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Nationalism is a powerful and multifaceted phenomenon that has 

significantly influenced the political, social, and cultural landscapes of 

nations throughout history. This paper explores the historical roots of 

nationalism, tracing its origins to key intellectual movements and 

events such as the French Revolution, the Enlightenment, and 

Romanticism. It examines the role of nationalism in the unification of 

Italy and Germany, the impact of colonialism, and the transformative 

effects of the World Wars. The study also delves into the varying forms 

of nationalism, including civic and ethnic nationalism, highlighting 

their different characteristics and implications. In the contemporary 

era, nationalism remains a potent force, exemplified by the resurgence 

of right-wing movements in Europe and the United States and the 

complex relationship between globalization and national identity. 

Through case studies and theoretical perspectives, this paper provides a 

comprehensive understanding of nationalism's enduring influence and 

its capacity to both unify and divide. It concludes by emphasizing the 

importance of fostering inclusive forms of nationalism to address the 

challenges posed by this powerful ideology in an increasingly 

interconnected world. 
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Introduction 

Nationalism, as an ideology and political movement, has been a significant driving force in the 

formation of modern states and the shaping of national identities. Its influence can be traced back to the 

late 18th century and has evolved to manifest in various forms throughout history. Nationalism is often 

associated with a sense of pride and loyalty towards one's nation, fostering a collective identity based on 

shared culture, history, and values. However, it also has a complex and sometimes controversial legacy, 

as it can promote unity and solidarity while simultaneously contributing to exclusion and conflict. The 

origins of nationalism are deeply intertwined with major historical events such as the French Revolution, 

which emphasized the principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity (Anderson, 2006). The revolution 

marked a shift from the sovereignty of monarchs to the sovereignty of the people, laying the 

groundwork for the modern concept of the nation-state. This shift was further fueled by the 

Enlightenment and Romantic movements in Europe, which promoted ideas of common national culture 

and historical destiny (Smith, 1991).  

Nationalism can be broadly categorized into two primary forms: civic nationalism and ethnic 

nationalism. Civic nationalism, often associated with Western democracies, is inclusive and based on 

shared political values and principles. It promotes the idea of a nation as a community of equal citizens, 

regardless of their ethnic or cultural backgrounds (Kohn, 1944). In contrast, ethnic nationalism is based 

on common ancestry, language, and culture. It often emphasizes the uniqueness of a particular ethnic 

group and can lead to exclusionary practices and conflict (Gellner, 1983). In the contemporary world, 

nationalism remains a potent force, influencing political, social, and economic developments globally.  

The resurgence of right-wing nationalist movements in Europe and the United States highlights its 

enduring appeal. These movements often advocate for stricter immigration policies, protectionist 

economic measures, and a return to traditional national values (Mudde, 2007). Additionally, 

globalization has intensified debates around national identity, with some arguing that global 

interconnectedness threatens national cultures, while others see it as reinforcing nationalist sentiments 

(Hobsbawm, 1992). One notable contemporary example of nationalism is Brexit, the United Kingdom's 

decision to leave the European Union. The Brexit campaign was driven by concerns over national 

sovereignty, immigration, and economic control, reflecting a desire to reclaim national identity and 

autonomy (Clarke, Goodwin, & Whiteley, 2017). This case illustrates how nationalism can manifest in 

response to perceived threats from supranational entities and global integration. The study of 
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nationalism is crucial for understanding its role in shaping the modern world. It is a complex and 

multifaceted phenomenon that can inspire liberation and unity but also exclusion and conflict. By 

examining its historical roots, various forms, and contemporary implications, we can gain a deeper 

insight into how nationalism continues to influence political and social dynamics today. Understanding 

nationalism's dual capacity to unite and divide is essential for addressing the challenges it poses in an 

increasingly interconnected global landscape. 

 Historical Roots of Nationalism 

The roots of nationalism can be traced back to significant historical events and intellectual movements 

that shaped the modern world. One of the most pivotal events in the rise of nationalism was the French 

Revolution of 1789. This revolution marked a fundamental shift from the idea of the sovereign monarch 

to the notion of popular sovereignty, where the authority of the state was vested in the people. The 

principles of liberty, equality, and fraternity became the rallying cries for national unity and the 

formation of a collective national identity (Anderson, 2006). 

