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1. Nationalism & Independence 

L O W E L L  W .  B A R R I N G T O N

Nationalism was arguably the most powerful force in international

politics in the twentieth century.1 Its ideas revolutionized international

politics, affecting everything from trade to the number of states in the

international system itself. It aided in the collapse of the central, eastern,

and southeastern European empires; it contributed signi‹cantly to the

events of World War II and its horror; it led to the end of colonialism; and

it played a crucial role in the breakup of three federal Communist states:

the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia. Many politicians in

the successor countries to these three states quickly abandoned their

Communist Party roots for nationalist movements. Even in the liberal

democratic West, nationalists pushing for protection of the homeland

and national culture against outsiders had electoral success in the latter

part of the century.

Scholars have linked nationalism to everything from the French and

American revolutions to the worst atrocities committed against ethnic

minorities. The large number of phenomena that have been attached to the

label nationalism indicates that it is a complex, multifaceted concept. Yet it

is possible to de‹ne nationalism to allow one to include different events

under its heading, while at the same time not de‹ning it in such a broad

way as to be meaningless.2 The de‹nition proposed in this chapter, based in

part on a survey of de‹nitions in the nationalism literature, indicates that

no matter what variant of nationalism one is discussing, nationalism is

about two things: the nation and control over territory—speci‹cally, the

perceived national “homeland.”

Because of its emphasis on territorial control, nationalism’s power as a

maker (and destroyer) of states is well recognized.3 And no one can deny
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the mobilizing power of nationalist ideas over the last two centuries.

Although nationalism is elite driven, the masses have often enthusiastically

followed nationalist leaders. But what happens to these nationalists and

their ideas after they have achieved their ultimate goal of the creation of a

new state? What happens to nationalism after independence? This is the

central question of this book, a work that brings together analyses of a vari-

ety of postcolonial and postcommunist cases to help us understand how

independence affects the ideas of nationalism and the fate of its movements

and political parties.

Nations and Nationalism: What They Are & Are Not

Nation

The starting point for any discussion of nationalism is an understanding of

the concept of nation. This is especially true of the de‹nition of nationalism

in this chapter, since nation is included within it.4 As discussed in this sec-

tion, there are a number of different ways that scholars of nationalism have

discussed the nation. Yet there is some overlap, and in the case of both

nation and nationalism, it is possible to bring together many of these ideas

into a single working de‹nition.

There are two particular things that nations are not, which are, unfortu-

nately, associated with the term in everyday language and even by some

scholars: states and ethnic groups. The misuse of nation by equating it with

“state” or “country” appears in a large number of political science works,

including many textbooks, though it is not generally a problem for those

who specialize in the study of nationalism.5 A state is the principal political

unit in the international political system corresponding to a territory, a rel-

atively permanent population, and a set of ruling institutions. A country is

the territorial component of the state. Nigeria is a state (and a country); it

is not a nation.6

The second misuse of nation, and one that some nationalism scholars

are guilty of, is the intermixing of the term nation with “ethnic group” or

“ethnicity.” Nations can evolve from ethnic groups, but a nation is more

than an ethnic group. In an era where the effects of ethnic nationalism

receive international attention, it is perhaps not surprising that many peo-

ple would think of ethnic groups and nations in similar ways. This is cer-

tainly the case for many journalists, though some nationalism scholars have
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also fallen into the trap of de‹ning nations in such a way as to make them

indistinguishable from ethnic groups. For Tamir, for example, a nation is a

“community whose members share feelings of fraternity, substantial dis-

tinctiveness, and exclusivity, as well as beliefs in a common ancestry and

continuous genealogy.”7 While this would be a good de‹nition of an ethnic

group, the de‹nition lacks a way to differentiate between nations and eth-

nic groups. Likewise, Connor’s de‹nition of nation would be better suited

as a de‹nition of ethnic group. He uses the two terms almost interchange-

ably, stating that the only real difference is that a nation must be self-

de‹ned, while an ethnic group can be “other de‹ned.”8 Chinn and Kaiser’s

de‹nition, while adding important criteria to distinguish ethnic groups

from nations, still indicates that nations only come from ethnic groups.9

Most scholars, however, understand that, while nations can come from eth-

nic groups, they often do not; they are something more than, and can be

something quite different from, such groups.

Even assuming that nationalism scholars generally agree on what

nations are not, the nationalism literature indicates that agreeing on what

they are is no simple task. As Hutchinson and Smith put it, “Perhaps the

central dif‹culty in the study of nations and nationalism has been the prob-

lem of ‹nding adequate and agreed de‹nitions of the key concepts, nation

and nationalism.”10 While the various de‹nitions of nation differ in many

ways, arguably the most signi‹cant division among nationalism scholars is

between “subjective” and “objective” ideas of national identity. The subjec-

tive concept of the nation is based on the notion that nations are con-

structed around ideas, and the key to national identity is that the people

have come to believe that they are a nation. Emerson, for example, claims

that the most basic thing that can be said about a nation “is that it is a body

of people who feel that they are a nation.”11 Hobsbawm adds, “As an initial

working assumption, any suf‹ciently large body of people whose members

regard themselves as members of a ‘nation,’ will be treated as such.”12 Per-

haps the best example of the subjective view of the nation is the statement

of Renan that a nation

is a grand solidarity constituted by the sentiment of sacri‹ces which one

has made and those that one is disposed to make again. It supposes a

past, it renews itself especially in the present by a tangible deed: the

approval, the desire, clearly expressed, to continue the communal life.

