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I omly oeo short sears,
the hopes of Berloy's
Jallen wall have heen
tramspormed muo the
ribhle of Babel by
nettteatading cxplstoms
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The Ingathering Storm

of Nationalism

Isaiah Berlin, Carlos Fuentes, Yelena Bonner, Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Federico Mayor

Return of the Volksgeist

Perhaps the West's foremost political

lsnah Berbin
philusopher, Sir Isaigh Berlin is a fellow ar All Soul's
College. Oxford. Born in Riga, Latvia in 1909, he is
authur of Karl Marx, The Age of Enlightenment,
Four Essays on Liberty, and Vico and Herder. A selec-
gon of Sir [saigh's essays. entitled The Crooked Tim-
ber of History: Chapters in the History of ldeas, was
published in 1991.

NPQ | According to Harold Isaacs, author
of Idols of the Tribe, today we are witnessing a
“convulsive ingathering” of nations. Open eth-
nic warfare rages in Yugoslavia. The Soviet
Union has been rent asunder by resurgent na-
tionalist republics.

The new world order built from the rubble of
the Berlin Wall has already gone the way of the
Tower of Babel. What are the origins of nation-
alism? Whence this ingathering storm!

Isaiah Berlin | The Tower of Babel was meant
to be unitary in character; a single great building,
reaching to the skies, with one language for
everybody.

The Lord didn't like it.

There is, | have been told, an excellent He-
brew prayer to be uttered when seeing a monster:
“Blessed be the Lord our God, who introducest
variety amongst Thy creatures.” We can only be
happy to have seen the Soviet Tower of Babel”
collapse into ruin, dangerous as some of the
consequences may turn out to be —| mean, a
bitter clash of nationalisms. But, unfortunately,
that would be nothing new.

In our modemn age, nationalism is not resur-
gent; it never died. Neither did racism. They are

the most powerful movements in the world to-
day, cutting across many social systems.

None of the great thinkers of the nineteenth
century predicted this. Saint-Simon predicted
the importance of industrialists and bankers.
Fourier, who understood that if glass was made
unbreakable there could be no business for the
glazier, grasped the contradictions of capitalism.
Karl Burchhardt predicted the military-indus-
trial complex. Not very much of what Marx
predicted tumed out to be true, but the vitally
important insight that technology transforms
culture. Big Business and class conflicts are
among its results.

They all thought that the imperial regime of
the great states was the central problem of the
twentieth century. Once these tyrannical con-
glomerations —the British Empire, the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, the Russian Empire — were,
together with colonialism, destroyed, the
peoples under their heels would live peacefully
together and realize their destiny in a productive
and creative manner. Well, they were mistaken.

Although most liberal philosophers of the
Inineteenth century opposed the cruel exploita-
tion of the dark masses by imperialism, in no case
did any of them think that black, Indian, or

Asian men could ever have states, parliaments,

or armies — they were completely Eurocentric.
That, I suspect, changed with the Russo-Japa-
nese war of 1904. The fact that an Asiatic nation
defeated a great European power must have pro-
duced an electric shock in the minds of many
Indians, Africans, and others, and given a great
fillip to the idea of anti-imperialist self-assertion
and national independence. In the twentieth
century, no left-wing movement succeeded in



Asia or Africa— in Indo-China, Egypt, Algeria,
Syria, or Irag— unless it went arm in arm with
nationalist feeling.

Non-aggressive nationalism is another story
entirely. | trace the beginning of that idea to the
highly influential eighteenth-century German
poet and philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder.

Herder virtually invented the idea of belong-
ing. He believed that just as people need to eat
and drink, to have security and freedom of
movement, so too they need to belong to a
group. Deprived of this, they felt cut off, lonely,
diminished, unhappy. Nostalgia, Herder said,
was the noblest of all pains. To be human meant
to be able to feel at home somewhere, with your
own kind.

Each group, according to Herder, has its own
Volksgeist, or Nationalgeist — a set of customs and
alifestyle, aoway of pereeiving and behaving that
is of value solely because it is their own. The
whole of cultural life is shaped from within the
particular stream of tradition that comes of col-
lective historical experience shared only by
members of the group.

