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1
Nation-Building and

Postwar Austria
An Introduction

he crucial role of elites in the formation of national iden-
tity is a recurring topic in recent scholarship. The historical
experience of the Republic of Austria casts new light on this

important subject. Situated in a twentieth-century Western European
societal environment, Austrian nation-building initially appears to rein-
force established theoretical interpretations but ultimately transcends
them.

The Ambivalence of Identity examines nation-building in Austria
and uses the Austrian experience to explore the conceptual foundations
of nationhood. There are convincing reasons for this dual focus. Aus-
tria is a small country, so the concrete circumstances of its genesis might
seem of limited interest outside its borders. But Austrian historical
developments have long inspired the theoretical debate of nationhood,
and many central contributions to this debate were informed by the
nationality con¶ict in Austrian lands.1 Traditionally, Habsburg Austria
has provided the background for these works. In the course of this
study it should become clear that republican Austria is as valuable in
understanding national identity as was its monarchic predecessor.

The instrumentalist school of nationalism provides the most prom-
ising theoretical approach for analyzing nation-building in Austria.2

Focusing on the mythical superstructure that frequently surrounds the
national self-image, it describes nations as social constructs developed
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by nationalist elites.3 In its traditional form, this scholarly interpreta-
tion clari¤es the role of elites in creating a new sense of cohesion within
a potential nation still fragmented along premodern lines; it explains a
qualitative difference within a given entity. However, nation-building in
postwar Austria is different in that it occurred at a later stage of societal
development. The Austrian population had already experienced the
in¶uence of modern nationalism; this earlier experience had centered
on German cultural images.4 In order to achieve their national goals,
the postwar Austrian elites had to transform the existing national con-
sciousness of an already politicized modern population, that is, they
had to change the reference group while maintaining the existing level
of consciousness.

Centralized decision making in the Second Austrian Republic sup-
ported these ambitious objectives. United in a grand coalition govern-
ment throughout most of the postwar period, the two major parties
decisively in¶uenced appointments to positions of political and cultural
leadership. The prominent role of nationalized industries in Austrian
economic life and the intertwining of political and economic decision
making in Austria’s system of social partnership included much of the
economic leadership in this interconnected elite structure. This high
degree of political integration secured administrative support for the
new national conception.

Austrian nation-building relied pivotally on historical images and
their careful reinforcement by civic institutions. The signi¤cant contri-
bution of historians and historical interpretations to Austrian nation-
building gives the Austrian experience special relevance for the larger
debate about the nature of history. The impact of public institutions on
national consciousness, for its part, casts new light on the crystalliza-
tion of public opinion in modern mass societies and on the popular
legitimization of new national concepts.

The role of consciousness in a process of nation-building that chal-
lenged an embedded alternative represents one of the theoretically most
signi¤cant aspects of postwar Austrian identity. The Austrian case is not
only intriguing from a theoretical point of view, however. Questions
about nationalism and national identity have resurfaced conspicuously
in Central and Eastern Europe, expressing themselves in the uni¤cation
of East and West Germany as well as in the disintegration of Czechoslo-
vakia, Yugoslavia, and the Soviet Union. History and geography locate
the Republic of Austria centrally between national developments in Ger-
many and in the Habsburg successor states of East Central Europe.
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Indeed, the analysis of Austria’s postwar experience shows that the
country’s own national question continues to be interconnected with
the national question in neighboring countries. In the aftermath of
World War II, divergent political identities began to form in German-
speaking Central Europe, and the attempts to create transnational
Yugoslav and Czechoslovak identities were resumed after their initial
failures in the interwar years. In Germany, Czechoslovakia, and Yugo-
slavia, the national environment of the postwar era has come to an end.
By contrast, Austria’s national foundations appear intact, even if the
country’s new membership in the European Union and the end of the
Cold War have begun to question fundamental symbols of Austria’s
postwar identity, such as neutrality and the State Treaty of Vienna.

Finally, postwar Austrian nationhood cannot be separated from the
worldwide catastrophe that preceded it. For decades, a distinctly Aus-
trian sense of nationhood seemed to disengage Austria from the unre-
solved questions not only about the German present, but also about the
German past. The debate about the wartime role of the former Austrian
president and secretary general of the United Nations, Kurt Waldheim,
marked the end of this historical era. To many international observers,
Waldheim came to symbolize a country with a less than comprehensive
recollection of the past. Willingly or unwillingly, Austrians had to take
another look at the foundations of their postwar experience.

