
Nationalism

Stephen Fisher, with thanks to James Tilley

stephen.fisher@sociology.ox.ac.uk

http://users.ox.ac.uk/~nuff0084/polsoc

I What makes a nation?

I What is nationalism?

I Different kinds of national identity

I Decline of nationalism?

http://users.ox.ac.uk/~nuff0084/polsoc


“As I write, highly civilized human beings are flying overhead, trying to kill me.

They do not feel any enmity against me as an individual, nor I against them.
They are ’only doing their duty’, as the saying goes. Most of them, I have no
doubt, are kind-hearted law-abiding men who would never dream of committing
murder in private life. On the other hand, if one of them succeeds in blowing
me to pieces with a well-placed bomb, he will never sleep any the worse for it.
He is serving his country, which has the power to absolve him from evil.

One cannot see the modern world as it is unless one recognizes the
overwhelming strength of patriotism, national loyalty. In certain circumstances
it can break down, at certain levels of civilization it does not exist, but as a
positive force there is nothing to set beside it. Christianity and international
Socialism are as weak as straw in comparison with it. Hitler and Mussolini rose
to power in their own countries very largely because they could grasp this fact
and their opponents could not.”

George Orwell (The Lion and the Unicorn, 1941)



What came before there were nations?

Nationalism is a modern (C18th) phenomenon, so what came
before?

I Ruling classes with a (pan-European) culture and small locally
distinctive communities of mainly peasants (Gellner)

I No national culture specific to and ubiquitous within the
political unit, even if there are some shared identities (e.g.
Catholicism)

I Political authority based on personal (king, duke etc.) and
dynastic relationships. (Anderson)

I A corresponding ethnic group: according to primordialists
(e.g. Smith)



What created nations? I

I Modernization (Gellner):
I Universal literacy is necessary for modernisation
I Education confers identity to everyone

I Print capitalism (Anderson):
I Printing of books/newspapers in the vernacular motivated by

profits
I Mass reading publics homogenise and stabilise language
I Facilitated a shared culture with a common literature
I Creation of ‘imagined communities’

I Ruling class inventions (Hobsbawm):
I Military competition and technological change means rulers

invent nationalism in order to better impose their will on the
masses.

I e.g. Wales: red dragon flag and daffodils are C20th symbols
I e.g. Scotland: short kilts C18th, and clan tartans C19th

I Role of print media similar to that in Anderson but a different
driving force: a conscious strategy in opposition to the masses



What created nations? II

I Nothing much new but the ideology (Smith):
I Nationalism is (mainly) based on earlier ethnic identities, and

symbols associated with that ethnic identity.
I Ethnic symbols may have been strengthened with

modernisation, even if some of the ‘history’ is mythical
I The ideology of nations being the basis of political authority

was new

I There is some scope for reconciliation between modernist and
primordialist views

I Modernists don’t deny pre-existing cultures but claim they
aren’t necessary

I Primordialists can accept this while arguing that pre-existing
culture helps explain the strength and character of different
national identities



Emergence of nation-states: Wimmer and Feinstein I

ethnic backgrounds of those who came under
their rule.

Compare that situation to the world today:
empires have dissolved, theocracies have been
dethroned, and only a handful of countries,
mostly in the Middle East, are still governed
as absolutist monarchies comparable to pre-
revolutionary France, where the king ruled
in the name of God and represented the House
of Bourbon, not the French nation. The once
revolutionary template of political legitima-
cy—self-rule in the name of a nation of equal
citizens—is now almost universally adopted.
This framework is recognized as the essence
of modern statehood, so much so that the
terms ‘‘nations’’ and ‘‘states’’ are often used
interchangeably. Figure 1 shows that the
global ascent of the nation-state over the
past 200 years was a discontinuous process,
unfolding in various waves linked to the
break-up of large empires.

Understanding the global rise of the nation-
state is one of the most formidable tasks of
comparative historical sociology—on par
with the analysis of the emergence of sover-
eign, territorial states in early modern Europe
(see Tilly’s [1975] pioneering work). Why did
modern states—once they emerged out of the
dynamics of war-making, bureaucratic cen-
tralization, and increasing taxation—become
nation-states? A rich literature has devel-
oped to answer this question, including the
well-known oeuvres of Gellner, Anderson,
Smith, Hechter, and Meyer. This research
tradition displays two main weaknesses.
First, many general theoretical statements
are meant to explore universal processes
that could account for the rise of the
nation-state in the modern world as a whole,
but empirical support for these generaliza-
tions is often based on examples picked
selectively, sometimes in a merely

Figure 1. Number of Nation-States Created per Five-Year Period, Smoothed Hazard Rate
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Emergence of nation-states: Wimmer and Feinstein II
I “no evidence for the effects of industrialization, the advent of

mass literacy, or increasingly direct rule, which are associated
with the modernization theories of Gellner, Anderson, Tilly,
and Hechter’.’

I Nationalist movements do help explain the emergence of
nation-states

I But collapse of empires is the main factor.

