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Theories of Nation 

Theories of Nationalism are involved in locating its meaning. There are different theories which 

try to define roots of Nationalism. To name few of them they are ‘primordialists’, ‘Perennialists’ 

and ‘Modernists theories’ etc. 

“Exemplifying the former idea, primordial theorists grant nations a primordial or ‘natural’ 

origin; in other words, nations are intrinsic to human evolution2.” These theories are criticized 

for considering only biological accounts of nations, which in fact are better seen as cultural and 

political phenomena. The other point of contention lies in the role of history. In contrast to 

primordialists, other theories see nations and nationalisms as the outcome of social and historical 

processes. Despite the signal importance of nations in contemporary life and ‘primordialists’ 

attempts to grant them prehistorical status, other theorists understand nations as the products of 

cultural events and historical circumstances. Perennialist theories also believe in the foundational 

premises of  nations by primordialists but they are prominently differs in the important respect 

that nations are not ‘‘natural.3’’ For perennialists, contemporary nations may trace their roots to 

antiquity, but are the products of human social organization. These theories revolves around the 

premises that nations are historical creations, but, it’s again an attempt to understand history 

through the lenses of present they ignore the fact that nations and nationalisms, as defined today , 

may be fundamentally different from earlier hypothesis of community and collectivity. To ascribe 

contemporary notions of nationalisms to antiquity would be falling in the trap of anachronism; the 

same charge can also be levied against the primordialists. What this means is that “historical 

periods are distinct and by importing concepts from the modern period to earlier times, 

perennialists are looking at ‘‘retrospective nationalism.4’’ Like primordialists, perennialist  are 

myopic in the sense that they didn’t considers the role of history and culture in the emergence of 

nations and nationalisms or to acknowledge what is unique about the modern concept of 

                                                           
1*Assistant Professor in School of Law in Ansal University, Gurgaon. Email id.:- amitbabu1977@gmail.com 
2 Anthony D. Smith, Nationalism and Modernism: A critical Survey of Recent Theories and Nationalism( London 
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4 C Anthony D. Smith, The Nation in History: Historiographical debates about ethnicity and Nationalism( Hanover ,      
NH:University Press of England, 200), p, 51  
5 Craig j. Calhoun, Nationalism Minneapolis : University of Minnesota press, 1997), p.31; smith , Nationalismandv 
Modernism,pp153-9 

Suraj Punj Journal For Multidisciplinary Research

Volume 9, Issue 4, 2019

ISSN NO: 2394-2886

Page No: 292

Dell
Textbox



nationalism and nations . These theories therefore are not able to suffice complete explanations 

regarding understanding of Nationalism. The element of power constitutes a third difference 

between theories of nationalism. Undoubtedly, primordialists and perennialists see nations and 

nationalisms as enduring, indeed powerful, phenomena. The difference lies that  these theories 

observe a nation as a form of power rather than a powerful entity: a expression of the unequally 

distributed ability to manipulate people and represent them nationalistically. Whereas, 

Instrumentalist theories sharply differ from the two previous theoretical approaches and say that 

“nationalist beliefs or a sense of a unified community are the result of human manipulation”5. 

While instrumentalists also concede with the deep and abiding affective ties, they argue that 

nations are ‘‘made up’’ by social elites in order to serve their interests; nationalism is merely a 

tool in the hands of interest-maximizing elites. To counter this argument, it must be put forward 

that although elites undeniably can play a significant role in whipping up or directing nationalism, 

nationalism is not simply the brainchild of the elites. Though the instrumentalists rightly 

emphasize nationalism as a form of power, they conceive it too narrowly. At best, this approach 

failed to see the widespread and popular participation in Serbian nationalism by the early 1990s,for 

example and in the worst case sees ordinary people as mere puppets in the hands of elites. Neither 

scenario is satisfying. In comparison to primordialists and perennialists, modernist theory views, 

nationalism and nations as historical rather than natural phenomena or the product of early history. 

As clearly indicated in the title, modernist theories emphasize that nations are modern in the sense 

that they are historically recent. Modernists would therefore challenge the premises put forwarded 

by perennialists and primordialists for failing to see how nations differ from pre-modern ethnic 

groups in important and fundamental ways. Modernist theorists, in turn, seems to be fine-tuned 

with the instrumentalists, but do not simply see nationalism and nations as elite-driven phenomena. 

For them, the power of nationalism is administered  by   the modern state, through the social and 

political elites, through civil institutions. However, it also relies on the participation of the people. 