Thus one could not, for example, fully under-
stand the great Scandinavian sagas unless one
had onesclf experienced (as he did on his voyage
to England) o grear tempest in the North Sea.

Herders idea of the nation was deeply non-

wpressive. All he wanted was cultural self-de-
crmination. He denied the superiority of one
people over another. Anyone who proclaimed it
was siving something false. Herder believed in a
varicty of national cultures, all of which could,
in his view, peacefully coexist.

Each culture was equal in value and deserved
its place in the sun. The villains of history for
Herder were the great conguerors such as
Alexander the Great, Caesar, or Charlemagne,
because they stamped out native cultures. He did
not live 1o see the full effects of Napoleon's
victories — but since they undermined the do-
minion of the Holy Roman Empire, he might
have torgiven ham,

Onlv what wias unigue had rrue value. This is
why Herder also opposed the French universal-
ists of the Enlichtenment. For tum there were
few timeless truths: time and place and social

e — what came 1o be called avil society —
were evenvthing,

NPQ | Ot course, Herder Volksgeist became

the Third Reich.

And today, the Serbian Volksgeist is at war
with the Croatian Volksgeist, the Armenians and
the Azeris have long been at it, and. among the
Georgians and Russians — and even the Ukrai-
nians and the Russians — passions are stirring.

What transforms the aspiration of cultural

self-determination into nationalist aggression?
Berlin | | have written elsewhere that a
wounded Volksgeist, so to speak, is like a bent

twig, forced down so severely that when re-
leased, it lashes back with fury. Nationalism, at
least in the West, is created by wounds inflicted
by stress. As for Eastern Europe and the former
Soviet empire, they seem today to be one vast,
open wound. After years of oppression and hu-
miliation, there is liable 1o occur a violent
counter-reaction, an outhurst of national pride,
often aggressive self-assertion, by liberated na-
tions and their leaders.

Although 1 am not allowed to say this to
German historians, | helieve that Lous XTIV was
principally responsible for the beginnings of Ger-

man nationalism in the seventeenth century.

Nostalgia. Herder
said. was the noblest
of all pains. To be
human meant to be
able to fee! at home
soamewhere, with your
own kind.
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While the rest of Europe — Ty, England,
span, the Low Conntries, above all France —
CX"L‘I’IL'I\\\'\' A lll:lL:I\lh\L'lH TemGiissanee 1N art
ad thought, polincat and mdiary power, Ger-
MU,
Rer i, became with the excepnion ot archi-
tecture, a rebitve Backwater. The Giermans
cended 1o be Tooked downupon by the Frenchoas
ProviG cils, sunple, shiebily comical, beeradrink-
my vokels, ierate b uneitted.

At hrst, there was naturally moch itaton al
the Frendh, bar Later, as alwavs, there was
reaction. The prenisis askad, “Why not be our
wlves? Why nitate forcigners? Let the French
hove ther roval coarts, ther salons, worldly
Abbes, saldiers, pocts, pamters, ther empry glory.,
sl dross, Nathing matiers save nn's rela-
(W IRIN] l(‘lll\ CIWTEY N |l|]. 1ol \|. forlre \'.llll\'\. \\'l\lgl\
are of the st the mner hies Chnsoan truth.”

Ry the 1670 pietst nanonad counter move
ment was noeder wavs thiswas the sprotual moves
ment m which Kone Herder, Hoamann, the sages
ot Fast Prossn, grew op The Pretis arntuade was,
“\We don't regqutre whan Paris otters. s all ban
worthless. Only nner treedom, puary of the
woul, marer” Towas acerand torm of sour grapes.

Tl s when natonalist selfeasseronom begms.
By 1720 Thomasis, o mmor Gernpan thinker.
dared 1o vive aniversity lectures i his own
rongue, i Oerang mstaand of Lt That wasa
majorJdepartare.

The corresponding consequences of the
deeper German humibations — trom the Napo-
leone wars to the Treaty of Versatles — arc only
foo obvions.

