
1
National identity and the ‘great divide’

According to Tom Nairn, ‘the reason why the dispute between modernists and
primordialists is not resolved is because it is irresolvable’.1 This is because the
two approaches place different emphases on different aspects of identity
formation. Nairn described the so-called ‘Warwick debate’, between Anthony
Smith and Ernest Gellner, as a ‘courteous difference of emphasis’.2 He insisted
that the debate provided an inadequate set of approaches to the problem of
nation formation and that there appeared to be little prospect of progress.
Hence, ‘the old presuppositions of modernism are losing their hold; but no one
is quite sure what new ones will replace them’.3 The ‘great debate’ in nation-
alism studies, captured at Warwick, is one between so-called ‘primordialists’
and ‘modernists’. Put simply, primordialists argue that the nation derives
directly from a priori ethnic groups and is based on kinship ties and ancient
heritage. For their part, modernists insist that the nation is an entirely novel
form of identity and political organisation, which owes nothing to ethnic
heritage and everything to the modern dynamics of industrial capitalism. This
chapter provides a brief overview of the two positions but concludes that
primordialism and modernism, and the scope of the debate between them, fail
to offer a satisfactory account of the formation of national identity.

Primordialist approaches to national identity

The intellectual link that joins primordialists is the assertion that there was a
‘pre-nationalist’ period in which political, economic and cultural relationships
were not well enough defined, regulated or homogenised to be conducive to the
formation of national identity. Primordialists claim that the nation was not
therefore ‘imagined’ or constructed outside prior forms of social community
and neither was it a revolutionary or completely novel product of the march
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towards modernity. Instead, they argue that national identity is based directly
on previous forms of group identity and draws upon the myths, languages and
social practices of these pre-national groups.

Edward Shils and Clifford Geertz are often cited as the ‘fathers’ of the
primordialist school, though primrodialist thinking can be traced back to
Herder, Rousseau, and Weber. Shils and Geertz argued that ethnic groups were
the direct antecedents of nations. Edward Shils suggested that modern society
‘is held together by an infinity of personal attachments, moral obligations in
concrete contexts, professional and creative pride, individual ambition,
primordial affinities and a civil sense which is low in many, high in some, and
moderate in most persons’.4 Shils focused on immediate family groups and
tried to understand how primary group ties were bound together into larger
structures.5 He argued that large social groups are constituted by face-to-face
interaction. From here, they continue to expand through the enlargement and
joining together of primary groups to form ethnicities. The nation comes about
as a result of the amalgamation of ethnicities, which in turn, therefore, are the
amalgamation of family groups. Clifford Geertz shared Shils’ perspective to a
large extent, arguing that a primordial attachment is one that is based upon
social ‘givens’ such as language, religion, or particular social practices.6 Geertz
identified six forms of primordial tie which, when present, convert loose social
groups into nations. They were: assumed blood ties, race, language, region,
religion and custom.

Such approaches claimed parsimony but did so at the expense of accuracy.
They drew three criticisms from Anthony Smith. First, Smith asked how are we
to know who is genetically related when they are outside our own family?
Second, Smith insisted that this simplistic primordialist approach could not
account for the way that national identity unites distant strangers. Finally, he
argued, they failed to discriminate between social phenomena with differing
degrees of power, inclusiveness and complexity, and thus completely disregarded
epochal change.7

John Armstrong, Adrian Hastings and Joshua Fishman offered alternative
primordialist accounts. These writers all rejected the modernist claim that
nations were new, novel and revolutionary.8 They argued that nations and
national identities had existed in diverse times and places before the supposed
‘birth of nations’ in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Thus they insisted
that national identity existed before nationalism rather than being constructed
by it as modernists claim. They used historical study to show that pre-modern
social groups shared traits associated with national identity such as a vernacular
language and social rituals. The main problem with such an approach, however,
is that it is tempocentric. That is, such approaches create an illusion ‘in which
the “naturalized” and “reified” present is extrapolated backwards in time to
present all historical systems as “isomorphic”’.9

Anthony Smith and Walker Connor offered a more sophisticated brand of
primordialism. These writers often refer to themselves as ‘ethno-symbolists’
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rather than primordialists. Connor insisted that the important point that is
often overlooked when studying the nation is that it is not what is that is
important but rather what people believe it to be.10 It is important that subjects
believe there to be kinship ties between themselves and fellow members of the
same nation, and it is this emotional and non-rational belief that makes
national identity so important and nationalism such a potent political force.

