
There have been few subjects in politics and sociology to which so
much time, paper, and verbiage have been devoted as nationalism.
Although the varieties of interpretation seem endless, they can eas-
ily be divided into two opposing camps, henceforth called objectiv-
ist (or structuralist) and subjectivist.  These distinctions roughly
correspond to the two disciplines of sociology and history, but this
is more accidental and unfortunate than inherent in the nature of the
disciplines themselves.  Unfortunate, because most sociological
analysis has, hitherto, been afflicted by the “scientistic” disease,
which holds that the only type of valid explanation is one that
refers to general laws.1  Thus it has been left to historiography —
and not all historiography at that — to provide a nondeterministic,
nonstructuralist account of nationalism.  This is not to say that so-
ciology is inherently incapable of analysing that doctrine, but until
it rids itself of the misapprehension that human phenomena can be
treated in the same mechanistic and quantifiable way as inanimate
objects, it will never succeed in recovering the wellsprings of
human behaviour.

In this paper I will discuss three accounts that have been offered
as explanations of nationalism: Ernest Gellner’s Thought and
Change, which contains a chapter on the subject; Elie Kedourie’s
Nationalism; and volume one of J. R. Levenson’s Confucian China
and Its Modern Fate.2  These works are representative of three
types of explanation of human phenomena, which I call structu-
ralism, idealism, and intellectual history.  By comparing them, I
hope to make apparent the defects of, on the one hand, explanations
that are methodologically holistic, ignoring the primary existence of
acting individuals who are independent centres of consciousness;
and, on the other hand, explanations that are methodologically
idealistic, that, while taking human consciousness as their primary
datum, consider thought as abstracted from both its object (the
world) and its purpose (action to change that world).  This essay is,
therefore, a qualified defence of intellectual history against the
claims of sociology — qualified, because I will stress throughout
the danger of considering ideas in isolation from their context; in-
deed, such an enterprise would not be intellectual history at all but
an exercise in conceptual analysis.  My comments on the general
approach of an author should not be taken as approval or disappro-
val of that author’s actual conclusions.  In this essay I am con-
cerned only with the manner of attacking the problem and not with
the account’s substance.

A subjectivist interpretation is so-called. not because it is arbitrary
or relativist, but because it focuses on the “knowing subject” as the
“causal” force in history.  As Dilthey was eager to point out, the
difference between the human and the physical sciences is not so
much one of methodology but of subject matter.  Both aim at “ob-
jectivity” in the sense of truth, but that aim is far more difficult to
achieve in the contingent human world than it is in the determined
physical world.  The subject matter of the human “sciences” is
man.  Therefore it is subjectivist in its approach.  For the historian,

subjectivism does not mean that he must analyse the psychic ma-
keup of his actors, despite Collingwood’s doctrine of “self-knowl-
edge of mind”.3  It means merely that he should place primary em-
phasis on the revealed thoughts and actions of people in given
historical situations — not empathetic identification, which implies
that if we cannot “become” a Hitler or a Stalin we can never hope
to understand them, but a close analysis of the perceptions, world
views, ideologies, philosophies, and problems of the actors in ques-
tion.  The premise that underlies such an injunction is, in Gordon
Leff’s words, individuals as the irreducible units of history ... the
agents of their own creations even if not of the circumstances
which occasioned them.
It follows that

since individuals acting upon one another are the irreducible
unit of history, its study can never go beyond their individ-
uality.4

Thus all good history is, to a certain extent, “idealist”, because all
human beings are continually exercising judgment and choice in
even the most mundane activities: “there has to be a new volition
each time habit is translated into act.”5  The acts of choosing and
judging involve a process of evaluation, so that the more significant
a historical event, the more important are the values, ideas, and
ideologies that must be assumed to motivate the actors.  For the
historian, then, beliefs are as much historical data as are “brute
facts”.  Moreover, this idealism should not be interpreted as merely
the history of abstract theory.  People think and act in response to
specific situations, and it is the recovery of the context, and hence
of the problems facing historical actors, that the historian should be
interested in.  As Collingwood points out in his Autobiography, we
do not think in simple, unprovoked propositions, but in response to
specific problems to which our theories are answers.6  To return to
Leff’s formulation of the issue, in human action there exists a “dia-
lectic between what happens in men’s minds and what happens out-
side them, between what was the case and what men took it to
be”.7

Because the historian’s primary datum is the acting individual,
contingency must be the guiding principle of his explanation.
Given a certain situation, there is never a definite course of action
that must be taken, but as many alternatives as there are actors pur-
suing different ends and as few alternatives as the nature of the
situation allows.  The context may provide a necessary cause, but it
can never be sufficient.  The individual as a responsible agent is his
own “cause” and as such is not reducible to another determining
force.

