EXPRESSIONS OF NATIONHOOD:

NATIONAL SYMBOLS AND CEREMONIES
IN CONTEMPORARY EUROPE

GABRIELLA ELGENIUS

Submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy
The London School of Economics & Political Science
University of London

2005



ABSTRACT

The central themes of this thesis are to highlight the importance ot national symbols
and ceremonies in the formation of nations and national identities, and examine how
they contribute to the expressions of nationhood. The research has been conducted by
means of a systematic investigation of national symbols and ceremonies, analysed as an
integral part of identity-making, maintenance and change. The focus i1s on the
contemporary European nations, and conclusions have been drawn with regard to their
symbolism and ceremonies. The overall study has been complemented by three case
studies; of Britain, France, Norway, with Germany as an analytical counter-case.
Throughout this thesis evidence will be provided to the effect that national symbols and
ceremonies express deeper aspects and meanings of the nation, and function as
integrative and/or divisive forces. Moreover, national symbols and ceremonies form a
central part of a ‘secular’ religion which provides anchorage in a dynamic world.
National symbols and ceremonies also have an effect upon the community they
represent; that 1s, they raise collective consciousness of ‘who we are’ and ‘where we are
from’. Finally, it has been argued that nations cannot be dated in a precise manner since
they come into being by stages, marked by the adoption of national symbols, such as
the national flag and the national day. These stages have been linked to three main
symbolic regimes (termed ‘old’, ‘modern’ and ‘new’) and understood as a function of
national independence and continuity, the implication being that the whole process of
nation building forms a complex that is constituted along a continuum of re-discovery

and invention.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE SYMBOLIC CONSTRUCTION OF NATIONHOOD

1.1 The Symbolic versus the Real World

Scholars and the public alike often oppose symbolism and the real world, implying that
symbolism of various kinds is above all decorative and of secondary importance to the
real world of politics and economics. For most modernist theories of nationalism, for
example, symbols belong to the world of myths and legends and are of marginal
importance. I wish to argue to the contrary: symbolism is, as far as nationhood is
concerned, as important as economic and political factors. We may remind ourselves of
the many serious conflicts that have been fought throughout history over Jerusalem or,
on a lesser scale, of the disagreements in France over the right to wear a Sikh turban or

a Muslim headscarf. A related court-case was heard in Britain about a similar matter'.

The ongoing symbolic battles to alter city names have throughout history been a legacy
of the change of political and religious regimes. Thus, after the Ottoman conquest in
1453 marking the end of the Eastern Roman Empire, Constantinople became Istanbul,
and, as a result, Hagia Sofia became a mosque. More recently, St. Petersburg (in 1917
called Petrograd) was given the name Leningrad in 1924 to mark the victory of the

Bolsheviks over the Provisional Government. The city retrieved the name of St.

' The Appeal Court judge ruled that a schoolgirl had unlawfully been excluded from school for wearing a
traditional Muslim ‘jilbab’. The judge called for more guidance for schools on complying with the
Human Rights Act. The Guardian, “Muslim puptl wins religious dress ruling”, 2 March, 2005, See also
Wyatt, “French headscarf ban opens rifts”, 11 February, 2004
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Petersburg in 1991, with the shift away from Communism as the dominant ideology”. A

similar example is Tsaritsyn, founded in 1589, which became Stalingrad for the period

1925-61 and has been known as Volgograd since 1961.

As an illuminating example outside Europe we find a new battleground of names in
Vietnam during the latter half of the 20" century, referring to Vietnamese provinces,
districts, cities and towns, streets and institutions. Many places have been known by
three or more names during this period and we can appropriately speak of a ‘war of
names’ bearing witness to the political struggles and to the renegotiations of nationhood
and its symbolic expressions. Attempts have been made to erase the French colonial
past by replacing all French names except those of Albert Calmette, Marie Curie, Louis
Pasteur and Alexandre Yersin, whose scientific contributions are acknowledged. The
League for the Independence of Vietnam (the Viet Minh) and its influence did not go
unchallenged and from 1956 onwards, new Vietnamese names were allocated in the
South in an attempt to erase some of the Viet Minh’s anti-French exploits from popular
memory. Moreover, American nicknames established during the Vietham War (which
went on until 1975) were replaced after the formal reunification in 1976. As an
tllustration we find that the victorious North Vietnamese communists changed the name
of the capital from Saigon to Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC) in 1975 on the first day of

their victory. The symbolic battle has indeed continued and the People’s Committee, as

 However, the region around St. Petersburg still bears the name Leningrad Oblast.
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they set out to name 25 new streets in HCMC in 2000, also decided to rename another

152 streets whilst 1n the process.3

[ was initially drawn to the subject of collective, and in particular national symbolism
by the importance it played in World War Two in Nazi Germany but also in the
victorious nations after the War. An example, rich in symbolism, 1s the Moscow
Victory Parade on 24 June 1945, where altogether 12,000 soldiers participated,
honouring the millions of soldiers who never returned. Each of the regiments paraded
with thirty-six banners from the units that had most distinguished themselves. They had
been commanded to bring to Moscow all the enemy German, Italian and other flags that
they had captured. At a poignant point the music accompanying the military parade
stopped and was replaced by a drum roll increasing in volume. A column carrying two
hundred captured Nazi banners appeared. As it drew up to Lenin’s Mausoleum 1n Red
Square, each rank made a sharp right turn and a soldier flung his Nazi banner to the
ground at the steps of the Mausoleum. The Victory Parade was carefully documented
and photographs subsequently appeared in countless Soviet textbooks and journals. The
most publicised scene was the one of the contemptuous throwing down of the Nazi
banners and standards, their eagles and swastikas crashing to the ground.® The imagery
represented a new 1con to worship — the people’s triumph over fascism — but was

equally a glorification of the Soviet Union, its leader and military power.

* Florence & Jealous, Vietnam. 2003: 17-31, 432
* Clayton, “The Moscow Victory Parade”. 1995: 3-7
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In addition, the more recent revival of national symbolism in Eastern Europe, following
the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe in 1989, drew my attention to the
‘symbolic battles’ being fought within the new nations once under the intluence of the
Soviet Union. The symbolic regeneration or renegotiation after 1989 produced new
national symbols, flags, emblems, anthems; and new ceremonies and national days
were chosen in order to celebrate the emerging nations — a course, at times, long and
complicated. For many of these nations it had also been a long process to gain
independence, and in many cases the new flag became the symbol of this struggle. The
Baltic States, for instance, had been able to adopt their national flags after World War
One on gaining their independence from Tsarist Russia, before being forced to
introduce communist symbols upon being incorporated into the Soviet Union — that is,
the Red Flag with the ‘hammer and sickle’ emblem and its Soviet Republic variations.
Their national flags were readopted before the Baltic States officially proclaimed their
independence 1990-91, and the Soviet emblems, associated with the deportation or
execution of thousands of Estonians, Lithuanians and Latvians by Stalin, were
immediately removed.” Similarly we find that the symbol of the 1989 revolution in the
German Democratic Republic, leading to the fall of the Berlin Wall on 9 November
1989, was in fact the Flag with the communist symbol cut out of it. Crowds in Bulgaria

and Romania employed the same kind of symbolism.°

° Lithuania's flag was officially adopted on 20 March, 1989, the Latvian flag on 27 February, 1990, and
the Estonian flag on 7 August, 1990. Lithuania declared itself independent in 1990, whereas Latvia and
Estonia proclaimed independence in 1991. The Singing Revolution in 1988 ought to be mentioned as an
unprecedented protest against the Soviet Regime, when two million people made up a living chain on the
Vilnius-Riga-Tallinn road measuring 600km in length. Understanding Global Issues, Flags of Europe:
Their history and Symbolism. 1994:1

° Ignatieff, Blood and Belonging — Journeys into the New Nationalisms. 1993
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Moreover, Croatia revived the ‘Sahovnica’ as its flag in 1990 before proclaiming itself
independent in 1991. This horizontal tricolour (red, white and blue) with a red and
white chequered shield was not only a traditional Croat national emblem, but also the
emblem used by the fascist World War Two regime, which led the Serbs to claim that
the ‘Ustasa’ had returned’. In 1998, too, a complicated situation arose when Bosnia-
Herzegovina was to choose a new flag defining its recently established sovereignty.
Eventually, after a long process of negotiation, the United Nations High Representative

imposed the design that had received the most votes in the Bosnian parliament.”

