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Prelude  
It’s 2 o'clock on a cold February afternoon. Dark grey clouds cover the sky and there’s snow in the air. 
Thirty muscular athletes, fifteen dressed in green and white, another fifteen in red and white, line the 
edge of a playing field prior to their impending combat over the whereabouts and possession of an 
ovoid ball. Surrounding them on all four sides is a crowd of just under 50,000. Suddenly, at the sign of 
a dropping baton, the band of the Irish police force, An Gárda na Síochána, strikes up; out of the 
mouths of several thousand red-and-white-scarved Welsh men and women pour the words of Hen 
Wlad Fy Nhadau (Land of My Fathers) in English or Welsh:  

“The land of my fathers is dear unto me,  
Old land where the minstrels are honoured and free; 
Its warring defenders so gallant and brave,  
For freedom their life's blood they gave.  

Home, home, true am I to home,  
While seas secure the land so pure,  
O may the old language endure.”  

Immediately following the conclusion of this emotional outburst, but before the masses can regain 
their composure and begin to lend strong vocal support to the team of their choice, the band strikes 
up once more. This time, they are accompanied by most of the Irish enthusiasts, clad in bright green 
and white, singing Amhrán na bhFiann (The Soldiers’ Song) in Irish or English.  

“Soldiers are we, whose lives are pledged to Ireland;  
Some have come from a land beyond the wave,  
Sworn to be free, no more our ancient sireland  
Shall shelter the despot or the slave.  
Tonight we man the bearna baoil,  
In Erin's cause, come woe or weal,  
'Mid cannon's roar and rifles peal,  
We'll chant a soldier's song.”  

At the termination of this second song, an almighty roar explodes throughout the stadium. Battle is 
about to commence and yet another international rugby football match between Ireland and Wales is 
under way.  
In fact, however, several members of the Irish team and many of the team’s supporters at Lansdowne 
Road in Dublin are dyed-in-the-wool Protestants from Northern Ireland, many of whom might not have 
strayed willingly into the Republic were it not to view the spectacle about to unfold.  
Yet although Northern Ireland and Wales are integral parts of the United Kingdom, yet few among the 
Ulster Protestant or Welsh supporters seem to have been particularly distressed by the fact that the 
band failed to play the British anthem. The Irish Republican march and the traditional Welsh hymn are 
sufficient to stir up those national emotions on this Saturday afternoon, emotions that lie dormant on 
non-Six Nation rugby weekends.  
Nonetheless, several years ago, the Irish Rugby Football Union saw fit to commission a new anthem 
— "Ireland's Call" — for use at international fixtures. The lyrics of its chorus are:  

Ireland, Ireland  
Together standing tall  
Shoulder to shoulder  
We’ll answer Ireland’s call.  

At home, this simple ode follows the national anthem at home games and is the only one sung at 
away fixtures. And it has been adopted by other sports, such as hockey, cricket, and rugby league, in 
which Irish teams are formed of players originating on both sides of the border. And it is sung with as 
much passion as the country’s official song.  
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Contrast this with the events in 1992 during the crucial period between the announcement of the 
termination of White minority government and the first democratically held elections two years later at 
Ellis Park in Johannesburg, a cultural icon for South Africa’s Afrikaner rugby fans. Then, at South 
Africa’s first international rugby Test against New Zealand’s All-Blacks, after two decades of sporting 
isolation, the Transvaal Rugby Football Union and many South African fans palpably refused to 
respect the request for a minute of silence and not to play the national anthems of the two countries, 
going on to wave the former South African union flag and sing the Afrikaner anthem Die Stem van 
Suid-Afrika, claiming that these were still officially recognized as part of South Africa’s symbols until 
the time they would be abolished by a new government (Nauright, 1996: 78-79).  
This latter happened in 1994 but not quite in the way foreseen. In keeping with his policy of national 
reconciliation, Nelson Mandela issued a Presidential decree that both Die Stem and Nkosi Sikelel 
iAfrika, which had been the anthem of the African National Congress, would be the official anthems of 
the state. By the time the Rugby World Cup was played in South Africa a year later in 1995, the South 
African national team, still almost exclusively White, was singing, apparently with gusto, Nkosi Sikelel 
iAfrika, to which English and Afrikaans lyrics had been added to the Xhosa. This is a prime example 
of how a national anthem can contribute to the construction of a new spirit of community for this, 
indeed, had been the aim (Cook, 1998: 80).  

