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Abstract 
Writing the history of a nation or national requires that, authors must deal with a number of pressing 

issues, including how they define and imagine a nation.  There really is no one-size-fits-all definition 

of “nation,” because interpretations vary greatly depending upon the perspective of the author and 

the conditions under which they carry out their study.  History is vital to explaining the significant 

impacts of events on society and culture.   In this paper I would like to address dynamic challenges 

authors face when examining the idea of a nation brings to mind the question Appleby considered 

regarding what might bind together a diverse group of people under the banner of a particular 

nation.  This issue is especially interesting in the context of his analysis of the problems with the 

formation of the American national identity.  Another question related to this investigation, posited by 

Tosh, is whether the study of national history limits the scope of the writer of history. Finally, a third 

question, this posed by Chatterjee, deals with when looking at the way history has evolved, how we 

sort out the contradictory elements within a single nationalist discourse. 
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     When writing the history of a nation or nationhood, authors must deal with a number of pressing 

issues, including how they define and imagine a nation.  There really is no one-size-fits-all definition 

of “nation,” because interpretations vary greatly depending upon the perspective of the author and the 

conditions under which they carry out their study.  History writers do not necessarily look to write 

accounts of what is “good” about a society or justify particular events; rather, they tend to be more 

interested in explaining issues that illustrate the process of how a society and culture evolve or 

develop over time.  History is vital to explaining the significant impacts of events on society and 

culture.  

     An analysis of the dynamic challenges authors face when examining the idea of a nation brings to 

mind the question Appleby considered regarding what might bind together a diverse group of people 

under the banner of a particular nation.  This issue is especially interesting in the context of his 

analysis of the problems with the formation of the American national identity.  Another question 

related to this investigation, posited by Tosh, is whether the study of national history limits the scope 

of the writer of history. Finally, a third question, this posed by Chatterjee, deals with when looking at 

the way history has evolved, how we sort out the contradictory elements within a single nationalist 

discourse. 

     The first question to ponder is what might bind together into a nation a group of people that is 

often quite different and diverse.  According to Appleby, history plays a major role in building the 

idea of a nation, because historians keep records and track the significant accomplishments of a 

nation, thus making it that much easier for us to understand as a concept.
1
   

     The challenge faced by an author writing the history of a nation is that a nation cannot simply be 

reduced to a static geographic or physical thing.  Historians are interested in the evolution and 
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progress of a society.  Often, history writers find themselves in a position where they must imagine 

and portray a picture of what a state is, while at the same time maintaining a level of objectivity; this 

can be very difficult. 

     History is a social science, and as such it is a vehicle for significant change and development 

within a society.  According to Appleby, “people looked to national history to illuminate the course of 

human progress that brought modern nations into being. 
2
  Societies in Europe embraced their identity 

as uniquely European.  This is important because politically, socially, and culturally these nations in 

Europe experienced a level of uniformity and commonality.  This, for example, would not be as easily 

done in the United States at the time of independence.   

     The United States was very different from Europe because the geographic landscape, culture, and 

traditions of the people in the United States were not similar.  Americans were in many ways “in 

between,” since they were influenced by both Europeans and Native Americans. 
3
 In America, what 

was lacking was a uniform identity with regards to what it meant to be an American; people practiced 

different beliefs, since there was no state church or ritual that forced them into a collective faith.  The 

dilemma was, however, that America would need to create an identity to also create a sense of unity 

for its significantly diverse people.  In New England, there were Puritans working long hours in the 

field while in the Carolinas you might have masters with many slaves working on their plantations.  

As a result, there was a real need to create a national image. 

     The fact that America was initially a colony of England offered a dynamic opportunity to see a 

shift in the way a potential new American state would be run.  This was because the experience of 

having been colonized opened up an opportunity for Americans to attempt a democratic system.  This 

would be a country not controlled by a king or ruled over by an official state church, and thus it would 

open up interesting possibilities. However, the process of creating a constitution while attempting to 

be open and democratic really was an extension of the beliefs of the elites in the United States.
4
 The 

result was an administration of elite leaders who were divorced from the lives of the majority in the 

citizens of the United States.   

