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PREFACE

I grew up in a small town on the river Rhine in Northern Switzerland, just 
south of the border with Germany. This border sometimes follows the river, 
sometimes trails off north of it, and sometimes circles around small enclaves 
of German territory surrounded by Swiss lands. The medieval patchwork of 
small principalities and ecclesiastical domains dissolved, from the 16th to the 
19th centuries, into two nation- states without the wars that produced more 
clear- cut frontiers elsewhere in Europe. Hence the zigzag pattern of today’s 
border.

As adolescents, we would pole wooden punts up the Rhine, looking for a 
riverfront clear of trees to make a fire, where we would roast a chicken or pork 
shoulder steaks, play Bob Dylan or bossa nova songs on the guitar, and drink 
cheap Chianti from a carboy. Sometimes we heard someone breaking through 
the woods making his way toward the shore; unsure on which side of the 
border we were, we would have to wait to see the guard’s uniform to discover 
whether he was Swiss or German. The guards often came for a little chat and 
never asked for papers. While the World War II bunkers on the Swiss side of 
the river reminded us of a different and not so distant past, the national bound-
aries along which we grew up seemed to be rather irrelevant.

In many ways, this was also true of the ethnic boundaries within Switzer-
land. When politics entered the adolescent mind, it was never about the re-
lationship between French, German, and Italian speakers who populate  
the different parts of the country. Had we been raised in Belgium, Canada, or 
Spain, it would certainly have been different. In middle school, we debated 
feminist, social- democratic, and conservative views, often quite vehemently. 
Later on, various Trotskyist, Maoist, Protestant Fundamentalist, and Hippie 
Christian groups appeared on the high school terrain—nobody cared much 
about ethnic identities, and certainly no one thought that any major political 
issue was related to our shared ethnic background as German- speaking Swiss.

The newspapers were full of stories about the results of the latest ballot 
votes—Switzerland is a direct democracy. But there was not much to report 
in terms of ethnic politics: not a single political party claims to represent one 
of the three ethnolinguistic groups, no political movements were in sight that 
would rally French or German speakers around a common cause, and every-
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body took it for granted that when a minister in the central government would 
have to be replaced, the overall balance between language groups would be 
maintained. Occasionally, there would be concerns raised and complaints 
voiced when national votes on ballot initiatives would coalesce along linguistic 
divides—French speakers usually voting in more government- friendly, less 
anti- immigrant, more Europe- oriented ways than the Alemannic-  or Italian- 
speaking cantons. But the next vote would usually diffuse the situation with a 
different pattern of alignment. In short, ethnic difference simply didn’t matter 
all that much in the political arena.

So much did I take this state of affairs for granted that it appeared puzzling, 
once becoming more aware of the outside world, that so much political con-
flict around the globe was fought along ethnic divides. What was wrong with 
Flemish and Walloon speakers in Belgium that they seemed to get at each 
other’s throats all the time? How could Protestants in Northern Ireland think 
of Catholics as second- class citizens to be kept in check with the police baton? 
Why did Serbs in Bosnia fight a brutal war to join their ethnic brethren east of 
the Drina river that separates Bosnia from Serbia proper? Who in their right 
mind would ever think that a system such as apartheid, where the white mi-
nority ruled over the black majority like an internal colony, could be justified 
or work? Why didn’t others simply deal with ethnic difference in a normal, 
that is Swiss, way?

Later on, this rather naïve puzzlement gave way to a more systematic 
search for answers. As a student of anthropology and later sociology, I wanted 
to understand why certain countries came together across ethnic divides, 
granting political representation in national government to groups small and 
large. Why did others not arrive at a similarly inclusive arrangement but re-
sembled, in the extreme, the racial ethnocracy of South Africa? Why were 
others, like Belgium, at the brink of falling apart along ethnic fault lines? Why 
had still others, such as Iraq, already descended into conflict and war? Was 
this a matter of history—whether a country’s diverse groups joined together 
voluntarily to form a common state, as in Switzerland, or whether one group 
had historically dominated the others after conquest, as in South Africa? Was 
it a matter of democracy—Switzerland’s or India’s long record of peaceful elec-
tions explaining why minorities have a say in national- level politics there? This 
intellectual challenge has kept me busy for two decades, and I have pursued 
it across the disciplinary terrains of anthropology, sociology, and political sci-
ence, and with a variety of methods, from large- N statistics to fine- grained 
historical case studies.

