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Introduction

Nationalism is being invoked in the present world at times to protect the sovereignty of
existing nation-states, and, at other times to claim a national identity to seek new nation-
states. The scenes that followed the Yugoslav crisis in recent years bear witness to the
power that nationalism can still have on ordinary citizens. They showed us how
nationalism can set the people of a community against each other. People saw the friends
and neighbours with whom until then they had shared their lives in relative peace being

murdered or driven out of their land helplessly.

At a time when geographical and cultural boundaries are becoming fuzzier through the
diasporas and globalisation of trade in the late 20" and early 21 century, and the
dependence of developed nations on consumer market, as well as the labour force of less
developed countries for mutual benefit, one would have thought that nationalism would
have been deemed an 1rrelevant and detrimental constituent for a coherent political
community, and that the concept of nation and its abstract nationalism would have been
dismissed as an outdated doctrine and relegated to history. However, the return of
nationalism with such vehemence in recent years has been shocking. This raises the
question: why 1s there an upsurge 1n nationalism which almost destroyed the western
world with two world wars with 1ts capacity to generate hatred and 1ll-will among
people? Why is there an attempt to revive nationalism even within nations who respect

liberal values? In spite of most nations harbouring multiethnic, multicultural

communities, why are such strong arguments put forward vigorously and persistently for



reviving nationalism in order to ensure togetherness within a political community? This

gives out a very confusing picture of the sense of direction in which the political world 15

heading.

[s nationalism a way torward for contemporary political communities? Can it be
envisaged as an 1deology which can secure much needed political coherence within
present nation-states? To understand the concept of nation and weigh the arguments for
and against nationalism as a doctrine one has to look back to the origins of nation, and
nationalism, as we perceive them today. What 1s a ‘nation’? What 1s ‘national identity’?
What is ‘nationalism’? Why was nationalism thought to be necessary for a coherent
political community in the first place? Can nationalism be seen as a unitying force for
bringing together multiethnic, multicultural communities within one structure? Can 1t be
ethically defended as a political doctrine tor a contemporary political community? Can

the 1deology of nationalism be universalised? If not, are there any other conceptions of

political organization than the nation-state?

How did nations as we perceive them today take their shape?

Every political arrangement is an evolutionary event 1n the calendar of human society.
Each has a trajectory through which 1t runs its own course. The political history of
modern nations and nationalism can also be seen as one of those defining events in
politics. Though the concept of nation and national consciousness itself can be traced

back to medieval times, nationalism, as we perceive it today in the political context, (as it



has widely been accepted) has presented itselt historically since the beginning of the 18"
century.' Since the concepts of nation and 1ts derivative nationalism in their present form
have been seen as a historically evolved phenomenon, 1t becomes imperative that the
concept of nationalism 1s analysed 1n the historical context. It is through history that one
can trace the emergence of nationalism as a force which allegedly brought the

communities together. Hence, I shall locate the question of the ethical/philosophical

dimension of nationalism 1n 1ts historical context.

The application of the sentiment of nationalism for political ends has often been traced
back to the 18" century and associated with the rise of rationalism 1n the post-
enlightenment era which changed the view of how the common man conceived his
"dignity and purpose 1n lite’. It saw political power, invested in the select tew 1n the
earlier political structure of the middle ages, be 1t in dynastical or ecclesiastical heads,

giving way to the pressure of populist movements. The emergent political community

was dictated by the people, and hence, had to accommodate the will of individuals 1n
delivering the “good life’ of their vision and perception. The new political structure,
1deally, had to accommodate newly discovered individual self-respect and worth. Ensuing
political 1deologically, had to make sure that liberty and equality of every member was
ensured so that members could live their hives according to their own wishes and desires,
and realize their vision of life to the best of their ability in the process. It had to work
towards the happiness of all its members with equal importance.” Developing a new style

of political community was expected to concentrate on bringing about socio-economic



fairness with political harmony. It was seen as necessary that a new system should ensure

the welfare of 1ts members as a primary requirement.

To deliver equality and dignity to its members 1t was essential that the emergent structure
brought about a sense of togetherness between the people as equal members of a newly
formed community. This was not an easy task at that particular time 1n history. The
industrial revolution had brought about social and economic changes. The agrarian
society’s social network was giving way to industrialized working communities who had
moved away from their original social set up. This rendered the old social structures
incapable of accommodating the changes within their existing folds. They crumbled
under the pressure. But, for a nation to work as a political community 1t was necessary
that dispersed groups had to come under one banner and develop a new kind of
relationship between members. The group had to work towards the welfare of members
whom they did not actually know and with whom they did not interact socially. Thus, 1t
was necessary that people were given a rational account of why their loyalty to other
members was essential and how 1t could be secured. The guidelines for the legitimacy of
membership had to be drawn to ensure that all the members who belonged to the group
could share the all-important social goods. Sharing would only work, 1t was thought, 1f
there were a natural affinity between members. In the absence of any face-to-face contact
between members, members who shared common values, and 1deology for their
fulfilment of life, it was thought, would form a group with a sense of fraternity as a

matter of course. They would be able to establish relationships between themselves and

also see where their efforts were invested. A pre-political community became a



prominent criterion for a coherent state. ‘Nationalism’, says Elie Kedourie in his book
Nationalism, ‘pretends to supply a criterion for the determination of the unit of
population proper to enjoy a government exclusively its own, for the legitimate exercise

of power in the state, and for the right organization of a society of states.”

There was another significant historical drama 1n progress in the 18" century. The trading
countries like India and Africa were soon reduced to colony status with imperial rule
imposed on them from across the sea. Colonization brought a new kind of awareness of
superiority to the colonizers who were technologically advanced. They viewed
undeveloped colonies as civilizationally inferior to their own culture. There was a need to
draw new distinctions between the colonizer and the colonized, between the civilized and
the uncivilized, between cultured westerners and culturally backward ‘others’. National
identity became a defining factor for containing political power by demarcating people
Into categories. At such a time, 1t was not only necessary for the colonial power to create
boundaries and contain power within its own land and keep “others’ out, but it was also
necessary to hold power without territorially occupying the area. The concept of nation,
nationalism and national identity worked as an ingenious instrument for fulfilling the
agenda. It helped to integrate power through sporting the ‘superior origin and culture’ of
the colonizer as against the ‘uncivilized’ colonized. The significance of a common social

community prior to a political structure became more and more significant for a national

1dentity.




Thus, 1t 1s argued, nation-state, nationalism and national identity became the important

pillars of thel8-19" century political structures of the west. As a political 1deology,
nationalism based its tenets on the rights of individuals for free, equal and dignified life
within a political community. To deliver such a life it was necessary that nationalism
accepted the principle of providing a harmonious life where equal distribution of social
goods, non-coercion by the state and respect to every member of the community
prevailed. Individuals could aspire for such harmonious community life, nationalists
believed, only where there was some kind of pre-political connection between members;

there was some coherence for the formation of the group in the first place. They very
strongly believed that political harmony can ensue only within a coherent community
where members had a strong sense of belonging, an innate sense of commitment to the

weltare of other members arising out of such relationship, prior to belonging to a political

community.

Many different forms of political structures have emerged in the west since ecclesiastical
and monarchical rules gave way to that of populist governments. However, the argument
for the membership of a political community has mainly revolved round two major points
at issue, that i1s whether political communities need be involuntary organisations for
securing social and political harmony, or whether political harmony can be envisaged
within a political community where membership of political community is acquired
voluntarily. For German Romantics the answer lay 1in forming a political community
within a pre-political community. They advocated a family model, because they argued,

In a community where membership was pre-given, there was an inherent disposition for



sharing and looking after one’s own community members as 1s manifest within the family

network. Whereas, civic voluntarism, the second line of argument, highlighted the
attribute of human reasoning, and argued that a civic community where the will of the
people to share political space brings people together, ensures the much-needed
fraternity. They envisaged political communities as groups whose members voluntarily
pledge their allegiance directly towards the state for the sake of shared interest in the
welfare of fellow citizens. The boundary here would not obviously be a pre-political one,
as it was for the other model, but a geographically drawn one and membership would be

based on respecting individual rights and obligations.

The argument tor ethnic nationalism has largely been discounted as an inappropriate way
of determining citizenship in the modern world. Liberal political philosophy, the most
favoured political doctrine, adheres to the principle that 1t i1s the duty of every civic nation
to deliver liberty, respect and equality to every member regardiess of their pre-political
group connections. They support c1vic nationalism as a fair system because they believe
that liberal tenets like equality, liberty, and individualism are best delivered within such
an arrangement. However, in spite of their commitment to equality and freedom for all
members, some liberal philosophers still argue that nationalism in some form can and
should be accommodated in liberal politics because some kind of cultural homogeneity,
they still believe, 1s essential for a coherent political community. Solhidarity such ‘shared
culture group’ projects, they argue, 1s vital for the sustenance of the state which civic
nationalism alone 1s unable to deliver. They equate cultural 1dentity with national identity

and argue that national 1dentity 1s essential for furthering political harmony.