The idea that national identity is a form of non-rational subjectivity that
defies empirical and historical debunking lies at the heart of Connor’s work.11

He makes the primordialist account of nation formation more sophisticated by
asserting that nations do not necessarily have a tangible essence that transcends
historical epochs.12 Connor used many examples to demonstrate cases where
the supposed tangible essences of nations, such as language or religion, have
changed, but the nation itself and the communal ties within it have persisted.
He argued that nations were held together by a ‘sense of kinship’, so that the
nation should be understood as ‘a group of people who feel that they are
ancestrally related’.13 Although he identifies a direct link between the nation and
an a priori social group, the relationship is understood as subjective rather than
necessarily actual.14

Like Connor, Anthony Smith argued that nations are predicated on an
ethnic core, which he labelled ethnie. He concurred with the idea that ethnies
were largely subjective social entities. However, Smith attempted to draw limits
on the extent to which the ethnie could be understood as being subjective. For
instance, in his consideration of Ernest Renan’s insight that a nation is ‘an
everyday plebiscite’, he observed that the idea that a nation was wholly
subjective could lead to any social group being described as a nation.15 The
cornerstone of Smith’s so-called ‘ethno-symbolist’ approach is a critique of the
modernist approach to national identity formation.16 Smith’s central argument
is that national identity derives from an ethnic core. This core has six character-
istics. They are: a collective proper name, a myth of common ancestry, shared
historical memories, one or more differentiating elements of common culture,
an association with a specific homeland, and a sense of solidarity for significant
sectors of the population.17 He argued that the most important of these are the
ones that refer to a shared historical memory, because ethnies are perpetuated
not by lines of physical descent but by a sense of continuity, shared history and
common destiny.18 For Smith, as for Connor, the durability of the ethnie lies not
in the cultural traits of the group but in the sharing of a historical memory that
is made all the more potent by being related to a specific territory. The shift
from ethnie to nation occurred with the perpetuation of three revolutions –
administrative, economic, and cultural. The local intelligentsia played a role in
mobilising a formerly passive community into a vernacular community that
acted as the main focus for the polity.19 As such, the nation is understood to be
both modern (in that the revolutions generally occurred in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries) and ‘deep-rooted’ (in that it is predicated upon a prior
ethnic core).
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Primordialist accounts of national identity formation therefore tend to take
one of three approaches:

• Nations are directly derived from prior social groups, which themselves
derive from family groups.

• Nations existed in pre-modern times and are therefore neither recent nor
novel.

• Nations are based on a well-rooted subjective belief of a shared history and
common destiny.

The limits of primordialism

The turn towards a greater focus on the subjective nature of national identity by
writers such as Connor and Smith saves the primordialist approach from
straightforward empirical debunking. Nevertheless, primordialism has been
attacked on many grounds. Benedict Anderson observed that it tended to
overlook the sharp historical discontinuities, discrepancies and contingencies
that lay hidden beneath dominant historical discourses about the continuity of
nations.20 History, he argued, is not characterised by continuity and progress
but by perpetual political struggle. John Breuilly challenged the idea that there
was even a subjective relationship between the nation and an a priori ethnic
group. He argued that national identity was initially a minority pastime
pursued by the intelligentsia and linguists that was ignored by the majority
peasantry.21 Moreover, he pointed out that national identity is a peculiar and
exclusionary form of identity that excludes the possibility of alternative and
overlapping identities, which according to Breuilly were a feature of pre-
national group identities. Within the Holy Roman Empire, for instance, it was
possible to be Catholic, German and Austrian without any conflict of identity.22

This goes against the focus on the development of a single identity that is at the
heart of primordialism. Likewise, far from being historically sensitive, primor-
dialism is based on tempocentrism because it utilises modern conceptions of
the nation and tries to find historical justifications for them, applying modern
concepts to the very different contexts of the past.23