I Note, their definition of a nation state: “an independent state
with a written constitution, ruled in the name of a nation of
equal citizens”

I This doesn’t imply that the population all think of themselves
as part of the same nation, e.g Belgium, Iraq, Israel, UK.

I Contrast with Smith: “We may term a state a ‘nation-state’
only if and when a single ethnic and cultural population
inhabits the boundaries of a state, and the boundaries of that
state are coextensive with the boundaries of that ethnic and
cultural population.”



What is a nation?

I “a named population sharing a historic territory, common
myths and historical memories, a mass public culture, a
common economy and common legal rights and duties for its
members” (Smith)

I An imagined community (Anderson)
I “is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation

will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or
even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of
their communion”

I The product of nationalism (Gellner)



What is nationalism?
Various different phenomena:

I A political ideology: nations should be the basis of states
I Compare with ‘self determination of peoples’ and other

formulations
I General universal principle selectively applied or appealed to on

a self serving basis by nationalists
I Implies a belief that there are nations

I A kind of social identity and related sentiments
I “Scholars have defined national identity as a socially

constructed sameness resulting from nationalism.” (Kunovich
2009)

I Thinking of yourself as British, English etc., i.e. as part of a
nation

I Views about what it means to be and who can count as
British, English etc.

I Patriotism and national pride
I Maybe also jingoism and other extreme view

I A kind of (basis for a) social movement
I Nationalism has no force without some kind of political

organisation and activity



Vocabulary of nationalism is politically contested

E.g. Macron, at the 2018 armistice centenary, and in response to
Trump describing himself as a nationalist:

“Patriotism is the exact opposite of nationalism. Nationalism is a
betrayal of patriotism. In saying our interests first, whatever
happens to the others, you erase the most precious thing a nation
can have, that which makes it live, that which causes it to be great
and that which is most important: its moral values.”

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/nov/11/

trump-joins-macron-and-world-leaders-at-armistice-ceremony

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/nov/11/trump-joins-macron-and-world-leaders-at-armistice-ceremony
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/nov/11/trump-joins-macron-and-world-leaders-at-armistice-ceremony


Different types of nationalism (Kohn, Brubaker)

I Civic nationalism
I National identity is about citizenship and is acquired (jus soli).
I Classic examples include Roman citizenship and

post-revolutionary French nationalism

I Ethnic nationalism (or perhaps cultural nationalism)
I National identity is about ancestry and cannot be acquired (jus

sanguinis)
I Classic example is German nationalism
I an “illiberal and belligerent doctrine” (David Miller)
I Related to anti-immigrant sentiment and hostility to ethnic

minorities

I The difference between these are primarily about the basis for
national identity, not the political claims they make



Contemporary survey measurement of ethnic and civic
national identity

Some people say that the following things are important for being
truly [e.g., American]. Others say they are not important. How
important do you think each of the following is?
[Not important at all, not very important, fairly important, or very
important]

1. To have been born in [America]
2. To have [American] citizenship
3. To have lived in [America] for most of one’s life
4. To be able to speak [English]
5. To be a [Christian]
6. To respect [America’s] political institutions and laws
7. To feel [American]
8. To have [American] ancestry

I Born, lived and ancestry items pick up ethnic conceptions of
national identity.

I Feel, language and respect items reflect civic national identity



Jones and Smith (J of Soc 2001)
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Changing Britishness: Kiss and Park, BSA31, 2014

British Social Attitudes 31 | National identity

NatCen Social Research

65

Table 4.1 Importance of different attributes for being “truly British”, 1995–2013 

% saying “very important”  
or “fairly important” 1995 2003 2013

Change: 1995 
to 2003

Change: 2003 
to 2013

Ability to speak English 85 86 95 1 pp 9 pp

Having British citizenship 83 83 85 0 pp 2 pp

Respecting institutions/laws 82 82 85 0 pp 3 pp

Feel British 73 74 78 1 pp 5 pp

Live life in Britain 71 69 77 -2 pp 8 pp

Been born in Britain 76 70 74 -6 pp 4 pp

Have British ancestry n/a 46 51 n/a 5 pp

Sharing customs/traditions* 50 52 50 2 pp -2 pp

Be a Christian 32 31 24 -1 pp -7 pp

Weighted base 1079 881 894
Unweighted base 1058 873 904

* For this question the table shows the per cent who “strongly agree” or “agree”

To understand how these results correspond to the two identity dimensions we 
mentioned earlier (ethnic versus civic) we used a technique called factor analysis 
(for more information about factor analysis please see the Technical details 
chapter). The results of this analysis are provided in the Appendix to this chapter 
and show that responses to the questions in Table 4.1 do indeed divide into two 
different dimensions, which correspond well with the differences between ethnic 
and civic conceptions of national identity. These are shown in Table 4.2.