The existence of a nation (pardon this metaphor!) is an everyday
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plebiscite; it is, like the very existence of the individual, a perpetual

af‹rmation of life.13

Objective de‹nitions of the nation focus on a list of observable, concrete

characteristics, some or all of which all nations share. One such list is con-

tained in Joseph Stalin’s de‹nition: “A nation is a historically constituted,

stable community of people, formed on the basis of a common language,

territory, economic life, and psychological make-up manifested in a com-

mon culture.”14 For Stalin, all of these characteristics had to be present in

order for a nation to exist.15 Of course, at least some of the traits that Stalin

mentions are far from objective, a criticism that those who favor the sub-

jective approach level against all objective de‹nitions.16

Yet this valid criticism by subjectivists should not be taken to mean that

one should ignore which characteristics tend to be emphasized by nation-

alist elites. Is it important that nations consider themselves nations? Of

course. Is it possible to ‹nd a list of easily measurable characteristics that

apply to every group considered by scholars to be a nation? No. But it is also

important that there are certain characteristics that have a tendency to be

used to link members of the nation together.17 It is inconceivable to think

that a nation could exist without shared cultural features, such as common

myths, values, and customs,18 and a prevailing single language is something

found in most nations. In other words, to say that nations are groups that

consider themselves nations, without considering the kinds of things that

make people feel that they are nations, is not a fruitful approach to de‹ning

the term. No other concept in the social sciences is de‹ned by saying that it

exists when people think it exists.19

While shared cultural features are a necessary part of national identity,

there is more to being a nation than having such mutual features. Members

of a nation are also linked by a belief in the right of the group to territorial

self-determination. The importance of this belief for the group is a central

part of many de‹nitions of nation in the nationalism literature, and it pro-

vides an important criterion for differentiating between nations and other

social categories.20 Nodia, for example, states that “a nation is a community

of people organized around the idea of self-determination.”21 Some take this

idea of self-determination to mean control of an independent state, though

not all feel that the nation must pursue its own state. Haas is one who does,

de‹ning the nation as “a socially mobilized body of individuals, believing
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themselves to be united by some set of characteristics that differentiate

them (in their own minds) from outsiders, striving to create or maintain

their own state.”22

How can one bring together these various ideas about the nation to form

a working de‹nition? First, a nation is a collective of people. This is a nec-

essary part of the de‹nition, but obviously one that does not differentiate

between nations and other groups in society. What makes nations different

from other groups is that they are collectives united by shared cultural fea-

tures (such as language, myths, and values) and the belief in the right to terri-

torial self-determination.23 Put another way, they are groups of people

linked by unifying cultural characteristics and the desire to control a terri-

tory that is thought of as the group’s rightful homeland.24 “Culture” here

includes a range of traits and beliefs, and the particular ones stressed by one

nation may differ from those stressed by another. Likewise, while the belief

in the right to territorial control is common to all nations, the particular

type of territory and even the degree of control will vary from case to case.

Both of these elements—culture and the belief in territorial control—

play powerful unifying roles in national identity. But the belief in territor-

ial self-determination is the key to understanding the difference between

nations and other social collectives. Many groups have shared myths, val-

ues, and symbols (e.g., religious groups, ethnic groups, or even professional

associations). But nations are not just uni‹ed by culture; they are also

uni‹ed by a particular—and particularly powerful—sense of purpose: con-

trolling the territory that the members of the group believe belongs to

them.25

It should now be clear why the term nation cannot be used interchange-

ably with ethnic group. Nations differ from ethnic groups because of a

nation’s belief in its right to territorial control, or what Richmond calls its

“territorial referent.”26 Also, nations need not even be based on a certain

ethnic identity. The cultural features used to unite the nation may privilege

one ethnic group over another, even in civic nations (English-speaking eth-

nic groups that immigrated to the United States and became Americans,

for example). But ethnicity does not necessarily determine national iden-

tity. Thus, the words “shared cultural features” in the preceding de‹nition

of nation should not be read as “shared ethnic identity.” What are called

“civic” or “political” nations in the nationalism literature27 have shared

cultural features but are multiethnic in their makeup.28
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Nationalism

As with the term nation, there are differences and divisions in the national-

ism literature over the meaning of nationalism itself. But, also like nation,

it is possible to bring together certain parts of the de‹nitions of nationalism

scholars into a broadly acceptable working de‹nition. Before introducing

that de‹nition, it is useful to consider what most nationalism scholars

believe nationalism is not.

Just as nations are related to, yet distinct from, states and ethnic groups,

there are three things that nationalism is not, yet which some think it to be:

patriotism, ethnic politics, and ethnic con›ict. The most basic misapplica-

tion of nationalism is to equate it with patriotism. Just as a nation is a group

of people and not a state, nationalism is ‹rst and foremost about the

nation, and not necessarily about an existing state. Because nationalism

includes the pursuit of territorial control, and because the idea of the

nation-state still dominates the international state system, it is easy to fall

into the trap of associating nationalism with loyalty to an existing state.29

While pride in or loyalty to one’s state is not a bad de‹nition of patriotism,

it is a bad de‹nition of nationalism. Likewise, pride in or loyalty to one’s

nation is not patriotism and for that matter is, at best, only a part of nation-

alism.30

A second misuse of the term nationalism is to equate it with “ethnic pol-

itics.” Rutland, for example, de‹nes nationalism as a “statement of claims

on behalf of an ethnic group.”31 Ethnic politics—the political mobilization

of people based on ethnicity—can be a starting point for something that

becomes nationalism, but it alone is not nationalism. Richmond makes

clear the difference between nationalism and the political mobilization of

ethnic groups:

An ethnic group when politically mobilized can have different goals.

These may include the right to franchise, the use of the ethnic vote to

swing results in marginal constituencies, the achievement of special sta-

tus for particular languages or religions (especially in education), the

removal of injustices and the enforcement of human rights codes,

af‹rmative action programs, compensation for past deprivation, the

restitution of property, or the recognition of special treatment such as

exemption from military service. “Nationalist” movements may also

establish such claims but go further in seeking to achieve self-govern-
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ment within a given geographic area. . . . The politicization of ethnicity

is not the same thing as ethnic nationalism although it may lead to it

where a historical claim to a particular territory can be established.32

In addition, the problem with labeling nationalism as something better

labeled ethnic politics is the same as the problem with mixing up nations

and ethnic groups: it assumes that the nation is ethnic. A de‹nition of

nationalism from Gellner, “a theory of political legitimacy, which requires

that ethnic boundaries should not cut across political ones,” is representa-

tive of this problem.33 Such a de‹nition leaves no room for “civic” nations

or nationalism.

