
Nations and Nationalism Since 

1780: A Critical Analysis 

Eric Hobsbawm’s Nations and Nationalism Since 1780 presents a 

profound historical analysis of nationalism, tracing its emergence and 

development in modern history. As a Marxist historian, Hobsbawm 

challenges traditional views that regard nations as timeless entities. 

Instead, he asserts that nations are social constructs shaped by 

historical forces, particularly economic and political changes. This essay 

explores Hobsbawm’s main arguments, his critique of nationalist 

ideology, and the implications of his work for understanding nationalism 

in contemporary society. 

The Constructed Nature of Nations 

One of Hobsbawm’s central arguments is that nations are not natural or 

eternal entities but rather historical products that emerged under specific 

conditions. He highlights the role of the late 18th and 19th centuries in 

shaping modern nationalism, particularly the impact of the French 

Revolution and the Industrial Revolution. These upheavals fostered new 

political ideologies and economic structures that necessitated the 

formation of cohesive national identities. 

Hobsbawm challenges the primordialist view, which suggests that 

nations have deep historical roots and organic cultural identities. Instead, 

he argues that national identity is often an artificial construct, created by 

elites to serve political and economic ends. The spread of literacy, 



standardised education, and mass media were crucial tools in forging 

national consciousness among diverse populations. 

 

Nationalism as a Political Instrument 

Hobsbawm also emphasises that nationalism is a political rather than a 

cultural or ethnic phenomenon. He asserts that national movements 

have historically been driven by state interests rather than by 

pre-existing cultural identities. The idea of the nation, according to 

Hobsbawm, was often imposed from above rather than arising naturally 

from below. This perspective challenges the notion that national identity 

is inherently linked to ethnicity or common descent. 

The author distinguishes between different phases of nationalism. Early 

nationalism, which emerged in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, 

was closely tied to liberal and revolutionary ideals, as seen in the French 

and American revolutions. However, in the late 19th and 20th centuries, 

nationalism took on more conservative and exclusionary forms, often 

serving imperialist and xenophobic agendas. Hobsbawm points to the 

role of nationalist rhetoric in justifying colonial expansion, ethnic 

cleansing, and militarism. 

The Decline of Nationalism in the Global Era 

Hobsbawm’s analysis also considers the decline of nationalism in the 

context of globalisation. He argues that traditional nation-states are 

increasingly challenged by transnational economic forces, supranational 

organisations, and mass migration. While nationalism remains a 

powerful political tool, its relevance has diminished in an interconnected 



world where economic and cultural ties often transcend national 

boundaries. 

However, Hobsbawm acknowledges that nationalism persists in new 

forms, particularly in reactionary and populist movements. The 

resurgence of nationalist sentiments in the 21st century, often fuelled by 

economic anxieties and political instability, suggests that nationalism 

continues to adapt to contemporary conditions. Yet, he maintains that 

the concept of the nation-state as the primary political unit is increasingly 

outdated in the face of global challenges. 

Conclusion 

Hobsbawm’s Nations and Nationalism Since 1780 offers a critical and 

historical perspective on nationalism, debunking essentialist views and 

emphasising its constructed and political nature. By tracing the evolution 

of nationalism from its revolutionary beginnings to its modern 

manifestations, he provides valuable insights into its enduring influence. 

His work remains highly relevant today, as debates over national identity, 

migration, and globalisation continue to shape political discourse. 

Ultimately, Hobsbawm’s analysis encourages a more nuanced 

understanding of nationalism, recognising both its historical significance 

and its limitations in the modern world. 
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