
The Continuing Appeal of Nationalism
This essay first appeared in the December 1984 edition of Fifh Estate a
response to the persistent nationalistic tendencies within lefism.

Nationalism was  proclaimed  dead  several  times  during  the  present
century:

–  afer  the  frst  world  war,  when the  last  empires  of  Europe,  the
Austrian and the Turkish, were broken up into self-determined nations,
and no deprived nationalists remained, except the Zionists; 

– afer the  Bolshevik coup d’état,  when it  was said that  the bour-
geoisie’s  struggles  for self-determination were  henceforth superseded
by struggles of workingmen, who had no country; 

–  afer  the  military  defeat  of  Fascist  Italy  and  National  Socialist
Germany,  when  the  genocidal  corollaries  of  nationalism had  been
exhibited for all to see, when it was thought that  nationalism as creed
and as practice was permanently discredited. 

Yet  forty  years  afer  the  military  defeat  of  Fascists  and  National
Socialists,  we can see that  nationalism did not  only survive but  was
born again, underwent a revival. Nationalism has been revived not only
by the so-called right, but also and primarily by the so-called lef. Afer
the national socialist war, nationalism ceased to be confned to conser-
vatives, became the creed and practice of revolutionaries, and proved
itself to be the only revolutionary creed that actually worked.

Lefist or revolutionary nationalists insist that their  nationalism has
nothing in common with the nationalism of fascists and national social-
ists, that theirs is a nationalism of the oppressed, that it ofers personal
as well as cultural liberation. Te claims of the revolutionary national-
ists have been broadcast to the world by the two oldest continuing hier-
archic  institutions  surviving  into  our  times:  the  Chinese  State  and,
more  recently,  the  Catholic  Church.  Currently  nationalism is  being
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touted as a strategy, science and theology of liberation, as a fulfllment
of the Enlightenment’s dictum that knowledge is power, as a proven
answer to the question “What Is to be Done?”

To challenge these claims, and to see them in a context, I have to ask
what  nationalism is – not only the new revolutionary  nationalism but
also  the  old  conservative  one.  I  cannot  start  by  defning  the  term,
because  nationalism is not a word with a static defnition: it is a term
that covers a sequence of diferent historical experiences. I’ll  start by
giving a brief sketch of some of those experiences.

*  *  *

According  to  a  common  (and  manipulable)  misconception,  imperi-
alism is  relatively  recent,  consists  of  the  colonization  of  the  entire
world,  and is  the last  stage of  capitalism.  Tis  diagnosis  points  to  a
specifc cure: nationalism is ofered as the antidote to imperialism: wars
of national liberation are said to break up the capitalist empire.

Tis diagnosis serves a purpose, but it does not describe any event or
situation. We come closer to the truth when we stand this conception
on its head and say that  imperialism was the frst stage of capitalism,
that the world was subsequently colonized by nation-states,  and that
nationalism is the dominant, the current, and (hopefully) the last stage
of capitalism. Te facts of the case were not discovered yesterday; they
are as familiar as the misconception that denies them.

It has been convenient, for various good reasons, to forget that, until
recent centuries, the dominant powers of Eurasia were not nation-states
but empires. A Celestial Empire ruled by the Ming dynasty, an Islamic
Empire ruled by the Ottoman dynasty and a Catholic Empire ruled by
the Hapsburg dynasty vied with each other for possession of the known
world. Of the three, the Catholics were not the frst imperialists but the
last. Te Celestial Empire of the Mings ruled over most of eastern Asia
and had dispatched vast  commercial  feets  overseas a century before
sea-borne Catholics invaded Mexico.

Te celebrants  of  the  Catholic  feat  forget  that,  between 1420l and
1423l, Chinese imperial bureaucrat Cheng Ho commanded naval expe-
ditions of 7l,lll men and sailed, not only to nearby Malaya, Indonesia
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and Ceylon, but as far from home ports as the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea
and Africa.  Te celebrants of Catholic conquistadors also belittle the
imperial feats of the Ottomans, who conquered all but the westernmost
provinces  of  the  former  Roman  Empire,  ruled  over  North  Africa,
Arabia,  the Middle East  and half  of  Europe,  controlled the Mediter-
ranean and hammered on the gates of Vienna. Te imperial Catholics
set out westward, beyond the boundaries of the known world, in order
to escape from encirclement.

Nevertheless,  it  was  the  imperial  Catholics  who  “discovered
America,”  and  their  genocidal  destruction  and  plunder  of  their
“discovery” changed the balance of forces among Eurasia’s empires.

