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Introduction

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, came as a shock to

most observers despite the explicit revisionist claims made by President

Vladimir Putin before the aggression.1 Likewise, Hamas’ murderous

attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, stunned observers – including the

Israeli government, which responded with massive violence and ethnic

cleansing – and brought the Palestinian issue back to international atten-

tion. These events are far from the only major geopolitical upheavals

that policymakers and scholars failed to anticipate. The collapse of the

Soviet Union surprised not only Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev

but also virtually all academic and policy experts. The words of John

Lewis Gaddis, a leading historian who in the aftermath of the dissolu-

tion of the USSR commented on the profound sense of uncertainty in

world politics, remain as valid today as they were in the early 1990s:

“Surprise remains one of the few things one can count on, and very few

princes have succeeded in avoiding it, however assiduous the efforts of

their respective wizards, medicine men, counselors, advisers, and think

tank consultants to ward it off.”2

Why these repeated surprises? Is it because world history is inherently

chaotic, as Alan Bererchen writes,3 or are analysts and practitioners sim-

ply using the wrong conceptual map? Although much research indicates

the latter, the point is not that wars of aggression or other geopolitical

shocks can be accurately predicted – they cannot be forecast with any

more precision than geologists can predict the exact timing and location

of an earthquake.4 But we should expect that existing theories allow us

to anticipate the very possibility of future events.

Most influential approaches to international politics fail to make sense

of the “return of geopolitics” – the increased importance of power

politics in recent years – that was ushered in by Russia’s annexation

1 Putin 2021, 2022. See also Stent 2022; Hill and Stent 2022.
2 Gaddis 1992/1993, 5.
3 Beyerchen 1992/1993.
4 Tilly 1995; Cederman and Weidmann 2017.
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2 Introduction

of Crimea in 2014.5 Extending well beyond the example of Russia,

other contemporary cases include the conflicting territorial claims of the

Israelis and Palestinians;6 China’s wish to reincorporate Taiwan; Ser-

bia’s neo-imperialist ambitions in the Balkans;7 and Turkey’s Ottoman

nostalgia, which has inspired territorial claims in neighboring countries.8

Crucially, these geopolitical developments do not merely raise the

specter of large-scale political violence, although that is perhaps their

most dangerous consequence. Most fundamentally, they also concern

the stability of states’ borders and even their very existence. Politi-

cians on both sides of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict question the other

side’s right to statehood. Similarly, Russia’s annexation of Crimea and

its attempt to conquer and subjugate Ukraine constitute frontal attacks

on the territorial integrity norm that outlaws land-grabbing wars.9 Even

though this norm holds in most places, it has come under increasing

pressure from revisionist nationalists, a tendency that has become even

more acute since Donald Trump took over as US president in January

2025.10

To better confront these challenges, scholars and policymakers need to

overcome the historical myopia that dominates current expert opinion.

Rather than treating the return of geopolitics as a recent phenomenon

characterizing the early twenty-first century, it should be seen as part

of a macrohistorical process that created and transformed the modern

state. Instead of treating states as stable, unchanging units, we need to

understand their emergence, dissolution, and reshaping through border

change because such historical transformations are at the heart of today’s

geopolitical challenges.11 Thus, it may be more proper to talk of the

return of nationalist geopolitics.

Adopting such a long-term perspective, scholars studying contem-

porary conflict and development have increasingly turned to the deep

historical roots of state formation.12 Serving as a starting point for

much of this research, Charles Tilly’s classic theory of state formation

in Europe suggests that internal and external processes of institutional

change interact with warfare. His famous formula, “war made the state

5 Mead 2014; Auer 2015; Trofimov 2020. Here, geopolitics is referred to in general

terms as power politics rather than as a label for theories of geographic determinism,

see Maier 2016, 135; and Nickel 2024.
6 Silberman 2013.
7 In 2020, Serbian Defense Minister Aleksandar Vulin called for the creation of a

“Serbian empire” in order to revive Dusan’s medieval empire, see Vulin 2020.
8 Yavuz 2020. See also Trofimov 2020.
9 Zacher 2001; Hathaway and Shapiro 2017.

10 Simmons and Goemans 2021.
11 Tilly 1995; Cederman 1997.
12 See, e.g., Acemoglu and Robinson 2012; Fukuyama 2014.
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Figure I.1 Average territorial size of independent states.