Table 4.2 National and civic dimensions of being British

Ethnic dimension Civic dimension

To have been born in Britain To have British citizenship

To have lived in Britain for most of one’s life To be able to speak English

To be a Christian To respect Britain’s political institutions and laws

To have British ancestry

To share customs and traditions

We then calculated an ethnic identity score and a civic identity score for each 
respondent, based on how they had answered these questions.[1] In each 
case, the closer the score is to 5, the more weight that person puts on the 
relevant dimension of national identity, and the closer it is to 0, the less weight. 
The results, presented in Table 4.3, show that the vast majority of Britons 
do not see whether or not someone is “truly British” as being down to solely 
civic or ethnic criteria – instead, many see both as playing a role. Those in this 
category can be found in the bottom right hand quadrant of Table 4.3. Another, 
smaller, group have an entirely civic view of national identity (they are in the top 
right hand quadrant). Almost nobody has an entirely ethnic view (bottom left 
hand quadrant). Finally, there is also evidence of a group whose views about 
national identity have neither an ethnic nor a civic component (top left hand 
quadrant). 

I About 30% Civic only and about 60% Ethnic and Civic, after
a slight rise in “Civic only” due to cohort replacement



Cohort differences in conceptions of Britishness: Kiss and
Park, BSA31, 2014
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indeed considerable generational differences; nearly nine in ten of the pre-1945 
generation have a civic and ethnic view of British national identity, but the same 
is only true of six in ten of those born between 1945 and 1964, falling to five in 
ten among the youngest generation. Conversely, while 40 per cent of those born 
after 1964 have a view of British national identity based only on civic factors, this 
is true of just 13 per cent of those born before 1945. 

Table 4.5 Distribution of conceptions of national identity, by generation, 2003 and 2013

Born pre-1945 Born 1945–1964 Born post-1964

% % %

Civic and ethnic 86 61 50

Only civic 13 33 40

Neither civic nor ethnic 2 5 10

Weighted base 341 591 737
Unweighted base 408 588 663

These findings suggest that, over time, the importance attached to ascribed 
ethnic factors in thinking about national identity may well decline, as older 
generations die out and are replaced by generations who are less likely to think 
of Britishness as dependent on factors such as birth, ancestry and sharing 
customs and traditions. 

National identity and attitudes to immigration

Since our last detailed look at this topic, immigration has become an issue of 
huge public concern. As Rob Ford and Anthony Heath discuss in the Immigration 
chapter, widespread public anxieties about migration levels and the impact of 
new arrivals in Britain mean that a large majority would like to see immigration 
levels reduced. Might immigration explain some of the changes we have found 
in what people think matters when it comes to being British, and particularly the 
rise in the importance attached to being able to speak English?

In this section we examine how people’s views about immigration relate to the 
way they think and feel about national identity. We do this by focusing on a set of 
questions about immigration, which we introduce to respondents as follows:

There are different opinions about immigrants from other countries 
living in Britain. (By ‘immigrants’ we mean people who come to settle in 
Britain). How much do you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements?

Table 4.6 shows the precise question wording of each statement. The 
findings are mixed and show that opinions on immigration have shifted in both 
a positive and negative direction over the last ten years. However, the largest 
change is in a negative direction and relates to people’s attitude towards 
whether legal immigrants should have the same rights as British citizens. In 
2013 only 27 per cent of people agree with this statement, down from 40 
per cent in 2003. 

40% 
of those born after 1964 
have a view of British 
national identity based 
only on civic factors

I “Civic only” people are more internationalist, pro-European
and relaxed about immigration.



Explaining Ethnic and Civic Nat ID: Kunovich (ASR 2009)
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Table 4. National Identity and Country-Level Characteristics: Multilevel Models

Civic + Ethnic National Identity Civic – Ethnic National Identity

.01 .1A .1B .02 .03 .04 .01 .1A .1B .02 .03 .04

Intercept –.042 –.038 –.047 –.043 –.040 –.040 –.142 –.143 –.138 –.146 –.155* –.156* 
(.066) (.068) (.066) (.064) (.064) (.064) (.081) (.084) (.082) (.079) (.076) (.074)

Economic Characteristics
—Development –.050 –.114* .047 .063 .164* –.137 

(.067) (.055) (.089) (.091) (.076) (.111)
—Economic globalization –.102 –.132* –.019 .164 .201* –.052 

(.065) (.052) (.085) (.090) (.072) (.107)
Political Characteristics
—Military preparedness .082 –.022

(.084) (.115)
—Military experiences –.009 .033

(.067) (.092)
—Political globalization –.036 .024

(.068) (.094)
—Democratic governance –.133* –.140 .224* .200

(.061) (.100) (.084) (.125)
Cultural Characteristics
—Religious diversity .041 .025

(.051) (.066)
—Linguistic diversity .087 –.011

(.052) (.068)
—Cultural globalization –.143* –.056 .265* .261* 

(.050) (.086) (.066) (.108)
Explained Country-Level Variance (%) 18.6 12.0 17.4 26.1 26.5 24.7 22.1 14.0 2.6 26.9 35.6 40.3
Reduction in Test Statistic (!2) 6.4 4.1 5.8 9.3 9.5 8.8 7.5 4.3 7.0 9.4 12.8 15.3
DF (for !2) 2 1 1 4 3 4 2 1 1 4 3 4

Notes: Nindividuals = 38,007; Ncountries = 31. Standard errors are in parentheses. The coefficients are net of all individual-level variables.
* p < .05 (two-tailed).
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Sample (ISSP 2003) includes Venezuela, Philippines, Uruguay and
several then recently democratised CE European countries. They
are relatively ethnically nationalist, and so drive the cross-national
variation.