What is true of the difference between ethnic politics and nationalism is

also true of ethnic con›ict and nationalism. Ethnic con›icts, including

those that turn quite violent, may emerge over many things (af‹rmative

action policies, language laws, etc.). National con›icts, on the other hand,

must involve disputes over territory to be truly “national.” While territor-

ial control often emerges as an issue in ethnic disputes, such disputes need

not be national at the start, and some do not evolve into territorial-control

con›icts at all.34

All this does not mean that ‹nding a broadly acceptable de‹nition is an

easy task; there may be as many de‹nitions of nationalism as there are

nationalism scholars. The main “de‹nitional divide” in the literature is

whether nationalism is a belief or a movement. One set of approaches to

the de‹nition of nationalism considers it to be a belief, idea, concept, or

principle. Ignatieff, for example, sees nationalism as a notion that combines

the political idea of territorial self-determination, the cultural idea of the

nation as one’s primary identity, and a moral idea of justi‹cation of action

to protect the rights of the nation against the “other.”35 Gellner’s de‹nition,

“a principle which holds that the political and national unit should be con-

gruent,”36 is a standard for many people who study the topic. Haas’s

de‹nition is even more basic: “a belief held by a group of people that they

ought to constitute a nation, or that they already are one.”37 Armstrong has

labeled nationalism a “political doctrine,”38 while Kohn sees it as an “idea”

and “state of mind.”39

The other approach to de‹ning nationalism takes it to be a process or

movement. It is thought of as the creation of the unifying features of the

nation or as the actions that result from the beliefs of the group. Nationalism

de‹ned as an organized endeavor to control the national homeland is com-

9 Introduction

After Independence: Making and Protecting the Nation in Postcolonial and Postcommunist States 
Lowell W. Barrington, Editor 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=126246 
The University of Michigan Press 



mon in the nationalism literature.40 Brass, for example, states that nation-

alism “is a political movement by de‹nition.”41 Dan Smith claims that the

nation “is a political idea and nationalism is a political movement.”42 Mel-

lor’s de‹nition of nationalism—“the political expression of the nation’s

aspirations,” including control over territory that members of the nation

“perceive as their homeland by right”43—is an improvement over

de‹nitions of nationalism as simply an idea; his de‹nition combines the

ideas and activities of nationalists. While the ideas of nationalism are

important, ideas of national rights alone should not be thought of as

nationalism without at least the open articulation of these ideas to the gen-

eral population.

Just as it is possible to bridge other de‹nitional divides in the national-

ism literature, one is able to reconcile the movement versus ideas debate.

One way to overcome the division is to consider nationalism both an ideol-

ogy and a movement. Hutchinson and Smith take such an approach, claim-

ing, “As an ideology and movement, nationalism exerted a strong in›uence

in the American and French Revolutions.”44 Another way to bring the two

ideas together is also found in Hutchinson and Smith: label nationalism an

“ideological movement.”45 Van Evera takes a similar approach, de‹ning

nationalism as a movement but with two belief-centered features at its core:

I de‹ne nationalism as a political movement having two characteristics:

(1) individual members give their primary loyalty to their own ethnic or

national community; this loyalty supercedes their loyalty to other

groups, for example, those based on common kinship or political ideol-

ogy; and (2) these ethnic or national communities desire their own inde-

pendent state.46

While the combination of the terms ethnic and national in the de‹nition is

awkward, Van Evera’s consideration of nationalism as an idea-based move-

ment is bene‹cial in bridging the movement/idea divide.

Bringing these visions of nationalism together, nationalism is de‹ned

here as the pursuit—through argument or other activity—of a set of rights and

privileges for the self-de‹ned members of the nation, including, at a minimum,

territorial autonomy or independence. All nationalisms, therefore, share two

important ideas about boundaries of the nation: (1) they de‹ne, at least

roughly, the territorial boundaries that the nation has a right to control, and
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(2) they de‹ne the membership boundaries of the population that makes up

the nation—the group that deserves this territorial control and that is enti-

tled to the supreme loyalty of other members of the collective.47 Put

another way, the ideas of nationalism answer two questions: Who is the

nation? And what territory does the nation have a right to control?

The membership boundaries are set by members of the nation them-

selves, generally by an intellectual or political elite,48 though they may be

based on ideas of surrounding groups as well. They establish the we that

possesses the right to control the homeland (and as a result the they that

does not share this right). This does not mean, however, that the bound-

aries are set easily. The development of successful claims over boundaries

may involve struggles with another group, serious struggles within the

nation over competing de‹nitions of the territorial and membership

boundaries, and dif‹culty in transmitting the ideas of national member-

ship boundaries to the masses. One set of answers to the two questions of

nationalism often “wins,” and at the time of independence one set of ideas

about the nation and its homeland is likely to be dominant. But because of

the controversial nature of the nationalism questions, rival ideas of the

nation and national homeland (and the movements and parties that

espouse them) may exist long after independence.