Would  imperial  Chinese  or  Turks  have  been  less  lethal  had  they
“discovered  America”? All  three empires regarded aliens as less than
human and therefore as legitimate prey. Te Chinese considered others
barbarians; the Muslims and Catholics considered others unbelievers.
Te term unbeliever is not as brutal  as  the term barbarian,  since an
unbeliever  ceases  to  be  legitimate  prey  and  becomes  a  full-fedged
human being by the simple act of converting to the true faith, whereas a
barbarian remains prey until she or he is made over by the civilizer.

Te term unbeliever, and the morality behind it, conficted with the
practice  of  the  Catholic  invaders.  Te contradiction between profes-
sions  and acts  was spotted by a  very  early  critic,  a  priest  called  Las
Casas,  who  noted  that  the  conversion  ceremonies  were  pretexts  for
separating and exterminating the unconverted, and that the converts
themselves were not treated as fellow Catholics but as slaves.

Te  critiques  of  Las  Casas  did  little  more  than  embarrass  the
Catholic  Church  and  Emperor.  Laws  were  passed  and  investigators
were dispatched, but to little efect, because the two aims of the Catholic
expeditions,  conversion  and  plunder,  were  contradictory.  Most
churchmen reconciled themselves to saving the gold and damning the
souls. Te Catholic Emperor increasingly depended on the plundered
wealth to pay for the imperial household, army, and for the feets that
carried the plunder.

Plunder  continued  to  take  precedence  over  conversion,  but  the
Catholics  continued to be embarrassed.  Teir ideology was not  alto-
gether  suited  to  their  practice.  Te  Catholics  made  much  of  their
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conquests of Aztecs and Incas, whom they described as empires with
institutions similar to those of the Hapsburg Empire and the religious
practices as demonic as those of the ofcial enemy, the heathen empire
of the Ottoman Turks. But the Catholics  did not make much of the
wars of extermination against communities that had neither emperors
nor  standing  armies.  Such  feats,  although  perpetrated  regularly,
conficted with the ideology and were less than heroic.

Te contradiction between the invaders’ professions and their acts
was not resolved by the imperial Catholics. It was resolved by harbin-
gers of a new social form, the nation-state. Two harbingers appeared
during the same year, 145614, when one of the Emperor’s overseas adven-
tures proclaimed his independence from the empire, and several of the
Emperor’s bankers and provisioners launched a war of independence.

Te overseas adventurer, Lope de Aguirre, failed to mobilize support
and was executed.

Te Emperor’s bankers and provisioners mobilized the inhabitants
of several imperial provinces and succeeded in severing the provinces
from the empire (provinces which were later called Holland).

Tese two events were not yet struggles of national liberation. Tey
were harbingers of things to come. Tey were also reminders of things
past.  In  the  bygone  Roman  Empire,  Praetorian  guards  had  been
engaged to protect the Emperor; the guards had assumed ever more of
the Emperor’s functions and had eventually wielded the imperial power
instead of the Emperor. In the Arabic Islamic Empire, the Caliph had
engaged Turkish bodyguards to protect his person; the Turkish guards,
like  the  earlier  Praetorians,  had  assumed ever  more  of  the  Caliph’s
functions and had eventually taken over the imperial palace as well as
the imperial ofce.

Lope  de  Aguirre  and the  Dutch grandees  were  not  the  Hapsburg
monarch’s  bodyguards,  but  the  Andean colonial  adventurer  and the
Dutch commercial and fnancial houses did wield important imperial
functions.  Tese  rebels,  like  the  earlier  Roman and  Turkish  guards,
wanted to free themselves of the spiritual indignity and material burden
of serving the Emperor; they already wielded the Emperor’s powers; the
Emperor was nothing more to them than a parasite.
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Colonial adventurer Aguirre was apparently inept as a rebel; his time
had not yet come.

Te Dutch grandees were not inept, and their time had come. Tey
did not overthrow the empire; they rationalized it. Te Dutch commer-
cial and fnancial houses already possessed much of the New World’s
wealth; they had received it as payment for provisioning the Emperor’s
feets, armies and household. Tey now set out to plunder colonies in
their own name and for their  own beneft, unshackled by a parasitic
overlord. And since they were not Catholics but Calvinist Protestants,
they were not embarrassed by any contradiction between professions
and acts. Tey made no profession of saving souls. Teir Calvinism told
them that  an inscrutable  God had saved or  damned all  souls  at  the
beginning of Time and no Dutch priest could alter God’s plan.

