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Anticolonial Nationalism

From Imagined Communities to Colonial Conflict

Abstract

Nationalism in the modern world began in European metropoles but spread

throughout the world system in the form of anticolonial nationalism. While many

studies have explored the former, this essay systematically examines the latter. Based

upon an original database of 124 cases, we test multiple theories that might account

for the origins and spread of anticolonial nationalism. We adjudicate between

cultural-cognitive approaches emphasizing the discursive bases for national imagin-

ings on the one hand and, on the other, theories that emphasize political-economic

dynamics and elite conflict. Our time-series regression analysis suggests that while

cultural-cognitive approaches best account for the initial wave of anticolonial

nationalism, from 1700 to 1878, theories stressing political-economic dynamics

and elite conflict explain anticolonial nationalism in the later wave, from 1879 to

1990. The analysis suggests that theories of nationalism need to be attentive to the

historical specificity of their claims.

Keywords: Anticolonialism; Nationalism; Social Movements; Colonialism;

Decolonization.

Introduction

T H E N A T I O N - S T A T E is a relatively new sociopolitical form in

modernity. For centuries, empires dominated the globe, and political

allegiances were tethered to empires. But by the mid-20th century,

nationalism replaced imperialism as the dominant political loyalty.

How and why did this happen? How and why did nationalism spread

around the world, contributing to the end of empires and the rise of

modern nation-states?
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Addressing this question requires an analysis of anticolonial

nationalism: the nationalism of colonized peoples demanding an end

to colonial rule and the creation of an independent nation-state.

Following its emergence in the 1770s in the United States, 1790s in

Haiti, and the early 19th-century in the Latin American Republics,

nearly all countries in today’s international system began this way.

Only a small handful of countries—viz., Japan, China, Russia,

Turkey, England and the European states that emerged from West-

phalia—have not been colonial dependencies. In this sense, anticolo-

nial nationalism rather than European metropolitan nationalism is the

basis for the contemporary international order of nation-states. “Anti-

colonialism,” notes Breuilly, “is one of the main forms of nationalism.

It has developed in a vast range of societies and its successes have

transformed the political map of much of the world” [Breuilly 1982:
156]. Hiers and Wimmer [2013: 212-213] rightly add: “the rise and

global proliferation of nationalist movements (in the colonial world)

has been a crucial factor in reshaping the structure of the state system

in the past two hundred years.” The nationalism that eventually

captured the imaginations of the world to forge our global political

modernity began as anticolonial nationalism.

Yet we know comparably little about the emergence and spread of

anticolonial nationalism. While the sociological study of nationalism

has been proceeding apace for at least three decades, anticolonial

nationalism has not been fully examined. The earliest seminal works

on nationalism focused upon the emergence of English, French or

Russian nationalism or searched for nationalism’s presumably “pri-

mordial” origins in Europe [Gellner 1983; Greenfeld 1992; Smith

1986]. Meanwhile, theories of nationalism positing such distinctions

as “civic” or “ethnic” nationalism have been modelled upon European

examples. Too often, anticolonial nationalism has been thought of as

a pale imitation of earlier European forms of nationalism and hence

not worthy of analysis in itself. Benedict Anderson’s theory about the

discursively constructed character of nationalism in Imagined Com-

munities is both the exception and the norm [Anderson 1992;
Anderson 2006]. It is the exception because, unlike most other works,

his primary cases were actually anticolonial cases. His theory of print

capitalism facilitating nationalism comes from his analysis of nation-

alist imaginings in colonial Latin America and the Philippines. Yet,

Anderson’s work has not been received as primarily a story of

nationalism in the Global South. Scholars instead appropriate it for
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the purposes of studying European or North American nationalism

writ large.

Besides Anderson’s work, there is an emergent literature on

anticolonial nationalism to which the present paper contributes but

also seeks to transcend. Two gaps remain in the literature. The first

has to do with the scope of existing studies of anticolonial nationalism.

The few notable works that have analyzed anticolonial nationalism in

any sustained manner offer different theoretical approaches based

upon one or two cases. Anderson’s Imagined Communities focuses

upon the Philippines with scattered references to Latin America.

Exceptional work by Goswami [2004] and Chatterjee [1993] explores
nationalism in India [see also, on anticolonial protests, Lawrence

2013]. More recently, Goebel shows how Paris became a center for

anticolonial nationalists from around the world [Goebel 2015]. While

all of this work is rich and important, missing are systematic

comprehensive studies of anticolonial nationalism across a variety of

sites, or a macrohistorical analysis that enables us to locate patterns

across different instances of anticolonial nationalism. This gap is

evident in the literature on nationalism more generally which, as

Male�sevi�c notes, is “characterised by the overwhelming dominance of

highly under-theorised single case studies” and “seldom focus on the

large number of cases” [Male�sevi�c 2013: 513].
The second lacuna is related: the lack of systematic empirical tests

of the different theoretical explanations of anticolonial nationalism. In

the nascent existing literature on anticolonial nationalism, there are

different and often opposed theories for explaining its emergence. As

we discuss further below, some theories—like Benedict Anderson’s—

emphasize cognitive capacities or cultural imaginings, while others

place greater weight upon sociomaterial practices, economic interests,

and political conflict. This divide mirrors nationalism studies more

broadly. As Eley and Suny note, studies of nationalism differ mostly

between those that emphasize “culture” on the one hand and, on the

other, those that stress “structural and materialist” factors [Eley and

Suny 1996: 12].1 The diversity of theoretical work is vast, therefore.

But comprehensive empirical studies adjudicating between them are

not.

From a certain perspective, such an appreciation of theory is not

obtainable. Is a single theory for explaining the origins and spread of

1 This is arguably an obfuscating binary
[see goswami 2004: 13-16] but that is our
point: we need to explore the relative power

of different theories through comprehensive
analyses.
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anticolonial nationalism even possible? The skeptics are numerous.

James Anderson [1986: 220] writes of “the difficulty of constructing

a general theory of nationalism that is applicable in different historical

and geographic circumstances” [Anderson 1986]. Agnew declares that

a general theory of the emergence of nationalism is untenable because

all nationalisms are local and contextual [Agnew 1989]. Yet, without

empirical tests of different theories, we cannot assume this to be the

case. Because existing scholarship has been focused upon one or

another case of nationalism, we have yet to appreciate the relative

explanatory weight of each of the different theories.

The present paper overcomes both of these gaps. It examines

multiple cases of anticolonial nationalism and puts them into the same

analytic frame, offering the first empirical test of existing theories of

the emergence and origins of anticolonial nationalism. Unlike existing

scholarship, we operationalize these different theories and assess

which if any has greater explanatory weight. We do this with an

original dataset of 124 cases and various other measures. We perform

a time-series regression analysis that estimates the founding and

spread of anticolonial nationalism around the world. Through this

analysis, we are able to better assess the explanatory power of existing

theories of nationalism.

In what follows, we first define our key concepts. We then discuss

existing theoretical approaches to anticolonial nationalism before

turning to our regression analysis. As we will see by the end, we

conclude that no single theory best accounts for anticolonial nation-

alism, but this does not mean that anticolonial nationalism lacks

patterns or is idiosyncratic. Rather, the explanatory power of theories

differs depending upon the historical context. While cultural theories

help us understand the earliest cases of anticolonial nationalism,

theories emphasizing economic interests and conflict better explain

the spread of anticolonial nationalism later in the 20th century.

Understanding Anticolonial Nationalism

By “anticolonial nationalism”, we refer to a form of nationalism

that emerges in a dependent territory (a colony) and that seeks to

create an independent nation-state. This can be differentiated from

three other types of nationalisms. The first is core nationalism, the

nationalism that first emerged in Europe within powerful metropoles
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such as England, France, Portugal, Spain, Norway, Germany, Den-

mark, etc. In contrast to this, anticolonial nationalism comes from the

former colonies of these powers (e.g. the nationalism of the American

revolution or the Haitian revolution). The second distinction is

nationalism without states: that is, nationalism in colonies that fall

short of seeking an independent nation-state. Nationalism projects an

imagined community of citizens who are deemed equal in some way or

another, but it does not have to equate the boundaries of that

community with the boundaries of an independent nation-state.