Ethnic versus Civic Nationalism & Primordialist, Constructivist, &

Instrumentalist Views of National Identity

The Problems, and Usefulness, of the Ethnic/Civic Nationalism Typology

For a long time, it was commonplace in the nationalism literature to dis-

cuss two types of nationalism, ethnic (where the nation is de‹ned in ethnic

terms) and civic (where it is de‹ned in political-territorial terms).49

Recently, the use of this framework has fallen out of fashion for two rea-

sons. First, scholars have begun to emphasize the ethnic characteristics of

purportedly civic states and the apparent civic nation-building policies in

what had been considered “ethnic-nation-states.” In other words, they

have realized that the world is not so neat and tidy as the ethnic/civic

dichotomy implies. Second, scholars have criticized the tendency to associ-

ate ethnic nationalism with the negatives of national identity (ethnic

con›ict, etc.), especially in developing countries and Eastern Europe, while
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civic nationalism is seen as a kinder, gentler nationalism associated with

tolerance and the overcoming of ethnic divisions, especially in Western

Europe and North America.50

To an extent, I take exception with both of these criticisms of the eth-

nic/civic divide. There are many cases in social science where a given typol-

ogy does not match neatly with reality. This is something of which scholars

must be aware, but it is not something that is fatal to the endeavor of creat-

ing typologies. Typologies, in particular what are known as “ideal types,”

are not only a useful but arguably a necessary step in the development of

broader social science theories. Such is the case, I argue, with civic and eth-

nic nationalism. While the pure ethnic and pure civic types may not be easy

to ‹nd, thinking of the ideal civic or ethnic national identity is valuable as a

way to measure the national identity choices, and their consequences, in

real cases. As discussed in the next section, the factors that in›uence

nationalism after independence work very differently in cases of more civic

or more ethnic national identity.

In addition, while it is fair to question how tolerant and unifying civic

nationalism was in cases like the American nation-building project, it is

also fair to acknowledge that reprehensible practices in civic nation-build-

ing projects have appeared precisely when the usually civic nationalism has

most emphasized ethnic features of the nation.51 An important part of the

power of ethnic nationalism is the concept of the (ethnic) nation as an

extended family, linked by blood ties. The result is that the development of

a perception of threat to the survival of the nation—and its transmission to

the masses—is easier in a more ethnic nationalism than in a more civic

nationalism.

Finally, it is important to consider the ethnic versus civic divide because

of its implications for democracy. Often, the existence of liberal democra-

tic institutions will not limit the persecution of ethnic minorities. In demo-

cratic theory, one of the ways that minorities are protected in majority rule

systems is that they will often be more “intense” about an issue than the

majority. They will participate more and break apart the apathetic major-

ity. But, when a perception exists that the survival of the ethnic nation is at

stake, there is no apathetic majority. Either the minority will be excluded

from participating in politics, or it will continually be on the losing end of

majority rule decisions. At best, such a system becomes an “ethnic democ-

racy.” At worst, it leads to secessionism and violence.
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Primordialist, Constructivist, and Instrumentalist Views of National Identity

Re›ecting a debate in the cultural anthropology literature on ethnic iden-

tity, a major divide in the study of nationalism relates to where national

identity comes from. The different positions can generally be grouped into

three rival theoretical perspectives. As hinted at earlier in the discussion of

subjective versus objective de‹nitions of nation, the ‹rst two views provide

opposing answers to the question of whether nations are natural and objec-

tive or constructed and subjective. The other idea relates to the role of

nationalist elites in triggering national identity—inducing, for example,

political mobilization in the name of a particular nationalist “cause” or

against a particular “other” that threatens the nation.

The ‹rst approach, labeled by most as the primordial approach, holds

that national identity is natural, based on deep-rooted features such as race,

language, religion, and other cultural features. Such features lead us/them

national boundaries to form naturally. The primordial view of nationalism

has been popular with the media and government of‹cials. While the pri-

mordial approach is widely criticized by many scholars today, it has had its

supporters within the scholarly community. It is often associated with

Anthony Smith, who has argued that nations have “ethnic cores” and that

“ethnies” share several common components.52

The second major theoretical perspective, and counter to primordial-

ism, is usually given the label of constructivism. The constructivist approach

argues that national identity—like other group identities, including those

that primordialists point to as markers of national identity—is a social con-

struction. Comaroff points to several strands of constructivism (cultural,

political, etc.), but argues they are all based on the same idea: that social

identities “are products of human agency.”53

While not all the authors in this volume would agree with my viewpoint,

I take a middle-ground position between the primordial and constructivist

positions. In the earlier discussion of de‹nitions of a nation, I mention that

both cultural features and a sense of right to control territory are necessary

components of national identity. Certainly, both of these elements are

“constructed”; elites both shape the cultural features that unify the nation

and develop the arguments about territorial control. But while these fea-

tures of national identity are constructed, they are not constructed out of

thin air.54 Things such as language, religion, and historical events provide
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the tools to create nations. While no one element is emphasized in all cases

of national identities, many of these elements show up over and over.

The ‹nal theoretical approach to understanding national identity for-

mation is labeled instrumentalism. As this label implies, national identity is

seen as instrumental and manipulated by elites. Some scholars see instru-

mentalism and primordialism as connected. For Young, primordialism

“completed instrumentalism by explaining the power of the ‘affective tie’

through which interest is pursued.”55 Comaroff agrees that primordialism

and instrumentalism can be linked and labels such a hybrid neoprimordial-

ism.56 Most scholars, however, argue that instrumentalism is more related

to constructivism, and some even use the terms interchangeably.57

Again, while emphasizing the importance of elites in the development

and triggering of national identity, one must not overlook the importance

of existing features of the population, historical events, and current hap-

penings in shaping the actions of elites. Thus, when considering causal fac-

tors related to nationalism after independence, one must consider these

conditions that limit the choices that elites have in how membership in the

nation is de‹ned and, especially, how national identity can be used instru-

mentally. The opportunities for, and constraints on, elites are an important

part of the story about postindependence nationalism.

Territorial & Membership Boundaries, Causal Factors, & Five Possible 

Variants of Nationalism after Independence

Nationalist elites, as with all elites, tend both to believe in their cause and to

have a desire to obtain and maintain power. They are, in other words, both

“true believers” as well as self-interested “rational actors.” Too often, social

scientists fail to understand either the true believer side of nationalist elites

or their rational calculations and pursuit of power, leaving these scholars

unable to explain apparently contradictory acts of nationalist leaders.