We also find that new regimes are quick to erase previous celebrations and establish
new ones, as an essential part of the process of renewing national identities. This is a
phenomenon witnessed at the fall of Saddam’s regime in Iraq. The first decision made
by the interim council, established in July 2003, was to abolish all previous holidays.
The new Iragi national day on 9 April was adopted as a celebration of Saddam’s
ousting. Moreover, the decision was taken on the 45™ anniversary of the revolution that
annthilated the Hashemite monarchy - an occasion celebrated by all Iraqi regimes.
Another example of the renegotiation of nationhood 1s the unexpected flag debate in
[srael in 2005. The government, allegedly being unhappy with the existing flag as “the

13:&9

symbol of an aggressive, uncompromising Israel’”, opened a competition for a new

"Ignatieff, 1993:18

® The flag of Bosnia-Herzegovina will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Three. Poels, “Bosnia and
Herzegovina: A new ‘neutral’ flag”, The Flagmaster, No. 089, 1998: 9-12; “The 1998 Flag change,
Proposals from the Westerndorp Commission”, FOTW [Flags of The World Website],
http://www .flaginst.demon.co.uk/fibosnia.htm; “The Law on the Flag of Bosnia and Herzegovina,
adopted by the Office of the High Representatives, Sarajevo”, FOTW, http://fotw.digibel.be/flags/ba-
law.html, 1998; “Bosnia and Herzegovina: Flags proposed upon Independence”, FOTW,
http://www.crwilags.com/fotw/flags/ba-prop.html

’ Jewish Chronicle, “Plan for softer look to Israel flag”. 25 March, 2005:3
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one. The winning entry of the competition was a pale blue flag displaying seven Stars
of David in pastel shades around a modern version of the Menorah emblem. It is
interesting to note that, among the short-listed contributions, was a design incorporating

the Palestinian flag in the canton of the present flag.'

The illustrations above are just a few examples of how national symbols, of various
kinds, are essential as expressions of nationhood and as such are able to ignite passions
and conflicts of a larger, as well as a lesser, kind. As we shall see throughout this thesis,
the adopted national symbols and ceremonies shape the formation of, and express the
existence of, national identities. Within this context we note that all nations employ a
package of symbolic elements in order to claim their distinctiveness and sovereignty,
and we need to account for the reasons for this. In pursuing this argument, theories of
collective symbolism will briefly be explored before approaches to national symbolism
are investigated. The intention is to highlight a few main theoretical points in this
introductory chapter as they lead into the overall argument. Where relevant, these

theories will be investigated in greater detail elsewhere.

1.2 Theoretical departure: Symbolism and National Symbolism

It has long been recognised that social life 1s an important repository of symbols,
whether in the form of totems, golden ages, tlags, heroes, icons, capitals, statues, war
memorials or football teams, which are - at the core - symbolic markers of social

groups. Symbols of a community provide short cuts to the collectivity it represents, and

'Y The winning flag was designed by Mordecai Silver. Jewish Chronicle, “Plan for softer look to Israel
flag”, 25 March, 2005:3
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symbolism is by nature self-referential, subjective and boundary-creating. The general
theoretical framework can be made explicit by offering a briet account of two main
contributions provided by Emile Durkheim’s Les formes élémentaires de la vie
religieuse (1912)'", and Anthony Cohen’s The Symbolic Construction of Community

(1995).

Symbolism

We may say that ‘national phenomena’, referring to Durkheim’s statement on religion,
“naturally order themselves into two fundamental categories: beliefs and rites”.!> On
this basis, the general framework for the discussion can be outlined by looking at what
he considered to be the elementary forms of social life. Even if Durkheim wrote little
directly on national communities, his major contribution — which highlights ‘religion’
as a system of beliefs and practices of rites constituting the means by which the
community constantly worships and reaffirms itself — is an essential building block in

this area of research:

Thus there is something eternal in religion which is destined to survive all the particular
symbols in which religious thought has successively enveloped itself. There can be no
society which does not feel the need of upholding and reaffirming at regular intervals the
collective sentiments and the collective ideas which make its unity and its personality. Now
this moral remaking cannot be achieved except by the means of reunions, assemblies and
meetings where the individuals, being closely united to one another, reatfirm in common
their common sentiments; hence come ceremonies which do not differ from regular religious
ceremonies, either in their object, the results which they produce, or the processes employed

to attain these results.!?

"' Original version published in 1912. The translation The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (2"
edition), published in 1976 has mainly been used.

> Durkheim, Les formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse. 1991:92

"> Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. 1976:427
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Durkheim later defines this eternal ‘something’ as the ‘cult’ (a system of practices, rites
and feasts) and the ‘faith’ (a system of ideas explaining the world).!* Applying a
Durkheimian approach to the modern world, the eternal dimension and characteristic of
religion in other forms and guises can be revealed. Continuing in some ways the forms
of the ritually active religious communities of the past, we can observe similarly active
national communities. Giddens confirms this, stating that what is eternal in religion is
not the religious beliefs themselves, but, rather, the ‘symbols of collective unity’, which
in other circumstances and forms are used “in more secular vein as the celebration of
political ideals”.!> As we shall see many scholars agree with this view.'® Thus, “social
life, in all its aspects and in every period of its history, is made possible only by a vast

symbolism”.!7 Durkheim raises the following question:

What essential difference is there between an assembly of Christians celebrating the
principal dates of the life of Christ, or of Jews remembering the Exodus from Egypt or the
promulgation of the decalogue, and a reunion of citizens commemorating the promulgation

of a new moral or legal system or some great event in the national life?!8

For Durkheim, the answer is that, as far as the form and function are concerned, there is
no difference between religious and secular commemorations and ceremonies. Every
society 1S a moral community in need of continuous moral remaking. In modern
societies, affirmation of national values and identity takes place through national

ceremonies and the use of national symbols. In line with this approach, and the

'“ Durkheim, 1976: 427-429

"> Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity. 1991: 207

'° In order to pursue this research area similarities between religion and nationalism in terms of forms
and functions have been highlighted. There are of course other relationships between religion and
nationalism that deserve to be mentioned, as religious identity has proven to fuel national movements of
independence. As emphasised e.g. by Martin in A General Theory of Secularisation (1978), religion is
strengthened when fused with nationalism in resisting a toreign power (Poland), but weakened where

imposed by a conquering power and associated with domination (Cuba).
'" Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life. 1976: 231
'® Durkheim, 1976:427
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”19, it will be

statement that “a society’s symbols are determinants ot its conduct
suggested throughout this thesis that national symbols are expressions of nationhood

and raise and reinforce awareness of the nation. In this capacity they constitute essential

building blocks in the creation and maintenance of nations and national identities.