Consequences of Ethnic and Civic Nat ID: Kunovich (2009)

N
A

T
IO

N
A

L ID
EN

T
IFIC

A
T

IO
N

—
–589

Table 5. Policy Attitudes and National Identity: Multilevel Models

Preference for restrictive views Preference for citizenship for Preference for citizenship for
on immigrants and immigrationa those born to non-citizens those born abroad to citizens

Coefficient Coefficient
Coefficient SE (Logged Odds) SE (Logged Odds) SE

Civic + Ethnic –.087* .005 –.088* .011 .026* .011
—National Identity
Civic – Ethnic –.065* .005 –.234* .012 .261* .012
—National Identity
Nindividuals 27,479 36,705 36,724

Ncountries 30b 31 31

Preference for pursuing national interests,
Preference for assimilation even in the face of conflict

Coefficient Coefficient
(Logged Odds) SE (Logged Odds) SE

Civic + Ethnic –.146* .013 –.355* .011
—National Identity
Civic – Ethnic –.083* .014 –.130* .011
—National Identity
Nindividuals 32,652 36,266
Ncountries 31 31

Note: The coefficients are net of all individual-level variables.
a I control for perceived threat in addition to the other individual-level variables.
b The immigrants scale and the perceived threat independent variable are not available for South Africa.
* p < .05 (two-tailed).
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Increasing transnational identity in Europe?
Dogan (1994) argues that decline in national pride is pervasive
across Western Europe because of European integration

14 EMANUEL DEUTSCHMANN, JAN DELHEY,MONIKA VERBALYTE & AUKE APLOWSKI

Figure 1. Europe as a network of transnational attachment. [Colour figure can be viewed at
wileyonlinelibrary.com]
Note: Sizes are standardised and thus comparable across all graphs (including Figure 2 and Figure S2 in the
Online Appendix).

The structure of the European attachment network

Figure 1 illustrates the intra-EU-27 network of transnational attachment. The size of the
nodes represents the countries’ degree centrality. The thickness of the ties equals the stre-
ngth of attachment towards the receiver country, to which the arrowhead points. The map
reveals a highly asymmetric network. Five extremely popular countries with weighted
indegrees > 95 constitute its core: the United Kingdom (weighted indegree: 150.8), France
(138.1), Germany (132.1), Italy (126.5) and Spain (97.6). Greece, which ranks sixth, is
also quite popular (weighted indegree: 90.0), but its popularity results largely from one

C⃝ 2018 European Consortium for Political Research

From Deutschmann et al (EJPR, 2018), based on responses to the survey question: Which country other than your

country do you feel the most attached to? Just over half mentioned another country.



Declining British national pride?

From Tilley and Heath (2007)

question may be simple, it actually correlates very well with more sophisticated
measures of patriotism and pride. The 2003 ISSP includes a battery of ques-
tions that attempt to tap feelings of national pride; these are similar to the
questions that make up the scale of pride used by McCrone and Surridge
(1998).5 Scaling this battery we find a strong correlation between our single
measure of pride and the scale of 0.58 (which is clearly highly statistically
significant). This is reassuring and although in an ideal world we would use
such a multi-item scale over time, this does suggest that our single measure is
a good substitute for an underlying national pride dimension of individuals’
sentiments.

Analysis

Changes in national pride over time

Table I shows the proportion of Britons that were ‘very’, ‘somewhat’, ‘not very’
and ‘not at all’ proud of being British over the 1981–2003 period.6 There are
two striking aspects to this table; firstly the very high levels of pride in
‘Britishness’ that existed in the early 1980s with around 55 per cent of all
respondents being very proud to be British. Secondly, while the proportion of
people that are ‘very proud’ never drops below 40 per cent, there is a notice-
able decline in those that claim to be ‘very proud’ between the beginning of the
period and the end. Conversely, this is accompanied by increases in both the
‘somewhat proud’ and ‘not very proud’ categories. While these aggregate
changes are not enormous, it is striking that even over this relatively short
period of time there has been a real decline in levels of national pride.

As discussed, there could be a number of different processes responsible for
declining attachment to nations, but the primary explanation given for decline
is the replacement of older more nationalistic generations with newer less

TABLE I: National pride in Britain, 1981–2003

Year % Not at
all proud

% Not very
proud

% Somewhat
proud

% Very
proud

N
(unweighted)

1981 3 7 33 57 1162
1982 2 7 30 61 911
1983 1 6 32 60 954
1984 2 6 37 54 982
1985 2 9 31 58 991
1986 3 9 35 54 959
1990 3 8 35 54 1410
1994 5 11 43 41 944
1997 3 10 44 43 991
2003 3 11 41 45 2082

Source: WVS 1981, 1990; Eurobarometer 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1986, 1994, 1997; ISSP 2003.

