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Creating a national identity: Scotland and Norway in the

19th century

We often think of
national identity as an
original essence, deeply
imbedded in our past.
However, identity is not
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followed a parallel pattern in Scotland
and Norway and the birth of a national
identity can be quite clearly pinpointed to a
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downright creation of national symbols
played an important part in this process:
national dress, emblems, music, food,
language, literature, mythology etcetera.
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the present as the narrative was written,
re-written and in many cases distorted for
political or ideological purposes. In both

countries there was an intense interest in
history and a large increase in the number
of historical publications. In Scotland the
romantic revolution in history lead by Sir
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in BHQLRU ([HFXWLYH il volume works on the history of

Scotland published by Patrick Fraser Tytler
and John Hill Burton.

In Norway this was paralleled by the
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urbanisation. This transformation changed
the country from an agrarian and rural to
an industrial and urban society. But the
image presented was entirely different; it

stressed particular aspects of Scottish life,
culture and history, and ignored others. As

such it was bound to present an unbalanced
and lopsided picture, and was a paradox

at several levels. Scotland was an urban
society that adopted a rural face.

the creation of the myth of the Highlands.
Most of the familiar and distinctive symbols
of Scotland are of Highland origin, such as
tartan, the bagpipes and the kilt - Scotland
came to be seen as a predominantly
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Highland country.

Wergeland and Welhaven,
the more research based
works of The Norwegian
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of the images and symbols that are most
easily recognisable and closely connected
with the two countries today stem from this
period. The fact that our identities were in
part created does not make them any less
real for us today. Our identities are closely
connected with our past, it is just a more
recent past than we might think.

The historical background of the two
countries and the two peoples are in many
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in the national identities. Norwegians and
Scots have a strong sense of nationality and
pride in their own history and culture. They
are small countries, with a bigger neighbour
that they have been at war with, ruled by
and exploited by (the question of exploitation
depends largely on your political point of
view in Scotland). The relationship with this
neighbour is a central theme in the history
of both countries. The history of Scotland
is intermingled with England just

as Norwegian history is closely
connected with Denmark and |
Sweden, having been alternately
enemies, allies, union partners
etcetera. The fear of being swamped
by this neighbour resulted in a
national identity that to a large
degree focused on what separated
them from the neighbour. There
was a strong interest in and search
IRU WKH FRXQWULH
but it did not necessarily lead to
a strongly expressed wish for
political independence.

In the process of creating or
recreating a national identity
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aspects of their culture and society.
The rediscovery or sometimes

Ludvig K. Daa) and the
political works of Ernst
Sars.  Historians  and
the general public were
rethinking the present
situation by appealing to
the past and there was
bound to be discussions
and arguments as to which

"Norwegians and Scots
have a strong sense of
nationality and pride in
i\ own history and
cultre. They are small
countries, with a bigger
neighbour that they have
been at war with, ruled
by and exploited by... The
relationship  with  this
neighbour is a central
theme in the history of

This image did neither
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modern  Scotland  nor
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on the Highland region

itself. The picture that
was presented was one of
the past, not of the future
or even present of the
region. It was essentially
an imaginary world. It

cloaked the harsh realities
of both Highland life and

of Scottish urban existence

past, or what aspects of
it, should be recalled.

both countries.”

with its  increasingly
false picture of Scotland

is the precondition for nationalist history as
it requires both collective remembering and
collective forgetting.

During the 19th century Scotland developed
PDQ\ RI WKH
the lives of modern day Scots. Scotland
experienced a revolutionary expansion
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was second only to England in the rate of

Scottish Highlands. Just as in Norway, nature has performed a vital rol e in
forging a Scottish national identity.
Photo: Richard Webb. Published under Creative Commons Attribution 2.0.
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as a tranquil and rural
country. The stress on the rural rather than
the urban and industrialised might seem
odd, but it is a process that is both natural
and understandable. As Scotland became
more like England it turned its focus to

the differences.

Scottish identity and nationalism in the

19th century has been the debate
over the so-called "missing
nationalism”. The main question

is why full blown nationalism

did not emerge in Scotland,
the failure to mobilise national

identity in the kind of struggle

for cultural emancipation and

political independence that was
so typical of other small European
nations. Many of these nations
were “history-less” intellectuals

had to construct an emotional
basis for their nationalism through

purely invented traditions and

non-existent feelings of a common
identity. Scotland however, was
an ancient nation with a lot of
material from which an effective

nationalism could have been
brought forth.
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Creating a national identity (cont.)

