At the end of the 19" century, the discourse of nationalism
helped shape identities and movements not only in Europe but
throughout the world. At the same time, it informed the very way in
which society came to be conceptualized as the basic unit of analysis in
the social sciences. Bounded, discrete, internally integrated societies
(and cultures) were understood on the model of nation-states, reflecting
nationalist rhetoric as well as institution-building in both Europe and
colonies. In social science and politics alike, nations also provided the
idea of progress with one of its primary subjects. Along with classes
and individuals, nations figured as both the agents and the beneficiaries
of potential progress. Progress was assessed by measuring the strength,
freedom, or material well-being of nations. Yet, though the idea of
nation was implicitly basic to the social science that gained

1 An earlier version of this paper was presented as the Harold W. Beers Lecture
University of Kentucky, 1997.



