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LIBERAL NATIONALISM 

A s we entered the final quarter of the twentieth 
century, there was a widespread assumption 

that the age of nationalislll was over, that we were on 
the threshold of a postrtational era. It is now clear 
that this assumption was wrong. N ational move­
lnents are regaining popularity I and nations that had 
once assimilated and "vanished " have now reap­
peared. Estonians, Latvians, Corsicans, and 
Lombards awake from the long slulnber that COlnmu­
nist regimes or Western European nation-states had 
forced upon them, flex their muscles, and set out to 
march under the banner of national independence. 

Unfortunately, such attempts to turn back the his­
torical clock are often marked by bloodshed and vio­
lation of the rights of neighboring nations. In their 
enthusiasm to regain their national identity and 
acquire recognition and self-respect, national 
activists often overlook the changes that have taken 
place in the su rrounding political, economic, and 
strategic circumstances, and fail to realize that ethno­
centric national slogans have becorne obsolete. The 
era of homogeneous and viable nation-states is over 
(or rather, the era of the illusion that homogeneous 
and viable nation-states are possible is over, since 
such sta tes never existed), and the national vision 
must be redefined. 

To make its research readily available to a broad audi­
ence, the Institute for Philosophy and Public Policy pub­
lishes this quarterly newsletter. Articles are intended to 
advance philosophically informed debate on current pol­
icy choices; the views presented are not necessarily those 
of the Institute or its sponsors. 
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At first glance, the task of redefining nationalism 
11light seem unpromising from a liberal perspective. 
The national tradition, with its emphasis on belong­
ing, loyalty, and solidarity, would seem to be funda­
mentally opposed to the liberal tradition, w ith its 
respect for personal autonomy, reflection, and choice. 
In deed, some wo uld argue that libera ls should 
engage in a struggle against the na tional phenome­
non, offer a universalist alternative, and rely on per­
suasion and education to erad icate national feelings. 

At first glallce, ti,e task of redefillillg 
11ationalism migl1t seemlluprom-;s-;ng from a 

liberal perspective. I11deed, some wOllld argue 
that liberals should ellgage ill a struggle 

against the national phenomenon. 

Such an enterprise might be justified were we to 
agree that national aspirations are inherently evil and 
there is nothing in them that merits our respect. Karl 
Popper, in what is probably the best-known attack 
on na tionali sm , endorsed s uch a view w hen h e 
claiIned that nationalism is akin to a revolt against 
reason and the open society - that it appeals "to our 
tribal instincts, to passion and to prejudice, and to 
our nostalgic desire to be relieved from the s train of 
indi vidual responsibility which it attempts to replace 
by a collective or group responsibility." 

But there are problems with the liberal tendency to 
describe nationalism as resting m erely on irrational 
(some say prilnitive) fears of the stranger, as motivat­
ed by a morally irrelevant attraction to what is famil­
iar and similar, or as simply giving expression to an 
unscrupulou s desire for power. Na tional existence 
ma y instead be found ed on a range of perceptive 
understandings of the human s ituation, of w h a t 
Inakes human life Ineaningful and creative, as weB as 
a set o f praiseworthy values. No doubt there are 
inherent tensions between certain national values and 
those of the liberal tradition . But the two modes of 
thou ght are not irreconcilable at all points, and the 
existence of tensions does not im ply tha t we must 
engage in the ultimate pursuit of one set of values at 
the expense of the other. A theory of liberal national­
ism renounces such absolute solutions, above all by 
seeking to mediate between the nationalis t belief that 
individuals are the inevitable product of their culture, 
and the liberal conviction that individuals can be the 
authors of their own lives. 
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Constructing National and Personal Identity 
Liberal nationali sm , like all political ideologies, 

begins with a conception of human nature. The belief 
that such a conception is possible -- that there are 
universal features that characterize human beings -
might initially seem more plausible to liberals tha n to 
nationalis ts. Yet the national is t emphasis on the 
importance of particular circlimstances for the con­
struction of personal identity does not contradict the 
universalist view of human nature. On the contrary, 
nationalists can endorse this notion and clailTI that, 
by nature, individuals are members of particular 
human cOlnmunities. Outside such cOlnrnuniti es, 
individuals cannot develop a language and a culture, 
or set themselves aitns. There is no substance to their 
reflection, no set of norms and values in the light of 
which they can m ake choices and become the free, 
autonomous persons that liberals assume them to be. 