Historically and in the present, there have been many such cases of

nationalism without states. Elites in colonial fields sometimes spoke of

their colony as a “nation” without advocating for or even envisioning

independent nation-states. Today, strands of nationalism in territories

like Puerto Rico, Quebec or Catalunya—among many others—qualify

for this category [Barreto 1998; Duany 2001]. By contrast, when we

refer to anticolonial nationalism, we refer to movements for political

independence. We mean nation-statism or political nationalism.

The third difference is with secessionist movements within already

established nation-states. To understand this we must define what

a “colony” is. We define a colony (or a “formal colony” to be more

precise) as a territory that is under the sovereign power of a state but

which is classified and treated as juridically and administratively

inferior to other areas and peoples under the sovereign [Osterhammel

1999]. Colonies are not equal to other territories in the system. The

territory and its inhabitants are colonial subjects as opposed to

citizens. They are subjected to the “rule of colonial difference”

[Chatterjee 1993]. Colonies are thus different from the territories of

federalist-type systems (sometimes thought as “land empires”) such as

the Russian empire or parts of 19th century United States; and from

territories in monarchical systems like the Hapsburg empires. In these

systems, the territories are equal in the sense that they are each equally

subject to the control and power of the center. Everyone except the

king or group of rulers is a subject; the citizen-subject binary does not

apply [Go 2011: 5-8; Howe 2002]. This means that anticolonial

nationalism is different from separatist or secessionist movements

that emerge within an already existing national state or part of a federal

system.

The difference is two-fold. First, separatist or secessionist move-

ments emerge within equal territories of a nation, not empires. When

the South tried to secede from the United States during the American

Civil War, for instance, it was not a colony. Southern states were
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officially equal to the other states of the Union, and Southern peoples

were equal citizens. While they claimed unequal treatment, they were

not juridically inferior colonial subjects.2 Similarly, the secessionist

movements in the former Soviet Union were not strictly anticolonial

in our definition. As historians and specialists show, while they may

have discursively rendered themselves to be “colonies”, and while

they have functioned within the Soviet Union as economic colonies,

our conceptualization of “colonial” would not apply because these

territories were all equally part of a federal, not imperial, system

[Lieven 1995 and 2002]. The same goes for other cases like Bangla-

desh. The movement to create an independent national state called

Bangladesh was a secessionist movement, not an anticolonial nation-

alist movement in our definition. It had been an equal part of Pakistan

rather than its dependent colony.

A related difference between anticolonialism and separatist or

secessionist movements is that the latter are not the first nationalist

acts in the territory, while anticolonial nationalist movements are.

Anticolonial nationalism refers to the first time that a group of people

who had previously been treated as not part of a nation began to see

themselves as equal members of a community. Secessionist movements

had already seen themselves as equal members of a nation; they had

been part of an independent national state. Secessionist movements

simply aimed to break away from that national state and shift their

loyalty to a different spatial unit. When the South tried to secede,

their territory had already been part of the United States and

Southerners had already envisioned themselves to be members of

that national state. Alternatively, when the thirteen colonies united

and declared an independent “United States,” it was the first time in

that territory that a separate and new nation was envisioned. There-

fore, what makes anticolonial nationalist movements significant is that

they mark the first time that subject peoples envisioned their territory

to be a nation and attempted to make themselves equal members of an

entirely new nation rather than colonial subjects.

To obtain an empirically-grounded understanding of anticolonial

nationalism, we created a database of anticolonial nationalist “events”

in the modern era for each ex-colony of the Anglo-European empires.

2 While some in the states of the South
might have thought of themselves as part of
colonies, this was more a rhetorical category
than an administrative one. At the time, the
states of the South were not territorial de-

pendencies, as opposed to, say, New Mexico,
which was not yet a state and which was
treated administratively and in law as
a colony.
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By “event”, we mean either the establishment of a political party,

organization, or association that declares national independence as

a goal; the beginning of a revolt, rebellion, or political movement that

declares national independence as a goal; or a declaration of in-

dependence or constitution establishing an independent national

government. As yet, no such comprehensive list exists. The closest

systematic data is Wimmer and Feinstein’s [2010] list of the estab-

lishment of the first “national political organization” in every country

in the world today, but this list in insufficient for our purposes.

Wimmer and Feinstein’s list refers only to “modern political organ-

izations” such as political parties. It does not include anticolonial

nationalist revolts or declarations of independence. Furthermore,

Wimmer and Feinstein’s variable only lists the first national organi-

zation, not nationalist movements. Their data are lists of organizations

that proclaimed the existence of a “nation” but did not necessarily

demand national independence or a separate nation-state. As noted,

many colonies thought of themselves as a nation but did not pursue

independent status as a nation-state. They sought reforms or policies

that worked within the rubric of the political system and did not

necessarily seek independence.3 Our data is meant to capture the more

explicit and arguably bolder act of not only imagining a “nation” but

imagining and seeking an independent sovereign nation-state.

To find these events, we first had to determine the territorial units;

that is, the colonies. To do this we used existing lists of past colonies

and colonial territories from Henige’s list of colonial governors [1970]
and the Correlates of War Territorial Changes dataset [Henige 1970;
Tir et al. 1998]. We then used a variety of sources to establish the first

anti-colonial nationalist event in each of these territories. We paid

careful attention to the fact that many of these colonies do not match

present-day nations: some colonies were amalgamated into larger

units or broken down into smaller units. For instance, present day

Australia was first a series of different colonies before those colonies

were all amalgamated into Australia. The same goes for Latin

American countries such as Peru, which had been created by

combining two separate colonies: La Paz and Cuzco. Nonetheless

we were able to locate, for the vast majority of past colonies, the date of

3 For example, many of the Latin Ameri-
can cases and the Philippine case in Wimmer
and Feinstein’s data locate Sociedades Econ�o-
micas de Amigos del Pa�ıs as the formative
national organization. This was an elite soci-
ety that spread across the Spanish empire

and was founded in various colonies, however
at different times. While these organizations
did imagine the “nation”, they did not all
seek independence and instead sought re-
forms within the empire.
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the initial anti-colonial event for these territories, and this sometimes

yielded different events within the same present-day country (if the

present-day country had originally been different colonies). For

example, the first anticolonial nationalist event in Cuzco, presently

the lower part of Peru, was in 1814, with the Pumacachua rebellion;

but the first anticolonial nationalist event in La Paz, presently upper

Peru, was in 1809 when Pedro Domingo Murillo led a movement

declaring La Paz independent from Spain. Each of these is recorded as

a separate event.

One potential problem with this measure is that outright declarations

of independence were typically repressed or at least discouraged by

colonial officials. For example, in Northern Rhodesia, officials responded

to the formation of various “welfare associations” by telling them that

they could not advocate for political interests, only for economic issues or

related welfare issues [Rothberg 1965: 132].There might have been

political parties or organizations formed during colonialism which did

not explicitly declare independence as their goal for fear of repression.

However, we take the explicit and public declaration of independence as

a goal to be a significant and robust measure of anticolonial nationalism.

If groups are willing to publicly declare independence, nationalism must

have been a powerful enough idea for them.

The sources included secondary histories of the various colonies and

nations, including histories of nationalism in the relevant regions and

empires (full list available from authors). This information was supple-

mented by various other lists, handbooks and compilations of national-

isms or related political movements around the world, including the

“Country Studies” series by the Federal Research Division of the

Library of Congress (US Library of Congress n.d.), The Oxford

Handbook of the History of Nationalism edited by Breuilly [2013], The
Encyclopedia of Nationalism edited by Motyl [2001] and Nations and

Nationalism: A Global Historical Overview [Herb and Kaplan 2008],
among others. To ensure validity, we sought out at least two sources for

each event. For instance, if we found events, organizations or movements

listed in existing compilations of nationalist or secessionist movements,

we also used secondary histories to verify this or to determine whether an

earlier anticolonial nationalist event had occurred.