Austrian National Identity in the Mirror
of Postwar Historiography

As soon as the Republic of Austria was reestablished from the ruins of
the Third Reich in the ¤nal days of World War II, political leaders
emphasized the country’s long tradition of cultural and political auton-
omy.5 The corresponding scholarly debate, by contrast, evolved more
slowly. Whereas references to a uniquely Austrian national identity and
its distinctions from German patterns dominated of¤cial discourse, aca-
demic contributions were less visible. After all, Austrian historiography
had been known for its Germanist interpretations, and the historians of
interwar Austria had seen their preeminent task in documenting Aus-
tria’s contribution to the history and development of the wider German
nation.6

During the 1950s and 1960s, a number of popular histories of
Austrian national identity appeared, and academics examined the issue
in a series of essays.7 It took several decades, however, before Austrian
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scholars began to interpret Austria’s national identity in major mono-
graphs. Some of the central works appeared within a fairly brief period
in the early 1980s.8

In 1980, the native Austrian Felix Kreissler, professor of history in
Rouen, France, published La prise de conscience de la nation autri-
chienne, 1938–1945–1978.9 In this study, Kreissler traced the develop-
ment of an Austrian nation back to the proclamation of the Austrian
Empire in 1804, but especially emphasized the time period between
1938 and 1945. Through resistance to German occupation, Austrian
national consciousness became complete. In this assessment, Kreissler is
in agreement with the thesis put forward by the Anglo-Austrian histo-
rian Karl Stadler, who as early as 1966 had referred to a national
struggle for liberation that had taken place in wartime Austria.10

In a very personally engaged contribution, the cultural historian
Friedrich Heer synthesized his lifelong research on Austrian intellectual
traditions in his monumental Der Kampf um die österreichische Iden-
tität.11 Not incidentally, the title echoed the prewar liberal historian—
and journalist—Heinrich Friedjung’s in¶uential Der Kampf um die
Vorherrschaft in Deutschland, which had described Austria’s ultimately
unsuccessful struggle for predominance in nineteenth-century Germany
from a distinctly Germanist perspective.12 Heer juxtaposed a baroque,
counterreformational Austrianist culture with its Protestant or anticler-
ical, German-oriented counterpart, which had its strongholds in areas
that had most resisted the Counterreformation. Heer portrayed Aus-
trian identity as less secure than that of other European countries and
reproached prior Austrian governments for not having worked harder
on implanting a uniquely Austrian national consciousness.

In his two-volume work Österreich Zweite Republik, Georg Wag-
ner, academic historian and director of the Austriaca collection at the
Austrian National Library, presented extensive source material from
both early and recent Austrian history to document the existence of a
distinct Austrian nation.13 Wagner saw Austrian continuities dating
back two thousand years to the Celtic state of Noricum, but especially
to the Habsburg hereditary lands as they developed in the eastern Alps
around 1500. He interpreted Austria as a federal nation and de¤ned
this concept as situated halfway between a cultural nation and a politi-
cal nation.14

Finally, the Viennese social historian Ernst Bruckmüller approached
the topic from a more contemporary angle in his study Nation Öster-
reich. Consistent with his own scholarly orientation, Bruckmüller devel-
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oped a social history of Austrian nationhood.15 Although he traced
elements of Austrian identity through modern history and stressed the
role of the individual provinces in the creation of the Austrian sense-of-
self, Bruckmüller saw popular participation in public affairs as the cen-
terpiece of consciousness formation. This Austrian national conscious-
ness based on popular participation arose after 1945:

In the case of Austria, its appears that the history since 1945 with
the success of reconstruction, the achievement of the State Treaty,
and a certain international renown of a number of Austrian top
politicians . . . became the consciousness-forming phase of nation-
al participation.16

While clearly dominant in the Austrian debate, this national histo-
riography has also encountered criticism. In 1978, the late doyen of
West German historiography, Karl Dietrich Erdmann, sparked a lively
discussion when he included twentieth-century Austrian history in a
handbook of German history and insisted that it would be unproduc-
tive to exclude Austria from the German historical context. Erdmann
subsequently developed his views more extensively in his essay Die
Spur Österreichs in der deutschen Geschichte, which traced out the con-
tours of German historical development in light of its Austrian compo-
nents.17 He was immediately challenged by Austrian historians; the
debate that ensued has been termed the Austrian Historikerstreit, or
historians’ dispute, borrowing a term from the West German historical
debate of the 1980s. Most prominent among Erdmann’s critics was the
Viennese historian Gerald Stourzh, best known for his research on the
State Treaty of Vienna, who accused Erdmann of using the year 1938
as the norm for judging prior and subsequent historical developments.18

Stourzh was supported by most of his Austrian colleagues; one of the
few Austrian scholars who openly welcomed Erdmann’s contributions
was the respected Salzburg historian Fritz Fellner.19 Fellner stressed that
diversity, not homogeneity, had been the hallmark of German history
and underscored the analytical importance of Austrian developments in
the understanding of this traditional German polycephality. In Fellner’s
view, this wider, more nuanced, concept of German history forms an
alternative to the more restricted, state-centered de¤nitions of both
Prusso-German and Austro-nationalist historiography.20 Although one
school of contemporary Austrian historians, among whose foremost
representatives Gerhard Botz and Ernst Hanisch might be mentioned,
has become increasingly willing to question central aspects of postwar
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Austrian historiography, the type of broad approach to Austrian his-
tory favored by Fellner and a number of international scholars remains
highly controversial in the Austrian debate.21

The Theory of Nationalism and Nationhood

The theoretical debate of nationalism and nationhood has been pas-
sionate and complex. Although analyzing these concepts has been an
important scholarly enterprise since the nineteenth century, it has not
led to convincing, generally applicable models. The divergent historical
experiences of different populations resulted in divergent perceptions of
nationhood, even if experiences as well as perceptions have become
increasingly similar over time. Originally, concepts of nationhood tended
to differ along political and geographical lines, but the analytical
threads can be pulled together more easily now. The growing impor-
tance of non-Western experiences has blurred the once prevalent juxta-
position of Western and Eastern European models and can serve as a
starting point for more universal viewpoints.

