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Introduction

Donald Sassoon

Eric Hobsbawm did not like nationalism. As he wrote in 1988 in a letter to a left-wing nationalist historian, ‘I remain in the curious position of disliking, distrusting, disapproving and fearing nationalism wherever it exists, perhaps even more than in the 1970s, but recognising its enormous force, which must be harnessed for progress if possible. And sometimes it is possible. We cannot let the right have the monopoly of the flag. Some things can be achieved by mobilising nationalist feelings . . . However, I cannot be a nationalist and neither, in theory, can any Marxist.’1

His anti-nationalism is not surprising. He was a Jew opposed to Zionism. He was British but born in Egypt in the year of the Russian Revolution. His grandfather was Polish. His mother was Viennese. His father was born in England. His parents married in Switzerland. His wife, Marlene, was born in Vienna and brought up in Manchester. He grew up in Vienna and Berlin, and was a boy in Germany when the Nazis took over – an experience that left an enduring impression. He wrote in his autobiography that Berlin made him a lifelong Marxist and communist, a political project which, he acknowledged, had utterly failed. ‘The dream of the October Revolution,’ he wrote, ‘is still there somewhere inside me . . . I have abandoned, nay rejected it, but it has not been obliterated.’2 It was not a happy childhood: his father died when he was twelve and his mother when he was fourteen.

It is almost as if the term ‘rootless cosmopolitan’ had been coined for him were it not for the fact that he was so very English in his mannerisms, albeit an Englishman with a command of five languages. With this kind of background it is not entirely unexpected that he should have looked at conventional wisdom (including conventional historiography) with a good deal of scepticism.

In this collection of Hobsbawm’s writing on nationalism, we see some of the critical historical insights he brings to bear on this contentious subject, which is more than ever relevant as we stand on the doorstep of an age when the internet and the globalization of capital threaten to blow away many national boundaries while, partly as a reaction, nationalism seems to reemerge with renewed strength.

Historians, he explained, ‘have a responsibility to historical facts in general, and for criticizing the politico-ideological abuse of history in particular’.3 He possessed, if I may use the expression, a powerful ‘bullshit’ detector – an essential tool in a profession where a critical mind is as important as wisdom and a wide knowledge. Hobsbawm had all of these.

There is little doubt that he took some pleasure (I can still see his mischievous smile) in pointing out that stuff peddled as ancient is actually quite recent: whether it is the festival of the Jocs Floral (Floral Games) re-established in Catalonia in 1859, with the theme of Patria, Fides, Amor (Country, Faith, Love), at a time when Catalan nationalism was not concerned with the linguistic question, or its Welsh equivalent, the eisteddfodau, revived in the same year while Welsh was not standardized until the twentieth century (‘Are All Tongues Equal?’ in this collection).

History challenges beliefs to an extent unequalled in other disciplines. To argue that the earth is not in the middle of the universe and that the sun does not go round it, or that our ancestors were apes, may be destabilizing for Abrahamic religions since the science appears to invalidate the accepted stories concerning the Creation, but, in our times, most religions have learned to put up with the science. In any case, for most (not all) people, whether the sun goes round the earth or the other way round is of no great importance. Life goes on. One’s identity is not threatened. But to be told, in the modern age, that is to say since the nineteenth century, that Italy or Germany are recently ‘invented’ nations; that Clovis, ‘the first Christian King of France’, was born in Belgium (which did not exist then) and did not speak French, and nor did Charlemagne; that Pakistan was ‘invented’ in the 1930s (Hobsbawm mentions with irony, and more than once, a popular book called Five Thousand Years of Pakistan written by the British archaeologist Mortimer Wheeler) may well be upsetting for those who have been taught such things at school and for whom a national identity is important, and, nowadays, identities, and not only national identities, are more important than ever.

