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EN 502: Contemporary Literary Theory–II 

Unit 97: Marxist and Postcolonial Theories 

Nation and Nationalism - 1 

Origin 

The idea of nation is relatively new even though it has managed to pervade our imagination so 

deeply and to signify a form of state so emphatically that we accept its presence unquestioningly.  

We tend to forget that it has not been ‘just there’. 

• The term was probably first used by the French philologist and historian Ernest Renan in 

1882 as he was addressing an audience at the Sorbonne in a lecture entitled ‘What is a 

nation?’ In the lecture he traced the historical beginning of the idea and stressed on the 

role of cultural memory and will on the formation of nation:   

Nations, understood in this way are a new feature in history. Antiquity 

knew them not; Egypt, China, ancient Chaleda were to no extent nations. 

There were flocks led by a son of the Sun or a son of Heaven. There were 

no Egyptian citizens, as there were no Chinese citizens. . . .  

A nation is a living soul, a spiritual principle. Two things which in truth 

are but one, constitute this soul, this spiritual principle. One is the past, the 

other in the present. One is the common possession of a rich heritage of 

memories; the other is the actual consent, the desire to live together, the 

will to preserve worthily the undivided inheritance which has been handed 

down (quoted in Nations and Identities: Classic Readings, P.164, 174). 

A Western Concept 

• The origin of the idea of nation is generally believed to be Western. This origin concurs 

with the rise of Western capitalism and industrialization. Imperial expansion has been 

closely rooted in the growth and maturation of the idea of nation.  

Imagined Community 

• The idea of nation needs to be understood essentially as fabrication, a kind of 

construction.  Ernest Gellner in his influential Nations and Nationalism has argued in 

favour of rejecting such myths which claim nations to be, “a natural, God-given way of 
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classifying men, … an inherent though long-delayed political destiny”. According to him: 

“Nations are not inscribed into the nature of things, they do not constitute a political 

version of the doctrine of natural kinds” (quoted in Nations and Identities: Classic 

Readings, P.300, 301). Benedict Anderson has also argued in the similar vein and the title 

of his seminal work on the subject has become a sort of catchphrase. According to him, 

“it is an imagined political community – and imagined as both inherently limited and 

sovereign” (Imagined Communities P.6).  He has given reasons why it is an imagined 

community: “It is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never 

know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of 

each lives the image of their communion” (Imagined Communities P.6).  Nation as a 

community is limited because, according to Anderson, “even the largest of them, 

encompassing perhaps a billion living human beings, has finite, if elastic, boundaries, 

beyond which lie other nations “(Imagined Communities P.7). As an idea that took its 

shape in the post-Enlightenment days, it is in a kind of opposition to any sort of 

hierarchical or dynastic or divinely ordained rule and is therefore, according to Anderson, 

“sovereign. Finally, it is imagined as a community, because, “regardless of the actual 

inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a 

deep, horizontal comradeship. Ultimately it is this fraternity that makes it possible . . . ” 

(Imagined Communities P.7). Here, one must take note of the subtle difference between 

Gellner’s use of the expression ‘fabrication’ which can be aligned with falsity whereas 

Anderson’s use of the word ‘imaginary’ which can be identified with an act of creation.  

• However, we need to keep in mind that nation as we understand today is a double faced 

idea. On the one hand, we have the nation-state, with its various institutions which keep 

the politico-economic system on. On the other hand, there is a more abstract notion of 

community sharing certain customs, ethos and comradeship.  Timothy Brennan has 

rightly pointed out the tendency among the scholars to gloss over it.  

As for the 'nation', it is both historically determined and general. As a 

term, it refers both to the modern nation-state and to something more 

ancient and nebulous — the 'natio' — a local community, domicile, 

family, condition of belonging. The distinction is often obscured by 
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nationalists who seek to place their own country in an 'immemorial past' 

where it's arbitrariness cannot be questioned.  