     The formation of an American identity took much more than a war and the drafting of a 

constitution.  According to Appleby, “the working out of the content of American identity did not take 

place until the mid-1790s when the events of the French Revolution converged with new 

developments in American domestic politics.”
5
  This is an example of the dynamic challenges faced 

by writers of history when they try to explain what brings together a diverse group of people to form a 

nation, such as was the case with the United States. 

     Moreover, Tosh brought up another interesting challenge that writers of history face.  He asked: 

does the study of national histories limit the scope of the writers of history?  Are national histories 

limited and regional in their scope and impact?  When writing a national history, do writers of history 

handcuff themselves and turn themselves into regional specialists? Would this create a problem of 

limitation in their coverage?  Could writers isolate history to the extent that the writer could close him 

or herself off to another world of possibilities and explanations?  Are there dynamic perspectives and 

approaches that writers leave out when specializing in one particular area?  Could they be guilty of 

having a pro-western bias in the histories that they produce? 

     This is fascinating to consider when examining national histories; big picture issues can be missed 

or totally unaccounted for if the eye of the social scientist is drawn solely to a particular country or 

region.  Tosh offered a critique of the idea of a nation-state being the only means of pursuing history 

when he stated, “first … it fails to engage the communities in which it engages with, and secondly it 

ignores global networks that have explained and constrained a nation’s development.”
6
 Societies are 

not static and also not immune to things that happen around them or in other parts of the world. 

     Studying the nation-state is very important to Western historians, but this also comes with the 

problem that having a particular ideological perspective can blind one and keep them from 
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considering other viewpoints.  For example, there were many civilizations in the Chinese, Indian, and 

Islamic spheres that had full running governments and sophisticated recording keeping and trade.  

These regions had a much different approach to history than what was being seen from the Western 

perspective of nation-states. 

     Moreover, Tosh brought up an interesting point in his critique of limiting oneself when looking at 

the nation-state; global issues such as the rapid spread of Islam and trade in India also have an impact 

on history.
7
 A comparative approach, instead of this highly Westernized concept of studying only the 

nation-state, could be more fruitful for the historian acting as an observer.  It allows for a more 

universal and complete analysis of historical events.  However, for a long time - before the rise of 

World History - the study of nation-states was pursued vigorously by historians.   

     There is a limiting effect in studying history solely according to the nation-state perspective, 

especially in terms of the possibility of understanding the world outside of that particular nation and 

for the most part, the Western world.  This approach leads to a rigidity in thought and a dismissal of 

significant events that take place in other parts of the world.  This is the reason why many historians 

create histories that are more or less propaganda promulgating an image of Western superiority.  What 

Tosh’s critiques do well is create a sense of awareness when writing the history of a “global picture 

beyond what was thought as a possibility by western writers of history.”
8
 

     His critique is both refreshing and exciting because it brings up the notion of the historian as a 

social scientists who must look at the bigger picture and be cognizant of a global perspective, even 

when dealing with a national history.  Through his critique, he illustrates a major dilemma with the 

idea of pursuing history only through the nation-state approach: we miss the effects of globalization.  

For example, Tosh states that “our world has become more integrated and uniform, shrinking both 

time and distance, [which means that] the world can be seen through a broader more global sense.” 

This goes against the limiting views of studying just the nation-state.”
9
 

     The critique gets to the heart of writing and understanding history from a non-Western perspective.  

This is vital because the history of areas outside the West, especially China and Mughal India, have 

had dynamic developments that were left out of the histories produced in the West.  Even more 

troubling is the broad application of Western histories when looking at the outside world, especially 

with regards to colonization and biased views of developing nations.  According to Tosh, “Europe’s 

lead over the rest of the world became clear in the nineteenth century, especially in the spheres of 

technology and production[;] however today’s world is explained by creative reactions in the Third 

World, in religion, and surprisingly in national identity and social organization.”
10

  This is one of the 

dynamic challenges faced by writers of history, especially when dealing with the question of whether 

the study national histories limit the scope of the writer of history.  Such a study could lead to missed 

opportunities in understanding the outside world, and to a certain level of Western bias. 

