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Ethnic and
Religious Roots

An enquiry into the origins and forms of nations involves two differ-
ent kinds of question. The first is sociological. Here we want to know
under what conditions a nation comes into being, and how it is con-
stituted. This calls for an investigation into the basic social, cultural,
and political processes required for nations to come into being. The
second question is historical: tracing the social and cultural “geneal-
ogy” of different forms of nations, by enquiring as to when and how
the historical forms of human community which we term nations
emerged, what were their specific types, and what were the factors
that shaped their distinctive characters.

In this chapter, I shall explore the category of the nation in terms
of the social and symbolic processes in the making of nations, par-
ticularly their ethnic and political roots and their cultural resources. In
the following chapters, I shall consider some issues that arise in trying
to ascertain the cultural foundations, traditions, and “genecalogies” of
different forms of the nation, as these are reflected in the historical
record.

Social Processes of Nation Formation

A sociological enquiry into the origins and forms of nations must start
by considering two issues: the various kinds of human community and
collective cultural and /or politcal identity, of which the nation con-
stitutes one category; and the basic social and symbolic processes that
underlie the formation of different types of nations.
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In the last chapter I mentioned tribal confederations, religious
communities, and ethnic commumities as forms of collective cultural
identities, and city-states, kingdoms, and empires as forms of collec-
uve political identitics. Now, while city-states and kingdoms have played
important roles in the formation of nations and, more particularly, in
the later rise and character of the ideologies of nationalism, it is, in
the first place, to ethnic and ethnoreligious communities that we must
look for the origins of many nations and the persistence of their national
identitics. Even those nations forged mainly on the basis of collective
political identities have needed some kind of cultural underpinning
of myth, memory, symbol, and tradition in order to crcate a deeper
unity among their often diverse peoples, and these are often to be dis-
covered in the cultural resources of ethnies or ethnic communities. Hence,
I will start with the relationship between ethnic communities and
nations, and then examine the role of some basic social and symbolic
processes and cultural resources of national identity.

For most modernists, ethnic ties and identities play little or no role
in a theory of nations and nationalism. In part, this reflects a desire
not to confuse an already complex issue with further uncertainties,
nsofar as terms like “ethnic” and “cthnicity” have been used in very
different ways. Ethnicity cannot be regarded, any more than nation-
hood, as a social and cultural given or “fixture of history.” Ethnic com-
munities are, after all, formed through processes of ethnogenesis,
such as the unification of smaller ethnic categories and networks, the
effects of conquest and colonization on pre-existing cultural categories,
and the activities of educated strata, especially missionaries and intel-
lectuals, in providing ethnic categories with “their” shared codes and
symbols. Moreover, external factors play a large part in the subsequent
crystallization of ethnic communities and networks. Perhaps the most
salient of these factors has been the impact of protracted interstate
wars, which not only sharpen the boundaries between states and their
respective communities, but also mobilize and bring together mem-
bers of different ethnic strata, and provide the stuff of heroic myths
and potent memories. Other factors which help to shape ethnic com-
munities include the impact of organized religion, and more especially
the activities of the clergy in keeping records, performing rituals, and
creating and disseminating a sacred canon of texts; and the competi-
tion between different kinds of elites ~ political, religious, economic,
educational, and so on — over the significance and possession of
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symbolic traditions and cultural resources, as well as, of course, over
organizational and material resources. (1)

Yet, however important in themselves, none of these considerations
invalidates the pressing need to examine the pivotal relationship
between ethnic communities and nations. For, without an attempt to
grasp the nature of cthnic ties and their relationship with nations, our
understanding of nations and nationalism will remain mired in the prob-
lems of modernism which T enumerated in the previous chapter, notably
the arbitrary restrictiveness and unaddressed cthnocentrism at its heart

We can, I think, reduce some of the uncertainty over the concept of
cthnicity by distinguishing two current usages, the one narrow, the
other broad. The narrow usage focuses on descent, actual or presumed,
and translates “ethnic” as “descent-based.” The broad usage, while it
includes a myth of common ancestry (presumed as opposed to actual
descent, felt rather than biological tics), stresses other shared cultural
clements — of language, religion, customs, and the like. Here, I shall
be adopting a broad usage, one in which “cthnic” is understood as
more akin to “ethnocultural.” (2)

