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Waves of War is destined to be influential—
and controversial. This book examines
nationalism, ethnic strife, and war. These
topics are not only prominent in the head-
lines but also of interest to comparative his-
torical sociology, political sociology, and
macrosociology more generally. While the
topics are familiar, this is a challenging
book. Andreas Wimmer presents a novel
theory, creates new and powerful databases,
and pursues demanding quantitative analy-
ses spanning several centuries and the entire
globe. He reframes several important debates,
and the reader must understand foundational
concepts in novel ways and come to terms
with complex and demanding empirical anal-
yses. For those persuaded by Wimmer’s argu-
ments and evidence, the lessons for sociology
and sibling disciplines are valuable and far-
reaching. Even for those who disagree—
especially for those who disagree—coming
to terms with Waves of War will be important
because this book will be setting the agenda
and framing debates for years to come.

Wimmer asserts that his understanding of
nationalism puts legitimacy on center stage:
‘‘The idea of the nation as an extended fam-
ily of political loyalty and shared identity
provided the ideological framework that
reflected and justified this new compact. It
meant that elites and masses should identify
with each other and that rulers and ruled
should hail from the same people’’ (p. 4).
This social compact ‘‘made the first nation-
states . . . militarily and politically more
powerful than dynastic kingdoms or land-
based empires. . . .’’ (p. 4). Through conquest,
absorption, emulation, and diffusion, states
around the world have followed suit.
Nationalism has been, is, and will be (for
the foreseeable future) the most effective
and pervasive basis of political legitimacy.

To explain where and why nation-states
first emerged, Wimmer contrasts France to
the Ottoman Empire over a millennium. He
relies on ‘‘a power-cum-legitimacy approach’’
(p. 6), an institutionalized balance of power
and stable exchange relationships. As sum-
marized in the following table, his modeling
rests on four sets of actors:

In the wake of a successful nation-
building project, the post-Revolutionary
French ‘‘nation’’ spanned and incorporated
religious divisions, regional rivalries, lin-
guistic communities, and ethnic groups. In
contrast, the Ottoman Empire fragmented.
Wimmer adopts a game-theoretic frame-
work and simulations in Chapter Two to
explain this divergence. In France, a strong
central state coupled with a civil society
marked by dense and effective voluntary
organizations provided fortuitous conditions
for a nation-building project. In this context,
‘‘the idea and institutionalized practice of
solidarity among all elite and non-elite sec-
tions of the population’’ were nurtured by
ongoing exchanges. This inclusive alliance
system drew ‘‘boundaries of belonging

Elites Masses

Dominant Dominant elites Dominant masses
Subordinate Subordinate elites Subordinate masses
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against non-national others rather than
against a particular segment of the domestic
population’’ (p. 46). It also yielded valuable
resources for waging war and set the stage
for institutionalized bargaining that allowed
non-elites to secure expanded civil, political
and social rights in the twentieth century.
By contrast, the nineteenth-century Ottoman
Empire did not have a strong central state,
nor were dense voluntary organizations
found there. Instead, subordinate (defined
in ethnic and religious terms) elites and
masses maintained durable exchange rela-
tionships that competed with and impeded
efforts to forge an overarching Ottoman
nation.

Because his theory could not be tested
with extant databases, Wimmer (with sever-
al collaborators) undertook ambitious and
demanding data-collection efforts. For
example, when examining the spread of
nation-states (Chapter Three), Wimmer’s
dataset includes most of the world from
1816 to the present. His cases are the territo-
ries recognized as states in 2001. Each of
these territories in the dataset was at risk of
becoming a nation-state (i.e., rule estab-
lished in the name of the people) (p. 86).
Using an event history approach, he finds
that transitioning to a nation-state was sig-
nificantly more likely as empires waned.
Nation-state transitions were associated
with each of the following: transitions to
nation-state elsewhere in the empire, the
number of years since an initial nation-state
transition within an empire, and the number
of wars fought in the empire.