Te Dutch were not crusaders; they confned themselves to unheroic,
humorless,  and  businesslike  plunder,  calculated  and  regularized;  the
plundering feets departed and returned on schedule. Te fact that the
plundered aliens were unbelievers became less important than the fact
that they were not Dutchmen.

West Eurasian forerunners of  nationalism coined the term savages.
Tis term was a synonym for the east Eurasian Celestial Empire’s term
barbarians. Both terms designated human beings as legitimate prey.

*  *  *

During  the  following  two centuries,  the  invasions,  subjugations  and
expropriations initiated by the Hapsburgs were imitated by other Euro-
pean royal houses.

Seen  through the  lenses  of  nationalist  historians,  the  initial  colo-
nizers as well as their later imitators look like nations: Spain, Holland,
England, France. But seen from a vantage point in the past, the colo-
nizing powers  are  Hapsburgs,  Tudors,  Stuarts,  Bourbons,  Oranges  –
namely  dynasties  identical  to  the  dynastic  families  that  had  been
feuding for wealth and power ever since the fall of the western Roman
empire. Te invaders can be seen from both vantage points because a
transition was taking place.  Te entities  were no longer mere feudal
estates,  but  they  were  not  yet  full-fedged  nations;  they  already
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possessed some,  but  not  yet  all,  the  attributes  of  a  nation-state.  Te
most notable missing element was the national army. Tudors and Bour-
bons  already  manipulated  the  Englishness  or  Frenchness  of  their
subjects, especially during wars against another monarch’s subjects. But
neither  Scots  and  Irishmen,  not  Corsicans  and  Provencals,  were
recruited to fght and die for “the love of their country.” War was an
onerous feudal burden, a corvée; the only patriots were patriots of Eldo-
rado.

Te tenets of what was going to become the nationalist creed did not
appeal to the ruling dynasts, who clung to their own tried and tested
tenets.  Te  new  tenets  appealed  to  the  dynast’s  higher  servants,  his
money-lenders,  spice-vendors,  military  suppliers  and  colony-plun-
derers. Tese people, like Lope de Aguirre and the Dutch grandees, like
earlier Roman and Turkish guards, wielded key functions yet remained
servants. Many if not most of them burned to shake of the indignity
and the burden, to rid themselves of the parasitic overlord, to carry on
the exploitation of countrymen and the plunder of colonials in their
own name and for their own beneft.

Later known as the bourgeoisie or the middle class, these people had
become rich and powerful since the days of the frst westward- bound
feets. A portion of their wealth had come from the plundered colonies,
as payment for the services they had sold to the Emperor; this sum of
wealth  would  later  be  called  a  primitive  accumulation  of  capital.
Another portion of their wealth had come from the plunder of their
own local countrymen and neighbors by a method later known as capi-
talism; the method was not altogether new, but it became very wide-
spread afer  the  middle  classes  got  their  hands on the  New World’s
silver and gold.

Tese middle classes wielded important powers, but they were not
yet experienced in wielding the central political power. In England they
overthrew a  monarch and proclaimed a  commonwealth but,  fearing
that the popular  energies they had mobilized against the upper class
could  turn  against  the  middle  class,  they  soon  restored  another
monarch of the same dynastic house.

Nationalism did not  really  come into its  own until  the late  147lls
when  two  explosions,  thirteen  years  apart,  reversed  the  relative
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standing of the two upper classes and permanently changed the polit-
ical  geography of the globe. In 14776, colonial  merchants  and adven-
turers  re-enacted  Aguirre’s  feat  of  proclaiming  their  independence
from the ruling overseas dynast, outdid their predecessor by mobilizing
their  fellow-settlers,  and  succeeded  in  severing  themselves  from  the
Hanoverian British Empire. And in 14789, enlightened merchants and
scribes  outdid  their  Dutch  forerunners  by  mobilizing,  not  a  few
outlying provinces, but the entire subject population, by overthrowing
and slaying the ruling Bourbon monarch, and by remaking all feudal
bonds into national bonds. Tese two events marked the end of an era.
Henceforth  even  the  surviving  dynasts  hastily  or  gradually  became
nationalists, and the remaining royal estates took on ever more of the
attributes of nation-states.

*  *  *

Te two eighteenth century revolutions were very diferent,  and they
contributed diferent and even conficting elements to the creed and
practice of nationalism. I do not intend to analyze these events here, but
only to remind the reader of some of the elements.