The key concept for an understanding of the origins of nations is
that of the ethnic community, or ethnie (to adopt the French term).
By no means all ethnic identities are of this type. On the contrary,
probably the most numerous type can be termed ethmic caitegories. These
are constructs, often of outsiders, who group together certain popu-
lations in terms of shared cultural characteristics, usually of language,
customs, or religious practices. They are generally fluid and shifting
clusters of populations with an oral culture. Members of these cat-
egories share certain elements of common culture and perhaps a par-
ticular terrain, but they may possess no collective Droper name, no
myth of common descent and no shared memories, and little or no
sense of solidarity. On the other hand, more elaborate groupings which
we may term, adapting the work of Handelman and Eriksen, ethwic
associations or ethnic networks, however divided in social terms, dis-
play patterns of shared activities and relations; they also tend to have
a collective name, a myth of common ancestry, and some degree of
solidarity, at least among the elites. Finally, there are the full-blown
ethnic communities or ethnies whose members, over and above these
characteristics, are united by shared memories and traditions, often
textual, and who may display considerable solidarity, at least among
the elites. Such ethnies can be defined, ideal-typically, as named and
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self-defined human populations with myths of common origins, shared
Instorical memories, elements of common culture, and o measure Qq eth-
nic solidarity. Once formed, they tend to be resilient and persistent,
even if they are not as stable and homogeneous as their leaders tend
to portray them, since here too the membership is stratified mh.a has
differential access to scarce resources, material as well as symbolic. (3)

How are the categories of efbnie and nation related? A comparison
of their key ideal-typical features reveals a measure of overlap, but also
considerable divergences. In terms of shared features, in both etbnies
and nations we find a high degree of self-definition, including a col-
lective proper name, and even more important, a common m:.b.n_ or
heritage of shared memories, myths, symbols, values, and ﬁ.w&no.bm”
these include myths of origin and election, memories of migration
and heroic ages, and ideals and traditions of destiny and sacrifice. The
differences are even more marked. Members of ethnies usually have a
link, sometimes symbolic, with a specific territory to which they may
be attached and /or from which they believe they originate, but in other
cases many of their members may be scattered abroad. In contrast,
most members of nations occupy and reside in historic “homelands”
which possess recognized centers and clearly demarcated vocbam.n.nm
— lands which they claim to be “theirs” by right of indigenous origin
or history or both, and to whose “poetic landscapes” they consequently
become deeply attached. Second, while the members of sthnies share
one or more elements of culture, members of nations are united by
a distinctive public culture, that is, public rituals and symbolic codes,
which are disseminated across the territory from one or more centers
to the members of the community — a process that is usually spon-
sored by specialized religious, judicial, military, or educational elites,
and which can be found as much in stateless nations as in those which
possess their own states. And third, while we can often find some com-
mon customs among members of ethnies, the members of nations are
united both by shared customs and common laws, which are dissem-
inated across the homeland and increasingly observed by the mem-
bers of the community — a process usually promoted, if not initiated,
by religious and political elites through a single institutional frame-
work of custom and law. (4)

These similarities and differences suggest that, from cne angle,
we may regard nationhood as a specialized development of ethnicity,
and particular nations as territorialized and politicized developments
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of ethnies. This is not to suggest that we can always trace specific
historical nations back to one or more ethnies — let alone to “their”
anterior ethmnies, as nationalists would have us believe. Nevertheless,
as we shall see, the development of the key elements of ethnies, such
as self-definition, including collective naming, a myth of common ances-
try, the forging and transmission of historical memories, and the recog-
nition of elements of common culture (language, customs, religion,
etc.), are vital to the formation of nations. But that is only part of
the story. For the concept of the nation faces, as it were, in two direc-
tions — on the one hand, towards an ethnocultural self-definition and,
on the other hand, towards a territorial, legal, and political solidarity.
This is where collective political identities reveal (and have historically
exerted) their influence, notably through the example of the city-state
and the (ethnic) kingdom. The intense bonds and often face-to-face
relations found in city-states represent microcosms of the fervent loy-
alty and political solidarity sought by leaders of nations, and especially
by modern nationalists, with the examples of ancient Athens, Sparta,
and Rome serving to inspire a long line of patriot intellectuals from
the Renaissance to the French Revolution and beyond. Indeed, it has
sometimes appeared as though some large city-states like Athens and
Venice formed embryonic nations. Equally important has been the his-
torical model of the compact kingdom based on a dominant ezhnie,
as in late medieval and early modern France and England. As a result
of their territoriality and political framework, some nations may be
able to transcend their ethnocultural basis. How far this occurs in prac-
tice will depend on a variety of factors. Where such a trend is observ-
able, the nation may become a model of legal-political community, of
the kind that modernists have written into their ideal type of the civic-
territorial nation; and in a state which contains a number of ethnic
groups, the nation’s public culture may even become increasingly dis-
tant from that of its dominant ethnie, though rarely without severe
discord and strain. (5) u

Processes of Nation Formation
These considerations suggest that nations as historical communities
are both variable and subject to constant change. In the last chapter,
I presented a somewhat static picture of the nation as analytic
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category and ideal type. Here I want to correct this, by stressing the
processual character of nations. That is to say, nations as historical forms
of human community are often in flux, even where their names, sym-
bols, and boundaries persist, because they are the product of certain
social and symbolic processes.