Such support for cultural nationalism 1n liberal politics, to which most western nations
adhere, faces tension in contemporary political communities. Can cultural nationalism be
accommodated within the liberal state? The paradox for liberal philosophers who argue
for cultural nationalism 1s: can the state support cultural nationalism, and deliver equality
and freedom to all 1ts citizens 1n a state which legitimately harbours minority cultures in
its political boundaries at the same time? If they believe that common culture is essential
for political coherence, then 1t 1s the responsibility of the polity to ensure that a common
culture exists within 1ts boundaries at all times, regardless of the widespread migrations
of modern times. Such a condition can only be achieved if minority cultures arriving into
the political told assimilate with the existent culture. This argument obviously favours
majority cultures and minority groups are deprived of access to their own cultures.
Doesn’t such an arrangement translate into inequality for its citizens? If they believe
culture 1s vital for leading a meaningtul life, how can they deny that right to members of
minority cultures? Doesn’t it mean treading on the rights of minorities to an entitlement
to their own culture so that they can lead the life they aspire according to the guidance of
their own culture? If, on the other hand, minority cultures are to be offered equality and
status 1n recognition of their right to their cultures as the lhiberal principles would demand,
how can sustaining cultural identity be possible? It would mean letting go of the principle

that a homogeneous culture 1s necessary for social coherence.

Moreover. one can raise doubts about the validity of the arguments in favour of

nationalism: is cultural nationalism a coherent ideology appropriate for contemporary
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political communities? Is there enough evidence to prove that it ensures political stability
and hence 1s an ideology which can be universalised? Can cultural nationalism be
explained as a logical binding force which ensures internal coherence? Is nationalism an
inherent sentiment and hence functional or is it instrumental for political coherence? Are
there any coherent arguments to prove otherwise? Can the ethics of looking after the
weltare of one’s own over and above others be morally justified? Can resorting to
cultural nationalism be a torward-looking vision for changing social scene of today’s
multiethnic, multicultural world? Or, can 1t be seen as a political arrangement that served
western nations of the 18-20™ centuries and, as such, a dogma which needs to be
relegated to history and introduce a new way of thinking 1n order to accommodate
significant social changes? Is there an alternative way of envisaging a coherent political
principle which can accommodate modernist political communities where cultural
affiliation 1s seen as an aspect, though a very important one, of individual identity and

1solate 1t from political citizenship?

These are the issues I hope to examine critically in this thesis. I shall deal with them

mainly in two sections. In the first two chapters of the first section, I shall outline the
development of different forms of political communities in western discourse. I shall
expand on the two main strands of arguments, that is, 1.) nations as non-voluntary
organizations and ii.) nations as voluntary political communities that have dominated
western political thought since the 18" century, for deciding the membership of a
political state. I shall highlight the logic involved 1n arranging the political structure in

the ways which they propose. I shall allude to the arguments offered 1n support of ethnic

I



nationalism by Herder and Fichte, two prominent German Romantics who strongly
believed in a political community set on the family model for coherence. However, I shall
observe that treating political membership as non-voluntarily acquired endowment does
not leave much room for the expression of individualism. It does not deliver freedom and
dignity to all members within contemporary political communities which are multiethnic
and multicultural 1n their structure. I shall turn to the arguments of the civic nationalist
Renan who, 1n contrast to ethnic nationalism, argues that membership in civic nations
should be sought voluntarily. It 1s the will of the people which determines the
membership not their ethnic origin. Liberal political philosophy upholds the principle of

civic membership unequivocally and supports the concept of political membership based

on voluntary choice.

However, I shall contend that, though civic nationalism advocates voluntary membership,
and thus, advocates for a different approach in locating the eligibility of membership of a
political community away from ethnic nationalists, some liberal nationalists, like
Kymlicka, Miller, and Taylor, for example, still revert to the belief that shared 1dentity is
contingent on elements shared involuntarily within the existent culture. Thus, even when
voluntary membership dictates western polity the attraction of shared cultural 1dentity
prevails in western political discourse. This opens the question whether their explanation
for placing culture at the heart of political community 1s logically acceptable and

ethically justifiable for modern political structure. Does 1t uphold the liberal principles of
individual autonomy and equal access to freedom and dignity? Is their assumption about

the function of culture nghtly placed? I shall, with examples, advance the view that their



stress on common culture is debatable and that the position of liberal nationalists 1s un-

liberal, narrow minded in its approach, and ethically hard to sustain.

This raises some questions: if liberal nationalism cannot be seen as an ethically justifiable
doctrine, how and why has it come to occupy the centre ground in the Anglo-American
political discourse? Has shared culture always been at the centre of political communities
historically? I shall observe, 1n the third chapter, that social and historical accounts of
political communities through the ages suggest that there 1s no inherent connection
between the sentiment of nationalism and a harmonious political community. The
involvement of the sentiment of nationalism in political context can only be traced back
to the 18™ century. Sociologists suggest a direct connection between the momentous
changes which took place 1n economic, social, and political arenas around this time in the
history of western nations due to the industrial revolution and the involvement of
nationalism in the political context. In this chapter, I shall discuss the theories put
forward by them to explain the connection. Views have been varied, from seeing the
involvement of shared culture as an accidental instrument (1t was a convenient
component which happened to be available for restructuring disturbed communities) to
using culture as a convenient strategy to accommodate political power within post-

industrial. post-colonial history and hence nurturing it as a powerful weapon to control

members and non-members in the post-industrial world.

I shall look at the argument of sociologists who reject the supposed naturalistic account

of nationalism, particularly those of Gellner and Anderson who explain the rise of



nationalism as a historical phenomenon. They both establish a connection between
industrial revolution, the ensuing changes in socio-economic conditions , and the
development of nationalism as a political ideology. Gellner thinks that nations are
constructs, inventions taking their shape to accommodate economic changes brought on
by the industnal revolution. However, though his argument that nationalism is not a
naturally evolved phenomenon but a political strategy is convincing, it is arguable
whether 1t can be seen as the product of invention. Doing so undermines human nature
which 18 inherently individualistic and independent. Though it can be influenced by
society through nurture, i1t cannot be controlled to the level Gellner’s theory supposes. I
shall put forward the argument of Anderson which explains the origin of nations, on the
contrary, by the claim that they are sociological developments, that i1s ‘creations’ and not
inventions as Gellner observes. Anderson’s argument recognises the contribution of self-
conscious individuals who form the political group. I shall evaluate his argument that
nations are ‘1magined communities’ and that they took their origin in the west against the
background of historical events, which necessitated the evolvement of new political
structures, and the nation-states took their shape. Once the concept of the nation-state
developed, he further says, it was used by the nationalist intelligentsia to establish
coherent political community wherever political harmony was disturbed by the economic,

and social changes. This was particularly true, he assumes, of new states which were

formed as a result of de-colonization.

The explanations of Anderson and Gellner provide a plausible account of nations as

political communities which evolved as a solution to suit a particular situation arising out
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of changes in the economic and political scenery of the era. Such narrations of nations as
historical creations, saying that there is nothing inherent about the membership for
political coherence, generate a major problem for promoting nationalism as a political
ideology. How can a political structure imagined by a certain group. developed at a
particular time 1n history suit political communities with different existent conditions and
at a ditfferent time 1n history? This has been criticised strongly by many contemporary
political thinkers particularly within non-western political discourse. Different writers
have picked on different aspects to highlight the inadequacy of nationalism as a political
theory. If nationalism 1s seen as an accidental development historically and
sociologically, 1s there any advantage in arguing for shared culture as the basis for
ensuring coherence within contemporary political communities where the social and
political scene has moved away from the 19" century Europe where 1t took its origin?
Even if one were to assume that coherence 1s necessary for any harmonious political
community, 1s nationalism the right doctrine tor achieving such a condition within a post-
colonial, globalized economic climate with widespread population movements? Can the
revival of nationalism in political context be justified? Can 1dentities be arranged for

people? Is nationalism the only ideology which will ensure harmony within a political

community ubiquitously?

In the second section of the thesis, I shall contend that nationalism, as a political
ideology, may have served a very vital role through social evolution in harmonising
disjointed communities under one umbrella at one stage in history, but, 1t 1s not a

congenial force to be invoked to produce coherent political communities under modern
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social, economic and political conditions. It cannot be viewed as a solution for arranging
modern political communities because the very social, economic and political conditions
under which its ideology developed have changed beyond the point of no return. The
social structure of most political communities today is multicultural. The western concept
of nationalism is an inadequate doctrine for political arranging such multicultural
communities. One might agree, at this stage, that accommodating multicultural
communities within shared political structure needs a fresher look away from western
conceptions of nationalism. I shall particularly allude to the critique provided by some
prominent Indian political theorists on various aspects of the 1ideology of nationalism,
because I believe that the modern world 1s exposed to the problems arising out of a
complex mixture of cultures which countries like India have faced for centuries. People
in India have historically lived under conditions where they have constantly been
negotiating between various cultures. It is possible, one may feel, that the political
thoughts emanating from such a community may have the potential to offer a valuable

constructive contribution to resolving some of the tensions faced by multicultural nation-

states of today.

The discourses on nationalism in India, however, have been multi-stranded. As we sift

through history, we see many arguments, ranging from justifying nationalism to rejecting

it altogether as a political doctrine. There were many thinkers hike Gokhale and Tilak
who saw western conceptions of nationalism as a benevolent ideology which could hold
the fragmented Indian community together and provide the social conditions necessary

for establishing a liberal state in order to provide a society where equality, individuahty

16



and freedom prevailed. Shri Aurobindo Ghosh envisioned nationalism as a step up the
ladder of social evolution which could ultimately lead to an international community
l1ving 1n harmony with nation-states co-operating with each other in good faith. Gandhi
and Tagore, two other prominent writers who heavily influenced the political scene of
pre-independent India provided a very robust argument against nationalism as a political
ideology. They argued that nationalism 1n its western vision was not an ethically
defensible 1deology for arranging multicultural communities. It did not have the scope
within 1ts 1deology, they believed, to provide the liberal tenets of equality and liberty to
express one’s individuality. Togare totally rejected nationalism as an evil force which
divided the community rather than united it, whereas Gandhi saw an application of
nationalism without its limiting aspect. At the other end of the spectrum, as 1t were, one
can locate the thoughts of Dr. Ambedkar, another prominent leader, who also beheved
that narrow and limited conception of nationalism leads to greater inequality rather than
ironing out the differences. Liberal nationalism, he believed, sustained inequality within
its structure and hence he did not see any scope for nationalism particularly the one
envisaged by Gandhi. He argued that the state with its institutional network has to lead

society to a higher level of civilization which could deliver equality and freedom to every

individual in real terms.