He is equally scathing about Zionists who ‘skate lightly over the last 1800 years to get back to the last fighting inhabitants of Palestine’. People can identify as Jews even though they do not live in the territory, do not speak the same language, do not follow the same religious rituals (or any), do not have the same historical background or the same culture, etc. For him, ‘no serious historian of nations and nationalism can be a committed political nationalist’. And he doubted, for instance, that a Zionist could write ‘a genuinely serious history of the Jews’.4 Nationalists believe nations have been around since time immemorial. The business of historians is to refute such assertions.

The best historians have always been aware of the dangers of myth-making. Thucydides, in the first chapter of his History of the Peloponnesian War, wrote that, at a time of turmoil, ‘Old stories of occurrences handed down by tradition, but scantily confirmed by experience, suddenly ceased to be incredible.’

Hobsbawm too was perfectly aware of the power of history. He was fond of saying that there was a time when he thought, consolingly, that historians, unlike architects and civil engineers, could not cause disasters. He eventually recognized, as he admitted, that history, in the hands of nationalists, can kill more people than incompetent builders. Hence the responsibility which befalls the historian for, as he often wrote: ‘Historians are to nationalism what poppy-growers are to heroin addicts: we supply the essential raw material for the market.’ Or variants of this: ‘History is the raw material for nationalist or ethnic or fundamentalist ideologies, as poppies are the raw material for heroin addiction.’5

He would then add: ‘Nations without a past are contradictions in terms, for the past legitimizes. What makes a nation is the past, what justifies one nation against others is the past, and historians are the people who produce it. So my profession, which has always been mixed up in politics, becomes an essential component of nationalism. More so even than the ethnographers, philologists and other suppliers of ethnic and national services who have usually also been mobilized.’

This never led him to decry nationalism and patriotism as simply absurd. One can see the effort he made to understand the phenomenon (unlike so many on the left) reading a text he produced during the Falklands War. In an article published in the Communist Party journal Marxism Today (in this collection), he accepted that the Argentine claim on the islands, which led to their invasion in 1982, was absurd, since no Argentine ever lived there. Equally he noted that the British government cared very little for these islands and that, indeed, most British people had never heard of the Falklands until the Argentine invasion. But when it happened, many in the UK were genuinely outraged, displayed their patriotism, and sang ‘Rule, Britannia!’ rather than the official anthem, the non-nationalist but also non-democratic ‘God Save the Queen’ which implores God to ‘scatter her enemies’ and not our enemies, hoping that ‘long . . . may she defend our laws’ instead of hoping that we did the defending ourselves.

At the time, many on the left were appalled and even surprised by this outburst of British nationalism. Not Hobsbawm: ‘anyone on the left who was not aware of this grass-roots feeling, and that it was not a creation of the media . . . ought seriously to reconsider their capacity to assess politics’. And, as a historian, he reminded his readers that patriotism cannot be neglected, and that it should not be left to the right. Not approving of something does not entitle one not to try to understand it.

Hobsbawm’s starting point was the relatively recent construction of nationalism and of the idea of a nation. He regarded it (see The Age of Revolution) as mainly a European phenomenon. There was, in the nineteenth century, little nationalism in Latin America, and what existed was the work of patrician elites, while the Catholic masses remained passive, almost as much as the indigenous population. One could not to speak of a Colombian or Venezuelan consciousness, not in the first half of the nineteenth century and probably not until the twentieth century. Japan, however, was an exception: the Meiji Restoration of 1868, aimed at resisting European colonialism and building up Japan’s power, was the sign that the national problem had reached the Far East (The Age of Capital), though even there it was the work of the elites. To a large extent, nationalism outside Europe was a consequence of European imperial power.