So modernist theories are likely to see nation as ideological instruments in the hands of social 

elites.  One view which was common in social science thinking was is presumption of the 

imagination of the Nations always precedes creation of states. On the contrary, Gellner, suggested, 

“The more historically salient process was the reverse one. In the most important European cases, 

entrenchment of stable state boundaries created the prior condition of establishing a stable, 

continuing relationship between the state and a given body of subjects. Fixing of Territorial 

boundaries coincided with and causally encouraged the development of early capitalist Industrial 
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economies. It is the demand of industrial capitalist economies for mobility and substitutability of 

trained manpower that led to the growth of modern standardized education systems in these 

societies. It is a uniform process of cultural production of modern individuals devised by pre - 

existent modern states which create the cultural sentiments of modern nationalism.”6  Benedict 

Anderson has suggested a new concept about Nationalism in his concept of “imagined 

communities”7  Anderson  offers  a startling  thesis in sync with Durkheim. It suggests that as the 

impact of religion  declines in influencing individuals  and social conditions force individuals to 

exist in abstract relationships outside of face – to – face pre- modern communities , nationalism 

produces a new kind of ‘ imagined ‘ community  which equates with  the intensity of religious 

emotions of communal belonging. Anderson’s thesis views the contribution of the term ‘Print -

Capitalism’ is vital for this process. 

Pre Requisites and Concept of Nation 

 Culture exists in human communities, known as Society, the societies which shares political and 

cultural unity, or the society which seeks this type of unity, are considered as Nation. Nationalism 

is not new in political sense, but in Modern European context, it has gained new meaning and 

connotation. Previously, State along with religion, caste and culture were considered as binding 

force, but when the role of religion declined and church was no longer capable of acting as  binding 

force to maintain unity among people, then state emerged as symbol of unity and nationalism, in 

this way being member of state emerged as the basic ingredient  for unity. Nation in general term 

means members of same community living in single State, in a common political system, but this 

definition is not appropriate, as if people are living in a single state due to some historical event 

or by compulsion, then it is difficult to brand it with the term Nation. In reality according to modern 

definition, Nation, means if people are willing to accept a particular form of political system. It 

implies peoples are living in a single state, agreeing or making efforts to live in a common political 

system can be covered as definition of Nation. This definition fulfils basic requirements of Nation, 

rest other conditions are just pre requisites to the concept of nation. The pre- requisites for an ideal 

Nation could be defined through different components like, People who are sharing dense 

geographical area, caste, religion, language, cultural unity and common history. It is very clear 

that if all these Pre requisites are present in any community, then it can easily acquire Nationhood, 

communities will experience status of Nation in   relatively more stable and strong manner. 

However, no country in the world, even, in west, all these pre requisites to qualify as Nation exists. 

                                                           
6 Ernest Gellner.1983Nations and Nationalism. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 
7  Benedict Anderson. Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. Verso 1983 
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Let us consider, the aspect of caste/race, majority of the social scientists are Unanimously,  agreed 

that no  Nation can claim that all his members are of one race, the same principle is applicable to 

religion, except few most nations are multi religious, and may be secular. Most of the nation, 

experiences geographical, cultural, linguistic and common history , but there are some countries , 

otherwise also like Canada and Switzerland,  experiences more than one national language, United 

States of America experiences Nation hood where people from diverse caste, race, and cultural 

background without sharing a common history are living together , they are tied with each other 

being part of common geographical  area and sharing common language. If we study, the 

conditions which are necessary for formation of Nation -geographical and, cultural unity. 

Common caste, religion and language are important but not absolute factors for Nation. This 

Analysis suggests that people residing in a definite geographical area experiencing a common 

culture are eligible in fulfilling minimum conditions for Nation and by adhering   and accepting a 

particular political system and forming a particular State, status of Nation hood can be achieved. 

In most of the cases factors of caste, language, religion, and common history tend to be more 

active in long run when influenced by political impact. United States of America, has acquired the 

status of nation as people of the country interacted closely and their emotions fused with each 

other, likewise Britain and France has developed a common language with the passage of time. 

Sometimes unity develops with the use of force or pressure exerted by State, but these efforts are 

rarely successful and invites devastating results. Different Communities and Societies believe and 

emphasize their uniqueness and peculiarity, based on unique symptoms of their people; 

characterisation is generally based on culture. Pedigree, language, religion, land or caste etc. 

different scholars have defined the concept of Nation through different ideologies. The English 