I have focused my thesis on the writings of Gandhi and Tagore because I believe that
they especially negate the arguments of a particular strand of liberal nationalists like
Miller, Kymlicka and Taylor who argue for shared cultural community for political

coherence. They elaborate very clearly that nationalism in 1ts western vision 1s

17



detrimental to social and political harmony particularly in multicultural communities.
They argue that it misunderstands the dynamics involved in the creation of coherent
political group. They argue convincingly that there is nothing imperative about shared
cultural community for political coherence. They put forward a convincing account of the
development of nationalism which assumes shared culture as a vital factor for coherent
political community in the western discourse. They then show how the predominance of
shared culture 1n their discourse 1s related to the prevalent economic and political
conditions of the era. They have analysed and elaborated the western 1deology of
nationalism as economically originated and power related which developed at a certain
time 1n history and hence could never be envisaged as a solution to seeking equality and

freedom of every citizen which liberalism aims to under present conditions ubiquitously.

Nevertheless, I shall argue that though nationalism as a doctrine appears to be
inconsistent and that national identity as perceived by the western concept 18 1rrelevant to
social and political conditions at another time in history, political harmony i1s easier to be
envisaged if there is coherence within a political community. There 1s more to sharing
political life than commitment to the laws of the land and political allegiance to the
community. For developing a shared sense of political community, one needs to feel a
sense of belonging, a sense of togetherness in more than political sense. One needs to feel
a stake in the welfare of the community and in the construction of institutions like
education, social welfare and so on. However, I think that to assume that shared culture 1s

pivotal for such development is debatable. I concur with the vision of community which

Gandhi and Tagore project and argue that socially coherent communities contribute to
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harmonious political communities and hence, one has to recognise that socially coherent

communities are necessary for seeking harmonious political community.

In the first chapter of this section, I shall advance the antinationalist arguments of
political theorist Parekh and propose that the major problem with the theory of
nationalism 1s that, as a theory, it is grounded in misconceived assumptions. There is no
conclusive proot to argue that shared cultural identity and national identity are
interdependent, and that common culture provides a vital link between the peoples in a
Clvic community to create a sense of togetherness. It i1s erroneous to assume that in the
absence of common ethnicity or other commonalities, like religion and language and so
on common culture provides a vital connection between members and holds the
community together ubiquitously. Assuming so not only leads to xenophobia and
extremism but also makes it harder to deal with the problems which are encountered 1n a

contemporary nation-state where most nations are multicultural 1n their structure.

The nationalists’ assumption that identities can be arranged to create a shared culture and
that creating such cultures necessarily leads to a political group where equality evidently
manifests itself can also be queried. I shall follow, in the next chapter, the writings of
Bhabha to support this argument. Bhabha puts forward a convincing analysis to defend
his theory, with the example of India, that political identities cannot be fixed and imposed
on peoples by the state or by the elite. Even when it 1s attempted, created homogeneity
does not iron out ‘difference’ but it only generates hegemony within the community. It

emphasises ‘us” and ‘them’ more prominently. This leads to such disenchantment
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between the dominant and the minority groups that people reject the inbuilt power-
hierarchy within the ideology. Instead of erasing inequality, it holds the potential to gIve
rise to resistance against the authority of the dominant group. Hence, supportin o the

ideology of nationalism for multicultural nation-states could prove perilous.

Moreover, nationalism cannot be seen as a universally acceptable ideology away from
western nations because not every community places its sense of belonging in shared
culture. I shall illustrate this with the argument of Chatterjee that though India uses the
term ‘nationalism’ within its political context it does not necessarily refer to national
sohdarity 1n shared culture. For Indians, togetherness is manifest in belonging to the
shared community. Spivak, another prominent critic of nationalism, does not see
nationalism as a theory but as a strategy adopted to gain independence from the coloniser.
Nationalism 1n the colonies did not follow the prototype provided by the west where
common culture was seen to be at the heart of a coherent political community because
one cannot locate shared culture at the heart of Indian society. She argues that even when
assumed shared culture was evoked, 1t was only used by the bourgeoisie to harness the

support of the proletariat in the process of gaining power from the colonisers not because

it held the potential to create genuine unity between citizens.

Disapproval of nationalism as a political theory 1s not a recent phenomenon 1n Indian
history. The objections to adopting nationalism as a political ideology for non-western
states have been prolific and emphatic within Indian political discourse even before the

two world wars were fought to uphold nationalism. Hence, I observe, the critique of



nationalism, as provided by contemporary Indian political thinkers, is not wholly new to
political thought. The roots to their argcuments can be traced back to some very prominent
late 19" and early 20™ century philosophers from the subcontinent. I shall, in the
following two chapters, relate back to the writings of two very influential political
thinkers of the early 20" century from the Indian subcontinent who have influenced
political thinking with adverse views of nationalism as an ideology. Their arguments
against the western conception of nationalism appear to query the very assumptions of
liberal nationalists of the 1980s and point out the fundamental problems with the
1deology itself. I shall explore the views held by Tagore, who saw nationalism as a
menace, a demon which divides communities and leads to political chaos and hence
unsuitable for multiethnic, multicultural political communities. I shall stress his
explanation that nationalism took its shape to erect otherness rather than create a sense of

togetherness and hence, i1t cannot be 1deologically viewed as a suitable political

arrangement to follow.

Though his strong reservation about nationalism as an ideology was shared by many,

some political thinkers of the day acknowledged the attraction of nationalism for herding
the community together. This served many political thinkers with a practical approach to
political structures for accommodating nationalism. They did not see any problem with
the concept of nationalism itself. Nevertheless, they take a strong objection to nationalism
as envisioned by the west. I shall look into the argument of a very prominent
politico/philosophical thinker, Gandhi, to enlarge on such thinking. He observes that

nationalism in the western concept does not offer liberal values like freedom, equality
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and individualism in any real sense. Gandhi offers his alternative vision of political
communities that would provide cherished liberal values in their true sense within multi-
ethnic, multicultural contemporary communities. I shall follow his argument that
nationalism, in its western conception, has no place in a modern polity. Nationalism was
engendered to safeguard the economic prosperity of the industrialized, colonial west and
hence 1t can only drive towards drawing boundaries to restrain the number of members
for greater benefit rather than ethically ensuring the welfare of its members. Gandhi
brings in a different vision of political community from the west by shifting the material
aspect of citizenship to social community with stress on ethical/spiritual emphasis. He
holds the view that securing the material welfare of 1its members need not be the ultimate
goal of a political community. He emphasises social community as the centre of
individuals’ lives and stresses that individualism can only be realised within
interdependent community life. However, interdependency is not restricted to cultural
group only. That aspect of human society has to be taken 1nto consideration by the
political structure, for coherence and equality. The role of the state should only be to
facilitate cooperation between citizens so that they can lead a socially organised coherent
life which accommodates every member’s needs, and where everyone contributes to the
best of shared community life. I shall argue that his alternative for a political structure

would suit states with multinational groups better than the western conception of

nationalism to bring about a shared sense of i1dentity.

I shall conclude my thesis with the observation that nationalism. which, as we see it

today, historically originated with the spread of rationalism and industnial revolution of
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the 18" and 9" centuries, does not comprehensively justify as a logically and ethically
defensible political ideology. Liberal nationalism, as a political ideology, does not
accommodate the changing face of contemporary social groups. It does not deliver
equality, freedom, and individualism to all its citizens even-handedly. Political harmony.
no doubt, 1s located in togetherness. However, shared culture is not the answer for
securing that togetherness in the present-day political community. It can only be located
within the community, regardless of who the members are. It makes sense to locate it
round a shared sentiment of interdependence, be it voluntary or non-voluntary. The
political relationship is a kind of relationship where we are together because we share a
community. We care and share because we are together. It is human to be attached to
people with whom we share our life. Commonality such as one finds within any given
community 1s not naturally found but sought and nourished. Communication does not
necessarily exist within any kind of community but it is established and nurtured. Shared
culture was one such dimension which was used for anchoring unity. However, the
social/political scene has moved on and hence adhering to old structure can only bring
about social disarray. A new avenue of forging the bond between members needs to be

explored because awakening cultural nationalism can only lead to parochialism and

mistrust within the community.