The definition of individuals as social beings ·does 
not seem to evoke strong controversy. But there are 
different ways of understanding the links between 
c0111munal memb~rship and personal identity. Being 
situated, adhering to a particular tradition, and being 
intimate with a particu lar language, ma y be seen as 
restricting the possibility of chOOSing elements that 
are constitutive of personal identity, such as commu­
nal and cultural affiliations and a basic set of values. 
On the other hand, communal m embership may also 
be seen as affording the preconditions for personal 
autonomy. Would national, religious, and cultural 
movements be so fearful of conversion and assimila ­
tion were it not clear that individuals do indeed have 
a choice in these realms? 

Liberal na tionalism hold s that neither our moral 
nor our communal identities are w holly prescribed 
for us by our his tory and our social affiliations. As 
moral agents, individuals who are exposed to alter­
native ways of life, belief system s, and sets of nonns 
are capab le of responding by reconsidering their 
own. Or, following a less radical process, they may 
challenge the conventional understanding of the 
basic social norms and values prevalent in their soci­
ety in terms advocated by these same values. In such 
instances, the motivation for reflection and change is 
rooted in tensions and inconsistencies internal to the 
system. Here reflection might lead to a reinterpreta­
tion of socially held nor111S and values, or to a broad­
ening of their scope. 

As for communal identity, individuals can assimi­
late into national comnlunities other than the ones 
into which they were born (though full-scale assimi­
lation is rarely possible); they can embrace the 
national identity of their forefath ers, even though 
they might have been completely estranged from it; 
or they can choose to preserve their communal mem-
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bership, not merely out of convention and routine, 
but as a result of reflection. 

Imaginary Communities 
In emphasizing the elective aspect of personal iden­

tity, liberal nationalism affirms the right of individu­
als to exercise cultural choice - to lead lives which, 
on reflection, they ha ve comc to value, rather than 
lives imposed on them by history and fate. And yet, 
notwithstanding the individualistic dinlcnsion of this 
argument, liberal nationalisll1 recognizes that cu1ture 
and members hip are communal features, w hose 
worth can be fully enjoyed only together with others 
luaking similar choices. A right to culture thus 
entails the right to a public sphere in which individu­
als can share a language, memorialize their past, 
cherish their heroes, live a fulfilling national life. 

This approach presupposes a cultural definition of 
the term "nation," in which the nation is seen as an 
"ilnaginary cOfil1nunity." Imaginary communities, in 
Benedict Anderson's formulation, are those that are 
too large to allow for direct personal relations among 
all their members. The boundaries of such a commu­
nity, and the notion of recognition that follows from 
it, are products of its members' ability to "think the 
nation" by the power of their ima gination. Hence, 
ins tead of impl yin g false beliefs or misrepresenta­
tions of reality, "imaginary" hnplies that, unlike the 
family, the tribe, or the people, the nation exists only 

when its members consciously conceive the111Sclves 
as distinct from 111elnbers of other groups. 

These feelings can of course changc and bring 
about thc destruction of nations or result in the emer­
gence of ncw ones. Nations exist only as long as their 
members share a feeling of communal membership, 
and in this sense, Renan's metaphor, "an everyday 
plebiscite," accurately captures the important role of 
"the will to belong" in the definition of a nation. 

