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‘Professor Lu Zhouxiang has done an excellent job in bringing together a range of

essays — both general and focused on particular states, regions, and themes — concerned with

nationalism in both East and South-East Asia. This will be of value to the general reader by

virtue of its breadth of coverage. It will also help historians and social scientists in the field to
contextualise their own findings in light of similar work by other specialists.’

John Breuilly, Professor, London School of

Economics and Political Science

‘Nationalism is one of the most powerful and important factors to shape Asia, one of the
most dynamic areas in the world, and understanding it is crucial for scholars and the wider
world alike. Combining syntheses of deep research with strong explanatory frameworks, this
handbook will be essentially reading for all scholars of nationalism and ideology.’

Rana Mitter, Professor, University of Oxford

“This handbook is invaluable guide to nationalism in East and Southeast Asia. It offers
a comprehensive survey of the field and is an essential work of reference for scholars of

nationalism.’
Gerard Delanty, Professor, University of Sussex
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This handbook presents a comprehensive survey of the formation and transformation of
nationalism in 15 East and Southeast Asian countries.

Written by a team of international scholars from different backgrounds and disci-
plines, this volume offers new perspectives on studying Asian history, society, culture, and
politics, and provides readers with a unique lens through which to better contextualise and
understand the relationships between countries within East and Southeast Asia, and between
Asia and the world. It highlights the latest developments in the field and contributes to
our knowledge and understanding of nationalism and nation building. Comprehensive and
clearly written, this book examines a diverse set of topics that include theoretical consid-
erations on nationalism and internationalism; the formation of nationalism and national
identity in the colonial and postcolonial eras; the relationships between traditional culture,
religion, ethnicity, education, gender, technology, sport, and nationalism; the influence of
popular culture on nationalism; and politics, policy, and national identity. It illustrates how
nationalism helped to draw the borders between the nations of East and Southeast Asia, and
how it is re-emerging in the twenty-first century to shape the region and the world into the
future.

The Routledge Handbook of Nationalism in East and Southeast Asia is important reading for
those interested in and studying Asian history, Social and Cultural history, and modern
history.

Lu Zhouxiang is an Associate Professor within the School of Modern Languages, Literatures
and Cultures at National University of Ireland Maynooth, Ireland.
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INTRODUCTION

The arrival of the age of nationalism
and nation states

Lu Zhouxiang

Nationalism emerged in the late eighteenth century and became a powerful political force
that spread around the globe and shaped the modern world. Nationalism is a concept with
multiple meanings and can be analyzed as ‘an ideology, a movement, the process of “nation”
and “nation-state” building, and an individual’s political orientation’ (Dekker and Malova
2003, 345). Most scholars see nationalism as a global political movement and have devel-
oped different theories to explain the phenomenon from a wide range of perspectives and
levels (Weiss 2003). For example, Eugen Lemberg defined nationalism from a sociological
perspective as ‘a system of ideas, values and norms, an image of the world and society which
makes a large social group aware of where it belongs and invests this sense of belonging
with a particular value’ (cited in Alter 1994, 8). He emphasized that shared origins, char-
acter, language and culture, or common subordination to a given state power nourished
national consciousness; the philosopher and social anthropologist Ernest Gellner suggested
that nationalism was ‘a theory of political legitimacy.” It was a product of modern societies’
need for cultural homogeneity and was ‘the consequence of a new form of social organiza-
tion, based on deeply internalized, education-dependent high cultures, each protected by
its own state’ (Gellner 1983, 48); the political scientist Benedict Anderson (1983) advances
the theory that a nation is a socially constructed community, imagined by the people who
perceive themselves as part of that group. The convergence of capitalism and print media
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries contributed significantly to the development of
a nationalism that was able to unite people from different classes to fight and sacrifice for
such a limited imagining; the historian Elie Kedourie (1960) saw nationalism as a doctrine
invented in Europe which ‘holds that humanity is naturally divided into nations, that nations
are known by certain characteristics which can be ascertained, and that the only legitimate
type of government is national self~government.’” In the past century, nationalism became a
major political driving force and has made national self-determination the foundation of the
modern international order (Kedourie 1960, 9).