A series of books have resulted from this endeavor, and this is—I hope—
the last one in what has now become a quadrilogy. It addresses some of the 
puzzles left unsolved in the previous three books. In Nationalist Exclusion and 
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Ethnic Conflicts (2002), I argued that nationalist principles of political legiti-
macy—the idea that government should rule in the name of a nationally de-
fined people rather than God or dynasty—radically changed the meaning of 
ethnic, racial, or national boundaries. New political hierarchies between such 
groups emerged to replace older forms of stratification such as estates. To 
show that this was the case everywhere around the world, I discussed a set of 
countries that had as little in common as possible: Switzerland, Iraq, and 
Mexico.

To be sure, the new lines of ethnic and racial exclusion differed dramati-
cally, depending on whether political integration across ethnic divides suc-
ceeded: immigrants were excluded from basic citizenship rights where na-
tional boundaries hardened in the process of nation building, as in Switzerland; 
domestic ethnic minorities suffered a similar fate where less encompassing 
networks of political alliances emerged and nation building failed, as in Iraq 
and prerevolutionary Mexico. Modernity, I argued, has its shadow side: ethno-
political hierarchies between nationals and foreigners or between ethnic ma-
jorities and minorities. These shadows were largely overlooked by classic and 
contemporary theories of the modern age that emphasized the universalistic 
and open nature of contemporary societies. The book also outlined some hy-
potheses of why nation building succeeded in countries such as Switzerland 
and failed in others, such as in Iraq. Nation Building follows up on this charcoal 
sketch with a fully colored painting.

The second book moved away from the macro- political concerns of the 
first and zoomed in on the drawing of national, ethnic, or racial boundaries in 
everyday life. Ethnic Boundary Making (2014) analyzed how individuals in 
pursuit of recognition and power negotiate with each other which ethnic, 
racial, or national categories should be considered relevant and legitimate. 
Depending on how much these individuals differ in terms of the power and 
resources they command and whether or not they can agree on who should 
be classified as what, different kinds of boundaries will emerge. They can be 
more or less politically salient, involve more or less discrimination, separate 
more or less similar cultures, and last for generations or dissolve quickly.

Rather than continuing to debate whether ethnicity is, as a matter of on-
tological principle, a primordial or a “constructed” phenomenon, the book 
argued, researchers should explore and understand this variation more sys-
tematically. A series of chapters showed how this can be done in empirical 
research, focusing on a variety of topics and deploying a series of different 
methodological strategies. The book did not, however, explain why some 
boundaries are marked by stark power hierarchies while others are not and 
why boundaries are therefore more or less stable over time.1 Nation Build-
ing fills this lacuna by identifying the conditions under which ethnopolitical 
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 hierarchies emerge that stabilize ethnic differences over time, while in other 
contexts flat hierarchies encourage individuals to dissolve these boundaries 
during the process of nation building.

The third book, Waves of War (2013), returned to some of the macro- 
political arguments that the first had already outlined in broad strokes. Intro-
ducing the principle of national self- rule led to wave after wave of wars sweep-
ing over different parts of the world at different times as empire after empire 
dissolved. Largely overlooked by mainstream research on conflict and war, 
nationalism is the main driving force of this process. Nationalism delegitimizes 
the ethnopolitical hierarchies of empire by portraying them as instances of 
“foreign rule.” New states, now ruled in the name of the nation, emerged wher-
ever the balance of power allowed nationalists to overthrow the ancien ré-
gime, often in violent wars of national independence.

Where postcolonial nation building failed, the leaders of politically ex-
cluded groups mobilized against the dominant groups in power, leading to 
secessionist wars or ethnic conflicts over who controls the national govern-
ment. Newly established nation- states also competed with each other over 
ethnically mixed territories or over the fate of conationals across the border, 
sometimes leading to wars between neighboring states. Waves of War showed 
in detail, using newly assembled datasets that cover the entire world over long 
stretches of time, that transitioning to the nation- state is indeed a war- prone 
process and that the struggle against ethnopolitical inequality explains why. 
However, it again didn’t ask why some newly founded nation- states were more 
unequal than others and thus more war- prone. This is the puzzle that Nation 
Building solves.