Shared culture does not necessarily ensure harmony within the community but the
realisation and appreciation of interdependency enhances mutual respect and trust.
Recognition that every member is free and is entitled to equality and justice, and

recognizing and respecting every member for being a part of the wider political scene



leads to shared community in the real sense. An argument for communitarianism in the
parochial shared culture sense does not resolves the dilemma which political

communities of the world face today. The answer has to be in moving forward from the

insular sense of community to broader 1deology.
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Section 1

The Anglo-American Conception of Nationalism



1. Nations and Nationalism

A great deal of ambiguity surrounds the origin of the concept of nationalism. It is often
argued that historically the sentiment of nationalism itself, in some form, has been
prevalent in the west since the middle-ages." However, the application of the sentiment of
nationalism 1n the political context, as we encounter it today, is widely considered to be a
phenomenon of post-enlightenment, post-industrial Europe. The modern politicised phase
of nationalism emerged, it 1s generally accepted, as a reaction to the changes which
occurred 1n social and economic structures at the beginning of the 18" century. The
spread of rationalism and individualism, itself an upshot of the Enlightenment era, it 1s
observed, brought on momentous changes in the way human life was conceived. There
was a significant shift in how people sought their dignity and purpose 1n life. Equality,
liberty and the individuality of each member occupied the centre stage of human activity.
Social arrangements needed to emphasize the maximization of individual happiness of
all, without compromising their fundamental right to liberty and equality. The pre-
existent political structures crumbled under the pressure ot the modern outlook on life. It
became imperative that old structures gave way, it 1s explained, to new political
structures which ideally recognized and respected the autonomy of individuals and
provided individual freedom and equality to all members. A polity was counted upon to
provide a system whereby people could take on their obligations without begrudging the
burden they were expected to carry for the sake of their community, and exercise their

rights without treading on the rights of other citizens. The emergent political system was



expected to ensure social harmony and deliver fairness, dignity, and welfare to all its

>
members.

How 1s the nation perceived in the modern political context?

From the very emergence of the modern phase of post-industrial populist politics of the
late 18" century in the west, each model of political community has attempted to provide
a coherent political system in which people could participate 1n egalitarian government
equally and treely and benetit from the membership for leading a fulfilling individual
life. For securing the social conditions for delivering such an 1deology, the first and
foremost condition is that citizens necessarily act as a coherent group. They willingly
share a mutual interest in the welfare of every member and choose to subordinate their
personal interest to collective goals in order to secure a fair and free political community
where they share social goods voluntarily. However, what makes sharing social goods
acceptable for a group in political terms? Does sharing a political community become
easier if the community 1s shared ethnically and hence the responsibility for the welfare
of every member of the community is also naturally shared; or do individuals do so
because they share mutual political interests, share political purpose, and common
destination? Political theories which have developed in the west since have centred round
two main lines of argument for deciding the membership of a political community. One
strand of argument, that s, ethnic nationalism. argues that the sentiment of togetherness

is inherent in the descent group since members are biologically connected and hence the

pre-political national group based on common descent 1s the most appropriate criterion



for determining the membership of a political community. Deep family roots and the pre-
existing power of national sentiment, ethnic nationalists argue, inevitably contribute
towards political harmony. They think that such a group is naturally endowed with the
disposition to share the social goods and look after the members as one would within a
family. Obligations within such groups flow naturally, they argue. A community based
on this form of membership would lead to least amount of conflict in the community and
the utmost trust between members because, they say, members share a common way of
life through which they understand each other well and can communicate easily. Also,
they argue, a political community thus formed could be justified because people would
naturally choose to share their political life with the group where they could share their
social values and lifestyle. They follow the logic that membership of a political
community in the world 1s naturally decided. As such, they believe that such membership
1S non-voluntary. Where one belongs socially and politically 1s determined by one’s
destiny; it is decided by one’s birth. There are natural divisions in the world, and
disturbing those dividing lines leads to social anomie. Hence, they think that combining

naturalness of membership with political aims of delivering equality will be better served

1f they both merged.‘?’

However, the second strand of areument, that is, civic voluntarism, contests the 1dea that
membership of a political community 1s inherently “prearranged’. It takes the view that
the sense of unity between community members is nurtured. Civic nationalists believe
that there is no compelling reason to argue that togetherness within a political community

is contingent on shared natural relationship. There 1s no evidence to suggest, they



contend, that membership of a state has to be pre-politically ‘given’. According to their
view, nations are voluntarily created political communities. What holds the political
community together in a state, they say, is not the common descent but it is the volition
of the people to share a political structure. Nations are historically created political
arrangements based upon the free will of the people who want to be ruled as a group.
They are formed by the people who accept the obligations out of their own volition and
they, 1n return, expect their right to free and equal citizenship to be assured. Civic
nationalists conceive the membership of a political community to be a matter of common
commitment to political principles and political structure rather than members being

inevitably connected to each other through common descent.

This chapter will examine the rationale applied by the ethnic nationalists in defence of the
concept of nations as non-voluntary political communities and look at various difficulties
their assumptions raise for justifying their claims. It will pursue the reasons offered by
ci1vic nationalists for contesting the arrangement of political membership on inherent
grounds and hence non-voluntarily acquired characteristics. It will expand on their
justification that civic communities are formed out of voluntary acceptance of obligations
and that they are politically organized in order to offer the freedom of choice and thus
allow their members to exercise their rights. It will critically look at their claim that civic

nationalism generally adheres to the tenets of liberalism more closely than any other form

of political doctrine.



Nevertheless, I shall stress that, in spite of its inclination to distance itself from the
parochial attitude which ethnic nationalism harbours within its structure civic nationalism
also does not succeed in excluding itself from the risk of privileging pre-political national
communities over and above civic communities. One can observe that they also advance
the vision that, though not essential common culture 1s a significant aspect of a political
community and hence that a connection between nation and state in some form 1s

necessary for a coherent political community.

Nations as non-voluntary communities

The most natural state, the supporters of non-voluntary political community argue, 1s one
where the dividing lines between the communities exist naturally. Ethnicity, they think, is
one such division that nature provides. Hence, nations, as ethnic communities sharing a
common culture, have been thought of by ethnic nationalists as the most natural way of
dividing the world into manageable political units. This 1s justifiable, they argue, because
if people shared common characteristics by nature they are provided with the right

ingredient of innate compatibility and thus makes them the most appropriate group to be

governed together.

Such argument leads to several claims being made by ethnic nationalists. Firstly, 1t steers
to the belief that the membership of a nation is an inevitable accident of life determined
by where one is born. Secondly, it also assumes that since members of a nation are

related to each other through shared descent they innately transmit the understanding of
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each other. They develop a common identity which is distinctive to them. Thirdly, ethnic
nationalists think, nations formed by such a group of people who belong to a single
culture and with a single national character necessarily constitute coherent political
communities. Members within a nation are not attached to each other, they argue,
because of the contribution they make to the community nor because unity is
instrumental for providing social stability and security but simply because they belong to
the community naturally and hence, they share the responsibility for the welfare of other
members intrinsically. Each member accepts it as an inherent duty of every member to

look after other members of the community. There 1s natural harmony, they argue,

between members of such a community.

To examine the argument of ethnic nationalists I shall expand on the arguments of Johann
Gottfried von Herder and Johann Gottlieb Fichte, two prominent German primordialists,
who believe that ethnic identity 1s a primary 1dentity and that political identity ensues

from the sentiment of patriotism directed towards their kith and kin which guides them to

the common good.

Herder

Herder makes several claims. Firstly, he takes a very organic view of the nation. He
believes that “‘a people 1s a natural growth, 1s like a family, only spread more widely.”
[ove of nation, he argues, as 1n the case of family, prospers on natural inclination and not

on nurtured or forced sentiment. Just as one would love her brethren, one loves her
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fatherland. For Herder, ethnicity and common culture are almost interchangeable, and
vital factors which make a natural social group. They are, he thinks, exclusive and
necessary features of a national community. Political life is only a branch of shared
cultural life. Hence, he does not accept the belief that political attachment alone can bring
about the sort of social unity that naturally exists in ethnic communities. Herder’s
commitment to the 1dea of political community as an extended family makes it difficult
for him to believe in the possibility that human rationality can separate one from the
feeling of inevitability in accepting national identity. He does not accept the view that
love of nation can be a rational impulse. He rejects the idea that reasons for loving one’s
nation can be developed by commitment to moral/ethical principles for sharing a
community. For, Herder argues, loving one’s own nation is natural, and reason, he thinks,
can only corrupt one’s natural instinct because i1t alienates one from one’s innate

inclination. Following nature, he believes, leads to ‘progress of humanity’ whereas, he

says, dependence on reason leads to ‘uniformity and death’

Secondly, Herder believes, nation means oneness. Oneness, he thinks, can only be
achieved where people share their descent and ethnic identity. Not only does common
culture bring about unity and welfare to the community but 1t transcends them to bring
about spiritual oneness, which is the ultimate aim of human life, he claims. Shared ethnic
identity, he believes, naturally leads to internal bonding. Attitudes of mutual help and the
inclination to the general weltare ot the society ensue only from such bonding. Loyalty is

imperative for a coherent political community. Such disposition to loyalty, which

members of the same group share with each other — the special attachment they have for



their kith and kin — Herder believes, is an inherent gift in a descent group and it cannot

be expected in people who do not share the common descent and culture. It is shared
common descent, he believes, which enables them to interact with other members with
natural co-operation. Hence, one cannot expect, he argues, different cultures to share their

lives harmoniously within a nation.

