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Afterword

The National in the Age of Internationalism

Historians understand more than anyone else that there is no progress 
in history and no utopia in the past. But it is useful at times in trying 

to understand where we are, the world we live in, to come to some under-
standing of the world that we have lost. That world, I have been trying to 
argue, was one in which internationalism was an idea underwritten by an 
older story that imagined the march of humanity into ever- widening circles 
of association, nations as a historical pit stop on the way to somewhere else, 
and modernity and democracy as the engines and outcomes of this inevitable 
forward movement. It was the combination of those expectations in the con-
text of a century darkened with threats of man- made destruction that, in the 
twentieth century, made the international as inexorable an imagined com-
munity as the nation.

Despite predictions that in the twentieth century the role of nationality as the 
driver of modernity and progress would be overtaken by  internationality— as 
if the formation of an international community were the next stage in the 
social and political evolution of humanity— the national and international 
remained entwined as ways of thinking about the self and society, about the 
borders (and point) of political communities and government, and about lib-
erty and equality. The story of that entanglement has not always been easy 
to tell, partly because internationalism, regardless of its content, has been 
tainted as utopian in ways that nationalism, regardless of its content, has not.

Bolstered by the political realism of the state, and the potency of state sov-
ereignty, modern historical attention has attended to the unrelenting question 
“What is a nation?” and narrating national pasts to the neglect of interna-
tionalism. It did not help that when the history of internationalism was first 
broached, after World War I, like the history of pacifism and, later, human 
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rights, it tended to be written as a history of political idealism above and be-
yond the cynical practices of nation- states. In the 1950s, Theodore Ruyssen, 
who was by this time approaching ninety, put himself to the task of continu-
ing the historical work begun by Christian Lange (Lange had only completed 
the first volume of his history of internationalism, which ended in the eigh-
teenth century). The result was first La Societé internationale, which in effect 
concentrated on the conditions of internationality, described by Ruyssen as 
the “powerful movement” of his times that had brought nations into a com-
mon field of cultural, economic, and political life. This was followed with Les 
sources doctrinales de l’internationalisme, a complementary study of the intel-
lectual origins of internationalism and its sources in “Western civilization.” 
Ruyssen projected a tradition of international thought backward through 
nineteenth- century international abolition, peace, and working- class move-
ments to the ancient world, and then forward to the cultural politics of the 
new age. The propagator of internationalism’s mystique argued that this his-
tory proved that internationalism was an essentially Western phenomenon, 
by virtue of its modern manifestations, its basis in Christian universalist 
thought, and its practical spread through the expansive force of Christian 
missionaries and Western empires.1

Ruyssen’s version of the history of internationalism competed of course 
with that of Cassin— who went to great trouble to emphasize both the in-
trinsic Frenchness and Judaic attributes of human rights thinking— and 
Peng Chun- Chang— who attributed this “Western” tradition to the influence 
of Confucius. Ruyssen was also fighting against the disinterest of academic 
historians who ignored twentieth- century manifestations of international-
ism on the grounds either that internationalism was irrelevant to the study 
of real (national) societies and even more powerful psychological (national) 
subjectivities, or that internationalism was a nineteenth century class- based 
political phenomenon that transformed into the international communist 
movement and antagonistic to liberal nationalism.

With the end of the Cold War, however, the balance of historical interest 
tilted increasingly in favor of the plausibility of an international past, and an 
“international turn” in the historical profession. This turn began with the cul-
tural history of nonnational experience explored through the methodology of 
transnationalism and examples drawn from the geography of empires or the 
movement across national borders. As international intervention once again 
dominated discussion of international politics, historians became attracted 
to the study of humanitarianism and human rights, and more belatedly to 
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international organizations as significant transnational sites. The new histori-
cal interest in the transnational and global has provided a congenial setting 
for historians, like myself, curious to understand the modern significance of 
the international as a political idea, international organizations as political 
spaces, and internationalism as an ideology that overlapped and intersected 
with, even as it ran counter to, the history of nations and nationalism.