In what ways do these generalities about historical explanation
affect our discussion of nationalism?  It is because so much ana-
lysis of this ideology has been nonindividualistic and deterministic
that the foregoing clarification was necessary.  The study of an ide-
ology is surely the province of the intellectual historian, not the
social scientist.  Indeed, sociology has much to offer to the analysis
of nationalism, but it can never tell the whole story because it is
forced to remain on the level of supraindividual generalities that, as
we shall see, are never sufficient to explain that doctrine.  Only
intellectual history is able to treat nationalism as a human event —
as volitional, contingent, and hence an individual phenomenon.
Only intellectual history deals with those “causal” factors that make
nationalism what it distinctively is.  As Raymond Aron has pointed
out, to consider an event historically is to admit the possibility that
it need not have occurred and, at the very least, need not have oc-
curred at the time it did.8  Contingency is the first principle of
human events, as determinism is the first principle of physical
events.

Keeping this in mind, we can, first, look at Ernest Gellner’s treat-
ment of nationalism.  His analysis hinges on the two anthropologi-
cal concepts of structure and culture.  A society ordered on a struc-
tural basis is held together by mutually dependent roles, each
involving a different function.  The individual is completely sunk in
the “niche” into which he is born, and his behaviour follows certain
traditional and circumscribed lines.  A society held together by a
culture is based, not on the reciprocity of objective needs, but on a
perceived similarity of habits and beliefs in the community.  In con-
trast to the structured society, the cultural community is socially
mobile, the individual possessing no fixed identity and following
no fixed patterns of behaviour.  Thus, such an individual faces
problems of social communication.  In a structured society his rela-
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tions with others are predetermined by custom, and a shared lan-
guage is not necessary in order that two people understand each
other.  All they need know is each other’s role.  Hence in feudal
England a lord speaking only Norman French and a peasant speak-
ing only Anglo-Saxon could live together in cornplete mutual un-
derstanding.  When such a rigid structure breaks down, so does so-
cial communication.  A cultural identity is now needed to hold
isolated and mobile individuals together — a common language to
replace the speechless communication of a structured society.  This,
argues Gellner, is the negative reason for the nation-state.  Modern
society is a cultural community demanding a new cultural identity
to replace its lost mechanical structure (Gellner seems to have in
mind Durkheim’s distinction between “mechanical” and “organic”
solidarity).  But, as Gellner recognizes, this explanation begs the
question — Why the nation-state?  Why not some other type of
cultural unit, say one founded on a religious identity?  Gellner’s
answer is his “positive” explanation for nationalism.

Cultural unity, he argues, presupposes universal literacy, which
can only be achieved in a social unit of a certain size - a unit ca-
pable of supporting an educational system.  Hence, through sheer
utilitarian necessity, the administrative unit and the linguistic com-
munity coincide in the nation-state.  The raising of vernaculars into
languages of literacy both brings into being an expanded clerical
class and at the same time limits its horizons.  In medieval times,
the tiny clerical class could range across vast territories because
there were universal languages of literacy — Latin and Arabic.
But, paradoxically, universal literacy necessarily involves linguistic
parochialism.  Latin and Arabic have been supplantbd by a myriad
of new “national” languages raised from the vernacular.  Thus, we
have the reverse situation of that which existed in the Middle Ages
— a vastly expanded literate class of persons who cannot com-
municate beyond their political units.  Hence the need for the na-
tion-state: not only does it provide the means by which people can
become literate; it also provides the boundaries within which they
can exercise their literacy.

Gellner gives one more reason why the modern nation-state has
come into being.  Industrialism, he argues, has distributed its
benefits unevenly, and where the underprivileged strata in a mod-
ernizing society are culturally differentiated from the rest, they raise
themselves to a revolutionary consciousness by a new sense of na-
tional identity.  After a war of national self-determination, they
form themselves into a nation-state.

