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Instrumentalist Theories of Nationalism

nians. The European Community, for which Esto-
nia is a leading candidate, has exerted pressure to
secure citizenship for most of the Russians there,
regardless of the circumstances of their arrival. In
contrast to most other nations, Estonia can claim
to be restoring a society unjustly incorporated in
the Soviet Union under the Molotov-Ribbentrop
Pact. While avoiding precipitate actions like ex-
pulsion, Estonian nationalists argue that secure
control of the institutions of their small country
1s the only guarantee for preserving a culture that
has demonstrated its ability to foster economic
standards far superior to the nearby Slavic coun-
tries. A similar argument was persuasive as a justi-
fication for Slovenia’s insistence (1991) on sepa-
rating from Yugoslavia.

Even when they are couched in theoretical
terms, the sharply contending views just summa-
rized really rest on ethical or legal principles.
Moreover, even a cursory historical review indi-
cates that contenders’ actions often contradict their
principles. Under the circumstances, clear-cut pref-
erence for either “theoretical” position would be
misplaced. Instead, one may suggest that wise
statecraft should at times prefer primarily prag-
matic solutions concerning self-determination,
taking into account considerations that far tran-
scend the particular nationalist situations at is-
sue.
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Instrumentalist Theories of
Nationalism

In philosophy instrumentalism is the doctrine that
scientific theories are not true descriptions of an
unobservable reality but simply useful instruments
which enable us to structure and interpret the ob-
servable world. [n the social sciences, similarly,
instrumentalism is the doctrine that ideas can pri-
marily be explained by their uses for their benefi-
ciaries, rather than by their accurate representa-
tion of truth or reality. So, in our field, instrumen-
talist theories explain both the genesis and main-
tenance of nationalism by the interests it 1s al-
leged to serve. They represent a sharp contrast to
other explanatory theories which focus on the
identities and ideas that nationalism expresses,
protects, Or represents.

Instrumentalist theories of nationalism are trivi-
ally true in one respect: no political phenomenon
is likely to survive indefinitely if it is entirely
useless to all conceivable human collectivities
or individuals. However, most instrumentalist
theories extrapolate well beyond this sate and
uninteresting claim. They tend to become re-
ductionist or simply false. They share an enter-
taining and at times a biting, debunking, flavor
that seeks to expose the vested interests be-
hind nationalism. They are, therefore, the fa-
vored theories of anti-nationalists. Instrumen-
talist theories of nationalism presently come
in three packages, each of which is generally
lacking in respect for the others. They are the
sociobiological, the sociological and the indi-
vidualist. The SOCIOBIOLOGICAL THEORY
is well represented in the work of Pierre van
den Berghe (1987). In sociobiology national-
ism is a form of ethnic identification, a
group-interest motivated belief, similar to xe-
nophobia. Nations are extended families, re-
ally so, or imagined as such (in an important
qualification); and people are said to be natu-
rally disposed towards ethnic nepotism, selec-
tion in favor of their own kin.
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Sociobiologists tend to debunk what nation-
alists say about their own nation or nationalism.
For example. they interpret allegedly altruistic
nationalist behavior. such as sacrificing oneself
for one’s nation. as driven, at some deeper level,
by the imperatives of reproductive success. Or,
they diagnose the language of “kin™ and “kin-
ship” regularly invoked by nationalists, as direct
evidence for their theses. Their political vision is
bleakly “realistic.” Most sociobiologists gener-
ally adhere to what Stemnberg (1981) has dubbed
the “iron law of ethnicity.” namely the belief that
where there is group difference, especially ditfer-
ence based on kin. there will be ethnic contlict.
Ethnocentrism. prejudice. and national and eth-
nic conflict are seen as natural outcomes of con-
flicts of group interest. deriving from kinship iden-
tity and belonging, part of the competitive world
of nature.