What can we say about the principal processes in the formation of
nations? While they can appear in any period of history, there is noth-
ing determinate about them. As social processes, their operation is often
intermittent and reversible, depending as they usually do on human
action and subjective interpretation. Nevertheless, their development
and combination, and hence the formation of nations, though not con-
fined to specific historical epochs, are likely to occur only in definite
historical circumstances. These nation-forming processes include: self-
definition; the cultivation of symbolic clements; territorialization; the
rise of a distinctive public culture; and the standardization of laws
and customs.

Self-definition

While definition of the collectivity by others may mark out an ethnic
category, ethnic communities and nations require clear self-definition.
This includes the acquisition by a given population of a collective proper
pame by which the community is known and recognized by them-
selves and by others, and the identification of the members with that
named community and its symbols. This may begin negatively, as Walker
Connor argues, as a process of coming to know who and what they
are xof, in opposition to others near and far, from whom the com-
munity differentiates itself. However, it is only when the members begin
to know who they collectively are, and feel that they constitute a dis-
tinct named community, that one can speak of a process of growing
collective sclf-definition and identification; and this will come to fir-
nish one of the basic features in the ideal type of the nation.

We can discern such a process in both earlier and contemporary per-
iods. For example, while the Phoenicians were named by others such
as the Greeks with whom they traded, the ancient Greeks differenti-
ated themselves through the name of “Hellene” from Persians and
others whom they encountered. Similarly, the medieval English from
an early period distinguished themselves from and named (and were
named by) their neighbors, the Scots, Welsh, and Irish; while in the
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modern period, not only must all nations acquire a recognized name,
if they do not already have one, but the members of these nations
will differentiate themselves from self-designated groups of immigrants,
as the Italians have done with the Albanians and the Germans with
Turkish immigrants. In each case, a self-designating collective proper
name is a vital element in this process. (6)

If collective names are vital to ethnic and nationa! self-definition,
the lack of a recorded proper name may suggest an absence of a sense
of common cthnicity, let alone nationhcod. This seems to have been
the case among the French and Germans untl the twelfth or thir-
teenth centuries when designations like France and francais, and
deutsch, became more widespread among populations west and east
of the Rhine. (7)

Names are also essential to the exercise of power. Thus Roman gen-
erals and emperors like Caesar and Trajan felt it necessary to identify
the often fluid groupings of chiefs and their followers with ethnic names
which helped to map allies and enemies, and later to control the
“barbarian tribes” they subjugated. How far the groups in question
accepted this external nomenclature is unknown. A similar process took
place under modern colonial rule, when the European powers sought
to map the populations whose territories they had annexed, and tra-
ders, officials, and missionaries interpreted the different populations they
encountered in terms of European ethnic classifications, sometimes
accepting the categories and names given to them by the ruling
cthnic community in the colony, as occurred with the Baganda in British-
ruled Uganda. (8)

Cultivation of symbolic elements

The creation and cultivation of memories, symbols, myths, values, and
traditions define the unique cultural heritage of each ethnic commu-
nity and nation. For ethnies, a myth of origins is critical, but other
myths, memories, symbols, and traditions may accumulate over time
and mark out their cultural heritages from those of their neighbors,
above all, where a distinct sacred literature is handed down the gen-
erations. While the possession and cultivation of such a cultural her-
itage is a sime qua non of any nation in the eyes of nationalists, it is
equally to be found in various ethnic and ethnopolitical communities,
from ancient Egypt to carly medieval Russia. A good example is afforded
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by ancient Rome and its Latin League. Despite the mixed ethnic ori-
gins of early Rome under the kings, a sense of common Roman and
Latin ethnicity was forged through the wars with Samnites, Grecks,
and Etruscans. Perhaps the crucial moment was the encounter with
Magna Graecia in the third century Bc, and the great crisis of the Second
Punic War, when the Carthaginians under Hannibal crushed succes-
sive Roman armies in Italy. This was the period that saw the emer-
gence of an indigenous Latin literature in the plays of Plautus and
Terence, and the prose of Naevius and Ennius, as well as a distinctive
myth of austere Roman virtue epitomized in the stern figure of Cato
the Censor. As a result, the Romans possessed a dual myth of descent
— from Romulus, Remus, and the She-Wolf, and from Trojan Aeneas
and Latium — and a complement of symbols, traditions, and memor-
ies, testifying to Walker Connor’s argument that the belief in ances-
tral relatedness is the defining element of ethnicity, even where, as so
often, the lines of descent are fictive. (9)

Even today, the sense of ancestral relatedness may persist, surfac-
ing for example when waves of culturaily alien immigrants appear to
“threaten” the dominant ethnie of the nation and its traditional way
of life. If this is so, myths of descent may not have become obsolete,
even though they are less central to the definition of the community,
and represent only one among several sets of traditions, myths, and
memories which characterize the nation. (10)

