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Re-imagining the nation

Some years before the ‘Warwick debate’, the journal Millennium held a
symposium entitled ‘re-imagining the nation’.1 In his introduction to the
volume, Adam Lerner suggested that ‘[t]he nation exists as much in people’s
minds as it does in the world’.2 By this, he seemed to be suggesting that the
nation could be viewed as real and constructed, primordial and modern. The
contributors to this collection agreed that the ‘great divide’ offered unsatis-
factory ways of understanding the formation of national identity and shared a
desire to ‘re-imagine’ the nation in ways that could build on the insights offered
by both sides of the divide. This chapter considers some of these new
approaches to the study of national identity formation and assesses how they
can be used to study the formation of Croatian national identity in the 1990s.

New approaches to national identity formation

Reflecting the growing dissatisfaction with earlier approaches to national
identity, Liisa Mallki, Michael Billig, Sarah Radcliffe and Sally Westwood have
offered alternative ways of thinking about nation formation that expose how
nations are continually produced and reproduced in human subjectivity. These
works reveal that the nation operates in ways that are often ‘unseen’ by grand
theories that tend to see nation formation as a process that culminates with the
creation of nation-state rather than as an on-going project that is reproduced
on a daily basis.

Liisa Malkki’s ‘ethnography of displacement in the national order of things’
is interesting because it combined a modernist view of the social world with an
approach that emphasises the importance of historical memory.3 As Malkki
explained, ‘the construction of a national past is a construction of history of a
particular kind; it is one that claims moral attachments to specific territories,

MUP_Bellamy_03_Ch2 9/3/03, 9:2020

Alex J. Bellamy - 9781526137739
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:10:04AM

via free access



21R-  

motherlands or homelands, and posits time-honored links between people,
polity and territory’.4 Much of Malkki’s study is concerned with the experiences
of refugees in Tanzania and how two groups in particular mediated their
problematic position in the ‘national order of things’. By referring to the
‘national order of things’, Malkki suggested that something that is quite recent
(the idea that human polities should be organised according to national
taxonomies) has been reified to the extent that it appears natural and ancient.
Malkki viewed the nation as the floor of a Foucauldian ‘regime of truth’. She
noted that the nation acts as ‘a powerful regime of classification’, an ‘apparently
commonsensical system of ordering and sorting people into national kinds and
types’.5 For Malkki, the nation operates as an absolute differentiator, which
makes certain collusions of people and territory appear natural and others
incommensurable.6

Malkki offered an interesting new insight into the nature of the nation’s
historical memory. Rather than seeing it as an emancipatory mode of social
action, Malkki argued that the historical memory of the nation operates in such
a way as to constrain social action by locating particularist and absolute
identities within particular and absolute social and spatial locations.7 The rest of
Malkki’s argument, which forms the backbone of her work, is an explanation of
how these narratives (‘mythico-histories’) are articulated as a response to parti-
cular sets of social circumstances and reproduced on a daily basis to produce
certain meanings on which people base their actions.8

In similar vein, Michael Billig’s study of ‘banal nationalism’ considered
how the nation is produced and reproduced by daily social practices.9 His
opening contention is that nationalism and the active reproduction of national
identity occurs constantly within all nation-states. His study focused on the
ways that polities are reproduced as national and their citizens as nationals.10

Billig sees nationalism as being far from an intermittent mood in established
nations or something exotic that exists on the periphery. Instead, it is ‘the
endemic condition’.11 His central question is, ‘why do people not forget their
nationality?’ He attempted to answer this question by insisting that ‘[I]n estab-
lished nations there is a continual “flagging”/“reminding” of nationhood.
Nationhood provides a continual background for political discourse, for cultural
products and even the structuring of newspapers’.12 Moreover, Billig identified
the ways in which political discourse assumes the existence of a ‘national’
audience.