This wide range of definitions, approaches, and analytical focuses from different dis-
ciplines and perspectives clearly reflect the diversity and complexity of nationalism. In a
nutshell, nationalism is a thought and ideology based on the concept of nation. As historian
Peter Alter (1994, 5) noted, ‘in nationalism, the nation is placed upon the highest pedestal;
its value resides in its capacity as the sole, binding agency of meaning and justification.” Karl
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W. Deutsch (1979, 301), a political scientist, also observed that ‘nationalism is a state of mind
which gives “national” messages, memories, and images a preferred status in social commu-
nication and a greater weight in the making of decisions.” In short, a nation can be regarded
as the building block of nationalism, and nationalism is a doctrine and discourse about
the character, interests, rights, and duties of nations. To individuals, national consciousness
and nationalism emerge ‘whenever they felt that they belong primarily to the nation, and
whenever affective attachment and loyalty to that nation override all other attachments and
loyalties” (Alter 1994, 9). For communities and societies, nationalism frequently leads to
organized social movements and political parties, economic practices, revolutions, and wars
that are aimed at furthering the alleged aims, ideology, and interests of nations.

The formation of sovereign states and embryonic national consciousness

From a historical perspective, the term ‘nation’ is considerably more archaic than ‘national-
ism.” According to Greenfeld (1992), the Latin word natio is the origin of the modern word
nation. It means someone born and carried derogatory connotations. In Rome, the title natio
was often given to a group of foreigners who came from the same geographical region. In the
Middle Ages, the feeling of ‘the same origin’ evoked a sense of national consciousness in uni-
versity students who came from geographically or linguistically related regions. Furthermore,
the word nation was endowed with a new meaning which referred to their country of origin.
By the late thirteenth century, the meaning of nation had transformed into a ‘community of
option’ and ‘a political, cultural and then social elite’ (Greenfeld 1992, 5). In the following cen-
turies, alongside the rise of sovereign states and nation states, particularly in Europe, the term
‘nation’ continued to experience a steady semantic transformation and eventually evolved into
the sense in which it is understood today. Accompanying ‘nation,’ the term ‘nationalism’ first
appeared in a work by the German philosopher and theologian Johann Gottfried Herder in
1774. Herder’s understanding and interpretation of nation were profoundly cultural instead of
political. He believed that nations were organically formed entities with a unique and shared
language and distinct cultural properties, and each national culture should thrive for peaceful
coexistence with others (Miller 1998; van den Bergh 2018). However, in contrast to Herder’s
observations, when ‘nationalism’ entered into general linguistic usage in the mid-nineteenth
century, it developed into a concept dominated by politics (Shafer 1972).

The historian Ernest Renan (1882, 9) has argued that nations, in the modern sense of
the term, ‘are something fairly new in history.” ‘Classical antiquity had republics, municipal
kingdoms, confederations of local republics and empires, yet it can hardly be said to have
had nations in our understanding of the term. Generally speaking, nations, nationalism,
nationalist ideologies, and the system of nation states are recent in date and novel in character
(Smith 2000). Their formation advanced with the rise of early centralized sovereign states in
Western Europe from the fifteenth century onward. There are four complex set of reasons,
i.e. changing contexts, that explain this significant development. Religion, social structure,
language and military reforms all played an important role in this process.

First, transformations in religious identity contributed to the formation of the sovereign state
and national consciousness. Medieval civilization in Europe was governed by the all-pervasive
concept of the Christian God. Christianity dominated the region and the Vatican claimed
authority over the whole Christian world. During this period, ‘God’s will was sufficient to
explain all phenomena. The service of God was seen as the sole legitimate purpose of all human
enterprise’ (Davies 1996, 430). Individual identity, popular culture, philosophy, way of life,
and the political system were all based on, and framed by, Christian ideas, norms, and values.
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To all loyal Christians, the Pope was the supreme spiritual leader of the Christian world. They
identified themselves as subjects of God rather than subjects of kings. As Stavrianos (1975, 201)
noted, ‘mass allegiance to a nation was, during those centuries, unknown. Instead, most men
(sic) considered themselves to be first of all Christians, second, residents of a certain region such
as Burgundy or Cornwall, and only last, if at all, Frenchmen or Englishmen (sic).’