This book joins others in trying to understand modern society in its full 
historical complexity and its manifold manifestations around the globe. We 
authors often argue with each other, as is perhaps unavoidable in the rather 
acidic world of academia, where we most passionately disagree with those 
who speak the same theoretical and methodological language. But we nev-
ertheless form part of a collective endeavor: to detach ourselves from our 
own struggles, visions, and hopes to gain a broader and perhaps more com-
plete understanding of the historical forces that move humanity in different 
directions. Over the past two decades, social science research has begun to 
focus on smaller and smaller questions for which rock- solid empirical an-
swers can be found, fleeing from the complexity of historical reality into the 
secure settings of a laboratory or toward the rare occurrences of quasi- 
experiments that the social world has to offer. Scholars concerned with 
macro- historical processes who dare to compare across a wide range of con-
texts find it increasingly difficult to justify their endeavor. I hope that this 
book helps to reinvigorate this intellectual tradition by showing a younger 
generation of scholars that its promise has not yet been exhausted.



xxi

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I began to work on these pages seven years ago. My thinking on the topic has 
been influenced by conversations with colleagues in the departments of soci-
ology and political science at UCLA and Princeton University, most impor-
tantly Mark Beissinger, Rogers Brubaker, Miguel Centeno, Mitch Duneier, 
Miriam Golden, Evan Lieberman, Michael Mann, Michael Ross, Edward 
Telles, and Deborah Yashar. I also maintain long- distance conversations—oc-
casionally crystallizing in lunch or dinner—with Laia Balcells, Nitsan Chorev, 
Dalton Conley, Yuval Feinstein, John Hall, Stathis Kalyvas, Matthias König, 
Michèle Lamont, Harris Mylonas, Violaine Roussel, Nicholas Sambanis, 
Gisèle Sapiro, Patrick Simon, Thomas Soehl, and Loïc Wacquant. I am grate-
ful to all these friends and colleagues for their wise advice, frank critiques—
often animated by what Ingeborg Bachmann once called “bravery before a 
friend”—and the intellectual companionship without which no work can 
flourish.

Most of the chapters were presented at departmental talks or conferences 
and profited from questions and suggestions from the audience. I would also 
like to acknowledge the research assistants I have had the privilege to work 
with over these years. The introductory chapter was discussed by a cohort of 
fellows at Princeton’s Institute for Advanced Study under the leadership of 
Didier Fassin. Mitch Duneier and Andrea Puente offered helpful suggestions 
on how to make the introduction easier to read. Chapter 2 received valuable 
feedback from sociologists at New York University, especially Thomas Ertman. 
Sharon Cornelisson (Princeton) summarized and translated sources written 
in Dutch. Parts of Chapter 2 have been previously published in “A Swiss anom-
aly? A relational account of national boundary making,” Nations and National-
ism 17, no. 4 (2011): 718–737. David Laitin (Stanford) was kind enough to point 
out some factual errors in the Somalia section of Chapter 3.

Chapter 4 could not have been written without the reading suggestions 
offered by Benjamin Elman (Princeton), Sonying Fang (Rice), King- To Yeung 
(California State University, San Bernardino), Han Zhang (Princeton), Ste-
phen Kotkin (Princeton), and Henry Hale (George Washington). Sonying 
Fang and Han Zhang also offered helpful comments on the China section  
of the chapter, and Georgi Derluguian (NYU Abu Dhabi) read and richly 



xxii AcknowLEdgmEnTS

 commented on the entire chapter. Anna Kuismin (University of Helsinki) was 
kind enough to answer my questions about Finnish and Baltic literacy in the 
early 19th century. The China part of the chapter was presented at a seminar 
of the Ecole des hautes études en sciences sociales in Paris organized by the 
anthropologist Enric Porqueres and the historian Jean- Paul Zuniga.

