
The history of the different western nation-states, however, one marked by diversity and 
particularities, but also by shared traits, is not easy to trace. As Gellner has indicated, 
nations, like states, are not a universal necessity. Neither nations nor states exist at all times 
and under all circumstances. The idea of the state arose without a total dependence on the 
nation, while some nations, conversely, have emerged without the blessings of their 
respective states.   This is especially true of Europe’s longest-standing nation-states, which 
boast centuries of history on their own. When we talk about today's “globalization” it is 
essential that we have, logically, an international idea of how and why our own particular 
national trajectories have converged. 
 
One needs, therefore, to appreciate that, as westerners, the bedrock of our culture is the 
Roman Empire, defined by its audacious aspirations to universalism and coherent 
codification, later sustained thanks to the Papacy and medieval emperors who harked back 
to Rome for both inspiration and guidance. The Roman model was destroyed by Germanic 
invasions in the early 5th century and supplanted by a patchwork of ethnically and tribally 
based kingdoms across Europe whose diversity contrasted starkly with the Roman 
universalism which had preceded them. A central empire had given way to a whole set of 
nations, whose identities took firmer shape and whose power was consolidated by the 
territorial monarchies of the Late Middle Ages. These nations ultimately evolved into the 
powerful absolute monarchies of the 16th and 17th centuries. The nation-state model of 
political organization proliferated and flourished after the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, 
reaching its zenith in the second half of the 19th century during the golden age of 
colonialism. During the first half of the 20th century national competition and jockeying 
for power would drag the states of Europe into two massive wars, which left the West 
utterly dazed and devastated. This era saw the rise of a new western superpower, the 
United States, whose burgeoning might was due precisely to its successful forging of a 
“nation of states” - though it had paid a heavy price to establish its indivisibility in the form 
of its brutal Civil War.  All of this helps us to understand why Europe, which found itself 
in ruins in 1945, had no choice but to unite, even if it was reluctantly. Europeans had no 
choice if they hoped to survive and continue to play an important role in the world. 


