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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

In recent decades, nationalism has emerged from the distant purview of history to become the primary driver of some of the world’s
biggest news. Given the prominence of nationalist conflict, students
in political science increasingly study the subject with modern references in mind. This article describes the design for a timely undergraduate political science course on the causes and consequences of
nationalism, with a focus on four central learning objectives: understanding theories and concepts in the study of nations and nationalism; applying theories to contemporary events; exploring issues of
identity among a community of learners; and developing analytical
and professional skills. I describe in detail two course assignments
that exemplify these pedagogical objectives. In the “nationalism in
the news” assignment, students give an in-class oral presentation on
a current news story, interpreting the event through the lens of
course themes. In the “national anthems analysis” paper, students
analyze the lyrics of the national anthem of their choosing, linking
symbols to interpretations of different nationalism types. I conclude
by offering suggestions for adapting these and other course assignments to a range of classrooms and students.
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Introduction
“The ‘end of the era of nationalism,’ so long prophesied, is not remotely in sight.
Indeed, nation-ness is the most universally legitimate value in the political life of our
time.” In the introduction to Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and
Spread of Nationalism, Benedict Anderson challenged the fashionable suggestion that
the end of the nation-state was nigh (1991, 3). In the 1980s and 90s, scholarship on
cosmopolitan and multicultural identities lurched back and forth between envisioning
the growth of supranational bodies like the European Union and presaging the breakdown of nations into sub-national enclaves (Baumann 1992; Castles et al. 1988; Horne
1984; Smith 1998). Decades later, with nationalist politics on the rise worldwide, it is
even more difficult to imagine the nation-state’s imminent demise.
Though definitions abound, “nationalism” is commonly defined as the “political principle, which holds that the political and national unit should be congruent” (Gellner
[2006] 1983). In other words, nationalism inherently implies self-determination or conflict, as an identity group strives for self-rule. In the 35 years since the publication of
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Anderson’s famous work, nationalist struggle has pervaded world politics. Today’s
undergraduates have witnessed Kosovar independence and secessionist ambitions in
Catalonia, Quebec, and Scotland. They have seen the entrenchment of IsraeliPalestinian conflict and “nation-building” in Iraq. In recent years, nationalism has
emerged from the annals of European history and taken hold of social media screens,
ever-present in the politics of Brexit and “Make America Great Again.”
This global prominence of nationalist mobilization has created both opportunities
and challenges for instructors of nationalism and ethnicity. Students come to courses on
these topics with preexisting interest in the subject matter; events unfolding on the
world stage dramatically showcase the themes from our courses, as concepts jump off
the page. This dynamic has intensified in the United States even in the last few years, as
the rise of white nationalism during the Trump presidency has brought these issues to
the fore. However, following current events is not enough to understand the history
and driving forces of nationalism, and may instead gin up partisanship or jingoism.
Educators must therefore be prepared to help students scrutinize these events through
the lens of academic concepts, while teaching them to be informed consumers of sensitive issues. In part, this challenge can be addressed by exploring the deep, classical literature on nationalism, which explains the emergence and persistence of nations. At the
same time, educators can enhance the relevance of this learning experience and provide
diverse perspectives by employing engaging activities and reading beyond the classics,
written almost exclusively by white, European men.
To take advantage of this unique pedagogical moment, I offer a course on nationalism that provides students with the building blocks of political science theory, and then
uses those tools to confront and interpret the consequences of nationalism today. In
this article, I describe the structure of my course, with particular attention to two
assignments that use the approach of “authentic learning” to help students interpret
contemporary politics through the lens of course concepts and theory. First, I expand
on the opportunities and challenges of teaching nationalism in a nationalist age.
Second, I offer course objectives that capitalize on these opportunities and challenges,
and a brief outline of the course syllabus design. Third, I describe in greater detail the
motivation for and implementation of two class assignments—the “nationalism in the
news” oral presentation and the “national anthems analysis” response paper. Finally, I
provide suggestions for adapting or expanding these exercises for a range of classrooms,
and offer concluding thoughts on instructing nationalism in an era of nationalist resurgence.