Music and nations  
The scenes at Lansdowne Road and Ellis Park reflect a common belief concerning the unique power 
that national anthems have on people. These are examples of what Benedict Anderson (1992: 149) 
has referred to as unisonance, where even people wholly unknown to one another utter the same 
verses to the same melody. “No matter how banal the words and mediocre the tunes,” wrote 
Anderson, “there is in this singing an experience of simultaneity ... Nothing connects us but imagined 
sound.” Philip Bohlman (2002: 95), the scholar of nationalism and music, adds that unisonance 
effectively connects the adjectives that describe national musics, allowing ‘each’ person to sing the 
music of the ‘whole’ nation with ‘all’ other citizens. National anthems are thus a serious business and 
is why they are performed at the most solemn moments dedicated to performing a nation’s essence 
(Bohlman, 2002: 100). There is little doubt that singing or listening to anthems generates an elevated 
feeling of pride and patriotism (Clark, 1997; Kolsto, 2006; Mach, 1994; Rippon, 2005) and that 
anthems have a supreme unifying power, so much so that people singing or listening to their anthem 
will associate with similar images and feelings, thereby contributing to national socialization (Jahoda, 
1963; Rekha & Taj, 1995; Rippon, 2005).  
Though music may have “charms to soothe the savage breast / To soften rocks, or bend a knotted 
oak,” the admixture of music and locale can be highly combustible. Music often acts as a unifying 
factor in social contexts (Folkestad, 2002) and though often flaunted as universalizing, it serves as a 
rallying point for expressing personal and group identities, frequently exaggerating rather than 
minimizing differences. Music can conjure up vivid memories that impact strongly upon emotions and 
set in motion a series of actions and events (Anderson, 2004). The disruptive nature of music is not 
restricted to conflict between ethnic and national groups and can be observed in many societies along 
several other cleavages: spatial, societal, or economic. “Western” societies possess several major 
musical divides, mainly for distinguishing between elite and mass culture (Billington et al., 1991: 44-
63; Johnson, 2002; Bryson, 1996) and as already noted, national anthems seem to be a powerful 
demonstration of this divisive power (Gilboa and Bodner, 2009).  
The national anthem is a significant part of international spectacles such as the Olympic Games, the 
Soccer World Cup and a multitude of other international sports competitions as well as at quasi-
national events such as American baseball and football games. It is probably true to state that 
nowhere is this effect of playing national anthems more noticeable than at the Olympics, where the 
eyes of those otherwise dauntless gold-medal winners on the victors’ podium become weepy on 
hearing their national anthem.  
Music in general has always contributed a broad range of effects to the architecture of public squares 
and grand buildings, the interior design of public reception rooms, colours, or clothing, all of which are 
used to create spectacle and to impress (Smith, 1997). Music can lend gravitas to ceremonies, rally 
people to a cause and distinguish between groups with rival claims. Moreover, as it developed as a 
secular art form, wealth bought patronage and patrons competed for prestige, people of importance 
using music to embellish that importance (Cowen, 1998; DeNora, 2003; Buch, 2004).  
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The performance of music suppressed by authorities, the censorship and outright banning of 
particular genres of music are other examples of political statements. So is the adoption of a national 
anthem (see Kong, 2006; Kater, 1989; 1997; Feinstein, 2002). Indeed, nationalist songs have played 
a key role in preserving, articulating, creating and rousing a sense of national identity in both majority 
and minority national groups (Smith, 1994: 236).  
In this light, it is not far-fetched to make a connection between geopolitics and music. In the world of 
so-called Western classical music, the rise of national schools of music in the 19th century, paralleling 
the rise of nationalism and independence movements, was striking. Likewise, the conquest of the 
world by American musical genres such as jazz or rock is just a single example of the diffusion of 
American cultural mores and influence, and an extension of American power.  
National anthems are a fine example of how music can be used to stir emotions. Described by the 
standard reference work, The New Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, as “official patriotic 
symbols,” national anthems are the auditory equivalent of a country’s currency, crest or flag. For all 
their inherent unobtrusiveness, they succeed in arousing intense emotions among people 
everywhere.  
An “anthem” is variously defined as a song, such a song of praise, devotion, or patriotism; a piece of 
sacred vocal music; or a hymn, sung alternately by different sections of a choir or congregation. Its 
use to describe a country’s national musical persona became current in the English language just 
under two centuries ago, and in other languages the word corresponding with ‘hymn’ is generally 
used, begging the question as to whether all national “anthems” should properly be termed anthems 
at all. However, Grove’s elaborates the definition: “Hymns, marches, songs or fanfares used as official 
patriotic symbols,” so as to include greater variety. Nevertheless, the very fact that the national 
anthem as we have come to know it did emerge in the mid-19th century indicates the relationship 
between the present-day national anthem and the nationalism, romanticism, and liberalism that was 
taking root, particularly in Europe, at that period.  
The anthems emanating from a Europe in which new national identities were becoming important 
were driven by a fervent patriotism, but were generally assertively rather than an aggressively 
nationalist. And if the nationalist stratum of the anthems is most conspicuous, they also contain a 
romanticist emphasis on heritage, native tradition and folklore, glorification of a distant past, the 
search for symbols, religious revivalism, and an emotional rather than a rational approach to 
contemporary issues (Eyck, 1995).  
Although national anthems arrived relatively recently on the roster of national symbolism, it is, as 
Grove’s notes “now very much a matter of course for every country to have its own anthem, as natural 
as having its own flag.” National symbols such as capital cities, government edifices, monuments, 
national flags, military uniforms, coats of arms, postage stamps, bank notes, border markings, and 