There was, in the late eighteenth century, an American nationalism of a sort, but it had to do with freedom from England and has little in common with its current version. The Civil War was fought to preserve the unity of the nation. If the Southern secession had succeeded, muses Hobsbawm, it would have probably given rise ‘to a proud Southern Nation’.6

In Europe, nationalism was the product of the ‘dual revolutions’, the French Revolution and the British Industrial Revolution. Some, such as the historian Elie Kedourie (who defined nationalism as a political religion), suggested that the invention of nationalism could be traced back to German Enlightenment thinkers such as Immanuel Kant and Johann Gottlieb Fichte in response to Napoleon’s occupation of German territory. One’s identity as a ‘German’ before the unification of Germany, was, at best, cultural and linguistic (though most spoke a variety of German dialects). Thus German-speaking inhabitants of the Austro-Hungarian Empire may have thought of themselves as ‘German’ as well as Austrian and Catholic. Modern German identity was developed under Bismarck as a consequence of the wars against the Danes (1864), the Austrians (1866) and the French (1870), and the establishment of the German Reich. ‘True’ nationalists were dismayed since they regarded this as the Kleindeutschland (Lesser Germany) solution, much preferring Grossdeutschland (Greater Germany), which would have included all German speakers, including the Austrians. To demonstrate how recent is the birth of German nationalism, Hobsbawm chronicled the ceremonies held in German schools in 1895–6 for the twenty-fifth anniversary of German unification.7 Not so differently, American citizens, many of whom, by the end of the nineteenth century, had no common national identity, were ‘Americanized’ by a similar process of drumming into them rituals commemorating an America which had preceded them such as the 4th of July and Thanksgiving.

Nationalist ideas, however, grew more powerfully in the decades after the French Revolution. It was not necessarily a revolutionary movement: though, at the time, most nationalists tended to be members of the liberal elites. In fact, the continuing appeal of nationalism has been its adaptability. One could be, in Tsarist Russia, a reactionary, anti-modernizing Slavophile and, on that basis, a fervent supporter of a Holy Russia trying to keep the detested west at bay. Or one could be a revolutionary patriot whose goal was to relieve the suffering of ‘the people’ from reactionary and clerical rule, or liberate one’s motherland from foreign rule. In much of the nineteenth century, though, nationalism tended to be identified with liberalism. Then it became mainly associated with the patriotic right,8 and later in the twentieth century nationalism was far more a banner of the extreme right (fascism and Nazism being the most obvious examples), though communists in Spain and France in the 1930s also waved the national flag. During the Second World War left-wing resistance fighters fought the foreign occupiers in the name of the nation and treated those who collaborated with the Nazis as traitors. The absence of stable nationalist ideology continued after 1945: decolonization movements could be patriotic as well as socialist; Fidel Castro and Che Guevara fought the Cuban revolution under slogans such as patria o muerte as did, decades later, Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, who added the word socialismo.

In nineteenth-century century Europe, the ‘real’ people, i.e. prevalently those working on the land, were barely aware that they were Poles or Italians (or Irish, or Hungarian). The most traditional, backward or poorer sections of the population were the last to be captured by nationalism, though eventually they were be awakened by its growing cohorts, usually intellectuals, burghers and the lower gentry – in other words, the educated classes. These were the ones who, at least initially, constructed nationalism. Nationalism usually preceded the nation, a real or potential state, but there needed to be an ideological criterion for nationalism and, in mid-nineteenth-century Europe, this tended to be radical, liberal, democratic, even revolutionary.9 The Czech or Polish or Finnish or Irish nationalists did not want to return to some ancient monarchy or primitive state of affairs. Each felt themselves to be victims, be it of the English, or the Russians, or the Austrians. They felt themselves to be distinctive. Language mattered, but most Irish spoke English, many Finns spoke Swedish, few Italians spoke Italian. The main issue was that they felt they were victims, victims who blamed ‘the other’ for whatever predicament they were in. The hope that united them was the belief that matters would improve if only they were separate, autonomous, more independent (one can see how modern such feelings are, since they resurfaced during the 2016 Brexit referendum in the UK).

