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Chapter 8 – Political Geography

Let’s clear This Up…Nations, States, Nation-States, and others… (Excerpts taken from Human Geography: People, Place, and Culture, 9th edition)

States: Political geographers use ‘state’ and ‘country’ interchangeably (often preferring ‘state’).  State is a legal term in international law, and international community has some agreement about what it means. It is internationally recognized, has borders, and economy, citizenship, and provides services for citizens such as education, medical services, and others.

Nations: Nation is a culturally defined term, and few people agree as to what exactly it means…we define nation as a group of people who think of themselves as one based on a sense of shared culture and history, and who seek some degree of political-territorial autonomy.  This idea encompasses different kinds of culturally defined nations…People in a nation tend to look to their past and think, “we have been through much together”, and when they look to their future they often think, “whatever happens we will go through it together”. Remember Benedict Anderson’s term of “imagined political communities”

Nation-States: Literally, a nation-state is a politically organized area in which nation and state occupy the same space. Few (if any) states are pure nation-states, but the idea behind it is important. The nation-state model is European in nature, dating back to the French Revolution that sought control by an imagined cultural-historical community rather than a monarchy or colonizer.  The problem associated with this is that it assumes the presence of reasonably well defined, stable nations living contiguously within discrete territories.  Very few places in the world come close to this definition.  This concept is associated with the rise of nationalism.  (SEE EXAMPLES ON SEPARATE HANDOUT ON WEBSITE)

The sense of belonging to a nation rarely meshes perfectly with state borders. The lack of fit creates complications such as…

Multinational States: a state with more than one nation inside its borders.  The former Yugoslavia never achieved a strong sense of Yugoslav nationhood – millions who were technically Yugoslav citizens identified as Slovenes, Croats, Serbs, or members of other nations and/or ethnic groups.  This led to Balkanization – the collapse of the state.

Multistate Nation: when a nation stretches across borders and across states. For example, the territory of Transylvania is currently in the middle of the state of Romania, but it has not always been that way. For 2 centuries, Hungary’s borders stretched far enough east to incorporate Transylvania into the state of Hungary. Today the region is populated by Hungarians and Romanians, both states claiming a desire and right to control the territory. 

Stateless nations: nations that do not have a state. The Palestinians and Kurds are the best examples. Well over half of the approximately 8 million Palestinians in the world occupy parts of the states of Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, and others. Other examples: Basques in northern Spain and southwestern France, Hmong (pronounced ‘mung’) in Laos, Vietnam, Thailand, and southern China, Gypsies (Roma or Romani) in Eastern Europe, Tibetans, Tamils, and Chechens in Russia. 