The international turn in History has so far led to two dominant ways of 
thinking about the international past, particularly where the league and the 
UN are concerned: as evidence of a progressively accumulating actually ex-
isting cultural internationalism built out of the kind of “international living” 
that the teachers gathered under UNESCO auspices were intended to experi-
ence in 1948; or as proof of the tenacious hold of liberal imperialism, whereby 
internationalism replicated the race- based civilizational thinking that had 
girded the colonialism of the later nineteenth century.2 The historical sources 
support both of these arguments. They also illustrate that internationalism 
cannot simply be reduced to either a more positive story of cumulative cul-
tural progress or a purely cynical tale of imperial intentions, not if we take 
into account generational shifts in thinking about the purpose of internation-
alism and international institutions, or the voices of actors differently situated 
in the dominant national and imperial political communities, or the extent of 
political investment in institutional, “real,” “objective” internationalism. Ulti-
mately the history of internationalism travels along a characteristic narrative 
line from utopia to disillusionment, but no more than the tales that can be 
told of imagined national communities.

By contrast, historians of nationalism have kept themselves relatively 
aloof from the twenty- first- century international turn in historical scholar-
ship. They rarely ask the question “What is the international?” If they did they 
might discover telling theoretical inconsistencies in the still predominating 
historical answers to the question “What is a nation?” These are inconsis-
tencies that not only are pertinent to the historian’s work but also beg other 
questions about the purpose of History and its power. My examples return us 
to the 1980s, a decade in which the historical study of nationalism suddenly 
took off, after a slow start in the ethnonational theories of the 1970s, and with 
a sharp turn in the direction of antiessentialist constructivism.3 From the 
perspective of the history of twentieth- century internationalism, the histori-
ography of imagined national communities and invented national traditions 
is fascinating because, first, it was attended by a self- conscious reduction of 
internationalism to the nineteenth- century story of Marxism, and, second, 
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it unwittingly reprised the sociological theses of the early twentieth- century 
international turn, but now, as we will see, as the explanation for nationalism.

In 1983, the Southeast Asian scholar Benedict Anderson published 
Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
perhaps still the most influential English- language historical account of na-
tionalism. His argument has become so familiar that its title alone regularly 
stands in for the idea that nations are modern inventions, rather than the po-
litical artifacts of primordial communities. In Imagined Communities, Ander-
son accepted the view that nations exuded a “profound emotional legitimacy” 
and attributed their emotional hold to the impact of commerce and technol-
ogy. Print capitalism, he proposed, had “made it possible for rapidly growing 
numbers of people to think about themselves, and to relate themselves to 
others, in profoundly new ways.”4

The argument of Imagined Communities transferred the analysis of na-
tionalism away from primal ethnic urges and onto the sociological settings 
in which subjective national identifications and imagined communities had 
come to the political fore since the nineteenth century. At the core of this 
history was the nineteenth- century “philological- lexicographic revolution,” 
which had made print culture available to a wider group of individuals. The 
specific forms of that print culture were the novel and newspaper; their nar-
ratives, he argued, had inculcated a newly literate mass of readers with the ex-
perience of homogenous empty time or “simultaneity.”5 This meant that “the 
members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow- 
members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives 
the image of their communion.”6 Reflecting on whether the same reading 
technologies might have made it possible to imagine larger as well as smaller 
communities than the nation, Anderson concluded that “the fatal diversity of 
human language” made the nation the most likely object of this social imagi-
nary.7 Language was crucial to this account of the social and cultural effects 
of the print revolution because it allowed for the more intimate origins of 
nationalism in patriotism, which Anderson understood as the inspiration 
of love through a maternal tongue: “Through that language, encountered 
at mother’s knee and parted with only at the grave, pasts are restored, fel-
lowships are imagined, and futures dreamed.”8 In Imagined Communities, 
national patriotism could also be a learned form of emotional subjectivity 
passed on through the family— much as the nineteenth- century proponents 
of linguistic nationalism Mazzini and Michelet had theorized.9