Today Georeians, Armenians and the restare
trying to recover ther submerged pasts, pushed
into the hackeround by the huge Russian impe-
rial power. Persceuted under Stalin, Armenian
and Georgian literature survived: Isakian and
Yashvili were aitted poets: Pasternak’s transla-
tions of Vaz Pshavela and Tabidze are wondertul
reading —but when Ribbentrop went to see
Salin in 1939, he presented him with a German
translation of the twelfth-century Georgian epic
The Knight in the Tiger Skin by Rustaveli. Who, in
the West, knew of later masterpieces!?

Sooner or later. the backlas Aqeh irre-
pressible force. People

on,

ordered about by a superior nation, a_superior

clase. o1 @ superior anyone. Sooner or later they

=T the nationalist questions: “Why do we have

Ater the age of Durers Gronewahl and

Sooner or later. the
backlash comes with
irrepressible force.
People tire of being
spat upon. ordered
about by a superior
nation. a supenor ¢lass.
0r 3 Ssupenor anyone.

to obey them!” "What ruht have thev. . "
“What about Us™ “Why cant we ..

NPQ | All these bent twigs in revolt may have
fnally overturned the idedlogeal world order.
The explosion of the Soviet system may be the
Last st of deconstruction of the Enlichtenment
idenls of unity, universality, and hberal moonal-
ism. That's all fintto now.

Berlin | I chink that that is truc.

And Russia is an appropriate place to illani-
nate the misapprehensions of the umidres.

Mast Russian westernizers who followed the
cighteenth-century French thinkers admired
them hecause they stood up to the church,
stood up o reactionary rendencies, stood up to
fare. Voltaire and Roussciu were heroes becanse
they enlisted reason, and the right o frecdom,
agminst reaction,

But even the radical writer, Alexander Herzen,

my hero, never aceepted, foreample, Condor-

cet’s clnms to knowable, timeless truths. He

m;:h( the idea of continuous progress an illu-
sion, and protested aygainst the new idolatries, the
substiture for human sacrifice —abstracrions,
like the universal chins, or the infallible party, or
the march of history; the victimizaton of the
present for the sake of an unknowable — future,
that would lead to some harmonious solution.

Herzen reparded any dedication to abstract
unity and universality with great suspicion. For
him, England was England, France was France,
Russia was Russia. The differences neither could
nor should be flactened out. The ends of life were
fife iself.

For Herzen, as for Herder and the cighteenth-
century ltalian philosopher Giambattista Vico,
cultures were incommensurable. ft follows,
though they do not spell it out, that the pursuit
of total harmony, or the perfect state, is a fallacy,
and sometimes a fatal one.

Of course, nobody believed in universality
more than the Marxists: Lenin, Trotsky, and the
others who triumphed saw themselves as dis-
ciples of the Enlightenment thinkers, corrected
and brought up to date by Marx.

If one were to defend the general record of
communism, which neither you nor | would be
willing to do, it would have to be defended on
the basis that Stalin may have murdered forty
million people —but at least he kept national-
ism down and prevented the ethnic babel from
anarchically asserting its ambitions. Of course,



Stalin did keep it—and everything else —
down but he didn’t kill it. As soon as the stone
was rolled away from the grave it rose again with
a vengeance.

NPQ | Herder was a horizonal criae, if you
will, of the French lumiéres because he believed
in the singularity of all cultures. Giambattista
Vico also opposed the Enlightenment idea of
universality but from a vertical, or historical,
perspective.

Asyou have writren, he believed each succes-
sive culture was incommensurable with others.

Berlin | Both rejected the Enlightenment
idea that man, in every country at every time,
had identical values. For them, as for me, the
plurality of cultures is irreducible.

NPQ | Does the final breakup of communist
rotihtarizmism, o creature of the ideal of univer-
sality, suggest that we are living our the tinal
ears of the List modern cenrury?