Billig argued that much of the ‘flagging’ of the nation occurs in ways that go
unseen because the process of being reminded is so familiar. This constant
reminding is situated in the so-called ‘habits of social life’, which include
processes of thought and communication.13 The concept of banal nationalism is
exemplified by the difference between the waved and the unwaved flag. The
‘unwaved flag’ is so deeply embedded in subjective consciousness that it is both
seen and unseen. It goes unnoticed because it is so familiar. However, it remains
as important as the memorable activities of flag waving. Thus Billig focused on
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the mundane, taken-for-granted, day-to-day and forgotten level of social practice
where ideas of national identity are given material resonance.

Billig suggested that it is inappropriate to consider national identity as
merely one identity among many. Instead, he argued that it operates as a kind of
‘ideological consciousness’ that constitutes nations, national identities and
homelands, and reifies them in such a way as to make them appear ‘natural and
ancient’.14 This assertion, and the similar one made by Malkki, raised an
obvious objection from Anthony Smith. That is, how can the nation become
reified and operate as a powerful regime of truth if its ethnic heritage is denied?
Malkki’s study located these processes of reification within the specific social
setting of ‘refugeeness’ in Tanzania, and did not draw general conclusions
about the reification of the nation and its ‘order of things’. Billig, however, did
draw general insights, arguing that the practice of imagining the nation ‘must
be habitual or unimaginatively accomplished’.15 The process of imagining the
nation is not seen as one that exists externally to subjectivity or one that occurs
only in the process of forming the nation. Instead, it is something that is
constantly reproduced in all forms of social discourse on a daily basis and local
level. To support these claims, Billig detailed the ways in which assumptions
about the nation underlay popular, political and bureaucratic discourses to
reveal that ‘notions of nationhood are deeply embedded in contemporary ways
of thinking’.16

Billig called for students of national identity to ‘look and see the constant
flaggings of nationhood … often unnoticed, these flaggings are not hidden’.17

These flaggings do not exist in the grand narratives of intellectuals. Instead, they
reify the nation exactly because they operate within the local, day-to-day
experiences of people. However, Billig does not explain whether the constant
flagging of the nation is a conscious or subconscious activity. If it is a conscious
activity, then he needs to explain which social groups do the flagging, why, and
how it becomes reified in the imaginations of the (presumably) non-national
masses. If it is a subconscious process, Billig again has to suggest reasons why
the flagging takes place and how it becomes embedded in the popular imagina-
tion. Also, Billig does not explain how national identity came to be such a
fundamental form of identity that often appears to transcend local identities.

Sarah Radcliffe and Sally Westwood addressed the problem of the
relationship between the ‘big stories’ of national identity and the ‘small stories’
through which the nation is made apparent in local situations.18 They argued
that the process of nation formation has four components: imagining the
nation, embodying the nation, living in the nation and placing the nation. Only
once these four aspects are in place is it possible to reify the nation in the lived
experiences of individual subjects.

Radcliffe and Westwood argued that in newly forming nations the national
imagining ‘is the result of complex relationships between representations,
subjects, the media and identity’.19 Recalling Benedict Anderson’s focus on
‘print-capitalism’, they argued that in some situations literature can offer a
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‘gallery of representations’ that provides the nation with a history and
geography. The general relates to the local in the way that (national) represen-
tations come to be seen as common sense and enable the individual subject to
be located within a general schema of history and geography. This relationship
is not one-way, however. Instead, it can be understood as dialectic, as these
subjective interpretations of the nation are in turn transmitted from the parti-
cular back to the general. What is important is that abstract ideas of national
identity are ‘internalised’ in the day-to-day practices of subjects. It is in this way
that nations are given physical shape, though conversely it is also through these
processes that the meanings of national identity are constantly challenged and
reinterpreted.

The embodying of the nation is the process of reifying and substantiating
the idea of the nation within the imagination of individual subjects. Radcliffe
and Westwood noted that most studies of national identity locate this process
within the modern bureaucratic state because, ‘[A]s a modern regime of power,
the state utilizes a series of mechanisms of normalization that come to rest on
the body and through which power relations are produced and channeled.
Individual subjects are then constituted in and through the relations of power
and the discourses produced by it.’20 The state comes to be seen as the embodi-
ment of the imagined nation in such a way that the technologies of power it
utilises actually creates national subjectivity at the local level. Departing from
Malkki and Billig, Radcliffe and Westwood argued that bureaucratic attempts
to ‘fix’ subjective national identities come up against competing forms of
experiences and identity and that in the locale there are ‘cross-cutting identities’
that succeed in subverting the national imagination.21 This suggests that studies
of national identity formation should consider the ‘multi-dimensional agency
and self-consciousness’ of subjects.22 The importance of the small story of the
nation emerges because ‘a nation is thus a component in each individual’s self-
and other- awareness’.23 The nation comes to mean many things, depending on
how national imagery and discourses are translated, the other forms of identity
with which it intersects, and the social settings in which these processes take
place.