The late Middle Ages saw a crisis in Christendom. With the fall of the Christian Byzantine
Empire and the Holy Roman Empire, the Vatican could no longer maintain its supreme
authority over its dependencies (Davies 1996, 383). The transformation of the power struc-
ture between kings and the Papacy resulted in the consolidation of royal authority and
changed the spiritual image to which people had allegiance. Consequently, the notions of
‘subject to the king’ and ‘subject to the kingdom’ began to prevail.

The power struggle between royalty and the Papacy can be dated back to the thirteenth
century when a fundamental conflict broke out between Edward I (King of England) and
the church over Pope Boniface VIII's bull, Clericis laicos (1296). The latter prevented the
secular states of Europe from appropriating church revenues without the permission of the
Vatican. France and England were the only two countries that resisted these Papal claims,
while other secular authorities generally accepted the bill. Subsequently, the rivalry between
Philip IV of France and the Papacy ended with the death of Pope Boniface VIII and resulted
in the proscription of the Knights Templar at the beginning of the fourteenth century. The
new Pope, Clement V, was a weak spiritual leader, while Philip I'V established a centralized
royal power to rule France. The transformation in religious identity made Christianity a
vehicle for the construction of centralized royal power and contributed to the formation of
a sovereign France. As Greenfeld (1993, 95) observed:

the election of France and the immediate relationship between the kingdom and God,
was manifested first and foremost in the king. From an exemplary son of the universal
church, the king became the focus of a new Christian cult, and France — a church in its
own town.

In England, King Henry VIII was the driving force for separating the English Church from
the Vatican. He introduced the first Act of Annates in 1532 to cut the financial payment to
Rome. One year later, the Act of Appeals 1533 curtailed Rome’s ecclesiastical jurisdiction.
This was followed by the Act of Supremacy in 1534 which abolished Papal authority in
England. Thereafter, the king became the Supreme Head of the Church of England, and
the religious image and the political image were combined into one (Davies 1996). With
the rise of the king’s power, England began transforming into a sovereign state. A collective
identity based on the Kingdom of England started to emerge among the growing numbers
of English Protestants.

Second, the transformation of social structures stimulated the emergence of sovereign
states and national consciousness. Medieval Europe was based on feudalism. People were
under the rule of feudal lords and kings. The Pope and the Emperor claimed the author-
ity over all feudal kingdoms. Religion functioned as a vehicle for uniting all the smaller
kingdoms, principalities, duchies, counties, and cities into a united political entity. In this
political entity, rulers of kingdoms and feudalities distributed their land to nobilities, who
distributed their land among their vassals. The existence of countless self~governing manors
led to a decentralization of state power. Feudal lords owned everything on their land, includ-
ing their peasants, crops, and village(s), taxed the people, had their own military forces, and
became the ever-present leaders for those cultivating their fields. In this period, the Emperor,
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the Pope, and the kings were spiritual leaders far away from everyday life of the ordinary
people. People gave allegiance to the feudal lords who had the real power. Therefore, the
sense of nation remained vague and obscure, while localism and other forms of territori-
alism were dominant. As Davies (1996, 382) states, ‘medieval Europeans were conscious of
belonging to their native village or town... They were aware of belonging to a body of men
and women who acknowledged the same feudal lord; to a social estate, which share the same
privileges.