A further set of criticisms focus on Smith and Connor’s insistence that the
links between nations and prior ethnic groups are subjective. First, neither
Smith nor Connor discusses how this subjectivity is formed and maintained.
For example, Smith argued that the modernist school is flawed because men
and women would surely not be prepared to die for a social construct. He failed
to explain, however, why men and women would be willing to die for an
(apparently) equally constructed and entirely modern form of subjectivity.
Second, primordialist methodology is overtly positivist. The histories of ethnic
groups are presumed to be ‘out there’ waiting to be studied, either to credit or
discredit the claims made by nationalists. Is it not rather the case that the
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histories are created by the historian’s own beliefs about the past? If the
historian looks for nations and national lineages in the historical record, they
are likely to be found. Finally, even primordialists who claim that the links
between past and present are subjective, tend wherever possible to draw
supposed ‘actual’ direct linkages between ethnic groups and nations.

Modernist approaches

According to Anthony Smith, the modernist account allows no room for the
nation in antiquity, since ‘for modernists, nations and nationalisms are the
products of the novel conditions of modernity’.24 Elie Kedourie coined the
defining phrase for modernists when he noted that ‘nationalism is a doctrine
invented in Europe at the beginning of the nineteenth century’.25 Kedourie’s
work focused on the generation and dissemination of the idea of the nation. For
Kedourie, this was a necessary and direct precursor to social groups taking on
the characteristics of a nation and behaving as if they were national groups. He
argued that the nation came into being once ideas of national identity and
enlightened self-determination were brought into public politics by the French
Revolution and spread across Europe by Napoleon’s army. The mobilisation of
national identity represented a sharp break from tribalism and opened up an
entirely novel process of social organisation.

The central strength of Kedourie’s thesis is that it relates to the history of
ideas, tracing the development of the idea of the nation in political philosophy.
However, this strength is also a weakness because Kedourie did not reveal
precisely how these ideas were mobilised. For example, he failed to explain why
the rhetoric of the French Revolution was more about the nation than, for
example, economic liberty, and why some ideas were mobilised while others
were not. Kedourie has also been criticised for locating the emergence of the
nation within a relatively narrow timeframe. Anthony Smith, for instance, argued
that Kedourie’s account ‘omits the much longer period of the gestation of
nationalism as language-and-symbolism, and as consciousness-and-aspiration’.26

Furthermore, Adrian Hastings detected a ‘derogatory’ approach to nationalism
and national identity. According to Hastings, Kedourie tended to ‘leave out a
central line of meaning and even to misunderstand or denigrate much of what
is most valuable in the European cultural and political achievement’.27 Finally,
Kedourie’s approach can be accused of being Eurocentric, a point underscored
by his opening assertion that nations were invented in Europe, which ignores
the development of national identities in places such as Japan.

Another group of modernists argue that rather than the idea of the nation
constituting the possibility of thinking about the modern, bureaucratic and
sovereign territorial state, the nation was itself constituted by the emergence of
the modern state. For instance, John Breuilly argued that ‘nationalism is a form
of politics’.28 He suggested that nationalist discourses are actually political
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movements through which people seek to attain state power.29 For Breuilly,
nationalism is meaningless if it is considered in isolation from the state, because
the modern state shaped the nationalist agenda and provided it with an
overarching objective – the possession of statehood.30

The closest Breuilly came to outlining an account of the emergence of a
national ‘order of things’ was a brief discussion of the transfer of political power
from monarchs to an enlarged political community. He suggested that the
driving force behind this transfer was the need to defend the monarch’s territory
against the rise of similar states, though this tautology is unconvincing.31 He
argued that political necessity dictated that the feudal system be replaced by a
system based upon nation-states. As such, the idea of the nation was directly
related to the institutions of state that sustained the monarchy. However, the
new political community eventually turned the nation against the monarch. So,
‘in this way the process which created the modern idea of the state in its earliest
form also gave rise to the political concept of the nation’.32 As the monarchy
began to penetrate more and more aspects of social life, the scope for conflict
increased and the idea of the nation began to mobilise the masses.