By Kristin Flood Stregm

Today being both British and Scottish
seems a dilemma for many Scots, but this
dual identity was not felt as a contradiction
by most Scots in the 19th century. These
two identities were concentric, one did not
necessarily exclude the other. The symbols
of Scotland could celebrate both the union

National identity did not vanish; Scots

retained a strong sense of Scottishness made these non-national inputs Norwegian.

while also adopting a British identity.

The same argument can be made for Scottish
nationalism. It did not fail, and it was not
missing, it was simply of a different kind
than the contemporary European norm;
Scotland could assert its nationality within
the framework of the union, and there was
thus no need for any separatist nationalism.
This Unionist-Nationalism would not last
howeverand by the late 19th century Scottish
nationalism moved in another direction.

7KH VSHFLAF FKDUDFWHU LW bécsméran inipor@ht J

nationalism in this period were a result
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rosemaliny Thus, as a great paradox, many
of the strongest symbols of Norwegian
national culture had foreign roots, some
having been part of Norwegian culture for
under a century. It was their adjustments to

as culture and history in particular became
source books that nation builders could
draw on. Searching for continuity in times
of change, two modernising and urbanising
countries adopted a rural face, the face of
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and historians able
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nevertheless
and Sweden

to underline the differences with England

respectively, and these
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was essential

19th  century political
nationalism grew stronger
in Norway, and this was
directed solely towards
Sweden, as Denmark posed
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political sovereignty.
Although cultural
nationalism had been

directed mainly against
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factor in the political

"The 19th century was
a decisive period in
the  development  of
2natigznalZ itc)jentity in both
Nolrwéfy 2hd  Scotland.
At the critical phase
in the development of
_identities  they  were
A&iherfercing Yhe modern
L kthrough, and in this
process they both harked

a reference to the past. Historical research

to the nation building
agenda: historians
emphasised the historical
continuity of the nations
by focusing on their
Golden Age. In this way
they showed how these
old and once powerful
nations deserved a place
in the contemporary
world. History became a
way of legitimising the
countries as nations; the
roots showed that they
had an ideological right
to a distinct existence.
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There was a strong
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Norwegian nationalism became twofold:
Norwegian nationalism "fought at two
fronts” as the cultural and the political
strands of nationalism went down different
paths. In this way the line between
the political and the cultural strand of
nationalism was more clearly marked in
Norway than it was in Scotland, where the
two elements were so closely connected

it was a precondition for the growing
resistance towards Sweden. Cultural and
political nationalism became more closely
connected, as it became a movement for
popular democratisation and for national
liberation in one composite political current.

The 19th century was a decisive period in
the development of national identity in both
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The 19th century was a period of intense
nation building in Norway, a tendency

in the development of identities they were
experiencing the modern breakthrough,
and in this process they both harked back to
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endeavour. This process of nationalisation
was directed mainly against

in the creation and consolidation of identity
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result in a strong national
consciousness, a general_
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heritage and common national
symbols. Norwegian society
was of a fairly uniform ethnicity,
but national identity was
nevertheless a problematic issue
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The development of a uniform
Norwegian identity demanded
that similarities were underlined
and differences disregarded.

%\ WKH
culture had been established by
the urban elite as the real and
true Norwegianness. But many
elements of this ‘rediscovered”
national culture had been
imported from abroad via the
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tendency in both
Scotland and Norway to focus on civic
pride and cultural continuity, rather than
on grievances that were such powerful
and emotional issues in other nationalist
movements. Even if Scotland no longer
had a separate Parliament, Scottish law,
Church and education system was deemed
WR EH KLJKO\ VLIJQLAFDQ
existence of Scotland as a separate nation.
In Norway the civic element was more
complicated as all the political institutions
had been situated outside the country
and had been controlled from abroad
for a considerable number of years. But
DV D UHVXOW WKH VLJQL
Norwegian  Parliament was
seen as all the greater. And most
historians stressed that even
if Norway had had no serious
SROLWLFDO LQAXHQ
period, the abstract ideas of
freedom and equality had lived
on in the people, providing
a line of civic continuity.

The parallel development in the
19th century did not last and
in the early 20th century the
roads of Norwegian and Scottish
nationalism diverged. With the
dissolution of the union with
Sweden in 1905, the political
strand of Norwegian nationalism
more or less died as it had
achieved its goal. In Scotland
however, political nationalism
would continue to grow over
the course of the century.

cities a couple of generations
earlier (such as the decorational

The national home . Husandakt (De ensomme ganifg) Adolph Tidemand. Oil
SDLQWLQJ

v Vv

AF I