Thirdly, Herder says, shared cultural life overrides political interest. He does not
distinguish between patriotism, nationalism, and common culture. To him, they are all
one and the same. A national soul, he thinks, is exhibited by its culture. It is because of
this connection, formed with common descent and culture, he claims, that the nation is a
unique entity, non-negotiable and impregnable. It follows its own unique destiny. The
people of a nation share their history, literature, religion, art, and science, in other words,
every concervable aspect of their life with their fellow nationals. One’s dreams of an
1deal lite can only be realized within the narrow guidelines offered by the culture to
which one belongs. Since natural bonding 1s an essential feature of common i1dentity, and
the foundation on which togetherness ensues, it 1s only logical, he argues, to think that
mixing of other ethnic communities can lead to social anomie. He thinks that because of
the fundamental difference 1n how different groups perceive social values and lifestyle,
they cannot blend harmoniously with other cultural groups. Herder claims, “[n]othing
seems, therefore, more clearly opposed to the aims which all governments should have 1n
view than the expansion of states beyond their natural limits, the indiscriminate mingling
of various nations and human types under one sceptre. The sceptre of a human ruler has

neither the strength nor the range, which would enable it to weld together such
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heterogeneous material into unity. So rulers are reduced to sticking them together, as it
were, 1n order to constitute what is described as the “machine” of government — a fragile
and lifeless contrivance between the separate parts of which no mutual sympathy is
possible.”® Hence, he says, 1t should not be artificially implanted to accommodate other
ethnic cultures within any political community.” He does not accept that laws can bring
about that essential political and social harmony between people whereas common
culture, he argues, provides that special binding through which people develop a special

sense of belonging.

Fichte

Fichte, another German Romantic, also holds similar views and believes that national
identity is achieved through common culture generated by common descent. He gives
greater importance to common culture. Political and civic citizenship of a nation, though
of great significance, does not bring the community together as a matter of fact, he says.
Cultural unity 1s a necessary factor for the development of bond between members. The
function of a political unit, he says, 1s to protect the community from the outside force.
To achieve this, he says, the group has to have a common boundary drawn by the
common culture and the 1dentity of which they are proud of.° He even goes further 1n
saying that the aim of mankind is not only to hope tor political freedom which can be
brought about by homogeneous social life, but 1t 1s to strive for spiritual freedom’. That
can, he believes, only be achieved through common culture. For Fichte, the love of one’s

nation is not merely instrumental for harmonizing one’s political and social life but
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patriotism, he believes, goes beyond that role and acts as an instrument for attaining
spiritual freedom. This is necessary, Fichte thinks, because one’s aim of life is not just the
welfare of our own souls but also the upholding of the true traditions through generations.

That aim can only be achieved through maintaining indigenous culture. '

Problems with ethnic nationalism

The whole logic of the family model of nationhood depends on the assumed naturalness
of membership. For Herder and Fichte, the preconditions for a coherent nation are
common descent and common culture. Their commitment to such a belief 1s based on
their conception that members are inherently predisposed to accept political obligations
within a community where a shared sense of tamily exists. However, one can see some
obvious unease which ethnic nationalism harbours within its family model for political
structure. Ethnic nationalists make three vital assumptions of the naturalness of family
structure. They claim that a.) a family network 1s an essential unit, b.) loyalty naturally

flows in descent groups, and c.) any mixing of different cultures leads to social anomie.

Family as an essential biological unit

The function of the family unit 1s generally understood to be procreation, nourishment
and providing security for the group. One can concede that there 1s a definite need for a
stable social condition for the survival and the weltare of individuals as human beings

and that the family offers the necessary protection and care of 1ts members. However, one
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can argue that, though biologically they are significant functions there is no evidence to
prove that the family unit provides that naturally. It cannot be substantiated that the
survival of the group is dependent on such a biological unit. It is possible to explain the
logic behind such provision of stability and care by the family unit differently. It is
possible to argue that the family institution may not necessarily be a biological
inevitability but a rational solution to the problem of securing individual protection,
social solidity and harmony: hence family can be seen as a product of society and not
vice versa.'' What appears on the outside, to be a natural family relationship may as well
be a rational choice of human society for maintaining stability. The family can be seen as
a functional association which maximizes the protection of the young, infirm and the
elderly members of the group. One can argue that reason can lead human beings to
establish such a unit for organizing a harmonious life. (It 1s a well accepted fact that there
are many socially created myths rather than anthropological truths in human society, for
example, typecasting and fixing positions of issues like race, the position of women in
society and so on.) Herder’s commitment to the 1dea of the political community as an
extended family makes 1t impossible for him to accept the possibility that rationality can

separate one from the feeling of inevitability.

Secondly, just as one can question the naturalness of the family unit, the national group
and the assumption of the inherent disposition of the members for the welfare of fellow
members can also be queried. One cannot deny the claim of ethnic nationalists that

loyalty is a necessary condition for unity and understanding for social coherence. It is

possible that a predisposition to loyalty makes it easier to develop that special bonding
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and understanding. Nevertheless, one can argue that a biological connection does not
necessarily provide harmony nor is there any evidence to show that there is any need for
common descent for arranging a politically stable society where every individual 1s
naturally loyal to the community and the welfare of every individual is guaranteed
because of such disposition. Their claim that the state cannot create a community where
members develop such disposition 1s arguable, because the assumed tendency to look
after one’s own family member can be seen as a practical vision of realizing
interdependency of individual members for their social and political well-being.
Dependency within the contemporary political community cannot possibly be tethered to
family only. Members need other forms of organizations to avail of the help necessary for
their welfare since family members are unable to provide such help in every area. Their
claim that the state cannot facilitate such a disposition within a political community
through rational coordination i1s debatable. Also, 1t 1s arguable that such disposition pre-
exists in descent groups only. It 1s feasible to think that 1t can exist in any group which
shares social and political space. There is a difference between shared tfamily hife and
shared community life. Inherent loyalty may exhibir between family members and the
will to care for the welfare may appear to flow obviously but 1t 1s also true that mutual
sympathy develops between members, as a matter of fact, who share the common social
space, no matter where they belong ethnically and culturally. It develops through shared

social life, through interaction and interdependency between members.

Moreover, do all the families show natural disposition to the weltare of fellow members?

How many stories do we hear about dystunctional tamilies in the media daily? How
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many of us rely totally on the moral guidance offered by the immediate family members
only as an infallible guide? Or, for that matter, do only natural families show affinity,
care and loyalty to other members of their family? One can see from everyday examples
that adopted members of the family are, many times, better looked after with love and
atfection than the biological family. It 1s also true that loyalty offered by adopted

members 1S more genuine because of the appreciation they feel for the love and care they

receive within such community.

Thirdly, can one accept that it 1s a biologically justifiable claim to argue that mixing
(culturally or genetically) 1s against nature and that ‘welding together such heterogeneous
material’ leads to social anomie, as Herder claims? Does exclusivism, be 1t based on
ethnicity or culture, necessarily lead to better preservation? Evidence suggests otherwise.
It 1s a scientifically observed truth that drawing boundaries for preservation leads to gene
mutation and extinction of life due to inbreeding and lack of fresh air into the culture.
Historical observation also shows that communities which are criss-crossed by difterent
races and cultures have grown into robust and culturally rich communities in every aspect
of human life whereas mono-cultural communities have shown signs of cultural poverty
and decay. One can cite the example of the Parsee community 1n India whose rigid rules
of social structure and severe opposition to inter-religion marital relationships has
exposed itself to the danger of near annihilation. Also, 1if Herder argues that no machine
of government can expect to expand the borders beyond its natural limits, one can also

contend that no machine of government has been able to separate the communities

successfully on sentimental as well as ethical grounds. For instance, the laws governing
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racial segregation in apartheid South Africa were stringent. However, the arrangement
led to discontent amongst both the white and the black and the coloured communities.
Mixed marriages always took place and rationalism dictated that apartheid was unethical

and unsustainable in contemporary society.

Renan’s critique of ethnic nationalism

More than the difficulties of basing membership of a political community on naturalness
criteria, 1t 1s the logical and ethical discrepancies that the non-voluntary model
accommodates within its structure which causes real concern. Ernest Renan, the 19"
century French philosopher, has produced a comprehensive critique of their tenets. A
major drawback of the doctrine which advocates that nation-states should be arranged
with non-voluntary membership 1s, he says in his much quoted essay What Is a Nation?,
the rigidity of membership entrenched within its structure. At a time when human life is
influenced by rationalism, 1t 1s unacceptable, he argues, to think that accident of birth
alone necessarily decides where one’s loyalties should be directed, with whom one
should share one’s political community. Such argument for the inevitability of one’s
membership of a political community leads to oppression. Members cannot be expected,
he says, to offer their loyalty regardless of their willingness to do so. National 1dentity,
Renan argues, is rationally nurtured and not instinctively perpetuated. They are formed
by. he says, ‘deep-seated’ reasons and not by inevitable fact of birth. He contests the idea

that membership of a nation 1s a choice made by fate and not a choice made by

individuals with freewill.
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Even though one accepts naturalness of membership, this would not provide justification
for political membership being imposed on people. People are endowed with a mature
sense of what they want and hence accept or reject the membership out of their own
volition. Human nature 1s not communal but individual and diverse. Each individual 1s a
person with her or his own vision of life and her or his own 1dea of contribution towards
society. It 1s the individuals who make the group and though one can accept that culture
interprets one’s social surrounding and influences one’s development and determines
one’s moral parameters it does not construct the individual to the extent that he or she
thinks. Individuals receive their information from their group life but they interpret it in
their own way dictated by their own constitutions. Renan points out this sentiment and
argues that the family model of the nation does not respect individuality, and hence 1t 1s
1lliberal. Members are not free to choose where they belong. Membership 1s imposed on

people regardless of their willingness to accept political association. This does not justify

the principle of offering individuals the freedom of choice. Moreover, 1n their anxiety to
seek social coherence they may also be abandoning the principle of equality. Members
who would genuinely be interested in the welfare of the group and are willing to work

towards harmony are treated as unwanted intruders simply because they do not belong

there genetically.