In the countries of Central Europe, including Austria, the concep-
tual dichotomy of Staatsnation and Kulturnation, introduced into the
debate by Friedrich Meinecke, continues to dominate the scholarly dis-
cussion—notwithstanding its theoretical expansion and critical revi-
sion.22 The Staatsnation, which signi¤es the political or civic nation, is
constructed around the citizenry of a politically organized territory, in
other words, a state, regardless of the ethnic and cultural composition
of this citizenry and of possible ethnocultural continuities beyond the
existing political borders. It is sometimes de¤ned as a constitutional
nation when it demarcates the nation by the reach of a liberal constitu-
tion; this reach will normally correspond to the political frontiers of a
state. Its dependence on a speci¤c constitutional content gives this con-
ceptual variation a normative rather than empirical character, since
even internal revisions of the political structure would terminate the
existing constitutional nation. The concept resembles the comparably
ideology-based, if politically diametrically opposed, class nation, which
periodically provided the theoretical foundation of the German Demo-
cratic Republic and was envisioned to create a structure of coherence
for Soviet Man. National community was tied to the (premised) iden-
tity of class interest, which would create a common consciousness.
Both the constitutional nation and the class nation can be viewed as
ideologically superstructured political nations.
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By contrast, the typology of the Kulturnation, the cultural or ethnic
nation, has personal rather than institutional foundations. According
to this conception, the nation is a community of people who share cul-
tural attributes, the most prominent of which is a common language.
These cultural and linguistic criteria can be supplemented with images
of a common ancestry or of shared historic experiences.23 The ethno-
cultural concept of nationhood stresses noninstitutional criteria—polit-
ical frontiers do not universally create or disjoin nations.

The voluntaristic conception of nationhood, which is expressed
most aptly in Ernest Renan’s classic dictum that the nation is a daily
plebiscite, adds a further facet to this theoretical prism.24 It tends to be
seen as a subcategory of the Staatsnation, because the nation-creating
will of this concept has commonly been tied to the population of a pre-
existing territorial unit. Its basic premise, however, is compatible with
other theoretical models as well. An abstract understanding of the vol-
untaristic nation would even provide for individuals spread across the
globe to merge into a nation through a common will; such broader
approaches have not been given serious consideration, though.

In the contemporary international debate, the juxtaposition of
civic/political, voluntaristic, and cultural conceptions of nationhood is
echoed in the juxtaposition of subjectivist and objectivist interpreta-
tions, which underlies the most essential differences between the instru-
mentalist and the ethnocultural schools of nationalism. Due to the
central role of these two scholarly traditions in the current academic
debate, the relationship between them is of fundamental importance.
During recent decades, the theoretical discussion of nationalism was
dominated by the instrumentalist or modernist school; ethnocultural
concepts provided the most persistent scholarly challenge.

The proponents of instrumentalism merged an essentially Marxian
focus on socioeconomic interests with a more subjective intellectual tra-
dition that criticized the nationalist paradigm from a standpoint of con-
servative universalism. This cross-pollenization of Marxist and non-
Marxist scholarship on nationalism had been a recurrent feature of mod-
ern nation theory. The classical contributions of Marxist scholarship to
the theory of nationalism, such as Otto Bauer’s psychologically and his-
torically oriented de¤nition of a nation as an “aggregate of people
bound into a community of character by a common destiny” and
Joseph Stalin’s criterion-based approach that de¤nes a nation as a
“historically evolved, stable community of people, formed on the basis
of a common language, territory, economic life, and psychological
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make-up manifested in a common culture” were to a larger degree
informed by than opposed to non-Marxist theory of the time.25 This
interrelationship with non-Marxist scholarship became even more pro-
nounced with the postwar academic ascent of the social sciences, which
stimulated fresh interpretations of nationalism. The most important
new concept in the explanation of nationalism in the early postwar era
was modernization, which produced numerous models and began to
dominate the theoretical debate.26

Modernization theorists reject descriptive explanations of nation-
hood and nationalism, which assign nation status to political entities
that ful¤ll speci¤c objective criteria. They see the idiosyncrasies of
nation-building, which render any universal criterion-based de¤nition
dif¤cult, as incompatible with a theoretical focus on such objective
requirements. Nations arise out of fundamental changes that transform
traditional into modern societies. Based upon this common assump-
tion, various models of nation-building emerged.