In the modern era, nation-builders ha ve not always 
acknowledged the role of choice in sustaining nation­
al identity. Tnsistin g that their nation is a natural 
community shaped entirely by history and fate, they 
compulsively search for ancestra l origins to which 
the new nation ll1ight "retu rn ," cling to even the 
fainte st tes timon y of hi s torical continuity, and 
advance patently fa lse claims loca ting the nation 's 
roots in a distant past. By emphasizing the link to the 
past, nation-build ers try to play down the fact that 
their nation is the outcome of a bureaucratic decision 
or an international agreement and that its national 
consciousness is only b eg inning to take s hape. 
Nevertheless, in their attempts to project their idea of 
a real nation - a group sharing a common denomi­
nator based on history, culture, language, and rituals 
-they express valu es that are central to national life 
generally: the urge for continuity, the desire to see at 
lea st some parts of social life as unchang ing and 
invariant, and the need for a locus of identification. 

BY JIM BORGMAN FOR THE CINCINNATI ENQUIRER 

"gl.smm BlROPf9JWlVID£D i\1A1N lVDIIY .... '> 

Jilll Borglllall/Cincinnati EllfJllirer 
Repril1ted with special perlllission of 

King Featllres Syndicnte 
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Libera l nati onalism does not oppose such senti­
ments. To the contrary, it recognizes that many ele­
ments of the nationalist ethos, although unacknowl­
edged, have long been fused into liberal thought. For 
exainple, the liberal conception of dis tributive justice 
is particularistic and applies only w ithin 
well- defin ed, relatively closed social frame works, 
which favor members over nOlunelnbers. The saIne 
applies to the liberal conceptions of membership and 
political obligations. These conceptions simultane­
ously embody two contradictory images of the politi-

Although cultural choices are ueither 
easy nor limitless, cultufailtle111bersJrips and 

moral identity are not beyond clloice. 

cal community: that of a voluntary association and 
that of a community of fate. Liberal nationalism, in 
its understanding of national and personal identity, 
einbodies a siinilar contradiction , arguing that 
although cultural choices are neither easy nor limit­
less, cultural m emberships and moral identity are not 
beyond choice. 

The Nature of Cultural Membership 
In the past, the version of nationalism that places 

cultural comlnitments at its center has usually been 
perceived as the most conservative and anti-liberal 
form of nationalism. Cu1tural nationalism, it ha s 
been argued, preaches the establishment of closed 
societies, fa vors the authoritarian uniformity of state 
and faith, and fosters xenophobia. 

But although liberal nationalism emphaSizes the 
role of culture in constituting nations, it does not 
claim that individuals can find true freedom and 
expression only through complete id entification w ith 
the community. Fron1 a national persp ec ti ve, a 
painter working in the solitude of his atelier, the poet 
writing to his loved one, and the athlete competing in 
a sports event, strive for the pinnacle of their own 
individual achievements, even as they contribute to 
the advancement of their own particular nations. 
Moreover, if we accept Raymond Williams' claim that 
"culture is the ordinary" - the language we teach our 
children, the bedtime stories we tell them, the lulla­
bies we sing to thein - then the Ineaning of Inost of 
our daily actions transcend s their particular and 
direct function. The ability to turn an everyday act 
into a source of national pride is one of the most 
appealing aspects of nationalism. It contextualizes 
human actions, no matter how mundane, making 
them part of a continuous creative effort w hereby 
culture is made and reinade. 
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The Morality of Community 
In placing reflection, choice, and internal criticism 

at its center, liberal nationalism rejects the notion that 
na tionalism must necessarily, in Gordon Graham's 
words, "exalt the idea of the nation above all other 
ideas." It is true that nationalism huplies a morality 
of community - a belief that we are justified to some 
degree in fa voring the interests of fellow members 
over those of nonmembers. However, liberal nation­
alism recognizes that modern indi viduals belong to a 
complex network of rnembershjps, and therefore 
argues that a morality of community need not be as 
xenophobic as it might appear at first glance. 