Hugh Seton-Watson (1977, 18) has argued that the essence of the social order of Medieval
Europe was linked to the mutual obligations between social groups, guaranteed by law and
by institutions. The rulers endowed certain rights to the upper class and formed the feudal
system. People were connected vertically in hierarchical subordination. Davies (1996, 516)
describes how ‘social groups were defined by their function, by the legal restrictions and
privileges which were imposed in order to facilitate that function, and by their corporations.’
In such social systems, nobility and landowners obtained their wealth from serfs and farmers.
Power struggles occurred between the central power (the monarchy) and the social elites,
such as churches, nobles, feudal lords, and land owners, indicating that there was not always
a balance between these forces.

The emergence of organized merchants and manufacturers in developing urban centers
formed a new socio-economic force which undermined existing power relations and struc-
tures. Urban capitalism, which coexisted with a landowner-directed agriculture based on
serfdom or tenantry, began to change the social and economic structures of Europe. The
rising petty bourgeoisie, city burghers, and small landowners boosted the eclipse of the older
feudal system and strengthened centralized royal power. Alliances between the two social
groups benefited each other. On the one hand, the king gained support from the bourgeoisie,
which led to a weakening of the church and the territorial feudal lords, and consolidated and
strengthened centralized power structures. On the other hand, the bourgeoisie benefited from
the newly established social order and laws which allowed them to profit from the booming
free market and industry. Consequently, the claims and interests of new social groups began
to form the basis for the legitimacy of the monarchy. The transformation of social structures,
accompanied by the emergence of new norms and values, slowly changed people’s views,
norms and values, and gave rise to new concepts such as individualism, competition, the
achievement principle, division of labor, and others. The new social groups were ‘bound
together by horizontal ties of solidarity and no longer linked only vertically in hierarchical
subordination’ (Seton-Watson 1977, 18). Political consciousness began to emerge among these
rising social groups which, in turn, gave birth to an embryonic form of national consciousness.

Third, the rise of the vernacular languages of nations in Western Europe aided the con-
struction of national consciousness, distinctiveness, and identity. In the era of the Roman
Empire, Latin functioned as the vehicle for the promotion of Christianity and the building
of the empire. Following the collapse of the Roman Empire, Charlemagne and the Papacy
utilized Latin as a vehicle to bind disparate ethnic groups together (Slavitt 1999). During
the Middle Ages, Latin was the language of the church, universities, and courts, and also
served as the medium of exchange in all intellectual life. As John A. Armstrong (1982, 281)
has noted, ‘throughout the Romance region, the requirement of precision in legal and theo-
logical affairs was met by the persistence of Latin as the sole elaborated code of the learned.’

With the decline of the Vatican and the strengthening of royal power in France, England,
and (what was later to become) Germany, the use of Latin began to diminish and a clear
internal linguistic division took shape. In England, the Anglo-Saxon dialects came together
with French in the fourteenth century in the new English language. Under King Edward III,
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the Pleading in English Act 1362 made English the official language of the law courts and
the parliament. From then on, English began to be widely used among all social groups and
became a building block for an embryonic English national consciousness (Seton-Watson
1977, 29). In France, Latin began to decline after Philip IV made French the language of
royal edicts in Northern France in the thirteenth century (Asher and Simpson 1994). In
1539, the Ordinance of Villers-Cotterets, signed into law by Francis I, made French the
official language of the country. Then in 1629, Louis XIII promulgated the Code Michaud
that made French the compulsory language for the registration of baptisms, marriage, and
burials. Thereafter, French came to be widely used among all the social classes and became
an important symbol of French identity (Greenfeld 1992, 99). In the German-speaking parts
of Europe, priest and theologian Martin Luther nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of
the Castle Church in Wittenberg in 1517 and declared that religion should rest on each indi-
vidual’s faith and comprehension of the Bible (Marshall 2017). The event triggered the Prot-
estant Reformation. Subsequently, Luther’s German translation of ‘The New Testament’ and
the complete Bible, published in 1522 and 1534, respectively, made the Bible more accessible
to ordinary Germans and facilitated the rise of the modern German language and literature,
as well as laid the seeds for a German identity (Schaff 1910).