One such paradoxical act, at least on the surface, is the effort to maintain

the nationalist movement after its ultimate goal—independence—has been

achieved. While nationalist elites will be exhausted, ecstatic, or just pleas-

antly surprised when independence comes, they will also generally seek to

continue the momentum of the nationalist movement. As not only some-

thing that they believe in but also their ticket to power, nationalists will

search for ways to keep nationalism alive.58 But since the nationalism can

no longer be about achieving independence, it must be transformed. This
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transformation can take one or more of several different routes presented

in this section.

The various routes that nationalism after independence can take

depend, just as independence-seeking nationalism does, on the two central

concerns of nationalism: the nation and the territory the nation seeks to

control. If the national membership boundaries are well established and

accepted, and if the national homeland’s territorial boundaries are also well

established and accepted and correspond to the borders of the new state,

and if there is no perceived threat to the national culture or independence

of the state, nationalism after independence would be dif‹cult to sustain.

While elites play a crucial role in developing and triggering nationalism,

nationalist appeals by them will fail to mobilize the general population if

the masses do not believe that membership, territorial, and/or threat con-

cerns exist. In such a situation, nationalism and its respective parties and

movements may disappear quickly if not quietly.

But one of the fascinating things about nationalism is its resiliency. It

has survived long after other ideologies and movements have passed into

history. Thus, one should be able to identify causal factors that tend to be

associated with the survival of nationalism after independence. The follow-

ing sections provide an overview of several such causal factors and the

resulting forms of postindependence nationalism.

Controlling the “Homeland” and Nationalism after Independence

By now it should be obvious to the reader that one cannot understand

nationalism without understanding the role of territory, in particular the

role of the perceived national homeland.59 While national identity may or

may not be based on ethnicity, it always contains a territorial component.

An ethnic group becomes “national” when it recognizes a particular terri-

tory that it feels it belongs to and has a right to control politically. The

development of a “sense of homeland” and an emotional attachment to

that homeland coincides with the development of national self-conscious-

ness, and it is claimed that “for a nation to exist, it must have some place

that it can claim as its own”60 and “nations cannot be conceived without a

speci‹c territory or homeland.”61 Thus, understanding a particular group’s

idea (or ideas) of homeland is necessary for understanding its political and

social conduct and its relations with a national “other.” As Kaiser puts it,

“the national homeland is a powerful geographic mediator of sociopolitical

behavior.”62
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The reason that territorial boundaries do not go away as an issue after

independence has to do with the failure of state boundaries and national

homeland boundaries to coincide. Put simply, these two types of territorial

boundaries rarely line up. Either the nation sees its homeland as something

more than the existing state, or it sees its new territorial control as threat-

ened by homeland claims of minority groups in the state, claims on its

homeland by other nations outside the state, or both. Few nations in the

world in control of their own state do not face one of these homeland prob-

lems. That perceived homelands of different national groups often overlap

helps explain much of the violence frequently associated with nationalist

struggles, as well as the persistence of nationalism after independence.63

This situation of overlapping homelands is common in the former Soviet

Union, especially where regions within the existing successor states are

named for a particular ethnic minority (Chechnya, Abkhazia, etc.).64 Thus,

when new states are created, border issues are not magically resolved. As

the post-Soviet states, Ethiopia and Eritrea, India and Pakistan, and

numerous other cases demonstrate, in the minds of nationalists the terri-

tory of the state in its present form may not be the homeland but a part of

a larger homeland still to be pursued.65

For nations with their own states, there are two possible relationships

between the state of residence and the national homeland. The ‹rst is when

the state and homeland boundaries correspond. This happens occasionally,

especially in the cases of civic nations whose membership boundaries and

homeland boundaries developed over time to coincide with the population

of the state and the territorial boundaries of the state respectively. The sec-

ond, found especially in cases of ethnic nations with their own states, is

when the perceived national homeland extends beyond the boundaries of

the state.66

the failure to capture control of all of the perceived homeland and

postindependence variant 1: nationalism as “external-territory-claiming”

This perception that the homeland extends beyond the state leads to the

‹rst variant of postindependence nationalism. Here, nationalists look

beyond the new state to territory abroad and pursue control over such ter-

ritory. Since homelands are nearly always geographically contiguous, this

desired territory is likely to be in neighboring countries.

The claiming of further territory is most likely to occur in the “core”

state of a former empire. In this case, nationalists see the independence of
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the new state as a defeat more than a victory, as the symbol of a surrender

by, or a general weakness of, the nation. Thus, they pursue nationalism in

the form of rebuilding the former state or empire and reclaiming land that

the nation is “entitled to.”67 Again, elites cannot make up the existence of

such a past empire. Rather, that such an empire did exist provides them

ammunition with which to make further territorial claims.

But this expansive form of territorial postindependence nationalism

may not only be about rebuilding a lost empire. It could also develop in the

case of nations that possess a strong belief that an emotionally important

part of the homeland remains outside the borders of the new state. In such

a case, nationalists may pursue control over the missing territory by manip-

ulating history to their bene‹t. As in the case of Nagorno-Karabakh (in

Azerbaijan), they will emphasize arguments and points in time that validate

their claims to the territory. In other words, they cannot completely make

up that history; the period they choose must be one in which the nation in

question had a signi‹cant presence. To say historical events are like mal-

leable clay is one thing; to say that one can completely imagine the clay is

another.

the presence of internal and external threats to territorial control and

postindependence variant 2: nationalism as “sovereignty-protecting”

When minority groups are present in the new state, they may provoke

nationalist responses from the majority. One reason that minorities are so

potentially provocative is that they may perceive their homeland to be part

or all of their state of residence. There are at least three types of homelands

for minorities in relation to the state of residence—labeled here internal,

external, and mixed. The ‹rst type of homeland, the internal, occurs when

part of the minority’s state of residence is perceived to be a homeland. This

is a common occurrence, in particular where a given state contains a sizable

and concentrated ethnic minority. In such a case, the minority is not just

ethnic but national, desiring political control over the territory in the state

of residence. Such a situation fuels secessionist drives and is at the heart of

various ethnonational con›icts around the world.68

The second homeland possibility is the external variant. In this case,

members of a minority do not consider any part of their state of residence

to be their homeland, viewing some region (or most likely independent

state) outside their state of residence as the true homeland for the group.