The first objection to this theory seems to scream from the nar-
rative.  For Gellner is giving an account of the rise of nationalities,
not nationalism.  What is the difference between the two?  Nation-
ality is an “objective” measurable datum, in the sense that it is the
fact of belonging to what is (subjectively) defined to be a nation.
Although there can be endless debate over the content of that men-
tal construct “nation”, there can be no debate over whether you are
a citizen of a nation-state: it is an objective social fact, albeit mind-
dependent.  That is the paradox of social facts, which distinguishes
them from natural “brute” facts: social facts are Janus-faced in that
they are entirely dependent on shared meanings, yet at the same
time they have a concrete existence.  One need not subscribe to the
idea of nationalism, but it is difficult today to escape citizenship in
a nation-state.  Thus, all social facts, though facts, are epiphe-
nomenal to something more fundamental that gives them their fac-
tual status.  Nationality, as a social formation, is brought into being
by certain beliefs: the fact of nationality is dependent on the ideo-
logy called nationalism.

Thus, Gellner’s analysis, by ignoring the mental activity behind
the creation of a social fact, skims over the surface of the whole
phenomenon.  Despite his stated belief that “nationalism” (by
which he appears to mean nationality) is contingent, he never
leaves the realm of general and necessary forces.  Gellner does not
successfully explain why, given the loss of structural unity, uneven
industrialization, and universal literacy, that nationalism rather than
other possible alternatives should have given expression to these
social problems.  The fact that most modern states are founded on
the principle of nationality reflects the history of an idea — nation-
alism.  It is conceivable that with the gradual collapse of the ancien
regime another unifying principle could have arisen to forge people
into new political units.  The rise of nationalism as a principle of
political organization is, therefore, wholly contingent, even if the
need for a new political unit of some sort is objective and necess-
ary.  There is no possible structuralist explanation of why, given a

certain objective situation, some people choose one course of ac-
tion, and other people choose another.  Ultimately, individual dif-
ference is a given, and in explaining a social fact we must recover
not only general qualitative and quantitative changes in society “as
a whole” but also recover the different reactions people have had to
the same circumstance.

Professor Kedourie’s work on nationalism is a striking contrast to
Gellner’s.  For here we have an account of the rise of the nation-
state via an account of the rise of nationalism as an ideology.  Ke-
dourie’s Nationalism is a history of political thought.  Its unstated
premise is “idealism”: not the epistemological theory that the world
we perceive is our own creation, but the theory of action that has as
its first principle the premise that human events can be explained
only by reference to human beliefs.

Thus, Kedourie at no time attempts to show that nationalism is
the necessary effect of a cause — unless by “cause” and “effect”
we mean “thought” and “action”.  To call an idea a cause is conten-
tious, however, given the common philosophical usage of these
terms, whereby only objective, measurable “things” can be causes,
and to dispute this would be outside the scope of this essay.9

Although Kedourie treats the rise of nationalism as the history of
an idea, his idealism, because it is idealism, still does not avoid the
pitfall of determinism, this time of a logical or conceptual variety.
It is true that he stresses that the historical relationship between
liberalism and nationalism was contingent, stemming from a per-
ceived common enemy, and not logical, stemming from a necessary
identity of ideas.  But the bulk of his analysis seems to be more of
an extrapolation of the necessary connection between, rather than
the historical sequence of, ideas.  Of course, logical and circum-
stantial connections frequently coincide in practice, but this is not
always the case, and a logical congruence should not be mistaken
for a historical sequence of events.  Take, for instance, the historical
connection between nationalism and liberalism.10  Two sorts of
idealist explanation are possible here.  First, we could argue (as Ke-
dourie, in fact, does not) that nationalists and liberals had to associ-
ate, given the natures of their respective ideologies.  But this would
be very difficult to demonstrate, and even if such an explanation
could make its point plausibly, it still could not provide a historical
explanation of what people actually did and why they did it.  How
many political alliances have been of expediency rather that ideo-
logy?  Second, we could provide an alternative argument that is no
less idealist than the first, by showing the beliefs and perceptions
that men actually held, however illogical they seem in retrospect.
For no matter how irrational an idea, as long as it is accepted, it
can still provide a powerful motive for action.  The nineteenth-cen-
tury liberals saw nationalism challenging the ancien regime, and
they immediately perceived a common cause.  In fact, as Acton
realized, nationalism and liberalism had and have nothing in com-
mon beyond a historical common enemy.  One cannot even argue
that they share a general common enemy.  The actors in history are
not omniscient; they act according to their beliefs, but these beliefs
are so often contradictory and absurd.  Naturally, it is a worthwhile
enterprise to analyse the logical connections between ideas.  In so
doing, we are grouping theories into more general archetypes, and
this can only enrich our understanding of their timeless aspect.  But
in writing the history of an ideology such as nationalism, we are
not seeking this sort of understanding.  We are not philosophers
contemplating ideas in their perfection, but historians tracing the
influence of ideas in their perversion.