Imagined Communities was the product of Anderson’s desire to 
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understand the violent and authoritarian progress of nationalist politics in 
postcolonial Indonesia. Possibly because of that same Indonesian context, the 
internationalism Anderson did discuss was class focused and Marxist in ori-
gin.10 When it came to the League of Nations (Anderson’s italics) “from which 
non- Europeans were not excluded,” internationalism was still not relevant 
since the league was exclusively the epitome of the new age of nationalism.11 
It was an institution to which, tellingly, even imperial powers came dressed in 
national costumes rather than imperial uniforms, and Anderson regarded it 
pointedly as part of the history of nationalism, rather than internationalism.

Eric Hobsbawm’s slightly later classic Nations and Nationalism since 1780 
(based on lectures given in 1985) drew in a more partisan antinationalist 
reader— although Hobsbawm, like Anderson, did not bother with an index 
entry for “international.”12 Born to Jewish parents in Vienna at the eclipse of 
the Habsburg Empire, Hobsbawm wrote a history more attuned to the alter-
native conceptions of political community in the early twentieth century. His 
analysis of the cultural origins of nations and nationalism was also threaded 
with the muted traces of an underdeveloped story of internationalism. 
Hobsbawm tracked the late- nineteenth- century standardization of languages 
that contributed to the invention of national identities and the coinciding 
deployment of the universal “languages” of international telegraphic and 
signaling codes and attempts to “construct artificial world languages” from 
national “dialects.” He also noted the international pretensions of the liberal 
ideology of “liberty and fraternity.”13 Nations were “part of liberal ideology,” 
as Hobsbawm described, “because the development of nations was unques-
tionably a phase in human evolution or progress from the small group to the 
larger, from family to tribe to region, to nation and, in the last instance, to the 
unified world of the future in which, to quote the superficial and therefore 
typical G. Lowes Dickinson, ‘the barriers of nationality which belong to the 
infancy of the race will melt and dissolve in the sunshine of science and art.’ ”

Despites these examples of their intersecting histories, in Nations and Na-
tionalism, as in Imagined Communities, internationalism remained the story 
of Marxism, separate from the story of nationalism, and with its heyday ei-
ther in the nineteenth century or in the Cold War context of decolonization, 
and nothing in between. Anderson linked the failure of Marxism to the lim-
ited capacity for imagining an international community and gave no place 
to the historical overlap of nations and the social and political investment by 
progressive (and conservative) liberals, and by the world’s marginalized in in-
ternational institutions, law and sociability characteristic of the international 
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turn earlier in the twentieth century.14 In Hobsbawm’s narrative, internation-
alism entered the main arena of political life only in the late twentieth cen-
tury, as the context for “nation- building out of the fragments of post- colonial 
territories.”15

These constructivist explorations of nations as invented or imagined 
hardly glanced sideways at how over the same period international commu-
nities were imagined in relation to national communities. Yet if we read them 
in the context of the longue durée history of twentieth- century international-
ism, regardless of the intentions of their authors, these histories illustrate the 
historical overlap between imagined national and international communities. 
Anderson and Hobsbawm’s analyses of the mechanics of nationalism take on 
an uncanny resemblance to the mechanics of internationalism emphasized 
by witnesses to an early twentieth- century communications revolution.16 This 
is how, in 1906, John Hobson invoked the concept of simultaneity to describe 
the possibility of internationalism and internationality built out of the society 
of nations:

The greatest thing which has happened within the last two genera-
tions has been the practical enlargement of the world for all members 
of civilized communities. Everyone today as we say familiarly, lives at 
the end of a telegraph line, which means not merely that all the great 
and significant happenings in the world are brought to his attention in 
a way which was impossible a generation or two ago, but that they are 
brought at once and simultaneously to the attention of great masses 
of people, so that anything happening in the most remote part of the 
world makes its immediate impression upon the society of nations.17 

Hobson repeatedly used variations of the same concept, describing “the im-
mediate and simultaneous sympathy” aroused by new ways of communicat-
ing and traveling, and the “new element of sociality” it introduced into the 
world, at least for “the mass of civilized mankind”:

You can book a passage by rail or sea in London or New York for any 
point in the civilized or uncivilized known world. You can transmit 
money from Philadelphia to any part of the civilized world, surely, 
securely, quickly and easily. We can read books, either in foreign 
languages— if we know them— or in translations, books, which put 
us in direct communication with the thoughts and feelings of distant 
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peoples. Many of us have friendships which bind us closely to mem-
bers of various nations of the world.