Nationalism and authentic learning
At the George Washington University, I have twice served as the instructor of record
for an upper-level undergraduate political science course on nationalism. The students
who take this class are nearly all majors or minors in Political Science or International
Affairs; most are upperclassmen, as students must satisfy two pre-requisites to register
for the class. These students are already likely to be interested in global politics: They
have chosen to matriculate at a policy-oriented school in Washington, D.C., and many
aspire to work in politics or policy. Nevertheless, the course and activities described
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here should translate easily to any group of college students. Any student with cursory
knowledge of the news will have a sense that nationalism has become pervasive and
consequential to our politics and everyday lives.
Asked during the first class session why they signed up for my course, students explicitly stated their desire to understand what’s happening in the news and the world
around them. Several expressed interest in the rise of nationalism and populism in
Europe: “Is it a pushback against European integration? Or has it always been there but
we are only now recognizing it?” one asked. Others want to understand anti-immigration rhetoric and “how nationalistic thought arises among a group of people” or “the
rising tide of Right-Wing Nationalism currently rocking the West.” One chose the class
because she wanted to understand the root causes of ethnic violence, statelessness, and
“judgment towards the ‘other.’” Another simply said, “I think that this subject matter is
extremely relevant today, and I think it would be beneficial to learn about these issues.”
In other words, students’ scholarly interest in nationalism is driven by real-world events.
For some, that interest is also personal. A second generation Indian-American wanted
to understand why Indian national identity was so personal to her immigrant mother,
and so alien to her; a student from the Dominican Republic was eager to unpack how
being Dominican is connected to her broader Catholic and Latin identities.
The study of nationalism provides an excellent opportunity to integrate theory with
practice and make use of, among other pedagogical tools, “authentic learning.” The last
two decades have seen a growing focus on pedagogical activities and assessments that
go beyond formal lecture or group discussion to engage students in activities like simulations, scenarios, and games (see, for instance, Asal 2005; Barma et al. 2016; Lantis
et al. 2000; Ruben 1999; Wolfe and Crookall 1998). These approaches—often called
“active” or “experiential” learning—emphasize connecting student understanding to the
“real world” they experience outside the classroom (Asal et al. 2013). Though studies on
the efficacy of these techniques have found mixed results, combining active learning
with personal reflection has been shown to help students integrate the lessons gleaned
from activities into their comprehension of broader concepts (Mikalayeva et al. 2020;
Pleschova 2020; Simon 2020).
The related approach known as “authentic learning” combines the active and reflective elements of pedagogy. Authentic learning “focuses on connecting theory with application through engaging, realistic activities” (Downing 2017) and is based on four
central principles, summarized by Rule (2006). First, classroom activities analyze realworld problems, and either mimic or present findings to professionals. Second, pedagogy is based on open-ended inquiry and critical thinking skills. Third, students engage
in discourse as a community of learners. And fourth, students are empowered to make
independent choices about the topics they study (Rule 2006, 2). Given the political
moment, I designed the course with the primary goal of harnessing students’ interest
and engagement with the subject matter to motivate authentic learning, in which they
are co-creators of knowledge. I then offer assignments focusing on real-world application to challenge them in a collaborative and supportive learning environment. By providing a range of assignments and activities, from response papers and in-class exams,
to oral presentations and policy writing, to frequent small-group discussions, all types
of learners have the best opportunity to grasp the material and deepen understanding
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by making it their own. The course also infuses readings and lecture with more active
learning techniques of analysis and interpretation, in which students improve their critical thinking and professional skills (Rank and Tylock 2018).
To support these desired learning outcomes, I provide students with four central
objectives. First, as a result of taking this class, students will understand the major theories and concepts in the study of nations and nationalism. Second, students will apply
these political science theories to current events and issues in the news. Third, students
will explore issues of identity among a community of learners. And fourth, they will
deliver analytical assessments of issues in nationalism, while honing practical and professional skills. In this way, the pedagogy is fourfold: traditional concepts and theory;
contemporary application; personal investigation; and development of concrete skills.
The syllabus and course activities are designed to facilitate this process. Political scientists often approach a topic by investigating the “causes and consequences” of some
phenomenon; I have organized my syllabus to do the same. Thus, in the first half of the
course, students learn the central concepts and engage with the central debates on
typologies of nationalism (Hechter 2000), how nations emerge and spread (Anderson
[1991] 1983; Brubaker 1994; Deutsch 1961; Gellner [2006] 1983; Posen 1993; E. Weber
1979), and why nations change or endure (Darden, forthcoming; Laitin 2007; Renan
1882), while exploring concepts like ethnicity and race (Horowitz 1985; Posner 2003; M.
Weber [1996] 1922). Once the students understand the foundational terms and debates,
they can begin exploring how nationalism works in our modern world, while reading
works from a more diverse set of perspectives. In the latter weeks, we move on to the
effects of nationalism on political identities, patterns of political violence, and state policies, including sessions on the relationship between nationalism and war (Bercovitch
2007; Sambanis 2001; Van Evera 1994; Wimmer 2012); the role of diasporas (LainerVos 2013; Mylonas and Shelef 2014); multiculturalism, religion, and gender (Jewett and
Lawrence 2003; Kymlicka 2012; Moller Okin 1999; Yuval-Davis and Anthias 1989); and
a final session on the role of race and class in nationalism today (Inglehart and Norris
2016; Mutz 2018; Walsh 2012).
This is more than an intellectual exercise: Throughout the course, students are regularly asked to reflect on sensitive, personal questions of identity, privilege, and exclusion
as a way of understanding the emotive power of identity politics. From the very first
class session, students are challenged to probe and question their own identities, step
into others’ shoes with empathy, and make conjectures about the role of elites in amplifying in- and out-group symbolism. I deliberately lean into these sensitive topics,
because they personalize and problematize abstract concepts, helping students learn and
grow. As Alakoc (2019) affirms, “Research suggests that teaching and learning about
sensitive issues are essential parts of transformational education” (see also Lichtenstein
2010; Lowe and Jones 2010; Lowe 2015). Some students are eager for that transformation. As one wrote on the first day of class, “It will be nice to be challenged about
what I think, versus my classmates and you.”
With these course objectives in mind, I now describe two course assignments that
have proven effective in imparting to students a solid background on the concepts and
theory of the nationalism literature, while engaging in applied learning, probing personal identities, and developing critical thinking and professional skills.
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Assignment 1: nationalism in the news
One key assignment is designed to contribute to achieving three of the course’s central objectives: comprehension of fundamental concepts, contemporary application of
theory, and development of concrete skills. This assignment is called “nationalism in
the news”—a brief oral presentation of a current event story through the lens of political science theory. The assignment is described in the syllabus thus:
Students will take turns throughout the semester to present issues and stories about
nationalism in the news. The night before the class session, please e-mail me a link to a
news story (newspaper, television, or radio) you wish to present. In class, you will spend
up to 5 min presenting this story to the class. Consider shaping your remarks around
the following questions: (1) The five W’s of journalism: who, what, where, when, and
why? (2) Why is this story important? Why did it interest you? (3) What is one major
concept we’ve discussed in class that this story highlights?

