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1
Popular culture and quotidian nationalism

Tim Nieguth

In most modern societies, the idea that everyone belongs to a nation has become so deeply entrenched as to be taken for granted. In many ways, this is a profoundly puzzling state of affairs: as Benedict Anderson (1991) points out, members of a nation do not (and cannot) know every fellow member; they nonetheless assume that they have something meaningful in common that allows them to think of each other as members of the same community. Similar to many other social categories that play a central role in the formation of individual and collective identity, then, nations are exceedingly abstract concepts. To imbue the nation with the aura of a natural “given” accordingly requires substantial, repeated, and ongoing effort on the part of groups and individuals.

The fact that nations require constant maintenance raises a number of crucial questions. Most importantly, why should nationalism resonate with individuals and social groups? Why should nations come to be regarded as natural building blocks of politics and society? Why do individuals buy into the idea of the nation? Why, for instance, should a resident of Buffalo feel more closely connected to someone from rural Alabama than to someone from Toronto? Why should someone born and raised in São Paulo think that they belong to the same community as someone from Manaus? Why would a German-speaking Catholic from rural Uri see a French-speaking, Protestant urbanite from Geneva as a fellow member of his or her nation?

The chapters collected in this volume suggest that part of the answer has to do with the ways in which nationalism is embedded in popular culture. Partly by virtue of its ubiquity, popular culture exercises a significant influence over the way individuals perceive themselves, their society, and the world at large. Sometimes, it does so in ways that are overt, direct, and quite deliberate; more often, its effects are subtle, indirect, and unintentional, but nonetheless powerful. While representations of national communities, boundaries, or values in popular culture may appear insignificant when considered as separate instances, their cumulative effect is anything but. Thus, it matters that the original Star Trek series closely reflected American values and political sensibilities; that superheroes such as Captain Canuck play on and into the construction of national identity; and that sporting events such as the Olympics offer an important venue for the dissemination of nationalism (Booker, 2008; Dittmer, 2012; Hargreaves, 2000).

Unpacking the connections between nationalism and everyday culture can therefore help us understand why national identities have become so deeply entrenched in modern society. However, with a few notable exceptions, the literature on nationalism has paid relatively little attention to popular culture. The chapters collected in the present volume seek to fill some of this gap. By way of contextualizing their arguments, the remainder of this chapter will discuss the place of culture in nationalism studies, followed by a discussion of the “quotidian turn” in the field. This turn holds considerable promise for the study of the relationship between nationalism and culture, and popular culture in particular. The introduction will conclude by discussing some of the ways in which popular culture produces, entrenches, or contests ideas of nationhood and national belonging.



Culture, nations, nationalism

Cultural conceptions of the nation have been crucial to the rhetoric, practice, and ideology of nationalism at least since Herder famously linked a nation’s “genius” to its language and cultural heritage (2002). This is most readily apparent in ethnic nationalist descriptions of the nation as an ancestral community possessing a common heritage, language, and ethos. However, cultural conceptions of the nation also underpin routine appeals to shared “national” values, beliefs, and characteristics in so-called civic nations. Regardless of the type of nationalism that dominates in a given society, the idea of a national culture has played an important role in fostering a sense of national identity, community, and belonging (Bouchard, 2013; Henderson & McEwen, 2005; Jusdanis, 1991). As the history of the last two centuries has repeatedly shown, the belief that one’s nation is a distinct, clearly bounded, and ancient cultural group can consequently serve as a powerful motivator for collective action.

The centrality of culture to nationalist practice has influenced the study of nations and nationalism as well. Cultural conceptions of the nation have been widely accepted in the scholarly literature on nationalism, both within the field of nationalism studies and beyond. To mention but a few examples, Anthony D. Smith, one of the leading authorities on nationalism, defines the nation as “a named human population sharing an historic territory, common myths and historical memories, a mass, public culture, a common economy and common legal rights and duties for all members” (1991, p. 14). To philosopher Will Kymlicka, a nation is “a historical community, more or less institutionally complete, occupying a given territory or homeland, sharing a distinct language and culture” (1995, p. 11). Similarly, Christopher Wellman, one of the leading philosophers of secession, defines the nation as “a cultural group of people who identify with one another and either have or seek some degree of political self-determination” (2003, p. 267).

