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Abstract The article revisits the main theoretical debate in the field of nationalism 
studies between Modernists and Primordialists. Modernists claim that nations are the product 
of the modern historical period (and especially the associated rise of capitalism and liberal 
values in the 18th century Europe) but are presented as ancient by nationalists.  Primordialists 
see them as an integral part of human history with ancient roots. Ethnosymbolists attempt to 
bridge the two extremes of thought by suggesting that, while shaped as we know them during 
modernity, nations were formed around pre-existing ethnic cores. 

This article addresses the case of the Spanish national identity by analyzing historiographical 
literature and presenting findings that support the ethnosymbolist position. The analysis reveals 
a basis for an argument that what is understood today as the historical Spanish national 
identity was born not only before late modernity (18-19th centuries), namely in the early 
modernity (15-16th centuries), but in pre-modern times, namely in the 12-13th centuries or in the 
late Middle Ages. Furthermore, this collective identity was built on top of an ethnic core, which 
started forming in the 6th century or the late Antiquity. The article also finds evidence of both 
ethnic and civic elements of proto-national consciousness in Spain in pre-modern and even 
Antique times thus further weakening the Modernist thesis, which deems the ethnic/civic tension 
within the nation also a product of modernity and the associated rise of liberal ideology. 

In this traditional or historic sense, Spain may have been the oldest “historical nation” but not at 
all the first modern political nation. 

                     S. Payne, “Spain: A Unique History”

Introduction

The dominant Modernist school of nationalism scholarship claims that nations are modern 
but are presented as ancient by nationalists (Anderson: 5). Leading Modernist accounts by 
Benedict Anderson and Ernest Gellner link the rise of nationalism to the rise of modernity 
and, especially, liberal ideology and modern capitalism, be it print capitalism in the case of 
Anderson or industrialization in the case of Gellner. Modernity as a historical period is 
usually dated from the 16th century onward, the first two of its centuries seen as early 
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modernity when people “hardly know what has hit them” (Berman: 16–17). Modernists 
emphasize the late modernity of the 18-19th centuries when capitalist economic relations 
and liberal political thought reached their heights. 

While in political science modernity is firmly associated with nationalism (Lachmann: 205) 
and the rise of the nation-state, modernity has had overreaching implications for all aspects 
of social and individual life and is still poorly understood (Tabachnik: 3). There is no doubt, 
however, that “something” major happened in the middle of the second millennium in 
Europe (Lachmann: 1). This “something” changed the course of the world’s history, and, 
therefore, historians see modernity as a historical period.

This article will add to the minority of the voices claiming that the roots of nationalism 
predate modernity. This school of thought is comprised of primordialists as well as 
perennialists and ethnosymbolists associated with them. Primordialists such as Cliford 
Geertz claim that the nation as a collective identity is a natural part of the human condition 
and has been present throughout history. Anthony Smith bridges the two opposing poles of 
thought by suggesting that while today’s nations may have been constructed during the 
modern times in Europe, they were, in fact, reconstructed out of existing ethnic cores that go 
back in history. 

Modern nations, therefore, have ethnic antecedents. Smith’s position, usually called 
ethnosymbolist, is close to the perennialist school, which claims that over the course of most 
of human history there have been expressions of collective identity that should be 
considered national (Ballester-Rodríguez: 22). Ethnosymbolists and perennialists are usually 
grouped with primordialists, although Smith’s proposal is unique in its potential to reconcile 
the overall debate. Furthermore, Smith suggests that the concept of a nation is a blend of 
ethnic (based on the ideas of common origin and descent and manifested in a common 
culture) and civic (territorial and also political, educational and economic) elements (Smith: 
113). This article’s argument is in line with Smith’s, but it also suggests that such blend is also 
pre-modern.

1. The Birth of Spanish National Consciousness

In the case of Spain, historians commonly accept that the Spanish nation came into 
existence as a result of the Independence War of 1808 against the Napoleonic invasion 
(Ballester-Rodríguez: 25). Recent work of Ballester-Rodríguez, however, places its rise in early 
modernity (mid-1550s to mid-1650s). I will review his argument as well as consider other 
accounts that suggest that Spanish national consciousness may be even older than the 
period that he suggests. 

