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 Can nations and nationalisms build strong 
support among people who do not share a 
common ethnicity?  What ingredients may serve 
as a substitute for common cultural 
characteristics as components?  
Flora Nativel 
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As soon as it is understood that the nation is a constructed community of people 

which purpose is to give existentiality to the state, then it is obvious that in some 

cases, different ethnicities will be embraced in one sole nation. Two general 

sorts of states in the world were built on this specificity: the colonised states, 

which borders were cut with little care of the ethnicities living on the ground, 

and the immigrant states, where colonist settlements led to the construction of 

nations built on a new feeling of belonging to the earth and on miscegenation 

with local populations. There is another case in regard of an interpretation of the 

word nation: the nations which were perhaps built on the belonging to one 

ethnicity but that faced through time the fading of the limits of that ethnicity. In 

fact, the current situation provides us with a large number of elder states facing 

as well multi-ethnic backgrounds. These states must now deal with different 

phases of immigration providing panels of communities and religions. The 

questions of integration, adaptability and toleration arise and generally lead the 

nation to a dual feeling of jeopardy and cosmopolitanism.  

In this essay, we will start by the case of the colonial state and the example of 

Lebanon where some intents of providing positions to each ethnicity in society 

were considered the best option to avoid conflict. Then, we will take a look at 

the immigrant state with the example of Argentina, the symbols used to build the 

nation and their further interpretation in today’s society. The third part will 

finally develop the theoretical responses to the controversy around the ethnical 

background composition in the building of the nation. The fact of providing 

firstly the examples will facilitate the understanding of the complexity and 

uniqueness of nationhood, letting to the reader’s own opinion the decision of 

generalising these histories of nations to other cases. 

 

Even before the victory of World War I, the colonial French and English 

home countries (fr: métropole) had cut the Ottoman Empire to their own profit. 

Because of the Eastern Christians who populate today’s Lebanon, France 
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claimed this part of the territory, as well as Syria. The idea was of promoting the 

non-Sunni communities in Middle East to provide greater Western impact in the 

region. Under the technique of ‘dividing to reign better’, France conserved 

separate ethnicities while restructuring the states to avoid all types of indigenous 

authorities. England used other methods, basing its politics on previous local 

structures. Even though they had a greater empathy for the Christian Maronite 

community, the French tended to bring together the different ethnicities which 

were artificially now binded in a nation (Laurens, 2008). In 1932, date of the last 

official census, the Muslim population (composed of Shi’as, Sunnis, Druzes, 

Ismailians and Alawis) represented 59,7% of the population while the Christians 

(Maronites, Roman Catholics, Syrian Catholics, Armenian Catholics, Chaldeans 

and Melkites as well as Orthodox Churches, Assyrians, Copts and Protestants) 

were as a whole 39% of the population (CIA, 2009). What built Lebanese 

nationalism thus was not the construction of the state but in contrast, the struggle 

for independence. Against the repressive aspect of French domination and 

because of the building of an elite installed in all the communities, radicalism 

arose. However, independence was achieved silently in the middle of the Second 

World War, once France lost against the Nazis, and the consociationalist system 

remained under the established constitution. Radicalisation appears after the 

independence with the struggle for power, and is firstly Christian: with the 

Kataeb party of Pierre Gemayel and its armed branch, the Phalange. Tensions 

between both camps of ethnicities will lead to the creation of a radical Islamic 

party, the Hezbollah in 1982, the same year of the assassination of Bashir 

Gemayel and of the massacre of the Palestinian camps of Sabra and Chatila by 

the Kataeb party. Consequently, we could say that ethnicities won over the 

national feeling. 

Consocationalism is seen as the only way to protect social stability and thus 

democracy in such a divided nation (Lijphart, 1977). In practice, it means that 

the elites of each community shares power: political representation proportional 
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to the communities’ weight in society is required, as well as the consensus of the 

leaders. The system also entails a certain legislative autonomy and a veto right 

for each community. In addition, the president would have to be Christian, the 

prime-minister Sunni, the president of the Assembly Shi’a and finally a Greek 

Orthodox would take the role of vice-prime-minister. In many aspects, the 

change in demographic realities but not in their political representation, as well 

as the petrified structure of national politics aggravated instability. During the 

civil war, the nation became divided under the regional Israeli-Arab opposition 

(Harb, 2006). The lack of adaptability, the monopolizing of power by a strongly 

rooted elite and the politicisation of religion are the main failures of Lebanese 

consociationalism; even though the international stakes of the region might have 

influenced the destiny of the Lebanese nation (Habib, 2009). To conclude, in 

imbedding the concept of communitarianism, France had a decisive role in the 

creation of this ethnic competition for power which is consociationalism today. 