Whereas Durkheim points towards the integrative function of symbols and rituals,
Cohen® stresses the symbolic construction of community being characterised by the
appearance of commonality (a commonality of forms and ways of behaving) within the
group, whose meanings may vary among the members. This 1s an important
complement to the Durkheimian tradition and to this study. Cohen is concerned with
the nature of community boundaries, which define the group and represent the
communal sense of identity. Within this perspective, identity formation 1s primarily a

matter of differentiation from others.”’

According to Cohen, symbols express meaning, but they also give members of the
community the possibility to create meaning. Since social boundaries are imprecise,
they allow for varying associations and meanings for different members as well as

outsiders.

Community is just such a boundary-expressing symbol. As a symbol, it is held in common
by its members; but its meaning varies with its members’ unique orientations to it. In the
face of variability of meaning, the consciousness of community has to be kept alive through
manipulation of its symbols. The reality and efficacy of the community’s boundary - and,

" Durkheim, 1976:274

*® Cohen, The Symbolic Construction of Community.1995

*! The boundary is the marker between communities as a whole, and not only between communities
which wish to be distinguished from each other. For instance, administrative, statutory, physica
(geographical), racial, linguistic or religious boundaries serve as markers of difference. Not all
boundaries are necessarily so obvious as in the examples above nor are all their components. However,
they all perform the same function in their capacity as categories of social knowledge.

18



therefore, of community itself - depends wupon its symbolic construction and
embellishment.22

Leaving the argument of manipulation and embellishment of communal symbolism
aside for the moment, it ought to be emphasised, in line with Cohen that symbols do not
impose a static meaning. Instead, they provide the means by which meaning can be
created, and they render it possible for people to make sense of what they observe. The
nationals* do not have the same understanding or experience of their community, nor
the same attachment to its common body of symbols. Nevertheless, symbols, as
categories of a kinship system, express social ideas and values in a way which allows
for a common form to be retained and shared, whilst individual understanding 1s
flexible, and attachment can be expressed without compromising individual beliets and
values. Symbols are effective precisely because they are imprecise and their meaning 1s
‘subjective’:

[...] the community itself and everything within it, conceptual as well as maternal, has a
symbolic dimension [...] this dimension does not exist as some kind of consensus of
sentiment. Rather, it exists as something for people ‘to think with’. The symbols of
community are mental constructs: they provide people with the means to make meaning. In
doing so, they also provide them with the means to express the particular meanings which

the community has for them 24

This does not mean that the interpretations of communal symbols are arbitrary. On the
contrary, they are formed in line with the traditions of ideology, beliefs and culture of
the community. Symbols act as vehicles to express and atfirm the community they
represent and do so by heightening people’s awareness of boundaries in the interaction

and ritualisation of their community. Rituals are expressions of communal identity and

“2 Cohen, 1995: 15

> The term ‘nationals’ is used throughout this thesis to mean members of a national group, just as the
concept of ‘citizens’ usually refers to members of a state.
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reinforce the feeling of social location and the experience of belonging to a group, as
expressed in carnivals, fiestas, fairs, saints’ days, celebrations and commemorations. It
1s true that individuals participate in rituals for all sorts of reasons, but whatever their
motivations, rituals have a prominent place in the repertoire of communal symbolism
and constitute the means by which the community’s boundaries are affirmed and

reinforced.

Boundary-making rituals are ‘multi-referential’ and ‘multi-vocal’ as they reveal
themselves on a variety of levels to the members of a community.”> On the one hand,
they communicate with the group as a whole and deliver a message about the relation
of the group to others; and on the other hand, they simultaneously communicate
directly with individuals about their relation to their group and to the world outside it. It
is clear that boundaries are both oppositional and relational.”® Since symbolising the
past together with the present constitutes one of the most powerful resources in the
process of boundary making, it is also necessary to emphasise that rituals constitute
emotionally charged moments for the members of the collectivity who are reminded

who they are and why they belong together.

Cohen’s theoretical platform can be contrasted with that of Durkheim’s, as the former
proposes that “rather than thinking of community as an integrating mechanism it should

be regarded instead as an aggregating device. In this approach, then, the commonality

** Cohen, 1995:19

*> For these concepts see Turner, The Forest of Symbols. 1967; Turner, The Ritual Process. 1969
*® Cohen, 1995:59
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which is found in community need not be a uniformity”.27 This is an important point,
as modern industrialised and multicultural nations are far from ‘uniform’ or ‘cohesive’.
A sense of commonality, produced through common symbols and ceremonies, does not
necessarily produce integration or cohesion, but the reality of difference is transformed
into an appearance of similarity. However, it is necessary to point out that communities
and boundaries are not only built upon an imagined (fictitious or unreal) appearance of
similarity. They are, at least to some extent, based on some form of integration and
commonality. As regards rituals, Cohen claims that the importance of symbolic
expressions of community increases when the geo-social boundaries of a group have
been undermined, blurred or weakened. This conclusion follows from the author’s
claim that the symbolic construction of community is in need of manipulation and
embellishment in order to be effective or to be sustained. This valid point turther
refines the Durkheimian perspective. However symbols are not necessarily embellished
or manipulated under these circumstances, as will be seen in Chapter Four. We must
not forget that the nation constitutes a moral community, and if the ‘moral boundaries’

are undermined an absence of symbols and ceremonials may be found.

National Symbolism

The recent surge of works on nationalism and ethnicity has, on the whole, neglected the
field of symbolism and rituals. The academic debate has particularly focused on three
themes: (a) What is the nation - a reality or an abstraction that is the result of a long
historical process or a construction? (b) When is the nation - a ‘natural’ and universal

phenomenon or a feature of the modern world? (¢) How to define the nation - as a

*" Cohen. 1995: 20
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socio-cultural or as a political unit? These questions above address tundamentally the
relationship between ‘nationalism’ and the ‘nation’, the discussion revolving to a high
degree around how these concepts are related in terms of causality: do ‘nations’ exist
without nationalism and nationalism without nations, or are nations to be understood as
an inevitable component of nationalism? Without entering into any argument about the
merits or importance of this or that approach to nations and nationalism, the relative
neglect of rites and symbols i1s unfortunate, for several reasons. The limited research in
the field of national symbolism and mythology has mainly been carried out on a
theoretical level with very few contributions in the form of case-studies. An empirical
discourse would therefore provide a useful contribution to the debates about nationhood
and tdentity formation. Thus, empirical curiosity is an important reason for this
research: the symbolic and ritual manifestations of Europe are little known, and no
investigation into the symbolic patterns of nationhood in Europe has been undertaken.
In particular, any systematic knowledge about the variety and pattern of national
expressions is lacking. The second reason is that social science has good grounds for
believing, in line with the Durkheimian approach, that collective ceremonies and
symbols have something important to tell us about the character, the self-identity and
the collective consciousness of the collectivity - in this case the nation. Thirdly, and as
we shall see in the application of the empirical material provided, symbols and

ceremonies are central components of nationhood.