During our first class session, I demonstrate to my students how this presentation
should work, and then students sign up for a future class period to give their
presentations.1 In 2018, just before the FIFA men’s world cup, I chose a story from
The New York Times about the “Alternative World Cup” of stateless nations, which
I asked my students to read in advance of our first meeting (Marty-Hemphill 2018).
In giving this example, I aimed to model four elements of the assignment. First, I
wanted them to see precisely what a five-minute presentation might look and sound
like, as this may be a format of speaking that is completely new to them. Second, I
demonstrated a way to run through the factual details of news story (the “who, what,
where” etc.) in a natural way, using full, descriptive sentences rather than presented in a
perfunctory list. Third, I showed them how to explicitly connect the story to the themes
from class, elaborating on the notion of stateless nations, as well as the ideas of
constitutive stories and glorified nationalist violence suggested by the article. Last, I
implicitly demonstrated the breadth of news topics that students might choose from—
emphasizing that nationalism is not only exposed in wars and elections, but also
through everyday themes like sports, music, and trade. I also share a rubric for the
assignment, out of 10 possible points, which provides students with clear expectations
for how to excel (Table 1).
Table 1. Nationalism in the News Rubric.
Requirement
The student shared the story with the instructor
the night before class.
The student chose a story that is timely and
relevant to the theme.
The student accurately presented and
summarized the story. (Is it news? Analysis?
What happened?)
The student effectively conveyed why this story
is important.
The student accurately connected this story to at
least one major theme from class.
The student demonstrated professionalism in the
presentation, including speaking clearly and
not reading directly from notes.
Total points