These narratives of internationalism share with the constructivist historiog-
raphy of the nation the concept of simultaneity; the new internationalism 
was imagined as nationalism writ large.18 In the early twentieth century, both 
phenomena were understood to be the result of available technologies and 
experiences that linked individuals and communities across expanses of land 
and sea. The international mind and international man self- consciously com-
plemented scientized theories of national patriotism and national conscious-
ness. We might remember that on the eve of World War I, Jean Claveirole, the 
enthusiastic French law student, listed a similar set of seemingly miraculous 
developments in internationality enabled by communication technologies, 
and the new opportunities for travel within reach of the middle classes. He 
also explained that these mechanisms of simultaneity and sociability emu-
lated the processes that had created nations, now on an international scale, 
inventing and consolidating a consciousness of humanity.19

Across the twentieth century, invocations of nations and the international, 
theories and histories of nationalism and internationalism, have turned on 
the expectation that once political institutions were created, the relevant re-
spective forms of social consciousness would take hold. Take, for example, 
the making of the Italian nation- state. It is widely acknowledged that when 
Italy was politically “unified” in 1860, its political elite accepted it was still 
necessary to create an Italian identity (captured in the comment Abbiamo 
fatto l’Italia ora dobbiamo fare gli italiani), rather than the other way around. 
Modernist scholars of nations and nationalism (not only students of Italy) 
acknowledge the controversies at their heart, including the question of what 
comes first, the political nation or the cultural nation, the nation- state or the 
desire to belong to and identify with the nation- state. Historians of nations 
and nationalism are also able to maintain a double focus on the study of the 
success and failure of nations as states or social movements, on what is popu-
larly forgotten as well as what is remembered. But historians rarely extend 
the same grace to the study of international subjectivities or international 
imaginaries in nineteenth-  or twentieth- century history, despite the existence 
of the League of Nations, the United Nations, and innumerable movements 
and stratagems for rethinking democracy, sovereignty, identity, and govern-
mental internationalism.20

In the current historiographical segregation of the histories of nationalism 
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and internationalism, there is no space for reflecting on early twentieth- 
century perceptions of national communities as less sociologically and eco-
nomically realistic than the idea of an international community, even when 
both kinds of communities have been portrayed by their analysts as fictions. 
In 1916, Leonard Woolf thought the more you looked at nations the more you 
saw the interests of a specific elite represented, not “the people.” Ellen Key re-
garded nationalism as more utopian than internationalism, in the sense of the 
unrealistic expectations of community it aroused.21 At the other end of the 
century, in 1970, Stanley Hoffmann ventured a different take on the existence 
of the “fiction of a world community” based on “an image of the world that 
was at least as far removed from reality as had been the image of the original 
UN.”22 Hoffmann argued that this “image of a fictitious world community 
able and willing to make of the UN a force that would represent and expand 
the common interest of mankind” was precisely what had made it possible for 
“the organs of the United Nations to concern themselves with most of the im-
portant political and economic issues that agitate the international system.” 
Bringing us back full circle to the 1980s, Said’s Orientalism provoked his read-
ers to reflect on the cultural power exerted by fictions of race and civilization 
on the UN’s capacity to sustain its own fiction of a world community. 

For the historian, or anyone who wants to remember the past, the chal-
lenge is quite specific: if, as Anderson argued, “communities are to be distin-
guished, not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they are 
imagined,” then it is as relevant to ask, as individuals pondering internation-
ality did throughout the twentieth century, what has been the place of inter-
nationally imagined communities in the intersecting and overlapping history 
of nationally imagined communities?