There are many problems with sociobiologi-
cal instrumentalism (for a general critucal over-
view of sociobiology see Kitcher 1985). Critics
focus on three. First, in so far as sociobiological
instrumentalism relies on interests to do explana-
tory work it is interests at the subhuman level,
amongst genes and more mysterious “gene pools.”
Here rational choice instrumentalists part com-
pany with their socioblological cousins, main-
taining that only individuals can have interests,
even if genes can be modelled as having inter-
ests. Pop sociobiology. in any case, fails to dem-
onstrate linkages between any given and presum-
ably unmodifiable “nationalist” gene(s) and any
nationalist behavioral trai(s). Sophisticated so-
ciobiologists, by contrast, do not make the error
of linking any specific gene with nationalist phe-
nomena. They see their task to be that of disclos-
ing the functional significance, defined by repro-
ductive success, of nationalist behavioral traits
or of nationalist cultural and political organiza-
tions. They have not had much success in per-
suading their colleagues i the social sciences of
the merits of their insights. Second. while socto-
biological instrumentalism may provide an (ar-
guably) convincing account of (some of) the n-
terests at stake in a lineage group, it is not obvi-
ous that this account can be successfully extrapo-
lated to “the nation.” a much higher or at least
larger level of group-aggregation 1in which any
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sense of hereditary kinship is. as sociobiologists
concede, much more imagined. Third, critics main-
tain that while the sociobiological approach may
be evolutionary, it is ahistorical. Whatever traits
we have inherited from our early ancestors in sa-
vannah environments could not have been na-
tionalist ones. Our stone-age ancestors, foragers
and hunters, were not nationalists because with-
out states there can be no nations. Modernists in-
sist that nationalism is only coherently defined
as a politcal doctrine—one that affirms the le-
gitimacy of national sel{-determination. and main-
tains that nations should be the nghtful cultural
boundaries for state formation or organization
(e.g.. Gellner 1983; O'Leary 1997). Nationalist
doctrine. in other words, is only concervable after
the formation of states, and only likely to be wide-
spread in the post-caste conditions of modern in-
dustrialized and communication-intensive soci-
eties. All that sociobiologists do is to provide a
bare account of why humans might have evolved
group-intercsted identifications and behaviors;
what they cannot convincingly do 1s to explain
why these have taken a nationalist form in mod-
ern conditions. Their political vision has also been
contested by egalitarian pluralists: for example
Steinberg (1981) correctly maintains that the con-
nection between ethnic and kin difference and
conflict is not as inevitable as sociobiologists
suppose: “If there is an iron law of ethnicity, itis
that when ethnic groups are found in a hierarchy
of power, wealth, and status, then conflict is ines-
capable... where there 15 social, economic, and
political parity ... ethnic conflict, when it occurs,
tends to be at a low level and rarely spills over
into violence.”

Sociological instrumentalism comes in two
principal varieties: from Marxists and elite theo-
nists. They share the view that nationalism, like
several other belief systems, doctrines, and ide-
ologies. is used and abused primarily by ruling
classes or power elites, and, by rival or aspir-
ant ruling classes and power elites. Their per-
spective is like that of Voltaire's on religion: a
superstition, which serves the interests of 1ts
propagators. No enhightened person. they believe,
could be a nationalist because: in Eric Hobsbawm's
view, it requires too many beliefs in whatis not so
(1990).
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Instrumentalist Theories of Nationalism

One school of elite theorists suggests that elites
use and abuse the identities and ideas of the masses
on behalf of, and because of, the interests of elites,
especially through the “invention of traditions”
(Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983). Paul Brass’s work
on India is an exemplary illustration of this school
of thought paying especial attention to political
elitism choices of linguistic and cultural markers
to build political coalitions in favor of territorial
autonomy or employment preferences (Brass
1991). Brass's work is sophisticated, but does not
deal with two matters satisfactorily: why and when
elites choose ethnic or national identities for
mobilization rather than other identities, for ex-
ample, class or religious identities, and whether
elites are constrained either by their national and
ethnic formation, or that of their followers. Brass’s
position must be differentiated from an even stron-
ger brand of elite theory which holds that elites
both construct and then use and abuse the na-
tional identities and “ideas” of the masses—
whose 1dentities and ideas are therefore plainly
inauthentic, and whose cognitive capacities are
thereby seen as seriously challenged. Although
the expression “false consciousness” is rarely
heard these days it is plainly signalled in this pat-
tern of thought. It is difficult to convict real aca-
demics of displaying this argument but it is the
principal burden of John Breuilly's (1985), and
of Eric Hobsbawm’s work (1990). It must be noted,
however, that, although Hobsbawm follows Ernest
Gellner, nevertheless, he seeks to explain why
ethno-national identities might have appeals
rooted 1n the life-experiences rather than the vul-
gar interests of what he scornfully calls the “lesser
examination passing” classes.