Breuilly’s most important insight was that the nation and the political
ideology of nationalism were constructed to fulfil the needs of political com-
munities who opposed the expanding role of the monarchy (the emerging
middle class). Paul Brass offered a similar account of the emergence of national
identity.33 Brass viewed national identity as the result of a process whereby elites
mobilised aspects of a social group’s culture or behaviour and attached new
meanings to them.34 They then used them as symbols to mobilise the group,
defend its interests and compete with other groups. For Breuilly and Brass,
therefore, the process of national identity formation should be seen as an
inherently political one.

The most consistently state-centric of the thinkers who insist that the
emergence of the nation was a direct consequence of the emergence of the
bureaucratic state is Anthony Giddens. Giddens based his analysis on Max
Weber’s notion that it is not possible to speak of the ‘nation’ as distinct from the
state because the two are necessary cohabitants in the political and social
organisations produced by modernity.35 Contrasting the nation-state with other
polities, Giddens argued that the contemporary state attempts to construct a
bordered homogeneity over its territory, which it is able to do by utilising the
extensive bureaucratic power that came with the industrial advances of early
modernity. He traced the emergence of the nation-state to three developments,
each related to the military. These were the technological development of arma-
ments, the amplification of military administrative power and the importance
of naval power in interconnecting the world.36 Giddens suggested that the nation
emerged out of the centralisation of bureaucratic power by the modern state,
which produced a homogenous education system, economic system and social
rituals, naturalising vernacular languages and producing forms of high culture
that legitimised the bureaucratic state and allowed it to function efficiently.37
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Paul James made two criticisms of Giddens’ approach, which could be
extended to the other modernists who focus on the role of the state.38 First, he
argued that this approach is both Eurocentric and historically contentious.
According to James, Giddens repeatedly argued that the increasing political
salience of national identity was caused by the administrative power of the
absolutist European state. However, James pointed to the example of Tokinawa’s
Japan, which exerted a high level of administrative control within a clearly
bordered entity prior to such developments in Europe. Second, he argued that
this account of national identity formation is too restrictive. It reduces the
nation to the product of a particular structure of political and military power.
An additional problem with Breuilly, Brass and (to a lesser extent) Giddens is
that they each failed to account for the changes in political or bureaucratic
power upon which, they claimed, the nation was predicated. A major tauto-
logical claim is used to explain the emergence and spread of the modern state
(the modern state developed because other modern states were developing).

A final group of modernist thinkers agree that the rise of the nation was
interdependent with the rise of the modern state. However, they account for
these political and social changes by reference to the social and economic
demands created by the industrial revolution. Benedict Anderson’s pioneering
work showed how the nation came to be ‘imagined’ and the strong ties of
sentimentality that were generated by this imagination. He began by arguing
that national identities emerged as a result of complex social interactions with
varying degrees of ‘self-consciousness’.39 Anderson understood the nation as an
imagined community, because ‘the members of even the smallest nation will
never know most of their fellow members … yet in the minds of each lives the
image of their communion’.40 To say that the nation is imagined is not to say
that it is ‘false’, ‘fabricated’ or ‘invented’. Rather, it is imagined in three ways.
First, it is imagined as limited because all nations have limits and none aspires to
incorporate mankind. Second, because the concept of the nation emerged
during the Enlightenment, the nation is imagined as being sovereign. Finally,
the nation is imagined as being a community able to command the highest levels
of commitment across the boundaries of socio-economic class. Not surprisingly,
Anderson’s thesis has been criticised by Anthony Smith.41 For Smith, Anderson’s
focus on literary texts, which emerged from his interest in print-capitalism,
meant that his thesis lacked a solid historiographical grounding and failed to
account for how particular nations emerged in specific times and places.