The Enlightenment of the 18th century provided the intellectual foundation for nationalism by 

emphasizing reason, individual rights, and the concept of the social contract. Enlightenment thinkers 

such as John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau argued that legitimate political authority derives from 

the consent of the governed, laying the groundwork for modern democratic principles. This period also 

saw the emergence of the idea that nations are distinct entities with their own unique characteristics and 

destinies (Smith, 1991). Following the Enlightenment, the Romantic movement of the late 18th and 

early 19th centuries further fueled nationalist sentiments. Romantics emphasized the importance of 

culture, language, and folklore in defining national identity. They celebrated the unique qualities of 

different peoples and their historical legacies, which contributed to the sense of a shared national 

heritage. This cultural nationalism became a powerful force in Europe, inspiring movements for national 

unification and independence (Smith, 1991). 

The 19th century witnessed the unification of Italy and Germany, two significant examples of 

nationalism's role in state-building. In Italy, figures like Giuseppe Garibaldi and Count Camillo di 

Cavour led efforts to unify various Italian states into a single nation. The movement was driven by a 

desire for political autonomy and the establishment of a unified Italian identity. The unification process, 

completed in 1871, was marked by a series of military campaigns and diplomatic maneuvers, 

underscoring the power of nationalist aspirations (Duggan, 2014). 
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Similarly, in Germany, Otto von Bismarck orchestrated the unification of various German-speaking 

states under Prussian leadership. Through a series of wars and political strategies, Bismarck succeeded 

in creating the German Empire in 1871. The unification of Germany was fueled by a shared sense of 

cultural and linguistic identity, as well as economic and military strength. This event highlighted the role 

of nationalism in consolidating fragmented territories into cohesive nation-states (Blackbourn, 2003). 

The spread of nationalism was not confined to Europe. In the 19th and 20th centuries, nationalist 

movements also emerged in colonies across Asia, Africa, and Latin America. These movements were 

often driven by the desire for independence from colonial rule and the assertion of national identity. 

Leaders such as Mahatma Gandhi in India and Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana used nationalist rhetoric to 

mobilize support for anti-colonial struggles. Nationalism became a tool for challenging imperial 

domination and seeking self-determination (Chatterjee, 1993). 

The two World Wars in the 20th century further shaped the landscape of nationalism. The aftermath of 

World War I saw the dissolution of empires and the creation of new nation-states in Europe and the 

Middle East. The Treaty of Versailles and the principle of self-determination promoted by U.S. 

President Woodrow Wilson encouraged the formation of nations based on ethnic and cultural lines. 

However, this period also witnessed the rise of aggressive nationalist ideologies, such as fascism in Italy 

and Nazism in Germany, which led to devastating consequences in World War II (Hobsbawm, 1992). 

In the post-World War II era, the decolonization process accelerated, with numerous countries in Asia, 

Africa, and the Caribbean gaining independence. Nationalist leaders played a crucial role in these 

movements, advocating for the rights and sovereignty of their nations. The wave of decolonization 

reshaped global political boundaries and underscored the enduring power of nationalist aspirations 

(Young, 2001). 

Nationalism manifests in various forms, each with distinct characteristics and implications. Civic 

nationalism, often associated with Western democracies, emphasizes shared values and political 

participation. Ethnic nationalism, on the other hand, is based on common ancestry, language, and 

culture, often leading to exclusionary practices (Gellner, 1983). 