One of the most in¶uential interpretations derived from Karl
Deutsch’s study Nationalism and Social Communication, which ¤rst
appeared in 1953.27 Deutsch ascribes the development of national iden-
tity to the social mobilization that followed increasing urbanization,
industrialization, education, and political participation and focuses
especially on the communicational integration initiated by the emer-
gence and spread of mass media. Another important submodel of mod-
ernization applies the popular social-science dichotomy of center versus
periphery to the nation-building process. Territorial or social centers
expand their in¶uence to the periphery, which becomes integrated into
a national structure through assimilation and coalition building.
Finally, functionalist submodels stress the role of national identity in
ful¤lling the need for cohesion arising from the collapse of traditional
communities under the impact of social change; nationalism develops
in periods of social crisis at the onset of modernity.

The neo-Marxist theories of nationalism that developed in the
1960s built on modernization theory rather than replacing it. The aca-
demic success of neo-Marxist scholarship increased the signi¤cance of
Marxian concepts for the discussion of nationalism outside the coun-
tries of the communist world. Apart from contributing to the ideology
of national liberation that dominated the period of decolonialization,
Marxian scholars focused primarily on the role of class interest in the
development of nationalist thought. Like modernization theorists,
Marxist scholars were not satis¤ed with interpretative approaches that
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relied on premised cultural idiosyncrasies; for them, socioeconomic con-
ditions and interests determined the speci¤c development of nationalism.

Nation theory took a new turn when a group of scholars from a
broadly de¤ned Marxist or post-Marxist tradition opened themselves
to a more subjectivist strand of interpretation and laid the groundwork
for the instrumentalist interpretation of nationhood.28 The roots of this
intellectual in¶uence can be traced back to the nineteenth century,
when supporters of the established dynastic order expressed opposition
to the emerging focus on individual and national self-determination.
Re¤ning this interpretation with his acclaimed 1960 study National-
ism, Elie Kedourie gained preeminence among conservative critics of
nationalist ideas. Kedourie describes nations as constructs of alienated
intellectuals, and nationalism as a doctrine invented in early nineteenth-
century Europe.29 Although this paradigm is hostile to nationalism,
inter alia, because it classi¤es this worldview as an outgrowth of the
Enlightenment and the French Revolution, it also appealed to less con-
servative scholars who looked for a broader theoretical approach and
wanted to add cultural and intellectual components to their economic
analysis. Focusing on the mythical superstructure that frequently sur-
rounds the national self-image, these authors developed and re¤ned
modernist theories of nationalism: they argued that nations are social
constructs rooted in the self-interest of nationalist elites.

One of the pioneers of the new concept was Ernest Gellner, who
explained the emergence of nationalism with the need for homogeneity
arising in modern industrial societies.30 Whereas different social groups
in feudal agrarian societies were separated by too deep a gulf to permit
the development of national community, the industrial state required
interchangeable, culturally standardized populations that could be
transferred according to economic needs. Nations are not inherent or
natural institutions, and they did not engender the age of nationalism;
instead, it was nationalism that gave rise to nations. In these new
nations, uni¤ed high cultures take the place formerly held by estab-
lished local cultures. Although nationalism relies on the symbolism of
traditional community, it ultimately erodes this community by building
up an industrial mass society.

Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities: Re¶ections on the
Origin and Spread of Nationalism expands further the concept of con-
structed identity.31 Anderson de¤nes the nation as a cultural artifact, as
an imagined community, as his now famous expression goes. The
author emphasizes the distinction between invented and fabricated,
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however; he ascribes very real and deeply felt reality to the nation and
reminds the reader of the sacri¤ces it has been able to inspire.

Anderson aligns nationalism not with ideologies such as liberalism
or socialism, but with cultural systems. Nationalism grew out of the
demise of two cultural systems that preceded it—the religious community
and the dynastic realm. National identity provides a form of continuity
lost through the disappearance of religious certainties. When people lost
their belief in holy script languages such as Latin, in divine rulers, and in
cosmic concepts of history, the void was ¤lled by national ideas.

Why was it the nation that took the place of earlier cultural sys-
tems? Anderson upholds the received view that the convergence of cap-
italism and print technology created the possibility of a new community
based on language. He does not consider this point a suf¤cient explana-
tion, however, because the nation-states of Spanish America and the
“Anglo-Saxon family” were not established along linguistic lines. As a
consequence, Anderson attributes primary importance for the rise of
nationalism in the New World to the local-born European—also called
Creole—elites that dominated the midlevels of colonial bureaucracy.
Their realm of experience—the administrative colonial subdivision—
became the new nation-state. Because of the relative underdevelopment
of Spanish America, no encompassing Spanish-American nationalism
was viable. In Europe, nationalism was carried by the bourgeoisie,
which, contrary to the cosmopolitan nobility, based its professional and
social coherence on linguistic communality. Both Creole functionaries
and the European educated classes created nations along the lines of
their professional universe.

Anderson asserts that this populist nationalism, which endangered
the status of prenational elites, could be countered by an “of¤cial
nationalism” devised by social groups in power. The latter form of
nationalism tended to conceal a discrepancy between the nation and
the existing territorial con¤guration and tried to assimilate minority
populations into the dominant national group.

