, pernicious) form of particularism, because, as every indi-
vidual derives his or her identity from membership in the community, the
sense of commitment to it and its collective goals is much more widespread.
In a world divided into particular communities, national identity tends to be
associated and confounded with a community’s sense of uniqueness and the
qualities contributing to it. These qualities (social, political, cultural in the
narrow sense, or ethnic)é therefore acquire a great significance in the for-
mation of every specific nationalism. The association between the national-
ity of a community and its uniqueness represents the next and last transfor-
mation in the meaning of the “nation” and may be deduced from the zigzag
pattern of semantic (and by implication social) change.

The word “nation” which, in its conciliar and at the time prevalent mean-
ing of an elite, was applied to the population of a specific country (England)
became cognitively associated with the existing (political, territorial, and
ethnic) connotations of a population and a country. While the interpretation
of the latter in terms of the concept “nation” modified their significance, the
concept “nation” was also transformed and—as it carried over the conno-
tations of a population and a country, which were consistent with it—came
to mean “a sovereign people.” This new meaning replaced that of “an elite”
initially only in England. As we may judge from Montesquieu’s definition,
elsewhere the older meaning long remained dominant, but it was, eventu-
ally, supplanted.

The word “nation,” meaning “sovereign people,” was now applied to
other populations and countries which, like the first nation, naturally had
some political, territorial, and/or ethnic qualities to distinguish them, and
became associated with such geo-political and ethnic baggage. As a result of
this association, “nation” changed its meaning once again, coming to sig-
nify “a unique sovereign people.” (These changes are shown in Figure 2.)
The last transformation” may be considered responsible for the conceptual
confusion reigning in the theories of nationalism. The new concept of the
nation in most cases eclipsed the one immediately preceding it, as the latter
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Natio = a group
of foreigners

Medieval universities Nation = a community
of opinion
Church councils Nation = an elite
Population of England Nation = a sovereign
people
Other countries Nation = a unique
and peoples people

Figure 2 The transformation of the idea of the nation

eclipsed those from which it descended, but, significantly, this did not hap-
pen everywhere. Because of the persistence and, as we shall see, in certain
places development and extension of structural conditions responsible for
the evolution of the original, non-particularistic idea of the nation, the two
concepts now coexist.

The term “nation” applied to both conceals important differences. The
emergence of the more recent concept signified a profound transformation
in the nature of nationalism, and the two concepts under one name reflect
two radically different forms of the phenomenon (which means both two
radically different forms of national identity and consciousness, and two
radically different types of national collectivities—nations).

Types of Nationalism

The two branches of nationalism are obviously related in a significant way,
but are grounded in different values and develop for different reasons. They



