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Following the end of the Cold War, and the tenuous dability that power struggle between
uperpowers brought to the world, nationd sdf-determination has become an increesngly
prevaent and pressng concern in the politicd redm. The edablished internationd norms no
longer seem effective or agppropriate in handling the concerns and demands of peoples who
declare naionhood and demand sdf-determination.  Those who continue to cdl for, and atempt
to, reform internationd laws to further devdop the rights of naions to sdf-determindion are
plagued with problems given the illusve, and nonuniversdly accepted underdandings available
of 'the nation. The concept of a nation and the idea of sdf-determination seem perfectly suited
for each other, if only because both do not have a generdly accepted and redidicaly-reevant
definition. It is perhaps this incondudvity a the conceptud levd that has led to so much
uncertainty in an age when the mgority of internationd political Sructures are a thar mogt rigid
dae after decades of reative dability of mogt of the world's territorid boundaries. To what
extent is the internaiond sphere respongble for providing the means to naiond -
determination, particularly if it threstens the qability of an established and recognized date? Are
there forms of odf-delermination thet do not require outright politicd  autonomy and
sovereignty? What is required for this to be effective? By answering these quedions, and
exploring the chdlenges associated with undersanding fundamentaly the idea of the nation and
of nationd sdf-determinaion, we can discover that naions do have the right to nationd df-
determination, and that right does not necessaily teke traumatic directions, thregtening the
dability of the internationd system, and that the chdlenges facing the sydem ae not drong
enough groundsto prevent nations from achieving the internationd recognition they desire.

Perhgos the mog  difficult chdlenge to respecting and grating nationd sdf-
determindtion is understanding what conditutes a naion ‘worthy' of sdf-detemination.  This
guesion has some dgnificance a least in the practicad sense because of the vast difference in
number between identifigble nations and exiding sates. How has higory judged who deserves
datehood back then, and how do we choose who does not deserve it now? The chalenge
resdes, perhgps in the fact that the idea of the naion has had two dominant meanings and
purposes throughout higory. From a gened hidoricd dandpoint, Yad Tamir notes the
different meanings of nation originating from the American and French Revolutions

the Ameican revolution crested a new ndion induding al individuds who hed
been entitted to politicd paticipaion before the Dedadion of



Independence...[cregting] a complete overlgp between the citizens of the state and
the members of the naion...So drong was this identification between date and
nation that it ill holds today, and in the United States, the &bm nation refers to
the federd date A different process, though with sSmilar results, unfolded in
France. While in America the new date hed created a new nation, in France the
netion had established a state and identified it as the fatherland (569-570).

Given the dgnificance of both the Ameican and Fench Revoutions in the politica
devdopment of the world, it is arguable that these two mirror definitions of the nation (date
eguas nation in the US case, nation equas dete in the French case) have lead to the difficulty in
developing a common understanding of the nation. In essence, there is a ‘chicken versus the egg
dilemma, with higory saying both definitions are sgnificant as they both were a reection agangt
imperid authority (British imperidism and the French monarchy and aidocracy). Despite the
difficulties this higoricd andyds presents in the andyss of the nation, it is nonethdess
ggnificant, if not vitd to the two fundamenta aspects of sdf-determination, that of rights, and
natiiond identity. These mud be discussed later before going further in the argument of whether
nations have the right to sdf-determination.

If higory has sdd anything about the concept of the nation, it has shown that it is not
omething thet can Smply be defined in dear-cut, objective terms.  For each socid or politica
event in the name of the ndion, there are both noticesble amilarities and digsinct differences
which cregtes the dement of uncertainty, unpredictabilty and limited andyss amply because
"the source of naionhood...is not found in the objective differentiae of language and rdigious
practice...but in the intersubjective awareness that the sdient intergroup differences, whetever
they may be, are sufficient to demarcate two nations' (Hechter 14). Miller rightly notes thet for
"every criterion that has been proposed there are clear empirica counter-examples' (22). Thus,
while one can sy that nations have a common language, history, territorid homdand, and so on,
those eements do not necesstate the development of a nation, "whatever dse it may conggt of,
the teem nation refers to a rdaivey lage group of geneticaly unrdated people with high
solidarity...[modt] agree that, among other things a nation is a large solidary group. Evidently,
not dl solidary groups are nations, however (Hechter 11-12). Thus, in order to establish some
definition, it is necessary to provide one based more on sociologicd undergtanding.

