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Globalization and the Mythology
of the “Nation State™

Philip L. White

Innumerable writers have considered the effect of “globalization” on the
“nation state.” One school argues that the all-encompassing universalism of
globalization has made the “nation state” obsolete and will ultimately
destroy it.”> The other insists that the “nation state” with its more local or
regional outlook is here to stay, despite the present trend toward globaliza-
tion.> Nearly as universal as globalization is the tendency to use “nation
state,” with or without a hyphen, for what was formerly called a “nation,”
as in the League of Nations or the United Nations. Similarly prevalent is the
practice of discussing the subject without clearly defining “nation state,”
“nation,” or, for that matter, even “state.”

This imprecision conceals an important ambiguity. The “nation state”
appears to have two very different meanings. One meaning is a sovereign
government. Such a government is expected to serve the interests of all who
reside within the government’s borders. Some have called such sovereign
governments cvic nations. The other form is what I prefer to call the ethnic
nation. The ethnic “nation™ is a group in which members share kinship
(often fictive), language, perhaps a religion, and usually many customs. Each
ethnically homogeneous group, advocates of this view insist, is morally enti-
tled to control its own sovereign government and to use control of the
government to protect its purported ancestral purity, language, religion, and
customs. This view became popular in the nineteenth century, lost much of
its popularity after World War II, but has experienced a powerful revival
since the endof the Cold War. It has antecedents going back to the Latin
word for ‘birth" and to Judeo-Christian scriptures.
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Assuming that globalization continues unabated, the ethnic version of the
“nation state” would appear to have a limited future because migration,
spurred by globalization, is eroding whatever ethnic homogeneity may once
have existed within major states. The roting by ethnic minorities in France
during 2005 and the widespread discontent among Asian and African Mushms
elsewhere in Europe have provided dramatic illustrations of this trend. The
reality being created by globalization is that all major “nations™ are becom-
ing ethnically heterogeneous rather than homogeneous.

Yet the assumption that “nations™ are, or should be, ethnically homoge-
neous (assumed also by the principle of self-determination) remains popular.
In many areas, leaders still wish to sec that idea implemented. They insist
that the “nation state,” defined in ethnic terms, is here to stay because people
want it.

If the civic version of the function of sovereign governments prevails, the
relationship between “nation states” and globalization becomes more diffi-
cult to predict. To the extent that the national government is multi-ethnic
or heterogeneous, it would appear to be more compatible with forces, such
as international migration, which globalization has propelled. But this is the
beginning, not the end, of the problem because sovereign governments of
the civic type vary greatly in attractiveness to immigrants, in immigration
policy, and in cultural receptivity. Claims made upon them by immigrants
can also vary greatly. Consequently, a satisfactory analysis of the impact of
globalization upon sovercign governments which are civic in character
requires a typology that has yet to be constructed. Clearly those who believe
globalization will eliminate the “nation state” have yet to define what it is
that will be eliminated or what will replace it.

This chapter will suggest that much of the discussion of the impact
of globalization upon “nation states™ has been built on shifting sands
because the term itself is so rarely defined and its two very different mean-
ings so rarely recognized. No sustainable conclusions about the relationship
between “nation states” and globalization can be reached if the terms of
debate continue to rest on unspecified assumptions. Both historians and
social scientists specializing in the study of globalization, it seems to me,
need desperately to clarify precisely what they mean when they use the term
“nation state.” Even specialists on globalization seem inclined to use the
term “nation state” as if its meaning were transparent and non-problematic,
It is neither.

Accordingly, it is important to review the history of the term “nation
state” to see why, in the context of globalization, its future occasions so much
confusion and dispute. This chapter will consider four points relating to
the “nanon state.” First, it will show that, with one possible exception,
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the leading authorities on the related terms, “nation,” “nationality” and
“nationalism” have expressed dissatisfaction with even their own under-
standing of the terms. Second, it will explore the confusion relating to these
terms which has persisted from Roman times to the present. Third, it will
focus on the development of opposing civic and ethnic conceptions of
nation, culminating in the emergence of the concept of the “nation state”
in the late nineteenth century. Fourth, it will consider criticisms of the orig-
inal concept of the “nation state,” showing that for most of the developed
world, it is a fiction and that globalizing tendencies seem certain to make it
remain so. My conclusion will be that, if we are fortunate, globalization will
indeed relegate the “nation state,” as originally conceived, to the dustbin of
history.

Having stressed the confusion arising from failure to define the term
“pation state,” it is appropriate that | define both globalization and “nation
state.” Globalization is well, if briefly, defined in the introduction to this
volume. For the purposes of the present chapter it is sufficient to note that
globalization refers to the accelerating integration of world communities,
economically, socially, culturally, and even politically. Defining “nation state”
will consume the balance of this essay.

For many observers, perhaps for most in the academic world, "“nation
state” has become essentally a synonym for a sovereign government. Member
states of the United Nations, for example, are now often called “nation
states”” rather than merely nations. The online version of the Oxford English
Dictionary (OED) now clearly recognizes this equation of “nation state” and
nation.* To repeat a crucially important point, “nation state™ in its origmal
meaning was an ethnic group that controlled its own sovereign government
and used that control to serve the interests or the wishes of that ethnic
group. This definition, reposing sovercign authority in a homogeneous
ethnic group, is the only definition of “nation state” to appear in the last
published edition of the OED in 1989.7 The carliest use cited there was in
1918, although the current online edition cites a stll earlier use in 1895,
This ethnic conception of “nation state” is also reflected in the moral
commitment that many feel to self-determination.

“Self-determination” is a widely popular doctrine which asserts, as does
“nation state” in its original conception, that each of the world’s ethnic groups
has a moral right to control its own sovereign government and use that
control to serve the purposes of the group. If fully implemented, the
doctrine of self-determination, or the concept of the “nation state™ as defined
by the OED in 1989, would create two thousand or more “nation states,”
roughly ten times the current number of UN members. One can imagine,
though with considerable difficulty, how such a tenfold increase in the










