Data from Lake and O’Mahony 2004.

and the state made war,” captures a Darwinian logic by which wars lead

to the survival of ever larger and more powerful states.13

Yet history has shown that Tilly’s logic does not extend to the twenti-

eth century. Figure I.1 plots the average size of independent states in the

international system since the beginning of the nineteenth century and

shows that the average state size was halved over the course of the twen-

tieth century.14 This trend is directly linked to the number of states. In

1816, after the Napoleonic Wars, there were about sixty states in Europe,

many of which were small principalities and statelets in the central part

of the continent. But even this multitude represents a massive reduction

of polities compared to earlier centuries.15 And following the unification

of Italy and Germany, at the outset of World War I in 1914, only about

one-third of the states that existed 100 years earlier remained. This low

point in the number of states was followed in the rest of the twentieth

and early twenty-first centuries by a trend of imperial collapse and the

rise of smaller successor states. This shift culminated in the late twenti-

eth century with the disintegration of the USSR and Yugoslavia, which

13 Tilly 1975, 42.
14 Here, we rely on global data that exclude colonial territories provided by Lake and

O’Mahony 2004, 700–701, who adopt “a definition of sovereignty that focuses on

recognition by other.” For our own analysis of state size in Chapter 5, we will use

our own data, which are introduced in Chapter 3.
15 Tilly 1990.
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drastically fragmented the geopolitical map of Eastern Europe and fur-

ther reduced average state size. In short, the earlier historical upward

trend in state size turned dramatically downward in the first part of the

twentieth century, ultimately reaching sizes in the post–Cold War period

not seen since the early nineteenth century.

The global trend shown in Figure I.1 in many ways reflects the Euro-

pean experience – a decrease in state size followed by a steady increase in

state numbers.16 Imperial conquest, which continued well into the twen-

tieth century, was followed by decolonization, especially after World War

II. In the postwar period, as the huge European colonial empires gave

way to a multitude of much smaller independent states in Africa and

Asia, the average scale of polities shrank significantly.

I.1 Nationalism and the Transformation of the State

In this book, we argue that nationalism increasingly caused the most

momentous border change since 1789, a process that helps to explain

contemporary geopolitical upheavals. As such, today’s return of geopol-

itics can be best understood as part of a macrohistorical process that

started with the French Revolution.

What revisionist politicians, such as the Russian, Palestinian, Chi-

nese, and other leaders who challenge the current world order, have in

common is that they are not only typical populist strongmen17 but also

nationalists. Populists seek legitimacy directly from “the people” with-

out interference from the rule of law or checks and balances.18 But the

resurgence of geopolitics cannot be reduced to the unbridled, ruthless

lust for power of particularly unscrupulous leaders. Rather, it consti-

tutes a profound expression of ethnonationalist challenges to the current

world order.

We seek to better understand the geopolitical challenges of the current

century by analyzing how nationalism has influenced state formation

and continues to transform the state. We do so by developing a theory

of nationalist state transformation that we empirically test in a rigor-

ous and systematic way. Beyond affecting a state’s internal composition

and institutional capacities, nationalism causes its external reshaping.19

Our theory focuses on the consequences of nationalism in terms of

16 Griffiths 2016.
17 Rachman 2021.
18 See, e.g., Müller 2016; Brubaker 2020.
19 Hintze 1975a.
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I.1 Nationalism and the Transformation of the State 5

macrolevel outcomes – border change and warfare – rather than explain-

ing its emergence. This tack amounts to shifting the analytical focus away

from nationalisms that “bark” to those that “bite.”20

Our main argument is derived from Ernest Gellner’s classic defini-

tion of nationalism as a doctrine that requires congruence between the

boundaries of states and nations.21 Contrasting the nation to the for-

mal and territorial organization of the state, we follow Max Weber in

defining the nation as “a community of sentiment which would ade-

quately manifest itself in a state of its own” and hence “tends to produce

a state of its own.”22 Deviations from the congruence principle are likely

to generate grievances and opportunities for key political actors, which

in turn makes border change and conflict more likely. Seeking to rec-

tify state-nation incongruence, nationalists generally attempt to change

state borders either by enlarging the state’s territory or by splitting it up

along ethnonationalist lines.23 The result of such efforts to solve nation-

ality questions is a gradual alignment of political and ethnonationalist

boundaries, yielding governance units that increasingly approximate the

nation-state ideal. This, we argue, provides a convincing answer to the

puzzle of declining state size within and beyond Europe.