What is pehgps mos accepted in defining the nation is the impresson that it
fundamentdly involves a ggnificant dement of commund bdief in its exigence Max Weber
dates tha members of naions are comprised of "dl those who think of themsdves as being the
specific ‘patners of a specific ‘culturé diffused among the members of the pality...[and] that
one may exact from cartan groups of men a spedific sentiment of solidarity in the face of other
groups. Thus the concept belongs in the sphere of vaues' (21-22). Tamir notes that "nations
are not crested by language, geography, race rdigion; they ae cregtions of the human will”
(575). David Miller expands on this, nating the importance of bdief in hisandyss,

Thexe five dements together--a community (1) condituted by shared bdief and
mutua commitment, (2) extended in higtory, (3) active in character, (4) connected
to a paticular territory, and (5) marked off from other communities by its distinct
public culture--sarve to diginguish nationdity from other collective sources of
persord identity (27).



Miller's assessment of the ndtion is ggnificant if only because it provides a dearer underdanding
of the nation, not in terms of concrete atributes which can evolve (or disgppear) over time, but in
terms of an implict underganding by those who condder themsdves part of a nationdity. Ther
dlegiance is based on aspects tha are necessaxry to develop a srong collective identity, "those
whom | indude as my co-naionds shae my beiefs and reciprocate my commitments...[My
community] depends upon mutud recognition...[and] is a community of obligation...that the
present generation cannot renounce...[and is| what it is by the decisons that it takes' (Miller 23
24).  And while he condders the exigence of a homedand important for a naion he notes that
the teritory itsdf is not a deeminat in the cregion of a nation, "It is incompaible with
natiiondity to think of the members of the naion as people who merdy happen to have been
thrown together in one place and forced to share a common fate... There must be a sense that the
people belong together by virtue of the characteridtics that they share’ (Miller 25). And given
the different characteridics that each nation emphaszes on, it is enough to say tha the
commund bdief isthe key dement, with others providing supplementary judtification.

Perhaps the most rdevant and perplexing aspect @bout a nation is the fact that, in
Benedict Anderson's terms, it is an ‘imagined community.” What mekes a nation difficult to
grasp on a quantitative levd is the fact "it is imagined because the members of even the smdlest
nation will never know mog of thar fdlow-members meet them, or even hear of them, yet in
the minds of each lives the image of thar communion” (Anderson 6). In a sense it is a concept
on par with ‘humanity’ or ‘the world--concgpts that are too vast for an individud to fully
agopreciate and comprenend.  Thus, the nation, like humanity, is something we teke for granted,
acoept as it i, and only when our nationdity is threatened, like our humeanity, are we willing to
rise up in defence of it.

In mentioning the threatening of ones naiondity, it is important to note that nationaism
does not bdong to the sole purview of extremigs bent on politicadl power in the name of the
naiond interes, or of peoples fighting to protect ther didinctive sodeties  Michad Billig
makes an important point in saying, tha "the ideologicd habits which endble the edtablished
nations of the West to be reproduced...are not removed from everyday life, as some obsarvers
have supposed. Daly, the ndion is indicated, or ‘flagged, in the lives of its ditizenry.
Nationdism, fa from being an intermittent mood in edablished nations is the endemic
condition” (6). This Satement presupposes that Western naions, such as the United States, are
not just patriotic, invoking the "love of the palitical inditutions and the way of life that sugtaing]
the common liberty of the people’ (Viroli 1). But rather, in the American case, nationdiam is
defined by its bdiefs as outlined in its palitical inditutions, such as the Conditution (Supposng
that the date equas the nation in the American casg). This may be seen as olitting of hars in
meking the didinction between pariotism and naiondism, (the former emphaszing politicd
inditutions, the latter emphaszing nationd identity), but the case for Western nationdism is
rativey dear, put agang the generd consensus that nationhood is based on a fundamentd
beief by the people that “the imege of band nationdism is not a flag which is being conscioudy
waved with fevent passon; it is the flag hanging unnoticed on the public building’ (Billig 8).
Thus the nation and the nationd identity is not necessarily something entirdly conscious in the
minds of the members jugt as the humanness of an individud is not necessarily conscioudy and
congantly redized despite its omnipresence.  The nation is something that we as members teke
for granted, with an dmogt implicit undersanding of, and bdief in, because we are condantly
reminded of it on an dmog subconscious leve.  This thus mekes for difficult andyss because



the objective, quantifidble characteridics don't necessarily have a bearing on the definition of
netional consciousness.