Berlin | | aceept that, almost. The ideal of

——
universality, so deeply perverted that it would

arterly hornty the cichreenth-century philoso-

, , . )
phers who expounded it evidently tives onoin

some torm in the remote reaches of Europe's
influence: Chima, Vietnam, North Koren, Cult,
NPQ [ One i only imagine iow ditferently

the twentieth century would have tirned o

had Vico and Herder prevailed rather than the
French philosophers, or Hegel and Marx; it the
focal sout hid not been overrun by the waorld
soul. We nughe have had o century of cultoral
pluralism insteand of totalicrianism.

Bertin | I Lo could that have happened ! Umi-
versiahism in the cighreenth centary was the doc-
trine of the top namon, Frmee, Soeveryone tried
to cmulate its brilliant culvre.

Perhaps itismuch maore the rise of the natuarl
sciences, with the emphasis on universal laws,
and nature as an organism o amachime, and the
mitation of saientibe methods in other spheres,
which dominared all thinkimng.

Faclled by these ideas, the nineteenth-cen-
tury explosion of technology and cconomice de-
velopment solared the intellectual stream
dervmg from such non-gquamtinative — mdeed.
quatlitatve — thinkers as Vico and Herder.

The temper of the tmes s iltastrated 0o
storv ald o one of Jacob Talmon®s books. He
writes of two Czech schoolmasters talking with
cach otheraround the carly 1800s. “We're prob-

ablvthe Bist peaple i the world to speak Czech,”

they said to each other. “Our language is at an
end. Inevitably, we'll all speak German here in
Central Europe, and probably the Balkans.
We're the last survivars of our narive culture.”

Of course, such survivors are today in the
saddle in many Lands.

NPQ | Whar political structure can possibly
wccommodate this new age of cultural self-deter-

ination, preserve liberty, and perhaps stem
some of the impending bloodshed?

Berfin | Culrural self-determination without
a political framework is precisely the issue now,

_ _ and not only for the East. Spain has the Basques
The ideal of universal-

ity. so deeply per-
verted that it would
utterly horrity the
eighteenth-century
philosophers who ex-
pounded it. evidently
lives on in some form

and Catalans: Britain has Northern Ireland:
Cnada the Quebecons: Belginm has the Flem-
ngs: Isracl the Aribs, and so on. Whoever in the
past would have dreamed of Breron nationalism
ora Scotnsh natonal parry!

Ideahsts ke Herder evrdent v didn't consider
thes problem. He merely hated the Austro-1 lun-
) gtk Empire for polincalbe weldine ogether
in the remote reaches

o icompatible clemenis.
of Europe’s influence:
China. Vietnam. North

Korea. Cuba.

In Eastern Europe they reallv dosecm to loath
cach other: Ronumians hare the Hunearians and
Hungarsns hove tor years dishiked the Czechs in
aoway the Bretons cant prerend 1o hare the
Frenche [es o phenomenon of o ditterent order.
Only the tnshoare Bike thar i the West
. Onlvon Amenca huve o vanety ol ethnae

vroups retaned ther own orcmal cudtores, and
slhﬂ\« v scemstamimd. The Tualunes, Poles, Jows,

and Koreans have therr own newspapers, books,
and Tanm told, TV proceams,

NPQ | Perhaps when mimnerants toesake thar
\t‘ll. ll\\'\' |\'.|\'(' |‘('I|||I\| ||\(' l‘.l\\“‘”:”l' \'\'L'k' U'.
thaer \'u“\'\ucnl as well

Yer even i Amenes, aonew mulncaliorl
movement has emereed o academer that secks
tostress not what s commaon bur what is notin
the curncalum,

Berlin | Yos, | know. Black studies, Puerto
Rican studies, ond the rest.

I suppose this too is o bent twig revolt of
munonties that feel disadvantaged in the context
of American polyethniciry.

Polvethnicity wis not Herder's idea. He didn't
urge the Germans o study Dutch, or German
students tostudy the culture of the Portuguese.

In Herder, there is nathing about race and
nothing about hlood. He only spoke about sail,
finuage, common memories, and customs, His

central pornt, as o Monteneeran tniend once



" snd to me. s that foneliness v notjust absence
of others but tar more lving among people who
Jo not undenstand what you ure saving; thev
can truly understand only it they belong toa
community where commumication is cttortless,
Almost Instincuve.