22



This raises the question of how we are to understand the key concepts of ‘nation’”’,

‘nationhood’, ‘nation-state’, ‘nationalism’ and ‘national symbolism’. The ‘nation’ will
refer to a social group and its sense of shared cultural and/or political experiences (such
as history, religion, language, a political agenda to attain recognition), but also to its
overall adherence to a complex of symbols that constitutes the boundaries between “us’
and ‘them’®’. From this it follows that ‘nationhood’ is the expression of cultural,
political and symbolic elements of the nation. However, although nationhood rests on
various degrees of a feeling of shared cultural and political experiences, it does always

include an adherence to a complex of symbols and myths specifically relating to the

* Attempts at defining the concept of ‘nation’ have been singularly unsuccessful according to Seton-
Watson (Nations and States - An Enquiry into the Origins of Nations and the Politics of Nationalism.
1977), who doubts whether it is feasible to achieve a so-called “scientific definition” in this particular
case. Hobsbawm (The Invention of Tradition. 1992:5-6) points out that definitions trying to establish a
certain set of criteria in order to grasp the notion of ’nation’ are bound to fail, since exceptions always
can be found due to the capricious nature of the term and to the futility of trying to accommodate a
constantly changing conception into a ‘framework of permanence and universality’. Authors such as
Gellner (Nations and Nationalism. 1993) and Anderson (Imagined Communities.1991), in order to avoid
a narrow statement, have designed their definitions to include merely a general notion of the term,
instead of focusing on a set of characteristics, and according to them, limiting attributes. Several scholars
highlight the ‘self-definitional’ dimension of nationhood. In the writings of Anderson, this is discussed in
terms of the people and its imagination of others as fellow nationals. Hobsbawm’s statement that any
people who considers itself as a nation constitutes one; or Connor’s (Ethnonationalism: The Quest for
Understanding. 1994) idea of the nation being ‘self-defined’ also exemplifies this argument. Snyder
(Encyclopedia of Nationalism. 1990) points out that as a result of the terminological confusion and
disagreements of the contents of the term ’nation’ “the editors of several important encyclopedias have
omitted the word ‘nation’ altogether” (Snyder. 1990:230) Attempts to ascertain wherein this contusion
lies have been various; for instance, Anderson (1991:5-7) points to three paradoxes concerning the
phenomena of the °‘nation’, ‘nationality’ and ‘nationalism’ that stretch along a continuum with
contrasting perspectives: (1) ‘nation’ as an objective reality of modern society vs. a subjective antiquity;
(2) ‘nationality’ as a socio-cultural phenomenon required by everyone vs. the meaning of ‘Greek’
nationality as sui generis i.e. for a selected group only; (3) ‘nationalism’ as a political power vs. its
philosophical poverty. For an encompassing debate on the difficulty of defining these concepts see also
Connor, Ethnonationalism, 1994; Connor, “When is the Nation”, 1990:92; Smith, Nationalism: Theory,
Ideology, History. 2001; Smith, Nationalism & Modernism. 1998; Hutchinson & Smith, (eds.),
Nationalism. 1994

“? It is not the aim of this thesis to define the nation, and the discussion about the key-concept is provided
as a ‘working definition’ only. The ‘nation’ is here distinguished from an ‘ethnic group’, having some
form of political agenda for recognition, which does not necessarily have to mean that it constitutes a
political force to attain autonomy or independence. Recognition can be sought afterwards, not only in
political forms but also in social or cultural terms, as in the case of Wales. Although nationhood today
rests on a varied degree of feeling of shared cultural and political experiences, 1t always includes an
adherence to a complex of symbols and myths.
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‘nation’ as a community. The traditional idea of the homogenous nation-state, that 1s
the union of one people and one state (in terms of a sovereign political, judicial and
military structure) has more or less ceased to exist in an increasingly multicultural and
global world. However the nation-state, as traditionally defined, has not ceased to exist
as an aspiration, and therefore today’s nation-states as a rule are states in which one
dominant culture is promoted.”” Generally speaking, one may see the nation as the
bearer of identity and the state as providing the framework for that identity.
Furthermore, nationalism is understood as a phenomenon operating on three levels: as
an ideology stating that the world should be divided into nations; as a political
movement for the attainment of autonomy or independence; and as a language of
symbolism’'. It is the symbolic dimension of nationalism — connecting its three levels —
that will be explored in this thesis. ‘National symbolism’ is simply set apart from other
forms of group symbolism by its references to the ‘nation’, its history, and its claims to

distinctiveness and sovereignty.

Although in many ways neglected, the symbolic construction of nationhood is not a
new discovery. In pursuing the argument, we turn to the symbolic dimensions of
nationhood as laid out by authors such as George Mosse: The Nationalization of the

Masses - Political Symbolism and Mass Movements in Germany from the Napoleonic

Wars Through the Third Reich (1975), Eric Hobsbawm: The Invention of Tradition

(1992), Anthony D. Smith: The Ethnic Origins of Nations (1986) and Chosen Peoples:

*® See Guibernau, Nationalisms: The Nation-State and Nationalism in the Twentieth Century. 1996
*! The discussion of ‘nationalism’ is based on Smith’s conceptualisation as he highlights, and rightly so,

that the expression of nationalism is multifaceted and varied. See e.g. Smith, Nationalism: Theory,
Ideology, History. 2001; Smith, Nationalism & Modernism. 1998
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Sacred Sources of National Identity (2003), and John Armstrong: Nations Before

Nationalism (1982).

The ground-breaking work of George Mosse34 on the nationalisation of the masses in
Germany and on the rise of national consciousness through the ‘new’ form of politics,
based on the 18™ century concept of popular sovereignty and manifested as the ‘general
will’, has been particularly relevant for this study. When, during the 18th century, the
former allegiances to royal dynasties began to decline, the masses of the population
emerged as a political force. According to Mosse, the worship of royalty was hereby
transformed into worship of the nation, into conditions in which the people worshipped
themselves. The new political style gave a tangible form to a previously shapeless mass
by transmitting to it a collective national identity, providing a feeling of belonging
through national symbols, rites, festivals and songs. Nationalism as the new political
style became, in reality, a secularised religion. It supplied an objectification of the
‘general will’, based upon the awakening national consciousness and formalised by the
idea of citizenship. As a consequence, the members of the community started to act as
one people, a unified force. Mosse argues: “the aesthetics of politics was the force
which linked myths, symbols, and the feeling of the masses; it was a sense of beauty
and form that determined the nature of the new political style.””> Nationalism, thereby
progressed in newly created ‘sacred places’ in the ceremonial style and symbolic

manner of Christianity, where hopes and fears are controlled and acted out within

> Mosse, The Nationalization of the Masses: Political Symbolism and Mass Movements in Germany
Jrom the Napoleonic Wars Through the Third Reich. 1975; See also Mosse, Confronting the Nation:
Jewish and Western Nationalism. 1993. It is important to mention that the concept of ‘secular’ religion
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ceremonial and liturgical ways 34 Through the new politics, public manifestations of

national identity were introduced and national monuments were erected: “permanent

symbols helped to condition the population to the new politics: not only holy tlames,

flags and songs but, above all, national monuments in stone and mortar. The national

monuments as a means of self-expression served to anchor the national myths and
. . sy 35 .

symbols in the consciousness of the people”.”” In short, it was through the

paraphernalia of a fully worked-out liturgy, symbols and mass actions that the nation

became integrated into the daily life of the people.

Pursuing the argument, the core of Hobsbawm’s3¢ theoretical framework and his
conceptual tool of ‘invented tradition’ have provided an interesting departure. This
concept refers to a “set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted
rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and
norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past.