For example: J see myself as an Israeli, but I an1 
also a member of an acadetnic community and there­
fore committed to the notion of academic freedom. T 
therefore ha ve a duty to support Palestinian col­
leagues in their struggle to reopen the universities 
closed by the I sraeli Army in the West Bank . 
Obviously, the duty to defend academic freedom is a 
general duty, but the fact that I am a member of the 
academic community and share this membership 
with members of other nations intensifies my duty to 
defend their interests. Hence, I am less troubled by 
the fact that brokers at the Israeli s tock exchange 
failed to organize a sit- down s trike in solidarity with 
Palestinian academics, than by the fact that no Israeli 
uni versity has officially done so, 

It is tnte tllat nationalism implies a morality of 
con1111l111ity - a belief tllat we are justified to some 
degree ill favorillg tile illterests of fellow members 
ove,. those of n01l1Hembers. However, a morality 

of com.111liHity Heed Hot be as xenophobic 

as it migllt appear at first glance. 

Liberal nationalism insists upon fostering national 
ideals without losing sight of other human values 
against w hich those ideals ought to be weighed . It 
celebrates the particularity of culture together with 
the universality of human rights. In this sense it dif­
fers radically from organic interpretations of nation­
alisIn, which assume that the identity of individuals 
is totally constituted by their national Inembership, 
and that the personal will is "truly free" only w hen 
submerged in the general one. It is a direct descen­
dant of the cultural pluralism of Herder and the liber­
al nationalism of Mazzini. 
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National Self-Determination and Individual 
Liberty 

The demand for a public sphere in which the cul­
tural aspects of national life come to the fore consti­
tutes the essence of the right to national self-determi­
nation. In the past, the full exercise of this right has 
often been identified with the creation of a homoge­
neous nation-state. Many nineteenth-century liberals 
favored the establishment of such states because, in 
Hugh Seton-Watson's words, they believed that 
"individual liberty and national independence or 
unity would go together," and that liberal principles 
generally could best be implemented in a unitary 
state. "Free institutions are next to impossible in a 
country made up of different nationalities," argued 
John Stuart Mill. "Among a people without 
fellow-feeling, especially if they read and speak dif­
ferent languages, the united public opinion, neces­
sary to the working of representative govermnent, 
cannot exist." 

However, as Mill had already noted in 1861, there 
are major difficulties in implementing the national 
ideal of a state for each nation. The most prOlninent 
obstacle is the geographic one: there are areas of the 
world where members of different nations are so 
closely intermingled that it is impossible to grant 
each an independent nation-state. 

This would have been particularly true in light of 
the interpretation of national self-determination pre-

Liberal Nationalism 

Yael Tamir 

"This is a most timely, intelligent, well-written, and 
absorbing essay on a central and painful social and 
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-Sir Isaiah Berlin 
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vailing in Mill's time and extending into the 
Wilsonian era. National self-determination was per­
ceived, Eric Hobsbawm writes, as a stage in the social 
evolution of human units as they developed from 
"family and tribe to county and canton, from the local 
to the regional, the national and eventually the glob­
aL" As long as na tional seH-determination was 
expected to be part of a linear process of historical 
evolution leading to increasingly larger social units, 

The lIil1eteelltll-celltllry hope that il1dividllallibel'ty 
aHd national independence would go together 

has failed to 1I1aterialize. 

the idea that it should be granted not just to 11l1iftjil1g 
national movements, but also to groups wishing to 
secede and create their own small , homogeneous 
national units, was ruled out a priori (though Mill 
himself made some exceptions). Thus, even in 
Western Europe, the cradle of nationalism, many citi­
zens continue to see themselves as members of 
national minorities living in a state that does not fly 
their flag. 

The nineteenth-century hope that individual liberty 
and national independence would go together has 
also failed to materialize. In fact, the yearning for 
national self-determination is different from, and 
may even contradict, the liberal democratic struggle 
for civil rights and political participation. History 
shows that individuals often desire to secure status 
and recognition for their nation even at the cost of 
relinquishing their civil rights and liberties. 