The decline of British national pride 665
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From Heath (2018) Social Progress in Britain

These figures are not inconsistent with the previous slide. There
have been changes in relative balance of “very proud” and “proud”.



From Heath (2018) Social Progress in Britain



Diversionary nationalism: Solt (JOP 2011)

new democracies expressed markedly less emotional
attachment to country and national-cultural pride
than those in established democracies.

How strong is the positive effect of inequality on
the generation of nationalism? As the coefficients in the
models of national pride and emotional attachment to
country are estimated in logits, their magnitudes are
not readily interpreted directly. The results were there-

fore used to calculate the predicted probabilities of
each value of these variables for a person of median
characteristics in a typical context over the observed
range of income inequality. These predicted probabil-
ities are displayed graphically in Figure 1, and they
reveal that economic inequality has a strikingly power-
ful effect on nationalism. Consider national pride,
the first column of graphs in the figure. When

TABLE 1 Effects of Economic Inequality on Nationalism

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
National Emotional Attachment National-Cultural

Pride to Country Pride Index

Estimate (Std. Error) Estimate (Std. Error) Estimate (Std. Error)

Economic Inequality
Inequality .044* (.011) .042* (.009) .013* (.005)
Inequality 3 Household Income ! 2.001 (.001) .001 (.001) . 2.001 (.001)

Individual Controls
Age .013* (.001) .021* (.002) .005* (.001)
Years of Education 2.041* (.005) 2.014* (.006) 2.013* (.004)
Female .005 (.019) .052 (.032) .063* (.019)
Married .099* (.013) .059* (.021) .008 (.013)
Unemployed 2.116* (.025) 2.097* (.038) 2.021 (.014)
Household Income 2.010 (.032) 2.013 (.035) 2.006 (.018)

Country-Year Controls
GDP/Capita .007 (.008) 2.015 (.010) .003 (.004)
International Conflict .158* (.068) 2.262* (.087) .040 (.033)
Migrant Stock 2.023* (.011) .009 (.009) 2.010* (.004)
Democracy .331 (.316)
New Democracy 2.210 (.228) 2.390* (.186) 2.385* (.107)

Country Controls
War Guilt 2.849* (.281) 2.474* (.237) 2.216 (.174)
Federalism 2.348 (.245) 2.150 (.182) .063 (.113)
Ethnic Diversity .005 (.005) 2.007 (.005) .002 (.003)
Constant 21.942* (.471) 22.719* (.529) 2.293 (.200)
Second Threshold 1.691* (.061) 1.753* (.090)
Third Threshold 3.759* (.079) 4.064* (.155)

Variance Components
Age Slope ".001* ".001* ".001*
Education Slope .002* .001* , .001*
Female Slope .023* .029* .010*
Married Slope .016* .005 .002*
Unemployed Slope .030 .013 .003
Income Slope .006* .002 .001*
Country-Year Intercept .599* .339* .056*
Country Intercept .453* .146* .032*

Observations
Individuals 264,384 68,789 68,760
Country-Years 222 54 54
Countries 78 34 34
22 3 Log Likelihood 1314144.6 335472.2 185380.36

* p , .05, two-tailed tests.

diversionary nationalism 827

(selection from full table. 78 countries for Model 1, 34 for Models 2 and 3)

E.g. Thatcherism as “bitter-tasting market economics sweetened and rendered

palatable by great creamy dollops of nationalistic custard.” (Worsthorne)



our theoretical expectations, GPT strongly predicts levels of ethnic nationalism,
which in turn predict anti-immigration attitudes. Once this variable is included,
the direct path leading from GPT to restrictionist attitudes is attenuated by
about one-third.

GPT also robustly predicts nationalist party platforms; however, with GPT
included in the regression model, party-articulated nationalism does not predict
anti-immigration attitudes. In contrast to Bohman (2011), therefore, we find no
evidence that nationalist party platforms are an independent, alternative causal
mechanism that mediates the relationship between GPT and anti-immigration
attitudes.

