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1. Mass society 

“Mass society” is best understood as a term denoting a model of certain kinds of relationships 
that may come to dominate a society or part of a society. Terms like “mass production” and “mass 
communication” refer to activities that are intended to affect very large numbers of people who 
are seen, for these purposes, as more or less undifferentiated units of an aggregate or “mass”. 
Similarly, a “mass society” is one in which many or most of the major institutions are organized 
to deal with people in the aggregate and in which similarities between the attitudes and behavior 
of individuals tend to be viewed as more important than differences. Societies or institutions 
organized in this way are said to have a “mass character”, and the life of individuals in such 
societies is said to be governed primarily by “mass relations”. 

1.1 The structure of mass society 
Large populations do not by themselves produce mass relations, although mass relations are less 
likely among small populations. In the past, large societies were divided into many groups with 
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relatively clear boundaries separating each group from the other. Even though a society contained 
thousands of villages, all of them much alike, it was not a mass society because human relations 
centered on the village and supported the integrity of the village as a social unit. 
Unlike the village-based society, the mass society does not help to sustain spontaneously evolving 
and durable social units. “Mass” in its simplest sense means an aggregate of people without 
relevant distinction of groups or individuals. 

In mass production, for example, workers are organized according to the logic of specialization and 
control rather than as members of social groups or as distinct persons, and production is geared to a 
market of similarly undifferentiated people. Mass production, of course, involves a highly structured 
mass, by virtue of the division of labor and administrative organization, and it is therefore to be 
distinguished from the unstructured mass represented, for example, by the aggregate of unemployed 
workers. 

It is not so much the large size of the population as it is the large scale of activities that favours 
mass relations. Where the scale of activity is very great, it is more likely that the social relations 
which individuals bring with them or develop will be easily ignored or transformed by the dictates 
of technical efficiency or effective control. Thus, mass relations are likely to emerge where large-
scale activities predominate, as in nationwide organizations, markets, audiences, and electorates. 

1.2 The decline of community 
Large-scale activities favour the emergence of the mass because they tend to develop at the 
expense of communal relations. The local community comes to provide for fewer of its members’ 
needs and therefore cannot maintain their allegiance. The rural community no longer is isolated 
and self-sufficient. As it becomes dependent on the city, and particularly on national markets and 
organizations, the rural community loses its significance and cohesion. The city does not develop 
the communal life that was formerly provided by the rural community. Instead of affiliation with a 
community, the urban resident frequently experiences considerable social isolation and personal 
anonymity. 
Class-based communities tend to lose their importance and coherence where the whole 
population is incorporated into large-scale activities. Social classes weaken as sources of 
distinctive values, styles of life, and social identity, and they increasingly resemble one another in 
the beliefs, values, and interests of their members. Class distinctions are leveled, and class 
boundaries are blurred. Class consciousness and class solidarity dissolve into mass consciousness 
and mass solidarity. The lower classes are increasingly brought into arenas of communication, 
politics, and consumption previously limited to the higher classes. Class differences in 
opportunities and modes of participation that remain are no longer believed to be desirable or 
permanent. Classes remain as sociological or descriptive categories of people rather than as self-
conscious groups with distinctive ways of life. 
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1.3 The ascendance of organization 
Mass organizations replace communal groups as the characteristic units of society. Mass 
organizations are large and formal, but some large and formal organizations exhibit more of a 
mass character than do others. The additional features that constitute a mass character include a 
membership that is structured primarily by administrative devices rather than through social 
relations, and, correlatively, activity that is mobilized from the center rather than generated 
through various groups within the organization. Mass organizations do not build on the primary 
relations of members, nor do they support and facilitate primary relations among members. The 
result is a relatively unmediated and depersonalized relationship between the membership and 
the organization. 

1.4 Mass egalitarianism 
Pervading all kinds of mass relations is a common normative orientation of egalitarianism. All 
members of mass society are equally valued as voters, buyers, and spectators. Numerical 
superiority therefore tends to be the decisive criterion of success.  

In the political realm this means the number of votes; in the economic realm it is the number of 
sales; and in the cultural realm it is the size of the audience.  