Fourth, the military revolution, i.e. advances in warfare technology and strategies, con-
tributed to the rise of sovereign states and national consciousness. Davies (1996, 519) states
that ‘the modern state without the military revolution is unthinkable. The road from the
arquebus to absolutism, or from the maritime mortar to mercantilism, was a direct one.” The
late Middle Ages saw the move from cold weapons to firearms and explosives. The invention
of the musket and artillery changed the way war was fought. The increasing demand for
firearms also stimulated the growth of modern industry and mercantilism. Modern warfare
gave rise to trained standing armies with professional skills and strict discipline (Smith 1977),
and these standing armies consolidated the royal power and gave kings an ‘incomparable
political instrument for reducing the power of the nobles and for forcing their subjects to
obey’ (Davies 1996, 519).

This military revolution led to the fall of the nobility and the rise of new social groups.
The social and political functions of the nobility were weakened as military careers were
now offered to talent from all social classes (Thomson 1972). Manufacturers who produced
firearms and civilians who served the standing army gained functional significance. The
alliances between the new social groups and the royalty allowed the king to further weaken
the power of the feudal lords.

As the importance of religious authority and regional feudal lordships continued to
decline, new social groups and centralized royal power dominated the early sovereign states
of Western Europe. In England, a national consciousness emerged as people began to show
their loyalty to the king — the incarnation of the monarchy and the centralized sovereign
state (Greenfeld 1992, 74). The doctrine of the ‘Divine Right of Kings’ was developed in
the late sixteenth century in order to consolidate the monarch’s supreme authority, to instill
obedience, and to make all social ranks religiously and morally obliged to obey the royalty.
This doctrine also dominated France. The kings of France were portrayed as the incarnate
essence of society and the ‘State,” and French identity transformed from an ‘essentially reli-
gious into a political one’ (Greenfeld 1992, 112).

To conclude, the formation of the sovereign state and the prevalence of the Divine Right
of Kings in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries nourished embryonic national consciousness
which was based on ‘a notion of an emotional attachment to a landscape, a dynastic state or a
ruler’ and an ideology consolidating the political unification of the monarchy (Alter 1996, 6).
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The emergence of nation states, national identity, and nationalism was a slow, non-linear and
incremental process, initiated and driven by several factors that led to the transformation of
‘loyalty to the monarch’ into ‘loyalty to the state, and eventually into ‘loyalty to the nation’.

The rise of nation states and nationalism

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, social and political transformations became
increasingly conducive to the rise of nation states and nationalism. The royal authority began
to be seen as a barrier to the new social groups. The rising petty bourgeoisie, privileged city
dwellers, the city burghers, and landowners demanded more economic and political free-
dom, and opposed the restrictions and heavy taxes imposed by the monarch. Their claims
eventually developed to be one of the most important factors behind the English and the
French Revolutions, which resulted in the demise of royal power and the formation of mod-
ern nation states (Hobsbawm 1988, 105).

In England, James Is strong belief in the ‘Divine Right of Kings’ caused severe conflicts
between the monarch and the parliament and resulted in the English Revolution of the
mid-seventeenth century. According to Guizot, Marx, and Engels, the English Revolution
marked a significant stage in the shift from feudalism to capitalism. The gentry who domi-
nated the parliament were ‘bourgeois’ modernizers who were determined to maximize their
profit margins. Those who supported the king were ‘feudal’ traditionalists more interested in
preserving their power, status, and authority (Stone 1985, 44—45). As the parliament became
the servant of the bourgeoisie, ‘Parliamentary statutes, speeches, and pamphlets separated
the issue of nationality from the issues of religion and the English Crown and clarified the
meaning of national identity’ (Greenfeld 1992, 77). The Revolution drew more people into
political action and extended national consciousness to ‘new geographical areas and lower
social levels,” and made the nation the primary object of people’s loyalty (Hill 1970, 265;
Lefebvre 2005). After the English Civil War (1642—1651), the monarch no longer functioned
as a major host for national consciousness, and England began its transformation from a sov-
ereign state to a nation state.

