Tuzenbach: In years to come, you say, life on earth will be mar-
vellous, beautiful. That’s true. But to take part in that now, even
from afar, one must prepare, one must work . . .

Yes, one must work. Perhaps you think — this German is getting
over-excited. But on my word of honour, I’'m Russian. I cannot even
speak German. My father is Orthodox . . .

Anton Chekhov, Three Sisters

Politika u nds byla viak spise méné smélejsi formou kultury.
(Our politics however was a rather less daring form of culture.)

J. Sladecek, Osmasedesaty (*68), Index, Koln, 1980,
(written under this pen name by Petr Pithart, sub-
sequently prime minister of the Czech lands, and
previously circulated in samizdat in Prague).

Our nationality is like our relations to women: too implicated in our
moral nature to be changed honourably, and too accidental to be
worth changing.

George Santayana

Definitions

Nationalism is primarily a political principle, which holds that the
political and the national unit should be congruent.

Nationalism as a sentiment, or as a movement, can best be defined
in terms of this principle. Nationalist sentiment is the feeling of anger
aroused by the violation of the principle, or the feeling of satisfaction
aroused by its fulfilment. A nationalist movement is one actuated by a
sentiment of this kind. :

There is a variety of ways in which the nationalist principle can be
violated. The political boundary of a given state can fail to include all
the members of the appropriate nation; or it can include them all but
also include some foreigners; or it can fail in both these ways at once,
not incorporating all the nationals and yet also including some non-
‘nationals. Or again, a nation may live, unmixed with foreigners, in a
multiplicity of states, so that no single state can claim to be the
national one.

But there is one particular form of the violation of the nationalist
principle to which nationalist sentiment is quite particularly sensi-
tive: if the rulers of the political unit belong to a nation other than
that of the majority of the ruled, this, for nationalists, constitutes a
quite outstandingly intolerable breech of political propriety. This
can occur either through the incorporation of the national territory
in a larger empire, or by the local domination of an alien group.

In brief, nationalism is a theory of political legitimacy, which
requires that ethnic boundaries should not cut across\mﬁfi%am
and, in particular, that ethnic boundaries within a given state — a
contingency already formally excluded by the principle in its general

—f(—)r'm'uﬁ:rllL—Md not separate the power-holders from the rest.

The nationalist principle can be asserted in an ethical, ‘universal-
istic’ spirit. There could be, and on occasion there have been,
nationalists-in-the-abstract, unbiassed in favour of any special nation-
ality of their own, and generously preaching the doctrine for all
nations alike: let all nations have their own political roofs, and let all
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of them also refrain from including non-nationals under it. There is
no formal contradiction in asserting such non-egoistic nationalism.
As a doctrine it can be supported by some good arguments, such as
the desirability of preserving cultural diversity, of a pluralistic inter-
national political system, and of the diminution of internal strains
within states.

In fact, however, nationalism has often not been so sweetly

reasonable, nor so rationallym be that, as

Wbelieved, partiality, the tendency fo make excep-

67is on one’s own behalf or one’s own case, is the central human

weakness from whi othe ;_and that it infects national
sentiment as it does all else, engenderi ians_under

"Mussolini called the sacro egoismo of nationalism. It may also be that
the political effectiveness of national sentiment would be ch
impaired if nationalists had as fine a sensibility to the wrongs com-
MMMMWT“WK
But over and above these considerations there are others, tied to
the specific nature of the world we happen to live in, which militate
against any impartial, general, sweetly reasonable nationalism. To
put it in the simplest possible terms: there is a very large number of
potential nations on earth. Our planet also contains room for a
certain number of independent or autonomous political units. On
any reasonable calculation, the former number (of potential nations)
is probably much, much larger than that of possible viable states. If
this argument or calculation is correct, not all nationalisms can be
satisfied, at any rate at the same time. The satisfaction of some spells
the frustration of others. This argument is further and immeasurably
strengthened by the fact that very many of the potential nations of
this world live, or until recently have lived, not in compact territorial
units but intermixed with each other in complex patterns. It follows
that a territorial political unit can only become ethnically homo-
geneous, in such cases, if it either Kkills, or expels, or assimilates all
non-nationals. Their unwillingness to suffer such fates may make the
peaceful implementation of the nationalist principle difficult.
These definitions must, of course, like most definitions, be
applied with common sense. The nationalist principle, as defined, is
not violated by the presence of small numbers of resident foreigners,
or even by the presence of the occasional foreigner in, say, a national
ruling family. Just how many resident foreigners or foreign members
of the ruling class there must be before the principle is effectively
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violated cannot be stated with precision. There is no sacred per-
centage figure, below which the foreigner can be benignly tolerated,
and above which he becomes offensive and his safety and life are at
peril. No doubt the figure will vary with circumstances. The imposs-
ibility of providing a generally applicable and precise figure, how-
ever, does not undermine the usefulness of the definition.