Importantly, efforts to overcome incongruence – seen by nationalists

as a violation of the nationalist principle – have been a leading cause

of both civil and interstate conflict since the French Revolution. While

unification of ethnic kin previously residing in separate states into a new

single state tends to be more peaceful, attempts to break away territory

from states usually trigger violence as states staunchly defend their terri-

torial integrity. As illustrated by Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014

and more recently its ongoing invasion of the remainder of Ukraine, irre-

dentist situations that feature both integration and disintegration with

ethnic settlements spilling over state boundaries are especially prone to

civil or interstate war.

But incongruence viewed as a structural condition at a particular point

in time is only part of the reason for geopolitical instability. Nation-

alist frustrations with diverging state and national borders tend to get

more intense when contrasted with historical memories of happier times

20 Beissinger 1998.
21 Gellner 1983, 1.
22 Weber 1946, 176. By conceptualizing the nation as a community, this definition of the

nation is not objective, but based on subjective, often contested claims. Throughout

this book, we will focus almost exclusively on ethnically defined nations since they are

by far the most common and the most consequential nations in terms of border change

and conflict. However, nations can also be nonethnically defined, See, e.g., Mylonas

and Tudor 2023.
23 As we will argue later, other possibilities include ethnic cleansing and assimilation.
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characterized by a higher degree of congruence. Harking back to nine-

teenth century, Tsarist Russia, Putin’s grievances following the collapse

of the Soviet Union fall into this category and appear to at least in part

motivate his desire to reintegrate Ukraine into Russia.24 Likewise, Israeli

and Palestinian nationalists invoke competing golden ages, dating back

thousands of years in the former case and referring to a period before

Israel’s occupation in the latter.25 China’s desire to reunify the mainland

with Taiwan is another example of this logic. Beijing views the island’s

reincorporation as a necessary step in its struggle to overcome the humil-

iating past of Western colonial domination. Such restorative nationalism

seeks to regain state-nation congruence by reversing perceived injustices

caused by foreign domination and division.26

Our focus on historical dynamics extends to reactive nationalism,

which signifies nationalist mobilization against the state’s penetration

into, and modernization of, its entire territory.27 In and of themselves,

structural conditions, such as incongruence, say little about the timing of

border change and conflict. But technological developments, such as the

railroad and the telegraph, influenced the timetables of nationalism.28

And, while states in Western and Northern Europe mostly managed

to successfully assimilate their populations after the French Revolution,

further east, imperial elites’ attempts to integrate their multiethnic popu-

lations often triggered backlash and revolt, the legacies of which continue

to haunt the region.29 The centrifugal forces unleashed by these seces-

sionist waves offer the most powerful explanation for growth in the

number of states in Europe and the rest of the world. Furthermore, the

quest for congruence indicates where the risk of border instability and

conflict is likely to occur in the future.

But a focus on states and their borders does not suffice to capture

the congruence principle of nationalism because ethnic boundaries are

as geopolitically consequential as state borders. While state-nation con-

gruence results from border change, states’ policies of assimilation and

24 Putin’s imperialist claims seek control over the whole of Ukraine and not merely

the ethnically Russian population. This project potentially goes beyond strict eth-

nonationalist congruence but conforms with what we will refer to as dominant

nationalism.
25 Silberman 2013.
26 Sometimes backward-projected, restorative claims go beyond current settlement pat-

terns because they refer to past areas from which the group was evicted, thus

overshooting state-nation congruence. Furthermore, particularly expansionist strands

of imperialist nationalism also explicitly violate congruence by insisting on evicting

other groups through ethnic cleansing. In Chapter 11, we will return to these cases

under the heading of majority nationalism.
27 Hechter 2000.
28 Maier 2016.
29 See, e.g., Alter 1989; Roshwald 2015.
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I.2 Obstacles toUnderstanding the Subversive Force of Nationalism 7

ethnic cleansing contribute to the alignment of ethnic boundaries with

state borders. Based on European data, our analysis reveals that fear of

territorial losses motivated state leaders to engage in preemptive ethnic

cleansing.