Because we differentiate anticolonial nationalism from separatist or

secessionist movements that emerge within an already existing

national state after anticolonial nationalism had already been estab-

lished in that territory, the latter are not included in our data. We rule

out, for example, the nationalism of the South during the American
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Civil War, and the secessionist movements leading to the demise of the

Soviet Union. We do so for good analytic reason, as noted above: since

we are interested in the origins and historical emergence of anticolo-

nial nationalism, we focus upon the earliest instances of nationalist

sentiment, and separatist or secessionist nationalisms emerged only

after nationalism in a territory had already surfaced.4

Figure 1 charts the anticolonial events by year. The data suggest that

there were two main waves of anticolonialism. The first occurred in

around the turn of the 18th-century, which began with the anticolonial

movements in the United States and Haiti and culminated in the early

1800s with the South American movements for independence against

Spain and Portugal, giving birth to the Latin American republics

[Armitage 2005]. The second wave began in the early 20th-century.
While the earlier wave occurred primarily in the Americas, this wave

encompassed the other regions of the world: Asia, Africa, and the

Middle East. It involved the movement for Indian independence, for

instance, as well as the nationalist movements in Africa that led to

decolonization there. Roughly speaking, these two waves correspond

with the two main waves of imperialism. Historically, Western impe-

rialism began in the early modern period in the Americas, including the

Caribbean and Central America. This was when Spain, Portugal,

England and France founded plantations and settlements across the

coasts of the Americas and moved into the interior [Bayly 1998]. By the

end of the 19th-century, however, a second wave of imperialism

unfolded. Often called the “new imperialism” or the period of “high

imperialism”, this was when European countries and the United States

seized territory in Africa, the Middle East, Asia and the Pacific

[Ballantyne and Burton 2014; Fieldhouse 1982].
The question is how to explain these trends. The historian Roger

Owen notes that anticolonialism followed a “familiar dialectic by

which imperial rule cannot help but generate the nationalist forces

that will eventually drive it out” [Owen 2000: 20 quoted in Lawrence

2013: 3-4]. In this view, anticolonial nationalism was inevitable:

a diametric reaction to colonial rule. The fact that the two waves of

4 As discussed above, separatist or seces-
sionist movements are not in this sense new:
they are merely shifts in the scale over which
a “nation” is imagined. For example, the
United States revolution against Britain is
one of the first cases of anticolonial national-
ism, and therefore counts as the first instance
of nationalism in our analysis. The secession-

ist movement of the Southern states would
not count as an anticolonial nationalist move-
ment because the South was not a colony and
nationalism had already emerged in the ter-
ritory a century earlier. Southerners who had
proclaimed to be part of the American “na-
tion” simply switched loyalties to a new
nation.
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anticolonial nationalism followed from the two waves of imperialism

respectively suggests this to be true. However, even a cursory visual

analysis of the time from initial colonization to the year of the first

anticolonial nationalist event shows that anticolonial nationalism

cannot be explained as a straightforward response to colonialism itself

(see Figure 2, which shows just a sample of the events). If it could be

explained that way, the time between initial colonization and the year

of the first anticolonial nationalist event would be more or less equal

across the cases. But Figure 2 shows that the variance is wide: in some

colonies, the first anticolonial nationalist event came only after

centuries of colonial rule, in others, it emerged within decades. This

suggests that other explanatory factors must be at play.

Theorizing Anticolonial Nationalism

If anticolonial nationalism cannot be explained as a diametric

response to colonization, how can we explain it? To answer this

F i gure 1

Anticolonial Declarations in the World’s Colonies, 1700-1990
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question we can look at a number of possible theories. As noted,

existing scholarship has not yet offered systematic analyses of the

origins and spread of anticolonial nationalism. On the one hand, some

notable work has explored the emergence of the nation-state as

a dominant political form [Wimmer and Feinstein 2010]. Wimmer

and Feinstein [2010] argue that the nation-state emerged from the

ashes of empires due to various local and regional factors. However,

this work—and subsequent debates about the relative importance of

local as opposed to global factors in explaining the rise of the nation-

state—is not about the emergence and global spread of anticolonial

nationalism [Li and Hicks 2016]. It is about the emergence and spread

of national political units. The dependent variable is the actual

creation of the nation-state, not the emergence and spread of the

nation-state as a political idea, goal and value which then became an

F i gure 2

Years from Initial Colonization to First Anticolonial Nationalist Event
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alternative to imperial states and imperial loyalties. On the other hand,

existing case studies of anticolonial nationalism offer potentially

generalizable theories, as do existing theories of nationalism writ

large, that can be operationalized and adjudicated through further

empirical analysis.

While these theories are each distinct in their own right, they

collectively vary according to whether they emphasize the cultural,

discursive or cognitive bases of nationalism on the one hand or, on the

other hand, the colonial economy and politics. Anderson’s famous

theory of “imagined communities” [2006] offers a clear example of the

first type of theory. According to Anderson, nationalism was made

possible through print capitalism. Print capitalism led to the spread of

“mechanically produced print-languages” that spread through global

markets. In turn, those print-languages “created unified fields of

exchange and communication below Latin and above the spoken

vernaculars,” thereby uniting previously distinct linguistic groups and

offering, for the first time, the ability to imagine a larger “national”

community oriented around shared notions of linear time [2006: 56].
This “modular” form of nationalism emerged initially in literate

“creole” communities in the colonial Americas and in the Philippines.

It then spread to Europe and to the remaining colonies in the early

20th century. In the colonies, anticolonial nationalism was further

facilitated by colonial schools and traveling by colonial elites to

universities in the metropole [Anderson 1992]. It was also facilitated

by the colonial census, museums and other technologies [Anderson

2006: 163-185].
Anderson’s theory is nuanced and multifaceted but it ultimately

sees nationalism as a cultural development; more precisely, a cognitive

or discursive capacity. Education and print capitalism allowed colo-

nized elites to read newspapers, novels and documents like the

colonial census which in turn enabled them to imagine postcolonial

nations uniting otherwise disparate ethnic, religious and linguistic

groups. In this admittedly limited sense, Anderson’s theory shares

common ground with another theoretical framework that might be

enlisted to explain anticolonial nationalism: the World Society or

“world polity” approach. This approach argues that modern political

forms, not least those associated with the nation-state, have spread

through the world system with the aid of various international

organizations and the construction of new global norms to which

actors in the system have to adhere. Their studies conclude that the

17th-century marks the beginning of a global modernization process
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that continued through the 20th century [Meyer et al. 1997: 163-
174]. Strang [1991], for example, finds that decolonization—i.e. the

spread of the nation-state form—was partially dependent upon the

spread of a global culture emphasizing national sovereignty since

World War II and culminating in the 1960 United Nations declara-

tion against colonization. Li and Hicks [2016] argue that the

founding of the United Nations itself was a crucial moment for

spreading the nation-state form around the system. None of these

studies have examined anticolonial nationalism or even nationalism

specifically; they examine the spread of various political forms and

the creation of the nation-state, not of nationalism itself. But they

offer up the hypothesis that anticolonial nationalism emerged and

proliferated due to diffusion within World Society. World Society

offered the cognitive model for imagining the nation to which

peoples around the world conformed. This is similar to Anderson’s

notion of “modular nationalism.”