     Tosh’s final query follows up on the idea of Western approaches and the flaws of writers of history 

who come from a highly Westernized perspective; such writers have created many problems for the 

study of non-Western society.  Chatterjee brought up the dynamic question of how we sort out the 

contradictory elements in nationalist discourse.  There are a number of disturbing issues with the idea 

of nationalism that works actively against non-Western states. The idea of nationalism was brought 

into conversations dealing with issue of development and politics in former colonies like India, for 

example. The great dilemma of trying to understand a society like India, a former British colony, is 

that nationalist rhetoric was greatly skewed to the Western perspective, and really did not fit properly 

into so-called developing nations.   

     One critique offered by Chatterjee on the idea of nationalism is that “the new global standard of 

progress may have been set for the rest of the world by France or Britain, based upon a set of ideas, 

about man, morals, and society which in their social and intellectual origins, were uniquely western 
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European.”
11

  Chatterjee’s arguments carry significant weight because this perspective is a dominant 

view of many writers of history.  Unfortunately, this system also creates a view of studying history 

which forces the Western values and perspectives that have stripped many of the former colonies of 

what was uniquely Indian.  If a former colony espouses a system of thinking that is uniquely Western, 

then what becomes apparent is a way of thinking that actually works against the best interests of that 

particular culture. 

     Furthermore, if a writer of history espouses such a vehemently Western approach to writing 

history, it leaves cleavages in the understanding what the Indian culture really is.  It becomes instead a 

system that oppresses and puts down the Indian voice in the formulation of the history being written 

about it.  There is a serious danger that comes with blindly mimicking Western nationalism as a 

universal standard because lesser-developed nations are then essentially judged on their backwardness 

(determined by advanced states in the West).  Chatterjee also adds that “what is distinctive here is that 

there is a fundamental awareness [that] the standards have come from an alien culture, and the 

inherited culture of the nation did not provide the necessary adaptive leverage to enable it to reach 

those standards.
12

  

     When reaching for these goals, it is easy to forget that Eastern nationalism did not experience 

conditions in their development similar to those of England or France, so a foreign system does not 

necessarily make for a perfect fit.  Chatterjee states, “The attempt is deeply contradictory as it is both 

imitative and hostile to the model it imitates.”
13

 From Chatterjee’s argument you can sense the level 

of difficulty in attempting to do this in a country like India.  In a place like India, this Eastern 

nationalism puts at risk the culture and what is uniquely Indian as a consequence of attempting to 

imitate such a model.  It becomes difficult because a model that sacrifices the cultural dynamics and 

values of India in order to imitate an alien model brings a drastic reaction against that alien model. 

     A major issue with following an alien model is denying the importance of culture in the formation 

of a nation.  What role does culture play in the formation of the idea of nationalism?  Chatterjee offers 

an interesting perspective when he states, “The knowledge of backwardness is never very 

comforting[;] it is even more disturbing when its removal means coming to terms with a culture that is 

alien.”
14

 The experiences of Eastern nationalism were not exactly the same as those of the West, as 

their practices and overall development differed.  Even European nations like Germany and Italy did 

not mirror those of France and England.  Chatterjee was able to bring up the fact the something 

exported out of Europe will never fit perfectly into other parts of the world, and historians writing 

from this perspective deny the voices of the lesser-developed world. 

     The fact that nationalism is a model that follows colonialism is very interesting because it helps to 

continue a level of dominance over former colonies.  It is a model that has been used, for example, to 

empower England over India, because it was employed to “show” Indians how backwards they were.  

If the model was imitated by the Indians, they would have had to give up culturally what makes them 

unique and distinctive.  The model would then serve as a system for continuing the dominance of an 

elite class from Western European states, and marginalize the lesser-developed parts of the world like 

India. 

     Chatterjee did an excellent job of highlighting how writers of history have been guilty of writing 

histories that have marginalized the voices of others, specifically because the notion of nationalism 

has had such a strong Western bias.  After colonialism, it became a powerful tool for keeping up a 

level of superiority in the West, and made groups such as Indians feel backwards when this model 

was applied. Chatterjee states that “Nationalism denied the inferiority of the colonized people, 

assuring that even backward nations could modernize, while retaining their identity, and challenged 

previous views of domination.”
15

   

     Finally, this work highlighted just how much this model marginalized Indians because the model 

itself is alien and to adhere to it requires the sacrifice of what is uniquely Indian. These are some of 
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the dilemmas that writers of history are still trying to answer.  How do we sort out these contradictory 

elements in a nationalist discourse? 
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