Herder looked unkindlv an the cultaead tric-
non eenerited in Vienna, where many nation-
Ahities were crammed o the sone narrow
space. It produced men ot gens, but with
Jeeply neurotie element in o good many of
them — one need only think of Gustay Mahler,
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Karl Kraos, Arnold Scho-
enberg, Stefan Zweig, and the birth of psycho-
analysts i this largely Jewish — parniculardy
Jefenseless — socety.

All that rremendous collision of not very
compatthle cultures — Slavs, Tralins, Germans,
Jews —unleashed agren deal ot crentviey, This
wis ot different kind of cultural expression tram
that of an earhier Vienna, thae of Mozt or
Haydn or Schubert.

NPQ | In prappling with the separanst Quebe-
cons, Dicrre Trudeau otten invoked Lord Acton,
He felt that wherever polineal boundanes com-
aded with ethinie ones, chauvinem, xenopho-
b, and racsmonevitahly threatened Tiberty.

Only individual constitutional nghts — equal
citizenship nights for all, despire ethiciey —
federal republic could protect minonties and
individuals, “The theory of nanonabiy,” Tru-
Jdeau quoted Acton as saving, Uiy retrograde
stepin history.”

gerlin | Lord Acton was i noble ieare, and |
agree with him. Yet we have to admit thar
despite Trudeau’s efforts. the Quehecois are sull
seeking independence.

In the grand scale of things, one has to con-
sider that, despite royal and clenical monopolies
of power and authority, the Middle Ages were, in
some ways. more civilized than the deeply dis-
turbed nineteenth —and waorse still, our own
terrible century, with widespread violence,
chauvinism, and in the end mass destruction in
ra-ial, and Stalin’s political, holocausts. Of
course, there were ethnic frictions in the Middle
Ages, and persecution of Jews and heretics, but
nationalism as such didn't exist. The wars were
dynastic. What existed was the universal church
and a common Latin language.

We can't tum history back. Yet 1 do not wish
to abandon the beliet that a world that is a

s INPURRIEEY]

reasonably peacetul coat of many colors, cach
portion of which develops its own distinet cul-
tural dentry and is olerant of athers, 1s not a
utopian dream.

NPQ | Bur of what common thread can such
& coat be spun!

1 o universe of autonomous cultural warlds,
cach 10 s own orhit, where is the sun tha
keeps the vanous plancts from colliding with
the others!?

Berlin | The iden of a center can fead to
cultural imperilism again.

In Herder's universe, you didn't need asun.
Fhe cultures were not planets, but stars tha
Jdn't collide. T admit that at the end of the
twentieth century, there s little historical evi-
Jenee tor the reahizability of such arvision.

At cighty-two, I've lived through virtually
the entire century. | have no doubt that it s the
worst century that Europe has ever had.

Nothing has been more horrible for our civi-
Lizanion. In my life, more dreadful things oc-
curred than at any other time in history. Worse
even than the days of the Huns.

One can only hope thae after the peoples pet
exhausted from Aghting, the bloody tide will
whaide. Unless tourniquets can be applied to
stop the hemorrhaging, and bandages to the
wounds so that they can stowly heal, evenif they
Jeave sears, we're in for the continuation of a
very bad time.

The only nations about which one need not
wrine one's hands are the sated nations, un-
wounded or healed, such as the liberal democ-
racies of North America, Western Europe,
Australia, New Zealand, and one hopes, Japan.

NPQ | Perhaps the two futures will live,
decoupled, side by side. A civilization of the soil,
so to speak, and a civilization of the satellite.

Instead of the violent splintering of nations,
the sated nations will become a small world
after all, with the passions of blood and soil

and mass entertainment.

Perhaps that is the price of peaceful integra-
tion. As Milan Kundera has recently written,
frivolous cultures are anthropologically inca-
pable of war. But they are also incapable of

lproducing Picassos.

Berlin | As for that, I don't believe that only
tragic events and wounds can create genius. In
Central Europe, Kafka and Rilke bore wounds.

