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THE CHALLENGE 
OF NATIONALISM 

By PETER ROYLE 

(Readers are invited to send in their comments 
on the views expressed in this article.) 

In the twentieth century European nation
alists have almost always been reactionaries 
of the deepest dye. The usual features of this 
nationalism are the desire to dominate, anti-
Semitism, the glorification of war, and the con
viction that chaos is the natural order in inter
national affairs and that supra-national 
institutions are the work of the Devil. It is 
essentially a relapse into tribalism, a recourse 
to magic, born of a refusal to come to terms 
with the real world and to work out rational 
solutions to the problems which arise in it. 
It is probable that all political ideals are rooted 
in something deeper than reason, but not all 
political parties are irrationalist in the sense 
that they abjure rational discussion of their 
aims. But this is precisely what European 
nationalism does : for ultimately, beyond the 
simple one of uniting the nation, it has no aims; 
its policies, when it is in power, being dictated 
solely by what it considers to be the exigen
cies of the moment. If asked what it plans to 
do when it has united the nation, it will have 
no answer; but it will hope, secretly or openly, 
that Providence will furnish it with a "casus 
belli"; and failing that, it can, of course, always 
play the part of Providence itself. That it 
should have no aims that lend themselves to 
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rational discussion is quite natural : for its 
appreciation of the problems which confront 
the nation scarcely extends beyond the feeling 
that %lthings are bad"; and the Jew, the enemy 
in the midst, the scapegoat against whom the 
people must unite, is one second accused of 
capitalist exploitation and the next of Bol
shevism; anyway, deal with "him", and "cdles 
sal regkom". 

EUROPEAN MINDLESSNESS 

European nationalism is, therefore, a very 
different political phenomenon from, say, 
socialism or liberalism; for it is mindless, a 
thing among things, and must be discussed in 
terms of efficient instead of final causes, 
irrational motives instead of rational purposes; 
and the nationalist, with whom debate is im
possible, can only be psycho-analysed, with a 
view to curing him where possible and render
ing him impotent when not. Because nation
alist sentiment has often been exploited to 
prevent the growth of working-class solidarity 
and to blur basic economic issues, nationalism 
in Europe, even when its escutcheon has not 
been blotted by the more obnoxious features I 
have mentioned, has always been strenuously 
opposed by the Left. 

There is in Africa nowadays, however, a 
different form of nationalism, a nationalism of 
the left, whose slogan is equality and which 
stands, theoretically at least, committed to the 
realization of the brotherhood of m a n : this is 
African nationalism. The basic features of this 
nationalism are anti-colonialism, anti-tribalism, 
a newly awakened patriotism, a sincere com
mitment to world peace and a concomitant 
attachment to supra-national institutions, and 
an increasingly militant trade unionism on an 
international level. Now, all these ideals and 
policies will be seen to involve aims which are 
susceptible of rational discussion: for even the 
patriotism of the Africa nationalist is not merely 
an emotion (although it is this, and should be 
respected): it isJ also, and perhaps funda
mentally, the expression of his determination to 
carry out the manifold tasks, educational, 
economic and social, which confront him, and 
to generate in his compatriots the zeal and 
enthusiasm necessary for their accomplishment. 
The European nationalist is justly proud—and 
his pride is an important element in his 
patriotism—of his cultural heritage, but he errs 
in making it the pretext for superiority feelings 
which express themselves in a desire to domi
nate the "lesser breeds''; in so doing, he 

betrays it, makes a thing of it instead of an 
opportunity for further cultural achievements, 
and ultimately renders himself incapable of 
appreciating it: by making his culture the his
torical expression of his eternal, noumenal pre
eminence, he turns it into something achieved, 
completed, a closed chapter in the historical 
process which becomes for him, ironically, a 
closed book; so that when his imperialist urges 
are thwarted and it becomes necessary for him 
to understand and even to contribute to his 
culture instead of smugly "spreading" it, he 
cannot do so and is left with the desolate feel
ing that the world is coming to an end. 

CULTURE 

The patriotism (perhaps racial pride would 
be a better term) of the African nationalist is 
unlike this. He has realized, if he is intelligent, 
that culture, even though often national in 
origin, in the last analysis transcends frontiers; 
and the European heritage is in the process of 
becoming his own. But his patriotism insists 
that he make his own distinctive contributon, 
and this he is keenly attempting to do. His 
patriotism is therefore orientated to the future 
and not to the past, to a future conceived as 
belonging not to a dominant nation or bloc 
but to mankind as a whole, in whose cultural, 
political, and economic development he 
aspires to play a significant and vital role. 