The French Revolution (1789—-1799) was another milestone in the rise of the bourgeoisie
as it marked the beginning of the transition of France from a sovereign state into a nation
state. Most scholars describe the French Revolution as the result of the clash between the
old feudal noble class and the emerging capitalist bourgeois class (Lefebvre 2005). During
the French Revolution, ‘various social, political and intellectual developments found pow-
erful expression in radical politics’ (Hutchinson and Smith 1994, 7). Led by the bourgeoisie,
people from around the country ‘transcended regional, corporate and religious barriers and
joined together as the people of a state, as a political nation’ (Alter 1994, 56—57). Conse-
quently, the power transferred from the monarchy to the nation, and the concept of nation
state replaced the monarch’s sovereign state as the source of identity (Greenfeld 1992, 166).

The French Revolution constructed French identity in several different ways. First, a
primary level education system was established to foster patriotism and promote French as a
standardized language. Second, print media such as newspapers, booklets, and journals were
used to promote the radical social and political changes and propagandize the idea of the
nation and nation state. Third, new symbols of the French nation, such as the national flag,
national songs, and national day, were created (Stavrianos 1975). As Kohn (1944, 20) has
observed, the French Revolution infused the idea of nationalism and created ‘a conscious-
ness in which all citizens could share’ — ‘the masses were no longer in the nation, but of the
nation.’
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Since the emergence of early examples of European nationalism, represented by the
revolutions of England and France, ‘nationalism has been understood as a political move-
ment born by broad sections of society which declares attachment to the nation to be the
supreme bond’ (Alter 1994, 56). Following the French Revolution, Napoleon’s expansionist
policies provoked reactions in England, Spain, Germany, Poland, and Russia. It intensi-
fied and ‘diffused the civic ideas of national autonomy, unity and identity across Europe’
(Hutchinson and Smith 1994, 7). After the defeat of Napoleonic France, the Congress of
Vienna (1814—1815) was held by the major European powers to redraw the geopolitical map.
However, the Congress ignored the national and liberal impulses of small nations, and so
stimulated their resistance. Thereafter, nationalism became the driving factor in the rising
tide of independence movements in Europe. The Greeks, under the Ottoman rule, declared
independence in 1821 and achieved it in 1829. The Belgian Revolution of 1830 led to the
establishment of an independent Belgium free from Dutch rule. Independence movements
were also launched by Italian, German, and Irish nationalists.

From the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries onward, print media, the growth
in literacy, and the greater social communication and growing economic contacts between
different social classes increased the distribution of new political ideas. It helped people to
slowly embrace their national symbols and norms, and supported certain political organiza-
tions (Hutchinson and Smith 1994, 27-28). An increasing proportion of populations began
to ‘perceive themselves as members of a particular nation. They identified with its historical
and cultural heritage and with the form of its political life, and endowed existence with
meaning both in the present and the future’ (Alter 1994, 9).

In summary, the modern form of nationalism can be understood as ‘both an ideology
and a political movement which holds the nation and the nation state to be crucial indwell-
ing values’ (Alter 1994, 8), and as a vehicle for mobilizing and assembling people under a
united front for a common, primarily political goal. It was the forces that emerged from
various political and economic interests, combined with an ethnic, cultural, and religious
consciousness, that bonded people into one ‘imagined community’ or ‘nation.” Nationalism
encapsulated these forces and united people under a single banner, creating a sense of pride,
belonging, and commitment to the perceived common interest of the nation. The essence of
nationalism is the power struggle between interest groups. On the macro level, that is often
demonstrated through the rivalry between countries, nations, or alliances of nations. On the
micro level, rivalries and conflicts between religious groups, ethnic groups, social classes, or
political and military groups are the most visible forms of such power struggles.

As people sought to establish territorial political entities corresponding to their group iden-
tity combined with their desire for fundamental political and economic changes, nationalism
became the dominant political doctrine within Europe and beyond (Armstrong 1982, 4). In
1776, the United States declared independence from the British Empire. In the first half of
the nineteenth century, European colonies in Central and South America — most of which
were under Spanish rule — rose in rebellions that gave birth to Haiti (1804), Columbia (1810),
Paraguay (1811), Argentina (1816), Chile (1818), Mexico (1821), Costa Rica (1821), Peru
(1821), Brazil (1822), Bolivia (1825), and a host of other independent nation states.