State and nation

Our definition of nationalism was parasitic on two as yet undefined
terms: state and nation.

Discussion of the state may begin with Max Weber’s celebrated
definition of it, as that agency within society which possesses the
monopoly of legitimate violence. The idea behind this is simple and
seductive: in well-ordered societies, such as most of us live in or
aspire to live in, private or sectional violence is illegitimate. Conflict
as such is not illegitimate, but it cannot rightfully be resolved by
private or sectional violence. Violence may be applied only by the
central political authority, and those to whom it delegates this right.
Among the various sanctions of the maintenance of order, the ulti-
mate one — force — may be applied only by one special, clearly identi-
fied, and well centralized, disciplined agency within society. That
agency or group of agencies is the state.

The idea enshrined in this definition corresponds fairly well with
the moral intuitions of many, probably most, members of modern
societies. Nevertheless, it is not entirely satisfactory. There are
‘states’ — or, at any rate, institutions which we would normally be
inclined to call by that name — which do not monopolize legitimate
violence within the territory which they more or less effectively
control. A feudal state does not necessarily object to private wars
between its fief-holders, provided they also fulfil their obligations to
their overlord; or again, a state counting tribal populations among its
subjects does not necessarily object to the institution of the feud, as
long as those who indulge in it refrain from endangering neutrals on
the public highway or in the market. The Iraqi state, under British
tutelage after the First World War, tolerated tribal raids, provided
the raiders dutifully reported at the nearest police station before and
after the expedition, leaving an orderly bureaucratic record of slain
and booty. In brief, there are states which lack either the will or the
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means to enforce their monopoly of legitimate violence, and which
nonetheless remain, in many respects, recognizable ‘states’.

Weber’s underlying principle does, however, seem valid now,
however strangely ethnocentric it may be as a general definition,
with its tacit assumption of the well-centralized Western state. The
state constitutes one highly distinctive and important elaboration of
the social division of labour. Where there is no division of labour,
one cannot even begin to speak of the state. But not any or every
specialism makes a state: the state is the specialization and con-
centration of order maintenance. The ‘state’ is that institution or set
of institutions specifically concerned with the enforcement of order
(whatever else they may also be concerned with). The state exists
where specialized order-enforcing agencies, such as police forces and
courts, have separated. out from the rest of social life. They are the
state.

Not all societies are state-endowed. It immediately follows that the
problem of nationalism does not arise for stateless societies. If there
is no state, one obviously cannot ask whether or not its boundaries
are congruent with the limits of nations. If there are no rulers, there
being no state, one cannot ask whether they are of the same nation as
the ruled. When neither state nor rulers exist, one cannot resent
their failure to conform to the requirements of the principle of
nationalism. One may perhaps deplore statelessness, but that is
another matter. Nationalists have generally fulminated against the
distribution of political power and the nature of political boundaries,
but they have seldom if ever had occasion to deplore the absence of
power and of boundaries altogether. The circumstances in which
nationalism has generally arisen have not normally been those in
which the state itself, as such, was lacking, or when its reality was in
any serious doubt. The state was only too conspicuously present. It
was its boundaries and/or the distribution of power, and possibly of
other advantages, within it which were resented.

This in itself is highly significant. Not only is our definition of
nationalism parasitic on a prior and assumed definition of the state:
it also seems to be the case that nationalism emerges only in milieux
in ‘'which the existence of the state is already very much taken for
granted. The existence of politically centralized units, and of a
moral-political climate in which such centralized units are taken for
granted and are treated as normative, is a necessary though by no
means a sufficient condition of nationalism.
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By way of anticipation, some general historical observations
should be made about the state. Mankind has passed through three
fundamental stages in its history: the pre-agrarian, the agrarian, and
the industrial. Hunting and gathering bands were and are too small
to allow the kind of political division of labour which constitutes the
state; and so, for them, the question of the state, of a stable special-
ized order-enforcing institution, does not really arise. By contrast,
most, but by no means all, agrarian societies have been state-
endowed. Some of these states have been strong and some weak,
some have been despotic and others law-abiding. They differ a very
great deal in their form. The agrarian phase of human history is the
period during which, so to speak, the very existence of the state is an
option. Moreover, the form of the state is highly variable. During
the hunting-gathering stage, the option was not available.