So, if the netion is imagined, condging of members who have a srong enough bdief in
the exigence of the nation, what are the qudities tha make it ‘worthy' of sdf-determination?
While the answer depends in part on the meaning of nationd sAf-determingtion, it is rlevant to
base the quedion soldy in naiond terms. In this respect, Margaret Moore argues that "the dam
of a nation to politicd sdf-expresson should amount to a defengble right, equaly possessed by
dl nations and that this dam derives from the mere exisence of a nation (and does not rest on
pas injudice or present discrimination)” (900). Given the edablished underdanding of the
nation as described above, this makes mord and ethical sense. Moore addresses three main
citidans of her agument, that of the indelerminacy of the ndtion, the indability caused by
granting sdf-determination to al naions and the problem of overlgoping nationdities within a
given taritory, dl of which ded with proving the ‘worthiness of nations in terms of ther ability
to gain sdf-determination.

Moores dissertation smply is that al nations are ‘worthy' of sdf-determination, but it is
the practicd aspects represented by internationd norms that have prevented the nation its iight.
As she argues,

this princple [of nationd sdf-determination] was understood in the nineteenth
century and in the period following World War | as ndtiond in form, and so new
dates of Eastern Europe were cregted in 1918...in accordance with the idea of
national sdf-determination.  But, because this principle endangered the unity of
may mult-nationd dates, the ‘peoplé in question have been concelved, since
1945, not as 'nationd’ peoples, but as the inhabitants of pre-exiding politica
dates, or colonies, and it was dso interpreted as not entalling a right to secesson
(901).

Indeed, it is this practicd consderation of the teritorid integrity of current Sates that has muted
the discusson on naiond sdf-detlermination in generd.  Given the higtoricd redlities it has been
assumed thet in the interests of gdability of the internationd system, naiond sdf-determination
should be limited to those who have a dgnificant judification for it, such as those suffering
higoricd injugice or current discrimination. But this dedre for the daus quo by current
nationdaes beng, in pat agang the flow of higoricd trends, dso can precipitate the
nationaiams it is trying to prevent, "this unprecedented attempt to bring higory to an end, a
leest as far as the territorid divison of the world is concerned, seems unlikely to succeed, a least
0 far as in other regpects, the world continues to be dominated by higorica thinking and
higoricd constiousness' (Mayal 148). For Moore, it is dear that the dedre of the internationd
community for territorid integrity is in violaion of the rights of naiondities as it, for example,
"is difficult to judify why the right to sdf-determination of peoples living under colonid rule can
only be exercised once...but can never be used again. This [only] makes sense in terms of the
politicd interests of sovereign dates who ae concerned about ther territorid integrity” (902).
Given our current definition of the nation, it is goparent that "conceptions of dae neutrdity and
formd equdity of dtizens embedded in a teritorid underganding of dtizenship, are inadequate
in deding with issues of nationa and cultura identity” (Moore 904).

The answers to the objections Moore addresses in her argument are congruent to the
andyss of the nation as described above  Spesking on the problem of identifying the
characteridics of a particular netion to edablish the basc dams for sdf-determination, Moore



dates that this method of determination is "a misguided atempt to pecify objective criteria for
delimiting nationd identity...There are good reasons to underdand ‘the naion’ as subjectively
defined...It is not necessry to specify which traits define a group seeking sdf-determination”
(905). What is of greater importance is resolving the "cases where communities are intermingled
and it seems that sdf-determination of one group must be compromised to take into account the
equaly good dams of another group” (Moore 905). Assuming that dl nations have the right to
sdf-determination then, the issue becomes how the internationd sysem is adle to respond to
those rights without impeding the rights of others.

It is from this understanding of the nation that one may begin discussng the nature and
gonificance of nationd <Sdf-delermination.  The term naiond sdf-determination too  suffers
from ambiguity, but with a dearer underdanding of what conditutes the nation, the gpecific
interpretetions of sdf-determination can be edtablished. Here, the different nationd foundations
from the American and French Revolutions are rdevant. In generd, naiond sdf-determination
is undergood to be "the right of a naion to presarve its exigence as a unique socid group”
(Tamir 566). This would be in kesping with the definition of the nation as described above
Arguably, the case of the French Revolution, that cresied a 'date from the naion,’ is an example
of where a ndion achieved its right to sdf-determingtion in order to preserve its exisence
agang, in the French cag, the tyrany of the monarchy and aidocracy. And thus "sdf-
determination is undersood as the right of a nation to presarve its nationd and culturd
uniqueness. It is meant to secure the ability of individuas to cregte political inditutions and
manage commund life in accordance with the cusoms and traditions of the people€’ (Tamir 580
581). It is this bads and underdanding of nationd sdf-determination that seems to lay a the
heat of many naiondig movements  In other words, ethnic nationdigts am to achieve this kind
of recognition, seeking "to express thar ndiond identity within the public sphere.  Hence,
[netiond df-determination] is often described as the right of people to have a public
goace...[and ig a necessary condition for ensuring the presarvation of a nation as a vitd and
active community” (Tamir 582, 586).