Far from being incompatible with inter
nationalism, therefore, African nationalism, 
like much of Asian nationalism, will find its 
logical fulfilment only in the establishment of 
fully-fledged supra-national institutions. Al
ready, in its opposition to tribalism, made 
necessary, of course, by its aim to throw off 
the colonial yoke, it has shown itself capable 
of broadening African allegiances and ready 
to come to terms with an exciting, if terrifying, 
new world, against which tribalists, like the 
chiefs who support Matanzima in the Trans-
kei, are fighting a desperate rearguard action. 
And its commitment to the United Nations and 
its officers, impressively demonstrated in its 
support of Hammarskjoeld against the attacks 
of the Soviet Union, shows that it has grasped 
the all-important truth that absolute independ
ence in the modern world is a myth or a 
mirage. We all, whether we like it or not, 
depend on one another for our safety and 
economic well-being, not to speak of other less 
tangible things. In a nuclear war between the 
Soviet Union and the United States, it would 
not only be the combatants who ran the risk of 
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being wiped out or permanently contaminated: 
the whole of mankind would be imperilled. In 
this situation it is, of course, only natural that 
African nationalists, who for very good reasons 
feel uncommitted to either side in the Cold 
War, should stand four-square behind an 
organization which at the moment seems the 
best hope of preventing Africans being exter
minated in a war that does not directly concern 
them; it is only just that through this organiza
tion they should demand a share in the control 
of weapons that threaten to bring about their 
own destruction; yet it is also extremely en
couraging that they have assumed their 
responsibility in this matter, all the more so 
since their neutralism, and the wooing this has 
led to on the part of both power blocs, have 
put them in the position of potential peace
makers. Much of the stridency of their pro-
ganda is perhaps attributable to their appre
ciation of the fact of collective human responsi
bility, and the additional responsibility this 
places on the indivduai and the group to con
vert others to what seems to them to be sanity. 

ECONOMICS 

It is also due, however, to another fact of 
increasing importance : in a world of economic 
interdependence the primary producing nations 
are getting less than their fair share of the 
world's goods. Internationally, therefore, 
African nationalism, in conjunction with the 
nationalism of other poverty-stricken areas of 
the world, has been forced to adopt the role 
played on the national level by organized 
labour in the richer nations; and just as organ
ized labour in Europe, through the medium of 
the socialist and communist parties, has de
manded not only better pay and working 
conditions but also a share in controlling the 
national economy, so African nationalism is 
beginning to demand a share in the control of 
international economy. The fact that this 
would require the establishment of some form 
of world government, which alone would be 
capable of implementing a rational and just 
economic policy, and in which African nation
alism would be able to play its part, can only 
serve to strengthen its commitment to inter
nationalist aims. 

Of course, all African nationalists are not 
as I have painted them. On the contrary, 
some who call themselves nationalists are 
clearly of the right-wing species and not the 
left; and an infallible way of deciding which is 
which is to observe which nationalists com

mand the support of the South African Govern
ment. Whether Matanzima is himself of the 
right-wing variety or not, it is certain that he 
depends for his support upon people who are; 
and this is extremely dangerous for the non-
Africans of the Transkei and ultimately for 
Afrikanerdom in the Republic. 

What should the South African liberal's 
attitude be towards African nationalism? In 
his essay "Wells, Hitler and the World State", 
Orwell writes: vThe energy that actually 
shapes the world springs from emotions— 
racial pride, leader-worship, religious belief, 
love of war—which liberal intellectuals mech
anically write off as anachronisms, and which 
they have usually destroyed so completely in 
themselves as to have lost all power of action". 
Now, this is an over-simple statment; but it is 
not devoid of truth. The aspirations of most 
members of the Liberal Party of South Africa 
coincide closely with those of left-wing African 
nationalism; but African nationalists are gener
ally, for many and understandable reasons, 
more passionately dedicated to their fulfilment 
than their White Liberal counterparts. Should 
not Liberals, then, make use of this passion ? 