Conclusion
To advance our understanding of why the citizens of some countries are more
hostile to immigration than those of others, we expanded the analytical horizon
beyond the boundaries of individual nation-states and the temporal confines of
the recent past. The statistical and substantive significance of the geopolitical
threat scale as well as the robustness of the results across a range of alternative
model specifications and coding rules suggest that Europe’s history of nation-
state formation has played an important role in shaping patterns of resistance
and openness to immigration. Geopolitical competition and war, and the losses
of territory and sovereignty—that these may entail, shape the nature and
salience of national boundaries, which in turn influence the citizenry’s openness

Figure 3. Path model relating geopolitical threat to country average attitudes toward
immigration. Graphic does not represent a correlation between the two mediating variables
as well as residual errors. Coefficients displayed are standardized

Geopolitical
Threat

Political
Aritculation of
Nationalism

Ethnic Nationalism

Restriction
(different Race/

Ethnicity)

.56***

0.53***

0.14(ns)

0.24(ns)

0.37*

Geopolitical
Threat

Restriction
(different Race/

Ethnicity)
0.52***

Significance levels: * p < 0.05 *** p < 0.001

382 Social Forces 96(1)

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/sf/article-abstract/96/1/361/3859295/National-Trauma-and-the-Fear-of-Foreigners-How
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From Hiers et al (Soc Forces, 2017)
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From Heath (2018) Social Progress in Britain



Support for Scottish Independence only weakly linked to
strength of Scottish national identity
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Table 3.1 Trends in Moreno National Identity, Scotland, 1999–2013

  1999 2000 2001 2003 2005 2006 2007 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

% % % % % % % % % % % %

Scottish not 
British 32 37 36 31 32 33 27 27 28 29 23 25

More Scottish 
than British 35 31 30 34 32 32 30 31 30 33 30 29

Equally Scottish 
and British 22 21 24 22 22 21 28 26 26 23 30 29

More British 
than Scottish 3 3 3 4 4 4 5 4 4 5 5 4

British not 
Scottish 4 4 3 4 5 5 6 4 4 5 6 6

Weighted base 1482 1663 1605 1508 1549 1594 1508 1482 1495 1197 1229 1497
Unweighted base 1482 1663 1605 1508 1549 1594 1508 1482 1495 1197 1229 1497

Source: Scottish Social Attitudes

People’s sense of national identity does make some difference to the likelihood 
that they are inclined to vote Yes rather than No. As Table 3.2 shows, the more 
Scottish as opposed to being British someone feels, the more likely it is that 
they intend to vote Yes in September. Conversely, the more British and the less 
Scottish someone feels, the more they are inclined to vote No. However, the pull 
of the two identities seems to be asymmetric. Having some sense of a British 
identity seems to do much more to persuade people to vote No than having even 
a strong Scottish identity does to incline them to back Yes. So, even amongst 
those who say they are Scottish and deny that they are British, only just over half 
(53 per cent) say that they anticipate voting Yes. In contrast no less than 82 per 
cent of those who feel more British than Scottish (if they feel Scottish at all) say 
they will vote No. Meanwhile, nearly three quarters (73 per cent) of those who 
say that they are “equally Scottish and British” are inclined to vote in favour of 
staying in the UK.

Table 3.2 Referendum vote intention, by Moreno National Identity

Moreno National Identity

Scottish, 
not British

More  
Scottish  

than British

Equally  
Scottish  

and British

More British than 
Scottish/British 

not Scottish*

Referendum vote intention % % % %

Yes 53 34 12 7

No 29 48 73 82

Undecided 14 14 11 5

Weighted base 368 435 433 151
Unweighted base 368 439 432 166

Source: Scottish Social Attitudes
*The two response categories are combined here due to small sample sizes

Nearly three quarters of 
those who say that they 
are “equally Scottish and 
British” are inclined to 
vote in favour of staying 
in the UK

From pre-referendum 2013 Scottish Social Attitudes. Curtice (BSA31, 2014).

25%, 29% and 29% in the first three columns.



Support for Scottish Independence strongly linked to
economic expectations
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Table 3.3 Perceptions of the economic consequences of independence

Perceived effect of independence on 

Scotland’s 
economy

Living 
standards

Personal 
finances Taxes

% % % %

Very positive (a lot better/higher/lower*) 5 5 2 5

Quite positive (a little better/higher/lower*) 24 22 7 1

No difference 26 36 52 30

Quite negative (a little worse/lower/higher) 22 20 18 40

Very negative (a lot worse/lower/higher) 12 7 11 16

Weighted base 1340 1340 1497 1340
Unweighted base 1340 1340 1497 1340

Source: Scottish Social Attitudes
*For the economy and personal finances, a positive answer is regarded as the economy being “a lot” or “a 
little better”; for standard of living, it is “a lot” or “a little higher”, and for taxes, it is that they would be “a lot” 
or “a little lower” 

However, when it comes to identifying who is more or less likely to intend to vote 
Yes, some of these perceptions matter more than others. In the top left hand 
cell of Table 3.4 we show that, among those who think that Scotland’s economy 
would be “a lot better” under independence, no less than 86 per cent say that 
they intend to vote Yes in the referendum. In contrast, as we can see from the 
bottom left hand cell in the same column, only two per cent of those who think 
the economy would be “a lot worse” state the same intention. Looking down 
the first column, we can see that the less optimistic that people are about the 
implications of independence for Scotland’s economy, the less likely they are 
to be inclined to vote Yes. The perceived consequences of independence for 
the economy as a whole appear to be particularly important when it comes to 
whether voters are inclined to vote Yes or No.