Secondly, Renan rejects the idea that natural fault-lines, that 1s, pre-political divisions

exist in the world that we live in. Basing nations on such mythical divisions. he argues. is

false and dangerous. It gives people the impression that they have to be a part of society
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regardless of the unacceptability of their way of life, ethical standards and values. It gives
the impression that one adheres to the values of the society in spite of whether one
accepts them as morally defensible or not. It also makes one believe that one 1s not
capable of changing one’s ‘naturally given’ values even if one wanted to. One can argue,
on the same principle that 1f uniqueness of whatsoever form, let alone that of the
extended tfamily, i1s placed rigidly at the centre of political membership by assuming that
1t leads to natural loyalty, 1t runs the risk of promoting exclusivism. Such an argument
erects inflexible, impregnable boundaries around the communities curtailing freedom of
thought and exchange of cultural values. Treating society like an organism also leads to
the 1dea that any new change introduced to the existing culture corrupts the social system
and runs the risk of endangering life. Moreover, the rigidity of membership erected
through common descent means belonging to the group is determined by objective
criteria like the colour of skin and shape of nose and so on. Coherent ethical society

cannot be established by following such assumed natural divisions.

Moreover, ethnic nationalists have to account for the movement involved 1n the social,
political and economic arenas if they want to adhere to supporting such rigid markers. In
truth, as Renan says, there is no race that is pure 1n existence; there 1s no culture that 1s
un-corrupt. Cultures are constantly being made and remade by incessant contact between
groups. To hold them central to the formation of political community 1s erroneous. To
base nations on ‘[t]he principle of the primordial right of race’, Renan argues, ‘1s narrow
and as fraught with danger for true progress, as the principle of nations 1s just and

legitimate.”” The damage this path causes to civilization is immeasurable. It is
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detrimental to the future development of culture. No doubt cultures are important for
leading a meaningful life. But, as Renan says, “[1]f you overdo it, you shut yourself
within a prescribed culture, which you regard as the national culture. You are confined
and immured, having left the open air of the great world outside to shut yourself up in a

conventicle together with your compatriots. Nothing more could be worse for the mind:

’s |

and nothing could be more untoward for civilization.”'* Moreover, such claims do not
make sense 1f one 1s to accept that individualism and rationalism should control

individual lives.

Renan’s objections to ethnic nationalism are greatly convincing. Firstly, 1t 1s a historically
observed fact that there are no inevitable natural, genetically induced, impassable
divisions in the world and that such divisions are necessary for the sustenance of a
coherent political community. Political coherence sought and achieved in the USA 1s no
less effective than in older nations like Germany and Austria who accept ethnic
citizenship as a congenial element for social harmony. Secondly, even 1f one were to
accept that there are ‘natural limits’ in this world 1t 1s unconvincing to assume that
inherent divisions and common cultures are necessarily the tactors which ensure
coherence within social and political community. One can argue that 1t 1s the shared,
interdependent social life, no matter whether that society 1s mono-ethnic and mono-
cultural or multi-ethnic and multi-cultural, which binds the community into one
harmonious group. Social and political coherence 1s more dependent on recognizing the
interdependent nature of human life. It is contingent on accepting that every individual in

the society is an integral part of the group and the reciprocation of such recognition is



vital for maintaining harmony. Cultural homogeneity itself does not necessarily lead to
coherence nor do differences naturally lead to social anomie. However. social
segregation, drawing the boundaries between the communities evidently leads to loss of

freedom and inequality. This paves the way for social discontent and discord within the

community even though the communities themselves plod on.

One can cite the example of the ‘caste system’ that existed in India for centuries (and still
does) to show that common descent and common culture are not the only ways in which
people establish social communication and understanding between members. Nor 1s it
true to argue that such arrangements necessarily lead to social harmony. Also, social
breakdown 1s not necessarily initiated by mixing ot different cultures. The root cause of
social unrest can be 1njustice as a result of discrimination and unequal treatment of 1ts
members. In the Indian caste system, society was compartmentalized into four sections
according to the service every group was expected to ofter to society: Brahmins, the
priest class, were the custodians of knowledge; Kshatriyas, the warriors, in charge ot
protecting its members; Vaishyas, the tradesmen; and Shudras, the menial workers. The
logic behind such division was that people were more equipped to provide the expertise 1f
the skills they had developed through experience were transferred through apprenticeship
which began, as it were, at birth. However, this system accommodated a specific
condition. Members’ positions in such a society were determined by accident of their
birth. They belonged to a distinct group within the Hindu community and ngid social
control ensured that there was no provision for mixing of groups through marriage or

adoption between the communities belonging to ditferent castes. There was very little
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socializing between different communities belonging to different castes. In spite of such
social division, i1t is a historical fact that society functioned as a reasonably settled single
unit. Every member was cared for within the system. This way of organising the society
did not lead to immediate social chaos. Social relationships were mainly established on
the basis of valuable service each section of the community provided for the welfare of
every member of the whole society. There was respect for each member of the group and
recognition of every contribution. however trivial. Loyalty and goodwill to other
members of the group, two essential requirements of an interdependent human life, were
promoted. Every group co-operated within the community, whether they were related or

not, so that each member could benefit from every other’s unique contribution to the

welfare of the community and for leading a meaningful individual life.

However, 1t 1s also a fact that Indian caste system did develop discontent and disorder
eventually. The reason for such a breakdown, though, was not due to lack ot co-operation
between members nor was 1t because there was lack of understanding between members.
It ground to a halt because social divisions which were meant to be vertical eventually

became horizontal, that is, some groups held more privileged status than others who had

The
system, which was devised to provide well-trained members to run every aspect of life
became hierarchical and exclusivist. There was widespread dissatisfaction among
members who revolted against the illiberal apportionment of social equality and the lack

of freedom to decide on the life of their own choice. Access to material wealth 1tself was
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not necessarily the reason for such disillusionment because, for instance. one could find
people from the business community to be richer than many upper class Brahmins.
Nevertheless, the disenchantment with the system grew because a person born in the
business community, for instance, however intellectually gifted, could not possibly gain
access to academic education (which was the privilege of the Brahmins) simply because
he did not belong to the group. He could not command the status of a Brahmin whatever
his contribution towards the welfare of the society he belonged. There was no choice
offered to individuals to intermingle or to change their way of life according to their
individual wishes. The rigidity of the system did not allow enough movement for
realizing individuals’ dreams. Hence, such a system became logically unsupportable and
morally unsustainable within a civilized society. Hindus, as a social and political group,
failed to secure the loyalty and trust of their members who felt segregated, discriminated

against, and oppressed.

Moreover, culture is a dynamic affair. As seen earlier in Renan’s argument, one can say
that it is wrong to assume that there exists a pristine national culture uninfluenced by
other cultures and that some cultures are singular in structure. Every culture in some way,
at some stage, has taken customs, values and habits from other cultures. Cultural
hybridity, as Homi Bhabha points out, 1s an endowment of human society for leading a
richer life. (This point will be expanded further on in the thesis) Take, for example,
language, literature, fine arts, music and dance, culinary taste, clothing styles and so on
which have adopted ideas from different parts of the world and have evolved to create a

valuable variation to the monotony of sticking to regional art only. Languages adapt
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words from different languages for their potency to carry certain expressions. Those
languages like French, which have resisted adapting new words with foreign etymology.
have been poorer in their development and spread. This has led to a form of linguistic
1solationism whereas English has become richer and more of a world language with 1ts
openness towards other lan guages.15 Verbal evolution 1s a mark of success, not failure.
Thus, 1t 1s wrong to think that cultures benefit by protecting them against outside

influence and that there i1s any relevance to political stability and 1solated single cultures.

One can conclude from the argument that national membership cannot be seen as a non-
voluntary endowment which naturally leads to harmonious political community. Its tenets
are neither logically defensible, nor practical or desirable for contemporary political

communities. Moreover, 1t 1s not conducive to the natural progress of human society.

Nations as voluntary communities

Consent theory

Civic voluntarism, the second line of argument, highlights the position that there 1s
nothing inherent about the membership of political community. Hence, say proponents of
this theory, it is imperative to move away from deterministic, rigid and exclusivist
accounts of nationhood and stress individual will as the deciding tactor for the
membership of a political community. They argue that national identity 1s not objectively

determined but subjectively perceived. The doctrine of civic nationalism sees the nation
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as a historically created, voluntarily constructed political community, that 1s, one where
people form a political community through voluntary acceptance of membership. They
argue that what holds the community together 1s the will of the people who wish to share
the community. Members voluntarily accept their responsibilities, their share of the

obligation towards other members 1n return for their own freedom to live the life that

each individual finds fulfilling.