Starting with a historiographical overview of the existence of a proto-nation and proto-
national consciousness in pre-modern and early modern Spain (from the age of Roman 
Hispania to the 17th century AD), I will seek to validate Smith’s thesis on the ethnic and civic 
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tension in nationalism—but not during modernity, as it is commonly done, but as taking 
place during the period under consideration mentioned above. Finding the elements of 
ethnic and civic national consciousness during this period would not only validate Smith’s 
thesis but also reject the Modernist one.

In particular, the literature I rely on places the birth of a stable Spanish collective identity, 
resembling that of the Spanish national identity of today, in the 12-13th centuries AD, shortly 
before the birth of the English and French ones. This article also confirms that a proto-
Spanish identity existed already in the Roman Empire, and as some hold, the case of the 
Spanish identity is not exceptional in this sense as many other groups displayed proto-
national identities or conscious self-perceptions in the Roman period despite the prevalent 
academic paradigm (Ten Dam: 2013). 

The birth of what Smith calls an “ethnic core” in Spain can be actually tracked to the 6th 
century AD when the ban on ethnic intermarriage between Romans and Visigoths was lifted. 
During the 13th and 14th centuries AD the Catholic aspect of the aforementioned medieval 
Spanish identity singled out Jews and Muslims as “the other”, giving birth to religious and 
then ethnic anti-Semitism. The latter has survived to this day, despite a civic and ethnically-
blind religious discourse that placed Spain as the chosen land to bring Christianity and 
civilization to the rest of the world. 

Centered even more on Christianity in the face of the Arab expansion, this medieval Spanish 
identity then further merged with that of Castile in the aftermath of its union with Aragon in 
1479. Spanish ethnocentricism continued in the colonies where Indians and people of mixed 
ethnic and racial background were relegated to underclasses. 

At the same time, elements of the civic understanding of collective identity survived from 
the Roman times: anyone could join a Castilian community as long as his or her intention 
was genuine, people were allowed to settle in the New World based on birth on the territory 
of the Iberian Peninsular and not because of being anyone’s descendent. Based on this 
analysis, a case may be made, therefore, for the existence of a Spanish proto-national identity 
with both ethnic and civic elements, usually associated with modern nationalisms, in pre-
modern times and even as early as late Antiquity.

A. Early vs. Late Modernity

The Modernist thesis limits itself by insisting on a strictly political understanding of the 
nation as a sovereign expression of the collective will of the people (Ballester-Rodríguez: 13) 
and the demand to have its own state. Gellner famously defines nationalism as “primarily a 
political principle, which holds that the political and the national unit should be 
congruent” (Gellner: 1). Not only is his vision of nationalism political but it also connects 
political power to a sense of belonging to the nation, a cultural entity reinforced by political 
will (Gellner: 52). This concept of the nation may indeed be the creation of later modernity 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.4 No.1 Spring 2016 

37



as the Modernist school claims. But if we relax this definition by removing the insistence on 
the supposed existence of a political expression, we will observe that in its pre-political 
meaning the nation existed well before modernity and is close to the ethnic definition the 
nation offered in the Biblical account where it refers to “a group of people connected by 
history, culture and/or religion” (Ballester-Rodríguez: 52). 

Other scholars trying to bridge the Modernist and Primordialist theses, have concluded that 
pre-modern national identity is, in fact, ethnic national identity (Cărăuş: 19). It describes the 
nation understood in ethnic terms. However, the case of Spain confirms that both ethnic and 
civic elements of proto-national identity were present before the modern historical period in 
Europe.  

In particular, historians generally agree that by the 18th century, the concept of nation was 
already widely used in Spanish as it was in other European languages in both of its ethnic 
and civic meanings as “a line of descent related by blood” and “a collection of inhabitants of 
a territory” (Lomnitz: 8). The civic concept of the nation in Spain has been traced at least to 
the beginning of the 17th century (Quijada: 12). The overwhelmingly more frequent ethnic 
concept of the Spanish nation goes back to the to a dictionary published as early as 1490 
(Ballester-Rodríguez: 47; Quijada: 20). 

Even if earlier accounts have fewer historical documents to rely on, it is evident that by the 
1550s, the concept of the Spanish nation was already in wide use (Ballester-Rodríguez: 16). In 
most cases, it reflected the Biblical usage of the Latin natio (see the reference above), 
oftentimes with its own politico-territorial expression as in the case of the Israeli nation 
(Ballester-Rodríguez: 52). 