national holidays comprise the stock-in-trade of national symbolism, which is meant to enhance the 
citizens' level of identification and to delineate and make the reality of the nation visible for foreigners 
(Csepeli and Örkény, 1997). These are skillfully bundled epitomes of the nation, the cornerstones 
linking people with nation (Cerulo, 1984, 1989, 1993, 1995; Fox and Miller-Idriss, 2008; Smith, 1986). 
Through choreographed exhibition and collective performance, they create heightened national 
cohesion, the electricity generated momentarily subsuming the individual to the collective and 
generates an experience of ‘collective effervescence,’ a ‘spontaneous communitas’ (Durkheim, 
1995[1912]: 217–18; Turner, 1969: 132–36, 153, quoted in Gilboa and Bodner, 2009). National 
anthems are now a single — but powerful — part of the paraphernalia of national packaging, the 
iconography that many of us inherit and which we come to regard as both normal and normative.  
The impact of a message depends not only on whether it resonates with a receiver's values and 
worldview, but also on the circumstances under which it is communicated, especially the presence of 
others. Messages are more likely to have impact when the sender and receiver are tuned in through 
pre- communicative interaction, intercourse that precedes communication through mutual orientation. 
National anthems are much more powerful when refracted by “tuning in.” It is this tuning in that gives 
music, not just lyrics, its power and this is why states have national anthems just as religions have 
hymns and social movements have protest songs.  
Though professional musicians may well be trained to “hear” written music just by reading a score, 
the more general appreciation of music and its effect on the vast majority is through hearing it in 
performance. Moreover, the contexts in which anthems are typically played are public and thereby 
social. Playing anthems for other purposes, such as just singing them for mere enjoyment, is rare; it 
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could even be construed as debasing national values. It seems, then, that the unique power of the 
anthem is not in its musical attributes but in meanings attributed to it.  
National anthems are commonly heard at state events and on major state anniversaries and at other 
official and semi-official occasions. In some countries, state-run broadcast media may well still sign off 
with the national anthem and it was formerly common at cinema and theatre performances in some 
countries. In 2003, it was reported that a recording of the new Russian anthem on government radio 
and television stations was broadcast every day at 6:00 a.m. and midnight, part of a process of re-
intoning the anthem through repetition in a new context (Daughtry, 2003).  
Though national anthems are universal and ubiquitous, a sine qua non of nationhood, there are 
exceptions. The Taliban regime in Afghanistan, was, among other things, averse to music and thus to 
the idea of an anthem. Today, Cyprus is singular in that it does not have its own national anthem; it 
adopted the Greek anthem (alongside the Turkish one) in 1966 and today, more than 40 years after 
the partition of the island, the Republic of Cyprus shares its national anthem with Greece.  
Most national anthems comprise just two basic elements, words and music, although some have no 
words. According to the website nationalanthems.info, there have been 28 wordless anthems, though 
only a few of these are current. The site then lists over 20 defunct anthems that were wordless 
although many of these have unofficial lyrics, and there are several more were once only melodies 
but to which lyrics have been added since or are in the process of being added.1 
However, national anthems differ from other national symbols such as flags, the currency or even 
postage stamps, in at least one important respect. For, as with all music, its effect is fleeting; the 
experience passes, thus limiting its impact. National anthems are transient and lack the material 
presence of visible and tangible national symbols. Once performed, the sound vanishes until that 
music is presented again. The national anthem is therefore a recurrent but distinctly short-lived audial 
imagery. Consequently, national anthems attract less attention than other national symbols such as 
the currency, flags, or even postage stamps. In this sense, flags are displayed in the landscape for all 
to see and are constant reminders of a state’s presence and power, or currency and postage stamps, 
as well as being practically useful can convey many kinds of national images — political leaders past 
and present, state symbols, or national mega-projects.  
Yet, these national symbols succeed in arousing intense emotions among people the world over and 
attempts to change them often engender extremely strong feelings. For example, when the United 
Kingdom debated the adoption of the euro, the Labour government made much of the need to fulfil a 
series of economic arguments first. In contrast, the debate in the British press, especially the tabloid 
press, was jingoist, even chauvinist. The potential elimination of a national symbol was far more than 
just an economic act.  
Canada provides two further examples. Controversy preceded the adoption of a new flag for Canada 
in 1965; a stylized 11-point red maple leaf in the centre of a white background was chosen to replace 
the Red Ensign with the Canadian Coat of Arms. Containing the Union flag, this directly evoked the 
British connection. The new flag, though symbolically more Canadian, downgraded the British 
connection. Consequently, in parts of Canada where loyalist sentiment was strongest, it was not 
uncommon to find diehards flying both old and new flags. A similar uproar occurred 15 years later 
when the government officially replaced God Save The Queen with O Canada, a French-Canadian 
song composed a century earlier, for which English language versions appeared early in the 20th 
century. By replacing the British anthem, and also incidentally, the unofficial anthem of English-
speaking Canada, The Maple Leaf For Ever, the Canadian government was further spelling out a 
Canadian identity, separate from its historic connection with the United Kingdom (see 
www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/o-canada/). Nonetheless, it is of some interest to note 
that over 30 years later, at least a third of a sample of 275 school pupils from 12 schools in six 
Canadian provinces were considered not to be proficient in the lyrics and over half were unable to 
sing the melody with proficiency (Kennedy and Guerrini, 2013).  