Cultural definitions of the nation need to be treated with some analytical caution. To begin with, they run the risk of treating cultures as givens, as clearly bounded, and as relatively stable. In fact, cultures are none of these things. Cultural definitions of nationhood also risk submerging the heterogeneity of values, customs, habits, and traditions that characterizes most national communities (putative or otherwise). For example, there are significant differences between the history, dialects, political cultures, or culinary traditions of Piedmont, Emilia-Romagna, and Calabria (see, for example, Capatti & Montanari, 2003; Maiden & Parry, 1997; Putnam, 1993). Yet, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, all of these regions are typically considered part of an overarching Italian nation. Similar observations apply to many, if not most, other national communities.

At the same time, cultural conceptions of the nation do have one significant analytical advantage, which is that they reflect – without necessarily accepting – nationalist rhetoric, ideology, and practice. Students of nationalism have deployed cultural ideas of nationhood in a variety of ways, since there is no disciplinary consensus on the precise nature of the relationship between culture and nationalism, nor on the nature of culture itself. Anderson’s influential study of nations as “imagined communities,” for example, examines the intersection of religious, linguistic, and socio-economic transformations in order to explain the rise of nationalism. More specifically, the analysis focuses on the emergence of print capitalism, the erosion of Latin as a sacred language linking literate elites across much of the European continent, and simultaneous changes in societal perceptions of time. According to Anderson, these interlocking developments undercut older forms of community, creating the necessary conditions for the emergence of new, national communities (Anderson, 1991).

Gellner’s approach similarly places the genesis of nationalism in the context of broad social transformations – specifically, industrialization. In Gellner’s view, industrial societies require cultural homogeneity. In consequence, they inevitably prompt concerted efforts on the part of social elites to promote common, “national” cultures. Typically, and contrary to the claims of nationalists, these “national” cultures are not simply a continuation of local folk cultures. In Gellner’s words,



nationalism is, essentially, the general imposition of a high culture on society, where previously low cultures had taken up the lives of the majority, and in some cases of the totality, of the population. It means that generalized diffusion of a school-mediated, academy-supervised idiom, codified for the requirements of reasonably precise bureaucratic and technological communication. It is the establishment of an anonymous, impersonal society, with mutually substitutable atomized individuals, held together above all by a shared culture of this kind

(1983, p. 57)



Gellner’s analysis thus focuses on the particular kind of culture associated with industrialization (a literate, highly specialized, and universal public culture), as well as the institutional underpinnings that facilitate its production, dissemination, and consumption.

Other students of nationalism have focused on culture in the sense of ethnicity, language, or religion. For example, the ethno-symbolic approach associated with the work of Anthony Smith, John Armstrong, and John Hutchison situates the emergence of nationalism in the context of older ethnies or ethnic groups. According to this approach, nations are not fabricated out of whole cloth, nor are national cultures constructed in a vacuum. Rather, nations emerge in a complicated transformative process from existing ethnic groups. Ethno-symbolists consequently insist that attempts to understand what is truly new in nationalism – and what is not – require us to expand our temporal horizon beyond modernity and to emphasize the longue durée (Armstrong, 1982; Hutchinson, 2005; Smith, 2009).

According to ethno-symbolists, cultural traditions and repertories are central features of ethnies. As Hutchinson puts it:



Ethnicity is […] meaning-directed, revealed in assemblages of myths, which define for populations unique origins […], location […], a golden age […], degeneration […] and regeneration […]. Memories are important, especially as portrayed in commemorative rituals of epochal events and heroes that provide role models and lessons for the present. Symbols, when encoded in the urban architecture of capital cities, sacred religious texts or sites, legal codes, languages and political charters and constitutions, persist over long expanses of time and space and thereby communicate a sense of group meaning.

(2005, p. 15)



Smith (1991, 2009) likewise regards symbols, myths, and memories as defining elements of ethnic groups. In consequence, these cultural artefacts play a crucial role in the genesis of national communities, not least because they filter the kind of national narratives that might successfully be employed in generating a sense of nationhood.