In fact, where possible, they normally attempt to establish continuity with a suitable

historic past.”37 New traditions were invented when new forms of expressing identity
and cohesion, new methods of establishing bonds of loyalty, and a new way of
legitimising social institutions were required. Hobsbawm suggests that the human need
for continuity located the creation of inventions in an era of rapid social

transformations.

has been challenged by Weber who argued that nationalism was a surrogate religion, a substitute tor
religion.

>> Mosse, 1975:20

** Mosse, 1975: 207-216

> Mosse, 1975:8

’® Hobsbawn & Ranger, The Invention of Tradition. 1992

" Hobsbawn & Ranger, 1992:1
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From Hobsbawm’s point of view, references to the past as claimed by nationalists are
based on deliberately created and formalised ritual and symbolic complexes that are
central for the formation of nations.’® Hobsbawm identifies two main symbolic
languages through which the nation ‘communicates’ with its members. These two
idioms are manifested in buildings, monuments and statues as ‘traditional allegory and
symbolism’, and in an extension of official and ritual spaces as a ‘theatrical idiom’, for

example in ceremonies, demonstrations and mass sporting occasions.

Hobsbawm’s approach to national symbolism 1s highly significant as it highlights the
political use and importance of national symbols and ceremonies. However, the concept
of ‘invented tradition’, and the reference to the period of mass-production of traditions
in Europe 1870-1914, are simplifications when considering the complexity of national
symbolism. This will be demonstrated in Chapters Two and Four with the help of
material gathered in the two encompassing surveys on European Flags and National

Days.

The importance of a ‘living past’ in the process of nation formation constitutes an

essential aspect of the works of several scholars. Smith39 highlights, above all the use

of history and historical space or poetic landscape in the formation and maintenance of

*® The overall framework for ‘invented traditions’, according to Hobsbawm, is the state, as a tool in the
hands of formal rulers and dominant groups. The widespread process of electoral democracy, which
institutionalised mass participation, also led to the discovery of the potency of ’irrational’ elements.
Controlling national symbolism and traditions therefore became a state goal, in order to maintain social
order.

* Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations. 1986: 174-208; Smith, National Identity. 1991; Smith, Nations

and Nationalism in a Global Era. 1995; Smith, Chosen Peoples: Sacred Sources of National Identity.
2003
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national identity. According to Smith there are two main ways by which a modern
community locates itself, namely through the ‘poetic use of landscapes’ and the ‘use of
history’, notably with reference to ‘golden ages’. The landscape roots the community 1n
a distinctive terrain and provides a site for mythologies. References to a ‘golden age’
have two main characteristics: to establish a link between the founding fathers and the
divinity of the nation with specific references to sagas and myths of heroism. These
factors, especially the cult of heroism and genius, symbolise the uniqueness of the
community and thereby create a distinct historical identity for the members. Central to
these myths is the idea of linear development, that is birth, growth, maturity, decline
and, most important in this context, the rebirth of the nation. Bearing this in mind, one

can see that history ‘directs’ consciousness and provides people with a sense of

distinctiveness.40 Hence, the ideological and mental direction of the national unit helps
us to locate and define ourselves with regard to the past, present and future. The
nostalgia for the past and the need for renewal must be related to the waning of old
religious beliefs in modern society and to the need for new measures of immortality
through posterity. In line with this argument, Smith highlights that “the nation 1s best

9341

seen as a community of faith and as a sacred communion™"", which also well describes

the core of the national community.

Smith emphasises that the language of symbolism expressed through national
ceremonies, customs and rituals 1s of paramount importance in understanding the

fundamental mechanisms forming national consciousness and maintaining national

** Smith, “Art and Nationalism in Europe”. 1993: 64-80
*' Smith, 2003: 24
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identity. Moreover, the nature of national symbolism i1s twotold. The public form
incorporates the officially recognised symbols such as the national tlag, the emblem
and the anthem. The other dimension exists in a more private sphere, and
communicates through cultural artefacts such as (war) monuments, statues, buildings
and architecture; and these will be discussed in Chapters Four and Five in the context of

the cult of the fallen as one example of national symbolism in Europe.

The ethno-symbolist approach, as represented by Smith, owes much to Armstrong’s
illuminating concept of the ‘myth-symbol-complex’**. This complex of myths and
symbols constitutes the ‘core’ of nations-to-be and is the foundation on which
identification of any particular ‘ethnie’ is based. It constitutes the starting-point for the
intelligentsia in their efforts to motivate the community to take part in the process of

nation-building.

Armstrong asserts that collective boundaries, in the form of symbolic border guards®,
are created over the longue durée, which is particularly relevant in the context of this
thesis. Ethnic boundaries, as one form of collective boundaries, constitute the means by
which the web of myths and symbols becomes effective. Armstrong writes: “to an
extraordinary degree ethnic symbolic communication 1s communication over the longue

durce, between the dead and the living. Here, as in other facets of ethnic identity, the

persistence of the symbol is more significant than its point of origin in the past.”44

*> Armstrong, Nations Before Nationalism. 1982

’ Armstrong acknowledges, in particular, the influence of sacred religious symbols in the construction
ot ethnic symbolic border guards.

** Armstrong, 1982:8
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Myths and symbols can be found in art, architecture and insignia and are, as a general

rule, characterised by persistence in time and diffusion in space. They have persisted

because they make group members aware of their ‘common fate’. 4

The symbolic elements produced by verbal and non-verbal language — art, music and
graphic symbols — are incorporated into this mythic structure, which subsequently turns
its components into ‘mythomoteurs’ that systematise, legitimise and define identity in
relation to the specific polity. Within the creation of identities, the process of
differentiating oneself from others is once again emphasised. As many would agree,
Armstrong argues that groups define themselves not by reference to their own
characteristics but by exclusion, that is by comparison to ‘strangers’.4¢ In other words,
the creation of symbolic border guards — guarding the boundaries against outsiders —
constitutes the basis for the important differentiating process and provides an essential

element in the identification with the in-group.

The importance of history and the glorification of the past in the present, as discussed
in the works of Mosse, Hobsbawm, Smith and Armstrong, are emphasised by these
scholars because of the past’s capacity to fuel the process of identity-formation.

Moreover, these factors provide the overall framework for the symbolic expressions

*> Armstrong, 1982:164-165

** Armstrong also identifies a second important boundary mechanism, namely the category of ‘class’.
Armstrong takes an instrumentalist stance by incorporating in this category the phenomena of elites
manipulating the lower classes, lacking the skills of the high-culture to resist the myths and symbols
imposed on them. As indicated, the boundaries of ethnic collectivities are different from those of class
categories. In Armstrong’s opinion, the phenomenon that ought to be highlighted in this context 1s the
different degree of persistence between these boundaries. See Armstrong, 1982
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and construction of nations. The past is rooted in the land and the territory,”’ and

anchors the nation by creating an illusion of eternity and a sense of unity in the present.

A national past also provides nations with a sense of moral direction or destiny.