Nationalists in mid-nineteenth-century Europe wanted to be progressive and modern, however often they collected ancient myths and folk songs – ‘Myths and invention are essential to the politics of identity . . .’10 Italy and Germany had never existed as states, but German and Italian nationalists felt that to be modern, to be like the nations they envied (usually Great Britain and France), they needed to have their own country. Thus Hobsbawm distinguished between the ideology of nationalism and the ways this ideology was conscripted to serve a political purpose, namely the construction of a state that would be a ‘nation-state’. Such constructions required, eventually, the instruments of state institutions which could impose national uniformity: public employment, state schools teaching the ‘national’ language, a ‘national’ history and, often, national conscription.11 One can easily imagine a Sicilian peasant conscripted into the Italian army in 1915, barely aware of being Italian, speaking only a dialect, being given a uniform, ordered about in Italian (itself a Tuscan ‘dialect’) by a Piedmontese officer, and told to shoot, under the ‘national’ banner, at Austrian soldiers on an Alpine border he barely knew existed.

The dominant role in the construction of nationalism, however, was held by primary education. Between 1870 and 1914, Hobsbawm explained, the number of primary school teachers trebled in Sweden and increased by almost as many in Norway. The number of children in primary schools in the Netherlands doubled; in the UK it trebled. In France, primary education was made compulsory in 1882. Its function was not just to teach literacy and numeracy, but also national values: ‘be proud of your country’ was the educational basis of primary schools. It is still the desired aim of some: in Britain, Michael Gove, when Secretary of State for Education, bemoaned the lack of emphasis on Churchill, eminent Victorians and ‘Britain and her empire’ in the history curriculum. ‘This trashing of our past has to stop,’ he said, complaining that ‘the current approach we have to history denies children the opportunity to hear our island story’.12

The nation, however, is not purely constructed from above. It develops unevenly among social classes and regions. It must resonate with people who have something in common. Hobsbawm is reluctant to map out a rigid path, though he suggests that there often is an initial ‘cultural-literary-folkloric’ phase, one in which romantic intellectuals such as Johann Gottfried Herder are prominent. They are followed by a small band of enthusiastic nationalists with a distinct political programme of nation-building, people such as Adam Mickiewicz in Poland, Giuseppe Mazzini in Italy, Daniel O’Connell in Ireland and Lajos Kossuth in Hungary. By the 1890s, even within well-established nation-states we witness the growth of separatist national movements such as the Young Wales movement organized by David Lloyd George, the future Liberal Prime Minister, or the Basque National Party.

Paradoxically, at the time of its construction, that is to say in the nineteenth century, there is very little theoretical work on nationalism. A possible exception is John Stuart Mill, who in his Considerations on Representative Government offered a somewhat tautological but not inaccurate definition of nationalism: ‘A portion of mankind may be said to constitute a Nationality if they are united among themselves by common sympathies which do not exist between them and any others – which make them co-operate with each other more willingly than with other people, desire to be under the same government, and desire that it should be government by themselves or a portion of themselves exclusively.’ Of course, explains Mill, this works only for ‘civilized’ nations, and, it must be recognized, at the time he was writing, national identity existed mainly (though not exclusively) in Europe and North America.

Mill then added that the feeling of nationality may have various causes, such as ‘race and descent’, language, religion, a territory or a common foe. He added that ‘it is . . . a necessary condition of free institutions, that the boundaries of governments should coincide in the main with those of nationalities’. In other words: one nation, one state. That a nationalist is someone who thinks he or she is part of a nation was axiomatic for Mill, and though it is, as Hobsbawm writes, a ‘fuzzy concept’ and Mill’s is a somewhat circular argument, it provides only an a posteriori guide to what a nation is. It is a perfectly reasonable initial working assumption that all that is required for nationalism is that a ‘sufficiently large body of people . . . regard themselves as members of a nation’. If that happens, we have a nation. Something might unite them: living in the same region, speaking the same language, belonging to an equally indefinable ‘ethnic’ group, being persecuted by others. So far there is little that divides the Marxist Hobsbawm from the liberal Mill. But Mill added that ‘the strongest of all is identity of political antecedents; the possession of a national history’. For Hobsbawm (and for many historians) a national history is not a given: people can identify as members of a nation even though they do not live in the territory, do not speak the same language, or share the same culture.