Word Nation has its roots from Latin language. The word ‘Natio ‘, which means ‘Birth’. The idea 

of Nation speaks about, racial features of community. The concepts related to nation, which 

emerged during British Industrial revolution and French revolution, is related to common racial 

origin, common language, common history, customs and conscious awareness related to common 

identity. Nation and Nationalism is primarily related to feeling of oneness. The term Nation- State 

has been popularised by the experiences of Europe towards the concept of Nation- State. Nation 

and State are not synonymous and are different terms. The term State imply, ‘A political and legal 

reality’, whereas Nation expresses psychological and emotional unity. Nation denotes a deep 

feeling related to their original identity and attitude. Nation denotes a community deeply attached 

with communication, dialogue, understanding and faith. State is related to geographical area, 

whereas Nation is related to social aspect of people’s consciousness and aspirations. A class of 

scholars has stressed more on geographical factors, according to them people belonging to isolated 
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places are more often united, land locked and coastal geographical areas are having their own 

peculiarities. Fichte believes language as the root for Nationalism. A partnership in any ideology 

or belief, also contributes in origin and development   of Nation.  Strong feeling and passion to 

live together, common Ideals, and feeling to contribute in common destiny is also one of the 

important factor in developing or origin of a Nation. The strong desire of   Independence in Indians   

from British rule was largely instrumental in bringing diverse groups and people into the 

mainstream of freedom movement. Bolshevik revolution, of 1917, has been instrumental in 

bringing diverse cultural, linguistic and religious groups to hold hands to create a promising future 

based on united soviet socialist republic. History also plays an important role in the process of 

Nation formation.  The role of History is also instrumental in formation of building the idea of 

Nation; Nation like people also originates from process of history. Historical experiences can be 

classified as objective and subjective experiences. Many new born nations   gives importance to 

rewriting of history and mythologies for their idea of Nation. One view which was common in 

social science thinking to assume that the imagination of Nations the always precedes creation of 

states that these nations demand.  

Conceptualising idea of Nation in Indian Context 

European continent has experienced and formulated the concept of Nation- state with the 

conclusion of Thirty years of War. Treaty of Westphalia was instrumental in formation of 

Nation- state ideology. However, the question arises that whether the concept of Nation as 

understood by Europe is applicable in India or it holds its unique phenomenon or in Indian 

Context. According to Colonial Scholars, India was never a Nation , they considered it merely a  

geographical term. Let us discuss Nation as perceived and understood in Ancient, Medieval, and 

during Indian freedom struggle. Bharata as a country (desha) and as a nation (rashtra) is found in  

text of Panini, who lived about the 7th century B.C. The Buddhist literature speaks of seven 

regions of Bharata (Sapta-Bharatas) & the Puranas  define the term Bharatavarsha as, “The country 

that lies north of the ocean (i.e. the Indian Ocean) and south of the snowy mountains (Himalayas), 

marked by seven main chains of mountains, viz. Mahendra, Malaya, Sahya, Suktimat, Riksha 

(mountains of Gondwana), Vindhya, and Pariyatra (western Vindhyas up to the Aravallis); where 

dwell the descendants of the Bharatas, with the Kiratas (barbarians) living to its east, the Yavanas 

(Ionians or Greeks) to its west, and its own population consisting of the Brahmanas, Kshatriyas, 

Vaisyas, and Sudras (i.e. the Hindus).”8  

                                                           
8  Vayu Purana,45.75,Vishnu Purana2.3.24; Mahabharta ( Bhisma Parva) 
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The hypothesis uniform political entity  of this entire subcontinent was never a dominant idea  for  

people of this country, though at one place Aitereya Brahmana (VIII.15) says, “There should be 

one ruler of this land (nation) up to the sea.”9  The  people of this country, in fact vouched for 

cultural nationalism. Still  the political aspect of nationalism was not altogether absent, Kautilya 

in his Arthashashtra (4th century B.C.) says that a “Chakravarti king is the one who has conquered 

the whole of Bharatavarsha, which he defines as the land between the Himalayas in the north and 

the ocean in the south, and it measures one thousand yojana (eight thousand miles) from east to 

west.”10 Kautilya’s  conceptualisation of  single  political entity of a nation was neither an empty 

dream nor wishful thinking when we decipher and trace the frontiers and length and breadth of 

Mauryan empire through the Rock and Pillar Edicts of Ashoka’s empire of early 3rd century B.C. 