A different version of diffusion theory would highlight processes

of imitation and emulation more broadly. Whereas the World Society

approach emphasizes international organizations such as NGOs or

the United Nations in the 20th century, this other diffusion approach

would suggest that initial anticolonial nationalist events served as

models for others to follow. In this story, once the initial anticolonial

movements emerged (for whatever historically contingent reason),

they inspired actors in other colonies accordingly. Historians often

point to this sort of process. In one among many examples, David

Armitage [2009] shows how the American Declaration of Indepen-

dence produced by the American Revolution served as a model for

peoples around the world [Armitage 2009]. Other scholars might

point to the global influence of the Haitian Revolution or the victory

of the Japanese over Russia in the 1905 Sino-Japanese War as key

events that inspired or emboldened anticolonial nationalists. While

all such narratives point to different events as important for

diffusion, they implicitly share an underlying explanation: anticolo-

nial nationalism diffused throughout the system due to the catalyzing

effect of previous anticolonial events that provided a cognitive

model—and perhaps an inspiration for—their own movements [Beck

2011].
Another set of explanations pays less attention to discursive

capacities and culture and looks instead towards sociopolitical and

economic practices, interests, and conflict. These approaches are

diverse, but they share an overarching attention to political-economic
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processes attendant with colonial rule that in turn generated antico-

lonial nationalism.5

In one version of this approach, the colonial state developed local

economies through a variety of sociospatial practices (i.e. infrastruc-

tural interventions and economic policies) that created the conditions

(i) for imagining the colony as an integrated national territory, and (ii)

for local socioeconomic interests to develop around that space.

Goswami’s innovative analysis of anticolonial nationalism in India

exemplifies this approach [Goswami 2004]. Goswami argues that

infrastructure such as the national railroad system and tariff policies

of the British colonial state produced the sense of an integrated and

bounded national economy—a “territorial nativist conception” of the

nation. Upon this conception, Indian middle-class intellectuals and

activists mounted their political and economic program for a post-

colonial India that would better realize the economic interests of

Indians. The difference from Anderson’s approach [2006] should be

clear. In Goswami’s view, anticolonial nationalism did not emerge

from colonized elites reading newspapers or novels, as Anderson’s

cognitive theory suggests, but from lived experiences of “colonial state

space” and associated interests in an autonomous postcolonial

economy.

This approach bears some similarity to a variety of other ap-

proaches that connect anticolonial nationalism to the rise of colonial

elites and their sociopolitical interests. Writing about the emergence of

African nationalism in the 1950s, Coleman [1954] noted that nation-

alism was strongest in colonies with higher levels of urbanization,

agricultural commercialization, and wage labor. Coleman contended

that these developments marked the growth of “Western”-like mid-

dle-classes, intellectuals and professionals who developed more “mod-

ern” orientations that contributed to the rise of nationalist

consciousness [Coleman 1954: 414-415]. Others complicate the story

by stressing that colonialism required a class of more educated

colonial elites to serve as collaborators or lower functionaries in the

colonial state. Colonialism, therefore, tended to create a “westernized”

group of elites: a “class of western-educated natives” who often led the

charge against colonialism [Breuilly 1982: 157]. This was especially so

5 Benedict Anderson’s theory in imagined
communities is not incompatible with ex-
planations that highlight elite interests. It
intimates that creole nationalism was driven
by elite interests. However, the cultural as-

pects of his theory have been taken up in
existing scholarship more than the elite in-
terests and politics components. We there-
fore put him foremost in the culturalist camp.
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as the elites’ expectations from their education were thwarted. Boahen

[1985: 567] writes of African anticolonial nationalism that colonialism

“raised the hopes of the emergent educated elites all over Africa for

greater opportunities [.] They expected to be absorbed and accepted

as colleagues by the colonial rulers.” But “they found their expect-

ations checkmated or frustrated” by colonial racism, leading ulti-

mately to “resentment, bitterness and agitation against the colonial

regimes” [Boahen 1985]. In sum, this story explains anticolonial

nationalism as the result of rising, “westernized” and educated but

resentful colonial elites who saw nationalism as an “identity” for

mobilizing “more widespread resistance to colonial rule” [Breuilly

1982: 157].
Other theories highlight global political and economic processes

that might have impacted colonial elite interests. One variant empha-

sizes political opportunities due to imperial crises. According to this

argument, nationalists in the colonial world seized upon the opportu-

nities posed by inter-imperial war and competition, or other events

serving to weaken empires. Amidst these events they could more

readily mobilize populations against foreign domination, thereby

fomenting anticolonial nationalism. Another variant might point to

global economic downturns that intensified the demands of colonized

peoples. Here we can connect world-systems analysis to political-

economic explanations of anticolonial nationalism [Wallerstein 2004;
Wallerstein 1974]. According to some versions of world-systems

analysis, for instance, the world-economic system undergoes waves

of economic expansion and contraction. Goldstein [1988] finds

historical cycles of expansion and contraction that manifest the

“Kondratieff waves” of economic growth pinpointed by the Russian

economist Nikolai Kondratieff [Goldstein 1988]. Accordingly, we

might expect anticolonial nationalism to emerge in periods of eco-

nomic contraction. This contraction exacerbates the grievances of the

colonized elite, in turn generating anticolonial sentiment [Furedi

1994].

Data & Variables

To see which if any of the foregoing theories best explain the

emergence and spread of anticolonial nationalism, we deploy time-

series analysis methods. The dependent variable is the year of the
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anticolonial event from our original database outlined earlier. The

independent variables operationalize the various theories discussed

above. We test Benedict Anderson’s theory [2006] of nationalist

consciousness in two ways. According to Anderson, creole elites in

the colonies came to nationalist consciousness as they read about

events occurring around the world and in their colony. These reading

practices enabled elites to create a “secular, historically clocked

imagined community” [Anderson 2006: 37-46]. The best available

measure for these reading practices is the literacy rate in the colony

(percentage of adult population that is literate), based on data

collected by Wimmer and Feinstein [2010]. We predict a positive

relationship between literacy rates and anticolonial nationalism.

Print capitalism and the spread of literacy among elites can also be

theorized as a feature of the global system, however. Accordingly, we

operationalize a global version of Anderson’s theory by the number of

universities in the world-system. While the universities typically

formed in European metropoles, colonial elites often benefitted from

them. As Anderson [1992] notes, nationalism among colonial elites

like Jose Rizal from the Philippines also originated and was embold-

ened by their travels to imperial metropoles for higher education,

leading to the proliferation of “long-distance nationalism” [Anderson

1992]. Relatedly, Goebel [2015] shows how Paris became a center for

anticolonial elites who travelled there initially to study. We expect

a positive relationship between the number of universities in the

world-system and anticolonial nationalism.

As noted above, World Society theory posits that the spread of the

nation-state and other associated forms of political modernity emerges

from a global culture rather than from factors endogenous to nations.

We operationalize this explanation by the total number of inter-

govermental organizations (IGOs) in the world system6. This is

a common measure used by World Society studies, including most

recently Li and Hicks’ [2016] analysis of the emergence of the nation-

state form. We predict a positive association between the total number

of IGOs and anti-colonial nationalist events. We also measure the

number of intergovernmental organizations to which a colony’s

metropole belonged. The hypothesis is that, the more integrated into

world society the metropole was, the more likely its colonies would be,

6 Some studies likewise use international
non-governmental organizations (INGOs).
We use IGOs instead because data for IN-

GOs is only available from 1953, by which
point only fourteen out of a possible 116
cases in our dataset remain to occur.
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and therefore the more likely that anticolonial nationalism would have

developed in those colonies.

A different version of this cognitive approach alerts us to the role of

contagion and emulation: anticolonial events or revolts inspire others

in the system similarly. From our dependent variable of anticolonial

nationalist events, we created a number of independent variables to

measure these two scales. The first is the lagged number of antico-

lonial nationalist events in the global system. The second is the lagged

number of anticolonial nationalist events in the same geographic

region. The third is the lagged number of anticolonial nationalist

events in the same empire. To extend the time frame to account for the

possible delayed influence of events, we also created variables for the

number of anticolonial nationalist events within the past five years for

each of these scales.