Territorialization

A process of territorjalization of communitics can be observed
throughout history, and is not specific to ethmies or nations. The attach-
ment to specific places and the drawing of spatial boundaries to
designate “home” from “outside” are, nevertheless, processes that have
become characteristic of ethnicity, and more particularly nationhood.
In the form of “territorialization of memories,” they have proved
crucial to the creation of ethnoscapes and the emergence of nations.
One can see this particularly in the processes by which the memot-
ies and history of a community are linked to specific places, namely,
the “naturalization of community” and the “historicization of
nature.” (11)

In the first of these processes, ethnies become intrinsic parts of their
historic environments, perceived “natural outgrowths” of their terrains,
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and their monuments become “fixtures” of their landscapes and
reminders of the quasi-primeval antiquity of the community, as with
the pyramids of ancient Egypt or Mexico. In the second, nature itself
becomes historicized: the territory and habitat of the community become
inseparable from its history and culture, the place where its saints, heroes,
and sages lived and died, the arena of its historic crises and turning-
points, and the memorial of the heroic deeds of its ancestors. These
are processes that can be observed well before the advent of modern-
ity. We find examples in the records of the beauty of the country-
side around Rome recorded in the poetry of Horace and Virgil, in
the conception of the Garden of France which became increasingly
popular among late medieval French writers, in the shaping of the
Netherlands through their inhabitants’ encounters with the North Sea,
and in the early modern Swiss culogies of their Alpine landscapes. (12)

From the eighteenth century on, the territorialization of memories
and the cultivation of collective attachments to national landscapes
became more self-conscious and widespread. This was largely due to
Romanticism’s cult of Nature, and of the appropriate expression of
emotions in its presence, as with the growing fascination with the Alps.
The Romantics turned territory into poetic landscapes, and made it
a key component of the very conception of a nation. For nationalists,
the nation is nothing if not a community of territory, where land and
landscape provide both the “objective” and “subjective” bases — the
very groundwork — of a genuine national community. This meant that
the nation had to be unified and rendered compact within recognized
“natural” borders, even if in practice its borders remained ragged,; it
could then take its place as a legitimate member of an “inter-national
community” of nations. It could also be felt by its members to have
“grown from its own soil” — even if in fact most of its members {or
their forebears) had migrated to this soil from afar. The fact that so
many nationalists, for all their undoubted “inventions,” could build
on pre-existing attachments and memories made their task that much
easier. (13)

Rise of a distinctive public culture

By the term “public culture” I have in mind the creation of a system
of public rites, symbols, and ceremonies, on the one hand, and on
the other hand, the growth of distinctive public codes and literatures.
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Whereas for ethnies it is enough for the members to be distinguished
from outsiders by speaking a common language, observing different
customs, and worshipping native gods and goddesses, for nations such
shared cultural features must become common public property and
serve as specific criteria of cultural differentiation. They must become
part of a distinctive national public culture. Moreover, any regional
variations of dialect or worship must be subordinated to this ideolo-
gized public culture, or eradicated.

Of course, neither public rituals nor codes serve of themselves to
demarcate ethmies and nations from other collective cultural identities.
The performance of public rituals has been a feature of many soci-
eties from ancient Babylonia and Egypt to medieval France, Venice,
and Muscovy. Similarly, the development of distinctive public codes and
literatures can be found in many kinds of societies in the ancient
and medieval epochs, from ancient Athens to medieval Provence and
Florence. What this means for the formation of nations is that cul-
tural “materials” have been present for many centuries in different soci-
eties, but only under certain conditions and in certain cases, were they
“brought together” and combined with other processes to create the
strictly national type of human community.

In this respect, public rituals, ceremonies, and symbols are of
greater significance for the emergence of nations than vernacular
codes and literatures. The latter surface largely in the early modern
period, despite Adrian Hastings® arguments for the early medieval expres-
sion of both in England and its neighbors. For the most part, litera-
ture remains the preserve of a courtly or clerical elite, at least until
the early modern state “fixes” the language and its readership, and
print-capitalism disseminates its products to wider circles. In con-
trast, not only do public rituals, ceremonies, and symbols become
widespread at a much carlier date, they are perceived to be essential
for impressing on large segments of the population their common sense
of belonging to a wider political and cultural community, be it eth-
nic community, church, city-state, or kingdom, and of affirming its
vitality and legitimacy. Hence the importance attached to temple cer-
emonies like the New Year festivals in Mesopotamia, the Panathenaic
procession in Athens, and the Vestal rites in Rome; and the vari-
ous ceremonies that associated the monarchy with the Church in
medieval Europe, such as coronations, ritual entries into cities, and
funerals. Once again, these provided models for later nationalist
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rituals — of raising the flag, singing anthems, and celebrating national
holidays. (14)

As we shall see, distinctive public cultures play a pivotal role in the
rise of different historical kinds of nation, helping to form key ele-
ments in their shaping in successive periods. It is in large part
through the rituals, ceremonies, symbols, and codes of public cultures
that the main cultural legacies of antiquity have been able to forge
the distinctive traditions of national community and identity that I
will elaborate in chapter 4.