A few other works deserve to be mentioned: Pierre Nora’s Realms of Memory (1984-
92)48 Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities - Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism (1991) and Goran Therborn’s European Modernity and Beyond
(1995). Nora’s volumes on the symbolic construction of the French past constitute one
of the most impressive outputs of current historiography. Several case-studies in
Volume three, Symbols (1998) have been pertinent for this study. Anderson’s ‘ghostly
imaginings’ will also be discussed further on in the context of the cult of the fallen
soldier. In connection with European days of commemoration, Therborn has identified
the foci of collective identity among Europeans as being those of Christianity, war and
class. And summarising the heart of the matter he states: “A collective identity i1s not

just an 1dentity held in common in their souls by an aggregate of individuals. As a rule

it is also a public thing, manifested in and sustained by public rituals.”4”

In what follows, we concern ourselves less with the processes of construction of
nations, or the role of invention and imagination than with exploring a variety of cases

and accounting for similarities and differences. Instead of entering the fray about what

*” The discipline of archaeology has been used in this context. Although the past is highly selective and a
real continuity cannot be proven, archaeology has been used to link the notion of the nation to a certain
territory. Serenson (Gender Archaeology. 2000), for instance, addresses the national use of archaeology
in 19" century Denmark.

** Original title Les lieux de mémoire. La République (vol. 1) was published in 1984, and Les France
(vol. 3) In 1992,
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nations and nationalisms are and why they have arisen, the principal aim 1s to look
upon national symbols and ceremonies as one instance of a more general social process,
of identity construction and maintenance, and to identify the pattern of the symbolism

of the European nations.

1.3 Hypotheses and Arguments

Within this perspective of this thesis three crucial moments in the national identity
process stand out: self-reference — who and what we are; differentiation — of us from
others; and recognition — the struggle for affirmation and against the negation of others.
This perspective has given rise to the following two research questions: What 1s the
role of national symbols and ceremonies in the formation of nations and national
identities? To what extent do national symbols and ceremonies contribute to the
maintenance of nations and to the expressions of nationhood? In order to answer these
questions the following arguments are put forward as hypotheses and explored in this

thesis:

e National symbols and ceremonies express deeper aspects and meanings of the
nation.

e National symbols and ceremonies provide comfort and anchorage in an ever-
changing world.

e National symbols and ceremonies have an effect upon the community they
represent, that is, they raise collective consciousness of ‘who we are’ and ‘where we
are from’.

e National symbols and ceremonies vary in age because the nations they represent
vary in ‘age’, the latter being a function of national independence and continuity.

** Therborn, European Modernity and Beyond - The Trajectory of European Societies 1945-2000. 1995:
223
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Firstly, we may argue that national symbols and ceremonies express the deeper
meanings of the nation; as they mirror the nation and we see the expressions of nation-
ness through them, we grasp how the nation wishes to represent itself through its
officially sanctioned symbolism. In other words, the nation 1s visible through its
symbols (flags, anthems, emblems), ceremonies (national days, sporting events),
monuments (memorials, buildings, national museums), the land itself (landscape), its
borders (insiders and outsiders) and the capital city. This assumption ts illustrated by
the fact that all nations, in order to be accepted internationally, must have a certain
number of characteristics. The nation i1s usually known by six essential elements: a
name, a capital city, clearly defined borders, a national flag, a national anthem and a

national day.

The name of the nation expresses self-definition, self-awareness and identification of
the group. Further a nation’s borders constitute the boundaries and defences around the
homeland, and the capital city symbolises the historic centre for that homeland as well
as the centre for its main institutions. Moreover, every nation needs a main sign to
represent 1t. The national flag is for this reason not only a piece of cloth fluttering in the
wind, 1t 1s a sign of self-expression, and a claim of sovereignty or the wish to attain
sovereignty. Flags, generally overlooked in the nation formation process, are also
essential symbols to rally around. National anthems, much like flags, symbolise the
nation and its collective self-celebration and unisonance. National days are occasions
when national symbols are activated. They are the repeated annual occasions when the

nation remembers its founding myth or celebrates its symbolic birthday. The national

33



day constitutes, for this reason, a re-enactment of memory, a self-celebration and an

illustration, like flags and anthems, of how the nation honours itself as a state.

Secondly, and in connection to what has been said above, we shall argue that national
symbols and ceremonies provide comfort and anchorage in an unstable world. This
means that they are reminders not only for nationalists, but also for other members of
the community who, like members of religious communities in the past, can feel the
security and comfort of certain things remaining constant during times of loss and
change. The reiteration and ritualisation of national ceremonies and usage of symbols
constitute barriers against the threat of the unknown, chaos and rapid change. A
repeated national ‘myth-symbol’ complex continues to assure us of that which 1s

familiar and secures thereby a feeling of permanence with regard to the community.

Thirdly, national symbols and ceremonies have an effect upon the community they
represent. National symbols shape and maintain the nation as they tend to raise
collective consciousness. The chief symbols and ceremonies of the nation are able to
ignite passions by their presence and visibility. Through these passions they create
collective self-awareness, but they may not necessarily create unity and cohesion.
Acting out national memory links the symbols with the ceremonies and raises

awareness of belonging, which, in turn, reinforces identity.

Fourthly, given the claims stated above, it may also be argued that national symbols

and ceremonies vary in terms of chronology, and can be i1dentified in accordance with
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three main ‘symbolic regimes’. There are ‘old’, ‘modern’ and ‘new’ national symbols
(flags) and ceremonies (national days) because nations vary in ‘age’, in terms of
continuity and independence.” Moreover, by dating the national symbols of Europe, a
pattern of the different symbolic regimes emerges and of the approximate time when
the European nations, in their contemporary form, appeared with an agenda on the

national and international scene.

1.4 Method and Outline

To support the claims made above, a comparative approach will be used, both as
regards the choice of empirical variables and as regards the choice of cases. A
comparative and historical approach has been chosen, since national symbols and
ceremonies rely on references to the past in order to justify the existence of the nation
in the present. The past is, in other words, in the present. A comparative approach also
allows for a study of the origins and the developments of national symbols and
ceremonies, as well as for comparison between different periods and places.”’ To start
with the variables; we saw earlier that the nation is known by a certain number of
essential elements. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss all of them so we
must narrow the focus considerably and restrict ourselves to examining two of the main
elements: the national flag and the national day. This comparative approach consists of
exploring national flags and national days, and drawing conclusions about their age, the
cause of their development, their purpose and significance. The choice of variables is

relatively straightforward. The national flag is the chief symbol of the nation, the

> The categories of ‘old’, ‘modern’ and ‘new’ will be defined subsequently (see Chapters Two and
Four).
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symbol of its sovereignty as well as its distinctiveness. Moreover, there have been no
previously published empirical comparisons of the role of flags as expressions of
nationhood. As for national days, which manifest the existence and character of

national i1dentities, hardly any investigations — let alone comparisons — have been made.

The choice of cases is a little more complicated. It involves a two-stage process. Firstly,
In order to assess the role of symbols and ceremonies in nationhood, and in order to
generalise the conclusions, one has to focus on the nations of Europe as a whole and to
compare the main ‘statistics’ regarding their flags and their national days. Secondly, in
order to reach a deeper understanding of the role played by national symbols and
ceremonies in the formation and maintenance of national identities, these surveys have
been tollowed with an in-depth cross-case analysis of France, Britain and Norway.
These cases are explored because they represent different paths to nationhood, in ways
that are clarified later. Generally speaking, these cases have been selected on the basis
that they together illustrate the complexity of the nation building process in their
symbolism and ceremonial variety and expression. Moreover, in order to make the
differences and similarities between the cases visible, Germany is chosen as a counter
case of national symbolism in the investigation of national day ceremonies. This has
been done, not only because of Germany’s intrinsic importance in European history,
but in order to illustrate how a fractured path towards nationhood (historically as well
as in the 20" century) has manifested itself in the lack of persistence of its national

symbols and ceremonies.