Learning objective

Points

Developing analytical and professional skills

1

Applying theories

1

Developing analytical and professional skills

2

Applying theories; developing analytical and
professional skills
Understanding concepts; applying theories

2

Developing analytical and professional skills

2

2

10
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All aspects of this assessment are designed to support the critical learning objectives
of the course: understanding concepts, applying theories, and developing analytical and
professional skills. In addition to grading on this point system, I use analytic assessment
to provide supplementary written feedback for students, reinforcing where they have
excelled, and offering tips for improving their public speaking skills they may take
beyond the classroom (Biggs and Tang 2007).
In the summer of 2018, students chose stories about the one-year anniversary of
Charlottesville’s “Unite the Right” rally, the movement of the U.S. embassy in Israel
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, and controversy over athletes’ kneeling during the U.S.
national anthem, to name a few. There is no shortage of stories about nationalism in
the news, and providing this explicit framework helps students harness complex feelings
and reactions to inform scholarly lessons. This is a way to help students make sense of
how nationalism affects our world through concrete, limited analysis of one story at a
time. It also helps them solidify their understanding of course concepts with vivid
examples. Moreover, they have the opportunity to practice summarizing and analyzing
events, while speaking publicly in front of their peers.
Students have found this exercise particularly memorable; several wrote about it in
their course evaluations. “The nationalism in the news presentations were useful in seeing how nationalism is present in our everyday lives,” one student wrote. Another
praised the assignment, “I liked the social issues and how we related it to the authors
we read.” The deliberate connection of the theoretical and empirical application of
nationalism not only helps students interpret the world around them, but also helps
crystallize conceptual understanding.
Assignment 2: national anthems analysis
Another course assignment tackles central course objectives through written, rather
than oral, presentation, by focusing on the content and role of national anthems. As
scholars have argued, the message conveyed in a national anthem is “purposively,
meticulously constructed, with leaders of national governments consciously picking and
choosing its elements” (Cerulo 1993: 245). Adapted from my coauthor and colleague
Harris Mylonas, the national anthems analysis paper is a brief writing assignment in
which students evaluate the national anthem lyrics of a country of their choosing.
Collectively, Mylonas and I have assigned a paper of this nature to hundreds of students
at our university. The paper prompt I distribute reads as follows:
For your first writing assignment, please pick a country and find an English translation of
the lyrics of its national anthem online. Write a 2-page paper about the anthem, addressing
whichever of the following questions apply: What are the anthem’s title and history? What
are the themes? Does the anthem convey civic or ethnic nationalism? What identities are
highlighted? Is there a mention of a constitutive story, divine right, glorifying violence,
shared customs, or values? How does the anthem make you feel? Then, share your
thoughts on what function the anthem plays in that society and what you think to be the
intentions of nation-building elites in choosing this particular anthem. Please use specific
examples of words or phrases from the anthem in your analysis. Please also include the full
text of the anthem (this does not count toward your page limit).
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Assigned early in the semester, in line with the principle of continuous assessment,
this first paper also focuses on three central course objectives. In particular, it is an early
test that the students have understood some of the primary definitions and concepts in
nationalism and national identity: civic and ethnic nationalism, the idea of a constitutive
story, the divine right of kings, national myths, and the different ways countries might
express their special distinctiveness or perceived superiority. Second, the assignment
asks students to apply the theories they have learned in class by explaining the function
of the anthem in a particular society, and how the nationalist elites might use the
anthem’s symbolism in communicating particular priorities. Third, the students learn to
extrapolate the intentions of elites—mimicking the role of professionals—by assessing
how the anthem might be used to serve elite purposes. This approach is similar to that
suggested by Asal and Griffith (2017) in their activity featuring analysis of nationalist poetry.
As with the “nationalism in the news” assignment, students are empowered to make
an independent choice regarding what subject they analyze.2 I provide students with a
rubric for the assignment, out of a possible 15 points, and rely again on analytic assessment of the work (Table 2).
This has proven particularly interesting for those students who choose a familiar
anthem, such as the “Star-Spangled Banner” for any American students, or personal
country-of-origin anthems for students of other nationalities. Though many of us grow
up singing our country’s anthem at school or sporting events, we may not think deeply
about the meaning of the words. For example, though American students will sing by
rote the lines “through the perilous fight … And the rocket’s red glare, the bombs
bursting in air … ” they may not have ever considered its bellicosity until they see the
words printed on the page. When students evaluate all four original verses of the
anthem, they encounter even more vivid violent imagery in the third verse:
And where is that band who so vauntingly swore/ That the havoc of war and the battle’s
confusion,/ A home and a country should leave us no more!/ Their blood has washed out
their foul footsteps’ pollution./ No refuge could save the hireling and slave/From the terror
of flight, or the gloom of the grave (Key 1814).

