
Review on “Ethnic and Civic Proto-National Consciousness in Pre-
Modern Spain”

(Critical Response to M. Tabachnik’s “Ethnic and Civic Proto-National 
Consciousness in Pre-Modern Spain”)

This paper belongs to a popular branch of the modern humanities: the history of ideas. It 
focuses on the rise of the Spanish collective national identity in the historical process from  
ancient Graeco-Roman Spain to the 19th century. Contrary to those who claim that 
nationalisms are “the product of the modern historical period” (Abstract) related to 18th-
century capitalism and liberalism, the author holds that “over the course of most of human 
history there have been expressions of collective identity that should be considered 
national” (Introduction; on A. Smith’s ethnosymbolism).

The paper offers a wide panorama of discussions on the rise and definition of modern 
nationalisms and nations, and adduces a relevant bibliography of the problem. The author 
refers to an important subject in the politics and humanities of modern Europe. At present 
we are actually witnessing the rise of national identities in Central Eastern and Balkan 
Europe. 

Although it is true that the roots of the East European and Spanish discussions are of 
different origin (the post-colonial syndrome in the East of Europe and the resulting search  
for new identities), however, this paper may play an inspiring role in the (Europepean) East 
for comparative reasons.

I would not agree that “a proto-Spanish identity existed already in the Roman 
empire” (Section 1). Hadrian, Seneca and Trajan were descendents of the Latin colonists who 
were settled in the newly conquered provinces of the Iberian Peninsula to create a new 
ruling class over the predominantly indigenous Iberian and Celtic populations. Hadrian, 
Seneca and Trajan can be described as ‘Spanish’ in the same way as English nationals who 
were born in India or Kenya can also be labelled ‘Indian’ or ‘Kenyan.’ They were Latin 
speakers. Hadrian also spoke fluent Greek, as well as Seneca did. Their cultural identity can 
be described as ‘hellenism.’ 

In the 5th-7th century the Iberian Peninsula presented a mixture of ethnic groups, languages 
and cultures. This conglomerate consisted of the descendants of different Celtic tribes with 
their markedly original culture and language; the Roman colonists, who were Latin speakers 
(they were representatives of the former ruling class); the earlier pre-Roman and pre-Celtic 
peoples; and the Germanic invaders—newcomers with very different tribal histories 
(Visigoths, Suebi, Vandals). 

The author is probably right when he claims that the beginning of the Spanish identity can 
be referred to the Spanish war with the Arab invaders from the 7th century on. I would 
personally not divide the invaders of the 5th-7th century into ‘our’ invaders (Germanic 
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tribes) and ‘alien’ invaders (the Arabs) (Section 1, ‘C. Antiquity to Late Antiquity’, esp. last 
paragraph). 

If we look at this problem from the perspective of the history of art we will see a fascinating, 
complex cultural map with the Roman imperial art and early Christian art which 
neighboured the idiosyncratic art of the Kingdom of Toledo, and the art of the Arab 
conquerors at  the  same time. This  phenomenon can  still be  seen today in the  art  and 
architecture of Spain. The picture would be even more complicated if we included the earlier 
pre-Roman Iberian and Celtic cultural and artistic components. 

These comments make up my share in the discussion and do not change my good opinion on 
the paper’s academic value as a historical study from the field of the history of ideas. In 
general I would say that in the Graeco-Roman period we can speak rather of separatisms, 
religious identities, tribal and local and loyalties, and not of nations and nationalisms.

The question that intrigues me, as a reader of the paper, is whether ‘civic nationalism’ can be 
regarded as what I personally understand as ‘nationalism’ (Section 3). The author is right 
when he claims that traditional opinions on the rise of the nationalist ideologies are  
influenced by those who explain their origins in terms of the Romantic ideologies and the 
correlated  growing popularity of Darwinist and racist ideologies in the 19th century, as well 
as with the 18th-century liberal and capitalist ideologies. In fact some of the 17th-century 
Polish nobility identified itself as gente Ruthenus, natione Polonus. 

What did this mean in the contemporary political language? Natio must have referred to 
citizenship, that is to the status of equestrian estate (the szlachta), which guaranteed full 
civil rights, while gens referred to a particular language (e.g. early Ukrainian or South Russian 
and perhaps also to the eastern-rite Christian religious identity). 

Consequently the author may be right in his definition of ‘civic nationalism.’ The Polish 
analogy is certainly limited. Eastern Europe developed a different dynamics of group 
identities. However, on the other hand, 16th-17th-century Poland, the Italian states and Spain 
belong to a circle of counter-reformation countries which surrounded the Lutheran centre of 
Europe. Consequently some analogies can be justified.

I would not say that anti-Semitism “emerged for the first time in history” in 13th-14th century 
Castile (Section 2, ‘A. The Catholic Kingdom’). There is a vast bibliography on ancient anti-
Judaism (Roman, Greek, Syrian, Egyptian) (e.g. E. Bickermann, Ritualmord and Eselskult, 
1927; S. Eddy, The King is Dead, 1961; J. Yoyotte, L’Égypte ancienne et les origines de 
l’antijudaïsme, 1963; M. Stern’s anthology on Jews and Judaism in the Graeco-Roman period, 
1980; T. Reinach’s Textes… 1895, etc.).

The author’s discussion on ‘purity of blood’ in the 15th  and 16th  century Spain sounds very 
interesting, as well as his comments on the rise of Latin American anti-Western and anti-
capitalist movements. His synthetic description of the newly shaped Spanish Catholicism of 
the  early colonial era  (16th century) is  apt and instructive.
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My comments should be understood as my contribution to a discussion in the humanities. I 
do not want by far to influence the author’s ideas. I am strongly against censorship. The 
author has his/her right to put forward his/her own ideas. The paper is worth publishing as a 
contribution to the current discussion on national identities in Europe, also and probably in 
particular in Eastern and Balkan Europe. 

It is interesting to observe that national identities are beginning to occupy an important 
place in the current discussions of the youngest generations of Central and Eastern Europe.  
The paper has a well-arranged composition. Its  language is clear, as well as its argument.

I would like to read the author’s comments on the ideas expressed by E. Cassirer in his Myth 
of the State. It might be interesting to see the confrontation of the author’s ethnosymbolist 
attitude and his opinions on the ‘proto-national consciousness’ with Cassirer’s early chapters 
(Pre-Socratics, Plato. St. Augustine) and his later chapters (Hegel, Gobineau, Spengler). This  
is certainly a subject for a separate paper.

- Prof. Dr Hab. Tomasz Polański heads the Department of Ancient History at Jan 
Kochanowski University, Kielce, Poland. He headed the Department of Greek and Latin 
Language at the Institute of Classical Philology, Jagiellonian University, Krakow, Poland, in 
1998-2008, and was Andrew Mellon Fellow in 1999-2000 and 2006-2007.   
tpolanski@ujk.edu.pl

NB: a couple of other reviews (generally positive) are kept both anonymous and 
unpublished, according to the wishes of each reviewer. Do you have any comments on 
Maxim Tabachnik’s article and/or the critical response? Please send these to 
info@ethnogeopolitics.org or post these on www.ethnogeopolitics.org.
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