The Empire stretched  from Afghanistan to Assam and from Nepal Tarai to Mysore. Asoka edicts 

speaks about south Indian dynasties like Cheras, Cholas and Pandyas. Such concepts do not 

emerge overnight. These Concepts must have contemplated and brought forward after centuries 

the kind of nation-empire which Kautilya visualized, and Chandragupta Mauraya and his grandson 

Ashoka gave a physical form. As Vladimir Lenin has given physical form to the principles of 

Communism propagated by Karl Marx. Aitereya Brahmana (VIII.15) says, “There should be one 

ruler of this land (nation) up to the sea.”11As said earlier, Homogeneity constituted by one 

political power, one language, etc. have never been the pre-requisites of Indian nationhood. Prithvi 

Sukta of RigVeda declares, “The people inhabiting this land speak different dialects, and follow 

different norms of behaviour according to their own region, but this motherland just like a cow, 

feeds them all with her milk without any distinction.”12 Still, we see that by the 4th century B.C., 

Prakrit appears to be a sort of lingua franca of India, which is indicated by the language of Ashokan 

edicts, found from Afghanistan to Orissa and Nepal Tarai to Mysore.In Medieval India, Akbar 

conceptualised Nation on similar lines, his policies of sulh-e kul, and Din –e –Ilahi, as Tarachand 

observes,  Din –e- Ilahi was not the product of cynicism of a despot monarch rather it was 

reflection of the ongoing process of fusion among different religions, sects , classes and were 

reflected by different sufi or Bhakti Saints. The Father of the Nation wrote about the existence of 

the concept of Indian ‘Nation’ in his Hind-Swaraj. Gandhi wrote,“The English have taught us that 

we were not a nation before and it will require centuries before we become one nation. This is 

without foundation. We were one nation before they came to India. One thought inspired us. Our 

                                                           
9 Aiterya Brahaman ( VIII.15) 
10 Arthashastra, 9.1.135-36 
11 Aiterya Brahaman(VIII.15) 
12 Prithvi Sukta 

Suraj Punj Journal For Multidisciplinary Research

Volume 9, Issue 4, 2019

ISSN NO: 2394-2886

Page No: 297



mode of life was the same. It was because we were one nation that they were able to establish one 

kingdom. Our leading men travelled throughout India either on foot or in bullock-carts… What 

do you think could have been the intention of those farseeing ancestors of ours who established 

Setubandh (Rameswaram) in the south, Jagnnath in the east and Haridwar in the north as places 

of pilgrimage?”13.They,therefore, argued that it must be one nation. Arguing thus, they established 

holy places in various parts of India and fired the people with the idea of nationality in a manner 

unknown in other parts of the world.”  R.K. Mukherjee wrote, “India was preaching the gospel of 

nationalism when Europe was passing through what has been aptly called the Dark Age of her 

history, and was labouring under the travails of a new birth.” 14 The geographical unity of India 

is clearly visible on the map showing how the country is sharply separated from the rest of the 

world by almost inviolable boundaries, very much unlike the disputed frontiers artificially settled 

between most countries of Europe. The concept of Indian nationhood has been summarised by 

Congress leader and intellectual, Bipin Chandra Pal,  “National differentiation among us, therefore 

have not been based upon territorial demarcations only, or upon political or economic 

competitions and conflicts, but upon differences of culture… and that special character [i.e. 

culture]  is the very soul and essence of what we know and understand as Nationalism. This is by 

no means a mere political idea or ideal. It is something that touches every department of our 

collective life and activity. It is  organized in our domestic, our communal, our social and our 

socio-economic institutions. In fact, politics form, from some point of view, the least important 

factor of this nation-idea among us. The so-called political institutions of Europe might, indeed, 

hinder, instead of helping the growth of our national life; while under conceivable conditions, 

mere political subjection might not be able to touch even the outer most fringe of that life.” 15 Prof. 

C.J.H. Hayes is the one scholar who has virtually spent his lifetime studying terms like ‘country’, 

‘nation’ and ‘nationalism’. Endorsing virtually what Gandhi and B.C. Pal had said about India as 

a country/nation, C.J.H. Hayes shows evidence of such a phenomenon at a global level.  “In 

simplest terms nationalism may be defined as a fusion of patriotism with consciousness with 

nationality… A nationality receives its impress, its character, and its individuality from cultural 

and historical forces… Historical tradition means an accumulation of remembered or experiences 

of the past… Patriotism is peoples’ loyalty towards their territorial past, its ancestral soil, 

involving a popular sentimental regard for a homeland where ones ancestors lived and are buried 

                                                           
13 Mahatma Gandhi, 1909, Hind Swaraj, Navjivan Press, Ahemdabad 
14 R.K. Mookerjee, Fundamental Unity of India’ (1913) 
15 Bipin Chandra Pal, 1913, Hindu Review (May Issue), (Calcutta), reprinted in Nationality and Empire, 
pp. 21-72, Calcutta (1916). 
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or cremated… If we are to grasp what a nationality is, we must avoid confusing it with a state or 

nation… Cultural nationalism may exist with or without political nationalism. For, nationalities 

can and do exist for fairly long periods without political unity and independence.” 16 Regarding 