Smith’s emphasis on macro-levels of analysis and the longue durée have led some critics to detect a “shadowy presence of Durkheim” in his work (Malešević, 2006, p. 112), an assessment Smith himself strenuously opposed (Smith, 2009). In contrast, other nationalism scholars have explicitly embraced Durkheim’s legacy, formulating a neo-Durkheimian perspective on the relationship between culture and nationalism. Partly inspired by the Strong Program in Cultural Sociology, these scholars have paid especially close attention to matters of ritual and ritualization in the production, dissemination, and consumption of the nation. “Drawing on Durkheimian distinctions between the sacred, profane and mundane, the general thrust of this work is to uncover how particular meanings and cultural forms are contested, replaced and established in the national ‘collective consciousness’” (Woods & Tsang, 2013, p. 10). Much of the research in this tradition has focused on official ceremonies and public engagements with exceptional events; it has paid less attention to the linkages between rituals and national identity in quotidian settings. In this respect, neo-Durkheimian approaches to nationalism mirror the Strong Program’s tendency to foreground the analysis of disruptive and exceptional events, rather than routines and rituals embedded in everyday life (West, 2015, p. 11).

Culture has figured prominently in the nationalism literature in yet another form: there is a substantial body of research on the “art” of nationalism, that is, the link between nationalism and literature, music, architecture, statuary, and the visual arts. For example, the relationship between national identity and the modern novel has been explored in considerable depth (Lewis, 2007; Parrinder, 2006; Trumpener, 1997). Similarly, scholars have paid a great deal of attention to the role of visual arts in producing, disseminating, or contesting particular versions of national identity (Dawn, 2006; Etlin, 1991; Morrison, 2003). Relatedly, there is a burgeoning literature on the role of museums and galleries in nation building (Aronsson & Elgenius, 2015; Knell, 2016; Ostow, 2008). Commenting on the connection between nationalism and arts more generally, Smith offers the following observation:



Just as nationalism has become a global movement and the nation the accepted norm of political sovereignty, so a national culture has become entrenched as the raison d’être of each and every national community, its differentia specifica and distinguishing mark. The arts played a crucial role in this process of global nationalization by providing images and symbols of the unity, history, homeland, and regeneration of the nation which were peculiar to each national community

(2013, pp. 179–80)



Taken as a whole, competing theories of nationalism have devoted considerable attention to ethnicity, language, religion, art, and patterns of social organization. However, they have paid much less attention to another key facet of culture: popular culture. By way of illustration, the index to one of the standard overviews of theories of nationalism, Anthony Smith’s Nationalism and Modernism (1998), contains several entries on various aspects of culture, such as art, civic and ethnic nationalisms, high and low culture, custom, folk culture, ideology, language, literature, memory, minorities, multiculturalism, myths, print, religion, ritual, symbols, traditions, and Zeitgeist. Notably, the index does not contain any references to film, food, games, popular music, sports, television, and the like. A perusal of most seminal texts within nationalism studies yields similar results (see, for instance, Anderson, 1991; Armstrong, 1982; Breuilly, 1994; Gellner, 1983; Hutchinson, 2005; Kedourie, 1993; Smith, 1991).

While dominant theoretical accounts of nationalism have not engaged with popular culture in a sustained fashion, they have not entirely ignored popular culture. In fact, key theorists of nationalism do, on occasion, acknowledge the importance of popular culture to nationalism (and vice versa). For example, Hobsbawm stresses the role of sport and the mass media in the inculcation of national identities during the inter-war period. In his view, competitive international sport served as an important focal point of nationalism. Regarding the media, Hobsbawm singles out its “ability […] to make what were in effect national symbols part of the life of every individual, and thus to break down the divisions between the private and local spheres in which most citizens normally lived, and the public and national one” (1992, p. 142).

Hobsbawm’s observations suggest that sport and the mass media were – and continue to be – important vectors for the dissemination and consumption of nationalism. From the vantage point of the early twenty-first century, one might draw similar conclusions about television, popular music, video games, or other aspects of popular culture. Consequently, a sustained engagement with popular culture would allow the nationalism literature to supplement and build on the insights gleaned from the work on other aspects of culture. In particular, examining popular culture in greater depth could arguably help to answer key questions about the roots of nationalism, the relationship between elite and non-elite constructions of national identity, the conditions in which (particular) versions of nationhood flourish or fail, and the dynamics of reproducing or contesting national narratives.




