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On the Origins of Nationalism in the Societies
of the Maghreb
Ernest Gellner and the High Culture Concept
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Abstract: This study outlines Ernest Gellner’s (1925-1995) anthropological
conceptualisation of the Nation and Nationalism. It focuses on the notion of
high culture pertaining to the study of Islam, contending that the emergence
of nationalism and the Salafi reformist movement are the outcome of the
same process. The study demonstrates the limits of this notion in studying the
"Muslim society" as an essentialist conception of Islam as well as a transposition
of a ready—made model. In his analysis of nationalism in Maghrebi societies,
Gellner’s holistic approach results in some fundamental contradictions and may
not stand the test of the historical experiences of these countries, especially in
the case of Morocco.
Keywords: Anthropology of Islam, Nation, Nationalism, Salafi Reformist
Movement, High Culture.
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(71) Gellner, "Le nationalisme en apesanteur".

(72) Dale F. Eickelman, "From Here to Modernity: Ernest Gellner on Nationalism and Islamic Fundamentalism," in:
John A. Hall (ed.), The State of the Nation: Ernest Gellner and the Theory of Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), p. 258.
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(74) Ernest Gellner, "La religion et le profane: Islam, nationalisme et marxisme au XXe siécle," Commentaire, vol. 22,
no. 85(1999), p. 111.

(75) Gellner, Postmodernism.

(76) Gellner, "La religion et le profane," pp. 106-112
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(78) Ernest Gellner, Plough, Sword and Book: The Structure of Human History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1989).

(79) Ibid., p. 16.
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(80) John Davis, "An Interview with Ernest Gellner," Current Anthropology, vol. 32, no. 1 (1991), p. 83.

(81) Talal Asad, "The Idea of an Anthropology of Islam," Qui Parle, vol. 17, no. 2 (2009), pp. 1-30.
(82) Ibid., pp. 1-2.
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