Building on this idea, Radcliffe and Westwood suggested that the ‘living
nation’ should be seen as a wide and multi-dimensional category, since ‘national
identities can mean different things to different people even within the same
nation’.24 They raised the question of what constitutes the nation and suggested
that it is essentially a relationship between a people and a territory, though the
exact nature of that relationship is open to interpretation.25 Finally, therefore,
the question of place and nation is raised. The people–place nexus permits the
drawing of the national limit (the sovereign nation) that is so important to
Benedict Anderson’s theory. Furthermore, this nexus enables the transition of
the nation from the discursive to the material in local and specific circum-
stances. Thus, ‘everyday practices produce and reproduce national identities in
a variety of sites from the home and neighbourhood to the workplace and
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public sphere. Rather than being merely narrations, national identities and
nations are embedded in the material and imaginative spatialities of collective
and individual subjects.’26

This quote neatly summarises these new approaches to national identity
formation. National identity is not about ancient ethnic re-awakening or the
construction of grand narratives of nationalism designed to suit the instru-
mental needs of capital. Instead, it should be seen as a complex relationship
between different factors that are manifested at a local level and impact upon
individual subjects. In these new approaches to national identity formation, the
nation is viewed as constantly reproduced, ‘flagged’ and translated in ways that
often go unseen.

There is therefore a growing disquiet with approaches that emerge from the
‘great divide’. There is a widespread view that general theories of nation
formation tell us little about specific cases because of their generality. As David
McCrone pointed out, this means that, ‘no single universal theory of nation-
alism is possible’, because, ‘as the historical record is so diverse, so too must be
our concepts’.27 There is also a widespread view that primordialism and
modernism are historically naive because neither fully appreciates the extent to
which continuity and discontinuity overlap. There is therefore a substantial
middle ground between these two positions that has been identified by recent
literature. To say, as Smith does, that nations emerged from prior ethnies is not
necessarily to deny the importance of the transformative changes of modernity.
Likewise, to argue that a nation is a socially constructed product of modernity is
not necessarily to argue that it is an ‘invented tradition’ that marks a sharp
break from the past. Finally, there is a concern that approaches to nationalism
and national identity operate at too high a level of abstraction and thus fail to
account for the nation as an integral part of the local, day-to-day, material
experiences of people. The pertinence of national identity in the modern social
imagination can only be accounted for by locating it at the nexus of the abstract
and the everyday.

The approaches spawned by this disquiet reveal broader ways of under-
standing nation formation. What becomes apparent is that there is no one
particular account of nationalism and national identity that either explains
specific instances or helps us understand the phenomenon of nation-ness itself.
Instead, as David McCrone and Paul James pointed out, the nation is constituted
at the intersection of many competing discourses and material factors. The
nation is not perpetuated at levels of high social abstraction, but in the ways that
‘big stories’ are manifested in the meanings given to local, particular and
contingent actions that occur at the day-to-day level. This view of the nation is
altogether more complex than the other accounts, and the contradictions
within these ‘re-imagined’ accounts only serve to highlight the contradictions
in national identity itself.
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Towards a theory of abstract community

Paul James has carried out perhaps the most substantive ‘re-imagining’ of the
nation in the recent times.28 He attempted to overcome the ‘great divide’ by
insisting that primordialist and modernist accounts could be synthesised.
Underlying his consideration of writers from Marx and Weber, to Gellner and
Giddens is the view that ‘nation-states in general depend for their nationalized,
concrete awesomeness upon intersecting levels of integration, framed by the
most abstract level but never in a way that can resolve the contradictions of that
intersection’.29