Mass egalitarianism is strengthened by the attenuation of the social bases of inequality, notably 
membership in ethnic and religious groups and especially in social classes. In contrast to the 
equalitarianism of small numbers, as in friendships, mass egalitarianism emphasizes the 
similarities of individuals rather than the uniqueness of persons. 
Mass egalitarianism is also linked to the bureaucratization of organization. Mass organization 
simultaneously encourages the bureaucratic centralization of governing powers and the leveling of 
social differences among the governed. The incorporation of all sections of the population into 
large-scale activities summons centralized organization for coordination and control. Mass 
bureaucracies favour the leveling of social differences in the interest of efficiency. By treating 
everyone alike, according to functionally rational rules and procedures, mass bureaucracies foster 
egalitarianism. 
However, bureaucratic recruitment on the basis 
of professional competence raises new 
hierarchies: in fact, professional elites are 
nevertheless elites and thereby introduce new 
social distinctions. This is a source of strain in 
modern society. 
Leaders, of course, do not seek merely to 
respond to mass opinion. They also try to 
control it. Since they lack firm bases of independent authority, their control tends to take the form 
of manipulation and mobilization rather than command. 
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KEY CONCEPTS 
Egalitarianism - It is a trend of thought that favours equality for all people. Egalitarian doctrines 
maintain that all humans are equal in fundamental worth or social status, according to the Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy. According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, the term has two distinct 
definitions in modern English: either as a political doctrine that all people should be treated as equals 
and have the same political, economic, social, and civil rights; or as a social philosophy advocating the 
removal of economic inequalities among people, economic egalitarianism, or the decentralization of 
power. Some sources define egalitarianism as the point of view that equality reflects the natural state 
of humanity. But egalitarianism could also be considered as a veiled form of homogenization and 
leveling of the natural differences between individuals. 

MEANING OF … 
DENOTE: to mean something (denotare, significare). 
RELATIONSHIP: the way in which some people or groups feel about each other and behave towards 
each other (rapporto, relazione). 
INTENT TO (DO SOMETHING): to have something in your mind as a plan or purpose (avere 
intenzione di, pianificare di, essere orientato a). 
AFFECT: to do something that produces an effect or change in something or in someone’s situation 
(riguardare, interessare, coinvolgere). 
SIMILARLY: in a similar way (similmente, analogamente). 
ALTHOUGH: used to introduce a statement that makes your main statement seem surprising or 
unlikely (sebbene). 
LIKELY: something that will probably happen or is probably true (probabile). 
BOUNDARY: the real or imaginary line that marks the edge of a state, country, etc, or the edge of an 
area of land that belongs to someone (confine). 
EVEN THOUGH: used to emphasize that something is true although something else has happened 
or is true (anche se, nonostante). 
ALIKE: in the same manner (allo stesso modo). 
SUPPORT: to say that you agree with an idea, group, or person, and usually to help them because 
you want them to succeed (sostenere). 
BE GEARED TO: to be organized in a way that is suitable for a particular purpose or situation (essere 
organizzato, adattato per). 
INVOLVE: to be part of an activity or situation or a result of it (comportare, implicare). 
BY VIRTUE OF: by means of, or as a result of something (in virtù di, grazie a). 
SCALE: the size or level of something, or the amount that something is happening (scala, portata, 
dimensione). 
FAVOUR: to provide suitable conditions for something to happen (favorire). 
DICTATE: an order, rule, or principle that you have to obey (dettato, precetto, principio, regola). 
NATIONWIDE: happening or existing in every part of the country (nazionale). 
AT THE EXPENSE OF: something achieved by doing something that could harm the other person 
or thing (a spese di, a danno di). 
COMMUNAL: shared by a group of people who live together (comunitario). 
FEWER: a smaller number of (meno). 
ALLEGIANCE: loyalty to a leader, country, belief (lealtà, fedeltà). 
NO LONGER: not anymore (non più). 
FORMERLY: previously (precedentemente, in precedenza). 
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WEAKEN: to make someone or something less powerful or less important, or to become less 
powerful (indebolirsi). 
INCREASINGLY: more and more all the time (sempre più). 
RESEMBLE: to look like or to be similar to someone or something (somigliare). 
BLUR: to make the difference between two ideas, subjects etc less clear (appannarsi, offuscarsi, 
confondersi). 
ARENA: all the activities and people connected with politics, public life etc (campo, settore, ambito, 
sfera). 
CONSUMPTION: the act of buying and using products (consumo). 
ASCENDANCE: a position of power, influence, or control (supremazia, predominio). 
FEATURE: a part of something that you notice because it seems important, interesting, or typical 
(caratteristica, peculiarità, qualità). 
MEMBERSHIP: when someone in a member of a club, group, or organization (appartenenza). 
DEVICE: a special way of doing something that makes it easier to do (dispositivo, strategia, tecnica). 
MOBILIZE: to encourage people to support something in an active way (mobilitare). 
REALM: a general area of knowledge, activity, or thought (campo, settore, sfera). 
STRENGTHEN: to become stronger or make something stronger (rafforzare). 
NOTABLY: especially, in particular (specialmente, in particolare). 
SUMMON: to call or demand the presence of something (chiamare, richiamare, reclamare). 
FOSTER: to help a skill, feeling, idea etc develop over a period of time (incoraggiare, promuovere, 
favorire). 
RECRUITMENT: the process of finding new people to join a company, organization, the army etc 
(reclutamento). 
STRAIN: a difficulty or problem that is caused when a person, relationship, organization, or system 
has too much to do or too many problems to deal with (stress, sforzo, tensione, difficoltà, problema). 
SEEK: to try to achieve or get something (cercare di). 
MERELY: only, simply (soltanto, solamente, semplicemente). 
LACK: to not have something that you need, or not have enough of it (mancare, non avere). 
FIRM: strongly, tightly (solido, stabile, saldo). 