The other major nineteenth-century British thinker who dealt with the question of nationalism (‘theorize’ would be too strong a word) was Lord Acton. Acton, a liberal Catholic, took issue with nationalists who sought to make the principle of nationalism the foundation of the construction of states. In the past, he explained, social unrest was aimed at returning to a previous state of affairs. Since the French Revolution, the masses wanted something new – a new world – and that was dangerous. The principle of nationality had ‘converted a dormant right into an aspiration and a sentiment into a political claim’ and had become ‘the most powerful auxiliary of revolution’.13

The one nineteenth-century theorist Hobsbawm identifies with, in a quote he repeats throughout his work on nationalism, is Ernest Renan, who in his famous 1882 lecture at the Sorbonne, Qu’est-ce qu’une nation? (‘What is a Nation?’) defined it as a ‘great solidarity constituted by the common understanding of the sacrifices made in the past and those to make in the future’. But this past, he added ominously, was often a constructed past for it assumed ‘oblivion’ (l’oubli), adding that ‘historical error is a crucial factor in the creation of a nation, which is why progress in historical studies often constitutes a threat to the nation’.14 Hobsbawm interpreted this to mean ‘getting history wrong is an essential part of being a nation’, adding that it was ‘the professional business of historians to dismantle such mythologies, unless they are content – and I am afraid national historians have often been – to be the servants of ideologists’.15

Renan had added that ‘the existence of a nation is like a daily plebiscite’, meaning that national unity must be constantly constructed and reconstructed. So though the nation is the work of an elite, without popular support it would be virtually impossible ever to develop a nation and a broad national consciousness. Of course, nationalists did not just want to celebrate a nation, a community which holds itself to be a nation, but they wanted the transmutation of a nation into a sovereign state, the idea being that the state embodied the people, something quite different from the states of old, embodied in a sovereign. The new sovereigns of the nineteenth century adorned themselves with the patina of popular legitimacy, thus while Queen Victoria was Queen of the United Kingdom and the Tsar was the Tsar of All Russias, Napoleon was the Empereur des Français, Leopold I was the first Roi des Belges, and George I of Greece (son of a German prince and born in Copenhagen) was styled King of the Hellenes. Nietzsche saw this quite clearly in 1881 when, alarmed at the conflation of state and people, he exclaimed in his Thus Spoke Zarathustra:


The state? What is that? Well then! Now open your ears, for now I shall speak to you of the death of peoples. The state is the coldest of all cold monsters. Coldly it lies, too; and this lie creeps from its mouth: ‘I, the state, am the people.’16



Others in the nineteenth century, such as Arthur Schopenhauer, decried nationalism without explaining it: ‘The cheapest sort of pride is national pride . . . every miserable fool who has nothing at all of which he can be proud adopts, as a last resource, pride in the nation to which he belongs.’17

The fact that nationalism, in the nineteenth century, was the prerogative of the educated classes does not to entail, explained Hobsbawm, that, in some cases, there existed feelings of belonging to something one might call a nation also among the popular classes. Russians, in the nineteenth century, regarded themselves as Russians, and this included many Ukrainians and Belorussians, today zealous defenders of their national identity. Many French ‘felt’ French, as did some of the English, but not yet the Italians. Such identities, however, owed much to territory or religion or language. One could think of oneself as German without aiming for a united Germany, just as one could think oneself a Yorkshireman without aiming for an independent Yorkshire, or regarding Yorkshire as a nation.