Civic voluntarism rejects the assumption of ethnic nationalists that the sentiment of
nationalism is determined by birth alone. Its proponents argue that the sentiment of
nationalism 1s something which is generated through the individual’s will to share the

community. Mere accident of birth, or belonging to a certain group because of shared

objective criteria, does not automatically give the coherence one needs for a harmonious
political community. A sense of belonging developed through shared sentiment of

togetherness, they feel, 1s fundamental to national membership. Because, they say, to

assume that nationalism 1s inherent one has to accept the concept that nations as political
units have always existed. However, they argue, nations did not always exist: they were
created historically. Renan sees nations as rationally created political communities which
evolved from already existing political organizations. Nations owe their origin, he
believes. to the need of the hour. He writes, “‘[t]he modern nation 1s, therefore, the
historic consequence of a series of facts converging towards the same point. Sometimes
unity has been brought about by dynasty, as in the case of France; at other times it has
been brought about the direct volition of provinces, as in the case Holland, Switzerland

and Belgium; or again, by a general sentiment, the tardy conqueror of the freak of
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feudalism, as in the case of Italy and Germany. At all times such formations have been

guided by the urge of some deep-seated reason.”'®

The theory of civic voluntarism argues that the nation is there to serve a purpose. The
purpose 1s to organize the political, economic and social lives of people into a coherent
narration. Hence, 1t 1s instrumental in the construction of coherent community. The
changing history of societies demands, every now and again, changes in the way that they
organize themselves politically. The concept of nation i1s a product of one of those
political evolutions. Nations originated because they respected people’s self-regard and
their rights. Individual hiberty, a vital ingredient of human organization, were respected
and prioritised. Thus, within a nation-state, people choose to be 1dentified politically as a
group and organize themselves to lead a common life. They do not ‘discover’ whether
they belong to a certain group or whether they inherently feel a sense of loyalty towards a
certain group or, for that matter, whether the feeling of loyalty is sanctioned by their
descent and culture; members choose to decide where they wish to belong and to whom
they offer their loyalty. As Paul Gilbert puts it, according to civic voluntarism, “[f]or
members of the nation, though not for others, whether their nation exists 1s not
discoverable fact about them. It is something they can make and unmake at will.”!” For

them, national identity lies within people’s consciousness and it 1s not a naturally

imposed, unalterable 1dentity.

Moreover, one cannot be blinded by the concept of nation that urges us to look after our

own descent group at the cost of other group members who share our political space.
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Such an argument, Renan says, is morally dubious. Nations are morally justifiable
groups, he argues, because they are structured to look after every member of the group
regardless of which sub-group they belong to. Nations as political units cannot atford to
undermine humanism. Every member holds an equal position in such association. One’s
ethical commitment to humanity at large has to be safeguarded. Renan writes, “[l]et us
not lose sight of this fundamental principle that man, apart from being penned up within
bounds of one language or another, apart from being a member of one race or another, or
the follower of one culture or another, 1s above all a reasonable moral being. Above

French, German or Italian culture, there stands a human culture.”'®

Civil voluntarism is fundamentally a theory which clearly supports three major tenets of
liberal philosophy. It supports the argument of liberals about human nature — that 1t 1s
fundamentally individual. It also upholds the principle of liberal philosophy which argues
that free choice is a fundamental right of every individual. One cannot be dictated to over
with whom they have to associate and to whom they have to offer their loyalty. Any kind
of dictation in that respect is denying them the liberty to choose for themselves. The state
cannot dictate who should share one’s loyalties. People should be governed by their
consent. The state’s power is granted by the people and not vice versa. The political
power of the state is dependent on people approving their right to rule 1n a voluntary
sovernment. It is constantly decided by free individuals. As Renan famously says, 1tis a
‘daily plebiscite’. It also indicates that there is no inherent national 1dentity which one has
to accept regardless of one’s volition, thus emphasizing individuality. Secondly, since

members can terminate their association if they so wish, they do not feel coerced or
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oppressed into making decisions. People can only be a part of a community if they wish
to do so, 1f they accept membership as congenial to their living. Thirdly, and more
importantly, 1t recognizes the ethical commitment to humanism regardless of the group to
which the individual belongs. One is morally obliged to follow humanity away from

one’s immediate community only, thus upholding the principle of equality.

Problems with consent theory of citizenship

However, though civic voluntarism supports all three tenets of liberalism in theory, 1t
faces some problems 1n its application. Firstly. the question of volition to be a member of
a political community itself 1s located in shared life. Renan positions the sentiment of
fraternity firmly in one’s shared past and inherited community. He says, “[a] nation 1s a
soul, a spiritual principle. Two things, which are really only one, go to make up this soul
or spiritual principle. One of these things lies in the past, the other 1n the present. The one
1S 1n possession common of a rich heritage of memories; and the other 1s actual
arrangement, the desire to live together, and the will to continue to make the most of joint

5519

inheritance.” ~ Here, he expresses the view that the history and the culture of the nation

provide the important factors which influences the will of the people to be ruled as a

group. Shared experience and social network, according to him, offer the most important

factors for people to will to share their political community.

One can spot a predicament here. Does their argument really move away from non-

voluntarism? If we accept the premise that people who share a past will want to be
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members of a particular present-day political community, which Renan highlights in his
Idea of nation, are we not drifting again into an ethnic/cultural model for political
association? For, according to Renan, if one were to think who would possibly form a
collective with a shared past, it will naturally have to be the pre-political group. Even if
membership 1s voluntary, it is likely to be the people who share a common social
lifestyle, a common cultural 1dentity, even if it 1s through a non-choice situation, since
they will be the people who happen to have shared their history. Moreover, what is one
sharing in a voluntary association? Is it the commitment to political principles and
loyalty to citizens who share the same principles or does one share ‘the rich heritage of
memories, and the joint inheritance’? Do we accept voluntarily the tenets of political
dogma and share political commitment or do we need to share social space, rituals and
customs and so on 1n order to be members of a political community? If the answer 1s yes
to the first question then the shared history has little relevance to the membership of a
political community of which one voluntarily desires to be a part. However, i1f the answer
1S positive to the second question then we are back again with the non-voluntary
argument in a circuitous way. This, again, leads one to the distinction between ‘us’ and
‘others’, that i1s exclusivism. Though the boundaries for rightful membership, in this case,
are not firmly drawn it gives the impression that they are logically perceptible. In that
case nations are, once again, communities based on common culture, be 1t societal or
non-societal, voluntary or non-voluntary. What does this mean to the newcomers to the
nation who do not share the history and cultural and social set-up of the majority? Civic
voluntarism does not explain how people relate to other members of the political

community who do not share their past and present. Where can togetherness be located
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within such groups? This is a major challenge for the contemporary western world.
Renan does not elucidate how will alone can ensure equal membership for minorities
who do not share the mainstream culture, history and inheritance. The theory does not
expound whether 1t 1s possible for different cultural groups to share a political community
or how different cultural groups could bond 1nto a political society. Civic society based
on voluntarism does not adequately answer how this problem could be dealt with 1n a

society of the 21* century without any hint of bias to indigenous people over immigrants.

Renan speaks of the “rich heritage of memories™ and *‘selective amnesia”. One can see
genuine ditficulties here. “History 1s the raw material for nationalist or fundamentalist
1deologies, as poppies are the raw material for heroin addiction”, says E. Hobsbawm.*”
History has often been constructed in the way 1t 1s desired by the political movers by
including the facts which serve the desired effect, some strategically forgotten, others
conveniently remembered. It has the potential to be used and abused by politicians. Also,
shared history, at times, works 1n a manner counterproductive to cohesion because of the
past prejudices. For example, it has proved hard to eliminate prejudice 1n the west against
past colonial members in the political community, though their membership may be
voluntarily accepted and rightfully acquired. Majority instances of inter-communal
problems arise out of accommodating prejudices of the past, historically created
‘otherness’, the bias particularly created to sustain ‘difference’ into single political
structure. (The reference is to the coloured immigrant groups which are a legacy of

colonisation.) Will alone is not sufficient to be a member of a political community with

equal respect and recognition. It is difficult for the immigrant groups who do not share



pre-political groups to assimilate into the indigenous group despite their will to do so.

Nationality on such terms gives the feeling that there are two tiers of citizens living in the

nation, some more authentic than others.

Margaret Canovan, a liberal nationalist, for instance argues though it appears that the
argument for locating identity in voluntarism 1s based on historically inherited collective
identity, this does not necessarily endorse Herder’s 1dea of Volksgeist obliquely. Because,
she argues, belonging is not as voluntary as it appears. The identities given are hard to
shift even 1f one wants to. She may be right in arguing this point. Nevertheless, this may
work from the other side of the spectrum also. However much one accepts the lifestyle,
the conception of the ‘good life’ 1n one’s adopted community over generation, some
‘differences’ remain unresolved. Some physical as well as cultural peculiarities are hard
to erase. People are categorised by their origin, by their physical as well as cultural
peculiarities. This makes assimilation a greater problem. However, Canovan says, this
does not stop people changing their national 1dentity willingly. But, she argues, nationals
by choice are very much the exception.”' People do not change their nationality, she says,
In any significant number. As such, she reckons, this should not be a cause for major

CONCCITI.

The position Conavan holds is arguable. Changing citizenship may have been a rare event
in the 19" century. However, in a world of changing economic climate, people change
their residence on a voluntary basis for tangible benefit more readily than before.

Interchangeable educational qualifications and skills, common language, and the
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exposure to outside cultures through travel and literature mean that people do not find
making the move as daunting as before. Political uncertainties in many parts ot the world
have also raised the problems of asylum-seeking and immigration. Such groups are not

necessartly running away from their culture but they are seeking political and economic

security in return for their loyalty and hard work.

Should sharing citizenship amount to sharing culture necessarily? Moreover, it 1s not a
matter of how many people change their citizenship. It 1s a matter of the liberal political
principle that each 1s given equal status within a nation-state, whether they share
collective cultural 1dentity and history or not. Also, cultural identities are more difficult to
shift than political identities, because people are not as i1solated at any stage in this
modern world. Moreover, should shared history and shared culture be vital for
citizenship? If nationality can be seen as a voluntary membership through which one can
expect equality, liberty, and individual sovereignty, it has to be granted on political

membership alone and not on shared culture.