Goswami’s analysis of anticolonial nationalism in India argues that

it emerged from the various “sociospatial practices” of the state that

produced an integrated economy. To measure this sociospatial trans-

formation, we include a variable capturing the length of railroad tracks

in the colony at the time. In Goswami’s analysis, railroad construction

was a key part of the state’s sociospatial reconstruction that in turn

facilitated anticolonial nationalism. Railroad development facilitated

the construction of an integrated territorially bounded colonial

economy that embedded elite interests while also facilitating an

imagining of the postcolonial “nation” around that economy. We use

Wimmer and Feinstein’s [2010] measure of the length of railway

tracks in the colony per 1,000 km (a continuous variable that runs

from 0-113.73), which contains information on many colonies and is

based upon the comprehensive information in Mitchell’s International

Historical Statistics series [Mitchell 1988, 1998 and 1993].
Another related factor is the strength of the local colonized elite.

Goswami [2004] finds that Indian anticolonial nationalism emerged

from middle-class Indian groups. Breuilly [1982: 157] suggests that

anticolonial nationalism emerged from colonial political elites who had

slowly risen to power in the colony through positions within the

colonial state but whose ambitions were thwarted. Coleman [1954]
argues that modernization in Africa created a new class of elites who in

turn became active anticolonial nationalists. Our subsequent hypoth-

esis is that a more developed and/or stronger colonized elite makes

anticolonial nationalism more likely.

Unfortunately it is difficult to obtain good data on colonial elite

strength and interests, but we can use a variety of proxy variables. A
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new dataset on various indicators on colonies in Africa and Asia

gathered by Ziltener et al. [2017] is helpful here. While this dataset

only includes colonies in Africa and Asia, it is a unique and rare

dataset on the colonial period, and is the best option available at this

point. Their research yields two relevant variables. The first is

“Invest” which is a measure of investment in the colony for in-

frastructure, from roads to telecommunications, water and gas works

(where “0” is no significant investment, “1” is moderate investment,

and “2” is highest investment). This is one possible measure of

urbanization and, following Coleman’s [1954] theory, we predict that

more urbanization led to the development of more middle-class

colonized elites who in turn became anticolonial nationalists.

The Ziltener data also offers the variable EconTran (“economic

transformation”). This is a composite index of the level of economic

transformation the colony underwent under colonialism, based upon

seven variables: trade policy (whether “open door” or preferential),

trade concentration (measuring the colony’s trade with the metropole

as proportion of total trade), investment concentration (dependence

on direct investment from the metropole), investment in infrastruc-

ture, commercialization of plantations (relative amount of large

plantations over small isolated plantations), and level of extraction

of natural resources. The measure runs from “0”, which refers to no

social transformation during colonialism, to “100”, which is the

highest level of economic transformation. We take this as a measure

of commercialization which we also expect to produce a colonized

nationalist elite. We predict a positive relationship with anticolonial

events.

Two other variables offer possible measures of colonized elite

strength. The first is the presence of settlers in the colony. Breuilly

[1982: 157] and others suggest that the presence of settlers negatively

correlated with indigenous elite strength. A strong settler presence

means a weaker local elite because settlers displaced them, while

a weaker settler presence means a stronger local colonial elite because

only locals can be deployed to occupy lower-level and mid-level

positions in the colonial bureaucracy. Accordingly, we use Ziltener

et al.’s [2017] variable ForPre (for “foreign presence”) which is

a categorical variable measuring the presence of settlers, where

0 indicates that less than 1% of the population were settlers and 4 is

the highest possible score indicating that 10% or more of the

population were settlers. We hypothesize a negative relationship

between this score and anticolonial nationalism.
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The second variable measuring elite strength is Ziltener’s variable

for the level of social transformation during colonialism (SocTran).

This is also a standardized aggregation of different variables meant to

capture the overall level of social change in the colony during colonial

rule. The variables compiled here are the number of immigrants from

the colonizing country, the number of religious missions in the colony,

the importation of foreign laborers to the colony, and the level of

redrawing of territorial borders during colonialism. The measure runs

from “0”, which refers to no social transformation during colonialism,

to “100”, which is the highest level of social transformation. All of

these variables suggest a heavy penetration of metropolitan power and

control into the colony and thus a displacement of the colonized elite.

We expect a negative relationship with anticolonial events: the lower

the SocTran score, the less metropolitan control, and hence the

stronger the indigenous elite.

As noted, global politics might also have played a role in de-

veloping colonial elites’ nationalist consciousness. During or in the

wake of cataclysmic events such as wars, or during periods of intense

inter-imperial rivalry, anticolonial nationalism is more likely to

emerge, because these periods present new political opportunities.

We test this using various variables. The first is war, which should

theoretically increase the chances of the emergence of anticolonial

nationalism. We created a binary variable set to one for the four main

global wars in our period of interest: the Seven Years War (1756-
1763), the Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815), World War I (1914-1918)
and World War II (1939-1945). Because wars are not always global but

may also be intra-imperial, transnational or regional, we also created

a variable for these sorts of wars. We used the Correlates of War

Dataset’s list of inter-state, extra-state, and intra-state wars to

construct a list of total number of wars or conflicts that the metropole

was engaged in per year [Singer 1987]. The prediction is that these

sorts of wars, whether global or not, would destabilize imperial rule

and therefore create an opportunity for anticolonialism.

Another variable to test political opportunity is the metropole’s

relative weakness in the international system. The weaker the metro-

pole relative to other states, the more likely anticolonial nationalists

will mobilize. This can be measured using the Correlates of War

Dataset’s Composite Index of National Capability (CINC). Meant to

measure a states’ relative power vis-�a-vis other states, this is an index

that takes six annual indicators of state power (total population, urban

population, iron and steel production, energy consumption, military
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personnel, and military expenditure) and converts them into a share of

those six measures on a world scale. For any given year, each state in

the system has a score. The higher the score, the more power that state

has relative to other states in the system. The lesser the score, the less

power the state has vis-�a-vis other states [Singer, Bremer and Stuckey

1972]. We hypothesize a negative relationship between this variable

and anticolonial nationalism: the weaker the metropole (i.e. the lower

the score), the greater the chance of anticolonial nationalism de-

veloping in that metropole’s colonies.

To test whether global economics exacerbated or hampered co-

lonial elite interests, we code years for periods of global economic

contraction and expansion. We use Goldstein’s specification of

Kondratieff cycles [Goldstein 1988]. This is typically used in various

other time-series analyses of the world system, such as Boswell’s

[1989] examination of colonial expansion in the world-system

[Boswell 1989]. Coding “0” for economic contraction and “1” for

expansion, we therefore predict a negative relationship between this

variable and anticolonial nationalism.

Table 1 presents the main theories and concepts, their measure-

ment, and the predicted relationship.

Methods

We deploy event-history analysis to assess the explanatory power of

the hypotheses outlined above. The literature on event-history

analysis [Allison 2014; Beck, Katz & Tucker 1998] recommends

estimating historical events across multiple units through logistic

regression. We have thus transformed our dependent variable into

a binary outcome, indicating whether a given territory “experienced”

an anticolonial nationalist event (1) or not (0) in any given year. Our

dataset is organized as time-series data covering the period 1700 to

1990, and cross-sectional data on 124 distinct territories. As is

customary in cross-sectional event-history analyses, we lag all time-

varying independent variables by one year to avoid problems of

endogeneity, and we cluster standard errors on territories to account

for the non-independence of variable values from one year to the next

within a given territory. As a territory “enters” our sample in the year

in which it is colonized and “exits” once it experiences an anticolonial

event, our dataset is an unbalanced panel with a maximum of 12,032
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T a b l e 1

Concepts & Variables

Concept/theory Variable

Predicted

Relationship

Cognitive-Cultural Theories

Imagined Communities

via print capitalism

Literacy Rates (Literacy) 1

Elite Education Number of Universities in

the System (Universities)

1

World Culture Logged Number of

Intergovernmental

Organizations in the world

system (IGOs World)

1

Number of

Intergovernmental

Organizations that

a colony’s metropole is

a member (IGO Metro)

1

Emulation/Contagion Number of anticolonial

nationalist events in the

global system (Events in

World)

1

Number of anticolonial

nationalist events within

the same empire (Events

in Empire)

1

Number of anticolonial

nationalist events in the

same geographic region

(Events in Region)

1

Same as above with five year

span

1

Colonial Economics and Politics

Urbanization Colonial investment in

Infrastructure (Invest)

1

(Continued)
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unique observations. For example, Burkina Faso enters the sample in

1912 and exits in 1945, thus representing 33 discreet territory-year

observations. Only eight territories “survive” until the end of our

dataset in 1990—the British and US Virgin Islands, the Falklands,

Fiji, Gibraltar, Guam, Pitcairn, and St. Helena. These are territories

for which we have found no evidence of anticolonial nationalist

movements.