However, it is this regime which built the national Lebanese feeling despite its 

short history. It seems difficult to imagine the Lebanese nation without the 

consociative system as it originates from it. Even though it is clear it represents 

a dead-end for the state, becoming more secular would only be supported by the 

liberal middle-class part of the population, while on the other hand, the majority 

is now turned to the East to find in the Arab states a more adequate response to 

the situation. 

 

The case of the immigrant state is very interesting as it is based on the 

scheme of a double invasion: in Argentina, the first flow was in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth century, and the second one, starting during the eighteenth 

century, spread until the beginning of the twentieth. The first flow of interests 

for the earth was the same as in colonised states: resources. The Europeans who 

would settle were firstly only managing the local indigenous working force and 

transportation networks to ship raw materials to Europe. It is only with the 
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spread of agriculture and the discovery of gold and silver that settlers arrived 

massively with the intention of remaining (Galeano, 1990). Buenos Aires 

became an important harbour for transfer of goods, and consequently, it was the 

door to the Argentine territories. An important Creole community developed, 

obtained certain areas of control over the Spanish colonisers, until a military 

expedition led by José de San Martín defeated the colonising power and built up 

a Creole state. Than a process of federating the provinces in the south and inside 

the country built modern Argentina; while keeping its centrality in the Rio de la 

Plata. It is in this second phase, after 1853 that European immigrants, fleeing 

poverty, settled in Argentina with a strong majority remaining around Buenos 

Aires (Gallego, M., Eggers-Brass, T., Gil Lozano,F., 2006).  

Thus the building of the Argentine nation began with the conciliation of three 

different types of population: indigenous, Creoles and immigrants – the mestizos 

increasing throughout settlement were accepted within the Creole culture. 

However, it had to construct on other aspects than constitutional relationship and 

citizenship. We will argue the development of two different forms of 

nationalism in Argentina. On one hand, a slow building of cosmopolitanism, 

under the general willingness of defining the Argentine unity out of the multi-

cultural background, based itself on the Creole heritage. On the other hand, a 

stronger nationalism arose in the twentieth century, basing itself on the romantic 

understanding of the nation, which fuelled the military dictatorships until 1982. 

The Creole lifestyle imposed itself among all the communities settling in 

Argentina, under a common will of seeing this territory as a virgin paradise. It 

developed since colonisation quite homogeneously in the south cone, consisting 

of a solitary peasant life, of agricultural but mostly livestock farming, of 

socialisation around the mate (hot herbal beverage drank with a straw), around 

folk tales known throughout the territory and of heroic literate figures such as 

Martín Fierro. Under B. Anderson’s theory of the importance of printed 

literature, José Hernández, as a Creole poet, wrote the infernal life of the gaucho 
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in the 1870s, now considered as the most important piece of literature of the 

nation (2001). More importantly, Spanish remained as the national language 

because of the Creole tradition (Anderson, 1983). Around Buenos Aires, the 

immigrant cultures mixed mostly because of class divisiveness. In the docks 

area, where a population of semi-unemployed males from all over Europe was 

living in poor conditions, an idiom combining Spanish and words of other 

culture was developed under the name of lunfardo, as well as a musical 

expression: tango. The nation built itself around these themes of rural and urban 

origins that provided certain distinctiveness from the other Latin-American 

states and from Europe. More recently, the constant cultural bound with Europe 

as well as popular traditions, football, food and national heroes have fuelled the 

feeling of unity. Apart in family names and travelling easiness, Italian, English, 

French, Irish, Basque descendants do not identify to their former origins; and 

since the second generation, completely espoused the feeling of nation (Garasa, 

1965). Consequently, Argentina possesses some aspects of post-colonial 

nationhood and of immigrant states. Through two important phases of the 

twentieth century, Peronism (1945-1954 and 1973-1974) and military 

dictatorship (Argentine Revolution 1966-1973 and National Reorganisation 

Process 1976-1983), the nation became political. During these years, the 

national project was defined severely. Ethnical backgrounds re-appeared, even 

though they were less threatening for the government in power than the 

intellectual communities. After the Malwin War, in Argentine democratic time, 

the necessity of re-installing a feeling of nationhood separate (and cleaned) from 

the junta ideology, was a priority. Old events re-emplaced more recent ones, 

such as the ‘evocation’ of the independence as a main point of nation-building 

(Smith, 1993). It used the promotion of culture, as well as pacific national 

symbols to unite the people over the past fears and dictatorship abuses. 