Going beyond definitions, Ballester-Rodríguez in his work La identidad española en la Edad 
Moderna (1556-1665) argues that the Spanish nation already existed in the people’s collective 
consciousness at that time alongside other existing national identities such as Portuguese or 
Catalan ones (Ballester-Rodríguez: 39). Other authors add that the early modern period 
made Spain as we know it and “many Spaniards are still living in it” (Kamen: ix). However, 
other authors have suggested that the origin of Spanish national consciousness lies in earlier 
periods. I call this consciousness proto-national in the rest of the article.

B. The Middle Ages

Furthermore, Ballester-Rodríguez claims that Spanish national consciousness in its historical 
but not political meaning existed in the Middle Ages (Ballester-Rodríguez: 81). Other 
accounts confirm that in the Middle Ages “people already spoke of ‘Spain’ ” even if politically 
it did not yet exist (Kamen: 14). Certain Spanish historians have timed the rise of the 
collective identity of ‘Spanishness’ to the 13th century AD, shortly before than that of 
‘Englishness’ and ‘Frenchness’. Popular histories and legends of that time already used these 
concepts. Such accounts support a suggested framework that places the initial formation of 
proto-national consciousness in Europe to the period between the 11th and 17th centuries 
(Fusi Aizpurúa: 40–41). 
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It seems logical that the Christian Iberian kingdoms developed a Hispanic identity due to 
their resistance to the Arab invasion. This is a unique feature of the Spanish national identity 
that may have forced it into an earlier consolidation than those of other European nations, a 
historical development that many recognize (Kamen: 33; Payne: 105). Another aspect 
contributing to the early consolidation of collective identities of Castile-Leon, Catalonia, 
Aragon, and Portugal into one shared a collective identity, is the fact that they all represented 
Christians geographically separated by the Pyrenees from the rest of the Christian world. 

In the process, Castile became the leading kingdom in the Holy War against the Moorish 
kingdom of Al-Andalus due to its territorial expansion especially after the victory of Navas de 
Tolosa of 1212 AD. As a consequence of Castile’s rise, its leaders nurtured a project of pan-
Hispanic unity. The project became a political priority in Castile already by the 13th century 
(Ballester-Rodríguez: 109). The union of Castile and Aragon in 1479 made this vision reality. 

In the aftermath of this union and the leading economic role of Castile in it, the notion of 
Castile and that of Spain merged as Castile “hijacked Spain’s identity”. This process was later 
solidified by Castile’s imperial enterprise in the Americas where Castile and Spain were 
“perceived as identical” (Kamen: 18). Castilian-based chroniclers and writers started referring 
to ‘Spain’ when they really meant ‘Castile’ and their language as ‘Spanish’ as opposed to 
‘Castilian’ (Ibid: 17). With Castile’s ascent its language quickly became an international 
language understood in other parts of Europe. A book claimed in 1544 that it was understood 
in “most Christian nations” (Ibid: 151).

Accordingly, it has been suggested that between the 12th and the 16th centuries we can 
observe a gradual rise of the sense of Spain as a nation unified by the “monarchy, institutions, 
religion, wars, language and culture” (Fusi-Aizpurúa: 45–46). Even if legally “Spain” did not 
yet exist then, just like “Germany”, it was a “convenient way to refer to the shared experiences 
of those who lived in the territories” of the Iberian kingdoms (Kamen: 11).

Spain therefore “existed as a ‘nation’ long before it existed as a state, because there were 
enough people, both at an elite and at a popular level, who shared the feeling that they 
belonged to something called Spain” (Kamen: 16). Even the political understanding of the 
Spanish nation has been dated to pre-modern times: some claim that it was 1474, the 
effective year of union of Castile and Aragon, and not 1808, which saw the birth of the 
Spanish nation in a political sense. This would make Spain the “oldest nation in the 
world” (Ibid: 33).

C. Antiquity to Late Antiquity

There is also evidence that proto-national elements already existed in what we today know 
as Spain even in Antiquity and Late Antiquity, both before and after the fall of Rome. 
Hispania, while being officially just a politico-territorial administrative unit of Rome, 
arguably developed its own collective identity. Numerous Roman accounts speak of the 
‘Spanishness’ of such well-known Romans as Seneca, Emperors Adrian, Trajan and 
Theodosius. This stable identity contributed to what was later seen as the Romanization of 
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the invaders. After the fall of Rome, for example, Hispania was one of the few places that 
were able to recover their Roman names due to the predominance of Roman (read Spanish 
Roman) culture over the Visigoth one. The name of Gothia given by the invaders to the 
territory of Spain, was eventually lost (Ballester-Rodríguez: 85–86). 