Apart from religion, the main identity, in pre-industrial societies, was largely confined to the village and the region (where people spoke a similar dialect). Migration, which increased dramatically in the course of the nineteenth century, still meant uprooting from one’s village or town, not from one’s country. Venetians who immigrated to the Americas in, say, 1880, might long to return to Venetia, but not to ‘Italy’ (a state established only in 1861). Italy would have been for them a relatively meaningless term, but, paradoxically, they would be regarded as ‘Italians’ by the locals because the distinction between Venetia and Italy would not be made in such distant lands.18 So our Venetians would become more ‘Italian’ overseas than if they had remained at home, though in this case their newly acquired ‘national’ consciousness would not be inspired or constructed by nationalists, but by ‘the others’, just as anti-Semitism might transform secular and non-observant Jews into ‘real’ Jews and perhaps even Zionists. A common enemy helps nationalists, but those in the Balkans who fought against the Ottoman Empire before the First World War were not fighting for a Yugoslav nation (which did not exist then) but against what they regarded as an oppressor. The same could be said about the Sikhs against the British of the East India Company in 1845 and 1846.

Rebellions by peasants against foreign rule could not be called nationalist, when those who fought were united only by the consciousness of oppression, by xenophobia (theirs or of others) and by attachment to ancient tradition, to their ‘true faith’ and a vague sense of ethnic identity.

The Greeks, perhaps, Hobsbawm concedes, were the exception to the rule in their struggle for independence in the 1820s. And because of this exception, a ‘brave’ (Christian) people fighting against the Muslims (Ottoman Turks) could also obtain the sympathies of philhellenes throughout Europe, including Shelley, Byron (who died in Greece), Leigh Hunt, Thomas Moore and Jeremy Bentham – even though the struggle of Greeks against Turks had as much a religious dimension as a national one.

Elsewhere, nationalism had little mass basis. The idea that there was strong ‘national’ feeling among, say, the Germans during the Napoleonic Wars was, in Hobsbawm’s view, ‘patriotic mythology’. The failure to realize that the people lacked the proper patriotic spirit is what caused the near-impossibility of mobilizing the peasantry around the idea of the nation throughout Europe. Take the case of Carlo Pisacane, an Italian patriot follower of Mazzini who, in 1857, sailed with twenty-four volunteers to Sapri in southern Italy, hoping to lead the locals against the authorities in what was then the Kingdom of Naples. Not only did Pisacane fail miserably but the local inhabitants, believing them to be bandits, overpowered the ‘invaders’ and killed Pisacane and most of his comrades.

Peasants could be mobilized against taxes, against landlords, against Jews, but not for the ‘fatherland’. Basque-speaking peasants remained unenthusiastic about Basque nationalism (the Basque National Party was founded only in 1894), which was largely an urban-based, middle-class movement.19 Romania came into being in stages largely because of the Congress of Berlin of 1878, but official history attributes a much greater role to Romanians themselves, though the Romanian peasantry was never propelled by nationalist spirit. When Romanian peasants revolted, as they did in 1907, it was because of their deteriorating economic conditions due, in part to the collapse of the international price for wheat at the end of the nineteenth century (in turn due to the far greater productivity of American wheat farmers). This peasant tax revolt, brutally repressed, took at first a specifically anti-Semitic form since a large proportion of estate farmers or arendas¸i (originally moneylenders who acquired land) were Jewish.20 Patriotism had very little to do with the revolt.

In what was regarded as the era of nationalism (which Hobsbawm sets at 1870–1914), relatively few new states emerged: Germany in 1870; Italy in 1861 (though further unification with Rome as capital took place in 1870, and the absorption of the South Tyrol and Trieste only after the First World War); then Montenegro, Bulgaria and Serbia, which became recognized as states in 1878; Romania, which became a fully fledged independent kingdom in 1881; and Norway, which separated from Sweden in 1905. None came into being because of a popular uprising or even a mass nationalist movement.