As far as I can remember, Chapter 5 has been presented to the sociology 
departments of Brown, Harvard, Princeton, Stanford, Wisconsin, and British 
Columbia, the political science departments of UCLA, Yale, UC Irvine, and 
George Washington, the annual meetings of the Social Science History As-
sociation and the Analytical Sociology Network, and the Wissenschaftszen-
trum Berlin, the Hertie School of Government in Berlin, and the California 
Center for Population Research at UCLA. Stelios Michalopoulos (Brown) 
offered written comments on a first draft of that chapter, and Evan Schofer 
(University of California Irvine) and Wesley Longhofer (Emory) generously 
provided advance access to their data on associations around the world. I am 
grateful to Yuval Feinstein (Haifa University) for superb research assistance in 
assembling the literacy and railways data that we used for a previous project. 
Nicholas Pang (Columbia) worked on the dataset that records the wars fought 
around the world since 1400. Philip Ender from UCLA’s Statistical Consulting 
Group patiently gave advice regarding the modeling approach. Dalton Conley 
(Princeton), Chris Winship (Harvard), and Nicholas Sambanis (University of 
Pennsylvania) helped me understand the logic of instrumental variable regres-
sions. None of these colleagues are responsible for any possible flaw in the 
analyses. A previous version of the chapter was published as “Nation building: 
A long- term perspective and global analysis,” European Sociological Review 
30, no. 6 (2014): 1–28. I am grateful to the anonymous reviewers of this and a 
whole series of other journals where I unsuccessfully tried to publish the ar-
ticle before it found a happy home at ESR.

Aaron Gottlieb (Princeton) assembled the various datasets analyzed in 
Chapter 6. Sharon Cornelisson as well as the indefatigable Alexander Wang 
and Charlotte Wang (both Oxford) matched the ethnic groups listed in the 
EPR to the various survey group lists. Thomas Soehl (McGill) and Joerg Lue-
dicke (StataCorp) provided advice on how to solve statistical problems. An-
drew Gelman and Jonah Sol Gabry organized the production of the STAN 
versions of the models and Rayleigh Lei (all at Columbia) executed them. The 
chapter profited from audience comments and criticism at the Hertie School 
of Government (Berlin), the departments of sociology of Washington Univer-
sity, Tel Aviv University, Princeton University, and NYU Abu Dhabi, as well 
as the International Relations Program of the Université de Montréal. A previ-
ous version of this chapter was published as “Power and pride: National iden-
tity and ethno- political inequality around the world,” World Politics 69, no. 4 



AcknowLEdgmEnTS xxiii

(2017): 605-639. I am grateful for five very helpful reviews from the journal 
and the editors’ guidance in how to address them.

Chapter 7 was presented at two conferences, one at Harvard and one in 
Barcelona, both organized by Prerna Singh and Matthias vom Hau, as well as 
the Ecole des hautes études en sciences sociales in Paris, where I stayed in the 
spring of 2015 as a visiting professor at the invitation of Gisèle Sapiro. It was 
published as “Is diversity detrimental? Ethnic fractionalization, public goods 
provision, and the historical legacies of stateness,” Comparative Political Stud-
ies 28 (2015): 1407–1445. Daniel Karell (NYU Abu Dhabi) and Christoph 
Zürcher (University of Ottawa) directed me toward the relevant literature as 
well as the data on Afghanistan analyzed in Chapter 8. Daniel Karell gener-
ously commented on the relevant sections.

Finally, I would like to thank the team at Princeton University Press for 
taking such good care of the manuscript: my editor Meagan Levison for wel-
coming it to the press and for helpful suggestions on how to structure the 
chapters; Jennifer Backer and Joseph Dahm for precise and patient copyedit-
ing; Carrie Hudak for keeping the production process together and on track; 
and last but not least, three anonymous reviewers for their serious and engag-
ing critiques.





NATION BUILDING





1

Introduction

Why Nation Building?

Why did some countries fall apart, often along ethnic fault lines, while others 
held together over decades and centuries, despite hosting a diverse population? 
Why is it, in other words, that nation building succeeded in some places and 
failed in others? This book shows how slow- moving processes unfolding over 
generations influence the prospects of nation building around the world. In 
places where centralized states had emerged long ago, citizens speak the same 
language today and can thus more easily forge political alliances across ethnic, 
racial, and regional divides. If governments have inherited a tradition of bu-
reaucratic centralization they are also more capable of providing public goods 
and can therefore encourage their citizens to support the state politically and 
develop a sense of loyalty toward the nation. Finally, the early rise of civil so-
ciety organizations enables politicians to knit different regions of a country into 
a quilt of political networks. Ties that bridge divides reduce the salience of 
ethnicity in politics, undermine support for separatism, make violent conflict 
and war less likely, and eventually lead citizens to identify with the nation and 
perceive it as a community of lived solidarity and shared political destiny.