As has been extensively discussed in the literature, event-history

analysis raises complex issues relating to temporal dependency. This

issue occurs because the baseline hazard rate (i.e., the likelihood that an

event will occur at any given time) correlates with time. For example,

Table 1 (Continued)

Concept/theory Variable

Predicted

Relationship

Modernization Composite index of the level

of economic

transformation

(EconTran)

1

Social Penetration Composite index of the level

of social transformation

during colonialism

(SocTran)

1

Sociospatial Practices Length of railway tracks in

the colony per 1,000 km

(Railways)

1

Colonial Elite Strength Settler Presence (Forpre) -

Economic Grievances Economic Long Wave cycles

(Economic Long Wave)

-

Intercore war Global War (Global Wars) 1

Imperial Weakness Total Number of wars of

Metropole (Wars fought

my Metropole)

1

Relative Core Power Cumulative Index of

National Capabilities

(CINC)

-
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the accretion of anticolonial nationalism in the world is likely to increase

the baseline hazard, such that the dependent variable is correlated with

the passing of time. To model the discreet hazard (i.e., the probability

of a given territory experiencing anticolonial nationalism in a given

year), we thus need to “take time seriously” [Beck et al. 1998]. We use

two methods of accounting for this issue of temporal dependency.

First, we include a time trend—a common method in event history

analysis—which reflects the assumption that the passing of time itself

impacts the discreet hazard. The underlying assumption of a time trend

variable is that the baseline hazard changes at the same rate between,

say, 1765-1766 and 1945-1946. However, it is much more likely that

changes in the baseline hazard are nonlinearly related to time. As is

suggested in the literature on event-history analysis [Beck et al. 1998],
we use a natural cubic spline function to model this nonlinearity.

Essentially, this method allows linear and non-linear line segments to be

tied together through the definition of “knots” at specific intervals along

the pertinent time variable—which in our case is the calendar year

variable ranging from 1700 to 1990. We selected the number of ideal

knots by using information criteria statistics, eventually settling on

three knots placed at 1729, 1842, and 1961. The result is a continuous,

smooth function of the calendar year variable that is linear before 1729,
a piecewise cubic polynomial (i.e. increasing at a nonlinear rate)

between 1729-1841 and 1842-1961, and linear after 1961. Including
splines in our models thus provides a flexible way to account for linear

and nonlinear forms of temporal dependency. Below, we only report

results that are robust across each of these two controls for temporal

dependency, reporting findings with splines.

The use of panel data also raises the issue of cross-sectional

dependency. There are a growing number of ways of accounting for

cross-sectional dependency in comparative political research. One

solution is to construct regional dummies and include these in each

model. Descriptively, this simply means that a variable in each panel

indicates whether a given territory is in, for instance, South America.

In this case, the South America variable would be set to “1” for the

duration of the panel, and all other regional dummies would be set to

“0.” This offers a powerful and intuitive way of accounting for

unobserved dynamics driving anticolonial nationalism for territories

located in the same region. Regional dummies have been used

extensively in comparative event-history research, including in a num-

ber of studies that have used a similar dataset to our own [e.g.,

Wimmer and Feinstein 2010]. Finally, it is well-known that historical
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territory-level data remains patchy. Therefore, the more we examine

cross-sectional covariates, the more we lose observations. Given this,

we recommend that the reader pay attention to the number of

observations when interpreting models in the results tables. To

remind the reader, the maximum number of observations in the

dataset is 12,032.

Regression Results

Because of missing data for some of the variables, we run separate

models to maximize cases and test each set of theories before

proceeding step-wise to find the most powerful predictors. Table 2
shows the different models and their results. Model 1 tests the

cognitive-cultural approach associated with Anderson’s “imagined

communities” thesis. Model 2 tests the World Society variant of the

cognitive-cultural approach. Model 3 then tests emulation and

contagion effects. In these first three models, there are only two

variables of significance: (a) the number of IGOs in the world system

(b 5 -1.83 at the ,0.01 sig. level) and (b) the number of previous

anticolonial events in the same geographic region (b 5.41 at the ,0.05
sig. level). However, regarding IOs, the relationship is the opposite of

what is predicted. Accordingly to World Society theory, more IGOs in

the system should increase the probability of anticolonial nationalism,

but the results show that anticolonial nationalism is more likely when

there are less IGOs. Alternatively, the number of prior anticolonial

events in the region is in the predicted direction: anticolonial

nationalism is more likely in one colony when other regionally

proximate colonies had also seen anticolonial nationalism. This

suggests a positive emulation effect. In short, of all the cognitive-

cultural approaches, only the theory of emulation is relevant. Literacy

or metropolitan universities, contra the Anderson thesis, do not

predict anticolonial nationalism; neither do the presence of IGOs.

Models 4, 5 and 6 test different variants of the colonial economics

and politics explanations. Given that the variables from the Ziltener,

et al. [2017] dataset are restricted to colonies in Asia and Africa, we

separate them first. Model 4 tests those variables, revealing that both

the economic and social transformation indicators are significant and

in the direction predicted. This model suggests that high levels of

economic development in the colony and lesser metropolitan
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T a b l e 2

Regression Coefficients Examining Anticolonial Nationalist Events between 1700-1990

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Literacy -0.014

(0.012)

Universities 5.791

(4.221)

IGOs in -1.827** -1.068 -1.05*

World (0.28) (0.762) (0.511)

IGOs of 0.006

Metro (0.012)

Events in -0.127

World (0.131)

Events in 0.205

Empire (0.19)

Events in

Region

0.41* (0.131) 0.049

(0.1)

0.018

(0.093)

INVEST 0.289 (0.206)

ECONTRAN 0.032**

(0.01)

0.031** (0.01) -

SOCTRAN -0.021**

(0.008)

-0.012

(001)

-

FORPRE 0.099 (0.108)

(Continued)
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Table 2 (Continued)

Models 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Railways 0.068** 0.217** 0.079**

(0.01) (0.07) (0.013)

Global Wars 0.314

(0.258)

Wars fought

by

Metropoie

-0.15

(0.13)

Economic 0.283

Long Wave

CINC

(0.208)

-7.677** -4.44 -5.722

(2.894) (4.227) (3.601)

Obs. 4,242 11,991 11,991 4,730 4,497 6,795 3,521 4,496

Wald 137.7** 367.6** 398.4** 75** 91.5** 317.7** 156.8** 120.31**

BIC 774.65 1285.23 1327.36 653 767.58 1017.25 595.45 778.64

Robust standard errors in parentheses. Cubic splines and region dummies are included in all models.
The coefficients of the splines, region dummies, and constant are omitted from the table.
Sig: * 5 , 0.05 (two-tailed test).
**5 , 0.01 (two-tailed test).
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penetration increased anticolonial nationalism, which confirms the

hypothesis that anticolonial nationalism emerged from a comparably

strong colonized elite seeking to realize their interests through

national independence.