>! Llobera, “Historical and comparative research”, 1998:72-81
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To support this argument, historical as well as contemporary, and firsthand as well as
secondary sources, have been used. Data have been collected from among the following
origins: sociological case studies, works of historiography, heraldic and numismatic
literature, architectural works, catalogues, key documents for national identities,
publications by ministries of foreign affairs and of defence, official state protocols as
well as documents by non-governmental organisations, for example the British Legion,
and so forth. Interviews and visual material gathered from libraries, museums, archives,
chronicles, cultural exhibitions, tourist offices, embassies, recordings of national
commemorations and national day ceremonies, city plans, maps and photographs of

monuments, buildings, squares and statues have also been used.

Where the information is either unavailable or out of date, the two main complementary
methods have been employed: informant interviews, interviews with experts such as
academics, specialists and public officials, and direct observations. Informant
interviews with public relation officers at the embassies in London have been most
useful, when it has been a matter of cross-checking and updating data. This is
particularly necessary with the nations of Central and Eastern Europe and the former
Yugoslavia. In order to obtain more specialised information from primary as well as
from secondary sources, which otherwise would be very difficult to acquire, the
archives of the Flag Institute in Chester proved most useful. The large amount of
information collected about the national flags and national days of Europe has been

categorised and presented in the tables in Chapters Two and Four.
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Before we turn to the outline of this thesis, it is important to emphasise what the thesis
is not going to cover. Theoretically speaking, the concepts of ‘collective’ and ‘social
memory’>*, although related to expressions of nationhood, fall outside the scope of this
study. The subject of ‘collective memory’ is simply too vast to include. The interesting

works on another related topic, national images and narratives in European art and

literature?3, have been consulted, but these aspects have not been examined In this
study. It is not the aim of this thesis to generate a new theory as it departs from the
existing analytical perspectives of a modified Durkheimian approach. However, the
application of a different type of empirical material, as well as the vast amount material
in itself, are original features of this thesis. The aim is to contribute to deciphering the
complexity of the subject of national symbolism as well as to highlighting new

conclusions within what has so far been a neglected research area.

Empirically speaking, not all expressions of nationhood will be assessed. Instead, the
focus will be on the national flag and the national day ceremony. One may ask why
national anthems have not been considered instead of national days. The reason for this
is that the national day as the main national ceremony is a ritual space in which
symbolism of different kinds (flag, anthem, and so on) is activated and where its use 1s
most evident and effective. By analysing national days we see how symbols are used in

their ritualised context. Indeed, a section is dedicated to “Ceremonial Symbolism™,

>> The works of Halbwachs (On Collective Memory. 1992), Connerton (How Societies Remember. 1990),
Fentress & Wickham (Social Memory. 1992), and Nora (Realms of Memory. 1996) and others have been
considered but their theoretical frameworks have been excluded as they fall outside the scope of this
thesis.

>> Bhabha, Nation and Narrative. 1990; Smith, “Art and Nationalism in Europe”. 1993: 64-80; Smith,
Patriotism and Neo-Classicism: The 'Historical Revival' in French and English Painting and Sculpture,
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which explores the use of, for example, national anthems, emblems and costumes.
Besides, some work has already been done on national anthems by Nettle: National
Anthems (1967), by Mosse: “National Anthems: The Nation Militant” (1993) and by
Maugendre: L’Europe des Hymnes (1996). Nor have national names, borders and
capitals been examined, although the lay-out of the capital centre in two of the special
cases is considered as it provides the site for the annual celebrations and

: 54
commemorations.

This study is limited to coverage of Europe. However, to provide an in-depth account
of the flags and national days of all the European nations is beyond the scope ot the
study, given their vast number. Instead, the principal features of the main national
symbol, the national flag, and the main national ceremony, the national day, are
accounted for, so that the foundations of a symbolic pattern can be outlined. As regards
the cases, these are chosen as representatives in terms of their symbolism and
ceremonial variety, character and age. While the account of the present national tlags
and days does not pretend to be comprehensive, the thematic approach to the case
studies seeks to cover the main issues related to their origins, developments and
characteristics. As for the national days, the participation of the members of the
community varies according to changing national circumstances; and the expressions of
nationhood, for obvious reasons, are constantly being re-defined. Furthermore,

depending on how early the national flag and national day were introduced, some cases

1746-1800. 1987; Smith “The Suffering Hero: Belisarius and Oedipus in Late Eighteenth-Century
French and British Art”. 1989:634-40

>* Other expressions of nationhood, such as emblems, stamps, seals, and coins, are also significant, but it
has not been possible to investigate them within this context.
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will need to be explored over a longer period of time than others. As regards regional
differences, it would be an impossible task to consider the celebrations of the national
day in all parts of a given country. This thesis is, therefore, limited to examine the main

national celebration. Moreover, other festivities>

, regional rather than national in
character, may be of importance but have been excluded unless they form part of the

main national day.

Finally, this 1s not a study of the effects ceremonies have on different national groups
divided by sex, age, class, region, ethnicity or religion. Much research still needs to be
done about the reaction of different groups to these symbols and ceremonies and about
their contribution to the official version of nationhood. It seems that there have been no
concrete studies raising these questions, but they lie beyond the scope of this study, due

to the limitations in time and space.

Outline

The thesis is organised in such a way that the descriptive chapters on national flags
(Chapter Two) and national ceremonies (Chapter Four) precede two theoretical
chapters (Chapters Three and Five) in which the empirical material is developed and
analysed in detail. This introductory chapter has set out to clarify the theoretical and
empirical points of departure. Chapter Two considers the role of flags throughout
history, and the emergence of the ‘national flag’. A survey of all European national

tlags, their origins and developments is presented and categorised in three tables in

> Other festivities may include city and regional festivals (e.g. around the Rhine in Germany, and the
Fiesta of San Fermin in Navarra with the running of the bulls in Pamplona). Dynastic and church
festivals or sporting events are also beyond the scope of this thesis.
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accordance with three ‘symbolic regimes’, distinguishing them as ‘old’, ‘modern’ or
new’ tlags. The importance of the national flag as an essential expression of
nationhood is further illustrated by the three case studies of Britain, France and
Norway. Chapter Three seeks to answer the questions raised in Chapter Two, and
explore the contexts in which flags appear and why flags became such important
political symbols. Moreover, why flags manage to provoke feelings of love, awe and
patriotism 1s considered. Different types of flags and national narratives displayed

through the national flag are also identified.

The focus of Chapter Four is the concept of the ‘national day’ and its constituent
elements. Four tables are presented as regards the origin, age, and character of the
European national days in terms of ‘old’, ‘modern’ and ‘new’. In order to grasp the
complexity of ceremonial variety in Europe, ‘Bastille Day’ in France, ‘Constitution
Day” in Norway and ‘Remembrance Sunday’ in Britain are explored. A study of
“Unification Day’ in Germany as a counter case is also included. The importance of
collective ceremonies in the making and the maintaining of collectivities is further
discussed in Chapter Five. Here, the links between collective identities and collective

ceremonies are identified in their relation to the European national days.