Two hymns, two Germans, two Germanies  
The first performance of God Save the King was given in September 1745, on the stage of Drury 
Lane Theatre, a week after the defeat of an English force near Edinburgh by supporters of the 
                                                        
1 When I wrote an early draft of this essay over a decade ago, the standard reference work was Bristow and 
Reed (2002). Since then, several websites have appeared, the most comprehensive of which is without doubt, 
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Jacobite Charles Edward Stuart. These Scottish rebels had threatened to enter England and 
challenge the Hanoverian dynasty and the government of King George II. Then, as in 2014, (following 
the referendum on Scottish independence) the Scottish threat triggered a rise in English patriotism. 
Indeed, as early as 2012, the Daily Telegraph had reported on a growing campaign to replace ‘‘God 
Save the Queen’’ as the anthem to be sung when an English as distinct from a British team 
celebrated a sporting victory (Felsenstein, 2012).  
In 1745, the actors who staged the original presentation of the anthem had earlier, in a patriotic 
outpouring, volunteered for military service “in defence of His Majesty’s person.” In retrospect, the 
execution of this new royal anthem, arranged by Thomas Arne, the music director of Drury Lane and 
composer of Rule Britannia, by three acclaimed soloists backed by the full ensemble and was both 
less hazardous and a more impressive display of loyalty than taking up arms. It received such a 
resounding response from audiences that it was repeated every night, with Covent Garden Theatre 
also adopting the practice.  
But it transpires that even God Save The King was not entirely original (Eyck, 1995) and had been 
built upon two freely used elements. The first was the phrase “God Save the King,” deeply rooted in 
English tradition, used in royal proclamations, for opening or closing parliamentary sessions and in 
military orders, prayers, pamphlets, songs, and inscriptions. In addition, neither the tune nor the 
rhythm was original. The melody resembled folk songs, popular carols and tunes turned out by 
composers such as Purcell and Telemann, while the rhythm emerged from the galliard, a 16th-century 
dance.  