Elite theorists and Marxists jointly recognize
that the interests pursued by nationalists only
make sense 1n modern conditions (Hechter 1975;
Schwartzmantel 1992). For elite theonists the
modern state, with its extensive surveillance, regu-
latory and policy-making capacities, is the chiet
object of political mobilization because it 1s ra-
tionally perceived as a site of power and opportu-
nities. Nationalism’s social power derives from
the ability of motivated elites to use cultural ap-
peals to cloak their ambitions to capture state
power or a share of state resources. For Marxists.
by contrast, the power of nationalism is ulumately
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rooted in the capitalist economy and the interests
tq which it gives rise.

" Instrumentalist Marxists portray the bourgeoi-
sie and the petty bourgeoisie, in particular, as
likely carriers of nationalist ideologies because
nationalism successfully masks their class inter-
ests as universal interests, and because they have
much to lose from the erosion of local cultures—
allegedly unlike the proletariat. The historical
account that Marxists give is simple enough: the
bourgeoisie invite the masses as co-nationals to
defeat the aristocracy, and thereby prize open the
state apparatus to bourgeois as opposed to landed
interests; and, subsequently, through the state
apparatus, they promote the development of inte-
grated national markets based around a common
national language, or culture from which they
benefit. In neo-Marxist argument nationalism in
advanced countries is seen as a response to un-
even economic development (Nairn 1977) or in-
ternal colonialism (Hechter 1975) on the part of a
coalition of classes led by an aspirant national
bourgeoisie. In this respect, Marxist thinking still
owes much to Lenin’s and Trotsky's portrayal of
national liberation movements in the third world
as cross-class coalitions organized against the
imperialism of the metropolitan centres of ad-
vanced capitalism.

There are at least four core difficulties with
both Marxists” and elite theorists” instrumental
accounts of nationalism. The first is that elites
and dominant classes, as much as the masses or
subordinate classes are constrained by their
ethno-national identities—and not just motivated
by their interests. Although these identities them-
selves may be capable of slow and occasionally
sudden shifts. it is not easy to restructure one’s
linguistic or cultural identity even when it is
n one’s 1nterests narrowly conceived. In dif-
ferent ways and with different methodologies
this argument is made by Walker Connor
(1994). Donald Horowitz (1935), and by An-
thony D. Smith (1986). The second is that 1t 1s
difticult to dispute that the masses or subordi-
nate classes have both genuine 1nterests as well
as their own identities at stake in “their na-
tions.” so that instrumentalists are wrong to see
nationalism largely as a manipulative discourse
imposed from on high, and oddly insensitive to
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the 1nterests of those lower 1n social hierarchies—
which they see as entirely saturated with wishful
or foolish thinking. Mass hysteria and mass stu-
pidity are. of course, regular features of human
history, but working classes and petty bourgeois
are not wrational or hysterical to support nation-
alist programs that offer them citizenship or bet-
ter prospects of social mobility for their children.
The third is that like all interest-based accounts
in the social sciences such mstrumentalist rea-
soning gives insufficient weight o the indepen-
dent impact of ideas and doctrines 1n persuading
people of what 1s right, independently of what
their particular interests are, and without which
they might have no recognizable sense of what
their interests were. Lastly, these accounts reduce
identities to interests. This 1s arguably a philo-
sophical category mistake which conflates what
people want to be with what they want (Ringmar
1996).

Marxists, of course, have separate ditficulties
all of their own (Connor 1984), to which most of
them now are acutely sensitized (Moore 1975
Nimni 1993). The workers have displayed
throughout this century 1in multiple milieux that
they have fatherlands and motherlands, and that
for them nation often trumps class in its appeal.
both as an identity and as a percerved collective
interest, and as a reason for fighting defensively
or offensively. Marxist regimes in power have not,
proclaimed, “solved the national ques-
here Marxists won state power 1t was of-

as they
ton.” W
ten as nationalist movements rather than as prole-
tarian socialist internationalists, When they exer-
cised state power they managed nationalism
through repression or control, but failed to elimi-
nate 1t. Indeed. failed Marxist regimes. such as Yu-
and the USSR. are perhaps the greatest
living proof of the difficulties regimes have in try-
ing to engineer anti-nationalist sentiments. This
tallure,
sumptions about the socialization powers of states.
or of political clites. a point which 1s tacitly as-
sumed in instrumentalist theortes of nationalism.