By contrast, in the post-agrarian, industrial age there is, once
again, no option; but now the presence, not the absence of the state is
inescapable. Paraphrasing Hegel, once none had the state, then some
had it, and finally all have it. The form it takes, of course, still
remains variable. There are some traditions of social thought —
anarchism, Marxism — which hold that even, or especially, in an
industrial order the state is dispensable, at least under favourable
conditions or under conditions due to be realized in the fullness of
time. There are obvious and powerful reasons for doubting this:
industrial societies are enormously large, and depend for the stan-
dard of living to which they have become accustomed (or to which
they ardently wish to become accustomed) on an unbelievably intri-
cate general division of labour and co-operation. Some of this co-
operation might under favourable conditions be spontaneous and
need no central sanctions. The idea that all of it could perpetually
work in this way, that it could exist without any enforcement and
control, puts an intolerable strain on one’s credulity.

So the problem of nationalism does not arise when there is no
state. It does not follow that the problem of nationalism arises for
each and every state. On the contrary, it arises only for some states. It
remains to be seen ' which ones do face this problem.

The nation

The definition of the nation presents difficulties graver than those
attendant on the definition of the state. Although modern man tends
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to take the centralized state (and, more specifically, the centralized
national state) for granted, nevertheless he is capable, with relatively
little effort, of seeing its contingency, and of imagining a social situ-
ation in which the state is absent. He is quite adept at visualizing the
‘state of nature’. An anthropologist can explain to him that the tribe is
not necessarily a state writ small, and that forms of tribal organiz-
ation exist which can be described as stateless. By contrast, the idea
of a man without a nation seems to impose a far greater strain on the
modern imagination. Chamisso, an emigré Frenchman in Germany
during the Napoleonic period, wrote a powerful proto-Kafkaesque
novel about a man who lost his shadow: though no doubt part of the
effectiveness of this novel hinges on the intended ambiguity of the
parable, it is difficult not to suspect that, for the author, the Man
without a Shadow was the Man without a Nation. When his fol-
lowers and acquaintances detect his aberrant shadowlessness they
shun the otherwise well-endowed Peter Schlemiehl. A man without a
nation defies the recognized categories and provokes revulsion.

Chamisso’s perception — if indeed this is what he intended to
convey — was valid enough, but valid only for one kind of human
condition, and not for the human condition as such anywhere at any
time. A man must have a nationality as he must have a nose and two
ears; a deficiency iu any of these particulars is not inconceivable and
does from time to time occur, but only as a result of some disaster,
and it is itself a disaster of a kind. All this seems obvious, though,
alas, it is not true. But that it should have come to seem so very
obviously true is indeed an aspect, or perhaps the very core, of the
problem of nationalism. Having a nation is not an inherent attribute
of humanity, but it has now come to appear as such.

In fact, nations, like states, are a contingency, and not a universal
necessity. Neither nations nor states exist at all times and in all
circumstances. Moreover, nations and states are not the same contin-
gency. Nationalism holds that they were destined for each other;
that either without the other is incomplete, and constitutes a
tragedy. But before they could become intended for each other, each
of them had to emerge, and their emergence was independent and
contingent. The state has certainly emerged without the help of the
nation. Some nations have certainly emerged without the blessings
of their own state. It is more debatable whether the normative idea of
the nation, in its modern sense, did not presuppose the prior exis-
tence of the state.
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What then is this contingent, but in our age seemingly universal
and normative, idea of the nation? Discussion of two very makeshift,
temporary definitions will help to pinpoint this elusive concept.

1 Two men are of the same nation if and only if they share the
same culture, where culture in turn means a system of ideas and
signs and associations and ways of behaving and communicating.

2 Two men are of the same nation if and only if they recognize
each other as belonging to the same nation. In other words, nations
maketh man; nations are the artefacts of men’s convictions and loyal-
ties and solidarities. A mere category of persons (say, occupants of a
given territory, or speakers of a given language, for example)
becomes a nation if and when the members of the category firmly
recognize certain mutual rights and duties to each other in virtue of
their shared membership of it. It is their recognition of each other as
fellows of this kind which turns them into a nation, and not the other
shared attributes, whatever they might be, which separate that
category from non-members.

Each of these provisional definitions, the cultural and the volun-
taristic, has some merit. Each of them singles out an element which
is of real importance in the understanding of nationalism. But
neither is adequate. Definitions of culture, presupposed by the first
definition, in the anthropological rather than the normative sense, .
are notoriously difficult and unsatisfactory. It is probably best to
approach this problem by using this term without attempting too
much in the way of formal definition, and looking at what culture
does.