While these positive findings are notewor-
thy, the non-findings may be of greater
importance. Wimmer challenges claims that
economic modernization (Ernest Gellner)
contributes to a transition to the nation-state.
Likewise, because literacy is not associated
with these transitions, Wimmer calls into
question the emphasis that Benedict Ander-
son places on ‘‘imagined communities.’’
Arguments focused on the state’s capacity
to rule (Michael Hechter and Charles Tilly)
are also contradicted. Nor do Wimmer’s
findings support world polity’s expectation
that the nation-state template diffused glob-
ally. Instead, diffusion effects are restricted
to a territory’s immediate neighborhood
and across empires. These findings are

provocative; and because they are based on
a dataset that spans centuries and the entire
globe, they must be taken seriously, even
and especially by skeptics.

In turn, Wimmer examines the links
between nation-state formation and war
over 200 years. By examining trends over
two centuries, he finds that war is more like-
ly at a time of institutional change like
absorption into an empire or seceding from
an empire to create a nation-state. When
Wimmer turns his attention to ethnic politics
since World War II, he moves beyond a focus
on minorities at risk of persecution: he (and
associates) gathered data on ‘‘all politically
relevant ethnic groups and their degree of
access to executive-level state power—from
total control of the government to overt
political discrimination and exclusion’’
(p. 144). Waves of War also distinguishes
among the types of conflict: rebellion (fights
over the boundaries of inclusion), infighting
(ethnic elites fighting among themselves),
and secession (struggles to change the pol-
ity’s territorial boundary). Wimmer reports
that ethnic exclusion predicts rebellions
(fights over the boundaries of inclusion)
but does not influence infighting and seces-
sion. The duration of imperial rule makes
conflict over secession more likely but does
not exert significant influence over rebellions
and infighting. He also finds that the number
of power-sharing partners (in the executive
offices of the state) makes a significant contri-
bution to infighting among ethnic elites but
was unrelated to rebellions and secessions.

Wimmer stresses the value of variable-
oriented research and points to the limita-
tions of case-oriented historical accounts.
He is especially critical of accounts that
take the nation-state as a given (and the
unit of analysis) and accounts that make
sweeping theoretical claims on the basis of
a handful of cases. He acknowledges the val-
ue of case-oriented historical research and
characterizes statistical analyses as an
attempt to ‘‘identify recurring patterns in
the tapestry woven by hundreds of such spe-
cific historical threads’’ (p. 7). The several
appendices provide a thoughtful discussion
of data sources and the challenges of coding
important variables. Further, Wimmer
believes that nuanced review of historical
narratives is necessary to ensure that the
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regular patterns that surface in statistical
analyses are not spurious. Still, skeptics of
cliometrics will find plenty to debate in the
overall approach and offer sharp criticisms
of specific implementation choices.

The core empirical chapters were pub-
lished as articles (in the American Sociological
Review and American Journal of Sociology) and
received multiple awards from sections of
German and American sociological associa-
tions. Even with Wimmer’s efforts to inte-
grate these chapters, their origins as separate
articles is evident. Each chapter presents
a separate database and analytic technique.
Further, there appear to be important differen-
ces in the meaning of key concepts and subtle,
but consequential, shifts in measurement (see
below). Notwithstanding, there was a synergy
among these separate articles (now chapters),
and bringing them together in Waves of War
makes this synergy obvious and provides
Wimmer the opportunity to advance an
innovative and far-reaching agenda for com-
parative historical research and theorizing.

One of the strengths of Wimmer’s work is
his dogged commitment to building data-
bases that cover the entire world over sever-
al centuries. But Wimmer is more interested
in variables than cases. Wimmer’s coding
seems to shift across these chapters—
especially for the world’s most powerful
countries. Although this might be an artifact
of incorporating several articles published
independently, I think it is a symptom of
larger and less tractable problems.