PHRASAL VERBS 
DEAL WITH: to take the necessary action, especially in order to solve a problem (affrontare).  
COME TO (DO SOMETHING): to do something by chance, without planning or intending to do it 
(giungere a, arrivare a). 
PROVIDE FOR: to give someone the things they need to live (mantenere, provvedere). 
BUILD ON: to base something on an idea or thing (basare su, fondare su). 

 5



Mass society, nation and nationalism

2. Nation (nationality) 

The word “nation” stems from the Latin verb nasci, 
“to be born,” and originally meant a group of 
people born in the same place, whether that place 
was thought of as a few dozen or many 
thousands of square miles. The nation has come 
to be accepted as the central political concept of 
recent times. In prevailing usage in several 
languages, a nation is either synonymous with a 
state or its inhabitants, or else it denotes a 
human group bound together by common 
solidarity. This latter definition was first 

proposed by the British philosopher John Stuart Mill, the godfather of a 
practical utilitarian approach to liberal thinking in 19th Century, except that he called the concept 
“nationality”. In his essay On Representative Government, Mills wrote:  

“A portion of mankind may be said to constitute a Nationality if they are united among themselves 
by common sympathies which do not exist between them and any others - which make them co-
operate with each other more willingly than with other people, desire to be under the same 
government, and desire that it should be government by themselves or a portion of themselves 
exclusively. This feeling of nationality may have been generated by various causes. Sometimes it is 
the effect of identity of race and descent. Community of language, and community of religion, 
greatly contribute to it. Geographical limits are one of its causes. But the strongest of all is identity 
of political antecedents; the possession of a national history, and consequent community of 
recollections; collective pride and humiliation, pleasure and regret, connected with the same 
incidents in the past”. 

Another interesting definition of nation is due to contemporary Canadian scholar Timothy 
Baycroft, in his work Nationalism in Europe 1789-1945:  

“A nation is a group of people identified as sharing any number of real or perceived characteristics - 
such as common ancestry, language, religion, culture, historical traditions and shared territory - the 
members of which can identify themselves and the others as belonging to the group, and who have 
the will or desire to remain as a group, united through some form of organization, most often 
political. Not every nation has the same combination of characteristics to define it. [...] It is 
essential that all the individual members are aware of the ties that link them together as a nation or 
a national community. [...] Beyond shared characteristics and a national identity, nations also need 
to be actively preserved and supported by some form of political structure or organization”. 
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In his essay Nationalism. A Very Short Introduction, contemporary American historian Steven Grosby 
stresses the importance of territory, and of being born within its boundaries:  

“The nation is a territorial community of nativity. One is born into a nation. The significance 
attributed to this biological fact of birth into the historically evolving, territorial structure of the 
cultural community of the nation is why the nation is one among a number of forms of kinship. It 
differs from other forms of kinship such as the family because of the centrality of territory. It differs 
from other territorial societies such as a tribe, city-state, or various ‘ethnic groups’ not merely by 
the greater extent of its territory, but also because of its relatively uniform culture that provides 
stability, that is, continuation over time”. 

