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NATI ONS AND NATI ONALI SM SI NCE 1780: PROGRAMVE. MYTH, REALITY
By E. J. Hobsbawm
A year ago Eric Hobsbawm published a collection of his political essays over

the last decade called Politics For a Rational Left. Reading them | never doubted

that they served the cause of leftist rationality. No one has | ooked at British
politics with a clearer eye. In his critique of Thatcherism his opposition to the
"hard left," his refusal of Labourite sentinmentality, his sensible strategic
proposal s, Hobsbawm has provi ded a nodel of intellectual engagenent. But rationa

|l eftists have always had trouble with nationalism and this new book is a catal og of
Hobsbawnm s troubl es.

It is organized as a work of historical scholarship, and the survey of
nationalist politics since the French Revolution is brilliantly done. Hobsbawmis a
master of reference; his narrative is rich with exanples drawmm fromthe history of
every nation, proto-nation, and woul d-be nation on the European continent. (He has
little to say about the rest of the world.) But for reasons that go to the heart of
his troubles, he tells no extended stories. Hi s exanples are |ike witnesses at a
trial, called to the stand, asked a few questions, hastily dism ssed; they are not
allowed, as it were, to speak for thenselves. This is historical scholarship with a
pol emi cal purpose. Hobsbawm wants us to reach a verdict on nationalism that its
programis wong, its myths dangerous, its reality ugly.

Myth is the dom nant idea. The i medi ate point of Hobsbawm s survey is that
the clains that nodern nationalists nake when they denand statehood and sovereignty
are false. Above all, the nation is not an ancient comunity. Nationalism according
to Hobsbawm rarely reflects a long-termtradition or a coherent way of life. Nor is
it necessarily founded on a common | anguage, or religion, or ethnicity, or
hi storical experience. Al these are nore often the result of sovereignty than its
reason: they are social artifacts, political constructions. The nation is an
i mgi ned (and, what is nore, a newy inmagi ned) comrunity.

"I magi ned comunity" is a phrase that Hobsbawm takes from the Cornel
ant hr opol ogi st Benedi ct Anderson, who, in his own book on nationalism nowhere used
it as a term of disparagenent. But Hobsbawm seens to think that inmagi ned comunities
serve ineffectively and inauthentically "to fill the enptional void left by the
retreat or disintegration . . . of real human comunities" (his italics). Wat these
real communities were he does not tell us, and | have sone difficulty inagining

them | can only inmagine i magi ned (not the sane as imaginary) comunities -



Christendom and Islam say, or ancient |Israel and ancient Rone.

Surely the unity of Saxons and Nornmans, of Scottish clans and Russi an
villages, was inmagi ned. How could it not be? Except perhaps for mothers and children
there are no natural ties anong hunan beings. Even the famly, or at |east every
particular structure of famlial relationships, is inagined. Relationships depend on
i deas; relationships are ideas. My connection to a blood relative in Manm is no
Il ess a function of my inmagination than nmy connection to fellow Anericans in Woni ng
or fellow Jews in Ronania. Saying this does not reduce the force or the value of the
connections; | have a rich inmagination. So does everybody el se.

Hobsbawm assunes the disvalue of inmagined communities. That's why he spends so
many pages denonstrating that the nation has no consistent origin in real conmuna
life. He dispels all the nyths, and as a result the phenonena becone
i nconprehensi ble. Wiy is the nation such a powerful focus for thoughts and feelings,
energy and conmitnment? At one point in his book, Hobsbawm asks a rel ated question
Wiy did the left, during and after World War |1, nmake such an effort to appropriate
national and patriotic synbols? The point, he says, was "to refuse the devil's
arm es the nonopoly of the best marching tunes." That is nicely put, but why were
those the best marching tunes, the tunes to which people were nost ready to march?
This | don't think Hobsbawm ever explains. He wites as if men and wonen calling
thensel ves nationalists are making a conceptual nistake - m sunderstandi ng what a
nation is - or falling into the darkness of unreason. One senses throughout the book
that Hobsbawmis irritated by nationalism |ike a respectable citizen confronting
sonmeone el se's bad habits or nervous tics.