Political integration and national identification thus form the two sides of 
the nation- building coin. To achieve both, it is crucial to forge political ties 
between citizens and the state that reach across ethnic divides and integrate 
ethnic majorities and minorities into an inclusive power arrangement. If citi-
zens are connected to government through relationships of authority and 
support, an inclusive national community emerges and nation building can 
be said to have succeeded. Whether such ties emerge from democratic elec-
tions or through other political institutions is not of primary concern, I will 
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argue. Conversely, not all democracies have succeeded at forging an inte-
grated nation. The United States, for example, maintained slavery during the 
first 70 years of its democratic existence and politically excluded African 
Americans for another century after slavery ended, creating a lasting legacy 
of subordination and segregation.

This understanding of nation building diverges from that of most contem-
porary policymakers. After the US- led wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, experts 
in Western think tanks, governments, and militaries sought to craft programs 
that would foster national cohesion in a handful of years. They often used the 
term “nation building” synonymously with democratization (Dobbins 2003–
2004) or even more generally with rebuilding states after the governments of 
faraway lands had been toppled by Western troops (see summary in Osler 
Hampson and Mendeloff 2007). The underlying assumption of much of this 
debate in the United States was that its government is entitled to overthrow 
threatening regimes around the world as it sees fit as long as it then “rebuilds” 
these nations in its own capitalist and democratic image and “teach[es] these 
peoples to govern themselves,” as a well- known public intellectual put it (Fu-
kuyama 2004: 162).

This book joins others (Mylonas 2012; Sambanis et al. 2015) in an effort to 
rescue the meaning of nation building from these debates and assumptions. It 
also arrives at a different set of policy prescriptions. As discussed in the con-
cluding chapter, nation building from the outside, such as attempted in Af-
ghanistan, Iraq, and Bosnia, is likely to fail if domestic conditions don’t already 
favor political integration across ethnic divides. More to the point, public 
goods need to be provided by local governments, rather than foreigners, if the 
goal is to foster the political cohesion of struggling nations. Furthermore, the 
tectonic theory of nation building introduced here suggests that fixing failed 
states or building nations cannot be done within the time span of an American 
presidency or two. It is a matter of generations rather than years.

modErnIZIng THE modErnIZATIon LITErATUrE

My understanding of nation building directly follows up on an earlier, now 
largely forgotten literature in the social sciences. Such eminent scholars as 
Karl Deutsch (1953), Reinhard Bendix (1964), Clifford Geertz (1963), and Ed-
ward Shils (1972) sought to understand the challenges of political integration 
faced by the newly independent countries of Africa and Asia. As I do in this 
book, they distinguished between the formation of nation- states and nation 
building. Creating an independent nation- state with a flag, an army, an an-
them, newly minted money, and freshly printed passports did not guarantee 
that citizens identified with the nation or that they accepted the authority of 
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the state. These scholars also distinguished between political stability and na-
tion building. Not every new nation- state that remained peaceful did so be-
cause nation building had succeeded. In many newly independent states, au-
tocratic regimes lasted for decades thanks to the ruthless repression of political 
opposition, rather than because they were able to integrate their countries 
politically.

The first generation of nation- building scholars also identified the conflicts 
that nation building often entailed and the obstacles it faced. Locals might 
resist a national government that intruded more into their daily lives than did 
its colonial predecessor. Political elites competed over who controlled the new 
center of power. Economic poverty, artificially drawn boundaries, the legacies 
of colonial divide- and- rule policies, and the weakness of postcolonial states 
made national political integration difficult. In order to understand how these 
obstacles could be overcome, this first generation of scholars dared to com-
pare—in line with the classic tradition of historical sociology since Max 
Weber: lessons learned from 18th-  and 19th- century Europe were swiftly ap-
plied to the developing countries of Asia and Africa, mostly in the form of 
broad historical analogies.

In justifying these comparisons, most authors relied on modernization 
theory. They thought that the introduction of modern bureaucracies, techno-
logical changes that increased communication and information flows across 
regions, and granting citizenship rights to the lower classes all transformed 
the way states related to their subjects, whether in Meiji Japan, Bismarck’s 
Germany, or contemporary India. In other words, they saw nation building as 
a challenge that arose wherever modernity brought previously smaller and 
self- contained social units into closer contact with each other.