Keeping these points in mind, we must ask of Kedourie’s expla-
nation: Is it really appropriate to leap from the abstract philosophy
of Kant and Fichte to the terrorism of the Balkan insurrectionists or
the twentieth-century African nationalists?  The connection is con-
ceptual rather than historical.  How many Africans are acquainted
with the problems and preoccupations of nineteenthcentury German
philosophy?  The history of German nationalism is a different story.
Most German intellectuals would have been familiar at least with
the rudiments of the philosophies of Kant and Fichte, and no doubt
— but through no inexorable necessity — these philosophies made
their impact on the actions of the German nationalists.  This is not
to say that a conceptual identification of, for instance, Middle-East-
ern terrorism and German thought in terms of a zeitgeist or wel-
tanschauung is not valuable.  Indeed, I believe it to be of primary
importance.  But the historical sequence of events may not follow
conceptual necessity.
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Thus, Kedourie’s account suffers not only from “conceptual deter-
minism” but from considering German nationalism as the historical
mainspring of all nationalisms.  The ideological identity may be
there — indeed, German nationalism may be justifiably understood
as the ideal type of nationalism as such — but the historical se-
quence of events is far more tenuous.  Kedourie’s idealism is too
rarefied to present a historical account: it lacks that close analysis
of actual motivation (apart from his general theory about alienated
intellectuals) that would place ideas in the context of concrete
human situations — Leff’s “dialectic” between mind and circum-
stance.  This dialectic poses a specific question to the actor, to be
answered by a theory, specific or general.  (I disagree with Colling-
wood’s statement that a specific question demands an equally spe-
cific answer, a position taken up by Quentin Skinner in his essay
“Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas”.11  There is,
to my mind, no reason why we cannot derive from particulars valid
general propositions rather than — as Skinner believes — mere il-
lusions of universality.)  Drawing from both Leff and Coffingwood,
we can see that concrete circumstances intimate the questions that
the mind answers and, as I have already stressed, the mind in turn
re-creates the human aspects of these circumstances.  In discussing
the rise of nationalism as an ideology, we cannot afford to ignore
the specific problems and questions to which nationalism provided
an answer.  To elucidate philosophical problems such as that of
self-identity, is not enough for intellectual history.  Such problems
are expressed in the form of simple propositions, not as a dialectic
of question and answer in which the question is not an abstract
proposition (as in the Socratic question, What is the nature of ...?)
but a concrete situation.

For example, the immediate concrete problem facing nineteenth-
century thinkers could have been as follows: To what or whom do I
owe allegiance and obligation now that the ancien regime has
proved itself incapable of commanding authority?  This specific
question could then have been expanded into a general philosophi-
cal problem, to which thinkers like Kant and Fichte tried to provide
an answer: What is the nature of self-identity?  Here the relevance
of philosophy is not lost, but the contemplation of abstractions is
made part of the individual’s interaction with the world.  The voca-
bulary of the argument might belong to traditional philosophical
problems, but the impetus to deal with these questions must come
from, in Marx’s terminology, the human “life process”.  It is per-
haps because Kedouric is a conservative that he prefers to minimise
the reciprocal relationship between thought and action.

An intellectual historian who provides a genuinely historicai ac-
count of a nationalism is J. R. Levenson.  In his treatment of the
history of an idea, Levenson shows how contemporary problems
might be expressed in abstract terms, whilst their inspiration lies in
the concrete social life of the times.  Thus, the pervasive tradition-
alism of all schools of Chinese philosophy prior to the nineteenth
century parallels the stability ot unnese society: tile lack of social
change limited the scope of intellectual alternatives by presenting a
circumscribed range of problems.  There is no smoke without fire;
likewise, at a certain level of specificity ideas provide answers to
problems thrown up by particular circumstances.  (I am not, of
course, arguing that ideas have no universal application and validity
but are rooted in time and place.  A range of specific problems can
be encompassed by a single abstract theory: indeed, the worth of a
theory lies in its “timelessness” — its ability to deal successfully
with the various problems of different ages and cultures and, more-
over, to unite them into a single framework and perspective.
Rather, I am arguing that particular ideas are generated by the
“human condition” and would not take on their peculiar characters
if that condition were other than what it is or had evolved in a
different direction.  For instance, the theory of libertarianism would
not exist in a world without any form of coercion or the possibility
of coercion; more specifically, it could not exist without man’s ex-
perience over thousands of years, of each individual abuse, injus-
tice, and misery caused by collectivism and statism in all their his-
torical forms.)  According to Levenson, genuine intellectual
radicalism only arose when a break in continuity faced the Chinese
way of life.  With social upheaval, disputes over orthodoxy gave
way to fundamental dispute between traditionalists and modernists.