The quotidian turn

Dominant theories of nationalism share an analytical focus on history, broad social transformations, and the role of social elites. They are less focused on the present-day, the texture of everyday lives, and non-elite actors. Addressing the relative neglect of popular culture within nationalism therefore requires not so much a move away from the debates that have shaped the field of nationalism studies for the past 50 years, but a broadening of these debates. There are, in fact, two strands in the recent developments of nationalism literature that open analytical space for a more systematic analysis of the relationship between popular culture and nationalism: Billig’s “banal nationalism” thesis, and the “everyday nationhood” perspective articulated by scholars such as Fox, Miller-Idriss, and Brubaker.

Billig’s influential study objected to the reduction of nationalism to “hot” forms of nationalism, that is, national conflicts and violence. It also took issue with a tendency in Western media, public discourse, and scholarship to view nationalism as something that is primarily confined to non-Western societies. Billig argues that nationalism is, in fact, endemic in the “established” nation-states of the West. Within these states, Billig suggests, the nation, national identity, and nationalism are constantly “flagged” in a multiplicity of ways embedded in the mundane routines of everyday life. For example, public space may literally be dotted with national flags. Similarly, frequent newspaper references to “the English” sports team simultaneously invoke and naturalize a number of assumptions about the English nation – most importantly, that such a thing exists.

These ubiquitous signs constantly remind us that there is a nation, reinforce national identities, and entrench national boundaries. For the most part, they do so in ways that are unnoticed, precisely because they are part of the backdrop of everyday life. In this way, nationalism shapes individuals’ apprehension of the world in ways that they are not necessarily aware of, but that become part of “common sense” (Billig, 1995, pp. 13–15). To a large extent, then, the reproduction and societal entrenchment of nationalism unfolds through subconscious processes – processes that are therefore no less powerful, and no less serious, than more overt, deliberate, and forceful demonstrations of nationalist ideologies, sentiments, or conflicts.

As an approach, banal nationalism focuses primarily on the effect of nationalism on individuals, rather than the other way around. Put differently, it is keenly interested in the impact of nationalism on individuals and their mental map of the world, but is less concerned with the everyday enactment of nationalism by these same individuals. This everyday reproduction of nationalism is the central concern of a second element in the quotidian turn, the emerging literature on everyday nationhood (see, inter alia, Brubaker et al., 2006; Fox & Miller-Idriss, 2008a, 2008b; Skey, 2011). Two key protagonists of this research tradition, Fox and Miller-Idriss, describe their approach as follows:



First, we explore the ways in which the nation as a discursive construct is constituted and legitimated not (only) in response to elite dictates but also according to the contingencies of everyday life. […] Second, we turn to the ways in which nationhood frames the choices people make. […] Third, we explore the everyday meanings and invocations of national symbols. […] Fourth, we examine national distinction in the mundane tastes and preferences of ordinary people.

(2008a, pp. 537–8)



This statement neatly encapsulates the theoretical and methodological commitments that drive the everyday nationhood perspective. Taking its cue, in part, from Jones and Merriman’s critique of the banal nationalism tradition (2009), that perspective focuses squarely on the presence, production, deployment, and contestation of nationalism in everyday settings, paying special attention to the agency of non-elite actors.

The contrast between banal and everyday perspectives on nationalism, while important, should perhaps not be overstated. Despite their theoretical and methodological differences, both approaches share a common interest in routine manifestations of nationalism, the entrenchment of nationalism in mundane practices, and the “what” and “how” of nationalism rather than its “when,” “where,” and “why.” In practice, individual researchers often draw on both perspectives. Tim Edensor’s seminal study of National Identity, Popular Culture and Everyday Life (2002) is a case in point. These commonalities arguably allow us to group banal and everyday perspectives together as parts of a broader “quotidian” tradition.

The quotidian tradition has produced a rich and fertile literature on such diverse issues as the links between national identity and food (DeSoucey, 2010; Hiroko, 2008; Ichijo & Ranta, 2016), the performing arts (Mason & Gainor, 1999; Sweigart-Gallagher & Lantz, 2014; Zerdy, 2013), or graphic novels and comic books (Dittmer, 2012; Otmazgin & Suter, 2016). Nonetheless, it is possible to distinguish four major thematic emphases in the quotidian literature. First, much of this literature has followed Billig’s lead by focusing on state symbols. For example, there has been extensive research on the relationship between national identity and national flags (Butz, Plant, & Doerr, 2007; Elgenius, 2011; Eriksen & Jenkins, 2007; Kemmelmeier & Winter, 2008), currency, postage stamps, and license plates (Airriess, Hawkins & Vaughan, 2012; Garson, 2001; Leib, 2011; Penrose, 2011; Raento & Brunn, 2005), street names and road signs (Azaryahu & Kook, 2002; Mellon, 2008; Nieguth, 2017), or the politics of memory (Daugbjerg, 2011; Elgenius, 2011; McCrone & McPherson, 2009).

