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ETHNO-NATIONALISM AND
SELF-DETERMINATION

BIMALI.DEB

The engima ofnationalism admittedly defies any cut and dried approach
for unravelling its mystery and charm. Nevertheless no one can dispute
the fact that the force ofnationalism is most compelling and pervasive.
Undoubtedly, membership ina nation provides "apowerful means of
defining and locating individual selves in the world through the prism
ofcollective personality and its disrinctive culmre". At the same time
popular mobilization is ignited and set inmotion by the driving force
of nationalism. Over the years it has been rather evident that the
crystallization of national identity on ethnic lines eventually fosters
collective identity often decisively and in a manner inconceivable by
either religion or class. The fact, therefore, remains ethnic national
identity isrelatively more meaningful and promising than other identities
more because it fulfils the test of stability.

Various scholars attribute the force of ethnic nationalism to the
perception of the nation as a community of shared fate. One may not
agree withGellner whohas opined thatnationalism "invents nations
wheretheydo notexist"on thegroundthat therewouldbe an element
of fabrication in the process primarily because the elite in all cases
construct social reality in terms of "culmral anifacts" and expressed
through imagination which undoubtedly includes ethnic distinctiveness.
There is no disputing the fact that the notionof the nation needs to be
imagined. It if worth quoting Anderson who ma^e theoretical
formulation succinctly clear by stating that "members of even the
smallest nation will never know most of their fellow members - yet in
the mind of each lives the images of their community". Ethnic
communities are, therefore, not necessarily historically precise and
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nationalist movement in East Timor too remain within the ambit of

this understanding. It is not out of place to mention that the Canadian
SupremeCourt in 1996ruled out Quebec's secession stating 'outside
the colonial context, there is no recognition to a right to secession
whetheror not such populationhas any distinctive culmral identity.

Against this background the emphasis remains on democratic
government,human rightsand politicalautonomy within the existing
borders. The legitimacy of state remains undiluted. Nevertheless,
politicization ofethnicity andethnic militancy continue toposechallenge
to thepower andstability of thestate andcompeting theories may be
cited toexplain theclamour forpolitical bargaining. Michael Hechter
hasargued thatrelatively mostbackward region ofcouniiywillexhibit
the strongestdesire for ethnic autonomy. On the other hand. Innamuel
Wallerstein aigues that die richest ethnic group living onthegeographic
periphery will express thestrongest desire forsovereignty. Inanother
explanation Rothschild holds that ethnicity can be seen as a highly
conscious political and new mode of interest articulation. The fact
however remains undisputed thatpoliticization ofethnicity on the plank
ofsocio-economic demands is alegitimate instrument in the pursuit of
political power.
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