Civic nationalism promotes inclusive citizenship, where membership in the nation is defined by 

adherence to political principles and values rather than ethnic or cultural background. This form of 

nationalism has been instrumental in the development of liberal democracies (Kohn, 1944). 
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Ethnic nationalism is more exclusive, focusing on common heritage and cultural unity. It often emerges 

in contexts where distinct ethnic groups seek recognition and autonomy. This form of nationalism can 

lead to conflict, as seen in the breakup of Yugoslavia in the 1990s (Brubaker, 1996). In the 

contemporary globalized world, nationalism remains a potent force. It can be observed in the resurgence 

of right-wing movements in Europe and the United States, where nationalist rhetoric is used to advocate 

for stricter immigration policies and protectionist economic measures (Mudde, 2007). Globalization has 

created both opportunities and challenges for national identities. While some argue that global 

interconnectedness dilutes national cultures, others assert that it strengthens nationalist sentiments as a 

reaction against perceived threats to cultural identity (Hobsbawm, 1992). The United Kingdom's 

decision to leave the European Union, commonly referred to as Brexit, is a contemporary example of 

nationalism. The campaign for Brexit was driven by concerns over national sovereignty, immigration, 

and economic control, reflecting a desire to reclaim national identity and autonomy (Clarke, Goodwin, 

& Whiteley, 2017) 

The fall and Return of Nationalism 

As stated earlier, nationalism as phenomena is the product of modernity. Nation states became central to 

the working of politics both at domestic as well as external levels. Nation states in Europe maintained 

supremacy since their inception till the emergence of European Union. Lately it was established that 

both nation states and nationalism were in retreat in the face of globalization. Globalization has 

supposedly made world a global village, compressing both time and space and making world a global 

village. The world economy is such connected that it is almost impossible for a state to dissociate itself 

from the global economic system. The world economy has been connected through institutions like 

World Bank and IMF (International Monetary Fund).  

Politically, the world is bound by institutional frameworks like United Nations and other Regional 

Organizations like EU (European Union), SAARC (South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation). 

The emergence of open diplomacy and institutional dialogue making has diminished the possibilities of 

security dilemma and therefore the war. The hegemony of United States of America after the end of 

Cold War forced the domination of western ideas of democracy and freedom. The last decade of 

twentieth century was particularly important for US domination in the world.  

However, the dent in US domination emerged from unusual quarter, that is Al Qaeda; a non-state 

militant actor, which for the first time in history made an attack on US soil, killing thousands. This 
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ensued in ‘War on Terror’, which lasted through Afghanistan and Iraq. The military intervention in Iraq 

marked a dark spot as far as US advocacy of rights and freedom was concerned. Iraq was invaded on 

pretext of weapons of mass destruction, however none was to be found there, therefore destabilizing the 

entire region.  

The main challenge to US supremacy arouse from the fast developing China. China made particular use 

of globalization and emerged as a main threat to US hegemony. Although there is a debate whether 

threat from China was hypothetical or real, the fact remains that China remains the main competitor as 

far as world politics was concerned. China has particularly focused its attention on claims over Taiwan 

straits, and Eastern Ladakh. China claims itself to be the civilizational state, and therefore has used a 

new model of nationalism to pursue its geopolitical goals. India has also emerged as major player in 

world politics and there have been talks of ‘wishwaguru; the global leader.  

Similarly nation states and civilizational states are again becoming the sole shapers of world politics, 

from Europe and America to Africa, Asia and Australia. The globalization and the idea of world 

government are under tremendous strain. The world is again at the brink of nationalism and therefore 

jingoism.  

Conclusion 

Nationalism is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon with deep historical roots and significant 

contemporary implications. Its ability to unify and divide, to inspire liberation and conflict, makes it a 

powerful force in shaping the modern world. Understanding the various forms of nationalism and their 

impacts is crucial for addressing the challenges it poses in an increasingly interconnected world. As 

stated earlier, people usually trace the origins of nationalism to French revolution. Although nationalism 

emerged from various sources and different forms, the institutionalization of othering and therefore hate 

remain at the core. It did play constructive role as far as decolonization struggles were concerned.  

Nationalism in Europe as an idea was thought to be a thing of past since the world war II. The formation 

of EU was thought to be last nail in its coffin. The cold war made the world more ideological than nation 

based. However the end of cold war marked a different route as far as world politics was concerned. The 

specter of nationalism has returned to Europe, in the form of Bre-Exit, rise of right wing parties in Italy 

and France. The same has happened elsewhere in world as well and it seems this new wave of 

nationalism is going to dominate the world and shape its future in the coming years. 
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