James sees the formation of national identity as resulting from a number of
intersections at different levels. He argued that traditional approaches to nation
formation are guilty of ‘treating social life as if it were constituted on one plane’.30

He uses this idea to claim that other theories of national identity formation
reduce complex processes of social formation to a single dominant ontology.
The result of such ontological reductionism is that:

There may still be recognition by those same theorists that social life is conducted
along different time–space extensions, from face-to-face interactions to more dis-
embodied interactions mediated through the electronic media, but the actuality of
constitutively different human natures formed across different societies, and the
possibility of contradictory subjectivities formed within the same society or the
same person, are often either disregarded or relegated to the realm of psycho-
analysis.31

Thus, accounts that emerge from the ‘great divide’ operate at only one of many
possible levels. Furthermore, they negate the very possibility of talking about
ontological plurality by constructing such rigid theoretical schema.

James argued that the ‘great divide’ debate ought to be treated as a problem
in itself by students of nation formation. The problem is one of understanding
the emergence of nationality as the central focus of political organisation and
imagination without awarding ontological priority to its historiography. It is
important to avoid ontological prioritisation because although modernism has
successfully exposed the weaknesses of primordialism, this has led to a tendency
to lose sight ‘of the way in which social forms constitutive of the nation have
long-run continuities such as are exemplified in the medieval natio’.32 For
example, in criticising Nairn, Gellner and Giddens, James argued that they
failed to appreciate that prior to the nation-state there were ‘materially grounded
subjectivities’, which were able to take on the functions of an ‘imagined com-
munity’ by providing connections between strangers.33 James suggested that
historical or literary research reveals occasions of imagined attachment prior to
the advent of nations to a greater extent than modernists are willing to admit.34

Paul James introduced two new concepts to the study of nationalism and
national identity. The first is the concept of ‘continuity-in-discontinuity’.
According to James, this idea represents an attempt to find a ‘third way’
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between primordialism and modernism. It distinguishes between levels of
continuity and discontinuity and thus avoids the perception that they must be
mutually exclusive. Continuity-in-discontinuity is supported by the view that
there is no single ontology of the nation but rather that the nation is constituted
at a number of levels of abstraction. At the most material, or locale, level it is
possible to see a great deal of discontinuity, dislocation and change in the
meanings given to the political community. Viewing national identity forma-
tion from this level, the dominant theme appears to be that of constant change.
However, using another more abstract ontology makes it possible to ‘see’
historical continuities in processes of social formation.35 The relationship between
the different levels of abstraction and continuity-in-discontinuity is understood
by James as being one in which ‘both communities, drawing upon practices
constituted at a disembodied level of abstraction, “call upon” less abstract levels
to give their association a depth of meaning. Both communities connect strangers
in terms of affiliations expressed through a continuing but subordinate level of
face-to-face integration.’36

Within imagined communities there are simultaneous social processes that
are both continuous and changing, depending upon the level of abstraction
used. The greater the level of abstraction, the more the picture is one of
continuity-over-change. For James, the nation is constituted at the most
abstract level but is constantly reproduced, represented and reinterpreted at the
most local level in ways that cause cross-level contradictions. Other approaches
to national identity formation have attempted to reconcile these contradictions
by awarding ontological priority to one of the levels, causing the problems
outlined above. James argued that it is not necessary to reconcile these contra-
dictions. Instead, locating and understanding the contradictions is an essential
part of the study of national identity formation.

The idea that the nation results from a variety of social contradictions is
expressed in the oxymoronic concept of ‘abstract community’. According to
James, ‘the nation is an abstract community which only becomes possible
within a social formation constituted through the emerging dominance of rela-
tions of disembodied extension’.37 He moves from ‘imagination’ to ‘abstraction’
in order to emphasise that the processes he is describing are both material and
ideational, unlike Anderson’s ‘imagined communities’ which are essentially
constituted in the realm of ideas. The oxymoron is completed with ‘community’,
implying ‘direct relations of mutuality’, something which in turn implies spatial
presence in contradiction to the processes of abstraction that seek to move away
from such presence.38 James deliberately married ‘abstract’ and ‘community’ in
order to emphasise the contradictions of ‘continuity-in-discontinuity’ and the
ways that subjectivity both constitutes and is constituted by the abstract, and
therefore the way in which identities can appear to persist or change depending
on the ontology employed to study them.