In the first half of the twentieth century, nationalism and national rivalries triggered
the First World War (1914—1918) and the Second World War (1939—-1945). In the 1940s and
1950s, following the Second World War, more than 25 nations declared independence. In the
following decades, the growth of nationalism among the oppressed nations of the Western
powers’ colonies in Asia, Africa, Central America, and Oceania gave rise to an even greater
number of newly independent nation states. At the same time, nationalists from different
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ethnic and religious backgrounds launched separatist movements in Burma, Canada, China,
India, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Spain, Sri Lanka, Turkey, the former Yugoslavia, and
many other countries across the world.

While globalization and technology are facilitating the integration of humanity, nation-
alism is, on the contrary, still constructing and reinforcing both the physical and psycholog-
ical borders between nations. In 2022, the number of independent states around the world
has reached 195, and there is little doubt that the figure will continue to grow in the future.
In addition to dividing the world into fragments, nationalism has generated tensions and
conflicts across the globe. The Cold War and the arms race, in particular between NATO
and the Warsaw Pact countries, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the Indonesian Genocide,
the Indo-Pakistani wars, the Iran—Iraq War, The Troubles in Northern Ireland, the Islamic
State movement, the Russia-Ukraine war, and the recent trade war between China and the
United States have all witnessed the continuous impact of nationalism on world politics,
economics, and international relations.

Studying nationalism and nation building in Asia

Pierre van den Berghe argued that nationalism is ‘an extension of kinship selection and “nepo-
tism” which has become salient in the modern world because of large-scale population move-
ments, colonialism and conquest’ (Hutchinson and Smith 1994, 48). Together with the rise
of nationalism and the emergence of independent nation states across the five continents, the
twentieth century saw the transformation of the international system. Asia gradually gained
independence from Western hegemony and colonization, and moved from an enforced wall-
flower existence at the periphery toward a central position in a new global constellation. Since
the late twentieth century, led by China, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia,
Singapore, South Korea, Turkey, and Vietnam, Asia’s fast growing economic, cultural, and
political influence has made it an important player in the age of globalization. Against this
background, nationalism in Asia has become an increasingly discussed and debated topic.

As the largest continent in the world, Asia encompasses 48 countries and is home to
nearly 60 percent of the world’s population. Current studies on nationalism in Asia have
been challenged by the region’s geographical, social, and cultural diversity and complexity.
A handful of published works have tried to examine nationalism in Asian countries from a
comparative perspective, each providing case studies on several countries in East, Southeast,
South, Central, or West Asia (Emerson et al. 1942; Ball 1952; Holland 1953; Kennedy 1968;
Kedourie 1974; Kang 1979; Breuilly 1993; Leifer 2000; Reid 2009; Rozman 2012; Omeli-
cheva 2014; Kingston 2016). Most research has focused on individual countries in the region,
notably the major economic powers, including China (Dittmer and Kim 1993; Unger 1996;
Hughes 1997; Zhao 2004; Schoppa 2011; Mitter 2020), India (Chatterjee 1986, Bhatt 2001;
Pandey 2002; Chatterji et al. 2019), Iran (Cottam 1979; Ansari 2012), Indonesia (Legge 2011;
Arianto, et al. 2018), Japan (Iida 2002; McVeigh 2003; Shimazu 2009; Wilson 2013), South
Korea (Robinson 1988; Shin 2006; Kal 2013), and Turkey (Kieser 2013; Al 2019).