The national ideal owes its universality to two historic movements: firstly, the French Revolution 
and the Napoleonic wars, which spread this ideal from France to other European countries, 
notably Germany, Italy, Spain, and Russia; secondly, the anticolonial movement of the 20th 
century, which extended it to Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Because of the wide currency of the 
term “nation”, its meaning has become blurred. 
In conclusion, nation is usually considered a positive concept, which involves important aspects of 
social life, such as national identity, patriotism, common language and values, kinship and strong 
bonds between the members of society, territorial roots and historical recollections. But what if 
the boundaries or indeed the existence of a state does not conform to the people’s wishes, or the 
wishes of those who are in power? 

MEANING OF … 
TO BE BOUND BY: to share a particular experience or situation that causes some people or groups 
to have a relationship (essere legato da). 
DESCENT: your family origins, especially your nationality or relationship to someone important 
who lived a long time ago (discendenza). 
ANTECEDENT: an event, organization, or thing that is similar to the one you have mentioned but 
existed earlier (precedente). 
RECOLLECTION: something from the past that you remember (ricordo, memoria). 
REGRET: sadness that you feel about something, especially because you wish it had not happened 
(rimorso, pentimento). 
INCIDENT: an event, especially one that is unusual, important, or violent (evento, fatto, accadimento, 
avvenimento). 
ANCESTRY: the members of your family who lived a long time ago (stirpe, avi, antenati). 
TO BE AWARE OF: to realize or know that something exists (essere consapevole di). 
TIE: a strong relationship between people, groups, or countries (legame). 
KINSHIP: a strong connection between people (affinità, consonanza). 
SPREAD: to become larger or move and to affect more people on a larger area (diffondersi). 
NOTABLY: especially, in particular (specialmente, in particolare). 
CURRENCY: the state of being accepted or used by a lot of people (diffusione). 
BLUR: to make the difference between two ideas, subjects etc less clear (appannarsi, offuscarsi, 
confondersi). 
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BOND: something that unites two or more people or groups, such as love, or a shared interest or 
idea (legame). 
CONFORM: to be similar to what people expect or think is usual (conformarsi, uniformarsi, 
corrispondere). 

PHRASAL VERBS 
STEM FROM: to develop as a result of something else (derivare da, avere origine da). 
COME TO (DO SOMETHING): to do something by chance, without planning or intending to do it 
(giungere a, arrivare a). 

3. Nationalism 

Nationalism is a belief, creed or political ideology that involves an individual identifying with, or 
becoming attached to, one’s nation. Nationalism involves national identity, by contrast with the 
related construct of patriotism, which involves the social conditioning and personal behaviors that 
support a state’s decisions and actions. 
From a political or sociological point of view, there are two main perspectives on the origins and 
basis of nationalism. One is the primordialist perspective that describes nationalism as a reflection of 
the ancient and perceived evolutionary tendency of humans to organize into distinct groupings 
based on an affinity of birth. The other is the modernist perspective that describes nationalism as a 
recent phenomenon that requires the structural conditions of modern society in order to exist: 

an industrial economy capable of self-sustainability of society; 
a central supreme authority capable of maintaining authority and unity; 
a centralized language understood by a community of people. 