Such a situation would not fuel secessionist claims, though it certainly
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could lead the government of the external homeland to intervene on behalf

of the minority group. Especially if there is a legitimate basis for claims of

discrimination, the external homeland may put diplomatic, economic, or

military pressure on the minority’s state of residence in an effort to protect

the minority from further discrimination.

In postcommunist studies, the idea of an “external national homeland”

for national minorities has been presented most forcefully by Brubaker. His

“triadic nexus” framework includes the external national homeland as a

key component of postcommunist ethnic relations.69 The external national

homeland is part of a “relational nexus” containing three ‹elds, the other

two being nationalizing states and national minorities. The triadic nexus

concept has been criticized for its assumption of a central role for the exter-

nal national homeland, its assumption that the minorities are truly national

rather than just ethnic, its assumption that minorities actually perceive of

the putative external homeland as their homeland, and its failure to incor-

porate international organizations into the framework.70 But Brubaker’s

consideration of an external actor (or “‹eld”) in his examination of ethnic

relations in the postcommunist states is a valuable contribution. It is cer-

tainly the case that some ethnic minorities in central Europe and Eurasia

are truly national and that some of these are also attached to an “external

national homeland.”

The third type of homeland for minorities is best called the “mixed” (or

“internal-external”) homeland. In this situation, members of a minority in

one state see their homeland as made up of both a part of their state of res-

idence and of an external region or state. An oft-mentioned example in the

case of the former Soviet Union is the idea of Russians living in Kazakhstan

seeing both the northern part of the country and Russia (or Russia,

Ukraine, and Belarus) as their homeland.71 In such situations, nationalist

claims would take the form of a desire to break part of the state of residence

away from the rest and join with the rest of the homeland group.

Of the three homeland options for minorities, the internal and mixed

are the most threatening to the majority national group. In the internal

case, the majority national group, having just won territorial control for

itself, faces secessionist threats in its new state, and the problem of overlap-

ping homelands moves to the fore.72 In such a case, the majority group

nationalism is reactive. It becomes a movement to maintain territorial con-

trol for the nation in the face of a perceived threat to state independence, to

the hard-fought territorial control that the nation so recently achieved.73
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In the mixed case of minority group homeland claims, the perceived

threat to the independence of state A may come both from the minority

and from an external enemy, if, for example, the government of state B

accepts the ideas of the minority that its homeland is composed of both

state B and all or part of state A. Again, overlapping homelands are at issue,

and it is sometimes hard to separate the threat from the external state from

the threat posed by the ethnic minority. During the ‹rst decade of inde-

pendence in many of the post-Soviet states, for example, nationalists per-

ceived Russia as posing such a threat to their still-recent independence, and

nationalists in Azerbaijan have certainly felt similarly about Armenia.74 As

a result, nationalists also suspect the intentions of ethnic Russians (or eth-

nic Armenians, or some other ethnonational group with a “mixed home-

land”) living within the given state.

“Who Is the Nation?” and Nationalism after Independence

The other part of the story of nationalism’s survival after independence has

to do with the question of national membership. If the “Who is the

nation?” question has been answered in a relatively civic way, leaders of the

newly independent state may work to build such an overarching national

identity. Nationalism becomes a nation-building project. However, if the

ethnic answer to the “Who is the nation?” question has won, nationalism

may turn to using the new territorial control to protect and enhance the

national culture, in this case at the expense of national minorities in the

state, or to protect co-nationals abroad.

the need to forge a new national identity and postindependence 

variant 3: nationalism as civic “nation-building”

Thus, a third potential route for nationalism after independence is that

nationalists turn to civic “nation-building.” Nation-building concerns the

development of a national identity among the population of a state. A col-

lective of people in a given state becomes self-aware and united, accepts this

group identity as its overarching political identity, and develops a feeling of

the right of the collective to control politically a given territory. Islam

points out that nation-building involves imbuing “discrete communities or

groups within a political framework with an understanding and a sense of

national consensus or identity.”75 That nation-building and national inte-

gration are often used interchangeably in the political development litera-

ture is a sign that nation-building usually requires the bringing together of
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groups with various cultural, economic, or regional identities.76 National-

ists pursue the further development of national identity among the masses,

with the goal of developing an overarching national identity among the

entire population of the new state.

While civic nationalism is often portrayed as “good” nationalism, it is

not necessarily an easy nationalist project. Myths and symbols that empha-

size common experiences and backgrounds are useful to help create unity

in a population that may otherwise be quite diverse.77 But there is likely to

be a sense by many groups that not enough of our symbols are being

emphasized while too many of theirs are. This is especially true of ethnic

minorities, who often see civic nation-building as more of an assimilation

process than a melting pot.

If the membership boundary question (“Who is the nation?”) was

answered in a civic way during the struggle for independence, this is the

most likely outcome of nationalism after independence. But it is also possi-

ble, as a couple of the cases in this book make clear, for a nationalism that

began as more ethnic than civic to transform itself into the converse. In eth-

nically divided states, this may be the only way to hold the new state

together and/or to avoid ethnic con›ict.