. [ . 7
drained away by homogenizing consumerism

At eighty-two. I've
lived through virtually
the entire century. |
have no doubt that it is
the worst century that
Europe has ever had.



But neither Racine nor Moliére nor Pushkin
nor Tolstoy — unlike Dostoyevsky — bore deep
wounds. And Goethe seems completely free
from them. The fate of the Russian poets of our
century is another, gloomier, story.

Without doubt, uniformity may increase un-
der the pressure of technology, as is already

happening with the Americanization of Europe.”

A great many people hate it, but it clearly can't
be stopped.

As we discussed, it is possible, as in the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, to have political and eco-
nomic uniformity, but cultural variery.

That is what I ultimately visualize. A degree
of uniformity in the sated nations, combined
with a pleasing degree of peaceful variety in the
rest of the world. I admit that the present trend
is in the opposite direction: sharp, sometimes
aggressive, self-assertion on the part of some very
minor human groups.

NPQ | What about the emergence of a new
set of common values — ccological rights and
human rights — that can to some degree unite
all these erupting cultures without cramping
their style!?

Berlin | At the present, there don't seem to be
accepted minimum values that can keep the
world straight. Let us hope, one day, that a farge
minimum of common values, such as the ones
you mention, will beaccepted. Otherwise we are
bound to go under.

Unless there is a mimmum of shared values
that can preserve the peace, no decent societies
Can sSurvivey.

NPQ | The liberal dream of cosmopolitanism,
even in the sated world, is not on the agenda as
far as you are concerned!

Berlin | Like Herder, | regard cosmopolitan-
ism as empty. People can't develop unless they
belong to o culture. Even if they rebel against it
and transform it entirely, they sull belong toa
stream of tradition. New streams can be cre-
ated — in the West, by Christianity, or Luther,
or the Renaissance, or the Romantic movement
— but n the end they denive from asingle river,
an underlving central tradinion, whichs some-
tmes in radicatly altered forms, survives.

But 1t the streams dried up, as, for instance,
where men and women are not products of a
culture. where they don't have kith and kin and
feel closer to some people than others, where

there s no native lanpuage — that would lead

to a tremendous desiccation of everything that
is human.

NPQ | So, for you, Vico and Herder, the
apostles of cultural pluralism, are the philoso-
phers of the future’

Berlin | Yes. in the sense that we are all
affected by a variety of values to some degree.

" From the Greeks and the Hebrews to the Chris-

tian Middle Ages to the Renaissance and the
Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, unity was the great virtue.
Truth is one, many is error.

Variety is a new virtue, brought to us by the
Romantic movement, of which Herder and
Vico, whom [ regard as the prophets of variety,
were an important part. After that, variety, plu-
ralism (which entails the possibility of many
incompatible ideals that attract human devo-
tion), sincerity (not necessarily leading to truth
or goodness) — all these are thought to be vir-
tues. Once pluralism of ways of life s accepted,
and there can be mutual esteem between differ-
ent, uncombinable outlooks, s ditheult 1o
suppose that all this can be flattened — glewch-
geschaltet — by some huge, crushimg gackboor,

On this score, let me make i prophecy tor the
rwenty-hfth century.

Aldous Huxleys Brace New Waorld could per-
haps be established, 10 part as an arressuible
response to the endless ethnie violence and na-
vonalist rivalry at the turn of the muiblennium.

Under this system evervone would be clothed
and fed. All would hive under one roof, following
one single pattern of existence.

But, sooner or hiter, somebody will rebel,
somebady will cry for room. Notonly will people
revolt against totalitarianism, but agmst an all-
embracing, well-meaning, benign system as well,

The tirst terrible fellow to kick over the triaces
will be bumned alive. But other trouble-makers
will be sure to follow.

If -there is anything I'm certain about, after
living for so long, itis that people must sooner or
later rebel against uniformity and attempts at
global solutions of any sort.

The Reformation was such a rebellion against
claims to universal suthority. The domination of
the vast territories of the Roman Empire col-
lapsed in due course. So. too, the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire. The sun set on the Briush
Empire. And now the Soviet empire.