Standardization of laws and customs

In and of themselves, common legal systems and shared customs do
not mark out ehmies and nations from other kinds of collective
cultural or political identities. Long before the advent of modernity,
lawcodes were generally associated with city-states and empires, from
those of Urukagina and Hammurabi in Sumer and Babylon to the great
Roman and Byzantine lawcodes. Alternatively, they were the product
of great religious communities and their sacred texts, such as the Sharia
or canon law.

Nevertheless, processes of dissemination of customs and standard-
ization of laws and lawmaking have been crucial elements in the for-
mation of both ethnies and nations. Most ethnies, once their members
had acquired a written vernacular, boasted various compilations of cus-
toms, rituals, traditions, and laws, and these increasingly governed their
relationships, both among themselves and with outsiders. The links
between standardized lawmaking and nationhood have been even closer.
Nations might even be characterized, in part, as communities of law
and custom, with a sense of the common good and a set of recipro-
cal rights and duties for members. That is to say, even if the mem-
bership of the national community is limited, usually to adult males
or heads of families in premodern epochs, their relations with each
other and with outsiders are increasingly governed by common legal
institutions and public codes of common laws, shared customs, and
symbolic prescriptions which distinguish them from others. In fact,
law, custom, and ritual may demarcate the symbolic boundaries of
nations cven more clearly than the looser customs and traditions that
characterize ethnies. But no hard and fast dividing line can be drawn
between them. This is clearly illustrated by the centrality accorded to
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the Mosaic Law by the Jews for the definition of Jewishness in the
Second Temple period. (15)

More generally, we may say that the process by which ethnic com-
munities come to be governed by increasingly standardized lawcodes
and uniform legal institutions is crucial for the formation of nations,
for it provides a “roof” of unity and a sense of social solidarity
through shared norms and the recognition of common rights and duties
for the members of the community. It is true that, for the most part,
this process took place under the aegis of a state, however rudiment-
ary, usually that of an ethnic kingdom or principality. Nevertheless,
we also find complex lawcodes and legal institutions being maintained,
if not generated, in the absence of a state, for example, through com-
mon religious institutions evolved in a diaspora community, such
as was common among both Armenians and Jews throughout the
medieval epoch. These cases suggest the need to separate the processes
of lawmaking and shared customs from the purely political dimension,
and especially from the modern state, with which it is so often wont
to be associated by modernists. (16)

Cultural Sources of National Identity

So far, T have considered some of the social and symbolic processes
involved in the formation of nations. But how do national commu-
nities maintain themselves, and why are they often so durable? This
mvolves a consideration of the nature and strength of the sense of
national identity in a given population and the sources of the persistence
of nations by examining some of the nation’s key cultural resources.

For the members of a community, these cultural resources are much
more tangible and accessible than the general processes of the for-
mation of nations I outlined. They are more specific, and hence more
“usable” — and used, specifically, for political ends. These resources
can also be chosen by individuals and groups bent on active inter-
vention in the life of the nation, for example, by leaders secking to
revive the fortunes of the nation, or by clergy and intellectuals fash-
ioning new symbols and narratives of the nation. (17)

But, perhaps most significantly, some at least of these cultural
resources of natonal identity may become “sacred foundations” of the
nation, set apart, revered, and treated as canonical, through a process
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of sanctification of key social and symbolic elements - a. process in
turn often derived from, if not consciously modeled on, the processes
of sanctification which characterized eatlier religious traditions. For,
in premodern and prenationalist epochs, ethnicity is rarely separated
from religion. As a result, the cultural resources which can be used,
actively pursued, and sanctified by premodern ethnic or national
leaders and groups come with a clear religious aura which imbues
otherwise secular conceptions of the nation with a definite “sacred”
quality. Even in the modern era of nationalism, this sacred quality is
rarely absent; only here authenticity takes the place of religious
orthodoxy, and the cult of authenticity functions as the new core of
a “political religion of the people,” with its emblems and anthems,
feasts and ceremonies, such as was witnessed during the French
Revolution. (18)

That is why the coltural resources which maintain a sense of
national identity in a population may also be regarded as “sacred
foundations” of the nation, in the sense that they “underpin” the four
fundamental dimensions of nationhood: community; territory; history;
and destiny. Let me briefly consider these in turn.

Myths of origins and election

Two of the vital cultural resources that can be said to sustain the dimen-
sion of community in a population’s sense of national identity are myths
of origin and myths of ethnic election, and both highlight the dimen-
sion of community.