New postcolonial nations could also resort to this “of¤cial national-
ism.” They inherited the arti¤cial boundaries of colonial conquest, which
rarely coincided with ethnic and linguistic borders, and embarked on the
creation of a common national identity within these territories. Anderson
delineates how westernized intelligentsias that received their education in
European-led schools developed nationalist dreams informed by Western
models. They saw the maps of European colonialism as their own guide-
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posts and shared the Creole experience of professional development
along colonial administrative lines. Therefore, languages did not repre-
sent a cultural heritage or symbol, but a practical means to generate
imagined communities. In these new nations, colonial or newly created
languages could serve as national languages.

This instrumentalist theory of nationalism, which bases nationhood
on constructed traditions that serve the particular interests of the elites
who generate them, found its most comprehensive expression in the
work of Eric Hobsbawm. In his contributions to The Invention of Tra-
dition, which he coedited with Terence Ranger, and in his studyNations
and Nationalism since 1780,Hobsbawm documents the adaptations and
innovations that surround national symbols such as folk dances, na-
tional dress, and ethnic festivals.32 Hobsbawm deconstructs such tradition-
carrying symbols by pointing to their conscious creation or transforma-
tion and applies the implicit lesson to the concept of the nation in gen-
eral. Much of the subjective content of national identity is the outcome
of careful social engineering. The underlying motivation for this inven-
tion of tradition lies in the political and economic interests of ruling
elites. Thus, Hobsbawm combines modernist cultural theory with a
more typically Marxist concept in which the class interests of the elites
are the determinants of nationalist agitation.

In spite of his pronounced skepticism about the claims and motives
of nation-builders, Hobsbawm acknowledges a populist element in the
development of national consciousness. Before the beginning of true
nations, which the author assigns to the time period following the
French Revolution, “popular proto-nationalism” formed a net of cohe-
sion that could serve as a building block in the subsequent development
of nationalism proper. And even this nationalism, in spite of its con-
structed nature, cannot be understood without considering the hopes
and desires of ordinary people in the emerging nation.

Much of modernist or instrumentalist theory relativized the power
of nationalism and predicted its increasing supersession by alternative
loyalties. When Walker Connor presented a collection of his articles on
nationalism titled Ethnonationalism in 1994, the resurgence of nation-
alist sentiments that had characterized the preceding years had put
much of current scholarship into question.33 Connor’s essays, in con-
trast, although ¤rst published between the 1960s and the early 1990s,
seemed to have stood the test of time.

Connor argues that the terminological chaos that surrounds the
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concepts of nationhood and nationalism has precluded a realistic
assessment of their relevance and their political potential. Although
scholarship has largely accepted the premise that the nation is not in
and of itself identical to the sovereign state, the widespread identi¤cation
of these key terms in popular and political usage—such as in the case of
the United Nations—resulted in a fundamental lack of clarity even in
academic writing. Too often, the development of a centralized state was
termed nation-building, and nationalism was de¤ned as loyalty to the
state. Thus, the phenomenon that Connor sees as true nationalism—
which frequently developed in outright opposition to the existing
state—had to be described in different terms. Such substitute terms—
among others, Connor lists tribalism, primordialism, and regional-
ism—evoke images of peripheralness and antiquatedness vis-à-vis the
implied primary allegiance of state nationalism. As a consequence,
most theorists of nationalism were unprepared for the strength of eth-
nonational consciousness when it openly expressed itself in such places
as Eastern Europe.

Connor’s oeuvre forms part of a less visible but persistent scholarly
opposition to concepts of nationalism that neglect the role of ethnicity.
Anthony D. Smith is the preeminent representative of a school that
stresses the necessity of ethnic roots for the subsequent development of
national identity.34 Not only were most nations built upon preexisting
ethnic foundations, but the absence of such foundations would consti-
tute a serious impediment to the intended creation of a nation. While
acknowledging the modernity of the nation-state and nationalism in
their contemporary meanings, Smith underscores the continuity of cul-
tural communitarianism.35 In this focus, he echoes John Armstrong’s
allusion to the existence of “nations before nationalism,” which tries to
disengage the concepts of modern nationalism and culture-based group
cohesion.36

In the sophisticated form represented by Smith and his closest asso-
ciates, ethnist theory does not ignore the differences between tradi-
tional ethnies and modern nations. John Hutchinson sees modern
cultural nationalists as moral innovators who stake out a medium path
between universalist modernizers and isolationist conservatives by
embracing development but insisting on following an autonomous
path.37 And Smith himself acknowledges the pivotal role of ethnic intel-
lectuals, who turn a largely unre¶ected cultural af¤liation into a con-
scious political reality.38 In pursuing this objective, these ethnic
intellectuals might indeed instrumentalize traditional symbols to gain
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legitimacy for their reformist agenda. Smith insists, however, that this
selective reading of an ethnic past could only function within the limits
set by living traditions.39

In this study, the experiences of nation-building in postwar Austria
establish the value and the limitations of the dominant paradigms of
nationalism and national identity. As it occurred in a twentieth-century
Western society, Austrian nation formation recast classic topoi of this
process in a new societal setting. This altered environment both con¤rms
and questions central tenets of established interpretation.