This focus on state symbols and state-sponsored representations of the nation is not surprising. After all, the state is one of the key actors in constructing nations and national identities. In fact, countries such as Canada are sometimes referred to as “state-nations,” a term that highlights the crucial role of the state in producing and reproducing a sense of nationhood. Accordingly, many of the major contributions to the study of nationalism have given pride of place to the role of state actors (see, for example, Breuilly, 1994). In a way, then, the emphasis on state symbols in the quotidian turn echoes existing preoccupations with the state within nationalism studies.

The second major emphasis in the quotidian literature has been on the relationship between national identity, communication, and the news media (Dekavalla, 2010; Köse & Yilmaz, 2012; Law, 2001; Petersoo, 2007). This emphasis likewise reflects long-standing research concerns in nationalism studies (see, for example, the treatment of print capitalism in Anderson, 1991). If the nation can indeed best be understood as an “imagined” community, then the news media – whether print or electronic – serve as a crucial vehicle that allows the “imagining” to unfold. More generally, the news media are a key player in political socialization processes; accordingly, they exercise considerable influence over the development of collective identities, values, and beliefs. As the scholarship on everyday nationhood has pointed out, it is important to keep in mind that audiences are not homogeneous actors. Members of the public occupy vastly different subject positions and may therefore consume, interpret, and respond to media constructions of the nation in distinct ways (Antonsich, 2016; Skey, 2011).

The analysis of sport has been the third mainstay in the quotidian tradition. The last two decades, in particular, have seen the emergence of a rapidly expanding corpus of work on the links between nationalism and sport, ranging from studies of international sporting events (D’Agati, 2011; Hong, 2013) to country-specific studies (Cronin, 1999; Hargreaves, 2000; Jöckel, 2015) and comparative analyses (Bairner, 2001). This keen interest in the links between sport and nationalism is owed to the fact that sport not only involves considerable social, political, cultural, and economic resources, but also plays an important role in shaping (and reflecting) people’s identities and broader social attitudes. As Billig observes, “[m]odern sport has a social and political significance, extending through the media beyond the player and the spectator. […] Not least of this significance is that the sporting pages repeat the commonplace stereotypes of nation, place and race, not to mention those of masculinity” (1995, p. 120). Thus, sport offers a venue for performing and delimiting national identity, both on the field of play and among the audience (Gibbons, 2015). Sport is particularly effective in this regard, in part, because it reinforces the affective dimension of nationalism (Scheve et al., 2014).

Finally, a number of seminal contributions to the quotidian literature have examined the reproduction of nationalism in everyday discourse. For example, Miller-Idriss (2009) provides a detailed analysis of competing national narratives at three vocational schools in Berlin. Her findings suggest that teachers at those schools, having predominantly been socialized in pre-unification Germany, are reticent to engage with nationalism and tend to regard expressions of nationalism with considerable scepticism. Students, on the other hand, tend to conceive of national identity as much less problematic; to many of them, nationalism is a normal and positive aspect of their identity. Based on focus group interviews conducted in a variety of settings across England, Skey (2011) offers a similarly fine-grained account of the ways in which nationhood is negotiated by ordinary citizens. These studies offer important insights into the role of citizens in articulating and contesting national identities, the terms of national belonging, and the definition of national values. Not least, they demonstrate that members of the public are active participants in nation-making and draw our attention to the ways in which citizens stitch national identity into their everyday lives.




Popular culture and the nation

While state symbols, the news media, sports, and everyday speech have attracted considerable attention in the quotidian literature on nationalism, other aspects of everyday culture – such as popular music, video games, or television shows – have been studied in less detail. This is especially true in the social sciences, which have arguably dominated theoretical discussions in the field of nationalism studies. The present volume seeks to fill this gap by focusing squarely on the relationship between nationalism and popular culture, and by doing so primarily from the vantage point of political science, sociology, anthropology, and communication studies. The essays collected here focus on three dimensions that are of central importance in studying the intersection of nationalism and popular culture: geopolitical contexts, membership, and flows.