Another problem civic voluntarism faces 1s that if one can associate through one’s own
volition one can also decide with whom one does not want to share one’s political
community. The desire to associate cannot be one-sided. It has to be reciprocated. The
state cannot impose on us with whom we share our political ife. Doing so may mean
different groups deciding with whom they share their lite. This should, technically, give
one a choice to decide not to be associated with some group 1n spite of i1ts wish to share

the political space. Individual autonomy 1s under threat once again if one 1s compelled to
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share one’s life with someone with whom she does not wish to share it.”* One can
anticipate many difficulties for the state 1f one accepts this position because accepting
such position supports exclusivism. The problems of racial prejudice which many nations
face 1n today s world originate from the individual’s right of association. Hence, civic
voluntarism presented as a consent theory, does not resolve the problem of political
membership of a state nor does 1t move away from privileging shared culture as the basis

of civic membership.

Social contract theory

[s there any other way of envisioning the nation as a voluntary organization? Why would
citizens within a nation-state take on obligations to other members 1f not by shared
subjective identity alone? Some civic voluntarists argue that the will to share the political
community has to be binding to ensure that there 1s mutual understanding of sharing
responsibility. For this, they think, citizenship has to be anchored in contractual terms.
Social contract theory, as generally known, favours the view that people want to be
governed as a group for mutual benefit. Their theory bases its tenets on the assumption
that the nation i1s formed by the people who voluntarily accept their civic roles for their
own welfare and for the welfare of the society they live in. Civic membership, according
to this theory, is not necessarily contingent on shared ethnicity or culture but is a political
arrangement which members accept voluntarily by tacit agreement. It 1s a contract
between members who undertake to reciprocate the obligations in exchange for the rights

aranted to them by the group. Such an arrangement respects individual will as well as the
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commitment to the welfare of other members. Mutual reciprocation of goodwill, which
can be accepted as binding, creates a coherent society where people work tor the
common good. Social cohesion 1s expected to ensue from the common interest people
have 1n the society and their commitment to the etficient delivery of their part of the
bargain. A nation, in this conception, 1s a civic association of interdependent members
where 1nteraction between members 1s purely based on individual interest being served 1n
exchange for duties. Citizens are members of a civic society by virtue of accepting their
responsibilities, their part of the bargain, in return for the rights they enjoy in a society.
They form a group because they have individual interests at heart, which also happen to
be the common interests at the heart of the group. This form of organization expects the
commitments of individuals towards the common good. To strive for that, each member
has to be aware of shared rights as well as obligations. In other words, such nationalism
recognizes the fact that the net of social relationship 1s at the basis of political association
but 1t also recognizes the importance of individual freedom to choose allegiance. It
promises equality of all members of the community. Gilbert says: “Contractual
nationalism like this neatly combines societal nationalism, where the right to statehood

supposedly derives from the existence of social relations, with elements 1t shares with

v923

non-societal voluntarism.

This concept of nation has many rationally convincing points. Even though nations are
formed by volition, people are aware of the dynamics involved in the existence of a
nation as a political community. It 1s their wish, not just expressed as such but also

secured by willingness to accept their part of the responsibility. Citizens enter into a tacit
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contract pledging their reciprocation to other members. It is such a contract which forms
the nation. Willingness is translated into accepting the rights and delivering the
obligations to the community in exchange. One knows one’s rights and is also aware that
to secure them one has to accept one’s duties. Also, one knows where duties are directed
and from whom to expect obligations in such social contract. Since membership is role-
ortented people can only demand rights if they have accepted their obligations. Equality
in such political community, one feels, 1s much more assured because membership is
contractual. The national 1dentity one develops is easily attributable and acceptable by
other members without questioning its authenticity. Belonging is eastly marked out in
this form. It 1s easier tor people to relate 1in this form of voluntarism because, 1n contrast
to consent theory, relationship in this political community 1s ‘causally established rather
than logically conceived’.”* People recognise what their obligations are and also know
what their rights are. Accepting their membership 1s neither imposed, as in the case in the
non-voluntary concept of nation, nor 1s it assumed on the volition but it 1S contingent on

reciprocation.

However, these justifications by the proponents of social contract theory leave many
points unexplained. Civic voluntarism as a contract theory, 1t can be pointed out, does not
fully explain where one can place a mutual connection. Politics 1s only a part of our life.
There is more to one’s life than it being seen as a series of obligations for achieving one’s
coveted life. People are connected in the community not as mere contractors but as
individuals ethically and emotionally responsible for other members. Members are

concerned about the welfare of their members not merely to ensure their rights but also

57



because they are genuinely interested in their welfare. Moreover, it appears vulnerable to
the argument that one cannot trace any contract being undertaken by the members at any

stage 1n history. If one were to accept that tacit consent exists, it 1s hard to find where and
how this contract exists.” One can only trace such contract back to an a priori

relationship that exists 1n society.

S. Caney 1n his essay, Individuals, Nations and Obligations, brings out this point very
clearly. He casts doubt on the arguments supporting national obligations as tacit contracts
because 1t favours pre-political communities.*® Civic voluntarism anchored in contract
theory, he says, 1s justified by the theorists on the assumption that its rights and duties are
directed at the people to whom we would naturally be returning our obligations anyway.
The individual’s membership of a nation is itself derived from such special relationship.
Secondly, they justify nationality on the grounds that helping fellow nationals only
promotes the welfare of people universally since everyone upholds the principle of the
oreatest happiness of the greatest number. He elaborates on their value-dependent
argument that it is important for human beings to be 1dentified as part of a community,
and the national community is one such group which satisfies this human need. Thus,
obligations offered in special relationships are natural, according to them, and that such
an exchange of obligations is necessary for the feeling of one's well-being. One can only
eround such a relationship in a social network where one’s 1dentity 1s rooted, where one’s
affections are moored. Caney’s argument very clearly 1llustrates how contract theory also

supports the nationalists’ argument that pre-political communities are essential for

forming a coherent political communaty.
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Thus, though civic voluntarism has moved away a great deal from the non-voluntary
argument of nationality, it does not fully exonerate the claim of nationalists that pre-
political communities, be they ethnic or non-ethnic, offer a solid foundation and hence
are necessary for a coherent polity. They need to be nourished, they believe, by the state.
As indicated earlier, though civic voluntarism as a principle sounds very different and
morally detensible, it also believes that choice, the will to share political life 1s,
somehow, contingent on shared life and common culture. Civic voluntarism 1s dependent
on a pre-political community where assumed natural bonds already exist. If ethnic
nationalists argue from an inevitably essentialist position, civic nationalists assume
continuity from the no-choice situation. Although shared culture 1s not explicitly invoked,
implicitly it still plays a major role in determining ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ in the civic

voluntarism.

Conclusion

The validity of membership of a political community basically revolves round two
arguments in western political philosophy. Ethnic nationalists believe that membership
has to be inherently acquired because it is only then that people naturally relate to each
other coherently. The family model clearly thinks that ethnic nationalism based on
common descent is the most natural form of nation. Within nations which are formed on
shared ethnicity, coherence, loyalty and disposition to the general welfare of all members

flow as a matter of fact. Mixing of cultures, they believe, 1s unnatural and not feasible
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and hence, they argue, obviouslv leads to social anomie. Membership of a political
community, they argue, 1s an inevitable accident of birth and naturally exclusivist. It 1s
objectively determined, non-voluntary and non-negotiable. On the other hand, the second
strand of argument, civic voluntarism, rejects the claim of ethnic nationalists that there 1s
anything innate about national 1dentity. It argues that national membership 1s voluntary. It
rejects inevitability and rigidity of citizenship and argues that 1t 1s the will of the people
which determines the membership of a political community. People belong to a political
group because they wish to be a part of the group. They are gelled together within a
political community because they recognize the importance of reciprocation of
obligations for coherent life. Even though civic voluntarism maintains that civic
membership is decided by individual choice they concede that people would naturally
want to form a nation with people with whom they share their lifestyle, history and their
ancestry because it gives them a sense of continuity and meaning to life. Political

togetherness, for them, appears to hinge on an existent social network set through

common culture.

Thus, both these theories of citizenship, whether envisaged as non-voluntary or voluntary
political communities, appear to have one thing in common for managing a coherent
political community. That is, explicitly or implicitly. strongly or loosely they both ground
nationalism in pre-existing cultural systems which members share between them. They
assume that the shared sense of responsibility that they incur 1s through this relationship.

They believe that political coherence can only ensue within such culturally bonded
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communities. Such belief in shared culture predominantly manifests itself in the

arguments of many contemporary western liberal nationalists.

In spite of the argument by voluntarists that favouring the 1dea of non-voluntary
membership is 1lliberal, even civic voluntarism supports the 1dea of pre-political ties for
maintaining a coherent political community. Such dominance of cultural nationalism
persists even to this day in western political philosophy. Even in the age of the globalized
economy and diasporas of historical proportions, some contemporary liberal nationalists
(like Will Kymlicka, David Miller, and Charles Taylor whose argument I shall expand 1n
the next chapter) argue very strongly for common culture as the basis of political
community. They argue that social coherence 1s easily achieved 1f a political group 1s
mono-cultural in its construction. How do cultural nationalists of the 21 century defend
their position in present political conditions? Why do they see the relevance of common
culture for a coherent political structure? Can political structure based on common culture

be ethically justified? Even 1f it can be, how do cultural nationalists envisage
accommodating different cultures sharing a common political structure within a
contemporary nation-state? The reasons they provide 1n support of their argument and 1ts

implications will be explored in the next chapter.
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