Arguably, however, the conception of sdf-determination as a cdl for public space to
protect ones naiondity, does not smply mean poliicd autonomy and sovereignty.  This
undergtanding is perhaps hidden under the idea of 'naion from the dat€ as established from the
Americen Revolution.  In underganding nationd sdf-deermindion, it is vitd to make the
didinction between nation and date, even if they ae inte-rdated because of higtorica
cdrcumdance. As Tamir argues, that "though naions may atempt to edablish dates and each
dae may prefer to present itsdf as representing a ndion, these two concepts are mutudly
independent” (572). The American case (and Smilar cases where a gate was formed prior to any
edablished underdanding of a nation encompassing the teritorid boundaries of the date),
emphadzes the importance of sdf-rule, as opposed to sdf-determingtion, where "the nation is
defined as ‘the governed--the group of individuds living under the same rule...[empheszing]
the process by which [the people] st their ends and dtrive towards them” (Tamir 581, 582). A
gonificant result of «Hf-rue that differs gredtly from sdf-determination is that "daming that
one enjoys sdf-rule does not necessxrily imply that ones preferences are accepted. At the
concdluson of a far process individuds might find themsdves in a minority pogtion and unable
to influence, le done imprint the politicd process with their culture, bdieves, or norms of
behavior" (Tamir, 583). Thus, soveregnty--and the ability of sdf-rule by a naion, while giving
the whole the opportunity to protect their nationdity the way they see fit, paticipaing in the
international redm where they can more fully express ther identity--can easlly lead to further



divison among membeas of tha nation, arguadly, as Miller points out in his outline of the
dements of a naion, noting the room for diversty. And so, as Tamir notes, "nationd -
determingtion has little to do with cvil rights and politica particpation-it is the search, as
Belin defines it, not for Millian freedom and cvil liberties but for gatus' (584). Thus nation
building, as an agpect of sdf-rule within a dae (whether heterogeneous or not), is disinctly
different from nation-protection, an aspect of sdf-detemination. This isnt to sy that sHf-rule
canot necessarily be a pat of sdf-determination but that the gods of the two ae not
necessxrily the same.  In addition, while both sdf-determingtion and sdf-rule can provides
vaying levesof palitical recognition, the actudization of ether can take on avariety of forms

So, if naiond sdf-determination is a cdl for recognition, a cal for datus based on an
implict bdief by the people that they deserve such daius, and snce, mordly and ethicdly
gpeeking, there is a need to grant this request, the quedtion turns to the ability of the ration to
achieve its sdf-deerminaion. In many drdes this smply means politicd autonomy from a
nation's exising date, and entrance into the international community as an equad dae. And with
the rhetoric of ‘one nation, one dat€ that prevails in the fundamentd makeup of the internationd
sydem, this would seem to be the ultimate god, "the badc idea [being] tha of humanity
bdonging to a family of naions and each naion having its own right to sdf-determinaion, and
being recognized (inditutiondly) as a naion by other nations and operating among nations'
(Moore 908). But nationd sHf-determination as a form of recognition can teke on different, less
traumatic forms "naiondism does not need to take an aggrandizing form: indeed, the only
dable, coherent legitimate naiondism is one which recognizes, not only the rights of ones own
nation to sdf-determination (Whatever form that takes) but dso the equd rights of other nations'
(Moore 908). Indeed, this assessment is congruent with Billigs argument that nationdiam is nat
necessaxily based on extremism but prevadent in the everyday living of society.

It is within this nontaggressve, nonttraumdic form of nationdism that perhgos the
ability of a naion to achieve sdf-determination becomes gpparent.  Given that sdf-rule is not a
necessty, but smply one out of many ends--and not necessarily the best one given the divisve
naure of turning a minority into a mgority (subsequently resulting in the creation of new,
gndler--athough not necessarily less passionate--minorities)--nations are required to explore
different avenues of df-determination.  Here, dearly federdiam-the divison of powers and
respongbilities between the provincd/date and the over-arching federd government--is one
means of achieving Hf-determination.  Of course, federdism by itsdf is no guarantee; there
needs to be a conscious and conceted effort by both the centrd government and the
provincid/date government to undersand their respective roles in providing for an orderlly and
pesceful arrangement that not only respects the rights of the people within the sate, but grants
them the levd of recognition they demand; "negotigtions with al nationad groups [is necessary]
to arive & a solution which recognizes the equal right of dl naiondities’ (Moore 912).
Arguably it is the inability through unwillingness to grant the recognition that hes resulted in
serious disputes within federd dates.