Argentina flags and war memorials were set everywhere to join the nation in 

grief and re-birth (Radcliffe, S. & Westwood, S., 1996).  
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In this essay, by providing two examples of less well-known cases of 

nation-building, I wanted to underline the importance of the inertia there is in 

the nation. Once the community is imagined as a nation, under Anderson’s 

approach, then it is nearly impossible to destroy it. In this perspective, the case 

of Lebanon, shows how, even though the nation was created by the coloniser for 

the interests of France, even though the political project is understood as a 

failure by the majority and that there is no solution of unity, the Lebanese people 

feel Lebanese and will protect their identity. Argentina, on the contrary, 

provided the example of a state that was built by the people, in the free will of 

becoming an inclusive nation; and this project followed the political realm even 

during extremely exclusive times, and more importantly, even after. A company 

that is in failure would change name as to develop a better image, a nation 

cannot use this method. In some aspects, a nation is above failures, once it is 

created. Consequently, ethnicities can be included as a factor of divisiveness as 

well as a secondary concept which has low influence in the sense of belonging 

to the nation. Ethnicity is temporal: it becomes and it is transformed through 

time. The Francs, the Gauls, the Roman settlers and some other tribes were 

different ethnicities before they all became the ‘French of old stock’. 

Miscegenation, through generations, builds other ethnicities, other physical or 

cultural characteristics (Detienne, 2001). To the contrary, nations are a-

temporal, they remain under the same set of concepts through time. The 

concepts - of language, constitutional contract, public-private relationship - can 

be modified, but the essence of the nation, as B. Anderson says, ‘is immortal’ 

(1983).  

Lebanon is a good example of a nation constructed upon the educated elite, 

while the major part of the population is a passive player in nation-building. By 

contrast, the sense of Argentine identity is perhaps more popular, more general. 

In this sense, Breuilly is right to consider nationalism as a product of the 
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interested political sphere; however, as Hobsbawm discusses it, the ingredients 

of nationalism, used at society scale, become part of common understanding 

(Smith, 1993). The source of the nation is not as important as the appropriation 

of the national symbols and traditions, and their evolution in the hands of the 

individuals.   

Finally, all nations face the dual issue of tradition: the feeling of existentiality 

through bridging past to present, and the feeling of change: societal and global 

modifications, which imply to constantly regenerate the nation (Smith, 1993). In 

the case of Argentina, but not of all immigrant states, traditions are meaningful 

for all ethnical backgrounds. Integration, even of indigenous communities, has 

been inclusive enough to build a homogeneous nation. Be Argentine or die, 

could have been the motto, as most indigenous tribes, by contrast with Bolivia 

or Peru lose their traditions in the process. Most native people of Southern 

Patagonia which could not resist the change disappeared with the arrival of the 

modern nation (Gallego, M., Eggers-Brass, T., Gil Lozano,F., 2006). On the 

other hand, traditions in Lebanon are strongly ethnical. Thus, there is not one 

Lebanese set of traditions, but a number corresponding with the different 

communities on the territory. Consequently the notion of change is interpreted 

differently from one ethnicity to the other, and the feeling of national identity 

depends on the group the individual is part of. Conflict in Lebanon does not 

come from the fact that different ethnicities are not compatible with one sole 

nation, but from the general consideration that this fact is true. The nation was 

built on difference, so difference impedes the feeling of unity that should be 

found in nationhood. The structure has built the potentiality of conflict. The 

failure of nation-building depends, thus on the ways the nation is understood by 

its builders: they can be inclusive or exclusive. 
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To conclude, I would like to explain why I took theses two countries to 

illustrate the question of the importance of ethnicities in nation-building. 

Argentina is a 2 766 890 km² state where ethnicities are not reflected in the 

understanding of the nation. By contrast, Lebanon is a 10 452 km² state in which 

ethnicities are highly integrated in the conceptuality of the nation. Nations and 

nationalisms can be extracted from all kinds of dreams and ideals. Ethnicity can 

be a source of national identification but not necessarily. The ingredients to 

unite people of different ethnicities together depend on the interests of the power 

which creates the nation. They can be inclusive or exclusive, but generally, once 

the project has been launched, the concepts of origin will remain stronger than 

the agents of change. In these terms, we can consider that nation has certain 

inertia: even though each individual imagines it differently, it exists and it will 

remains in a quite homogeneous way. 
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