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In memory of my father,
 whose immigrant parents
 named him Amerigo in 1924,
 the year Congress passed a law
 banning immigrants like them




Nations reel and stagger on their way; they make hideous mistakes; they commit frightful wrongs; they do great and beautiful things. And shall we not best guide humanity by telling the truth about all this, so far as the truth is ascertainable?


—W. E. B. DuBois,


“The Propaganda of History,” 1935




THIS LITTLE BOOK undertakes three outsized tasks, things that haven’t been done much lately, things that seemed to me in need of doing. It explains the origins of nations. It offers a brief history of American nationalism. And it makes the case for the nation, and for the enduring importance of the United States and of American civic ideals, by arguing against nationalism, and for liberalism.


A long essay, really, this book is at once an argument and a plea, a reckoning with American history, the nation at its worst, and a call for a new Americanism, as tough-minded and openhearted as the nation at its best.



· I ·


HISTORY AND NATIONS





Nations are made up of people but held together by history, like wattle and daub or lath and plaster or bricks and mortar. For a generation, American history has been coming undone and the nation has been coming apart, the daub cracking, the plaster buckling, the mortar crumbling. This tragedy was foreseen.


In 1986, the Pulitzer Prize-winning, bow-tie-wearing Stanford historian Carl N. Degler delivered something other than the usual pipe-smoking, Scotch-on-the-rocks after-dinner disquisition that had plagued the evening program of the annual meeting of the American Historical Association for nearly all of its century-long history. Instead, Degler, a gentle and quietly heroic man, accused his colleagues of nothing short of dereliction of duty: appalled by nationalism, they had abandoned the study of the nation.


“We can write history that implicitly denies or ignores the nation-state, but it would be a history that flew in the face of what people who live in a nation-state require and demand,” Degler said that night, in Chicago, in a speech titled “In Pursuit of an American History.” He issued a warning: “If we historians fail to provide a nationally defined history, others less critical and less informed will take over the job for us.”


Degler was worried about his contemporaries, intellectuals who had stopped studying the nation, believing that the nation-state was on the decline. The world had grown global, tied together by intricate webs of trade and accelerating forms of transportation and communication. The future was cosmopolitan, they insisted, not provincial. Why bother to study the nation?


Many of Degler’s contemporaries also believed that studying the nation would prop up nationalism, which ought, instead, be left to die. By the last quarter of the twentieth century nationalism was, outside of postcolonial states, nearly dead, a stumbling, ghastly wraith. And many intellectuals believed that if they stopped writing national history, nationalism would die sooner, starved, neglected, deserted, a fitting death for a war criminal, destroyer of worlds.


Francis Fukuyama’s much-read 1989 essay “The End of History?” appeared three years after Degler delivered his speech, but it remains the best-known illustration of the wisdom of Degler’s warning. At the end of the Cold War, Fukuyama announced that fascism and communism were dead and that nationalism, seemingly all but the last threat to liberalism left standing, was utterly decrepit in Europe (“European nationalism has been defanged”) and that, where it was still kicking in other parts of the world, well, that wasn’t quite nationalism: it was a halting striving for democracy.


But nationalism did not die. It ravaged Bosnia and Rwanda. It carried to positions of influence and power, even murderous power, nationalists including Vladimir Putin in Russia, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey, Viktor Orbán in Hungary, Marine Le Pen in France, Jaroslaw Kaczynski in Poland, and Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines. Three decades after Degler issued his warning, Britain voted to leave the European Union and the United States elected Donald Trump, who went on to declare, “I’m a nationalist, okay?” In a new book, Fukuyama retreated from many of his earlier claims, insisting that in 1989 he had never exactly said that nationalism was “about to disappear.” But Fukuyama had been hardly alone in pronouncing nationalism all but dead in the 1980s. A lot of other people had, too. That’s what troubled Carl Degler. Degler didn’t think nationalism was about to go away, and he was worried that if intellectuals kept thinking it would, they’d keep ignoring it, and they’d not only fail to fight it, they’d lose the ability to fight it, like a boxer out of training, flabby, slow-footed, and fainthearted.


Nation-states, when they form, imagine a past. Modern historical writing arose with the nation-state. So did modern liberalism. From the founding of the United States until the 1960s, the subject of American history was the study of the American nation. Over that same stretch of time, the United States waged wars of conquest across the continent, fell into a civil war, fought two world wars, and entered a cold war, while a people held in bondage fought for their emancipation only to face a legal regime of segregation and a vigilante campaign of terrorism, leading to a decades-long struggle for civil rights, even as the United States became the leader of a liberal world order. If American historians didn’t always succeed in affirming a common history during these tumultuous years—and they didn’t—they nevertheless engaged in the struggle, offering appraisals and critiques of national aims and ends, advancing arguments, fostering debate, defending democracy, and celebrating, often lyrically, the beauty of the land, the inventiveness of the people, and the vitality of American ideals. And so, each in a different way, did the people left out of those national histories, women and people of color who fought for freedom and sovereignty and citizenship and equality and justice, and who also fought their way into the academy.


In the 1970s, the historical profession broadened; so did American history. Studying the nation fell out of favor. Instead, most academic historians looked at either smaller or bigger things, investigating groups—divided by race, sex, or class—or taking the vantage promised by global history. They produced excellent scholarship, meticulously researched and brilliantly argued accounts of the lives and struggles and triumphs of Americans that earlier generations of historians had ignored. They studied peoples within nations and ties across nations. And, appalled by nationalism, they disavowed national history, as nationalism’s handmaiden. But when scholars stopped writing national history, other, less scrupulous people stepped in.