There is a Russian story about o sultan who

Like Herder, | regard
cosmopolitanism as
empty. People can't
develop unless they
belong to 3 culture.
Even it they rebel
against it and trans-
form it entirely, they
still belong to a
stream of tradition.



Nationaiism and nation
are terms ol moder-
nity, created o provide
ideological justifica-
tion and politicai legit-
imation to certain ideas
ot unity.

10 KImY 1l tusd

Jdeanded o pansh one of hus wives tor some
misdecd and drdered her sealed up, wirh herson,
- barrel with hirde holes tor e, The sultan set
them atloar a sea to pensh,

Atter several Jdavs the son sand o the morther
Toaant bear beme o o ramped. Towant o

stretch Yo can e she responded. U vout pash

“ant the borrom, and we'll drown,”

Severad davs Lier, the son protested agam,
long tor room.™ The maother sad, "For God's
sahedontdo, we lldeown.” The son then said,
USo e i, ] must stretch out, Just onde, and (hcn
et come” He gor s moment of treedom,
and pershed.

The Rossen radical Herzen, whom 1 arealy
adoureapplicd dhas o the conditon ot the Rus-
stan peoples Thev were boond oosmke oar tor
frecdom = nomanrer whar came atier.

NPQ i In Herders dhvs we mught have heen
sable o wrasp dhie masterprece ot o Seamdo-

vian e withowr expenencme o Narth Sen

The Decay of Nations

Condo s buoores The aechamed Meviean cathor

witese most vecent mor el Clinstopher Unborn,
Coales ooy wvites iere abont the decay of the naton
and the ve o natonadiom arornd the world . Translared

from Npanesh By Beganie Allen.

There s o veneral tendency to use the term
NAleom s L were ancient, conseerated, ungues-
nonable, This says o grear deal about the legiti-
mizing torce of both the nation and s derivative,
navonalism. All the contemporary theorists on
the suhject — Isaiah Berlin, Ernest Gellner, Eric
Hobshawm — point out to us, however, thar na-
tion and nationalism are two very recent expres-
sions, nonexistent and inconceivable in the
ancient world or in the Middle Ages.

Nationalism and nation are terms of moder-

niry, created to provide ideological justification

and political legitimation to cerrain ideas of

unity — rerritorial, political. cultural — which

were necessary tor the integration of the new

tempest, but raday, through MTV reenagers
from Begimg to Moscow to Los Angeles an
share the same thall of wanclyng a0 Madonna
concert. What can cultural seli-determimanon
mean m osuch an ape!

Berlin | All the same — past ditterences tike
tharr ol The spectacles through which the
youny of Bangkok and Vilparaso see Madonna
are not the same. The many binpuages of the
isfands of Polynesinand Micronesio are said 1o be
totally unlike cach other: this is also true of the
Caucasus. I you think thar all this will one day
give way toone undversal binguage — not jost for
learned purposes or politics or business, but 1o
convey emotional nuances, 1o express inner
lives —then | SMIppose whint vou supgest could
happen: this would not be one culture, bat the

death of coleare. Tam glad to be as old as o,

European Stares born of the Renaissance, colo-
nial expansion, and religious wars, This need
produced nationalist ideology, which in turn
created the nation itself. Ernest Gellner indi-
cates that nationalism made nations, and not
vice versa Nationalism took preexisting cul-
tures and converted them into nations. Culture
precedes the nation, and culture can be orga-
nized in many different ways: as a clan, tribe,
family, society, reign. . ..

“What is a nation!” Ernest Renan asked

“himself half a century ago, in a famous lecture at
the Sorbonne. His answer: “A daily plebiscite.”
That is, day to day adherence to a certain ter-
ritorial, political, and cultural unity, a sum of
valiies which inform and justify the ideas of
nation and nationalism.

But what is it that elicits the appearance of
these notions? Emile Durkheim speaks of the loss
of old centers of identification and adherence —
precisely those | just mentioned: clan, tribe, fam-
ily, etc.— and of the imperative need, when this