This is especially likely when nation-building is required at the same

time as state-building, something that was common in both the postcolo-

nial and postcommunist states. In this situation, leaders are not free only to

worry about (ethno-) national identity issues. They must also worry about

state-building.78 This dual role leads to what I have called the “nation-

builder’s dilemma” in newly independent states.79 The dilemma is that

while the emphasis on an ethnic approach to national identity makes

nation-building easier,80 it makes state-building more dif‹cult.81 This

dilemma can lead nationalist movements to transform from ethnic to civic

when the state-building concerns take precedence over ethnonational ones.

reaction to perceived cultural threats and postindependence nationalism

variant 4: nationalism as ethnic “nation-protecting”

For many in the ethnic majority group in control of a new state, the inde-

pendence of the state may not immediately bring the cultural security for

which they had hoped. As a result, a fourth possible route is for nationalists

to reject the civic nation-building approach and continue their struggle

against the (ethnic) “other” in the name of protecting the culture of the

ethnic group. Here, nationalists emphasize the idea of a threat not to the
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state but to the very existence of the group itself. This is a likely approach

for those who stressed the ethnic answer to the national membership ques-

tion in the struggle for independence, especially in the case of small nations

such as Estonia and Latvia, even when the state-building concerns dis-

cussed in the preceding section exist.82 This concept of threat to the nation

can be a very powerful mobilizing tool for nationalist elites. If leaders can

get the masses to believe that the survival of the nation is at stake, ordinary

people will suddenly consent to extraordinary actions by their leaders and

even themselves.

One obvious arena for this form of nationalism is state policy in the

newly independent state. In the minds of nationalists, the state, as a nation-

state, exists for the bene‹t of the nation. As such, if the nation’s cultural

identity is threatened, state policy must be adopted to protect the culture

from the threatening “other.” Policy issue areas that nationalists may see as

“nation-protecting” include citizenship and naturalization, education, reli-

gion, and language.83 In the case of “ethnic nations,” such policies would

privilege the majority group at the expense of ethnic minorities. The ideas

of the nation as an ethnic nation and the state as a nation-state combine to

produce an “ethnic-nation-state.” In such a state, there is little place for the

protection of ethnic minorities, and in the case of a perceived threat posed

by the minority group, discriminatory state policies will likely result.84

the existence of threatened members of the nation abroad and

postindependence variant 5: nationalism as “co-national-protecting”

The ethnic answer to the “Who is the nation?” question also opens the door

to concern for members of the ethnic nation not living in the new state.

Thus, a ‹nal possible variant of nationalism after independence would

focus on “coethnics” (or, better, “co-nationals”) abroad. Nationalists may

claim that these co-nationals are in physical danger, that they are being dis-

criminated against, or just that they have been unfairly cut off from their

“brothers and sisters” in the new state. Resolving the co-national abroad

problem could involve easing restrictions on immigration for the co-

nationals, pressuring the neighboring state(s) in question, and even making

claims over the territory where these co-nationals live.85 Again, Russia and

the ethnic Russians outside its borders provide an on-going current exam-

ple. While less volatile to date than some had predicted, the issue of Rus-

sians outside the Russian Federation remains one of the most potentially

explosive issues in post-Soviet international relations.
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Nationalism as the Combination of the Possible Variants, and the Evolution of

Nationalism from One Type to Another

Because several of the causal factors discussed in the preceding sections

may exist at the same time, there is no reason why postindependence

nationalists would pursue only one of the possible routes mentioned. Dif-

ferent nationalist elites may support different nationalist variants. Even the

same elite could support more than one of the previously mentioned routes

at the same time. In fact, many of the ‹ve routes ‹t together quite well. The

“external-territory-claiming” and the “co-national-protecting” forms, for

example, are a natural ‹t. The claim over territory beyond the new state

may be based in part on a desire to protect the co-nationals, especially if

there is a sense that pressuring neighbors on their behalf is not working.

The “independence-protecting” form of nationalism can exist with nearly

any of the variants where nationalism has survived. Even bringing together

civic nation-building and ethnic nation-protecting is not impossible.

Hutchinson and Smith point out that in India and Africa the anticolonial

nationalism was civic, while at the same time ethnic and pancultural move-

ments were common.86

Thus, there are numerous possible patterns, given the number of possi-

ble variants, their compatibility, and the amount of time one examines a

case in question. But this does not mean that comparison is fruitless.

Understanding the particular route or routes for nationalism after inde-

pendence in various cases can tell us not only about those cases but also a

great deal about nationalism itself and about how nationalism is likely to

evolve, survive, or die out in other newly independent states in the future.

Conclusion: The Ideas & Movements of Postindependence Nationalism

No matter how much elites believe in their views of the nation, its home-

land, and claims to its independence, nationalism will die without the sup-

port of the masses.87 Thus, nationalist elites must transmit their ideas to the

masses and make certain that the masses are inspired and willing to act on

these ideas. But, as mentioned earlier, while a nationalist elite must mobi-

lize the masses for nationalism to be successful, it is misleading to treat

nationalists within a state (or within an ethnic group) as a unitary actor.

Nationalists may disagree about the “Who is the nation?” and “What terri-

tory does the nation have a right to control?” questions.
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Complete independence of an internationally recognized state is gener-

ally considered the ultimate nationalist goal. Yet some nationalists may be

content to settle for something short of independence, such as territorial

“autonomy.” After independence, nationalist elites may disagree about

whether the new state is indeed the national homeland or whether there is

more territory to pursue, and they certainly may ‹ght over the appropri-

ateness of surrendering control over some of the territory of the new state

to an ethnic minority.

Even if contentions over territory are somehow resolved, nationalists

may argue over the membership boundaries of the nation. Some may want

a national identity based on ethnicity and strict rules for justifying ethnic

descent. Others may want to pitch the nation more broadly, with the entire

population of a former colony, for example, belonging to the nation and

deserving to control the new state as its own homeland.