This simple writing assignment can prove transformative, as students “revisit, evaluate
and reconstruct their core beliefs, values, and deep-seated opinions about the world
Table 2. National anthems analysis rubric.
Requirement
The student followed all instructions and guidelines for
the paper.
The paper is well-written and professional, free from
grammatical and spelling errors.
The student appropriately refers to and cites readings
from class as they relate to the anthem.
The student has identified and analyzed the most
important identities, symbols, and themes from the
national anthem’s lyrics.
The student has offered insightful commentary on the
role of the anthem for nationalist elites and the
feelings conveyed by the anthem’s lyrics.
Total points

Learning objective

Points

Developing analytical and professional skills

1

Developing analytical and professional skills

2

Understanding concepts; applying theories

3

Understanding concepts; exploring identity; developing
analytical and professional skills

5

Applying theories; exploring identity; developing
analytical and professional skills

4
15
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through their learning experiences … this gives them the opportunity to question who
they are, as well as recognize and reflect their own biases, perceptions, and attitudes
about the issues being taught” (Alakoc 2019; see also Mezirow 1991; Taylor 2007; White
and Nitkin 2014). Though students may have pre-conceived notions of American
nationalism that reflect civic virtue and liberal values, the anthem presents a very different picture. In grappling with an anthem’s lyrics, students confront their assumptions
about what a given country’s national character might be, and whether or not that is
reflected in its most official national self-imagining.