Keeping in mind the regional limitations to the data in Model 4
(i.e. restricted to Asia and Africa), Model 5 separately tests the

possible impact upon anticolonial nationalism of the extent of railways

in the colony. Meant to measure the sociospatial practices of the

colonial state and hence the creation of an integrated and cohesive

economy, it covers more years and regions than the variables in Model

4. This analysis confirms that anticolonial nationalism was more likely

in those territories where there was a more integrated economy (b 5
0.068 at the ,0.01 sig. level). Model 6 examines the other variants of

this approach, testing whether global political opportunities as

measured by wars and relative metropolitan strength, or whether

economic grievances related to global economic cycles increased the

likelihood of anticolonial nationalism. Of these, only the variable for

the metropoles’ relative strength, CINC, is significant and in the

predicted direction: anticolonial nationalist events were more likely in

the wake of a decrease in the metropole’s relative strength in the

international system (b 5 -7.677 at the ,0.01 level).

The last part of our analysis helps us adjudicate among all of the

different theories by putting the significant variables from the prior

tests into the same models. But because of the spatial limitations with

the Ziltener et al. [2017] data, we run two different models. The first

test, Model 7, keeps the Ziltener variables and thereby tests economic

development, metropolitan penetration, IGOs in the world, regional

emulation, and relative metropolitan strength. Because the data is

from Ziltener, this only includes territories in Asia and Africa. We

find, first, that the cultural-cognitive variables (measuring diffusion

and emulation) reduce in explanatory power and lose their signifi-

cance, thereby suggesting that these variables were actually capturing

other processes in the previous models. We therefore find little

support for cognitive-cultural theories of anticolonial nationalism.

The results also show that the CINC variable, measuring the metro-

pole’s relative power, loses its significance, but the variables for

economic development and the extent of railways retain their signif-

icance (while the latter increases its explanatory power from b5 0.068
to 0.217 at the ,0.01 sig. level). This lends powerful support to the

argument that the creation of a developed, spatially-extensive and

bounded economy through the sociospatial practices of the colonial

57

anticolonial nationalism

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000397561900002X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000397561900002X


state and the attendant development of a modernized colonial elite

made anticolonial nationalism more likely.

Model 8 removes the Ziltener et al. variables to expand the cases

temporally and spatially. The result is the same for the cultural-

cognitive variables: emulation through regional anticolonial national-

ism is not significant; while diffusion through IGOs is negatively

correlated, again going against the expectations of World Society

theory. Relatedly, the extent of railways retains its power and

significance, supporting the argument that the sociospatial practices

of the colonial state were important (b 50.079 at ,0.01 sig. level). But

one difference is that the variable for the metropole’s relative power is

significant again, although at the lower 0.1 level (this is not reflected in

Table 2 as we only indicate results with a significance level below the

0.05 level). This lends itself to two possible interpretations.

The first is that the political-economic explanation of anticolonial

nationalism is strongly supported, with the possibility that imperial

weakness matters in some cases but not all. The second is that the

results regarding the latter issue of imperial weakness are partly driven

by the cases in the model, due to data limitations. The cases included

in Model 7 with the Ziltener et al. variables are restricted to certain

colonies in Africa and Asia and are part of the later wave in the longer

history of anti-colonialism.

This latter interpretation is strongly supported when we look at the

actual cases in the different models, as listed in Table 3. The Table

shows that most anticolonial nationalist events occur in the latter

historical period (the second wave, from 1879-1990) and in Africa.

Missing from the models using the Ziltener data are cases in other

regions, most importantly the Americas, where the earliest instances

of anticolonial nationalism erupted.

To deal with this problem, we ran the models as before but on

different time periods and hence different cases. Following the graph of

the different waves, we ran the models to cover the years 1700 to 1878,
and then the same models for the years 1879 to 1990. The results are

given in Tables 4 and 5. They show that, for the first wave of

anticolonial nationalism, the cultural variables are important: specifi-

cally, literacy rates and the number of universities in the world-system

best explain the emergence of anticolonial nationalism. They also show

support for the role of emulation through anticolonial nationalism

within imperial fields. These findings correspond with Benedict

Anderson’s [1983] theory of the birth of anticolonial nationalism among

creole elites in the early South American colonies and the Philippines.
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However, for the second wave, the cultural variables are not significant.

Instead, the more important predictor is the extent of railways. This

supports the political-economic explanation combined partly with the

imperial weakness explanation (the variable for relative state power,

CINC, is significant in this second wave).

These findings suggest the need to consider the historical specific-

ity of different theoretical explanations. Cultural theories that explain

how the nation came to be “imagined” fare best for explaining the

historical origins of anticolonial nationalism. Our findings suggest that

the nationalisms in the first wave covering 1700 to 1878, i.e. the

earliest nationalisms in the Americas, can indeed be explained by

reference to literacy and education which enabled Creoles and other

colonized peoples to first invent and see themselves as part of

a national community. Therefore, print capitalism and education

predict when anticolonial nationalist events erupted in this first

historical wave. But things are different when we come to the later

wave of anticolonial nationalism which began in the 1870s. In regards

to this historical movement, our findings suggest that cultural factors

serve, at best, as necessary rather than sufficient conditions. Instead,

for this wave, the political-economic dynamics of elite conflict best

explain the timing of anticolonial nationalist events. In this latter

period, literacy and education do not matter as much as integrated

colonial economies, attendant elite political-economic interests, and

the political opportunities offered when the metropolitan-imperial

state decreased its relative power.

T a b l e 3

Anticolonial Declarations by Region and Historic Wave

Region

First Wave:

1700-1878

Second Wave:

1879-1990

Americas (a) 28 7

Africa 2 45

C. Asia, Southeast Asia 0 9

Middle East 1 13

Pacific/Oceania 1 8

Europe 2 0

TOTALS (N 5 116) 34 82

*Null cases are excluded (N 5 8)
(a) North, Central, South & the Caribbean

59

anticolonial nationalism

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000397561900002X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S000397561900002X


T a b l e 4

Regression Coefficients on Models for Historical Wave 1.

Model: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Literacy 0.016**

(0.01)

0.021**

(0.006)

Universities 24.583*

(14.23)

27.276

(16.78)

IGOs in 0.737

World (1.132)

IGOs of

Metro

-0.658

(0.694)

Events in

World

-0.199

(0.13)

Events in 0.203* 0.454*

Empire (0.12) (0.211)

Events in

Region

0.367**

(0.135)

-0.914

(0.598)

INVEST 1.359 (1.26)

ECONTRAN -0.088 (0.05)

SOCTRAN 0.095*

(0.043)

(Continued)
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Table 4 (Continued)

Model: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

FORPRE 0.817*

(0.362)

Railways -1.359

(6.024)

Global Wars Omitted

Wars fought -0.351

by Metropole (0.274)

Economic -0.296

Long Wave (0.731)

CINC -4.247

(2.375)

Obs. 1,363 7,158 7,158 1,809 1,404 2,135 - 1,363

Wald 17.3** 14.4** 50** 12.8* 20.9** 12.9* - 31.1**

BIC 152.16 417.92 411.49 85.52 148.43 197.64 - 162.13

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Cubic splines are included in all models.
The coefficients of the splines and the constant are omitted from the table.
Sig: * 5 ,0.05 (two-tailed test).
**5 , 0.01 (two-tailed test).
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T a b l e 5

Regression Coefficients on Models forHistorical Wave 2

Model: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Lrteracy -0.002

(0.01)

Universities -0.100

(3.65)

IGOs in -2.86** -1.002 -3.414**

World (0.927) (1.422) (1.002)

IGOs of -0.004

Metro

# Events in

(0.0128)

0.021

World (0.051)

# Events in -0.089

Empire (0.093)

# Events in 0.125* -0.136 -0.065

Region (0.051) (0.077) (0.059)

INVEST 0.725**

(0.223)

0.392

(0.241)

-

ECONTRAN -0.012 (0.009)

SOCTRAN -0.018*

(0.007)

-0.017*

(0.007)

-

(Continued)
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Table 5 (Continued)

Model: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

FORPRE -0.181 (0.144)

Railways 0.078**

(0.015)

0.307**

(0.088)

0.086**

(0.018)

Global Wars 0.478 (0.278)

Wars fought -0.1

By Metropole (0.139)

Economic 0.31

Long Wave

CINC

(0.23)

-8.737** -9.924* -8.093*

(2.77) (4.028) (3.338)

Obs. 2,879 4,833 4,833 2,921 3,093 4,833 2,537 3,093

Wald 87.8** 55.7** 48.3** 74.9** 43.7** 33.1** 116.9** 92.5**

BIC 612.94 824.23 843.33 595.44 631.48 836.65 478.1 630.28

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses. Cubic splines are included in all models.
The coefficients of the splines and the constant are omitted from the table.
Sig: * 5 ,0.05 (two-tailed test).
**5 , 0.01 (two-tailed test).
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Conclusion

The present study reaches beyond existing scholarship on nation-

alism in three respects. First, we focus upon anticolonial nationalism.