From the 1970s onward, Marxists faulted this school of thought for over-
looking class exploitation within newly independent countries and their con-
tinued dependency on the centers of the capitalist world system. Proponents 
of the emerging rational choice school criticized nation- building scholars for 
not asking why self- interested individuals would engage in something as ide-
alistic and lofty as “nation building.” Advocates of multiculturalism accused 
nation builders of violating the rights of minorities and annihilating their cul-
tures through forced assimilation (e.g., Connor 1972). Methodologists de-
plored the habitus of “armchair theorizing” and the tendency to cherry- pick 
examples that suited the argument, eschewing a more systematic and disci-
plined analysis of negative and positive cases. Soon, the topic was abandoned 
or subsumed under other strands of research, such as on civil war, economic 
development, or democratization.

This book revitalizes the earlier interest in the topic. Like the works of the 
first- generation scholars, it pursues a broad comparative agenda, taking us 
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around the world and across centuries to wherever the model of the modern 
nation- state was introduced: the ideal that a country should be ruled in the 
name of a nation of equal citizens rather than in the name of God or a royal 
dynasty. This was the case in 19th- century Switzerland and Belgium, early 
20th- century Russia and China after the end of empire, and Botswana and 
Somalia during the 1960s—the six examples discussed in detail in the following 
chapters.

Unlike the earlier generation of scholarship, however, this book precisely 
identifies the processes and mechanisms of political integration, rather than 
pointing at the abstract forces of modernization. And rather than collecting 
illustrative examples to support broad theoretical claims, it pursues the old 
questions with more analytical precision and methodological rigor. It uses 
three carefully chosen pairs of country cases to show how a particular mecha-
nism fostering nation building operates in the details of the historical process. 
It then demonstrates, through the statistical analysis of large datasets, that 
these mechanisms are at work in the rest of the world as well. The book thus 
deploys a “nested methods” design, in which different research strategies com-
bine to support the same theoretical argument (cf. Lieberman 2005; Hum-
phreys and Jacobs 2015). If these different routes of empirical investigation 
lead to the same points of conclusion, this should increase our confidence that 
the hypothesized causal forces are indeed at work “out there” in the world (for 
a more detailed discussion of methodological principles, see Chapter 1).

THE ImPorTAncE of nATIon BUILdIng

But isn’t the idea of nation building rooted in the Cold War ideology? Indeed, 
the term was meant to suggest that the newly independent countries of the 
Global South could modernize to become as democratic, capitalist, and indi-
vidualist as Western societies, rather than turn to the communist nemesis (see 
Latham 2000). More important, who needs a book on nation building now 
that we have entered the postnational age when more and more individuals 
hold multiple citizenships, migrate back and forth between continents, orga-
nize in transnational social movements, and create new, postnational identities 
fed by free- flowing streams of digital information and communication? In 
other words, isn’t studying nation building passé? I see three major reasons 
why revisiting the question is necessary.

First, nation building brings peace and fosters economic development. In 
previous research my colleagues and I showed that a lack of political integra-
tion across ethnic divides often leads to civil war (Wimmer et al. 2009): armed 
rebellions spread in countries where a large proportion of the population is 
not represented and has no say in national- level politics and government. If 
the elites of marginalized groups can escape surveillance and recruit followers 
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and if the state reacts to such initial mobilization with indiscriminate violence, 
armed conflict becomes very likely indeed (Lindemann and Wimmer 2017). 
Failed nation building, in short, is a recipe for civil war.

Ethnopolitical exclusion also inhibits economic growth, as shown by Birnir 
and Waguespack (2011; see also Alesina et al. 2016). Ethnocratic rulers favor 
businesses, economic sectors, and occupations that are dominated by citizens 
of their own ethnic background. They therefore choose policies that don’t 
benefit the entire economy. Conversely, the success of the East Asian devel-
opmental states has shown that national political integration—rather than 
freewheeling markets uninhibited by government intervention, as the so- 
called Washington consensus once had it—is a key precondition for economic 
development (see also Rodrik et al. 2004).