He would like to tell us that sonme group of people (the | ower-niddle-class
intelligentsia is the nost likely candidate: journalists, schoolteachers, provincia
civil servants) perpetrated nationalismon everyone else. But he is nuch too good a
historian for an argunent like that. And so he nakes the argunent only while warning
us against it, as in this discussion of |anguage:

I do not wish to reduce |inguistic nationalism

to a question of jobs, as vulgar materialistic

liberals used to reduce wars to a question of

the profits of arnanent firms. Nevertheless it

cannot be fully understood, and the opposition

to it even less, unless we see the vernacul ar

| anguages as, anong ot her things, a vested interest

of the | esser exam nation-passing cl asses.



Yes, the | esser exam nation-passers (note the contenpt) are inportant
i magi ners of the nation, carriers of nationalist ideology, political construction
wor kers. But what they are able to make depends, in ways that Hobsbawm obscures as
often as he clarifies, on what they have to work with. He quotes with approval a
line froma nineteenth century Italian nationalist: "W have nade Italy, now we have
to nmake Italians." Wat Hobsbawm admires here is the frank admission that Italy was
first made in the absence of Italians - that is, of a unified ethnic and |inguistic
group with a singular history. But this is a half-truth, as we can see if we reflect
on how much easier it was to make Italians out of Neapolitans, Romans and M| anese
than out of Libyans and Ethi opi ans.

Nati ons are inmagi ned comunities constructed out of the renmmins of earlier
i magi ned communities. The construction is partly political, therefore coercive, but
it is easier or harder, nore coercive or |ess coercive, depending on what we m ght
think of as the nearness of the old and new i magi ni ngs. Machiavelli one of the early
i mgi ners of the Italian nation, has a nice image in The Prince of one politica
change | eaving a "toothing-stone" for the next: a point of possible connection
Previous political changes, up and down the peninsula, had left their toothing-
stones for Italian nationalism Had they not done that, there would never have been
an Italian nation but some other, or several others. These connections to the past
don't nmke Italian nationalismreal in Hobsbawm s sense, but they do explain why we
are inclined to regard it as a legitinate politics, whereas the effort to nmake
Italians out of Libyans or Frenchnen out of Algerians was illegitimte.

Hobsbawm never asks why peopl e think of thenselves as nmenbers of a conmmunity.
He tells us nore than once that inmagining a nation is nostly a matter of reaction
and resentnent, a response to inperial dom nation, foreign threat, or inmgrant
pressure. Half-true, again; but the persistence of these inmaginings, across a
vari ety of kinds of conmunities, suggests sonething deeper. Deeper, but also very
sinple: thereis, | think, a fairly ordinary human desire to live in a faniliar
world with known others, and to establish some sort of continuity over the
generations ("between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are

yet to be born," as Ednund Burke wote). The forns of the faniliarity vary a great
deal . Even nodern nations, with their interchangeabl e ideol ogies, are variously
constructed out of ethnic, linguistic, religious, and historical commonalities.
There is no pattern, as Hobsbawm anply denobnstrates. Any given conmon feature may or
may not make for nationalistic imaginings. Particular inmaginings nmay or nmay not

express thenselves in a successful, let alone an attractive, politics.



A d and new communi ties have been under stress for a long tinme now Econonic
nmobi | i zati ons, mass migrations, and | arge-scale warfare have thrust nasses of nen
and wonen into unfamliar worlds where they find no toothing-stones, no easy
connection. The people upon whomthey have been thrust respond to the newconers,
often enough, with fear and hostility. For these (and other) reasons, nationali st
politics often turns ugly, much like religious politics and class politics in
simlar circumstances.