Levenson’s study of Chinese nationalism fits into this story of
continuity and change in Chinese history.  His aim is to portray the
interaction between intellectual change and changes in the Chinese
way of life, thus showing how new circumstances posed new intel-

lectual alternatives — alternatives whose nature transformed the
meaning of the answers that traditional philosophy had provided.  It
was a case of new wine in old bottles.  The “vocabulary” remained
the same, but the “language”, the significance to the actors, was
transformed.  An idea considered as an answer rather than as a
proposition will be understood in terms of its relation to events.  As
a proposition, it will remain a static self-identity without a history,
extracted from the dialogue in which it belongs.

The virtue of Levenson’s account lies in the way he relates intel-
lectual change to social change, without falling into a determinism,
a “sociology of knowledge”.  For Levenson, thought is not epiphe-
nomenal to some reified social force, in which individuals do not
act but merely react, but part of a reciprocal relationship between
thought and positive action, between man and his world.  We are
reminded here of Leff’s comment that all acts, even the most
passive, are preceded by a volition, and also of Ludwig von Mises’s
incisive words in Theory and History:

to do nothing and to be idle are also action, they too determine
the course of events.  Wherever the conditions of human inter-
ference are present, man acts whether he interferes or refrains
from interfering.  He who endures what he could change acts
no less than he who interferes in order to attain another result.
...  Action is not only doing but no less omitting to do what
possibly could be done.12

Ultimately, argues Levenson, all human phenomena are dependent
on the conscious will, and thus even “the blind plodding in the
footsteps of the past” is an answer to the eternal question “true or
faIse?”13  The existence of doubt is the precondition for any asser-
tion.  Thus, thinking is not only part of a "dialectic" with the exter-
nal world but also a dialogue between alternative ways of viewing
that world.  Here we have both contextualism and contingency:
contextualism without determinism and contingency without ex-
cessive abstraction.  And, as we have already seen, the circle is
closed by understanding intellectual alternatives as inspired by hap-
penings in “real life”.  The dialectic and the dialogue are two as-
pects of the same thought-circumstance relationship.  In this way
Levenson’s “idealism” avoids excessive abstraction.  In his own
words, he is concerned, not with “thought” in the abstract, but with
the process of “men thinking” in relation to the world.

Levenson’s account of Chinese nationalism follows three main
themes: the changing social world, the changing intellectual prob-
lems, and the continuity with the past of the vocabulary in which
new answers to these problems were couched.

The nineteenth century was an apocalyptic time for China.  West-
ern science and technology confronted traditional Chinese culture,
with its conservative respect for textual learning and the wisdom of
the ancients.  This was the situation that provided the climate for
nineteenth-century Chinese philosophy.  It raised an intellectual
problem that never before had faced the Chinese.  Before the nine-
teenth century, philosophical dispute was largely over which school
was “true” to the ancient learning.  But with the intrusion of West-
ern civilization, generating an awareness of a viable world outside
Chinese culture, the intellectual alternatives changed.  The Chinese
intellectual was now faced, not with various interpretations of the
classical texts, but with Chinese culture as a whole contrasted with
the Western way of life.  This, then, was the problem — a new set
of alternatives that annihilated the relevance of the old disputes be-
tween the various schools.  The Chinese intellectual in the nine-
teenth century, argues Levenson, was torn between an emotional
attachment to Chinese culture and an appreciation of the utility of
Western technology.