The point of juxtaposing descriptions of the sociological origins of interna-
tionalism and nationalism is not to argue that they cancel each other out, or that 
we have traveled from the international to the national and abandoned the in-
ternational at the sound of the century’s first bugle call to war. Rather, it is to 
illustrate that the history of internationalism maps profoundly onto the geneal-
ogy of nations and nationalism, that in the twentieth century the international 
and national shadowed each other as the object or method of political ambi-
tions. Both histories are evidence of, and evidenced by, the cohort of women and 
men who often imagined their necessary and utilitarian complementarity. Early 
twentieth- century theorists of the sociological and therefore historical bases of 
internationalism such as Claveirole not only made the international crucial to 
the conceptualization of nations— their origins and purpose— but also to the 
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sociological and historical explanations of the nation, at a time when determinist 
biological and psychological national imaginaries were on the ascendant. From 
our perspective, these intersections are also a useful reminder that, for better as 
well as worse, twentieth- century internationalism, like the UN, was composed 
out of a complicity as much as compatibility with nationalism.

A history of the twentieth century that takes into account the long past 
of international imagining and invention also has repercussions for other in-
tersecting historiographies of development, democracy, liberalism, or human 
rights. In new histories of the UN, the organization is often the sum of liberal 
imperialism. In new histories of human rights, the 1970s are in effect the ori-
gins of human rights because, the argument runs, that was when the message 
and organization of human rights began to exhibit a social base, and began to 
be conceptualized in ways that fundamentally challenged the rights of states.23 
These narratives make little space for the social dimensions of international-
ism, or for its returning significance as the focus of claim-making among the 
disenfranchised of nations and empires. They ignore the voices of the teachers 
reporting on UNESCO’s efforts who maintained that internationalism always 
tackled sovereignty and the state in a willing embrace of distinctive propor-
tions, or Hans Morgenthau’s perhaps unintended message, that political real-
ism was a question of perspective and historical moment, or women such as 
Hansa Mehta and Alva Myrdal, who tried to specify the gender dimensions 
of the political and social ambitions of internationalism, and ended up largely 
sequestered from the main story. In close- up, the history of the twentieth cen-
tury, examined through the lens of a liberal internationalist tradition, suggests, 
as much as the history of liberal nationalism, a panoply of political possibilities 
continually delayed or delegated to the domain of idealism, even as they might 
later reappear on the realism side of the ledger of international affairs.24 The 
progress of internationalism in the age of nationalism indicates that both histo-
ries are less meaningful and less true to the past when they are told as narratives 
of growth or decline rather than contingent, accumulating imperatives.

In the 1880s, the French philosopher Ernest Renan famously remarked, in 
answer to the question of the day “What is a nation?” that the authority and 
realism of national communities relied on forgetting the past as well as rein-
venting it.25 Nations, he claimed, were obliged to forget traumatic histories of 
fratricidal conflict or risk fragmenting along lines of irreconcilable division. 
In similar ways, albeit for different reasons, forgetting has often followed the 
periodic shifts that mark twentieth- century internationalism, the forgetting 
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of words, concepts, events, and experiences. After the failures of the league, 
forgetting gave twentieth- century internationalism a new lease of life in the 
form of the UN, a project that required the forgetting of counternarratives 
of international government and international selves; forgetting the popular 
enthusiasm for both organizations in moments of crisis was also their death 
knell. In the 1980s, when the question “What is a nation?” returned to promi-
nence, a different kind of forgetting of twentieth- century internationalism 
and its relationship to nationalism took hold in the new stories that were told 
about the sociological origins of nations. 

