Cultivating a Conceptual Framework for Understanding Nationalism

Introduction

Nationalism has long been ignored as a matter for scholarly inquiry, written off as a relic from bygone times. Historians and political philosophers began to see nations as normal and natural, thus dismissing the concept as one worthy of scholarly consideration. It has only recently come into the focus of philosophical debate, partly as a consequence of rather spectacular and troubling nationalist clashes (like those in Rwanda, former Yugoslavia and former the Soviet republics). National awakenings and struggles for political independence are often both heroic and inhumanly cruel; the formation of a recognizably national state often responds to deep popular sentiment, but often brings brutal consequences, including violent expulsion and ‘cleansing’ of non-nationals. The issue of nationalism points to the wider domain of problems, having to do with the treatment of ethnic and cultural differences within democratic polity, which are arguably among the most pressing problems of contemporary society. 

There are four core debates which permeate the study of nations and nationalism. 
I. How should we define the terms "nation" and "nationalism”?
II. When did nations first appear? Scholars have posed a variety of conceptual frameworks to deal with this question, including (but not limited to) the following:
a. Nationalists argue that nations are timeless and organic phenomena. When man climbed out of the primordial slime, he immediately set about creating nations. 
b. Perennialists argue that nations have been around for a very long time, though not necessarily forever, and they have taken different shapes at different points in history.
c. Postmodernists (including Marxists) see nations as modern and synthetic (as opposed to organic). 
III. How have nations and nationalism developed? If nations are naturally occurring, then there is arguably little reason to explain the birth of nations. On the other hand, if one sees nations as constructed, then it is important to be able to explain why and how nations developed. 
IV. How far across the globe can we stretch the concept of nation? Many of the original "classic" texts on nationalism were focused on European nationalism at the expense of non-western experiences. This has sparked a debate about whether nationalism developed on its own in places like China, or whether it merely spread to non-western countries from Europe. 

The following framework for understanding nationalism is extracted from Genocide, World Order, and State Formation: 

1. Nations together include all humans. There is no human who does not belong to a nation. No-one can validly claim not to belong to a nation. 

2. Nations are the natural units of humanity. Everyone "naturally" belongs to a nation (not only by choice).  Nations and national identity are organic.
3. Nations exist, therefore they should. 

· Nations have a substantial historical continuity and should be continued. 

· Because nations have shaped the lives of those who now live in them, they should continue to exist. 

· National cultures have value; therefore nations must exist to preserve them.

4. Nations have a monopoly of state formation. No entity which is not a nation may hold territory to form a state. 

5. No territory may be held by states other than nation states. 

6. Nations are sacred. 

· Nations have a status no other group or collectivity can have. 

· Nations deserve supreme respect.
· The nation shall be preserved at all costs.

7. Antiquity confers special status (Egypt? Israel? China?)
8. Nations may not be ended, singly or collectively. 

· No process which ends nations is legitimate. 

· A world order of nation states may not be terminated. 

· Nations may not be eroded without an equivalent successor

What is a Nation?: The Basic Concept of Nationalism
Although the term ‘nationalism’ has a variety of meanings, it centrally encompasses two phenomena to be noted at the outset: 
(1) the attitudes that the members of a nation have when they care about their identity as members of that nation (in short, national identity).

(2) the actions that the members of a nation take in seeking to achieve (or sustain) some form of political sovereignty. 
Key Questions Concerning Nationalism

1. What is a nation?

2. What is national identity? 
Is membership in a nation voluntary or non-voluntary? 

3. What does it mean to belong to a nation? 
What is the nature of a pro-national attitude? 
4. What are the costs and benefits of a pro-national attitude? All things considered, is this a positive or negative sentiment?
5. Is the nation-state configuration the End of History? If so, why? If not, what might be next?

6. What are the alternatives to nationalism?