If one carefully analyzes the various concepts of nationhood, their
demarcations frequently prove to be ¶uid, and their rigid juxtaposition
becomes less persuasive. Most nations display characteristics found in a
variety of theoretical models, and conceptual variances among national
self-images tend to be based on the particular historical circumstances
more than on irreconcilable ideological differences.

French nationalism, which is generally seen as the archetype of a
state-centered conception, was not content with mere political loyalty;
on the contrary, ethnic minorities enjoyed fewer cultural rights in
France than in most other European countries. For the Corsicans and
Bretons, French political nationalism entailed an adaptation to French
language and customs that left little room for autochthonous cultural
traditions.40 At the same time, the process that Renan had de¤ned as a
daily plebiscite was not simply left to popular initiative, but relied on a
thorough policy of national mobilization, as Eugen Weber demonstrated
in his magisterial Peasants into Frenchmen.41

Civic participation, in turn, does not inherently con¶ict with cul-
tural de¤nitions of nationhood. Civic life frequently functions more
smoothly in culturally homogenous societies, and it was hardly coinci-
dental that the egalitarian social policies of the welfare state found their
earliest and most comprehensive expressions in the countries of the
Scandinavian north, in which a high degree of cultural coherence
strengthened the sense of responsibility toward society’s less fortu-
nate.42

The multifaceted character of national identity is reinforced by the
experience of non-Western societies. For a long time, the major works
on nation theory focused on Western conditions and paid less attention
to national developments outside the European-dominated parts of the
globe.43 But non-Western developments can contribute to a more differ-
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entiated understanding of nationhood. The contrasts between Chinese
and Indian developments provide particularly valuable lessons for the
European discussion.

East Asian countries with their long tradition of independent state-
hood and limited exposure to colonial domination developed a sense of
national identity that echoes European experiences. Not that the devel-
opment of societal bonds necessarily followed identical paths—such a
claim would be unsubstantiated in a European and all the more so in a
multicontinental comparison. But in China—and in Japan—one can
observe the gradual development of collective identity based on cultural
and territorial elements that also characterizes many European nations.44

Chinese identity is de¤ned by a history of political and cultural
continuity. Its essence has been associated with three fundamental ele-
ments: ancestry and kinship, the authority of the state, and cultural
community. The long tradition of centralized power that underlies the
concept of state authority is combined with expected conformity to the
cultural and ritualistic norms that mark Chinese life. These political
and cultural elements are supplemented with an imagery of ancestral
community, which functions as an important marker of identity.45

The strong emphasis on kinship in Chinese thinking is re¶ected in
the traditional signi¤cance of clan af¤liation in Chinese society. Early
Chinese nationalists, who accused their compatriots of ignoring the
interests of the overall nation in favor of those of their clan, formulated
their theory of nationalism as an extension of clan solidarity. Sun Yat-
sen, the leader of the revolution of 1911 that ended imperial rule in
China, expressed such a hope in his much-debated three principles of
the people San Min Chu I:

If this worthy clan sentiment could be expanded, we might
develop nationalism out of clanism. If we are to recover our
lost nationalism, we must have some kind of group unity, large
group unity. An easy and successful way to bring about the
unity of a large group is to build upon the foundation of small
united groups, and the small units we can build upon in China
are the clan groups and also the family groups.46

Sun Yat-sen saw Chinese identity as a structure of concentric circles
in which family loyalty, clan loyalty, and national loyalty are built upon
each other. Although Sun distinguished this communal approach to
national identity from the individualist Western model, many European
nationalists would have sympathized with his conception.
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Another important aspect of Chinese identity is the unity of culture
or civilization that has bound together Chinese people regardless of
current political conditions. The long tradition of the Chinese script
language as well as the philosophy and ritual of Confucianism have
made these elements powerful symbols of identity. This cultural foun-
dation was so signi¤cant that it was seen as underlying China’s political
structure as well; John Fairbank stated that “China’s external order
was so closely related to her internal order that one could not long sur-
vive without the other.”47 Thus, all three elements of Chinese identity—
kinship, culture, and state tradition—were intertwined into a sense of
community that predates the advent of modern society in China. A
speci¤cally modern and political form of nationalism represents a recent
phenomenon, but important aspects of Chinese identity had formed at
an earlier historical stage.48

Whereas the (Han) Chinese conditions underscore the long-term
development of cultural communitarianism and the ultimate merger of
political and ethnocultural allegiances, the Indian experience has been
complicated by competing concepts of allegiance. The Indian political
scientist Partha Chatterjee has provided important insights into the na-
tional problematique in his home country by investigating the language
and philosophy of Indian nationalism.49 Chatterjee criticizes nationalist
discourse in India, which he uses to exemplify Third World anticolonial
nationalism, for remaining bound to the power structure it claims to
have overthrown. It wanted to negate the conceptuality of colonialism
and af¤rm autochthonous national power. As a language of power, how-
ever, it remained dominated by its colonial counterpart.50

Chatterjee argues that India’s ruling classes have turned nationalism
into a state ideology to legitimize their own rule. The life of the whole
nation has not actually been subsumed in the life of the new state. As a
consequence, this nationalism remains vulnerable to populist, tradition-
alist rebellions, which can be based on ethnicity or on antimodern, anti-
Western cultural and religious fundamentalism. Much that has been
suppressed in the creation of postcolonial nation-states resurfaces in an
undirected popular resistance to the existing power structure.

