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Secondary Source:  Nationalism is the term we use to describe ideologies and movements that call for a nation—a people—to have popular freedom, sovereignty, and mastery of their own destiny. This may sound like an idea that would characterize any time and place in history, but in fact it is very specific to the modern era. This is because nationalism does not describe just any kind of shared community. It begins with a group of people who are believed to share a common history, language, and culture no matter what their social or economic class. This category was uniquely suited to societies that had been exposed to the eighteenth century ideas of Romanticism and the Enlightenment. Nationalism aspires to give this group political self-rule and cultural independence. This set of principles—identity, unity, autonomy—uniquely emerged in the eighteenth century, and has since become one of the most powerful forces in the modern world, for bad as well as good. 

Historians and social scientists looking at nationalism have studied it from many angles, but among the most important is the question “what are the causes of nationalism?” The first historians of nationalism began by asking how nationalism first developed in the eighteenth century Atlantic world. They wanted to understand the birth of large states with democratic or representative institutions such as the French Republic, the United States, and the independent states of Latin America. They point to the development of an educated and literate middle class that could share new ideas as one factor. These ideas especially appealed to a class of people—mainly merchants and professionals—who were increasingly important in Europe and European colonies in the Americas but were largely not in positions of power. Instead, they were still ruled by aristocrats and kings. . . . New technology helped, since the spread of printed pamphlets and later newspapers let them convey these ideas to large and widespread communities. . . . 

Ethnic nationalism was a powerful force for unifying a community, but it also had a dark side, because it could easily turn to the persecution of minorities such as Jews and Gypsies who were not considered part of the ethnic nation. After the First World War, ethnic nationalism helped to create a case for the creation of many of the small states of Eastern Europe, including Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Romania.

The usefulness of nationalism in throwing off foreign rule also inspired many leaders in Asia and Africa who wanted to end colonial rule following the Second World War. The problems faced by these leaders included not only the power of the modern empires that ruled them but also the diversity of the populations within each colony. In Africa especially, the European powers had created colonies that bore no real relationship to ethnic or linguistic identity. Many colonies contained numerous ethnic groups, and some ethnic communities were divided among several colonies. This division and diversity helped Europeans to retain power because it made it difficult for Africans to unify within a colony. Congolese independence leader Patrice Lumumba recognized this when he said “These divisions, which the colonial powers have always exploited the better to dominate us, have played an important role… in Africa’s suicide.” Lumumba and other of these leaders saw nationalism as a way to create the unity needed to overcome these divisions, and so they promoted the idea of the “Nigerian nation” or the “Congolese nation” where it had not previously existed. They adopted many of the strategies of earlier nationalists, but focused their message of unity on the shared suffering experienced under colonialism as a way to bind people of different languages and ethnic groups together. . . .

As you can see, nationalism has historically helped to liberate people from rule by aristocrats or foreign rulers, but it also has many pitfalls. It can unify people to create political change, but also divide them and lead to the persecution of minorities, war, and ethnic strife. Because nationalism remains a powerful force in both regards, it is important that we study its history. Thinking about the causes of nationalism, especially, can give us a deeper understanding of its origins and the way it operates.