There are further accounts that Gothic Spain displayed a collective identity as it merged its 
Roman and Visigoth populations by the 6th-7th centuries when the ban on the 
intermarriages between the two groups was lifted. From the 7th century on, Gothic Spain 
exhibited “one language, one faith and one sovereign” (Iñigo-Fernández: 85). 

By the encounter with the Arab world, Gothic Spain’s collective identity was in sharp 
contrast with the later Arab Spain, which remained a mere geographic division with no 
collective identity of its own (Ballester-Rodríguez: 91). Similarly, Stanley Payne describes a 
“Spanish idea” that “underwent an extensive historical evolution and transformation from 
the sixth and seventh centuries”; the evolution lasted over a millennium but the core was the 
sense of a historic mission (Payne: 78). 

One may, therefore, argue that a proto-Spanish collective identity started developing during 
the Roman times and became further defined in the fusion with the Visigoth culture aided 
by the homogenizing role of Christianity. Such an identity was necessary in order to face the 
immediate task of resisting the clear “other”—the Muslim invaders that disembarked on 
Spain’s shores in 711 AD. If one accepts the proposition that a Spanish proto-nation existed as 
far back as Antiquity, it is useful to analyze it for ethnic and civic elements in order 
strengthen the thesis that the Spanish nation had indeed pre-modern antecedents. 

2. Elements of Ethnic Nationalism

Political participation in a pre-modern community was usually linked to loyalty to a tribal 
chief, a feudal lord or an absolutist monarch. The bond to an abstract entity of the state 
appears first in Ancient Greece, a rather recent development in world history (Heater: 4). A 
tribe or a clan was originally lead by a military hero and based the community around his 
relatives and associates (Riesenberg: 6). The ethnic concept of the collective identity or the 
nation may be assumed to be older than the civic one. 

The case of Spain is no exception: the original idea of the nation in Spain was that of lineage 
and descent (Lomnitz: 9). The ethnic collective understanding was by no means egalitarian: 
the horizontal ties of equality of belonging to the same ethnic community were supplanted 
by “vertical ties of loyalty” such as the ones between a master and a servant as well as by sex 
and age hierarchies subordinating women to men and children to adults (Ibid: 9–10).

A. The Catholic Kingdom

Historians testify to the initial legal separation between Germanic Visigoths and Hispano-
Romans based along ethnic lines in the aftermath of the fall of the Western Roman Empire. 
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The ban on ethnic intermarriage was finally lifted in the 6th century AD—the 4th Council of 
Toledo already referred to the whole of the population as the same gens in 633 AD (Payne: 
48). The original ethnic separation of the two populations had all but disappeared by that 
time. 

Catholic religion played a major role in the establishment of a new ethnic understanding of 
the nation in Spain. Recent research tracks the origins of the ethnic understanding of 
belonging to the Castilian anxiety over Jewish converts, which led to the idea that “blood was 
a vehicle through which all sorts of characteristics and religious proclivities were 
transmitted” (Martínez: 26). 

It has been even suggested that anti-Semitism emerged for the first time in history in Castile, 
where violence against Jews arose in the 13th and 14th centuries as well as in the rest of 
Europe accompanied by the Jew’s “demonization in Christian popular mythology” (Martínez: 
27). The context was that of a transition to a monetary economy and the devastation by the 
“Black Death” bubonic plague. Violence against Jews led to mass conversions among the 
former to Christianity. The Church first reacted favorably despite a popular mistrust of the 
converts deemed insincere. Later on, the popular distrust was paralleled by that of the 
Church itself: the Spanish Inquisition was founded precisely on the task to identify “secret 
Jews”, which later extended to the descendants of Muslims (Ibid: 1). 

Importantly, if before Jews were treated as just followers of a different faith, a racialist idea 
arose that Jewishness was “transmitted in the blood” similar to reproduction in the natural 
world such as horse breeding (Martínez: 27). While the precise reasons for this dramatic shift 
in attitudes toward converted Jews is not clear, this could be seen as the birth of anti-
Semitism in the West, as we know it. 

From religious, anti-Semitism became ethnic, which explains the continuous intolerance 
toward converts. While racism existed previously and could have been adopted from 
interactions with Muslims who treated white slaves as privileged over black slaves already in 
the Early Middle Ages (Sweet: 145), ethnic discrimination divorced from phenotype was new. 
Moreover, religious and ethnic identities became intertwined. 