Nationalism may not have been much debated by liberal scholars in the nineteenth century, allegedly the century of nationalism, but it was not much debated by socialists either. Hobsbawm mentions some of the exceptions: Karl Kautsky, Rosa Luxemburg and, later, Otto Bauer. It was almost ignored by Marx and Engels (who, famously, had urged workers of all countries to unite), by Plekhanov and by Lenin. Stalin, it is true, wrote his unremarkable Marxism and the National Question (1913), in which he listed the characteristic features of a nation: a common language, a common territory, a common economic life and a common psychological make-up. Many pre-1913 ‘nations’ would have failed at least one of the tests, including Spain, Italy and Switzerland. On the whole, however, the left was ‘internationalist’ only in the sense of supporting those who fought for a cause it approved. Otherwise organizations such as the Second International and, later, the Communist International were based on states. Even revolutionary Russia recognized ‘nations’, and with the November 1917 Declaration of the Rights of the Peoples of Russia established, at least formally, the rights of the peoples of what was the Tsarist Empire to secede and form separate states – hence the constitution of Soviet republics in 1922 (they became fifteen in 1940 with the absorption of the three Baltic Republics and Moldavia).

The use of the term ‘nationalism’ increased throughout the twentieth century, reaching a temporary plateau during the Second World War – what Hobsbawm calls ‘the apogee of nationalism’. Writing in 1990, and hence before the current explosion of the term, he believed that nationalism had become less important, that it was no longer a global political programme as it had been in the nineteenth century. He believed, perhaps wrongly, that nation-states were on the retreat, and that they would be absorbed by the new supranational restructuring of the globe. He was perhaps over-optimistic when he concluded his Nations and Nationalism by assuming that the phenomenon of nationalism had passed its peak: ‘The owl of Minerva which brings wisdom, said Hegel, flies out at dusk. It is a good sign that it is now circling rounds nations and nationalism.’21 And he certainly did not and perhaps could not have envisaged in 1970 that the Welsh and Scottish nationalism he discussed somewhat dismissively would become so significant a few decades later (see the essay on the Celtic Fringe in this collection).

In the last two decades the uses of the term ‘nationalism’ has increased steeply with the rising tide of nationalist parties – almost in parallel with the growing use of the term ‘globalization’. As Hobsbawm wrote rather presciently, ‘The paradox of nationalism was that in forming its own nation it automatically created the counter-nationalism of those whom it now forced into the choice between assimilation and inferiority.’22 In the nineteenth century nationalism was mainly about uniting regions into larger states which were called nations. In the twentieth century, especially after 1945, the characteristic nationalist movements were no longer in favour of unification (as in Germany and Italy in the nineteenth century) but turned increasingly towards separation. The secessionist movement began with the break-up of nineteenth-century empires. The end of the Tsarist Empire gave birth to Poland, Finland and the three Baltic Republics; that of the Austro-Hungarian Empire to Austria, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and the Kingdom of the South Slavs (Yugoslavia after 1945); the Ottoman Empire was reduced to Turkey. The trend towards national secession continues to the present. Some have been successful: for instance Bangladesh from Pakistan, Kosovo from Serbia and South Sudan from Sudan; others (so far) failed – for instance Biafra, Katanga and Kurdistan. Following the break-up of the Soviet Union and of Yugoslavia more states were created, all assuming to be coterminous with nations, though the UK, Belgium and Spain, among others, have recognized ‘nations’ inside their borders (Scotland, Wales, Flanders, Wallonia, Catalonia, etc.) – nations which might secede, creating more states. Today the main international organization of states is called, misleadingly, the United Nations, but it is an organization of states (as Hobsbawm once said, one could not very well call it the United States . . .).

In the nineteenth century, Hobsbawm noted, there was a prejudice, even among nationalists, against the pulverization of states into mini-nations. Petty German principalities or Central American republics were jokes; ‘Balkanization’ was a term of abuse. Today states, however small, are regarded as quite viable.23 Many Austrians after 1918 did not think their small Alpine republic could be viable once it was separated from the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and were in favour of joining Germany. Few Austrians today would hold such views. And no one regards Singapore, with half the population of Moscow, as not viable. On the contrary, it is one of the richest states in the world.