If state-nation incongruence increases the risk of civil and interstate

conflict and sometimes motivates ethnic cleansing, it would be tempting

to conclude that peace would follow if nationalists were given what they

want. Indeed, the partitioning of multiethnic states along ethnic lines

has often been proposed as a method of conflict resolution, and in the-

ory, nationality questions could be addressed in this manner. But border

change is not necessarily the only – or best – way to pacify ethnona-

tionalist conflict. Rather, ethnopolitical compromise based on power

sharing may remove ethno-political domination without the destabiliz-

ing side effects of border change, such as stranded revisionist losers and

interstate disputes between newly partitioned successor states. Although

there may be some cases in which partition is the only resolution – an

Israeli–Palestinian two-state solution being a possible example – in most

cases power sharing offers a robust and reliable path to peace.

I.2 Obstacles to Understanding the Subversive Force

of Nationalism

Skeptics can be forgiven for thinking that there is nothing new or partic-

ularly surprising about these theoretical claims. But despite the intuitive

appeal of these claims, disruptive geopolitical events, such as border

change and conflict, surprise leading analysts and observers over and

over again. This surprise is rooted in the continuing neglect of the dan-

gerous consequences of nationalism. Ever since the French Revolution

in 1789, nationalist upheavals have had the habit of shocking scholars

and politicians alike. For example, despite increasing nationalist ten-

sion sweeping through the Habsburg Empire in 1848, Prince Klemens

von Metternich ignored the signs and was promptly forced to resign.30

Famous for his dismissive quip that rather than being a nation, “Italy

is merely a geographical expression,” Metternich had been the leading

architect of the restored state system that was designed to resist nation-

alism across the continent following the Napoleonic upheavals. After the

great statesman’s resignation, there was little that could halt the surge

of nationalism that ultimately put an end to the European land empires

and set Europe on a path toward geopolitical chaos that produced two

world wars.

30 Taylor 1948, 61.
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In analyses of contemporary world politics, most experts seem to

have learned little from Metternich’s complacency. Liberal analysts and

intellectuals have been particularly slow to grasp the gradual shift from

globalization to nationalist geopolitics and instead put their faith in

optimistic scenarios of a peaceful and integrated world.31 From this

welfare-oriented and borderless perspective, Putin’s assault on Ukraine

appears irrational and truly puzzling.32 After the end of the Cold War,

liberals anticipated that democratization would spread into Eastern

Europe, even reaching Russia. Their general response to the Russian

invasion of Ukraine has been to frame it as a battle between authoritarian

and democratic rule.33 And although liberal scholars have been right in

their hope that the Western-dominated world order would secure peace

among the world’s leading powers and reduce ethnonationalist conflict

in particular,34 this order has now come under pressure from liberalism’s

internal and external enemies.35

For their part, realist scholars – Metternich’s intellectual heirs – often

criticize liberals for being hopelessly naive about the power realities of

world politics.36 Some even accuse them of undermining the stability

of the international system, for instance by provoking Russia through

NATO’s expansion.37 Although realists are keen analysts of geopoli-

tics, they tend to underestimate the subversive influence of nationalism

because they view it as a force strengthening, rather than weakening,

states’ power within given borders.38 Convinced that Putin would care-

fully maximize Russian security by prioritizing defensive measures, most

realists expected Russia to refrain from moves beyond the annexation of

Crimea.39 It would seem that the main reason for the realists’ underesti-

mation of this type of revisionism is their blind spot regarding the power

of ideology and nationalism’s subversive, border-altering sway.40 Putin

is clearly concerned not only about NATO’s expansion but also about

31 See, e.g., Fukuyama 1992; Ohmae 1990; Held 1995; Beck 2000. To some extent,

this intellectual belief in the nation-state’s obsolescence relates to “Western academics’

own facility at escaping the bounds of the nation via international travel, research, and

conferences,” as argued by Roshwald 2022, 320–321.
32 For instance, the prominent energy historian Daniel Yergin has labeled Putin’s action

“irrational,” Hogg 2022. See also Berman 2022.
33 See Branko Milanovic’s 2022 critique of liberal assessments of the war in Ukraine. See

also Erlanger 2022.
34 Gurr 2000a; Cederman, Gleditsch and Wucherpfennig 2017.
35 Recent statistical investigations, such as Braumoeller 2019, cast doubts on whether

political violence has declined more generally as claimed by Pinker 2011.
36 See, e.g., Carr 1939.
37 Mearsheimer 2014, 2018.
38 See, e.g., Clausewitz 1984; Posen 1993a.
39 Douthat 2022.
40 Cederman 1997.
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I.2 Obstacles toUnderstanding the Subversive Force of Nationalism 9

restoration of Russia’s imperial grandeur.41 Because of their theoretical

tunnel vision, today’s realists risk being as surprised by current events as

were their realist predecessors in 1848.