When at the end of the Cold War, the UN Evaluation and Communications 
Research Unit (a modern modification on its old Information Section) grasped 
the opportunity to survey “knowledge awareness” about the UN in twenty- eight 
countries, they found a mixed picture of remembering and forgetting.26 Highest 
knowledge awareness, the survey reported, occurred in Jordan, then Norway, 
Austria, and Sweden. At the bottom sat Brazil and the United States, two of the 
countries that had played prominent roles in the debates over the UN Charter 
and Human Rights. In 1945, the United States was under the spell of an ex-
traordinary public interest in the new organization; nearly fifty years later, few 
Americans knew what it did or why. In the 1950s and 1960s, American public 
opinion of the UN had exhibited “more positive evaluation than negative”; in 
the 1970s and 1980s, under the influence of the oil crisis and the “dominance of 
the Third World” in the UN, the United States had “net negative” poll ratings. 
Attitudes had shifted to a small degree after 1989, but even fewer people could 
name the secretary- general (the Peruvian diplomat Javier Pérez de Cuéllar) or a 
UN agency. The greater success of the UN among Scandinavian publics was at-
tributed to the fact that they were taught about the UN at school and their states 
had personnel in the UN peacekeeping forces in the period of the survey. When 
it came to the more negative assessments in English- speaking nations, the ex-
planation was that representations of the UN in major Western news gathering 
institutions were often the only source of information on the organization and 
its international purpose, and they continued to “convey negative impressions 
of underdeveloped nations.”27 The memory sites of internationalism in the new 
postinternational age were still few and far between.

Memory has long been as important to the study of nations as forgetting. It 
was the project of memory that Jean Claveirole clung to in 1910 as he launched 
into his study of internationalism. He began with his own memory of the thir-
tieth anniversary of the Universal Postal Union and the “world celebration” that 
took place in Berne in 1904. Staged at the Swiss Federal Palace, the anniversary 
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was attended by representatives from “all the states of the world” on the in-
vitation of the (no doubt politically savvy) Swiss government. The event was 
crowned with a competition for the design of a suitable monument.28 In 1909, 
when the completed winning design was finally unveiled, Claveirole imagined 
the monument as a testament to the realism of contemporary internationalism: 
the earth’s globe embraced by the figures of five women representing the world’s 
“race” regions, passing on letters, one to the other, as if linked in a dance.

A hundred years later, the enchantment of international post barely lingers 
as an emblem of an international present, let alone its past. If, as Pierre Nora has 
argued in respect of national remembering, the concept lieux de mémoire signi-
fies a community that has lost “an immense and intimate fund of memory” and 
survives “only as a reconstituted object beneath the gaze of critical history,”29 
then a critical history of internationalism might also take as its task the re-
constitution of international lieux de mémoire, in the interest of contemplating 
the relevance of twentieth- century internationalism in the twenty- first century. 
This repertoire of international lieux de mémoire takes us comfortably from the 
neo- Renaissance red- brick solidity of the Vredespalais— the Peace Palace built 
in The Hague on the instructions of the 1907 peace conference with the funding 
of the Scottish- American philanthropist Andrew Carnegie— to the expansive 
crumbling modernism of the Palais des Nations on Geneva’s calm shores. In 
2009, the eightieth anniversary of the laying of the foundation stone for the Pal-
ais des Nations (now headquarters to the United Nations Office at Geneva) was 
celebrated with a special heritage ceremony targeting donors who might fund 
the restoration of buildings on the point of material collapse. Then there is the 
status of the United Nations. Its sixtieth anniversary invited a spate of histori-
cal endeavors, from speeches to conferences, to the collection of oral histories, 
to the constitution of a UN Intellectual History Project, based in New York, 
and an International Scientific Committee for the History of UNESCO, with its 
home in Paris.30 All these efforts raise the question of how we should imagine 
the UN itself: as a lived history and living memory of twentieth- century inter-
nationalism, or a lieu de mémoire that does the ideological work of sustaining 
imagined national communities, empires, and civilizations?31 Whatever we de-
cide, in a new century of overwhelming international challenges, most of them 
less new than urgent, it might be too early to declare that the political ambitions 
and social expectations characteristic of the origins and apogee of twentieth- 
century internationalism have all but disappeared.
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