Table 3.4 Intention to vote Yes in the referendum, by perceptions of the economic 
consequences of independence[2]

Perceived effect of independence on

% intending to vote Yes
Scotland’s 

economy
Living 

standards
Personal 
finances Taxes

A lot better/higher/lower* 86 74 89 **

A little better/higher/lower* 67 65 82 (53)

No difference 23 26 35 37

A little worse/lower/higher 5 5 7 33

A lot worse/lower/higher 2 3 3 6

Source: Scottish Social Attitudes
*For the economy and personal finances, a positive answer is regarded as the economy being “a lot” or “a 
little better”; for standard of living, it is “a lot” or “a little higher”, and for taxes, it is that they would be “a lot” 
or “a little lower” 
**Too few cases on which to base an estimate. Figure in brackets in the cell below is for all those who think 
taxes would be better (i.e. lower) 

86% 
of people who think that 
Scotland’s economy would 
be “a lot better” under 
independence say that 
they intend to vote Yes

From pre-referendum 2013 Scottish Social Attitudes. Curtice (BSA31, 2014).



Nationalism and Brexit

I There was never enough European identity in the UK to
sustain EU membership.

I In May 2016,
I 62% said they were “British only”,
I 31% “British and European”,
I 1% “European and British”
I 1% “European only”.

I These figures are typical of the full Eurobarometer series since
1992.

I Also, as we’ve seen above, most people have a (partly) ethic
conception of what it means to be British, and so not keen on
immigration.



Immigration increased substantially after Blair elected

Of course, not all of this migration came from the EU. In recent years, migration from
the EU has usually been responsible for rather less than half of the net total. However, this
did not stop the EU’s freedom of movement provisions being portrayed by the institution’s
critics as contributing to a level of immigration that was ‘out of control’ and, inter alia, a
source of pressure on public services (Migration Watch, 2016). Meanwhile, in data
collected each month by Ipsos MORI, immigration was increasingly named by voters as
one of the most important problems facing the country (Ipsos MORI, nd).

In the 1975 EU referendum, one of the key arguments used by advocates of EU
membership was that it would be economically beneficial. Ever since 1945 Britain had
experienced a ‘stop-go’ economy in which as soon as unemployment fell, inflation rose
– and then when inflation was curbed unemployment started to rise again. As a result,
the UK’s economic performance compared unfavourably with that of the six original
founders of the Common Market, and it was argued the country needed to be in the club
in order to share in their economic success.

The 2016 referendum, in contrast, occurred against the long shadow of the financial
crash of 2008 and the ensuing eurozone crisis. As Table 4 shows, Britain suffered a much
bigger initial shock from the crash than did the countries in the eurozone. But it

Table 3: Long-term International Migration in the UK, 1991–2015

Year Inflow Outflow Net Balance
Thousands Thousands Thousands

1991 329 285 + 44
1992 268 281 -- 13
1993 266 266 -- 1
1994 315 238 + 77
1995 312 236 + 76
1996 318 264 + 55
1997 327 279 + 48
1998 391 251 + 140
1999 454 291 + 163
2000 479 321 + 158
2001 481 309 + 179
2002 516 363 + 172
2003 511 363 + 185
2004 589 344 + 268
2005 567 361 + 267
2006 596 398 + 265
2007 574 341 + 273
2008 590 427 + 229
2009 567 368 + 229
2010 591 339 + 256
2011 566 351 + 205
2012 498 321 + 177
2013 526 317 + 209
2014 632 319 + 313
2015 631 299 + 332

Source: UK Office for National Statistics Long-Term International Migration Estimates. Available online at: https://www.
ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/datasets/
longterminternationalmigrationcitizenshiptable201a
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Majority expected immigration to go down but no majority
thinking other things would get worse if UK left EU

Council meant that EU migrants were less likely to be attracted to the UK by the country’s
welfare system. Some attempt, though, was made to suggest that leaving the EU might
threaten collaboration with the intelligence and police services of other EU countries,
and thereby increase the risk of terrorism. Meanwhile, the government’s official leaflet
on why the country should vote to stay in the EU failed to address the question of
sovereignty at all (HM Government, 2016b).

V. Evaluations

So, against this backdrop of circumstance, argument and counterargument, what did
people think would be the consequences of leaving the EU? Table 5 presents a summary
of the evidence. It is based on data from wave 8 of an internet panel run by the 2015 British
Election Study (BES), which contacted 33,502 respondents between 6 May (that is just
after the devolved/local elections) and 22 June 2016 (the day before referendum polling
day). The broad picture painted by this survey is much the same as that presented by other
surveys conducted during this period (see, for example, Cabrera-Alvarez et al., 2016),
including commercial polls undertaken just before polling day (e.g. YouGov, 2016b).

There was evidently a degree of doubt amongst voters about the economic case for
leaving the EU. Less than one in four thought that leaving the EU would improve the
general economic situation or serve to reduce unemployment, while only around one in
ten thought their own personal financial situation would improve as a result. In each case,
rather more voters thought that leaving the EU would be damaging economically. To that
extent, it can be seen why the Remain side might want to focus on the economic aspects
of the debate. However, we should also note that in each case the proportion that thought
leaving the EU would be deleterious was well under a half – and, of course, to win the
referendum the Remain side needed to secure the support of over half of those who voted.