According to Wimmer (and associates),
for a polity to be considered a nation-state,
two conditions must be met: the ‘‘sovereign
right to rule’’ is in the name of the ‘‘people’’
and ‘‘foreign rule of all sorts’’ is overcome (p.
86, see also p. 256). In Chapter Three, for
purposes of studying the spread of the
nation-state (pp. 238–39), Wimmer asserts
that Japan and Germany became nation-
states in the middle of the nineteenth centu-
ry (1868 and 1871, respectively) and have
been nation-states since that time. This
would, of course, come as a surprise to the
Emperor of Japan and the German Kaiser,
both of whom were under the impression
they ruled over an empire. For that matter,
the Nazis who ruled Germany from 1933 to
1945 claimed sovereignty over an empire-
like Reich, not a nation-state. After World

War II, the United States and its allies
occupied these countries and forced a new
constitution on each of them. These constitu-
tions—in marked contrast to the Japanese
Empire and German Empire/Reich—do
emphasize the hallmarks of a nation-state.
In the first half of the twentieth century,
did Japan and Germany act as nation-states
or as empires? In Chapter Four, given his ref-
erence to ‘‘the attempt by Nazi Germany to
establish an imperial policy in Eastern
Europe’’ (p. 127), Wimmer apparently thinks
that the Japanese Emperor, German Kaiser,
and Nazi high command were correct in
thinking they ruled over empires. Wimmer
provides evidence that imperial expansion
and transition to nation-statehood (with the
wars of secession that come with it) are
important causes of inter-state wars. This is
an important finding, but its implications
are obscured by the confusion over the poli-
ties waging imperial wars. While this might
be a legacy of separate articles (and datasets)
included in a single book, it raises important
conceptual questions. Can nation-states
wage imperial wars? Or, do wars of imperial
expansion imply an empire?

According to Wimmer, Russia transi-
tioned to a nation-state in 1905 and has
been a nation-state since that time (Tsar
Nicholas II’s likely objection notwithstand-
ing). He believes that the Soviet Union’s
absorption of countries in the Baltic and
Caucasus regions ended their nation-
statehood. When the Soviet Union collapsed
in the early 1990s, these countries under-
went a second transition to nation-statehood
(pp. 237–410). But Russia became a nation
state in 1905, and it remained one through-
out the Soviet era (at least in Chapter Three).
Elsewhere, especially when he turns his
attention to nation-state transitions and
war (Chapter Four), Wimmer refers to the
‘‘Soviet empire’’ and makes no mention of
the Russian nation-state. How did the Rus-
sian nation-state survive Soviet rule when
the other Soviet republics lost theirs? Or, is
Wimmer treating the ‘‘Soviet empire’’ (Wim-
mer’s terminology) as synonymous with the
Russian nation-state? Stalin (a Georgian, not
a Russian) would likely disagree with this
coding decision.

Nor does Waves of War comment on the
fact that China (in Wimmer’s database, the
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territory controlled by China in 2001) corre-
sponds with the territory controlled by the
Chinese empire over millennia. Similar ten-
sions are evident in the handling of Great
Britain and France. For Wimmer, these are
the quintessential nation-states. They transi-
tioned early and changed the rules of the
geopolitical game. But over this same peri-
od, they were the world’s great imperial
powers. In some passages (especially in
Chapters Two and Three), Wimmer empha-
sizes the revolutionary social bargain that
a nation-state entails. Elsewhere (Chapter
Four), he talks about the waxing and waning
of the British and French empires. Can
France and Great Britain be both a nation-
state and an empire? Or are empires qualita-
tively different from nation-states?

Wimmer is quite emphatic that the United
States cannot be considered a nation-state
with a constitution that embraces slavery
and prohibits citizenship for slaves (p. 87,
n. 13). For this reason, the United States
only becomes a nation-state in 1868 with
the passage of the Fourteenth Amendment
(p. 241). Abraham Lincoln did not think the
Civil War was being waged to create
a nation-state. Rather, it was waged to
make sure that a nation so conceived did
not ‘‘perish from the earth’’ (Lincoln 1863).
A U.S. President cannot be the arbiter in
such a dispute. But in his introductory chap-
ter written for this book, Wimmer includes
the United States (along with Great Britain
and France) as one of the first nation-states,
the nation-states that changed the rules of
geopolitics (p. 4). Was the United States
among the first nation-states as Lincoln
and Wimmer assert (at least in the introduc-
tion)? Or, was the United States something of
a laggard as Wimmer and associates claim in
Chapter Three, only becoming a nation-state
in 1868?