Within the same tradition of enquiry, the social and economic historian
Eric Hobsbawm offered an account of national identity formation, which held
that ‘the nation was one of many traditions “invented” by political elites in
order to legitimise their power in a century of revolution and democra-
tisation’.42 By an ‘invented tradition’ Hobsbawm meant:

A set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a
ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of
behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past. In
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fact, where possible, they normally attempt to establish continuity with a suitable
historic past.43

Hobsbawm’s ‘invented traditions’ are therefore considerably different from
Anderson’s ‘imagined communities’. Whereas Anderson was often at pains to
point out that to imagine is not necessarily to fabricate, Hobsbawm insisted that
an invented tradition ‘is largely fictitious’.44 Such traditions attempt to
legitimise themselves by appearing to be historically continuous and ‘ancient’,
when in fact they are anything but. As Hobsbawm pointed out in a rebuke to the
primordialists, ‘novelty is no less novel for being able to dress up easily as
antiquity’.45 The nation should therefore be seen as an invented tradition that
emerged as a response to the upheavals caused by modernity and the industrial
revolution.46

Hobsbawm began his account by identifying the problems encountered by
objective and subjective accounts. Objective accounts, which claim that a nation
is constituted by the existence of certain objective elements such as shared
language or shared cultural practices, are problematic because ‘only some
members of the large class of entities which fit such definitions can at any time
be described as “nations”’.47 On the other hand, subjective accounts, which
define nations by their members’ self-consciousness, are tautological according
to Hobsbawm. They could lead us to believe that any entity claiming to be a
nation could become one. As such, Hobsbawm insisted that both objective and
subjective accounts were potentially misleading. Following Ernest Gellner, he
argued that national identity and nationalism are inherently political terms and
that the nation is constructed through nationalism, rather than the other way
round.48 Alongside Anderson, Hobsbawm argued that the development of
industrial modes of communication (print-capitalism) made thinking about
the nation a viable popular activity, and from his own historical writings he
noted that it was impossible to speak of the nation outside the historical context
in which it emerged. All this meant that, for Hobsbawm, the key feature of the
nation was its modernity.

Hobsbawm argued that the principal factor driving the march towards a
‘national order of things’ was the imperative of economic transformation.49

Intellectuals in the nineteenth century and earlier extolled the virtues of large
states, and the idea of the nation came to be tied to the general expansion of
social groups that was necessitated by the technological transformations of that
period.50 However, the main problem that confronted Hobsbawm was that,
because he describes the nation as a fabrication, it is very difficult (if not impos-
sible) for him to explain why it is that the nation took such a hold on the
modern political imagination of the common people.

Ernest Gellner attempted to address this problem by offering a more
sophisticated and all-encompassing account of the emergence of the nation. For
Gellner, the nation is an idea that underpins the modern social imagination to
the extent that it is not possible to think of individuals existing outside the
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nation without strongly challenging the modern imagination.51 This is not an
inherent attribute of humanity. Rather, it is a contingency derived from the
socio-political demands of the industrial revolution. However, this contingency
presents itself as ‘natural’ or ‘obvious’, establishing what others may call a
reified ‘national order of things’.

Whereas for Kedourie the idea of the nation promoted homogenisation, for
Gellner ‘a homogeneity imposed by objective, inescapable imperatives [those of
modern industrial society] eventually appears on the surface in the form of
nationalism’.52 He argued that there were five stages of nationalism, the first
three of which accounted for the shift from pre-national social organisation to
the reification of the ‘national order of things’. The first stage was the dissolu-
tion of the medieval system and the replacement of the universal eschatological
order with a structure comprised of sovereign states, though in this early stage
there was no national relationship between ruler and ruled.53 During the second
stage, the functions of the state began to shift, with two new imperatives coming
to form an international moral order. The first imperative was the solidification
of the sovereign state. The second was the emerging ideas of the Enlightenment,
whereby the ‘people’ came to be seen as the ultimate repository of moral
authority. The third epoch saw the idea and practice of the ‘nation’ spread from
intellectual and political elites to the lower classes. This process was a direct
result of the urbanisation, spread of universal education and capitalist division
of labour that were made necessary by the industrial revolution. The demands
for occupational mobility and the increased technical sophistication of methods
of production required the use of common languages, codes and symbols.

The economic imperative was what led Gellner to argue that the nation did
not create social homogeneity but that instead it itself evolved from largely
economic demands for social homogeneity. Gellner emphasised the idea that
the nation and the modern state developed as responses to economic change.54

Viewed this way, the nation must be seen as a consequence of the social
ordering made necessary by the industrial revolution. This social order was
legitimised by what Gellner described as the predominance of ‘high cultures’.