Consequently, over the course of the 15th century there were a number of decrees protecting 
limpieza de sangre, or purity of the blood. The crystallization of this process of legal 
discrimination occurred in 1492 and 1502 when unconverted Jews and then Muslims were 
expelled from Spain. The proto-nation, which had been multicultural and multi-religious 
prior to the 13th-14th centuries, made steps in the direction of ethnocultural 
homogenization. 

Even before these developments, though, both Jews and Muslims saw themselves as a 
“distinct socio-cultural group, based not on territory or government, because they had 
neither, but on religion and place of origin” (Kamen: 14). The expulsions permitted Pope 
Alexander VI (originally from Valencia himself) to bestow on Fernando and Isabel the title of 
“Catholic monarchs” to the detriment of the French kings who previously were titled “more 
Christian”, “very Christian” and “most Christian” (Álvarez-Junco: 43). 
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The converts, named “the new Christians” were under the constant vigilant eye of the 
Inquisition. The notion of limpieza de sangre gave the then proto-national idea even a 
heavier ethnic slant: the “Old Christians” only could hold high office and they were thought 
as a “community of blood” (Lomnitz: 16). 

This process of annihilation of converts and their descendants i.e. effective ethnic cleansing 
reached its apogee by the end of the 16th century, with strict procedures of permitting the 
access to privileged posts and bodies only after presenting proof of descent from numerous 
generations of baptized Christians. Ironically, thanks to massive falsification of such 
documents, not only religious minorities but also their descendants evaporated from the 
population registries and the process of ethnic cleansing was completed by the middle of the 
17th century (Álvarez-Junco: 43). While on the surface Spanish nationalism on the outside 
focused on combatting Lutherans, Ottoman Turks and other foes of the true faith, on the 
inside the ethnoreligious national homogenization ruled supreme. 

 

B. The Colonies

The Spanish colonial concept of the nation was also predominantly ethnic and based on the 
notion of race (Lomnitz: 41). By 1492, the Spanish society was already “obsessed” with the 
idea of the purity of blood (Martínez: 1). The notion of blood as “biological paternity and 
maternity” was extended to indicate an individual’s honor and reliability and became the 
basis for Spain’s concept of nation as “a people that emanated from the same 
blood” (Lomnitz: 43).

In Spanish America, the original ideology of the purity of blood eventually translated as 
being “equated with Spanish ancestry” (Martínez: 2). ‘Spanishness’ became a legal category 
in order to distinguish this group from both colonial underclasses (‘Indians’, ‘blacks’, 
‘mulattos’ and ‘mestizos’) and from individuals of other European origins. ‘Spanishness’ was 
“legally and formally” understood as a community of descent and, therefore, included 
“Creoles” (Lomnitz: 17).

The separation of ‘Spaniards’ from ‘Indians’ or castas culminated in a legal system of “two 
republics”—a set of “ideas, legislation, and institutions” that maintained the distinction 
between the two populations (O’Hara: 31). Colonial Spanish America was, therefore, based 
on a predominantly ethnic understanding of the nation and maintained “racially determined 
social boundaries” (Ibid: 33). It comes as no surprise that most independence movements in 
Spanish America were led by whom Anderson famously called “creole pioneers” (Anderson: 
47) or ethnic Spaniards from the colonies.

In most newly-created countries the ethnic Spanish elite remained in power for most of their 
history. Native ethnic groups were de-facto “excluded from equal participation in the 
economic, social and political system” despite the apparent legal equality as citizens 
enjoying the same rights (Stavenhagen: 67). Today, in the aftermath of the Cuban and the 
Sandinista revolutions and propelled by globalization, Latin America is living a re-
emergence of indigenous movements that “articulate old grievances and express new 
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demands” in the shape of new social movements (Ibid: 66-67) that surprise the world with its 
anti-capitalist and anti-Western ideas (“A Political Awakening”). The principle of self-
determination may still allow the 45 million indigenous peoples one day to demand 
redrawing the Latin American borders.