Still, the table suggests that there were relatively few issues where voters were more
inclined to accept the Leave side of the argument than the claims of those campaigning
to Remain. Voters were more likely to think that the UK would have less influence in
the world than that it would have more. In the case of the argument about the risks from
terrorism, the two sides’ arguments seem to have been met with equal scepticism. The
suggestion that leaving the EU might enable more money to be spent on the NHS

Table 5: Expected Consequences of Leaving the EU, May/June 2016

Better* About the Same Worse

Britain’s influence in the world 17 40 35
General economic situation 23 32 35
Unemployment 22 39 28
National Health Service 33 36 21
Personal financial situation 9 58 21
Risk of terrorism 21 51 20
Immigration 55 28 9

Note: * In the case of immigration ‘better’ indicates that the respondent thought immigration would be lower. Source: 2015
British Election Study Internet Panel Wave 8.
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Regression analysis shows economic expectations more important
than immigration expectations for vote intention.



we have only included those variables for whom the Wald Score, that is, a measure of the
strength of the relationship between two variables relative to the standard error associated
with that relationship, is greater than 100.

Table 6 reveals that variables associated with both theoretical perspectives enter into
our model. Of all the variables that were potential candidates for inclusion in our model,
the perceived impact of leaving the EU on the economy proved to be the variable that was
most strongly related to how people voted, and it remained strongly related even after the
inclusion of other variables. Those who thought the economy would suffer as a result of
leaving the EU were much less likely to vote to leave the EU than were those who thought
it would be strengthened. At the same time, however, both the perception as to how much
membership undermines Britain’s distinctive sense of identity and how European
someone feels were also strongly related to the way in which people voted. Those who
felt that membership of the EU undermined Britain’s distinctive identity were more likely
to vote for Leave, as were those with a weak sense of European identity. Meanwhile, even
after these relationships are taken into account the perceived impact of leaving the EU on
immigration was also independently related to how people voted.

So, the way that people voted in the EU referendum was related both to what they
thought the instrumental consequences of leaving would be and to their sense of identity.
The outcome of the referendum is best understood as the product of the interplay between
both these forces. But why did this produce a final outcome in which the electorate was
almost evenly divided between Remain and Leave? The answer to this question is shown

Table 7: Why the Outcome was Close

Perceived impact of
leaving on economy

% Holding
that View

Of whom %
voted Remain

Of whom %
voted Leave

Value to
Leave

Worse 40 93 7 3
About the same 35 31 69 24
Better 25 10 90 23

Total 50

EU undermines
Britain’s identity

% Holding
that View

Of whom %
voted Remain

Of whom %
voted Leave

Value to
Leave

Disagree 34 91 9 3
Neither agree
nor disagree

16 64 36 6

Agree 51 18 82 42
Total 51

Impact of leaving
on immigration

% Holding
that View

Of whom %
voted Remain

Of whom %
voted Leave

Value to
Leave

Lower 60 30 70 42
About the same 31 83 17 5
Higher 9 65 35 3

Total 50

Note: Respondents who said Do Not Know have been added to the middle category. Source: 2015 British Election Study
internet panel waves 8 and 9.
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Many more people now have a strong ‘Leaver’ or
‘Remainer’ identity than a strong party identity

2 THE EMOTIONAL LEGACY OF BREXIT: HOW BRITAIN HAS BECOME A COUNTRY OF ‘REMAINERS’ AND ‘LEAVERS’

The Emotional Legacy of Brexit: 
How Britain Has Become a Country 
of ‘Remainers’ and ‘Leavers’

It has long been evident that these days relatively few voters feel strongly attached to a political 
party. But it has been suggested that, in the wake of the EU referendum, many people regard 
themselves as either a strong ‘Remainer’ or a strong ‘Leaver’. Using data from the most recent 
wave of questions about Brexit asked on the NatCen mixed mode random probability panel, we 
compare the prevalence and strength of Brexit identity with that of party identity, and assess 
the extent to which those with a strong Brexit identity have distinctive views about the Brexit 
process.

KEY FINDINGS
Far more people feel a strong attachment to Remain or Leave that consider themselves to be a 
supporter of a political party.

From Curtice (2018) The emotional legacy of Brexit: How Britain has become a country of ’Remainers’ and

’Leavers’, at WhatUKthinks.org



Conclusion

I Nations and nation-states are a modern phenomenon even
though they frequently have their bases in long standing
groups with ethnic identities

I Nature and strength of national identity and pride depend on
various contextual factors

I Popularity of nationalist causes (e.g. Scottish independence
and Brexit) apparently depended at the times of the
referendums more on expectations of economic and other
consequences than on pure nationalist sentiment.

I Both have since become more about (divisive) identities.