Paul James explicitly argued that his insights do not constitute a new
research agenda for the study of national identity formation. Indeed, he argued
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that he should consider writing a second volume that is more richly historical in
nature.39 Although he raised many themes that enable us to move beyond the
‘great divide’, he did not suggest how these themes can be operationalised. If we
are to use James’ account of the formation of abstract communities to study
contemporary Croatian national identity, it is necessary therefore to elaborate
on these themes. For this, we need the work of Katherine Verdery.

Verdery accepted many of James’ insights, such as the problematisation of
the ‘great divide’, and offers a series of research questions that combine the
themes of continuity and change that are embedded in James’ work. All too
often, Verdery suggested, national identity is reified so that it appears no longer
to interact, compete, mould and be moulded by other forms of identity and
different social settings.40 Furthermore, even after the complex processes of its
formation, the nation continues to exist at more than one ontological level.
Verdery pointed out that ‘nations, like individuals, are thought to have identities,
often based in so-called national characters. National identity thus exists at two
levels: the individual’s sense of self as national, and the identity of the collective
whole in relation to others of the kind.’41 Verdery outlined three ways in which
previous accounts of national identity formation were fundamentally flawed
before briefly suggesting a series of research questions that can overcome the
problems and incorporate the ontological pluralism envisaged by James. The
first problem is that students of national identity should ‘explore which sense of
nation is apt to the context in question, rather than imposing a modern sense
on a medieval reality’.42 Second, a study of national identity should appreciate
that the nation can have multiple meanings. These divergences of meaning
occur not only when different social ontologies are employed but also when the
processes through which abstract ideas are internalised in the material experi-
ences of individual subjects. The third pitfall is that the nation should be seen as
both an ontological and epistemological problem. Verdery argued that scholars
who are interested in national identity should not ‘treat nations as actually
defined, for example, by culture, or descent, or history’.43 Instead, the student
should constantly question what function these terms are fulfilling and in what
context they are operating.

Verdery built upon these general criticisms to pose five questions that can
be used to inform a study of national identity formation. These are:

• What underlies the notion of identity?

• How do people become national?

• How variously is the nation symbolised?

• How can we understand the intersection of the nation with other social
operators?

• How does the dissolution of the nation-state affect the viability and
deployment of nation as a legitimating symbol in politics?44

We can discard the first and last of these questions because they are not
appropriate for this study. The first questions the notion of identity – an issue
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that was addressed in the previous chapter and above, and feeds into the
research questions that are explored in the following chapters. The last question
locates the nation within the dissolving late-modern nation-state, an issue that
is hardly appropriate for a study considering the formation of a new nation-
state like Croatia.

Croatia as an abstract community

What are the processes through which abstract ideas about the national
community become manifest in day-to-day social practices? This process is
described by Radcliffe and Westwood as ‘internalisation’. What are internalised
are the various narratives that nations tell themselves about who they are and
who others are.45 Paul James views nations as entities that are both abstract (in
terms of their size and the fact that most of its components will never know
most of its other components) and communities (in terms of the community-
like shared sentiment between national subjects). To understand how these
processes work within a contemporary case study it is first necessary to translate
James’ insights into a series of research questions.

The first question is, how do people become national? This question directs
us towards the ‘big stories’ of national histories that appear to permeate the
historical record by asking the questions that are addressed by innumerable
nationalists: where do we come from, and how do we differ from them? These
big stories mark one group out from others and make it possible to draw
boundaries between different nations. Moreover, they provide a set of frames
for national discourses. That is, these big stories or ‘frames’ shape what are
considered to be appropriate statements or claims about a particular nation and
provide a framework for the evaluation of such knowledge claims by the
broader society.46 Thus, claims about Croatian national identity in the 1990s
tended to be made and judged by reference to the frames provided by abstract
stories of national identity. Political entrepreneurs seek legitimacy and create
social resonance for their programmes by offering interpretations of these
abstract narratives, which of course over time change the frames themselves.
However, by themselves they tell us very little about what a nation is like and
how it is evolving.