It appears, therefore, that national anthems were not originally designed to ignite or reflect nationalist 
aspirations or ambitions. They were performed to pay homage to a reigning head of state on 
ceremonial occasions when that person or his or her representative was present. “Hail to the Chief,” 
which accompanies public appearances of the President of the United States, is a current example 
and is, indeed, the Presidential anthem.  
God Save The King became a model for many anthems that followed, the ur-anthem. A popular 
rhythm, a familiar melody and words that already conveyed some patriotic meaning had been 
combined for political purposes, yielding a song that roused the spirits and instilled loyalty. Early 
versions of this song actually took liberties with the words, altering them freely, to further inspire 
patriotism and loyalty, contrasting with the sanctimoniousness with which most anthems are regarded 
today (Eyck, 1995).  
An even more viscerally and politically contentious issue of controversy arose in the aftermath of 
World War II over the choice of the national anthem for the new Federal Republic of Germany (West 
Germany). In that case, the question evolved around whether to adopt the Deutschlandlied, the music 
that had served as Germany’s national anthem since the evolution of the German state in the 19th 
century (Feinstein, 2002).  
In 1841, the democratic nationalist poet, Heinrich Hoffmann von Fallersleben, had set words to the 
melody of the adagio movement (the Kaiserhymne) of Josef Haydn’s Emperor Quartet (Op. 76(3), 
which had been composed in 1797. The Hapsburgs had adopted this slow movement in deference to 
God Save the King and as a response to France’s new revolutionary anthem, La Marseillaise, a 
rousing new revolutionary march composed in 1792 by Claude Joseph Rouget de Lisle and officially 
adopted as France’s first anthem three years later. By adding lyrics to Haydn’s well-known melody, 
von Fallersleben had hoped to emulate the success of England’s ur-anthem, the prototype of those 
hymn-like national anthems of solemnity and gravitas, which contrast with the likes of La Marseillaise.  
Deutschlandlied contained three stanzas that conveyed a desire for the unification of the German-
speaking peoples of central Europe into a modern and democratic nation state, including Austria.  

The first verse read:   
Germany, Germany above all,   
Above everything in the world!   
When for protection and defence,  
it always takes a brotherly stand together.  
From the Meuse to the Memel,  
From the Adige to the Belt,  
Germany, Germany above all,  
Above everything in the world!  