3. Elements of Civic Nationalism

Despite the predominant ethnic idea of membership in a collectivity, civic elements 
characteristic of late Roman times and the medieval city life were also present in Iberia. All 
settlers of the newly conquered territories were deemed equal before the Crown irrespective 
of their religion or social status (Herzog: 17). The great diversity of legal traditions eventually 
gave way to a jus commune revived from the Roman times, which defined citizenship as a 
social contract (giving the right to use common space in exchange for paying taxes and 
fulfilling other obligations). By the 16th century, this model had spread to all of Castile’s 
territories with the populations divided between vecinos (citizens) and residents or forasteros 
(non-citizens) (Ibid: 18). The particularities of each local citizenship model, such as 
residence requirements, were varied. 

This concept of membership in a community was civic in nature: jus commune jurists 
“portrayed citizenship as a process of civic conversion” where newcomers were granted 
equality with natives after the process of joining the community was completed (Herzog: 24). 
Castilian citizenship law thus was seen as natural: anyone had the right to leave the place of 
citizenship and join another one; all that was necessary was the will to do so and transfer 
one’s loyalty to another community through another social contract (Ibid: 25). In principle, 
communities could not refuse anyone who wanted to join them. 

Such a civic understanding of membership in a community was not uncommon in medieval 
Europe, especially in towns, which, as in Italy, were able to survive the fall of the Roman 
Empire and carried through the civic tradition in the face of the world becoming more rural 
and political power moving into the countryside (Riesenberg: 97). 

Complicating the role of the Church in defining the proto-national consciousness in ethnic 
terms, the civic tradition admittedly survived not in the least thanks to Christianity. The 
latter helped ensure the continuity of the institution of polity membership in its egalitarian 
ideal: the concept of the freedom of will meant the possibility of choice “not only between 
good and evil, but also between Perugia and Siena” (Riesenberg: 134). In practice, this meant 
a freedom of choice of regarding the political community one wished to belong, a concept 
currently associated with civic nationalism. In fact, ascriptiveness versus voluntary 
association is a key difference between how scholars define the ethnic versus civic nation 
(Keating: 3). 

Another civic element of nationalism is related to being recognized as a member of a 
particular community due to the birth on its territory (jus soli in today’s legal system defining 
citizenship acquisition): the 16th century notion of naturaleza (nativeness). Naturaleza was a 
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series of royal decrees proclaiming that only the natives of the kingdoms of Spain could 
emigrate to and trade in the New World (Herzog: 65).

Naturaleza was, however, linked to individual kingdoms and there was no such sentiment for 
Spain as a whole. On the one hand, this concept enhanced the notions of jus soli a century 
ahead of it becoming a legal norm in Britain in the aftermath of the landmark 1608 court 
decision in the case of Robert Calvin, later cited by the US Supreme Court in the 19th century 
(Shachar: 115). 

On the other hand, however, the notion soon started to be interpreted ethnically despite its 
apparent undermining of the idea of the Spanish nation as a cohesive entity. Interpreted as a 
measure directed at rejecting “all non-Spanish elements”, naturaleza led to a shift in the 
Castilian notions of citizenship, which were changed in the New World to exclude the 
Indians and those of mixed-blood (Herzog: 63). In other words, a seemingly civic national 
element resulted in an ethnic nationalist policy due to the overall strength of Spanish ethnic 
nationalism of the time. 

We may thus conclude that the elements of both ethnic and civic nationalism were present 
in pre-modern Spain: from regulating populations based on their ethnic origins (be it in the 
case of Hispano-Romans and Visigoths, pure-blood Christians, or non-Spanish colonials) to 
choosing a political community upon one’s individual will alone under the legal guarantee of 
same political rights as the (earlier, recognized) natives. Finally, it is important to return to 
the crucial role played by the Catholic Church in the rise of Spanish collective identity. It 
struggled between the inherent ethnic understanding of national identity prevalent in the 
country and the universal humanistic values the theological doctrine required it to 
proselytize.

4. Religion: Civic Façade, Ethnic Content

The special role of religion in Spain had influence on both the civic and ethnic 
preconceptions of the nation. By and large, the rise of national consciousness in Spain, as 
well as in its main imperial competitor, the Ottoman Empire, was an “offshoot of religious 
expansionism” (Lomnitz: 15). Divine grace was believed to be behind the success of the 
colonial expansion in the Americas. Spaniards were the chosen people led by a Catholic 
monarch, thus crystallizing the nation’s privileged connection to the Church and the 
institution of papacy. 