Both rebellions successfully broke the bonds of fealty to a monarchic
house,  and  both  ended  with  the  establishment  of  capitalist  nation-
states, but between the frst act and the last they had little in common.
Te main animators of both revolts were familiar with the rationalistic
doctrines of the Enlightenment, but the self-styled Americans confned
themselves to political problems, largely to the problem of establishing
a state machinery that could take up where King George lef of. Many
of the French went much further; they posed the problem of restruc-
turing not only the state but all of society; they challenged not only the
bond of subject  to monarch,  but  also the bond of  slave to master,  a
bond  that  remained  sacred  to  the  Americans.  Both  groups  were
undoubtedly  familiar  with  Jean-Jacques  Rousseau’s  observation  that
human beings were born free, yet everywhere were bound in chains,
but  the French understood the chains more profoundly  and made a
greater efort to break them.
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As  infuenced  by  rationalistic  doctrines  as  Rousseau  himself  had
been, French revolutionaries tried to apply social reason to the human
environment  in  the  same  way  that  natural  reason,  or  science,  was
starting to be applied to the natural environment. Rousseau had worked
at  his  desk;  he  had  tried  to  establish  social  justice  on  paper,  by
entrusting human afairs to an entity that embodied the general will.
Te  revolutionaries  agitated  to  establish  social  justice  not  only  on
paper, but in the midst of mobilized and armed human beings, many of
them enraged, most of them poor.

Rousseau’s abstract entity took the concrete form of a Committee of
Public Safety (or Public Health), a police organization that considered
itself  the  embodiment  of  the  general  will.  Te  virtuous  committee
members  conscientiously  applied  the  fndings  of  reason  to  human
afairs. Tey considered themselves the nation’s surgeons. Tey carved
their  personal  obsessions  into  society  by  means  of  the  state’s  razor
blade.

Te  application  of  science  to  the  environment  took  the  form  of
systematic terror. Te instrument of Reason and Justice was the guillo-
tine.

Te Terror  decapitated the  former rulers  and then turned on the
revolutionaries.

Fear stimulated a reaction that swept away the Terror as well as the
Justice. Te mobilized energy of bloodthirsty patriots was sent abroad,
to impose enlightenment on foreigners by force, to expand the nation
into an empire. Te provisioning of national armies was far more lucra-
tive than the provisioning of feudal armies ever had been, and former
revolutionaries became rich and powerful members of the middle class,
which was now the top class, the ruling class. Te terror as well as the
wars  bequeathed  a  fateful  legacy  to  the  creed  and  practice  of  later
nationalisms.

Te legacy of the American revolution was of an altogether diferent
kind. Te Americans were less concerned with justice, more concerned
with property.

Te  settler-invaders  on  the  northern  continent’s  eastern  shore
needed George of Hanover no more urgently then Lope de Aguirre had
needed Philip of Hapsburg. Or rather, the rich and powerful among the
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settlers needed King George’s apparatus to protect their wealth, but not
to gain it. If they could organize a repressive apparatus on their own,
they would not need King George at all.

Confdent of their ability to launch an apparatus of their own, the
colonial  slave-holders,  land-speculators,  produce-exporters  and
bankers found the King’s taxes and acts intolerable. Te most intoler-
able of the King’s acts was the act that temporarily banned unautho-
rized incursions into the lands of the continent’s original inhabitants;
the King’s advisers had their eyes on the animal furs supplied by indige-
nous  hunters;  the  revolutionary  land-speculators  had  theirs  on  the
hunters’ lands.

Unlike Aguirre, the federated colonizers of the north succeeded in
establishing their own independent repressive apparatus, and they did
this by stirring up a minimum of cravings for justice; their aim was to
overthrow the King’s power, not their own. Rather than rely excessively
on their less  fortunate fellow-settlers  or backwoods squatters,  not  to
speak of their slaves, these revolutionaries relied on mercenaries and on
indispensable  aid  from  the  Bourbon  monarch  who  would  be  over-
thrown a few years later by more virtuous revolutionaries.

Te North American colonizers broke the traditional bonds of fealty
and  feudal  obligation  but,  unlike  the  French,  they  only  gradually
replaced the traditional bonds with bonds of  patriotism and nation-
hood. Tey were not quite a nation; their reluctant mobilization of the
colonial  countryside  had  not  fused  them  into  one,  and  the  multi-
lingual,  multi-cultural  and  socially  divided  underlying  population
resisted such a fusion. Te new repressive apparatus was not tried and
tested, and it did not command the undivided loyalty of the underlying
population,  which was not yet patriotic.  Something else  was needed.
Slave-masters who had overthrown their king feared that their  slaves
could similarly overthrow the masters; the insurrection in Haiti made
this  fear  less  than hypothetical.  And although they no longer feared
being pushed into the sea by the continent’s indigenous inhabitants, the
traders and speculators worried about their ability to thrust further into
the continent’s interior.

