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The Reproduction of Nationalism:
The Angel of History in Benedict Anderson's Work

Takahito Niikura

Studies of nationalism often pre-frame a phenomenon using the concept of nationalism
itself, and in doing so reproduce national narratives. I call this "the reproduction of national-
ism". Previous research has considered it as a pitfall in the theory of nationalism. My
research, however, reformulates this difficulty as a vantage point from which the theory of
nationalism can be reconstituted.

Initially, I will delineate reasons behind "the reproduction of nationalism" as put forth in
previous work on nationalism. It reveals that "the reproduction of nationalism" is the problem
of observation and description. Most studies have been perplexed with the definition of
nationalism itself. To avoid this difficulty, some researchers attempt to treat nationalism as
a 'discursive formation', to signify that people throughout the world frame their reality in
terms of nationalism. Yet this formulation of nationalism as a discourse leads to the degra-
dation of nationalism as a theoretical object. If nationalism is constructed through narration,
1t becomes no different from any other social phenomena. To treat nationalism as a social
construction cannot explain its vast influence. To avoid this degradation I focus on temporal-
ity as the inherent domain of nationalism. This follows Benedict Anderson's argument that
"the reproduction of nationalism" is closely connected with continuous temporality. From this
standpoint of temporality I would like to consider the significance of "the angel of history,"
originally used by Walter Benjamin and cited by Anderson. I rethink this figure focusing on
the aspect of observation and description and formulate the temporality of description
through the examination of Bhabha's analysis of the narration of nationalism. In addition, I
examine Anderson's historical studies of Indonesia and the Philippine as an exemplar of
observation and description.

The contribution of this paper consists of two points. First of all, this paper will provide

a new perspective for studies on nationalism by embedding observation and description into

Graduate school of Interdisciplinary Information Studies, The University of Tokyo
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the theory of nationalism. This will help us to avoid the difficulties of "the reproduction of
nationalism." This paper will also clarify Benedict Anderson's philosophy of history, which

has rarely been studied.
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