Nations, to make sense of themselves, need some kind of agreed-upon past. They can get it from scholars or they can get it from demagogues, but get it they will. The endurance of nationalism proves that there’s never any shortage of fiends and frauds willing to prop up people’s sense of themselves and their destiny with a tissue of myths and prophecies, prejudices and hatreds, or to pour out the contents of old rubbish bags full of festering incitements, resentments, and calls to violence. When serious historians abandon the study of the nation, when scholars stop trying to write a common history for a people, nationalism doesn’t die. Instead, it eats liberalism.


Liberalism is still in there. The trick is getting it out. There’s only one way to do that. It requires grabbing and holding onto a very good idea: that all people are equal and endowed from birth with inalienable rights and entitled to equal treatment, guaranteed by a nation of laws. This requires making the case for the nation.



· II ·


NATIONS AND NATIONALISM





The United States is different from other nations and its nationalism is different, too. Every nation is different from every other: nations define themselves by their differences, even when they have to invent them; that’s part of what makes them nations. The world hasn’t always been divided into nations and there’s no reason to believe it always will be, not least because the most pressing problem confronting the world—climate change—is planetary. It’s possible to imagine a world without nations. In the meantime, that world does not exist, and this world is a world of nations, which is why it’s important to understand what nations are, and to imagine what they can be.


The idea of a nation is very old, an artifact of antiquity. “Nation” has the same Latin root as “nativity,” meaning birth. A nation, historically, is a people who share a common descent. In Genesis, the families of the sons of Noah are “divided in their lands; every one after his tongue, after their families, in their nations.” Medieval European universities were divided into “nations” by language and origin. Seventeenth-century English colonists used the word “nation” to refer to people like the Haudenosaunee, a centuries-old confederation of Iroquois that the English called the Five Nations. Over the course of the eighteenth century, “nation” began to mean something tied more closely to sovereignty and power. “Our wise Forefathers established Union and Amity between the Five Nations,” Canasatego, an Onondaga leader, told English colonists in 1744. “This has made us formidable.”


Nationalism, though, is not a very old idea. It is an artifact of modernity. “Nationalism,” the word, wasn’t coined until the end of the eighteenth century, and the thing itself didn’t really emerge until well into the nineteenth century, and then mainly in Europe. It meant both a conviction that the world is and ought to be divided into nations and a particular emotional attachment to your own.


Sometimes people confuse nationalism with patriotism. There’s nothing wrong and all kinds of things right with loving the place where you live and the people you live with and wanting that place and those people to thrive, so it’s easy to confuse nationalism and patriotism, especially because they once meant more or less the same thing. But by the early decades of the twentieth century, with the rise of fascism in Europe, nationalism had come to mean something different from patriotism, something fierce, something violent: less a love for your own country than a hatred of other countries and their people and a hatred of people within your own country who don’t belong to an ethnic, racial, or religious majority. Immigration policy is a topic for political debate; reasonable people disagree. But hating immigrants, as if they were lesser humans, is a form of nationalism that has nothing to do with patriotism. Trade policy is a topic for political debate; reasonable people disagree. But hating globalists, as if they were fiends, is a form of nationalism that has nothing to do with patriotism.


Confusing nationalism and patriotism is not always innocent. Louis Snyder, a City College of New York professor who witnessed the rise of Nazism in Germany in the 1920s, once explained why, in a book called The Meaning of Nationalism. Nationalists, he observed, “have a vested interest in maintaining a vagueness of language as a cloak for their aims.” Because it’s difficult to convince people to pursue a course of aggression, violence, and domination, requiring sacrifices made in the name of the nation, nationalists pretend their aims are instead protection and unity and that their motivation is patriotism. This is a lie. Patriotism is animated by love, nationalism by hatred. To confuse the one for the other is to pretend that hate is love and fear is courage.


Nationalism, an infant in the nineteenth century, became, in the first half of the twentieth, a monster—the rage behind der Führer and Il Duce, bigoted and brutal, violent and finally genocidal. In the middle decades of the twentieth century, nationalism swept many parts of Africa, Asia, and Latin America. But during those same decades, Europe reeled from the havoc wrought by nationalism, which is why Fukuyama was able to argue, in 1989, that nationalism in Europe had been “defanged,” and that nationalism in other parts of the world was less an ideology than a means to achieving independence. Only at the very fringes did political figures in the West any longer call themselves “nationalists.”


That changed early in the twenty-first century, when nationalists stopped mincing words. “We’re putting America first and it hasn’t happened in a lot of decades,” Donald Trump said at a rally in Houston, Texas, in the fall of 2018, before a crowd sixteen thousand strong. “We’re taking care of ourselves for a change, folks,” he said, nodding his head. Supporters waved KEEP AMERICA GREAT signs and FINISH THE WALL placards. He warned of a conspiracy designed to “restore the rule of corrupt, power-hungry globalists.” The crowd booed. “You know what a globalist is, right? A globalist is a person that wants the globe to do well, frankly, not caring about our country so much. And you know what? We can’t have that. You know, they have a word, it sort of became old-fashioned—it’s called a ‘nationalist.’ And I say, really, we’re not supposed to use that word. You know what I am?” He poked his chest. “I’m a nationalist, okay?” The crowd roared. “I’m a nationalist!” His voice rose. “Use that word! Use that word!”


Merriam-Webster reported that between the day of Trump’s Houston speech and the day after, online dictionary searches for the definition of the word “nationalism” rose by 8,000 percent, ranking the word among the top ten most looked-up of the year 2018. Talking with reporters at the White House the day after his Houston speech, Trump professed both ignorance of the history of nationalism and indifference. He said with a shrug, “I think it should be brought back.” It should not.
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