The third large instrumental school 1s indi-
vidualist, and today goes by the utle of RATIO-
NAL CHOICE (see c.g.. Hechter 1986: Banton
1995: Hardin 1995). Theorists within this tradi-
tion work with a stylized model of a rational per-
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e $ <4 & .
X b - 3 3 ¥
o R i B S et

A ey 0L * o, [oARITe A -

.-m... iy T 2 e s v
ah 2y £ £y
? I T i g
¥ &W..._.W e b e

Instrumentalist Theories of Nationalism

son who is narrowly motivated by self-interest,
forward-looking. and maximizes expected utility
subject to preferences and constraints on the fea-
sibility of those preferences. Thus they see na-
tonalism as a collective good, to which people
will calculate their appropriate contributions on
a cost-benefit calculus. They analyse, in particu-
lar. problems of nationalist mobilization which
they typically see as a problem of collective ac-
tion. A problem of collective action arises when
what should be 1n the interests of all is not in the
interests of each individual to contribute towards
because they would benefit more from free-riding,
or letting others provide the good or service in
question. In these circumstances individuals are
only likely to contribute 1f the probabulity that
their own contribution will be decisive is very
high, or if they are subject to arange of “selective
incentives.” Nationalism, however, seems 0 be
less plagued by free-riding than other political
movements—a matter to which rauonal choice
theorists devote nsufficient attention. Rational
choice theory s usually espoused by liberals and
libertarians (e.z., Banton), but there are also cx-
or post-Marxist rational choice theorists (e.
Hechter).

Rational choice accounts are often ingenious
(see e.g., the contributions in Breton et al. 1995,
or Laitin’s account of language strategies by po-
litical elites and citizens in multilingual societ-
ies, Laitin 1992). However, they suffer from sev-
eral recognized difficultics. First, although they
may be able to account for individual nationalist
conduct, for the conduct. for example, of poliu-
cians, bureaucrats, teachers or voters, given that
they have nationalist preferences, mstrumental-
ists are much less capable of explaining why
people have nationalist preferences in the first

a
5

place; or of explaining why such preferences are
more frequent and ntense in modern times than
in the agrarian past. Second, rational choice theo-
rists tend to reduce identities to interests. They
assume that behind people’s desires to be or be-
come French, for example, there must lie an inter-
est in French jobs, French pensions or French
welfare benefits. However, historical experience
should teach us that identities aré much less elas-
tic with regard to incentives than interests, and
that people are culurally differentiated by their
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Instrumentalist Theories of Nationalism

overt responsiveness to incentives. Third, ratio-
nal choice theorists are often only
pseudo-empirical, and their arguments are not
amenable to testing. What rational choice theo-
rists tend to do is to provide rational accounts of
why so-called “choices” might have been ratio-
nal. They very rarely probe deeply to see whether
other accounts of the phenomena they seek to
explain might be better. Lastly, ingenuity in this
tradition is achieved by providing a rational ac-
count of what may otherwise appear manifestly
irrational. Many features of nationalism, sunk
costs in past traditions, the tapping of the emo-
tions as well as interests, and its expressive at-
tributes, seem invulnerable to the ingenuity of
rational choice theorists. Perhaps this is the
tradition’s most important contribution, namely,
to show the limits of rationality and choice when
1t comes to the examination of nationalism.