Chatterjee fundamentally describes the adoption of the phenome-
non Anderson termed “of¤cial nationalism” in postcolonial polities
whose ethnic composition does not favor the nation-state. Thus, he
illuminates that the opposition between ideological and cultural forms
of nationalism does not merely constitute an analytical dichotomy but
also a distinctly political juxtaposition of competing loyalties. Whereas
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the East Asian environment tended to be characterized by mutually
reinforcing sets of allegiances, the Indian conditions showed marks of
confrontation.

Conscious policies of nation-building and long-term cultural pro-
cesses form a theoretical dichotomy that can be re¶ected in political real-
ity, Western and non-Western alike. These factors can reinforce each
other or compete with each other. The focus on ethnocultural continu-
ities dating back for centuries that overlooks the fundamental change in
societal interconnectedness that began in late eighteenth-century Europe
cannot provide a full picture; neither can the exclusive reference to the
recentness and inventedness of national concepts and symbols that
ignores cultural continuities that do exist.

In this study, a practically applicable de¤nition of nationhood will
be approximated in the following manner: A nation is a large-scale
human association, aiming at a basic degree of continuity, within which
a primary sentiment of af¤nity, based upon objective criteria that cross
ideological, social, and economic boundaries, has developed. Through
the requirement of size, this de¤nition distinguishes nations from fami-
lies and clans, for which, in addition, the objective commonalities are
exclusively descent oriented. The interpolation “that cross ideological,
social, and economic boundaries” draws a distinction, on the one hand,
vis-à-vis political movements, which in special cases can also be large-
scale human associations with the intent of continuity, and, on the other,
vis-à-vis socioeconomic categories such as class. The crossing of ideolog-
ical and socioeconomic boundaries is not an abstract but a pragmatic
precondition; it is only required if, as has been the norm, there exist sub-
groups divided by such boundaries within the respective population.51

Due to the constant changes in human social structure, there will
be no ¤nal answers in questions of national identity. The introduction
of fundamental theoretical parameters provides a useful basis for exam-
ining the speci¤c Austrian case, however, and makes it possible to apply
its lessons to the theoretical debate. By demonstrating that conscious
nation-building can occur in a modern Western society, Austria’s post-
war development reinforces constructionist perceptions. The Austrian
experience seems to substantiate the basic tenet of instrumentalism,
which ascribes the forming of national identities to the conscious
efforts of nationalist elites. By taking this conception to its logical con-
clusion, however, the lessons of Austrian nation-building move beyond
it and question the understanding of identity it contains. At the same
time, the Austrian experience con¤rms the importance of cultural
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attributes for a population’s sense-of-self—and limits it by demonstrat-
ing the possibility of differing forms of consciousness within otherwise
identical populations. Thus, Austria’s national development ultimately
transcends received interpretations of nationhood and moves the dis-
cussion of nation theory to a new level.

The Structure of the Study

This ¤rst chapter has familiarized the reader with the purpose of the
study and its theoretical and historiographical context. It surveys earlier
analyses of nation-building in Austria and engages the literature on
nationalism and national identity with the goal of integrating the Aus-
trian experience into the broader theoretical discussion. In particular, it
focuses on theories of nation formation that interpret this process as
initiated and guided by political elites. Set in a later historical period
than customary Western nation-building, the Austrian experience casts
new light on this important theoretical approach.

Chapter 2 discusses the prevalent view of Austrian nation forma-
tion, which sees this process as a direct outgrowth of postwar political
stability and economic prosperity. The chapter explores the value and
the limits of this explanation. It examines the central features of Aus-
trian postwar society, such as the consensus politics of the grand coali-
tion and the social partnership, the advances in economic performance
and personal income, and the stability of political and economic life. At
the same time, the chapter also analyzes the intensi¤cation of economic
and communicational ties between Austria and other German-speaking
regions throughout the postwar era. Con¶icting socioeconomic in¶uences
ultimately direct the analysis of Austrian nation-building toward more
expressly political and intellectual factors.

Chapters 3 and 4 examine the two foremost pillars of these politi-
cal and intellectual developments. Chapter 3 explores the role of histor-
ical images in the formation of national identity. It debates central aspects
of postwar Austrian historiography, especially its interpretation of the
country’s national development, but also puts the speci¤cally Austrian
¤ndings into the larger metahistorical framework of history’s place in
science and society.