Gellner’s discussion of ‘high cultures’ was important because it offered an
explanation of how the nation came to establish its own ‘order of things’. The
nation was constituted by both the will of the people and the dissemination of
‘high culture’ throughout the whole of society. In the pre-modern period, ‘high
culture’ was only accessible through certain mediums that were generally only
available to social elites. With the construction of the nation, ‘high culture’
began to pervade entire societies via vernacular languages and histories that
were accessed through new forms of education. The nation was formed through
the ‘fusion of will, culture and polity’, a fusion necessitated by the advent of
industrialism.55

Although Gellner offered a more sophisticated and multi-layered account
than Anderson and Hobsbawm who were tied to an essentially Marxist outlook,
several points of criticism have been made. First, Paul James argued that
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Gellner’s discussion of pre-agrarian society produced an ‘ethnocentric, elitist,
teleological, functionalist, idealist version of the great divide’.56 Second, Hobs-
bawm argued that Gellner’s analysis was inherently elite-centric and ‘top-down’.57

Third, although theoretically appealing, Gellner’s long historical sweep made
many parts of the study empirically problematic. For example, Miroslav Hroch
has created problems for the whole modernist school because he has convinc-
ingly argued that ideas about the nation and practices of nationalism actually
emerged in areas where industrialisation and modernisation were not taking
hold.58

Beyond the ‘great divide’

Primordialists argue that the nation is predicated on either actual ties or a
subjective belief in an a priori ethnic community. Modernists, however, insist
that the nation is an entirely novel form of social organisation, constructed
during the dramatic social transformations of the industrial revolution. Both
approaches offer unsatisfactory accounts. Primordialism fails to account for the
ways that nations arose within the wider sociological, religious, political and
economic transformations that accompanied the advent of industrialism and
modernity. It can also be criticised on empirical grounds because there are very
few direct historical connections between the ethnie and the nation. Primordial-
ists are only able to sustain their argument because they employ a problematic
teleological and tempocentric historiography. Their approach to history empha-
sises continuity over change and tends to overlook the radical transformations
that characterised the early modern period. They also tend to take contemporary
ideas about social formation and look for them in antiquity. Finally, primor-
dialists do not adequately address the question of how local identities are
transcribed on to the macro-level to form nations or why nations and
nationalism became the dominant mode of social organisation when they did.

The modernist side of the ‘great divide’ is also problematic. The argument
that national identity is entirely novel means that modernists need to amplify
the extent to which the national order of things is unprecedented. This,
however, leads them towards a teleological account as well, because they need to
account for why national identity as opposed to other forms of identity (such as
class) became predominant. Moreover, modernists fail to address the question
of how it was that something modern, socially constructed and – some argue –
fabricated was able to constitute the limit of political imagination to the extent
that the nation has done in modern times. This is particularly problematic given
that most modernists tend to place the emergence of nations within a short
timeframe of a century or so. Finally, modernism also employs shaky historio-
graphy. It is decidedly ethnocentric, ignoring pre-national Asian ‘nationalisms’
and the agrarian nationalism of non-industrial states.

The central problem with accounts that emerge from the ‘great divide’ is

MUP_Bellamy_02_Ch1 9/3/03, 9:1916

Alex J. Bellamy - 9781526137739
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:10:02AM

via free access



17N    ‘ ’

that they are mutually exclusive. Primordialists retain a degree of objectivity in
their ‘nation’, while for modernists the nation is wholly subjective. Primordialists
emphasise the role of continuity-over-change in history, while modernists
insist that history is better characterised as change-over-continuity. Neither of
these polemics offers an account that appreciates the complexities, discrepancies
and peculiarities of nation formation. It is because of this problem that recent
literature on the question has tended to move away from this debate and offer
accounts that are more nuanced and specific. The following chapter therefore
begins by considering alternative ways of thinking about the formation of
national identity that do not follow the terms of the ‘great debate’. It is from this
literature, I argue, that a useful framework for understanding the formation of
Croatian national identity in the 1990s can be developed.
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