A, perhaps, more radicad approach would be to de-emphesze the sgnificance of territory
in recognizing netiond groups. After dl, the sysem in place today is cdled an ‘internationd’
sysem, and thus given the strong desire by many naions--be they aboriginds, or ethnic groups
within multinationd, multi-ethnic gates-for recognition, there is reason for the norms and laws
that govern the internationd sydem to be reformed to fadlitate this recognition.  This ‘radicd’
idea has an demet of irony in that in enacting reform, the international state system based
predominantly on territory, could have the dability the internationd community has amed to



achieve, as "egud particpaion of didinct nations might facilitate international cooperation and
obedience to internationd norms...it would seem prudent to include peoples in internationa
organizaions not through denying ther nationd identity, but through recognizing it" (Moore
908). If ndions no longer see thar didinct identities threstened, ether by underlying
asamilation, culturd imperidiam, or by fact of economic sudaingbility, then it seems plausble
that they would "be prepared to give up some sovereignty, prepared to abide by internationd
norms, if their own identity is secure and recognized” (Moore 909). And thus sdf-determination
would not necesstate complete sdf-rule there would be some dement of internationd
interdependence.

It is perhgps this growing fact of internationd interdependence that shows the

posshilities the future holds for nations and nationad sdf-determination.  James Mayall notes thet
"the three great waves of modern date cregtion-in Lain Ameica in the mid-nineteenth century,
in Europe after 1919, and in Asa, Africa and the Caribbean after 1945--have dl been associated
with the collgpse of empires.  There are no more empires to collgpse and therefore possbilities
for further Sate creation by this route are very limited” (153). Of course that assessment is not
entirdy correct, originating in 1985, and thus prior to the breskup of the USSR, but his comment
brings up the fact that given the rdativdy firm edablishment of teritorid dams by the vast
mgority of naiondaes and the rdaive unwillingness by the intenaiond community to
reessess teritorid dams, there is a growing need to find different ways to grant nationd
recognition through different meaens of nationd sdf-determination.  Interdependence plays a key
role in this regard, because as the internationd community progresses through time, and the
dams to ndiond sdf-determination grow dronger, there will be a time when they esablished
nationgaes will, by necessty, ded with nationdidic dams to protect ther own nationd
interests.  With the fluid nature of interdependence co-exising with the datic natue of the
internationd dete sysem, @& some point, ether the gains achieved through interdependence will
gop, or the nature of the state sysem will be changed. That is to say, despite the needs and
interests narowly defined through nationd eyes a some point, if the direction of humen
exigence remans as a predominantly postive and reativey sable one, naiond interests, both
those who dready have it, and those who want it addressed, will again come to the fore and
chdlengethe legitimacy of the current internationd system.
Therefore, in edtabdlishing a conoeptudly ggnificant definition of the nation, and thus being adle
to further define netiond sHf-determingtion, it is edtablished that there are grounds within which
a nation has the ight to sdf-determination. Despite the nature of the nation being based on a
coherent, yet abdract senghility, imagined’ in part due to the scope it attempts to contain, there
remans the right of nations to protect ther didinctiveness agang extemd forces and dlow the
nourishment its culture from forces within.  Clearly the adility of the internationd system as it
has evolved over time provides chdlenges to a ndion's right to sdf-determination, based on a
desre to protect the territorid Sability and sovereignty of exising dates.  Like the oldest son
being given fird rights to a cherished gift, he is nat likdy to give it up eadly to Successve
members of the family who want it jus the same. Yet, jugt as the child grows up, so too wil the
internationd  system, whereby the rights of nations can be egudly protected and promoted for dl
who dedre it, leading to the potentid for pesceful co-exigence of peoples comprisng dl of
humenity.

Works Cited



Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities New York: Verso, 1991.

Billig, Miched. Band Naiondism Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1995.

Hechter, Michad. Containing Nationdiam New Y ork: Oxford UP, 2000.

Mayall, James "Nationdism and the Internationd Order." Millennium 14 (1985): 143-58.

Miller, David. On Nationdity. Oxford Political Theory Series. Oxford: Clarendon, 1995.

Moore, Margaret. "On Nationa Sdlf-Determination.” Politicd Studies XLV (1997): 900-13.

Tamir, Yad. "The Right to Nationd Sdf-Determination.” Socid Research 58 (Fall 1991):
565-90.

Viroli, Maurizio. For Love of Country: An Essay on Patriotism and Naiondism Oxford:
Clarendon, 1995.

Weber, Max. "The Nation." Naiondism Eds John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith. New
York: Oxford UP, 1994. 21-25.