(1) Myths of origin. I have already touched on the importance of
these myths. The term itself covers a broad spectrum, ranging from
claborate cosmologies and creation myths to foundation myths and
myths of common ancestry. In ancient Egypt and Japan, for example,
myths of divine creation were bound up with the tales of origins of
a specific people, dynasty, and kingdom - tales that place the people
and their rulers at the center of the universe and which are often
the subject of periodic claboration by priests and intellectuals.
Alternatively, the myth of creation may be chronologically separated
from that of the origin of the people, as Hesiod’s Theagony and the
first eleven chapters of the Book of Genesis testify. (19)

Foundation myths, on the other hand, are commonly associated with
cities and city-states. One recalls, for example, the myth of the contest
between Athena and Poseidon for patronage of Erechtheus’ Athens,

T
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the subject of the sculptured figures on one of the Parthenon’s
pediments. Even more familiar is the myth of the She-Wolf suckling
Romulus and Remus, founders of Rome, or that of the transportation
of St. Mark’s body to Venice, symbolized by his lion. But foundation
myths can also be found in ethnic kingdoms. One of their most com-
mon forms is the royal conversion to a world religion, as occurred under
Tiridates I1I of Armenia, Clovis in Frankish Gaul, and Vladimir in Kievan
Rus’. Another is the enactment of a pact between representatives of a
contiguous and co-cultural population, for example, the pact or oath
of unity which originated the Swiss Eidgenossenschafy in 1291, the
rencwal of Scottish community in the Declaration of Arbroath of 1320,
and, of course, the Oath of the Tennis Court in 1789. (20)

But perhaps the most familiar type is the myth of common ances-
try, with its abundant genealogies and its sense of common ethnicity.
Myths of common ancestry have been the most common type of
origin myth in premodern epochs, and their appeal to kinship helps
to account for the durability of many ethnies. But, as Walker Connor
has demonstrated, it is not actual but f2/# history that is crucial for a
sense of group identity, and so what matters is the belief in common
ancestry, however counterfactual. Such myths have also provided the
most fruitful model of nationhood for later nationalists, insofar as they
undergird the familiar nationalist portrayal of the nation as a greatly
extended family, a “super-family of families” ~ a self-description that
undoubtedly helps to unite and mobilize the designated population
for collective goals. Hence the appeal of an ethnic conception of nation-
hood, and of the later association of ethnicity with “purity” and
“authenticity.” (21)

(2) Myths of election. Of the many symbolic elements that form part
of a community’s heritage, none is more potent and resilient than the
myth of ethnic election. The belief that a particular people or com-
munity was “chosen” by the deity for a special task or purpose has a
long history. It can be traced to ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt, but
its Jocus classicus is the Torah, brought down by Moses from Mount
Sinai to the children of Isracl after their exodus from Egypt. There
we read of a conditional covenant: if the children of Israel will obey
God’s commandments and fulfill His law, they will be blessed and will
possess the promised land of Canaan, both they and their descendants.
But, if not, they will be punished and exiled. Their purpose is to become
a holy nation, a kingdom of priests, and by this means, become a bless-
ing to all nations. Holiness here means separation from the profane
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world of the (idolatrous) nations, so that the Israelites can fulfill a mora]
and ritual code without the distractions and temptations of egoistic
desire. (22)

Specifically covenantal myths of electon have made their appear-
ance in various communities, from the Gregorian Armenians of the
fourth and fifth centuries and the “Solomonic” Ethiopians of the thir-
teenth to fifteenth centuries to the Calvinist Scots and Dutch of the
sixteenth century, the Ulster-Scots and Puritan settlers in New England
in the seventeenth century, right up to the Protestant Afrikaners after
the Great Trek, and in more secular guise, the Zionists in early twen-
tieth-century Palestine. In these cases, the quest for moral virtue and
the cuitivation of holiness and spirituality, often through separation
and purification of their communities, were buttressed by a powerful
belief in a collective covenant and in divine providence. (23)

A more common and less demanding type of election myth sees
the community entrusted with a sacred task or mission, but there 15
no corresponding obligation, apart from continued adherence to the
particular religion or tradition. There are various kinds of mission: def-
ending the sacred realm; converting the heathen; safegnarding the true
religion, i.c., orthodoxy; spreading the “truth” and morality; and being
a “light to the Gentiles.” This kind of missionary election myth was
particularly prominent in antemurale kingdoms and ethmies —
for example, among the monarchs and nobility of Hungary, Poland,
and Catalonia, at the margins of Catholic Christendom. But we also
find it in less exposed ethnic kingdoms — in England, France, and
Muscovy-Russia after its liberation from the Tatar yoke — and in more
secularized form, in their modern national counterparts, with their quests
for comparative economic success, military power, and cultural fame.
Nor has the missionary form of elecdon myth been confined to the
Jewish and Christian traditions. Elements of a sense of chosenness and
of a belief in collective mission can be found in sixteenth-century Safavid
Persia, modern Egypt with its Pharaonic movement, and in Japan from
the eighteenth-century kokugakx movement to twentieth-century
Romanticism. (24)