In this vision, Spain was envisioned as a universal nation in its divine duty of spreading 
Christianity by “conquering the rest of the world”, in the words of a 16th century chronicler 
(Annino et al.: 19). The universal nation as mandated by God is, by definition, civic: it does 
not exclude anyone but instead seeks to leave no one out, even if at times by forced as 
opposed to voluntary means as was described previously in the case of Muslim and Jewish 
converts in Spain. 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.4 No.1 Spring 2016 

44



Consequently, Spain’s imperial vision, at least in principle if not in practice, subscribed to the 
continuance of the tradition of the great empires inherited from the Romans, whose model 
of citizenship was not based on kinship but instead the “ideal nation-state was a universal 
nation-state” (Román: 24). Roman legal concepts survived and expanded in the Middle Ages 
as mentioned in the previous section. Despite the existence of different citizenship regimes 
in ancient Rome, they were open: beside sons of Roman fathers, other categories such as 
foreigners and even freed slaves could qualify for citizenship. 

Citizenship was thus in principle accessible to all irrespective of the Italian descent. The 
cosmopolitan character of Roman citizenship culminated in a 3rd-century imperial edict 
expanding the rights of citizenship to all freemen of the Empire “in a growing identification 
of the Roman world with the whole of civilization itself” (Klusmeyer: 19). 

Accordingly, in theory, the Spanish monarchy aspired in the formal sense to be the new 
Rome that brought Faith to the rest of the world in what can be seen as a civic direction. In 
practice, however, the Catholic faith became a substitute for a very ethnic understanding of 
the nation. With the disappearance of Jews and Muslims after the fall of Al-Andalus 
appeared the infamous concept of sangre azul (later translated into English as blue blood) 
that supposedly distinguished Christians of Visigoth ancestry from darker-skinned Moors 
during the Reconquista. 

The special position of Spain at the forefront of the shifting boundary between the Christian 
and Muslim worlds led to an eventual union of faith and blood: later, for example, Spanish 
American colonists were encouraged to intermix with the indigenous population thus 
making mutual descendants true-blood Christians. While this seems paradoxical given the 
ideas of the purity of blood, it comes from the same notion of blood transmitting behavioral 
characteristics and testifies to the religion’s struggles between such ethnic notions and the 
universal and essentially civic calling its teachings strove to spread. 

Yet, overall, Catholic religion in Spain failed to realize its civic ambitions and usually 
functioned as an ethnic attribute divorced from its theological meaning. Religion became a 
shared culture required of all Spaniards. The important attribute of the Spanish culture was, 
for example, to “attend religious services, venerate sacred objects, and participate in 
collective rites and ceremonies” (Álvarez-Junco: 46). This was not a religion in the sense of a 
system of understanding of the invisible laws of reality, it was rather an “external and visible 
culture, a system of behaviors and attitudes shared with the rest of the community” (Ibid: 
46).

Conclusion

This article presented literature that confirms that the Spanish national identity has its 
origins not only in the early modern but in the medieval and the late Antique historical 
periods. Moreover, throughout this time it admittedly exhibited both ethnic and civic 
elements. While the ethnic understanding of the collective identity was predominant, the 
civic one was also present. This further challenges the prevalence of the Modernist school of 
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thought in today’s social sciences and requires its revision possibly along the lines of the 
ethnosymbolist argument. 

While the nation as a political community may be the result of the relatively recent spread of 
liberal values and capitalism, as the Modernists suggest, nations as collective self-conscious 
identities based on a common territory, history, culture, language, religion and descent 
existed before modernity. Some authors suggest differentiating nations since certain ones 
may, indeed, be primordial (Ten Dam: 337) yet others argue that even the widely-recognized 
“modern” nations such as the American one, have deep ethnic roots (Kaufmann). 

This article has argued for a holistic historical approach seeking proto-national elements in 
pre-modern history and reviewing them from the point of the ethnic/civic distinction 
usually associated with modern nations. Such a historical nation cannot be left out of the 
Modernist account of the rise of the political nation, and the analysis of the Spanish proto-
national identity presented here is a case in point. It also serves as another reminder that 
European nations “have deep historical roots, and no case were merely ‘invented’ in the 
eighteenth or nineteenth centuries, despite the faddish and misleading language of 
commentators” (Payne: 104). 

Due to its unique role in facing the great “other” of the Muslim invasion, in “this traditional 
or historic sense, Spain may have been the oldest “historical nation” (Payne: 105), although 
other European nations may not fall much behind.

Dr. Maxim Tabachnik is a PhD candidate at the Department of Politics, University of California, 
Santa Cruz, United States.   mtabatch@ucsc.edu 
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