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NATIONAL AND  
GLOBAL SYSTEMS:  
MACRO-LEVEL ANALYSIS
Each nation-state develops its own systems of power and 
privilege in unique ways, depending on its history, leaders, 
needs, and relations with other nations. A macro-level anal-
ysis of national and global systems of governance and power 
includes both individual nation-states and international 
organizations, including terrorist groups that cross borders.

Power and the Nation-State
A nation-state is a political, geographical, and cultural 
unit with recognizable boundaries and a system of govern-
ment. These boundaries change as disputes over territory 
are resolved by force or negotiation. For example, the 
boundaries of Israel have changed multiple times since the 
establishment of the nation in 1948.

There are officially 195 nation-states in the world today 
that are recognized by each other’s governments in the 
United Nations, and 6 more with partial recognition, mak-
ing 201 nation-states (Political Geography Now 2015). The 
Vatican, Taiwan, Palestine, and Kosovo do not have UN rep-
resentation, but the Vatican and Palestine now have UN 
observer status (Political Geography Now 2015; Rosenberg 
2015). The number of nations increases as new independent 
nation-states continue to develop in Europe, Asia, Africa, 
and other parts of the world. One of the newest countries is 
South Sudan, which broke away from Sudan in 2011.

Within each nation-state, systems of power govern 
people through leaders, laws, courts, the tax structure, the 
military, and the economic system. Different forms of 
power dominate at different times in history and in differ-
ent geographical settings.

The notions of the nation-state and of nationalism are 
so accepted that we rarely stop to think of them as social 
constructions of reality, created by people to meet group 
needs. In historical terms, though, nationalism is a rather 
recent or modern concept, emerging only after the nation-
state (Gellner 1983, 1993; Gellner and Breuilly 2009). 
Medieval Europe, for example, knew no nation-states. One 
scholar writes that

throughout the Middle Ages, the mass of inhabit-
ants living in what is now known as France or 
England did not think of themselves as “French” or 
“English.” They had little conception of a territorial 
nation (a “country”) to which they owed an alle-
giance stronger than life itself. (Billig 1995:21)

Some argue that nation-states have “no precedent in 
history” prior to the 16th century. Nation-states did not 
become widely acknowledged until they formed through-
out Europe in the 19th century (Giddens 1986:166). This 
raises an interesting question: Why did nation-states 
emerge in Europe and then spread throughout the rest of 
the world? The answer to this puzzle of modern history has 
to do with the change to rational organizational structures 
(Billig 1995).

It is noteworthy that in the modern world, every 
square foot of the Earth’s land space is thought to be under 
the ownership of a nation-state. Yet even today, a sense of 
nationalism or patriotism linking one’s personal identity 
to the welfare of a nation is a foreign idea in many areas of 
the world. For example, people in Kenya, Pakistan, and 
Afghanistan have loyalty to their region, their ethnic or 
tribal group, their religious group, or their local commu-
nity, but a sense of being Pakistani, Kenyan, or Afghani is 
weak at best. Yet in places such as the United States, hav-
ing a passionate sense of national loyalty for which one 
would die is so taken for granted that anyone lacking this 
loyalty is suspect or deviant. Note the earlier discussion of 
the role of the flag. The nation is largely an imagined real-
ity, something that exists because we choose to believe 
that it exists, but it can exert tremendous influence over us 
(B. Anderson 2006; McCrone 1998). Indeed, for some peo-
ple, belonging to the nation has become a substitute for 
religious faith or belonging to local ethnic groups 
(Theroux 2012).

Leaders of the Zapatista movement in southern Mexico (Chiapas) 
hold a Mexican flag as they attend a mass rally in Mexico City. They 
have fought for indigenous rights, including clean water and schooling 
through sixth grade for their children. Their struggle with the Mexican 
government helps to illustrate power dynamics within nations.
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