The U.N . Human Rights Committee has viewed the 
realization of the right to national self-detennination 
as an essential condition for the effective guarantee 
and observance of individual rights. But melnbers of 
nations granted national self-determination can, and 
indeed have, set up regimes that restrict the hlunan 
rights of their fellow nationals, while individuals 
sOlnetimes enjoy a full range of civil rights even 
when not governed by their fellow nationals. 
Melnbers of national minorities who live in liberal 
democracies -- the Quebecois and the Indians in 
Canada, the aborigines in Australia, the Basques in 
France - are not deprived of their right to political 
participation or their freedoms of speech, press, 
assembly, and association, although they Inay feel 
marginalized and dispossessed because they are gov­
erned by a political culture and political institutions 
imprinted by a culture not their own. 
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Individuals wish to be ruled by institutions 
informed by a culture they find und erstandable and 
meaningful. When they are ab le to id entify their 
own culture in the political framework, when the 
political ins titutions reflect famil iar traditions, histor­
ical interpretations, and nor111S of behavior, individu­
als come to percejve thenlselves as the creators, or at 
least the carriers , of a va luable set of beliefs. 
Fortunately, the right to a public sphere where one's 
national culture may find expression Ina y be 
achieved through a variety of political setups, includ­
ing federative and confederative arrangements, local 
autonomies, or the establishment of national institu­
tions. Were the creation of a separate nation-sta te 
the only way of realiz ing the right to national 
self-deternlination, its ilnplementation would remain 
the privilege of only a fortunate few. 

The Universality of National Rights 
Liberal nationalislll holds that because national 

rights rest on the va lue that individuals attach to 
their membership in a nation, all nations are entitled 
to equal respect. The justification of national rights is 
thus separated from the glorious or tormented past 
of each nation , from its antiquity, or from its success 
in attaining territorial gains. Because liberal national­
ism is predicated upon a commitment to the exis­
tence of national groups as suc h, it insists that a 
nation can affirm its identity without disregarding 
the dignity and value of other nations. 

This conception is well expressed in the writings of 
the Polish revolutionary Kazinlierz Brodzinski, who 
insisted that national egoism, wherein each nation 
regarded itself as "the goal and center of everything," 
had to be replaced with a liberal perspective. 
Brodzinski's writings convey the extraordinary com­
bination of particularistic pride and universal COln­
Initment typical of the progressive- romantic version 
of liberal nationalism prevalent in lnid-nineteenth­
century Europe: 

the [-'olish notion alone (I say il boldly <lnd with patriolic 
pride) cou ld hewe a foreboding of the true movement of the 
mornl universe. 1t l1<1s recognized thot every ll(ltion is a 
frClgmcnt of the whole <1nd must roll on its orbit and around 
the center like Ihe plClncts "round theirs. 

Brodzinski promoted the idea of the brotherhood 
of nations, which shared a sacred duty to be mutual­
ly helpful in the struggle for freedom and interna ­
tional justice. It is in this spirit that Ma zzini address­
es his fellow Italians: 
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A people, Greek, Polish, Circ<lssian, raises the bmlller of Ihe 
Fatherland and of Independence, fights, conquers, or dies 
for it. What is it that mnkes your hends bent at the story of 
its battles, which mClkes them swell \vith joy at its victories, 
"nd sorrow over its defeats? ... And w hy do you eagerly 
read the miracles of patriotic love recorded in Creek story, 
and repeat them 10 your children w ith i1 feeling of pride, 
almost <1S if they were stories of you r own fathers? 

Ethnocentric nationalists, who rely on arguments 
exclUSively related to one particular nation, rule out a 
universal justification of national righ ts and lose the 
ability to hold a meaningful dialogue with Inembers 
of other nations. This limitation is one that the tradi­
tion of liberal nationalism seeks to overCOlne. 

TIle aspiratioll of creating all independent state for 
each natioll must ue replaced with ."wre modest solu­

tions . Were the creation of a separate nation- state 
tI,e ollly way of realizing the right to natiollal 
self- determination, its implel11elltation wOlild 
rell1ain tI,e privilege of only a fortullate few. 

A Postnational World? 
Recent versions of nationalism seeln to lend little 

credibility to . the liberal nationalis t position 1 ha ve 
offered. Witness the bloody struggles in Yugoslavia, 
the violent clashes between Sikhs and Hindus in 
India, and the frequent outbursts of ethnic hatred 
within and between the new republics of Eas tern 
Europe. A cursory glance at the surrounding reality 
could easily lead to the conclusion that liberal nation­
alism is a rather esoteric approach. 