The first section of the volume draws our attention to questions of geopolitics. More specifically, it underlines the fact that nations are produced under conditions that are inescapably transnational: geopolitical contexts matter in shaping the production of nationalism, the content of national identity, and the ability of various actors to define national narratives. Thus, Yasmeen Abu-Laban’s chapter examines the relationship between Canadian national identity and the popular coffee and donut chain Tim Hortons. As Abu-Laban argues, Tim Hortons has been an important site in the production of commercial nationalism in Canada. Co-founded by one of Canada’s national icons, hockey player Tim Horton, the brand is closely associated with Canadian identity. The company’s advertisements regularly tap into this connection, mobilizing Canadian nationalism and projecting a particular version of Canada. This version is deeply rooted in the country’s history as a European settler society that disenfranchised Indigenous peoples and marginalized ethnic minorities. In consequence, Abu-Laban’s chapter offers important insights into the complex legacy of European imperialism for nation-building projects. Given that Tim Hortons has not been an independent, Canadian-owned company for some time (it is currently a subsidiary of multinational food conglomerate Restaurant Brands International), Abu-Laban’s analysis also points to the implications of corporate globalization for the production of national identities.

Shifting the geographical focus from North America to Europe, Robert A. Saunders’s chapter offers a nuanced reading of Neofolk, a genre that has enjoyed increasing popularity and rapid growth since it emerged about thirty years ago. Differentiating Neofolk from related genres, such as Folk Metal, the chapter examines both the musical and lyrical characteristics of Neofolk. Regarding the genre’s lyrical qualities, Saunders notes a distinct emphasis on quasi-medieval, pre-Christian and pre-Roman European themes, coupled with an orientation towards transnationalism and pan-Europeanism. While Neofolk groups usually describe themselves as apolitical, Saunders shows that these thematic orientations strongly resonate with a recent rise in right-wing, exclusionary discourses about European identity, as manifested, for example, in the so-called identitarian movement or radical traditionalism. Saunders’s analysis demonstrates that Neofolk is not politically innocent, but parallels, and contributes to, a discursive closure of “Europeanness” that potentially excludes migrants and religious minorities. It also demonstrates that the kind of nationalist discourse associated with the identitarian movement is, in fact, thoroughly transnational in nature.

The volume’s second section examines the relationship between popular culture and the politics of belonging. In Nira Yuval-Davis’s words, the “politics of belonging involve not only the maintenance and reproduction of the boundaries of the community of belonging by the hegemonic political powers (within and outside the community), but also their contestation, challenge and resistance by other political agents” (2011, p. 20). As the three following chapters demonstrate, popular culture is intimately involved in debates over the assignment of insider/outsider status, the criteria of admission to the nation, and inequalities in membership status. It can thus serve as a site for reproducing exclusionary, unequal models of nationhood, but can also provide a vehicle for the articulation of inclusionary and egalitarian definitions of the nation that challenge entrenched power structures.

The first chapter in the section underlines the potential of popular culture for challenging restrictive notions of nationhood. Examining Arab Labor and Zaguri Empire, two recent televisions series that have enjoyed considerable success and popularity in Israel, Adia Mendelson-Maoz and Liat Steir-Livny demonstrate that both shows unsettle hegemonic assumptions about who is – and who is not – a member of the nation. Where Zaguri Empire does so by emphasizing the voices of Mizrahi Jews (often in ways that challenge practices of memory and commemoration), Arab Labor focuses on the marginalization of Israeli Arabs and the complexities inherent in fashioning, negotiating, and preserving national identities in a context marked by ethnic conflict and inequality. In such contexts, different social groups may not have equal access to full membership in the nation; instead, as Hage’s influential study of Australian nationalism, whiteness, and multiculturalism puts it, some groups may be judged “more or less national than others” (1998, p. 52). Mendelson-Maoz and Steir-Livny’s chapter illuminates some of the ways in which these gradations play out – and can effectively be troubled – through popular culture.