Hobsbawm took on board Benedict Anderson’s remarkable Imagined Communities, where a nation is defined as:


. . . an imagined political community – and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign. 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 . . . [the nation] is imagined as a community, because, regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. Ultimately, it is this fraternity that makes it possible, over the past two centuries for so many millions of people, not so much to kill, as willing to die for such limited imaginings.24



Hobsbawm uses this to define modern states where, at least since the end of the nineteenth century, the inhabitants have imagined themselves (with considerable help from state institutions and political organizations) as being bonded together, by language, culture and ethnicity, as a homogeneous community – a standing invitation to get rid of ‘the others’ by ‘ethnic cleansing’. This is what makes the ‘concept of a single, exclusive, and unchanging ethnic or cultural or other identity a dangerous piece of brainwashing’.25 A single national language, he added, becomes significant only when ordinary citizens become of some importance. In pre-industrial societies, it did not matter which dialect a peasant spoke. A single language becomes important when there is a strong state, a bureaucracy, and a written language is established. This is why Turkey under the nationalist leader Kemal Atatürk adopted Roman script in 1929, even though Turkish had been written using Arabic script for centuries, and Romania changed its own script from Cyrillic to Roman only when it became a sovereign state in 1863.26 Vietnamese was once written in a variant of Chinese characters. The present Roman script was devised in the sixteenth century by missionaries hoping it would help them learn the language.

None of this mattered when the vast majority of the population was illiterate. National linguistic homogeneity in multi-ethnic and multi-lingual areas does not simply evolve, but is achieved by mass compulsion, expulsion, or genocide. As Hobsbawm explained, Poland, which in 1939 had a third of its population classified as non-Polish, became overwhelmingly Polish-speaking only because its German population was expelled to the west, its Lithuanian, Byelorussian and Ukrainian inhabitants were detached to form part of the USSR in the East, and its Yiddish-speaking Jewish population had been murdered by the Nazis. This is what made Poland into a relatively homogeneous nation speaking a single language.

The idea that there should be one language per nation is an ‘explosive’ factor, since it ignores the fact that it is historically quite normal for there to be different languages within the boundaries of a single state, as is the case today in many countries such as Belgium, Spain, Switzerland, Canada and India. Even Irish nationalists were not able to get the vast majority of Irish to speak Gaelic (the Gaelic League was founded only in 1893) and Zionist Jews started to use a language, Hebrew, that Jews had not used except for religious purposes, and even then the Hebrew word for ‘nationalism’ had to be invented.27 ‘Once again,’ Hobsbawm wrote, ‘Zionism provides the extreme example’ of a borrowed nationalist programme which had no precedent in, or organic connection with, the actual tradition that had given the Jewish people permanence, cohesion and an indestructible identity for some millennia.28 The key factor in establishing a national language was political power.

Even nineteenth-century European monarchs had to accept the principle of nationalism, although many of them did not entirely ‘belong’ to the nation they ruled. Queen Victoria’s children had a German father; Tsar Nicholas’s mother was Danish, his wife German; the first king of Greece came from Bavaria; Kaiser Wilhelm II’s mother was Queen Victoria’s daughter; Victor Emmanuel II, first king of Italy, had an Austrian mother, his son, Amedeo, became king of Spain, his daughter queen of Portugal and his grandson, King Victor Emmanuel III, married Elena of Montenegro. The European royal families were true cosmopolitans, ‘citizens of nowhere’. This continued until recently: Queen Elizabeth II’s husband, Prince Philip, was born in Corfu, his mother was a German princess (Alice of Battenberg) and his father, a member of the House of Schleswig-Holstein, was the son of King George I of Greece and Olga Constantinovna of the Russian Romanov family. This came to an end with the present British royal family: the four children of Queen Elizabeth II all married British people, though two of her grandchildren married foreigners (a Canadian and an American). Hobsbawm would probably find it even more ironic that, apart from what is left over from nineteenth-century aristocratic families, the one unmistakably cosmopolitan element in today’s world is not the internationalist left he had embraced in the 1930s, but international capitalism, free to roam the world at will, with Facebook having more ‘members’ than Islam or Catholicism and the internet uniting what, in the words of the Internationale, is the human race.
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