(Nation and Narration, P. 45) 

 

The Means/Processes of Imagining a Nation  

The sense of belonging which is a primary constituent of nation can be 

manufactured/forged/created/imagined by various means some of which are already present 

among a group of people and need to be acted upon in a particular way whereas some others 

need to be invented.  

• Individuals are made to witness the performance of various traditions, narratives, 

rituals and symbols to invoke a sense of belonging to a particular national 

collective. Hoisting of national flag, singing of a national anthem are such 

examples in which invented symbols play crucial role in bringing about a shared 

sense of belonging.  

• Invocation of the past and narratives of a particular form of history also 

contribute towards forging the idea of a nation. Certain events of past are ritually 

celebrated and thereby ingrained in the psyche of the individual. These also 

become part of the national tradition. Events fundamental to the past fortune and 

present identity of the nation are celebrated. For example: Independence Day (4 

July) in the United States, Guy Fawkes Night (5 November) in Britain, republic 

day (26 January) in India or Freedom Day (27 April) in South Africa. These 

defining moments from the past of the nation are reiterated time and again to 

bring about a sense of togetherness in the present. Individual figures from the past 

of the nation are celebrated as important agents in forming the present identity of 

the nation. For example, icons like Abraham Lincon and Mahatma Gandhi   are 

revered as father-figure of the nation in America and India respectively. However, 

with passage of time and change in ideological climate celebration of both past 

events and icons might alter their courses. For example, in the present day India 

one variety of nationalist history is being slowly replaced by another and the 
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celebration of icons like Vallabhbhai Patel is being done with equal fanfare to that 

of Gandhi.   

• Nationalist symbols of different varieties work as a unitary force as well as give 

a sense of possession to the individual. Mervyn Morris in an essay talked about 

the great enthusiasm of the British passengers, coming from the continent, when 

they see the chalk cliffs of Dover. To Morris the cliffs seemed nothing 

extraordinary. But for those Englishmen the cliffs were symbolic of something 

greater. It is the site which has memories of World War II associated with it and 

is, therefore, an important element of national imaginary. Other than that, this is 

also the site which gestures towards a land that belongs to the Englishmen, 

beyond which lies lands that do not belong to them. An idea of legitimate 

possession is thereby inherent in the view of the chalk cliffs: the land belongs to 

them and they belong to the land. Of course, this very idea of having a sense of 

possession over a piece of land and others not having that is one of the dangers 

that lurk beneath the notion of nation.  

• Anderson has also talked about language being an important factor in forging the 

national identity. He has argued about the role played a unitary language that, in 

spite of having variants, might be understood by the members of the imagined 

community. However, this principle set by Anderson is Eurocentric and also the 

idea of having one standard language is a very difficult one to put into praxis.  

• Anderson has also talked about the simultaneities of space and time in 

constructing the concept of a nation. He has given the example of realist novels in 

which many characters live and act simultaneously in a common space and time, 

even though many of them might never come face to face. So is the case with a 

nation where people share a common space and time even though they have no 

possibility of meeting physically. Newspaper is a good example to illustrate the 

point. Newspapers provide information on events that incidentally took place 

roughly within a span of twenty four hours and happened in places of interest of 

the members of the imagined community. For example, millions of people read in 

the morning newspaper about two accidents, one in the India and the other in 
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Netherlands. The first one would be of interest to many people who share a sense 

of belonging to a community imagined as the nation of India. 

• A sense of othering is also at work in the formation of national identity. Nations 

do have physical boundaries; people belonging to the land beyond and outside the 

borders are the ‘others’. As we have the ‘others’ who do not belong to the 

community, our sense of the community gets strengthened.  

 

And finally 

 

The idea of nation is fraught with problems; it has its inherent mechanism of selection, 

segregation and marginalization. The narrative of nation almost always thrives by 

keeping some members outside its fold and also by initiating a process of exploiting other 

communities in the form of imperialism, colonialism or some more subtle mechanism. 

These pitfalls of nationalism are to be kept in mind while one delves into the discourse of 

nationalism. 
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