Some have studied the construction of national identity and nationalism in the first half
of the twentieth century, when many Asian countries were transforming from having been
Western powers’ colonies or semi-colonies into independent nation states (Kahin 1952;
Duiker 1976; Gould 2010; Narangoa and Cribb 2011; Sato 2015; Boshier 2017). Others
have examined the development and transformation of nationalism in Asia since the mid-
twentieth century in the context of the Cold War, the Vietnam War (Duiker 1994), civil war
(South 2005; Epkenhans 2016), diplomacy (Gries 2004), the spread of democracy (Corbridge
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and Harriss 2000; Connors 2002; He 2017; Bertrand 2021), modernization (Zheng 1999;
Dénmez and Yaman 2019), and globalization (Starrs 2012; D’Costa 2012). Others have ana-
lyzed the relationships between ethnicity (Bulag 1998; Bertrand 2004; Findley 2010; Han
2013; Yaghoubian 2014; Sheikh 2018), religion (Farhadian 2005; Yu 2005; Walton and Hay-
ward 2014; Shani and Kibe 2019; Kingston 2019), and nationalism.

In addition, an increasing number of scholars have started to explore the issue from
social, cultural, and technological perspectives by identifying and analyzing the role of lan-
guage (Simpson 2007), education (Vickers 2005; Nozaki 2008), literature (Tsu 2005), pop-
ular and traditional cultures (Guo 2004; Lei 2006; Menon 2012; Surak 2012; Daniels 2013;
Benesch 2014), film and television (Muhlhahn and Haselberg 2012; Gorfinke 2017), gender
(Blackburn and Ting 2013), sport (Zhouxiang and Hong 2014; Merkel 2014), food (King
2022), the internet (Mengin 2014; Schneider 2018), and other social and cultural institutions
in the construction of national identity and nationalism in Asian countries.

Generally speaking, in the field of nationalism studies, Asia is still a novel topic and under-
researched continent which needs to be explored further. Unlike existing literature that either
offers case studies on several Asian nations, or gives an in-depth analysis of a specific country,
this Handbook intends to provide readers with both a holistic and detailed view of Asian
nationalism. Instead of covering the whole of Asia, it focuses solely on East and Southeast Asia,
and covers 15 countries: Burma, Brunei, Cambodia, China, East Timor, Indonesia, Japan,
Laos, Malaysia, North Korea, South Korea, Singapore, Thailand, the Philippines, and Vietnam.

Written by a team of international scholars from different academic backgrounds and disci-
plines, the book presents a comprehensive and multi-disciplinary survey of the formation and
transformation of nationalism in the context of Asian culture, politics, economy, and society. It
explores a diverse set of topics, including theoretical considerations on nationalism and inter-
nationalism; the formation of nationalism and national identity in the colonial and postcolonial
eras; the relationships between traditional culture, religion, ethnicity, education, gender, tech-
nology, sport, and nationalism; the influence of popular culture on nationalism; and politics,
policy, and national identity.

In short, this Handbook illustrates how nationalism helped to draw the borders between
East and Southeast Asian nations, and how it is re-emerging in the twenty-first century to shape
the region and the world into the future. It intends to highlight the latest developments in the
field and contribute to our knowledge and understanding of nationalism and nation building.
It also offers new perspectives on studying Asian history, society, culture, and politics, and pro-
vides readers with a unique lens through which to better contextualize and understand the rela-
tionships between countries within East and Southeast Asia, and between Asia and the world.

While the chapters in this Handbook offer the latest insights, it is worth emphasizing
that the research must be as dynamic as the field of research itself; we can compare our sub-
ject matter to geological formations where shifts that are, at first glance, limited in range
and scope contribute to wider ranging and unpredictable shifts in the geosphere. Here,
this applies to economic, political, and socio-cultural changes. As we are facing unimag-
inable challenges in the age of globalization, it is of utmost importance that we (a) provide
such up-to-date research as is contained in this present Handbook, and (b) use it for future
research, not least research that aims to find well-informed and differentiated answers to the
questions arising around the dynamic relationship between globalization and nationalism.

I hope that the topics and views in this volume will further stimulate interdisciplinary
research and debate on nationalism, nation building, and identity construction and dis-
courses in Asia in both the historical and modern contexts, while disseminating knowledge
and scholarship to a wider audience.
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