Chapter 4 investigates instruments of public policy that in¶uenced
the discourse on nationality questions. The distinctly Austrian national
consciousness that gained support in the postwar era had to compete
with the traditional German sense-of-self that persisted among seg-
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ments of the population. In this intellectual environment, Austrian
nation-building pro¤ted from the in¶uential status of public institutions
in contemporary Austrian society. The role of these institutions in the
crystallization of popular opinion provides important information about
the formative elements of national identity.

In chapter 5, the focus shifts from the elite level to the popular
level. The chapter analyzes quanti¤able indicators of Austrian public
identity, especially opinion polls. It debates the value of surveys in under-
standing public opinion and focuses particularly on theories that illumi-
nate social adaptation in modern mass societies. Informed by these
theories, the chapter charts both support of and resistance to different
concepts of nationhood in twentieth-century Austria.

The ¤nal chapter assesses the current status of Austrian nation for-
mation and its implications for the general understanding of nation-
building and national identity. It examines the impact of political elites
and public institutions on popular identity and explores both the
potential and the limitations of conscious policies of nation-building. In
the course of this examination, contemporary Austria proves just as
valuable in the conceptualization of nationhood as its Habsburg prede-
cessor, which inspired many early researchers in the ¤eld. Whereas
Habsburg Austria became paradigmatic for its interethnic nationality
con¶ict, the postwar republic witnessed intraethnic divisions along the
lines of national consciousness. As a consequence, the analysis of
national consciousness assumes a central role in this study of Austrian
nation-building.
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country’s experience; one might mention Hans Kohn and Eric Hobsbawm in
that context.
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4. In recent years, several North American scholars have described the
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History Yearbook 26 (1995): 83–97.
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This ambiguity is removed in Austrianist discourse, however, in which the term
deutschnational tends to be applied to all forms of German orientation in Aus-
tria and thus corresponds directly to Germanist.
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reichische Nation: Zwischen zwei Nationalismen (Vienna, 1967).]

8. This historiographical introduction focuses on major monographs
written by postwar historians. There are numerous shorter contributions to the
discussion, as well as a number of interesting book-length treatises by political
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its internal anchoring remained secure.

For a recent investigation of Japanese national identity that applies more
contemporary analytical approaches than Delmer Brown’s classic Nationalism
in Japan: An Introductory Historical Analysis (New York, 1955), see Kosaku
Yoshino, Cultural Nationalism in Contemporary Japan (London, 1992).

45. See Lynn White and Li Cheng, “China Coast Identities: Regional,
National, and Global,” in China’s Quest for National Identity, ed. Lowell Ditt-
mer and Samuel S. Kim (Ithaca, N.Y., 1993).

46. Sun Yat-sen, San Min Chu I: The Three Principles of the People,
translated by Frank Price (Taipei, 1990), 31.

The popularity of this understanding is re¶ected in the interpretation of
the distinguished reformist historian Liang Qichao’s conception of society in a
recent intellectual biography: “Liang’s concept of qun [society] derives largely
from the traditional belief in an organic community, closely modeled on the
extended family, that has always been posited and incorporated into the cos-
mology of an essentially agrarian culture.” [Xiaobing Tang, Global Space and
the Nationalist Discourse of Modernity: The Historical Thinking of Liang
Qichao (Stanford, 1996), 66.]

47. John K. Fairbank, “A Preliminary Framework,” in The Chinese
World Order: Traditional China’s Foreign Relations, ed. John K. Fairbank
(Cambridge, Mass., 1968), 3.

48. This did not diminish the dif¤culties in creating this modern national-
ism. The efforts necessary to transform a civilization, a world that rested in
itself, into a modern nation among nations are described in recent studies such
as John Fitzgerald, Awakening China: Politics, Culture, and Class in the
Nationalist Revolution (Stanford, 1996), and Xiaobing Tang,Global Space and
the Nationalist Discourse of Modernity: The Historical Thinking of Liang
Qichao (Stanford, 1996).

49. See Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and
Postcolonial Histories (Princeton, N.J., 1993), and especially Nationalist
Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative Discourse? (London, 1986).

50. Chatterjee also argues that most liberal or Marxist interpretations of
Third World nationalism—regardless of the nationality of those who advance
them—have applied Western models and standards to cases outside the Western
World. They did so because Western concepts of reason and science were seen



24 The Ambivalence of Identity

as universal. In spite of its ideological support for anticolonial movements,
Marxist historiography, too, adopted sociological models that ¤t nationalism to
global and inescapable modern constraints, or functional models that judged
speci¤c nationalisms by their presumed consequences for world history.

51. One could, in other words, add the quali¤er “if present within this
human community”; for all practical purposes, such an addition would be
super¶uous, since socioeconomic differentiation, at least, has so far been
present within all nations. If a classless society were to evolve at some future
moment in time, however, it could represent a nation even if the communal
characteristics do not cross social and economic boundaries, provided the
remaining de¤nitional requirements are ful¤lled. A nation could, furthermore,
constitute itself along socioeconomic divides, as long as the common attributes
did not transgress class lines.