Given the lack of appreciation for nationalism in liberal and real-

ist perspectives, it is natural to turn to the literature that specializes

in nationalism. Offering an invaluable conceptual and historical back-

ground for our analysis, this literature proposes sweeping accounts of

how nationalist politics transformed the modern world, but most of it

fails to realize nationalism’s full geopolitical impact. We argue that the

literature on nationalism offers only limited guidance in the analysis of

the roots of geopolitical instability for four main reasons.

First, the prevailing nonspatial theorizing in nationalism studies fails

to treat nationalism as the inherently territorial phenomenon it is.42 This

conceptual oversight makes it difficult to grasp the subversive power

of nationalism vis-à-vis geopolitics. Although Gellner defines nation-

alism as a doctrine that requires congruence between political and

ethnonational borders,43 the link between violations of this principle and

mass-based political behavior and macrolevel outcomes, such as armed

conflict or border change, remains abstract and nonspatial in most of the

literature.

Second, methodological statism – the tendency to treat the state as

a natural, unexplained entity – further obscures processes of border

change.44 Subscribing to strongly constructivist principles, most studies

of nationalism treat ethnic groups as caged inside fixed state borders and,

as such, prioritize agency of the state over that of nonstate actors like eth-

nic nations.45 In this view, governments are able to manipulate national

identities within given state borders to reinforce their own power and

maximize their chances of survival. Yet methodological statism of this

kind obscures the limits and competition states face in shaping politi-

cal identities as well as the fact that nationalist border change through

secession and irredentism may end up shaping states in the image of

nations.

Third, ahistorical modernism usually accompanies strongly construc-

tivist stances. If state leaders are able to manipulate the ethnic map

at their will, it follows that they are able to do so free from the bal-

last of the past while inventing fanciful, mythical justifications for their

41 Stent 2022.
42 Anderson 1988.
43 Gellner 1983, 1.
44 In Chapter 1, we will explain how this concept differs from the better-known and more

general notion of methodological nationalism.
45 Gellner 1983; Hobsbawm 1990.
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social engineering.46 Ahistorical modernism insists on the irrelevance

of nations’ premodern or recent pasts and views empires in an era

of nationalism as obsolete.47 Yet nationalist narratives can be particu-

larly destabilizing when they rely on historical facts that are framed and

distorted to serve contemporary goals.

Fourth, scholarship on nationalism continues to be haunted by incom-

plete empirical validation. The nationalism literature proposes either

sweeping historical explanations48 or more selective validation based on

qualitative country-based accounts of nationalist identity formation.49

There are several, more recent extensions to the latter category,50 but

with few exceptions,51 such studies are usually limited to a single case,

which leaves a considerable gap between the theoretical literature’s claim

to generalizability and the availability of systematic empirical evidence.

I.3 Overcoming the Obstacles to Understanding

Nationalist State Transformation

In response to each of the weaknesses that characterize much of the

nationalism literature, our approach to nationalist state formation rests

on four principles, the first three being theoretical and the final one

empirical.

The first priority is to represent state-nation congruence spatially by

conceiving of states and nations in explicitly territorial terms, includ-

ing their territorial boundaries. Overlaying these boundaries yields group

segments nested inside states, which constitute the main sites of agency.

Incongruence in terms of alien rule or ethnic division increases the

probability of corrective action bringing about border change or conflict.

To overcome methodological statism, the second priority is to ana-

lyze how nationalism reshapes states through border-changing processes,

rather than just freezing state borders. Assuming most ethnic groups to

be relatively stable, long-lasting structures, our analysis demonstrates

how changes in state borders are at least as important as, if not more

important than, internal ethnic adjustments. Extending this analysis

beyond Europe, we propose an integrated conceptualization of these

processes, including secession, unification, and irredentism. This analyt-

ical sequence requires ethnically defined nations to be powerful enough

46 See, e.g., Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983.
47 Gellner 1983, 1996.
48 See, e.g., Gellner 1983; Anderson [1983] 1991; Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983.
49 See, e.g., Brubaker 1992; Greenfeld 1992; Weber 1976; Colley 1992.
50 See, e.g., Beissinger 2002; Cermeño, Enflo and Lindvall 2022.
51 See, e.g., Wimmer 2013, 2018.
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