In Chapter Six, the national flags and national days are examined together, in particular
their dates of adoption, in order to demonstrate the complexity of the nation building
process. As we will see, the ‘age’ of the symbolic regimes in Europe is a product of

independence and continuity. Moreover, national symbolism is a measure of national
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continuity, and considerable continuity characterises the national symbolism in
Northern and Western Europe, though less so in Central and Eastern Europe. A

consistent pattern is not to be found in Southern Europe.
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CHAPTER 2

NATIONAL SYMBOLS:
THE EUROPEAN NATIONAL FLAGS AND CASE STUDIES

Chapter Two commences with an examination of early symbols in the light of the
modern flag tradition, in order to illustrate how flags, as markers of identity, have
become attached to national communities. Taking into consideration the time period
encompassed by the investigation, it is necessary to be brief and account only for
major developments leading to the emergence of the national flag. The underlying
assumption that national flags have something to tell us about the properties of
nation-states is reflected in a survey of the main European flags in the second part
of this chapter. This contains information with regard to their origin, design,
appearance, modifications and type. The complex process of nation-building will
thereafter be 1llustrated by an examination of the establishment of the national tlags
of France, Britain and Norway. These cases have been chosen as they represent
different paths to nationhood, which 1s explained in more detail further in this
chapter (and also returned to in Chapters Four on national ceremonies). The flag 1s
the 1image by which the nation-state projects itself, and an indicator of real events
and of political change. The outcome of the classifications of ‘old’, ‘modern’ and
‘new’ flags will be analysed in Chapter Three, and together with the emergence of
‘national days’ in Chapter Six, as part of a general framework of national expression

and nation formation.

Thus, the main objectives of Chapter Two are to demonstrate a link between pre-
modern and national symbolism; provide an account of European national flags so

that a pattern of symbolism can be established subsequently in Chapter Three; and
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explore the process of nation building by the means of the development of the

national flags in three case studies.

Symbols that indicate belonging to a community constitute a ubiquitous feature of
social life and are not exclusive to nations. In the modern world, the nation’s
ancestors and particular qualities are commemorated via the flag as an object of
worship and as an extension of a ‘secular’ form of divinity, comparable to the
worship of totems and standards in earlier times. National flags are powertul
symbols to rally around: they bind people to their community and glority the nation.
The flags constitute ‘routinely famihiar habits of language’ and represent to people

the ideology of nationalism in a world divided into nations.’

Whether ‘national’ symbols existed in pre-modern times depends naturally on
whether we define the ‘nation’ as a pre-modern or a modern unit. If we understand
the modern nation as having developed after the French Revolution with qualities of
mass-participation in the political system and of citizenship we draw the conclusion
that ‘national’ symbols did not exist in earlier times. This does not mean that pre-
modern communities had no need to employ symbols in order to represent
themselves and their societies. However, early symbolic devices were not indicative
of nationality 1n 1its modern sense, and even 1f pre-modern loyalties did exist, it 1s
premature to talk about nations in the Middle Ages. This 1s a matter neglected by

the authors of vexillological literature such as Smith (Flags through the Ages and

Across the World. 1975; Prolegomena to the Study of Political Symbols. 1969)7,

' Billig, Banal Nationalism. 1995:93

* Accepting that it is difficult to find detailed historical descriptions of flag-related symbolism, the
representational function of flags has primarily been investigated in the historical part of this chapter.
Available sources on flags are of different age and quality. Some original sources on heraldry date
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Crampton (The World of Flags. 1989; The Complete Guide to Flags: Identifying
and Understanding the Flags of the World. 1992), Preble (The Symbols, Standards,
Flags, and Banners of Ancient and Modern Nations. 1980), and Hulme (Flags of the

World, their History, Blazonry, and Associations. 1915)

The national flag, as an expression of nationhood, appears as a symbolic statement
with the ‘modern’ mass-participant nation of citizens, starting after the French
Revolution and illustrating people’s desire to manifest a new kind of ‘similarity’
and ‘sameness’ and to participate in the political process. Thus, national flags
emerge after being selected and established by nation-states, nations without states
and states without nations. Elites in pursuit of state power play an essential role in
the selection of the national flag. However, important symbols such as flags survive
over time only with support from and resonance with the people, which will be
demonstrated by the data provided in the tables on the European flags in this
chapter. We must not forget that many aspects can be employed to define the nation:
a distinctive culture, language, shared history and memories. But these variables can
be the cause of empirical confusion as they vary from community to community and
are difficult to date. This 1s why after 1789 the emergence of a mass-culture and
political participation on a large scale become important factors in the emergence of

the modern units that we know as ‘nations’.

from the beginning of the 20™ century whereas others are updated. Additionally, few scholarly
attempts have been made to deal with flags in a sociological or historical context. For this reason, the
reader will find that some sources of exceptional quality have been used frequently. Whitney Smith’s
study of 1969 and his opus of 1975 belong to this category: with their historical and geographical
approach they are so far the most comprehensive study of flags. With regard to recent developments
of tlag-related matters, the Flags of the World Website [FOTW] supplies a bank of articles. FOTW is
a member of FIAV (Fédération Internationale des Associations Vexillologiques).
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For the purpose of this chapter we may say that “the certain definition of a nation is
adherence of its people to common symbols — and first and foremost a national
flag.”” Although incomplete this is an interesting assertion as it emphasises the
carlier given criterion of ‘mass-participation’. The flags adopted prior to 1789 were
not ‘national’ in the modern sense, but through their mere existence we are able to
understand the gradual process of nation-formation and the existence of pre-modern
loyalties. In line with the definition of the ‘nation’ provided in Chapter One, a
crucial factor manifesting the abstract notion of ‘nationhood’ is the adherence to a
tangible common ‘myth-symbol complex’. Whatever variables cause the particular
formation of a national community — language, religion, history, memories, a
political agenda for recognition, economic integration or combinations of these
elements - the national flag retlects the supremacy of the national ideal. It 1s from

this perspective that we approach the subject of this chapter.

Once 1n use, the effectiveness of the flag is connected to the simplistic and abstract
representation of the complex notion of nationhood, without compromising
individual beliefs. It 1s for this reason that every nation uses the flag as a direct and
obvious way of proclaiming 1ts distinctiveness and independence. The national flag
refers through its mere existence to claims of historical continuity and established
rights to a designated territory, passed from one generation to another since time
immemorial. In other words, claims of a national past and heritage attached to a
historic ancestral territory cannot be dismissed in the modern world. We witnessed
the conflicts of the Balkans resulting from such claims in the 1990s, also expressed

through newly established national flags.

* Smith, Flags throughout The World and Across the Ages. 1975:54
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2.1 The Use of Flags throughout History

The historical section of this chapter follows a rough chronological order. That 1s to
say, references will be made to the period before the birth of Christ, to the Christian
as well as the non-Christian world before the Crusades (until 1100), to the latter part
of the Middle Ages (1100-1500), and to the early modern period (1500-1800). The
modern period from 1800 onwards 1s dealt with in more detail, and a more elaborate
discussion follows with regard to development of the flags of Britain, France and

Norway.

It 1s only recently that the history and symbolism of flags, or ‘vexillology’, has

>, a Roman cavalry flag or

become a separate scientific study*. The vexillum
standard®, was used by a ‘vexillation’ or detachment from the legion. As opposed to
the Roman aquila (the metal eagle), also a symbol of identification, the soldier
could carry the vexillum in one hand whilst on horseback. The term ‘vexilloid’ is
used to refer to other solid objects on poles, examples of which could be feathers,
animal figures and signs of the zodiac.” These objects fulfilled the same function as
a flag: they were employed as signs of identification for an assembly or a military
unit. Early vexilloids were also used in order to identify and mark the presence of a
notable person and to communicate the attributes of a person or a god. The first

references made in literature about the usage of this kind date back to 550 BC in

Ancient Egypt, where graphic symbolic representatio<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>