Second, the topic of nation building is important because many societies 
around the world struggle with ethnopolitical inequalities inherited from the 
past—and not just in the Global South. Many successor states of the Soviet 
Union face the same challenges as the newly formed states that emerged from 
the colonial empires in the 1960s: regional disintegration, separatism, escalat-
ing political competition between ethnic elites, and so on. Recent develop-
ments in Ukraine illustrate the point. In many much older countries the ques-
tion of national political integration now dominates politics more than ever, 
including in Belgium, Bolivia, Ethiopia, Spain, and the United Kingdom.

One should also note that few alternatives to national political integration 
are in sight. The European Union, once the crown witness of those who saw 
the coming of a postnational age, seems to have failed, as the Greek financial 
troubles and the subsequent refugee crisis showed, at “nation building” at a 
higher, European level. A sense of pan- European solidarity is hard to instill in 
populations whose visions of the world remain shaped by the nation- building 
projects of the 19th and 20th centuries. On a global level, the Internet has 
certainly created unprecedented flows of information and allowed new, post-
national forms of identity and solidarity to flourish. Furthermore, national 
boundaries have become increasingly porous for elite migrants with multiple 
passports and marketable skills sought by global companies. But only 3% of 
the world’s population lives outside their country of birth. More generally, 
politics remains tied to democratic legitimacy, which continues to be orga-
nized within national states. And so does the provision of roads and health 
clinics, the organization of military defense, and social security—even within 
supranational political units such as the European Union. The recent resur-
gence of nationalist political movements in the West therefore doesn’t come 
as a surprise. The postnational age has yet to arrive.

Third, one can easily strip the term “nation building” of the ideological 
connotations that some may associate with it. Nation building does not mean 
modernist “progress” along a continuum “from tribe to nation” (Cohen and 
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Middleton 1970). It can be understood in less evolutionary and less teleologi-
cal terms as extending networks of political alliances, whatever their nature, 
across a territory. A nation can be built on a “tribal” basis, as the example of 
Botswana will show. When studying nation building we also don’t have to 
assume the perspective of nationalists who see history as a one- way road to-
ward the fulfillment of the national project (see the “methodological national-
ism” discussed by Wimmer and Glick Schiller [2002]). To avoid this trap, I 
will consider the counterfactual possibility that a nation- building project 
could have failed (or succeeded) or that other projects—perhaps focused on 
differently defined national communities—could have won out in the histori-
cal struggle. I will discuss at length, for example, that China could have fallen 
apart along its deep linguistic divides, similar to Romanov Russia, and so could 
have Switzerland. Nation building can be studied, in other words, without 
assuming that historically stable “nations” are the relevant units of observation 
or that success or failure is somehow predetermined by political destiny.

Nation building, as defined here, is also not synonymous with the forced 
assimilation of minorities by nationalist governments (as argued by Connor 
1972), let alone with the scapegoating of minorities by chauvinist movements 
seeking to rally conationals around the flag. Quite to the contrary, political 
equality between ethnic groups is a key defining element of nation building, 
as we will see in a moment. Oppressing or even physically harming minority 
individuals shows that a nation- building project has failed—not that it is on 
the road to success.

One example may suffice to illustrate the point. In Ukraine, the rise of an 
independent, if short- lived, state after the fall of the Romanov empire was 
accompanied by signs of popular identification with the Ukrainian nation—
propagated by the newly established nationalist government and army. This 
army funded the production and distribution of a postcard that shows a united 
Ukrainian nation, defended by heroic Cossack troops fighting both the Bol-
shevik and anti- Bolshevik armies during the Russian Civil War. During these 
years, the Jewish population of Ukraine suffered some of the worst pogroms 
of its history, many committed by these very same armed forces. In cases of 
successful nation building, such as in Switzerland and Botswana, there was 
certainly plenty of nationalist rhetoric and xenophobia as well, especially in 
the early moments of nation building. These were never directed against do-
mestic minorities, however, and never reached deadly dimensions.

Maybe this is the moment to pause and briefly discuss nation building from 
a normative point of view. Given its role in preventing war and poverty, many 
observers see nation building in a positive light, and so do I. However, it is 
open to debate whether this means that we should embrace the political phi-
losophy of “liberal nationalism” (Miller 1995; Tamir 1995), according to which 
nationalism is morally superior to other, more cosmopolitan political ideolo-