Lena Saleh’s chapter likewise points to the emancipatory potential of popular culture. Focusing on the case of Burka Avenger, it provides a gendered analysis of nationalism and popular culture in the context of Pakistan. Saleh argues that Burka Avenger – the first television series featuring a Muslim female superhero – reimagines the contours of Pakistani nationhood in important ways, especially as regards the role of women. Drawing on key works on nationalism, gender, and post-colonialism, Saleh shows that Burka Avenger re-articulates the terms of membership in the Pakistani nation by emphasizing the role of women as (future) “mothers of the nation,” and by claiming equal citizenship status for women and men.

Rounding out the second section, the chapter by Jennifer Phillips analyses the annual Hottest 100 song countdown organized by Australia’s public broadcaster triple j. More specifically, it examines the tensions between the notion of a “music democracy” embedded in the fact that rankings are partly based on public polls, and exclusionary constructions of Australian national identity – manifested, for example, in the under-representation of female or Indigenous artists. In addition, Phillips’s analysis points to questions about participation in nation-making processes; thus, conflicts over the Hottest 100 ranking itself – and in particular, the question whether songs by American singer Taylor Swift ought to be included or excluded from consideration – illustrate the complex interplay of social elites and “ordinary citizens” in defining the boundaries of the nation, the content of national identity, and the location of the nation in the international environment.

The volume’s third section addresses questions related to inter- and intra-state flows of nationalism. Fernando Gabriel Pagnoni Berns’s chapter shows that the transfer of popular culture artefacts from one national context to another influences both their reception and content. His study of Argentine television series is especially instructive in this regard, since it focuses on two cases – La Niñera and Casados con Hijos – that were remakes of successful American shows (The Nanny in one case, Married with Children in the other). Pagnoni Berns argues that the remake of The Nanny underwent very few adaptations, since the original show’s insistence on social integration and traditional “family values” resonated strongly with the Argentine viewing public and produced high ratings. According to Pagnoni Berns, the remake of Married with Children was initially much less successful, precisely because its critical views of the family and societal power relations challenged dominant cultural norms. Interestingly, the Argentine version of the show began to attract considerable success once it had been reframed as a celebration of the nuclear family and its importance as the basic building block of society.

In the second chapter of the section, Emily West approaches national flows by examining recent developments in critical theory. In particular, her chapter considers the theoretical implications – and empirical purchase – of the “affective” and “circulatory” turns in communication theory. West suggests that affect theory provides valuable tools that can help to supplement existing insights into the power and resonance of popular culture and national identity. This dovetails with several recent studies that have emphasized the role of affect in marshalling support for and resistance against particular constructions of nationhood (see, for instance, Closs Stephens, 2016; Militz & Schurr, 2016; Wetherell et al., 2015). West further suggests that our understanding of the linkages between popular culture and nationalism can be enriched by focusing, not just on the content of cultural artefacts, but on their patterns of circulation. In developing this anti-interpretivist stance, her chapter encourages us to pay as much attention to the “how” of national identity production as to the “what.”

Despite their differences in approach, methodology, and subject material, the chapters assembled in the three preceding sections share several recurring themes: an assumption that nations are works in progress and, as such, subject to a process of constant reproduction and contestation; that there is a range of actors involved in this process; and that popular culture is one important site where this process unfolds. Picking up on these themes, Tim Nieguth’s chapter completes the volume with an examination of Firefly, Joss Whedon’s short-lived space Western. Fans of the show often interpret it as an uncompromising defence of values closely associated with the so-called American Creed: individual liberty and mistrust of the state. The chapter argues that Firefly, in fact, offers a nuanced and deeply ambiguous perspective on government authority. In doing so, it both reflects and contributes to the complexities of American identity formation. Firefly therefore illustrates the importance of popular culture in the articulation and contestation of nationalism. In addition, the gap between the political content of the show and widespread “Creedal” readings demonstrates that non-elite actors are not simply passive consumers of narratives produced and circulated by social elites. Rather, as the literature on everyday nationhood would suggest, they play an active role in the dissemination, articulation, and contestation of these narratives. Finally, debates around Firefly are not typically framed in terms of nationalism, but nonetheless draw on values, beliefs, and myths that are intimately linked to (American) national identity. As Nieguth argues, this underlines the fact that the reproduction – or contestation – of national identity is not always an overt, direct, and deliberate process, but one that may occur subterraneously, indirectly, and unintentionally.
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