This means that, unlike many studies of nationalism, our study

examines the historically dominant form of nationalism and discusses

nationalist movements in the Global South, and the postcolonial

world more broadly. Second, unlike many existing studies of nation-

alism that focus upon a select group of cases or individual cases, the

foregoing analysis looks at multiple cases across various regions and

over large swaths of time. Third, our study systematically tests

a number of different and often competing theoretical explanations

for nationalism. Therefore, we can finally answer a question that has

been debated for decades, since the proliferation of nationalism

studies in the 1980s, but which has not yet been addressed through

large-scale analysis: can a single theory explain all cases of national-

ism? Can there be general theories of nationalism, or must we always

think of nationalism as context-specific?

Our answer is two-fold. Our findings suggest that there is no

singular transhistorical explanation for all cases of anticolonial na-

tionalism in modernity, but this is not to say that anticolonial

nationalism in the modern world has been wholly idiosyncratic and

local [Agnew 1989]. There are indeed discernible patterns across the

cases; it is just that these patterns vary by historical time period. That

is, the relative power of different theoretical frameworks depends

upon the historical context of nationalism. As we have seen, once

nationalism as a modular form was first created in the 18th century, it

helped ignite anticolonial movements in the Americas and was then

made available to be deployed by other anticolonialists much later in

their struggles. But to understand when and where those anticoloni-

alists would in fact pick up that modular form to embark upon their

own nationalist movements, we need to consider the political-eco-

nomic logics of colonialism and attendant political struggles.

Our attempt to transcend the limitations of existing studies of

nationalism by exploring it on a systematic and global scale thus

results in a measured assessment of existing theories of nationalism.

Our results suggest that, on the one hand, a universal theory for

explaining nationalism would be misleading. Instead, we fare better to

consider the historical specificity of different theoretical explanations.

On the other hand, our analysis does not suggest that generalizable
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theories of nationalism are useless. While it may be true that all

nationalisms are contextual, it does not follow that generalizability

should be rejected entirely. We have shown that, historically at least,

nationalism has followed some discernible patterns that existing

theories can capture. Indeed, as we have shown, the cultural imagin-

ings of the nation helped originate anticolonial nationalism, but it was

not sufficient for nationalism to spread to the rest of the colonial

world. For the latter to happen, integrated colonial economies and

colonized elite interests in nationalism had to be generated, however

unwittingly, through increased colonial intervention.

Future research might proceed on a number of different fronts.

First, future research might develop new quantitative measures to

further test our conclusions. The conclusions of this study are open to

refinement due to data limitations. For example, our variable of

railways is not a direct measure of elite interests, nor does it capture

the sense of blocked opportunities that colonized elites might have

experienced. It is suggestive of those processes but mostly captures

the creation of an integrated proto-national economy. New quantita-

tive data that better measure such concepts are worth gathering and

testing further.

Second, future research on anticolonial nationalism might examine

cross-colonial collaborations and mobilization among anticolonial

nationalists, particularly in the 20th century. While this study has

not found significant diffusion effects, it leaves open the question of

how anticolonial nationalists might have organized together to share

information, tactics and inspiration, and the effect that collaborations

might have had. We know that anticolonial nationalists organized

important meetings throughout the 20th century, from the various

Pan-African Congresses starting in 1900 to the Bandung Conference

in 1955. But there were many other ways in which anticolonial

nationalists from around the world may have collaborated [e.g. Slate

2012].
Third, future research might explore the effects of anticolonial

nationalism. To what extent did the emergence of anticolonial

nationalism in the colonies impact imperial politics or decolonization?

Existing work suggests that anticolonial nationalism was an important

determinant of the imperial powers’ decision to slowly turn away from

formal colonial empire in the 20th century and turn towards more

“informal” means [Go 2011]. The quantitative data in this essay

might be used in further studies to assess such possible effects of

anticolonial nationalism upon various aspects of the contemporary
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condition, thereby revealing the agency of colonized and postcolonial

peoples in the making of global modernity even as existing sociological

scholarship tends to overlook such agency [cf. Go 2016].
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R�esum�e

Le nationalisme dans le monde moderne
a �emerg�e dans les m�etropoles europ�eennes
mais s’est rapidement r�epandu �a travers le
monde sous la forme d’un nationalisme anti-
colonial. Si le premier a �et�e explor�e par de
nombreux travaux, cet essai propose d’exam-
iner de facxon syst�ematique le second. �A partir
d’une base de donn�ees originale de 124 cas,
l’article met �a l’�epreuve plusieurs th�eories
qui pourraient expliquer les origines et la
propagation du nationalisme anticolonial.
Sont particuli�erement discut�es les m�erites
relatifs d’une part, des approches culturelles
et cognitives centr�ees sur les bases discur-
sives de l’imaginaire national et, d’autre part,
les th�eories qui mettent l’accent sur la dyna-
mique politico-�economique et le conflit des
�elites. L’analyse de r�egression en s�eries chro-
nologiques sugg�ere que, si les approches
culturelles et cognitives rendent mieux
compte de la vague initiale de nationalisme
anticolonial, de 1700 �a 1878, les th�eories
soulignant la dynamique politico-
�economique et les conflits d’�elites expliquent
de facxon plus convaincante le nationalisme
anticolonial de 1879 �a 1990. L’analyse
sugg�ere que les th�eories du nationalisme
doivent être particuli�erement attentives �a la
sp�ecificit�e historique de leurs affirmations.

Mots-cl�es : Anticolonialisme ; Nationalisme ;

Mouvements sociaux ; Colonialisme ;

D�ecolonisation.

Zusammenfassung

Entstanden in den europ€aischen Großst€adten
der Neuzeit hat der Nationalismus sich welt-
weit sehr schnell zu einem antikolonialen
Nationalismus entwickelt. Da dem ersten
bereits zahlreiche Studien gewidmet wurden,
untersucht dieser Beitrag systematisch den
zweiten. Aufbauend auf einer urspr€unglichen
Datenbasis von 124 F€allen analysiert diese
Studie mittels verschiedener Theorien die
Entstehung und die Verbreitung des antiko-
lonialen Nationalismus. Der Schwerpunkt
liegt hier auf der Untersuchung der Ver-
dienste der kulturellen und kognitiven Inter-
pretationsans€atze aufbauend auf einer
diskursiven, nationalen Vorstellungswelt ei-
nerseits und auf Theorien, die politisch-
wirtschaftliche Dynamik und den Konflikt
zwischen Eliten thematisieren, andererseits.
Die Regressionsanalyse chronologischer Ser-
ien legt nahe, dass, w€ahrend kulturell-kogni-
tive Ans€atze besser den Ursprung des
antikolonialen Nationalismus (1700-1878)
darstellen, die Theorien basierend auf polit-
isch-wirtschaftlicher Dynamik und Elitekon-
flikten treffender den antikolonialen
Nationalismus der 1879-1990er Jahre bes-
chreiben. Die Untersuchung verdeutlicht,
dass Nationalismustheorien der historischen
Besonderheit ihrer Behauptungen gr€oßere
Beachtung schenken m€ussen.

Schl€usselw€orter : Antikolonialismus; Natio-

nalismus; soziale Bewegungen; Kolonialis-

mus; Entkolonisierung.
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