Thus, the transmission of nationalism to the masses can involve a battle

between competing nationalist elites with competing visions of the nation

and of territorial control.88 In this book, the authors focus primarily on

these battles and on the transformation of nationalism after those favoring

independence have won. How do the ideas and movements of nationalism

change? How do nationalists maintain mass support when they have

achieved their ultimate goal? We know a great deal about the emergence of

nationalism in general and in particular cases. While there is a vast litera-

ture on the development of nationalism, this literature has not addressed

with the same vigor the question that is the topic of this book: what hap-

pens to nationalism after independence? We now turn to the answers to

that question in several postcolonial and postcommunist states. The chap-

ters that follow examine the development of nationalist ideas and move-

ments, the factors shaping these ideas and movements in the postindepen-

dence period, and the lessons of each particular case for our understanding

of nationalism after independence.
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2. Chinn and Kaiser point out that discussions of nation and nationalism portray
wider (dichotomized) splits in understanding of the concepts than is actually the case.
See Jeff Chinn and Robert Kaiser, Russians as the New Minority: Ethnicity and National-
ism in the Soviet Successor States (Boulder: Westview Press, 1996), chapter 2. I would
take this further, arguing that there is an emerging convergence among nationalism
scholars over meanings of the two terms.

3. See Shu-Yun Ma, “Nationalism: State-Building or State-Destroying?” Social Sci-
ence Journal 29, no. 3 (July 1992): 293–306.

4. This is not unusual. Smith, for example, also uses the word nation in his
de‹nition of nationalism. See Anthony Smith, National Identity (London: Penguin
Books, 1991), 73.
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political scientists, see Barrington, “ ‘Nation’ and ‘Nationalism.’” International rela-
tions scholars do better than most political scientists in keeping nation and state sepa-
rate, possibly because of the importance placed on the nature of states in the study of
international politics.

6. Ibid., 713. Nigerians, on the other hand, may comprise a nation, though one
could certainly question the degree to which a Nigerian national identity has taken hold
at the mass level.

7. Yael Tamir, “The Enigma of Nationalism,” World Politics 47, no. 3 (1995): 425.
8. See Walker Connor, “A Nation Is a Nation, Is a State, Is an Ethnic Group, Is a

. . . ,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 1, no. 4 (1978): 377–400. This emphasis on ethnic char-
acteristics leads Connor, in this same work (p. 381), to claim that Americans are “not a
nation in the pristine sense of the word.” Even Kaiser, whose book focuses on the essen-
tial role of territory in the development of national identity, leaves out the reference to
territory in his de‹nition of nation and, as a result, provides a de‹nition that, again, only
distinguishes itself from ethnic group by the reference to being “self-de‹ning.” For
Kaiser, a nation is “a self-de‹ning community of belonging and interest whose mem-
bers share a sense of common origins and a belief in a common destiny or future
together.” See Robert J. Kaiser, The Geography of Nationalism in Russia and the USSR
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 6.

9. Chinn and Kaiser, Russians as the New Minority, 19: “Nations thus may be
viewed as future-oriented, politicized, and territorialized ethnic groups whose members
seek to gain control over their destinies.”

10. John Hutchinson and Anthony Smith, “Introduction,” in Nationalism, ed. John
Hutchinson and Anthony Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 3–4.

11. Rupert Emerson, quoted in Walker Connor, Ethnonationalism: The Quest for
Understanding (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994), 112. Seton-Watson
similarly claims that a nation exists “when a signi‹cant number of people in a commu-
nity consider themselves to form a nation, or behave as if they formed one.” See Hugh
Seton-Watson, Nations and States (London: Methuen, 1977), 5.

12. E. J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), 8.

13. Ernest Renan, “Qu’est-ce qu’une nation?” in Nationalism, ed. John Hutchinson
and Anthony Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 17.

14. Joseph Stalin, “The Nation,” in Nationalism, ed. John Hutchinson and Anthony
Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 20.

15. Anthony Smith’s de‹nition is very close to that of Stalin. For Smith, the nation
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is a “named human population sharing an historic territory, common myths, and his-
torical memories, a mass public culture, a common economy and common legal rights
and duties for all members.” See Smith, National Identity, 14.

16. Hobsbawm, for example, mentions Stalin’s de‹nition and states that “all such
objective de‹nitions have failed.” See Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780,
5–6. Dan Smith has gone so far as to say that every element in Stalin’s de‹nition is “con-
testable.” See Dan Smith, “Reconciling Identities in Con›ict,” in Europe’s New Nation-
alism, ed. Richard Caplan and John Feffer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 200.

17. Geoff Eley and Ronald Suny, while taking a strongly subjectivist position, admit
that features such as territory, language, and culture provide the “raw materials” for
national identity, though they add that these characteristics themselves are contested:
“Culture is more often not what people share, but what they choose to ‹ght over.” See
Geoff Eley and Ronald Grigor Suny, “Introduction: From the Moment of Social History
to the Work of Cultural Representation,” in Becoming National, ed. Geoff Eley and
Ronald Grigor Suny (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996).

18. Kupchan proposes the idea that members of nations share an “imagery that
gives de‹nition to a unique and distinctive national grouping.” See Charles Kupchan,
“Introduction: Nationalism Resurgent,” in Nationalism and Nationalities in the New
Europe, ed. Charles Kupchan (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1995), 4.

19. Democracy, for example, is one of the most contested terms in political science.
Yet no serious scholar would propose that democracy exists any time people think their
political system is democratic.

20. See Kaiser, The Geography of Nationalism in Russia and the USSR, 10–11, how-
ever, for a discussion of the way that the national territory itself is also a subjective, con-
structed concept.

21. Ghia Nodia, “Nationalism and Democracy,” in Nationalism, Ethnic Con›ict, and
Democracy, ed. Larry Diamond and Marc F. Plattner (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1994), 11, italics in original.

22. Ernst Haas, “What Is Nationalism and Why Should We Study It?” International
Organization 40, no. 3 (1986): 726.

23. Barrington, “ ‘Nation’ and ‘Nationalism,’” 713.
24. As Schop›in puts it, “Nations may be de‹ned by various characteristics, but

crucial among them is their relationship to a particular territory and their claim to exer-
cise political control over that territory in the name of the nation.” See George
Schop›in, “Nationalism and Ethnicity in Europe, East and West,” in Nationalism and
Nationalities in the New Europe, ed. Charles Kupchan (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 1995), 38.
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