Hobsbawm nakes nationalismugly by definition, for he holds that its centra
principle is that duty to the nation overrides every other political and noral duty.
(Hence conmitted nationalists can never be trusted to wite the history of their own
nation: they will tell the truth only when it suits their purposes. He hinself,
Hobsbawm assures us, suffers no such disability.) But this is |ike saying that the
central principle of individualismis that the self always takes precedence over the
other. Individualismis egotism Nationalismis chauvinism Wy does our |anguage
have different words for such singular phenonena? In fact, the second termin both
these fal se equati ons expresses a possibility, perhaps a tendency, but not an
identity. It is inmportant to recognize exactly when nationalismturns into
chauvi ni sm and under what conditions - so that we can try to avoid the transition or
reverse it. Assune the identity and there is nothing to do with all the perverse nen
and wonmen who think of thenselves as nmenbers of a nation.

The assunption of perversity | eads Hobsbawminto a strange argunent about
recent events in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. "W can now see in nelancholy
retrospect,"” he wite, that "it was the great achi evenent of the Communi st regines
in multinational countries to limt the disastrous effects of nationalismwthin
them" On his own reading, the right verb here is probably "postpone" rather than
"l'imt." But at what price was this postponenent won? A price worth paying, he seens
to suggest: "The 'discrim nation' or even 'oppression' against which chanpions of
various Soviet nationalities abroad protest is far | ess than the expected

consequences of the withdrawal of Soviet power." To this sentence he attaches a note
saying that it is not be read, as it easily mght be, "as condoning the mass
transfer of entire populations on the grounds of their nationality." But if he
acknow edges the brutality of the Stalinist transfers, he ought to take "oppression”
out of inverted conmas: it was real enough. Were are the Lithuanian or Arnmeni an
nationalists who have anything like that in mnd?

Despite these gri mexpectations, Hobsbawmis remarkably optinistic about the

future - and renmarkably confident about his own ability to read the future.



Nationalism"is no |onger a major vector of historical developnent." History is
till, it seens, on the side of noral and political progress. W are well on our way
to a supranational, even a global, society and econony. There will be nmany years
still of nationalist resistance and adaptation; nations and ethnic-1linguistic groups

may even flourish "locally," though nowin "subordinate and . . . mnor roles."
National identity will continue to be one (but only one anbng nany) of the ways in
whi ch peopl e i magi ne and describe thenselves. But all this is sonehow trivial when
set against the overriding certainty of decline.

Since | have no simlar know edge of the future, | cannot say yes or no to
this prognosis. But even if Hobsbawmis right about world politics, he is wong
about the relative inportance of nationalist resistance, local flourishing, and
i mgi ned identities. He is making a nmistake characteristic of rational leftism a
nm stake that has done a | ot of danmage on the left generally. W can see the m stake
at work in the radical critique of "consunerism" as if it were not a good thing for
ordinary nmen and wormen to possess useful and beautiful objects (as the rich and
powerful have al ways done). Wen possession becones the sole end of their existence,
there is sonmething to criticize; but we need to nark off that nonment from al
previous nonents of innocent desire and acquisition

Hobsbawm expresses a simlar disdain for the ordinary in his critique of
nationalism- as if the forms of hunan fellowship are not of vital and pernmanent
i nportance. Wen fellowship (of any sort) becones exclusive, paranoid, and
aggressive, there is something to criticize. But we have to be able to recognize
val ue short of that. Indeed, the chief reason to criticize and oppose the aggression
of this or that nation is to protect the other nations who are threatened or injured
by it.

G obalismw |l never be politically attractive if it does not allow for the
I ocal flourishing of inmagined comunities. This globalismis not a minor matter; nor
will it be easy. Hobsbawmis at his formn dabl e best when he argues for the

difficulty. "A world of nations cannot exist," he says, "only a world where sone

potential national groups . . . exclude others." Gven the scope of internationa

m gration and the m xing of peoples, this may well be right. W can nonethel ess work
toward the | east possible exclusion. W can experinent with political regines that
provi de sonme overarching protection while still acconmopdating difference. Here,

what ever the world-historical drift, is an appropriate agenda for the rational left.