Wimmer’s knowledge of world history is
remarkable, as are the breadth and depth
of historical works he has consulted. More-
over, his thoughtful and open discussion of
coding conventions and challenges to imple-
menting them is laudatory. This book
includes 200 pages of text, and it also
devotes 100 pages to appendices that pro-
vide rich detail on sources and coding deci-
sions. I am confident in Wimmer’s ability
to address these inconsistencies—his

thoroughness is evident throughout the
book, and so are his considerable abilities.

The question is not if Wimmer can impose
consistency; the more important question is
whether he should. Wimmer insists that
each case (or more specifically, the variables
that describe its attributes) be given equal
weight. This drives Wimmer and associates
to select one year to capture the often contra-
dictory, confusing, and complex transition to
nation-statehood. By sampling territories
claimed by nation-states in 2001, he placed
equal analytic weight on the world’s small-
est and least powerful states as he did on
the largest, most powerful and most popu-
lous countries. The contradictions may well
flow from these foundational assumptions.

Ragin (1987) identifies limitations to
variable-oriented research in general, and
these are magnified when global macro-soci-
etal comparisons are attempted. Regardless
of the unit selected, the researcher will be
forced to wrestle with sharply dissimilar
cases (ibid., p. 9), between ‘‘satisfying the
demands of statistical techniques’’ and ‘‘the
theoretical, substantive, and political con-
cerns’’ that motivated the research in the
first place (ibid., p. ix). The implausible
and inconsistent coding decisions for the
world’s most powerful countries likely
flow from Wimmer’s quixotic efforts to
impose uniform coding rules. The world’s
most powerful countries are at the same
time nation-states and empires (including,
according to Mann [2012], the United States).
But acknowledging that some nation-states
are at the same time empires would create
havoc for Wimmer’s parsimonious coding
scheme.

Some nation-states also have empires. If
a reasonably strict definition of empires
with global horizons is imposed (Mann
2012), the total number of cases over the
past 200 years would not exceed 10. These
nation-states with empires wield dispropor-
tionate influence over the existence and
attributes of the territories (as of 2001) that
Wimmer samples. He places on a single con-
tinuum territories of continental proportions
and home to states and economies that set
the terms of global economics and geopoli-
tics (e.g., Great Britain, France, Germany,
Japan, Russia, the United States, and China)
and much smaller territories with modest
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economic and geopolitical impacts (many of
them occupied and controlled by the nation-
states with empires).

The problems go beyond quibbles over
measurement, and they cast doubt on Wim-
mer’s central conclusions. He argues that the
nation-state social compact was at the same
time a very compelling basis for legitimacy
(the rule of like over like). Moreover, he con-
trasts this to empires and argues that the
nation-state enjoys decisive advantages in
the realm of warmaking. His account, how-
ever, ignores the powerful influence wielded
by countries that were at the same time
nation-states and empires. This sweeping
power was on display during and after
World War II. The victors occupied and
rewrote the constitutions of the losers and
created enduring international organiza-
tions. Each of the permanent members of
the U.N. Security Council was at the time
of World War II a nation-state and an empire:
the United States, the United Kingdom,
France, China, and the Soviet Union (now
its successor state, Russia, holds a permanent
seat).

Waves of War devotes considerable atten-
tion to the demise of the Ottoman Empire.
Given its historic importance, this is well-
justified. But Wimmer says little about the
empires that survived into the twentieth cen-
tury. With few exceptions, the decoloniza-
tions that occurred after World War II were
instances in which a nation-state survived
(e.g., Great Britain, France, Holland, and
Portugal) and overseas colonies become
new nation-states. When a territory seceded
from a land-based empire (e.g., the Ottoman
Empire or Soviet Union) and established
a nation-state, this newly created polity
stood in sharp contrast to the form of rule
at the center of the empire. However, in the
case of post-World War II decolonization,
establishing a nation-state was not only
acceptable to the mother country, it was
actively supported. In fact, most newly inde-
pendent nation-states borrowed heavily
from the constitutional provisions upon
which the mother country was founded.
The strong, direct, and obvious links
between the mother country and colonies
are invisible in Waves of War. Instead,
Wimmer emphasizes horizontal diffusion

among the territories within the empire:
the likelihood of a nation-state transition
increases if other newly independent coun-
tries within the empire transitioned to
a nation-state. Did the nation-state form dif-
fuse horizontally as polities seceded from
empires, as Wimmer claims? Or, at least in
the post-World War II era, was the nation-
state imposed from above by the mother
country and reinforced by international
structures created by the nation-states with
empires that prevailed in World War II?
Waves of War neither asks nor answers these
questions.