So, what is nationalism? How could we define it? In his essay Nationalism. A Very Short Introduction, 
American historian Steven Grosby writes:  

“What the wide use of the term patriotism indicates is that the individual puts aside, or 
‘transcends’, his or her own self-interest for the sake of others. [...] There are often different aspects 
to the patriotic attachments that one forms to one’s nation, as a consequence of the different factors 
involved in the historical formation of a particular nation. One may, for example, be loyal to one’s 
nation because of its laws, or its customs, or its religion. There are usually many and differing, even 
conflicting, views of the nation that correspond to these different factors. However, inexplicable is 
the fact that the individual often shows a preference for his or her fellow nationals. This preference 
need not take the form of a prejudice against, or hatred of, those who are not members of one’s 
nation. [...] When one divides the world into two irreconcilable and warring camps - one’s own 
nation in opposition to all other nations - where the latter are viewed as one’s implacable enemies, 
then, in contrast to patriotism, there is the ideology of nationalism. Nationalism repudiates civility 
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and the differences that it tolerates by attempting to eliminate all differing views and interests for 
the sake of one vision of what the nation has been and should be”. 

In the age of Imperialism (1871-1914), when 
protectionisms clash to take control of international 
markets where to sell goods and to place or invest 
money and the contrast between the great political 
and economic powers becomes stronger, nationalist 
theories spread all over Europe: they are based on 
distrust in international cooperation and on the 
belief that social progress and economic 
development can only be guaranteed by the struggle 
between nations, by violence and by war. 
Nationalism puts foreign affairs first and is oriented 
to an aggressive and bold approach to international politics, so it aims at stopping all social 
conflicts within national boundaries. For all these reasons nationalism underlines the key role of 
the State as the only guarantor of general will and the only legitimate authority. Its typical 
political strategies are the authoritarian concentration of powers, propaganda, social control, 
discipline and obedience to the leaders. 
Nationalism stresses the importance of industrial development because it claims that national 
power depends on heavy industry, which is seen as the necessary condition in order to support 
the arms race policy.  
  

KEY CONCEPTS 
Imperialism - It is a type of advocacy of empire. Its name originated from the Latin word imperium, 
which means to rule over large territories. Imperialism is a policy of extending a country’s power and 
influence through colonization, use of military force, or other means. It has greatly shaped the 
contemporary world by leaving a legacy of violence, racism, and white supremacy. It has also allowed 
for the rapid spread of technologies and ideas and has been largely responsible for the creation of a 
globalized world. The term imperialism has been applied to Western (and Japanese) political and 
economic dominance especially in Asia and Africa in the 19th and 20th centuries. Its precise meaning 
continues to be debated by scholars. 
Arms Race - An arms race, in its original usage, is a competition between two or more parties to 
have the best armed forces. Each party competes to produce larger numbers of weapons, greater 
armies, superior military technology, etc. in a technological escalation. International conflict specialist 
Alex Upton defines the term as “the participation of two or more nation-states in apparently competitive or 
interactive increases in quantity or quality of war material and/or persons under arms”. 

MEANING OF … 
BELIEF: an idea that you believe to be true, especially one that forms part of a system of ideas 
(credenza, convinzione). 
CREED: a set of beliefs or principles (credo, dottrina). 
ATTACH: to connect yourself to something that you consider very important (collegare, connettere). 
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SUPPORT: to say that you agree with an idea, group, or person, and usually to help them because 
you want them to succeed (sostenere). 
PUT ASIDE: to left something to be considered or deal with later, or not considered and deal with at 
all (mettere da parte). 
FOR THE SAKE OF: in order to help, improve, or please someone or something (per il bene di). 
FELLOW NATIONAL: a citizen of your country (concittadino). 
HATRED: an angry feeling of extreme dislike for someone or something (odio). 
WARRING: at war or fighting each other (belligerante, in conflitto). 
ATTEMPT: an act of tying to do something, especially something difficult (provare, tentare, cercare di). 
CLASH: to start fighting (scontrarsi, entrare in conflitto). 
SPREAD: to become larger or move and to affect more people on a larger area (diffondersi). 
DISTRUST: a feeling that you cannot trust someone (sfiducia). 
STRUGGLE: a long hard fight to get something important (lotta, battaglia). 
BOLD: not afraid of taking risks and making difficult decisions (forte, deciso). 
CLAIM: to state that something is true, even though it has not been proved (affermare, sostenere). 

PHRASAL VERBS 
DEPEND UPON: to be directly affected or decided by something (dipendere da, basarsi su).
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