Nationalism was one answer to this problem, an answer that, ac-
cording to Levenson, effected a complete break with the past — a
break, that is, in the continuity of the Chinese outlook, but not in
the vocabulary used.  The nationalist argument was couched in
terms handed down from antiquity.  It was an example of what
Levenson calls “transformation-with-preservation”.14  Although the
outlook had changed, the conceptual framework remained the same:

And that is how the old order changed, with an old cloak for
the new content, the antiquity of the alternatives covering the
newness of the choice. ... Chinese tradition was challenged; but
the logic of the battle was a rigorous logic in the traditional
Chinese terms.15

The nationalist answer to China’s problems thus cannot be under-
stood without reference to traditional Chinese philosophy.
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Traditional attachment to China had been oriented toward things
Chinese — to culture.  This attitude is expressed in the traditional
Chinese term for their country: t’ien-hsia, meaning “the world”,
i.e., the world of Chinese culture and values.  The traditional con-
trast to t’ien-hsia was kuo, which meant, simply, a local political
unit among other such political units.  T’ien-hsia was the regime of
value and hence universal in scope (accordingly, Confucian China
was “the world”), whilst kuo was the regime of power, whose
“value” was only relative to the brute force of other such kuo.

Having stated this traditional dichotomy, Levenson proceeds to
describe the process of metamorphosis by which it was possible for
these ideas to emerge into the nineteenth century and meet the new
problems facing Chinese philosophy.  One such change was the as-
sociation of kuo with free inquiry.  The regime of value, t’ien-hsia,
was based on the absolutism of certain virtues — an absolutism
that, it was believed, was not maintained by brute force but by a
spontaneous social order.  This is why kuo represented both skepti-
cism and the regime of power.  For, to the Confucian mind, in a
community where disbelief was rife, only force could provide so-
cial order.  Thus in the concept of kuo, free inquiry was equated
with servility.

By the nineteenth century, Chinese intellectuals were still con-
cerned with the traditional Chinese preoccupation with keeping
China, as a distinct entity, intact.  In the past this had been achieved
by stressing the eternal value of Chinese culture.  But now, con-
fronted by Western technology, many intellectuals began to doubt
the value of China as t‘ien-hsia.  So how could they accept Western
culture without rejecting China?  The answer was nationalism.
Forget China’s identity as a culture, the nationalists argued; in fu-
ture China must preserve herself as a kuo — as a political power
amongst other political powers, her superiority residing in her
strength, not in her virtues.  The fact that kuo had come to be asso-
ciated with free inquiry smoothed the path to transformation.  For
now values were irrelevant to Chinese identity, and a person could
be loyal to China without being a good Confucian.  All that was
required was a commitment to China’s status as a nation-state.  She
was no longer to be “the world”, but a competitor in the world.

From this discussion of the work of Gellner, Kedourie, and
Levenson, we can now derive some guidelines for the future study
of such ideologies as nationalism.  Gellner gives an account of the
rise of the nation-state without discussing nationalism as an ideo-
logy; in other words, he attempts to explain a social fact without
reference to the beliefs from which all such facts derive their exist-
ence.  Kedourie discusses the development of nationalist ideas but
omits the close analysis of the social and economic background —
for example, the means employed in a society for accumulating
wealth, “classes”, their interests, aims, motivations, and mores —
which would provide a (praxeologically) intelligible context against
which the ideology could be viewed.  Man always acts to achieve
ends — his ideas and beliefs are not conceived in a vacuum but
serve a purpose, whether material or “spiritual”.  We can under-
stand an ideology, therefore, only in terms of what it is designed to
achieve, and this information can only be provided by a study of
the specific circumstances that accompanied the development of
that ideology.  Mises has pointed out that man acts only because he
experiences a feeling of unease.16  This dissatisfaction is experi-
enced, as we have seen, as a problem (frequently expressed in ab-
stract terms), and an ideology is an attempt to solve that problem
via a “plan of action”.  An ideology should be understood, there-
fore, not as an abstract proposition, but as a plan of action in re-
sponse to a situation that is perceived by some members of society
to be, in some respect, unsatisfactory.17  In Levenson’s account of
nationalism we can see the dialectic between thought and the world
at work.  The nature of traditional Chinese alternatives changes
with the problems it faces.  The result is an answer, nationalism,
that employs old dichotomies to articulate new solutions: “plus ça
change, plus c’est la même chose.”  Here we have an authentic his-
tory of an idea that is “idealist” without being abstract and is con-
textual without being determinist.  Contingency is the hallmark of
the development of Chinese nationalism as Levenson describes it.
It is the history of individuals reflecting on, and judging, the situ-
ations that confront them; a history of individuals moulding tradi-
tional terms to fit their own frame of reference, rather than pas-
sively receiving them;18 it is a history, not of supra-individual
forces, as in Gellner, nor of abstract ideas, as in Kedourie, but of
human action.
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