LIBERALS HESITATE 

There are, I think, two main reasons why 
liberals hesitate to give their all-out support to 
African nationalism. One of them is largely 
semantic; the word "nationalism", like 
"materialism" for many people who do not 
understand that it is a perfectly respectable 
philosophical term, has acquired unpleasant 
connotations. But further than this, the very 
idea that there is such a thing as a nation, 
that peoples, and not simply people, are dif
ferent, sticks in the gullet of many a liberal. 
Some liberals are still, by and large, although 
they may not realize it, eighteenth century 
humanists, for whom all men are men, and 
individual men are the sum of their qualities, 
these qualities being conceived, not as the 
parts of a synthetically organized whole, a 
culture, but as abstract universals; whereas, 
in fact, different cultures exist just as surely as 
do different individuals. "The human 
essence", we might say, adapting and extend
ing a well-known dictum, "is no abstraction 
inherent in each single individual. In its 
reality it is the ensemble of the social, cul
tural and international relations." Sartre says 
of the anti-Semite that he emphasizes the Jew's 
Jewishness and denies his common humanity; 
whereas the "democrat" stresses his humanity 
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crat" in relation to the African should be 
apparent; and in the Progressive Party at 
least, with its insistence on the need to pre
serve Western civilized values and its policy 
of advancement according to merit (what is 
x,merit" if not the proven ability to fit into 
Western society?), the emphasis upon our 
common humanity cloaks a tacit determina
tion to impose on the whole community the 
culture of the dominant group, thereby trans
forming the African into a Black European and 
reducing everyone to a dull uniformity. This, 
it will be noted, is the criticism levelled at 
liberalism by Afrikaner Nationalism. Coming 
from this quarter, it is, of course, an im
pertinence; how can White Nationalists speak 
of ''dull uniformity", "dreary egalitarianism", 
and the like, when it is their policy to prevent 
any human contact whatsoever between 
members of different races? But it is a 
criticism that liberals may very well make of 
themselves. For should not the liberal demand 
not uniformity but a world in which different 
cultures develop side by side, mingling and 
enriching one another? And to this end should 
not nationalism of the left-wing African variety, 
a nationalism shorn of the disquieting tenden
cies of European nationalism, be supported ? 

ANOTHER OBJECTION 

But at this point the other main liberal 
objection to nationalism is likely to be raised. 
This is all very well, it may be said, but have 
not African nationalists, upon achieving 
power, violated many of those principles we 
hold sacred, and for the infringement of which 
we are incessantly condemning the South 
African Government ? This is true, but for 
liberals to withhold support from African 
nationalism on these or any other grounds is 
to make it virtually certain that liberal prin
ciples will go on being violated—and not only 
in other countries but in South Africa also : 
for the Liberal Party of South Africa, barring 
miracles, has no chance at all of ever govern
ing this country alone and unaided. And how 
could it be otherwise ? When democracy is 
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on left-wing nationalism), the Liberal Party 
will become, as it has become in other demo
cracies, a contradiction in terms; Liberal Parties 
are necessary only in countries where liberal 
principles are trampled underfoot; where this 
is not the case, liberals naturally work 
through other parties. Whereas the violation 
of liberal principles can be shown to be the 
necessarY consequence ol a policy of apart
heid, the same cannot be said of African 
nationalism. In African countries where such 
principles have been infringed, this has been 
largely due to the autocratic characters of the 
effective head of state and his henchmen: it 
has not sprung inevitably from the nature of 
nationalist aims, which liberals should be able 
to show would be more certain of achievement 
under a democratic regime. 

EDUCATION 

The biggest single factor in the economic 
prosperity of a nation is almost certainly the 
level of education attained by its inhabitants; 
and, as we all know, genuine education can be 
given, intellectual excitement can be gener
ated, only in an atmosphere of freedom. This 
being so, and Liberalism and African National
ism having so much in common, should not 
liberals, by actively co-operating with nation
alism and (let us not shirk this) criticizing it 
where necessary, seek to keep it true to its 
deepest inspiration ? Generosity and mag
nanimity are still virtues of the highest order; 
and the liberal, in the interests of everyone, 
must ask them of the nationalist when he 
achieves power, despite the temptation both, 
but particularly the nationalist, must feel to 
give their erstwhile persecutors a taste of their 
own medicine. If African nationalism is a 
tiger, it is a tiger that must be ridden. The 
liberal has a noble calling in politics: it is, or 
should be, his role to draft constitutions and to 
fashion institutions. He must make absolutely 
sure, therefore, that at this critical stage in the 
history of Africa and the world he is in a 
position to make his voice heard. 
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