Homelands and poetic landscapes

One of the key processes of nation formation, as we saw, is territors-
alization — the residence of the majority of the community in the home-
land, and the growth of collective memories and attachments to
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particular historic territories within recognized borders. In this pro-
cess, ethnoscapes come into being through the symbiosis of ethmie and
landscape. As 1 explained, this is achieved by the naturalization of
ethnic history, in which the latter is seen as part of nature, and by the
historicization of the natural environment, making it appear intrinsic
to the history and development of the ethnic community. As a result
of this two-way process, ethnic communities appear, as it were,
“rooted” in “their” historic homelands, and, in Steven Grosby’s
words: “a people has its land and a land has its people.” (25)

But this is only the start of a long-term process of the “territorial-
ization of memories,” essential for the formation and persistence of
nations; and this in turn is related to the idea of “sacred territory,” or
the sanctification of the homeland. Whence comes this sanctification
of territory, and why are its landscapes so often felt to be, not only
“ours,” but “sacred”? Perhaps most commonly, land that has “seen”
the footsteps of the prophet, sage, and saint and “heard” their
preaching becomes holy and is thereby set apart from surrounding
terrains and from everyday life. This process of sanctification may be
extended to the example and deeds of ethnic heroes, heroines, and
geniuses, evoking reverence and emulation on the part of their
descendants. And not just heroes, but the whole people may be deemed
to be holy, and hence set apart, as was the case in ancient Israel, where
the Jand became not just a promised land, but itself an object of devo-
tion and piety as a result of the people’s sanctity. Within the home-
land, too, certain sites may carry a special charge of holiness, as in
wdeas of standing on “holy ground” or of reported miracles. These
holy sites can be rivers and mountains, cities, teraples and battlefields,
as well as excavations and museums, but they are at their most potent
in the graveyards of “our ancestors” and at the tombs of fallen patr-
10ts, for their last resting places bid us reflect on the sacredness of “our
past” and “our homeland.” Once sanctified in these ways, the home-
land in turn becomes a powerful cultural resource for sustaining a sense
of national identity. The shared attachments which it generates are often
remforced by the need to defend the sacred space, and by the many
sacrifices made on behalf of the community and its homeland. (26)

Ethnohistory and the golden age

A third kind of cultural resource is found in a community’s “ethno-
history.” Here, successive generations of a community narrate and hand



44 Ethnic and Religious Roots

down their shared memories of the ethnic past (or pasts) of their nation,
These are tales told to each other, and the ethnohistory is therefore
far from uniform and unchanging; there is usually more than one nar-
rative of ethnohistory in a given generation and community, and each
of them is subject to emendation. But, in contrast to the professional
historians” enquiry, ethnohistory provides a developmental story which
highlights in easily memorized terms the “key events” and “turning-
points” in the ethnic past or pasts of the community.

Among the most memorable of these tableaux of the ethnic past
are its “golden ages.” They speak of ages when the community was
great and glorious in political and military terms, or when it was wealthy
and prosperous, or at its most creative in intellectual and artistic, or
religious and spiritual terms. If we leave aside the purely literary and
mythical kind of golden age which we find in the Book of Genesis or
in Hesiod, the exemplar of the historical type of golden age has been
that of classical Athens, which was regarded as such already in ancient
times. But it was not the first such golden era. Already in the late
Assyrian empire, the court of king Ashur-bani-pal sought to emulate
the culture of Old Babylonia. Perhaps the best-known case from anti-
quity is that of the Augustan age, where writers and statesmen looked
back to the alleged virtues and pieties of early Republican Rome in
the age of Cato and Scipio and contrasted them with the luxury and
corruption of the empire. And in the medieval world, there is the case
of Ethiopia’s “Solomonic” dynasty, which sought to restore the ancient
religious and “Semitic” culture of the Aksumite kingdom of a thou-
sand years earlier, and thereby effect a radical reform of Ethiopian
society and culture. (27)

The return to a communal golden age was one of the main goals
of nationalist revivalisms. In practice this meant a regeneration of the
community in the light and spirit of the golden age, which was seen
as canonical, if not sacred. This was the way in which Greek nation-
alists viewed the relationship of modern Greece to its prized classicat
heritage, symbolized by the Parthenon; just as it was the understanding
of early twentieth-century Egyptian Pharaonicists, who urged Egyptians
to shake off their millennial lethargy and emulate the grandeur and
heroic exploits of their great ancestors, so vividly exemplified in the
massive temples of Karnak. In this and other examples, the sacred
character and the functions of memories of the golden age are clearly
visible. In an era of political and social change, these memories
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answered to shared needs for rootedness, antiquity, and continuity, as
well as for authenticity and dignity. (28)