Yet there are reasons to think otherwise. Since the 
end of the Second World War, independent nation­
sta tes have agreed to restrict their autonomy, and 
cross-national economic cooperation - involving the 
development of joint policies, effective regulations, 
and continuous coordination-seems to have becOIne 
the order of the dC1Y. Some observers assume that 
such cooperatjon will necessarily lead to a postna­
tional world. But one can ilnagine nations enjoying 
the right to national self-determination along with 
the benefits accruing from membership in broader 
political alliances - especially if, as liberal national­
iSln proposes, the aspiration of creating an indepen­
dent state for each nation is replaced with morc mod­
est solutions, such as local autonomies or federative 
or confederati ve arrangements. 
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Many o f Europe's srnal1 nations, which failed to 
establish independent nation- s tates, look forward to 
European unifi cation. The Cors icans, Basques, 
Catalan s, and Irish n a tionali s ts assume that, as a 
self- professed multinational entity, the EC will not 
seek to shape a hOlTIogeneous cultural community, 
nor will it follow the undes irable tradition in which 
international organizations include only s tates. The 
EC could become a comn1unity of nations that openly 
recognizes the diversity of its constitutive units. 

On the other hand , as technological development 
and economi c prosperity increa singly d epend on 
cross-national associations, assimilation is, more than 
ever, a feasible option . This could mean that the real 
test for cultural and national affil iations ha s arrived. 
Will national groups acced e to press ures to m elt 
together into a larger culture, or will they be motivat-

ed to invest in the preservation of their own cultural 
heritage, their language, their dis tinctiveness? 

Individuals may, in the future, choose to surrender 
their particularities and assimilate into one interna­
tional culture. But the need for mediating communi­
ties makes this scenario unlikely. As Mazzini rightly 
argued, "the individual is too weak and Humanity is 
too large." 

- Yael Tamir 

Yael Tamir is seni o r lecture r in phi losoph y at Tel Avi v 
Univers ity (l nd a fou nding member of the Israe li peace orga­
nization Pe<l ce N ow . This essay is adil pted <lnd cond ensed 
from her forthcomi ng book, Liban l Nationnlism (Princeton 
Universi ty Press, spri ng 1993) . 

Disability, Discrimination, and 
Fairness 

I t is widely agreed that people with disabilities are 
trea ted unfairly in our society: that they are the 

victims of pe rvasive di scrimination, and that they 
have been denied adequate accommodation in a rea s 
rang ing frOln housing construction to hiring prac­
tices to public transportation. As Congress declared 
in ena cting the A mericans w ith Disa bilities Act 
(ADA) in 1990: 

[I lnd ividuals with d isabili ties arc (I d iscre te ilnd insu lar 
mi nori ty w ho have been Faced with res trictions and limi til ­
tions, subjected to n lIislory of I'lIIpost'/1I11111L'qlllllll'L'lIlmClli, 

and relegated to a posi tion or politica l powerlessness in our 

society., !emphasis added I 

Yet people w ith disabilities were largely by passed 
by the ci vil ri ghts revolution of the past generation. 
Congress found that "unlike individuals who ha ve 

experienced discrimination on the basis of race, color, 
sex, national origin, religion, or age, individuals who 
have experienced discrimination on the basis of dis­
ability ha ve often had no legal recourse to redress 
such discrimination ." 

The ADA is intended to provide that legal recourse. 
It requires employers, trans it systems and publiC 
facilities to modify their operations, procedures, and 
phYSical structures so as to make reasonable aCC0111-
modation for people with disabilities. The ADA rec­
ogni zes broad exceptions in cases where these modi­
fications would result in "undue hard ship" or pose 
risks to third parties . But in principle, the s tatute 
treats the failure to ensure that people with disabili­
ties have an "equal opportunity to benefit" from a 
wide range of activities and services as a form of dis­
crimina tion . 
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