Te  American settler-invaders had recourse to an instrument that
was not, like the guillotine, a new invention, but that was just as lethal.
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Tis instrument would later  be called  Racism, and it  would become
embedded in nationalist practice. Racism, like later products of prac-
tical Americans, was a pragmatic principle; its content was not impor-
tant; what mattered was the fact that it worked.

Human beings were mobilized in terms of  their  lowest  and most
superfcial common denominator, and they responded. People who had
abandoned  their  villages  and  families,  who  were  forgetting  their
languages and losing their cultures, who were all but depleted of their
sociability, were manipulated into considering their skin color a substi-
tute for all they had lost. Tey were made proud of something that was
neither a personal feat nor even, like language, a personal acquisition.
Tey were fused into a nation of white men. (White women and chil-
dren existed only as scalped victims, as proofs of the bestiality of the
hunted prey.) Te extent of the depletion is revealed by the nonentities
the white men shared with each other: white blood, white thoughts, and
membership in a white race. Debtors, squatters and servants, as white
men,  had everything in common with bankers,  land speculators  and
plantation owners, nothing in common with Redskins, Blackskins or
Yellowskins. Fused by such a principle, they could also be mobilized by
it, turned into white mobs. Lynch mobs, “Indian fghters.”

Racism had initially been one among several methods of mobilizing
colonial armies, and although it was exploited more fully in  America
than it ever had been before, it did not supplant the other methods but
rather supplemented them. Te victims of the invading pioneers were
still  described  as  unbelievers,  as  heathen.  But  the  pioneers,  like  the
earlier  Dutch,  were  largely  Protestant  Christians,  and  they  regarded
heathenism as something to be punished, not remedied.  Te victims
also continued to be designated as savages, cannibals and primitives,
but these terms, too, ceased to be diagnoses of conditions that could be
remedied, and tended to become synonyms of non-white, a condition
that could not be remedied. Racism was an ideology perfectly suited to
a practice of enslavement and extermination.

Te lynch-mob approach, the ganging-up on victims defned as infe-
rior, appealed to bullies whose humanity was stunted and who lacked
any notion of fair play. But this approach did not appeal to everyone.
American businessmen, part hustlers and part confdence men, always
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had  something  for  everyone.  For  the  numerous  Saint  Georges  with
some  notion  of  honor  and  great  thirst  for  heroism,  the  enemy was
depicted somewhat diferently; for them there were nations as rich and
powerful  as  their  own  in  the  transmontane  woodlands  and  on  the
shores of the Great Lakes.

Te celebrants of the heroic feats of imperial Spaniards had found
empires in central Mexico and on top of the Andes. Te celebrants of
nationalist American heroes found nations; they transformed desperate
resistances of anarchic villagers into international conspiracies master-
minded  by  military  archons  such  as  General  Pontiac  and  General
Tecumseh;  they  peopled  the  woodlands  with  formidable  national
leaders,  efcient  general  stafs,  and  armies  of  uncountable  patriotic
troops;  they  projected  their  own  repressive  structures  into  the
unknown;  they saw an exact  copy of  themselves,  with all  the  colors
reversed – something like  a  photographic  negative.  Te enemy thus
became an equal in terms of structure, power and aims. War against
such an enemy was not only fair play; it was a dire necessity, a matter of
life  and  death.  Te  enemy’s  other  attributes  –  the  heathenism,  the
savagery, the cannibalism – made the tasks of expropriating, enslaving
and exterminating all the more urgent, made these feats all the more
heroic.

Te  repertory  of  the  nationalist  program  was  now  more  or  less
complete. Tis statement might bafe a reader who cannot yet see any
“real nations” in the feld. Te United States was still  a collection of
multilingual,  multi-religious  and multi-cultural  “ethnicities,”  and the
French nation had overfowed its boundaries and turned itself  into a
Napoleonic empire. Te reader might be trying to apply a defnition of
a  nation as  an organized territory  consisting  of  people  who share  a
common language, religion and customs, or at least one of the three.
Such  a  defnition,  clear,  pat  and  static,  is  not  a  description  of  the
phenomenon but an apology for it,  a  justifcation. Te phenomenon
was  not  a  static  defnition  but  a  dynamic  process.  Te  common
language, religion and customs, like the white blood of the  American
colonizers, were mere pretexts, instruments for mobilizing armies. Te
culmination of the process was not an enshrinement of the commonali-
ties, but a depletion, a total loss of language, religion and customs; the
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