The instrumentalist habit of thought is found
amongst “‘primordialists” (e.g., sociobiologists)
as well as “modernists” (e.g., Marxists), so the
temptation to equate modernist theories of na-
tionalism with instrumentalism is false. All instru-
mentalist theoretical traditions have their place
in any attempts to explain nationalist phenom-
ena. This is so, as long as they are accompanied
by accounts, which give due weight to the inde-
pendent consequences of ideas and identities in
shaping human conduct. Itis possible, after all, to
believe in the importance of both ideas and inter-
ests, or to believe in the importance of both inter-
ests and identities, or to believe in the importance
of ideas and identities, and, lastly, to accommo-
date all three explanatory sources of the appeal of
nationalism (ideas, interests and identities).
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Integral Nationalism

The concept of integral nationalism was used for
the first ume by Charles Maurras in an article en-
titled “Le Nationalisme intégral” that appeared
in Le Soleil of March 2, 1900. In that article
Maurras wrote that “Royalism corresponds essen-
ually to the diverse postulates of nationalism: it
is itself integral nationalism” (Buthman 1970:
[ 11). Maurras explained that “In the days of yore,
to serve the king was to make oneself useful to
the Parrie; to-day, inverting the expression, to
make oneselt useful to the Patrie is really to serve
the cause of the king™ (Buthman 1970: 112). He
argued that, in France, nationalism without roy-
alism was a logical fallacy and that royalism com-
pleted nationalism, “since the monarchical insti-
tutions alone satisfied all the national aspirations,
all the national ends, as the integral reproduced
the sum of all the values of an algebraic function™
(Buthman 1970: 269).

Integral nationalism explains that the origins
of decay, decadence and disunity in a nation are
linked to the dangerous Enlightenment ideas of
humanism and idealism. In practice, this form of
nationalism represents a forceful attack on liberal
and republican ideas, that, 1n turn, evokes emo-
tions for a nostalgic return to the ancient glories
of the past. Integral nationalism is also a longing
for absolutism and totality, a call to regenerate
the nation as whole through collective patriotic
action.

The nation, in the integral nationalist para-
digm, is a racially, ethnically, and culturally dis-
tinct entity, and must be preserved as such. Inte-
¢gral nationalism demands the total subjection of
the individual to the nation, and argues that the
well-being of the individual is dependent on the
well-peing of the nation. An irrepressible sense of
pride and a deep longing for the past results in a
strong sense of loyalty to the culture of the nation
and the political ideology of the state. The cru-

Integral Nationalism

dity and vulgarity of the New Order with its secu-
lar and liberal democratic theories and practices,
violently threatens sacred traditions, the cultural
and political values of the Old Order.

Both absolutist and totalitarian governance are
defended as aesthetic expressions of patriotism.
A nation is born because patriots help shape the
humanity of the nation with its heroes, martyrs
and saints. Humanity does not exist in itself, the
nation 1s its essence!

The patriotic war at home must be waged
against “foreign” intellectuals who popularize
antipatriotic politics at home. Putative adversar-
ies are vital to mobilize the masses in defense of
the nation. Integral nationalists were highly ef-
fective in their attacks against the Jews, as usu-
rers, parasites, dangerous humanists and cosmo-
politans, who undermined the moral and cultural
fabric of the nation. The Jews, in the integral na-
tionalist paradigm, also became the personifica-
tion of revolutionary radical humanism and ide-
alism that destroyed divine rule and order.

For instance, during the 1880s, the time of the
French Third Republic, Edouard Drumont (1844
1917) published anti-Semitic books and articles
that held Jews responsible for the emergence of a
liberal and blasphemous status quo and the down-
fall of the Second Empire. In 1894, when Captain
Alfred Dreyfus was sentenced to life imprison-
ment for allegedly supplying Germany with mili-
tary secrets, Drumont and his followers argued
that Jews were a suspect race most capable of trea-
son. Maurice Barrés (1862-1923) and Charles
Maurras (1868-1952), founders of Action
Frangaise, continued the anti-Semitic hysteria of
Drumont and helped integrate anti-Semitism into
the nationalism of Action Franéaise. Whereas
Barrés favored a dictatorship, Maurras fervently
argued for hereditary monarchy in order to purify
French culture and society.

To lalian patriot Gabriele D’ Annunzio (1863—
1938), mystic patriotic festivals. national monu-
ments and sacred objects would not only regener-
ate the aesthetic of politics in Italy, but they would
also activate a militant nationalist political style.
D’Annunzio popularized the poetic symbolism
of the flame as the source of life, beauty and power,
and also as the symbol of death and destruction.
The flame became the symbol of fascism in Italy
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