 

6 

However, less than a century later, these words had been given a fundamentally different and sinister 
connotation to that intended by the poet. With the aggression and the semantic distortions of the 
German language, the Nazi interpretation of the words of the opening verse had achieved a 
fundamentally different interpretation and meaning.  
After the war and the partition of Germany, the two German republics went their own way in the 
evolution of their national anthems. In the DDR (East Germany), the composer Hanns Eisler set to 
music the lyrics of the poet Johannes Becher, sometime Minister of Culture of the Communist 
people’s republic, with the title Auferstanden aus Ruinen (Risen from Ruins). This referred to the birth 
of communist East Germany from the destruction of World War II, stressing German unity and 
strength alongside rebuilding and labour. After the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961 and the 
downplaying of reunification in the 1970s, the lyrics became awkward and from 1973 on, the anthem 
was usually performed in an instrumental version rather than sung.  
In the parallel creation, the Federal Republic (West Germany), the debate revolved around what its 
national anthem should be. In essence, there were three options: to commission an entirely new 
anthem; to retain the Deutschlandlied as a whole; or only to use the words of the third stanza:  

Unity and Justice and Freedom  
For the German Fatherland!   
Let us all strive for this purpose  
Brotherly with heart and hand!  
Unity and Justice and Freedom  
Are the Pledge of Happiness;  
Flourish in the Glow of Happiness,  
Flourish, German Fatherland!  

It was understood that these words, with their emphasis on justice and freedom rather than 
geography, were more compatible with a newly created democratic state, yet another example of a 
national anthem underlining or reflecting the aspirations of a state and nation—and it was this anthem 
that was retained with the reunification of Germany in 1990.  

The state of national anthems  
Though it is the very associations of music and words that make give anthems their power to move 
and inspire and make them potentially controversial, despite the emotions they engender, most 
national anthems are hackneyed and trite, their banality expressed both in terms of their melodies and 
their words. As far as national anthems are concerned, mediocrity is a winner. Competitions to 
compose new anthems “irresistibly attract third-rate poets” but national anthems are never designed 
as works of art. Their sole purpose is to arouse patriotic emotion.  
Perhaps given the social and political significance attributed to national anthems, it is somewhat 
strange that so many of them sound so alike (Bohlman, 2002: 100) and, in particular, that anthems of 
countries to have achieved independence from colonial rule sound so much like anthems that have 
been around and heard for a long time. Among former colonial states, despite their desire to shake off 
the colonial yoke, many of the anthems are based on European anthems of the 19th and 20th 
centuries. Although these post-colonial anthems may originate in different cultures, the anthems of 
countries as diverse as Albania, Colombia, North Korea, Palau and Zimbabwe all share a basically 
Western-European musical template, including a strong tendency to employ the major scale.2 
Sonically, national anthems are remarkable for their similarity rather than their individuality. To put it 
mildly, triviality often characterizes the words; at worst, the lyrics are often misleading and capable of 
stirring false emotions. Bohlman believes that it would almost seem as if there were a subconscious 
awareness that national anthems, at some level, should sound alike for there are both textual and 
contextual reasons why such apparent similarities might be. First, many new anthems are based on 
previously existing ones, with God Save the King, La Marseillaise and the Kaiserhymne being the 
most usual examples. Second, anthems are of distinct genres — usually hymns, marches or fanfares 
but performance practice and scoring create high levels of homogeneity. Finally, they may also sound 
alike because they are played and sung on occasions and at places that are more similar than 
different such as formal state occasions or sports events.  
                                                        
2 Over 90% of national anthems are in a major key; 12% are marked as fortissimo at the outset and a further 
55% forte. 
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With British tongue-in-cheek, Grove’s pithily puts it:  
“The texts of national anthems are rarely of literary merit. Patriotic fervour is usually the 
keynote, though the forms and images used to express it vary a good deal and can reveal 
much about the character of a nation at the time the words were written. ... National anthems 
are rarely noted for their musical quality any more than for their texts, though most countries 
have succeeded in finding a tune that is suitably dignified or stirring. Not surprisingly there has 
been a tendency for some countries to emulate their neighbours, with the result that the 
musical style of an anthem is often determined as much by geographical locality as by the date 
it was written.”  