Sacrifice and destiny

The fourth and final dimension of nationhood is that of destiny, and
it has always been closely linked to ideals of striving and sacrifice, even
before the age of nationalism. Ideas of struggle and sacrifice can be
found in the Bible and the Books of the Maccabees, and even more
clearly in ancient Greece and Rome, where individual and collec-
tive fame and glory, for example, of the Spartans at Thermopylae and
Plataca, were recorded for posterity in poctic form. There is also the
powerful tradition of collective martyrdom for faith and community
which arose in fourth- and fifth-century Armenia during the course
of its many struggles with an expansionist Iran and its reformed
Zoroastrian faith. In the Middle Ages, the ideal of martyrdom for the
community comes into even clearer focus: we find it in the heroic deaths
of warriors for the truc faith during the Crusades, and conversely among
the Ottoman ghazis, and in a very different mode, in the books of
lamentation of the massacred Jewish communities of the Rhineland
and elsewhere in this period. We have to wait till the early modern
period, during the struggle of the Dutch provinces against Spain, for
further evidence of this ideal, notably in the commemoration of the
death of William the Silent. But it was only in the age of nationalism
that the ideal of achieving national destiny through individual or col-
lective sacrifice took root and was widely disseminated, becoming a
vital cultural resource of national identity. (29)

Today this cult of sacrifice plays a pivotal role in the spread of a
distinctive public culture to the members of the community. As an
example of the very public celebration and self-worship of the nation,
the cult of sacrifice has become closely linked to the ideal of national
regeneration and revival. By the mid-nineteenth century, it was not
only individual fallen heroes who were being commemorated but whole
armies and all those who fell for /a patrie. Early in this period, the
Pantheon became the repository for the remains of all the great men
of France, but Chalgrin’s Arc de Triomphe, begun in 1806 and ori-
ginally dedicated to Napoleon and his Grand Army, from the 1830s
came to include all who had died for the fatherland, so that it was
logical and fitting that in 1919 it should enclose the Tomb of the
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Unknown Soldier. By the early twentieth century, memorials for
fallen soldiers began to proliferate, reaching a climax in the huge First
World War cemeteries, sepulchres, and cenotaphs. Here, the twin ideas
of religious resurrection and national regeneration were fused in the
cult of “The Glorious Dead” who made the supreme sacrifice on behalf
of the nation, and whose memory, like the nation itself, is forever
renewed. Some of these monuments became sites of choreographed
ceremonies and orchestrated services for soldier-patriots and the
fallen masses, transmuting the horror of mass slaughter through the
uplifting ideal of national self-sacrifice. Through such rites and cere-
monies, with their flags and anthems, the distinctive public cultures
of modern mass nations were displayed in what George Mosse
termed a “civic religion” of the masses, its liturgies and rituals mod-
eled on preceding forms of Christian worship. (30)

Each of these cultural resources, however chosen and used, comes
in time to be seen as sacred and irreplaceable. They are, as it were,
the pillars of the nation, sustaining the sense of national identity through
critical periods. The more of these resources, and the more developed
and extensive, the stronger and more durable the sense of national
identity, and the more likely to survive the dissolving effects of local
fragmentation and globalizing cosmopolitanism. Their overall effect
is to undergird the nation as a sacred communion of the people and
to uphold and give “substance” to the “political religion™ of nation-
alism by providing it with the cultural resources and sacred elements
of ethnic myth, memory, tradition, and symbol, enacted in public rit-
uals and ceremonies and purveyed in schools and the media. In this
sense, nationalism as a political form of secular religion expresses the
ideal of the nation seen as a sacred community of the citizens. For,
in this image, the people are “really” at one beneath their many divi-
sions and conflicts, and the ideal of the nation mirrors that inner unity
in the sacred moment of public communion. (31)

Conclusion

In this chapter I have briefly enumerated some basic processes of nation
formation: self-definition, cultivation of symbolic resources, territori-
alization, the dissemination of a distinctive public culture, and the stan-
dardization and observance of common laws and customs. But these
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provide only the necessary conditions for the emergence of nations.
They do not in themselves explain the longevity of nations, nor the
ways in which their members can survive the hazards of social exis-
tence. To ensure their durability and persistence requires, in addition,
the cultivation of certain cultural resources of national identity: myths
of origin and ecthnic election, attachments to sacred homelands,
memories of golden ages, and ideals of sacrifice and destiny. These
cultural resources, as we shall see, are mainly derived from those of
antecedent ethnic communities and ancient religious traditions. As a
result, it becomes necessary to explain the persistence and the shape
of nations in terms of long-standing cultural traditions that ultimately
stemn from certain legacies of the ancient world.