Adaptation and extension
Both of these activities can be adapted to other classrooms and student types. For
example, to bring the “nationalism in the news” assignment to a large lecture course,
students could work together in groups to produce a short podcast or video presentation, imparting the professional skills of summary and presentation without taking up
too much class time for individual presentations. In addition, instructors might emphasize a more deliberate focus on identity issues, having students reflect in a journal or
blog weekly about their own challenges and connections to course material
(Pleschova 2020).
The “national anthems analysis” assignment is also highly adaptable. For a more
active approach to evaluating nationalist rhetoric, instructors could challenge students
to write lyrics for their own national anthems and evaluate the course concepts therein,
putting themselves in the shoes of nationalist elites. For more advanced students or
writing-intensive courses, instructors can ask students to compare the lyrics of two or
more anthems, which is where national anthems really get interesting. Reading anthem
lyrics over the past six years has inspired Mylonas and me to further examine national
anthem types in our own work. In “Gore, God, or Liberty? Explaining Variation in
National Anthem Types,” we offer a typology of national anthem styles, laying out the
terms and themes we expect from three main categories of anthems (Gilbert and
Mylonas, working paper). Students reading multiple anthems would likely be struck by
the similarities across anthems from around the world—the more anthems students
encounter, the more tropes they may see in common.
Beyond these two assignments, other in-class activities and papers encourage students to apply theories to understanding current events, grapple with personal issues
of identity, and develop analytical and professional skills. For example, during the
module on primordialism, I lead students through an exercise and discussion about
what group (national, religious, political, familial) they would risk their lives for.
This activity is based on the first part of the “identity exercise” presented in Asal
and Griffith (2017). A second writing assignment in the course asks students to
think about their own family’s identity narrative, consider how identities and symbols are conveyed across generations, and evaluate the importance of those group
connections in their own lives. Such an assignment could be effective in conjunction
with McIntosh’s “invisible knapsack” exercise (2000). These assignments and activities contribute in particular on the course objective of exploring and reflecting on
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issues of identity in a community of learners, while strengthening students’ understanding of major course concepts.
Last, for the final writing assignment in the course, I partnered with an online policy
outlet to publish students’ analytical op-eds on a nationalism-related topic, providing
the students with an exciting opportunity to publish work (and added incentive to write
thoughtfully). Such an assignment contributes to the course objective of honing professional skills: The students practiced applying their expertise to the kind of writing they
may do after graduating, and several ultimately had their pieces published online.3 In
all cases, assignments are designed not just to test students’ comprehension of political
science theory, but to help them apply their newfound theoretical knowledge to explaining the world around them. In this way, this course takes advantage of students’ personal and political interest in a contentious topic for effective, authentic learning.

Further application and reflection
The opportunities and challenges of studying nationalism are not fully captured by the
syllabus: With the rise of populist and ethno-nationalist politics, students bring their
insatiable curiosity about nationalism’s power into the classroom. Instructors can certainly allow students to highlight their interests through their written and oral assignments, but there are also opportunities for instructors to use pertinent, unpredicted
events as valuable teaching moments. For example, during our first class session after
President Trump tweeted that four minority Congresswomen should “go back” to “the
totally broken and crime infested places from which they came,” we began class with a
facilitated discussion of the President’s tweets (Dwyer 2019). By engaging with sensitive
issues and offering insights about the history and intention of such language, I gave my
students an opportunity to evaluate this challenging story as scholars and citizens. They
rose to the occasion: They handled the topic—and each other—with maturity and grace,
and easily brought up course readings in their comments. Through their analysis and
reflection, they demonstrated a sustained grasp of the course material, while doing the
demanding personal work of transformative learning.
Whether the coming years bring the continued rise or the fall of the “era of
nationalism,” its powerful force will continue to have ripple effects on how students
encounter and understand global politics. Instructors can harness students’ real-world
interest in nationalism and identity, train them in its concepts and debates, and empower
them to use their knowledge to reinterpret the world around them. In this way, the
course aims to make them better scholars, citizens, and consumers of difficult news. This
course serves as an opportunity to use the news cycle for memorable teaching moments,
helping students understand and apply the lessons of nationalism in our nationalist age.

Notes
1. As my course had 15 students and 12 classroom sessions, I allowed up to two presentations
per class session, with the exception of their midterm session, when no students presented.
Depending on the length of the classroom session, instructors can stack several presentations
per class period throughout the term. In that way, students will necessarily select a wide
range of news stories, as new developments arise.
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2. I thank an anonymous reviewer for highlighting the role of continuous assessment and
student choice in this assignment.
3. Students’ papers were published as part of a series on Nationalism with Divergent Options,
online at https://divergentoptions.org/category/topics/assessment-papers/.
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