In similar vein, the 2002 edition of the popular Oxford Companion to Music states:  
“With one or two exceptions the music of national anthems is undistinguished and often 
previously served other purposes, the tunes being stirring or solemn. They are not noted for the 
quality of their texts.” (Latham, 2002)  

Yet, somehow, the martial or solemn airs, together with words that often conjure up some ideal, 
idealistic or even grossly fictitious images of glorious pasts and peoplehood, of an artifice of 
landscape and heritage, manage to combine in some nationalistic chemical reaction into a compound 
of formidable strength.  
It is perhaps worth comparing the fates of the European currency and anthem. As a supranational 
currency, the euro was and is unloved by many Europeans who still hanker after the mark, the 
peseta, the franc or the drachma. It was foisted upon the people who had to confront its presence and 
use it. In contrast, Schiller’s ode, An die Freude, set to music by Beethoven in the final movement of 
his Ninth Symphony, was adopted (wordless!) as the European anthem in the 1970s, and is virtually 
unplayed, unhummed and possibly even unknown to a majority of the European Union’s citizens.  
In the actual choice of symbols to place in anthems from countries in the semi-periphery and 
periphery, (i.e., non-European and non-Anglo-Saxon states) communicators often try to include as 
many items and pieces of information as possible. It should include something for everyone, the 
colours or emblems of every faction and the folk melodies or harmonies of every group, as the Afghan 
anthem illustrates:  

...  
This is the country of every tribe,  
The land of Balochs and Uzbeks  
Pashtuns and Hazaras,  
Turkmens and Tajiks  
With them, there are Arabs and Gujjars,  
Pamiris, Nuristanis  
Brahuis, and Qizilbash,  
also Aimaqs and Pashais.  
...  

It is also common practice in include the concept of motherland, a popular mode of public 
identification with belonging to a home. This identification is often found in the literature on 
homesickness, and in almost all national anthems, as in these examples from El Salvador  

"Let us salute the motherland,  
Proud to be called her children.  
To her well-being let us swear  
Boldly and unceasingly to devote our lives  
To her well-being let us swear  
Boldly and unceasingly to devote our lives"  

and Indonesia  
“Indonesia, a sacred country,  
Our victorious country:  
There we stand  
Guarding our true Mother.”  
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The language of recognition is at its clearest in the aspiration to be 'recognised' by the United Nations, 
as in this example from Burundi  

“Beloved Burundi, gentle country,  
Take your place in the concert of nations,  
Acceding to independence with honourable intentions.  
Wounded and bruised, you have remained master of yourself.”  

and Gabon  
“So that, in the eyes of the world and of friendly nations,  
The immortal Gabon may maintain her good repute,  
Let us forget our quarrels, let us build together  
The new structure of which we all have dreamed.”  

Many questions arise. Are there noticeable differences in either the verbal descriptions or musical 
genres of the anthems among the world’s major regions? Are there differences between states long 
independent and those that have emerged as independent following liberation from colonial status? 
After all, the normative format of anthems [and of flags] was developed in the core of the world 
system. In a way, then, such symbols establish basic syntax as the convention for their respective 
genres. Leaders outside the core of the world system must project their national symbols into a 
previously formatted symbolic arena. (Cerulo, 1993)  
What sorts of images and imagery — heritage, sense of place, patriotism — are evoked by anthems, 
and by what means are these emotions aroused? As national anthems are often closely associated 
with the flag and nearly a third of all African anthems refer to the national flag or ‘banner.’ Indeed, the 
flag is often mentioned in the text and it is clear that the ‘sacred nature of the nation’ is also 
associated with the anthem, as in the case of Ghana.  

Raise high the flag of Ghana  
And one with Africa advance;  
Black Star of hope and honour  
To all who thirst for Liberty;  
Where the banner of Ghana freely flies,  
May the way to freedom truly lie;  
Arise, arise, O sons of Ghanaland,  
And under God march on for evermore!  