The second question is, how is the nation symbolised? Another way of
understanding this question is to ask how intellectuals, politicians and others
attempt to give contemporary and material meaning to abstract ideas about
national identity. This question frames the nation as something ‘whose meaning
is never stable but shifts with the changing balance of social forces’.47 It raises the
issue of how national symbolism and rhetoric renders some things visible and
others invisible.48 It is through the rhetoric of the national self, as distinct from
another, that intellectuals, politicians and others attempt to provide the nation
with material meaning in contemporary contexts. This question highlights the
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competing claims that attempt to be internalised and suggests that for abstract
ideas about national identity to be properly internalised by individual subjects
they have to be first made intelligible and relevant to the contemporary context.

The third question addresses the context in which internalisation takes
place. It asks, how can we understand the intersection of the nation with other
social operators?49 It is based on the premise that the nation does not operate
within a social vacuum. Recalling Radcliffe and Westwood’s insights once
again, the nation is manifested in a host of identities and social situations, and
national and non-national identities are not mutually exclusive. National identity
forms at the intersection of a number of identities. While interpretations of
national identity impact upon and transform other identities and social practices,
these in turn impact upon understandings of the nation. It is therefore impor-
tant to locate national identity within a matrix that appreciates its relationship
with other social operators.

These other forms of identity, be they regional, linguistic, gender, or others,
affect the way that the nation is internalised by individual subjects and the
meanings given to national identity in everyday practices. The way that contem-
porary symbols and rhetoric are understood by subjects depends upon the
other identities, interests and loyalties that they hold. Furthermore, individual
subjects also hold their own interpretations of the abstract ideas of national
identity highlighted by Verdery’s first question. These interpretations are affected
by other non-national, transnational, and sub-national identities held by
subjects. This complex picture of the intersection of numerous identities at the
level of individual subjectivity is one of rapid change, conflict and disjuncture.
This is somewhat different to the picture of continuity discovered when
studying the abstract accounts of national identity covered by the first question.

These three questions suggest a way of approaching national identity that
incorporates Paul James’ complex ontology.50 The first of these is, how do
people become national? The second is, how is the nation symbolised? Finally,
how can we understand the intersection of the nation with other social operators?
In responding to each of these questions, Katherine Verdery suggested different
research agendas informed by different levels of analysis. What is important is
that this approach is interested in the intersections between these three levels of
abstraction and the ways that they relate to each other. It rejects outright the
idea that one level, such as day-to-day practice, should be prioritised. The
studies on Croatia that follow over the next four chapters are shaped by this
research agenda.

Chapter 3 poses the question, how do people become Croats? It is suggested
in this chapter that Croats understand themselves to be constituted by a
continuous history of shared statehood that can be traced back to the medieval
‘Triune Kingdom’ of Croatia. This chapter articulates the Croatian historical
narrative that is outlined in countless texts on the subject and shows how that
narrative has been used at different times to substantiate alternative concep-
tions of Croatian national identity. Later chapters ask how intellectuals and
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politicians make this historical narrative intelligible in contemporary Croatia.
As such, Chapter 4 asks, how is Croatian national identity expressed in
contemporary symbolism and rhetoric? This chapter considers four different
groups of accounts that were articulated in the 1990s and attempted either to
furnish abstract ideas of national identity with ideational, political and material
salience to secure support for particular nationalist or non-nationalist political
programmes, or (in the case of the dissident intellectuals) to expose the frailties
and inconsistencies of such programmes. Thus, these first two questions address
the way in which different ideas about national identity compete to be
internalised into the subjectivity of individuals. The final two chapters address
Verdery’s third question. They ask, how are competing ideas about Croatian
national identity manifested in different areas of social activity? They consider
how the processes of internalising national identity are affected by the social
contexts in which they take place. Chapters 5 and 6 focus on six areas of social
practice and consider the intersection of national identities with other social
practices, institutions and identities.
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