In the introductory and concluding chap-
ters, Wimmer explains how these databases
and analyses, together, reframe debates
over nationalism, war, and ethnic conflict.
He shows that the institutional transitions
are of central importance and that data
must be structured and collected with this
in mind. The empirical analyses at the heart
of this book drive home the centrality of eth-
nic politics in contemporary conflict and
state transitions. The synergy among the
several empirical chapters and the extensive
work that Wimmer did to develop, extend,
and refine his theoretical argument make
this book informative, provocative, and
valuable.

I strongly recommend Waves of War for
a wide range of graduate seminars: seminars
on nationalism, state formation, and the like
would be well-served by using this book, as
would surveys of the political-sociological
and comparative-historical literatures. Fur-
ther, because Wimmer offers a refreshing
openness and thoughtfulness concerning
data, theory, and method, this book might
prove useful in seminars addressing these
broad topics.

In criticizing the book, I identified implau-
sible and inconsistent coding decisions to
call into question the conclusions presented
in Waves of War. Even if these criticisms are
valid, this challenging book will and should
frame debates. Wimmer has a great deal to
say, often surprising, about the concept and
history of nationalism. By compiling and
analyzing truly global datasets that span
several centuries, Wimmer can and does
give equal weight to all regions, nations,
and peoples. While his defense of
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quantitative and variable-oriented research
is manifest, Wimmer presents this as extend-
ing and complementing case-oriented his-
torical research (see above). To decide if the
findings flowing from his quantitative anal-
yses are spurious, he encourages a continued
dialogue with case-oriented research. Mac-
rohistorical and comparative sociology
would be well served if others, critics and
supporters alike, accept Wimmer’s invita-
tion to use this book as a focal point of
debate.
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The affluent soar upward to ever-greater
riches, the poor dig deeper to survive, and
the middle class inches forward, stuck on
the ground. This broad summary of econom-
ic trends in the United States over the past
forty years also describes many other pros-
perous countries. The theme varies some,
but the up-down-stuck theme tells us a great
deal about globalization and economic
inequality since 1975. Corporations, mar-
kets, and, increasingly, workers span nation-
al boundaries. As they do, the institutions
that once made one nation different from
another have less leverage over factors that
make nations more alike while pushing indi-
viduals within each nation farther apart.

An interdisciplinary team of social scien-
tists led by Janet Gornick and Markus Jäntti
have, nonetheless, uncovered enough varia-
tion among nations to assemble a fascina-
ting but demanding volume of empirical
research. Income Inequality: Economic Dispar-
ities and the Middle Class in Affluent Countries
fascinates because it focuses the inequality
discussion on those who are stuck in the
middle of the income distribution. The soar-
ing rich and burrowing poor get the bulk of
academic and journalistic attention—and
for good reason. Social and economic
disparities are rooted in the behavior of
the rich and affect the poor more than
others. But the middle is the biggest
segment (metaphors like ‘‘hollowed out’’

notwithstanding) and politically pivotal.
Thus, the attention in these papers on the
middle class is welcome.

Income Inequality is demanding because so
many details matter. For example, data show
more inequality in both wealth and wages
than in disposable income. That means that
somehow people form families and allocate
labor market time in ways that counter,
however incompletely, the centrifugal
forces of global capitalism. Governments
variously encourage or discourage postsec-
ondary education, saving, home-owner-
ship, and family formation; the incentives
they give people and corporations affect
how much inequality their citizens live
with. The scholars who contribute to this
volume worked hard to master the com-
plexity; they leave us with few quick and
easy generalizations, but many details wor-
thy of further research.

The revolution in women’s education and
employment during the middle of the twen-
tieth century is the key factor in middle-class

Income Inequality: Economic Disparities
and the Middle Class in Affluent
Countries, edited by Janet C. Gornick
and Markus Jäntti. Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2013. 515 pp.
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