Calls to ‘arise!’ or ‘awake!’ are a common feature of the Africa’s Francophone states, in the tradition of 
La Marseillaise. And where God is summoned to the anthem, the nation is likely to have been a 
former British colony or a state with a large Muslim population. Many anthems are rather dismal, 
ponderous and pretentious dirges while others are equally pretentious belligerent calls to defend the 
nation, to die in its cause or celebrate armed victory and heroes of an independence ‘struggle.’  
And notwithstanding their transience and discontinuity, these important specimens of sonic symbolism 
occupy a place on the register of national boosterism alongside those visible forms that are more 
easily observed and appreciated by the general public and geographers, alike. This suggests that an 
anthem that relates directly to the nation is even more powerful than alternative visual or tactile 
national symbols.  
While many revere their anthems and others scorn them as hackneyed clichés, there is no denying 
their emotive appeal and of their power to strengthen a nation’s resolve, as was illustrated 
demonstratively during World War II when the BBC’s weekly broadcasts from London of the anthems 
of the Allied Powers attracted audiences of millions throughout Europe.  
However, what happens when the words of a national anthem no longer reflect accurately the 
aspirations of the all the people who are expected to identify with it, to sing it? The journalist Robert 
Fisk, not particularly known for his sympathies towards Israel, in his appearance in October 2006 on 
the long-running BBC radio program, Desert Island Discs, obliquely referred to this point. For his 
eighth record, Fisk surprisingly chose the Israeli national anthem, HaTikvah, which he first heard at an 
annual commemoration marking Montgomery’s victory over Rommel in 1942 at the El Alamein 
battlefield. As he was looking at the monument and walked round, he noticed an Arab name, a 
Muslim name and then a Jewish name and then a[nother] Muslim name, the names on the memorial 
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being those citizens of Palestine before it split up into Israel, the West Bank, and Gaza, and who had 
fought together with the British against the Nazis.  

“And as I was reading the names, the Israeli delegation, which now comes (of course, Israel 
didn’t exist then) but it comes for the Jewish dead, played this wonderful piece of music, 
HaTikvah. And when I listen to it and I still love this piece of music, I wonder if only the Israeli 
government could behave with the same dignity and integrity as this piece of music.”  

A Jewish poet Naftali Herz Imber wrote the text of Hatikvah in 1878 to express his feelings after 
immigrating to Ottoman Palestine. A decade later, Samuel Cohen set it to music, basing it on an 
Italian folk melody widely popular in Europe under various names. (Bedřich Smetana famously used it 
for The Moldau in his orchestral suite Ma Vlast.) The first stanza of the poem is the only one sung 
when it was adopted as an anthem by early Zionists and then by the Zionist Movement as a whole 
and when the State of Israel was established in 1948, Hatikvah was unofficially proclaimed the 
national anthem. It officially only became the national anthem in November 2004 after legislation by 
the Knesset. It is rather a mournful song written in a minor key even though its words evoke hope.  

While yet within the heart inwardly  
The soul of the Jew yearns,  
And towards the vistas of the East-eastwards  
An eye to Zion looks,  
'Tis not yet lost, our hope,  
The hope of two thousand years,  
To be a free people in our land  
In the land of Zion and Jerusalem 
To be a free people in our land  
In the land of Zion and Jerusalem.  

But hope for whom? As the secular anthem of the national liberation movement of the Jews, it was 
little different from other anthems composed as the same time. But as the anthem of a democratic 
state in which one in five of its citizens are unable to identify with the words no matter how hard they 
try, is it what Israel needs today to strengthen the bonds amongst its citizens? And it is not just the 
non-Jewish population of Israel that find difficulty with the national anthem. Many ultra-Orthodox 
Jewish factions in the state refuse to identify with it either, with Shlomo Cohen, a prominent Sephardi 
rabbi, and “spiritual leader” of Shas, a Sephardi ultra-Orthodox political party, going so far as to 
describe it at a party convention as “a stupid song” (HaAretz, 22/2/2015; 
http://www.haaretz.com/news/national/1.643690). However, the political field in Israel is strewn with 
cultural mines and even raising the issue of finding a more appropriate anthem is a severe and strict 
taboo.  
No organization is likely to be as accommodating, broad-minded — and successful— in this regard as 
the Irish Rugby Football Union two decades ago.  
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