India as a country, as a nation and about Indian nationalism, Pt. Jawaharlal Nehru had also reached 

the same conclusion as Gandhi, Bipin Chandra Pal, R.K. Mukherjee and C.J.H. Hayes. In 

his Discovery of India, he writes, after describing his journeys all over the country with a view to 

know her and learn about India and Indian literature, Nehru views,“These journeys and visits of 

mine, with the background of my reading gave me an insight into the past.To a somewhat bare 

intellectual understanding was added an emotional appreciation and gradually a sense of reality 

began to creep into my mental picture of India, and the land of my forefathers became peopled 

with living beings, who laughed and wept, loved and suffered; and among them were men who 

seemed to know life and understand it; and out of their wisdom they had built a structure which 

gave India a cultural stability which lasted for thousands of years. These seem to me something 

unique about the continuity of a cultural tradition through five thousand years of history.”17In 

Nehru’s opinion, this cultural aspect of India is precisely the definition of India, the Indian nation 

and Indian nationalism. In the chapter, ‘Nationalism and Internationalism’ in the Discovery of 

India, “It (nationalism) still is one of the most powerful urges that moves a people and round it 

cluster sentiments and traditions and a sense of common living and common purpose… Old 

established traditions cannot be easily scrapped or dispensed with; in moments of crisis, they rise 

and dominate the minds of men. Traditions have to be accepted largely… The nationalist idea is 

deep and strong; it is not a thing of past with no future significance… The abiding appeal of 

nationalism to the spirit of man has to be recognized and provided for.” 18 

Modern and contemporary Trends of Nationalism in India  

If we try to classify, trends of Nationalism during Modern and contemporary period, It has 

experienced an enthusiastic phase during Indian National Movement, then in early Independent 

phase, it went through a period of Institutional construction, it can be traced in popular Hindi 

cinema too, Hum Hindustani( 1960 etc. Later, it slipped in the situation for which the term Banal 

Nationalism19 is used. Through the endless rituals of institutional repetition, the dull 

                                                           
16 C.J.H. Hayes, 1960, Nationalism: A Religion, pp. 2-6, New York. 
17Jawaharlal Nehru ,1946, The Discovery of India, p. 37, Oxford. 
  
18 ibid, p. 36. 
19  Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism, SAGE Publications, 1995 
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repetitiousness of state controlled media, the spontaneous invocations by high and popular 

culture , the endless evocation of the deeds of the nationalists leaders in political arenas and 

everyday social spaces began to make people forget , instead of remember, what nationalism 

was in its days of  freedom movement. A new trend has emerged in decade of 70’s, State has 

hijacked the ideology of Nation into its fold. But, paradoxically,  results, were appropriated in a 

differential manner to different social groups, groups which were marginal or hostile to the state 

started questioning about its general fairness, and began to question its customary claim to act 

in universal interest. “From the 1970s, various political groups based on lower -caste  identities 

emerged and  asserted that the  State is failed to deliver constitutional promises,  reforms were 

non effective , and no major  change happened in  caste based inequalities of income and 

opportunities – for these groups . The nation- state has acted entirely in favour of upper cate 

groups. A decade later, Hindu nationalist groups mounted a second serious challenge to the 

pluralist nationalism, claiming that for electoral advantage congress promoted the interest of 

religious minorities at the expense of Hindu community.”20 The contemporary trend of 

nationalism often called as chauvinism or  modernist Hindu nationalism throw a challenge and 

the response in the form of renewed justification for Nehruvian pluralism from the congress, or 

what is popularly being referred as Hard Hindutva vs soft Hindutva- seems to point an interesting 

sociological reality. The significant Six decades of Indian Independence has brought significant 

economic changes driven by the forces of a capitalist economy and powerful interventionist 

state, have produced a relatively large, economically powerful, and politically modern 

professional class, often termed as  ‘The great Indian Middle Class’ which supports the idea of 

modern Nation- state in India- against forces advocating primacy regional identities or separatist 

politics .Despite their conflict in other ways , both the state and the market operate on national 

scale, rise of BJP as national party and recent economic reforms  like introduction of  GST, and 

strong inclination towards Unionistic pattern, showing a clear oscillation towards a strong 

Nation, and the social classes associated with them support the idea of a strong nation- state as 

a precondition for further economic growth. If the state is able to fill the rift between India and 

Bharat, if it is able to force an equitable distribution of the gains of this economic resurgence, it 

                                                           
20 Chrishtophe Jaffrelot.1996. The Hindu Nationalist Movement in India. New York: Columbia  university Press 
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will gather greater legitimacy among the common people. However, this establishes a firm 

sociological basis for the idea of Indian nationalism.  
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