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EDITORIAL 

CONSENTING 
ADULTS 
When some  Southern  Democrats reckoned they’d 
get more mileage from  blacks with a vote for 
Clarence Thomas  than a vote against  him,  and 
when most  Republicans figured they’d win favor 
with regular  Joes by supporting  Thomas  and  not 
catch too much hell from  the Missus, the White 
House’s  struggle  to secure Senate  consent  for  the 
nominee was won. The way the power lines run 
in  the  Senate, it was the  Democrats  who gave 
Thomas  the victory. Three in partlcular might well 
have  voted him down: Chuck Robb, but  he  has the 
hot breath of sexual scandal on his back; Wyche 
Fowler, but he’s a liberal who voted agalnst  the 
gulf war (doubly dubious in red-dirt  Georgla 
where he’s up for re-election); and Dennis DeCon- 
cini,  but he’s one-fifth of the Keating Five. For 
such ironies we are stuck  into  the next century with 
a deep  nightmare of a  Supreme  Court. 

The elaborately layered nomination “process,” 
as  the  Senators kept calling  it,  contained  enough 
hot  buttons  to keep the country in a high frenzy for 
weeks.  Race, sex, gender, class, ideology and privl- 
lege  were used and abused in a  manipulated media 
extravaganza.  There was  even a whiff of cultural 
revolution in the air, as a suddenly heroic  feminism 
stormed  the  battlements of patriarchy.  But when 
it was over, the powers-that-be prevailed. Bush and 
his boys beat off the  attack,  as they have in place 
after place, from Congress to Kuwait to the  Court. 

Notes for next time: Judicial improvement can- 
not come without political realignment. It is hope- 
less to put so much energy Into a nomination  fight 
and ignore the politics that produces  Senate seats 
and votes. Twenty percent of the  Senate  Demo- 
cratic  caucus voted for  a  Reaganite judge unable 
to disprove a credible charge of sexual harassment, 
the  same 20 percent that votes for the Reagan- 
Bush  project  whenever the chips are down. Thomas 
rules, but it’s not  too late to cut the polltical 
ground  out  from  under  him. 

GRAND ILLUSIONS 

THE PERILS 
OF THE NEW 
NATIONALISM 
ERIC HOBSBAWM 
At a time  when the  Marshall Islands have just 
been admitted to the United Nations, nearIy  twenty 
of whose members have a  population of less than 
250,000, the  argument that a territory is too small 
to  constitute a state  can no longer be convincingly 
maintained. Of course  such states-even much 
larger ones-are not independent in any meaning- 
fu1 sense. Politlcally and militarily they are  help- 
less without  outside  protection, as Kuwait and 
Croatia show. Economically they are even more 
dependent. Few separatist  movements  hope  to 
go it alone. They want to exchange dependence 
on a single state  economy  for  dependence on  the 
European  Community  or  some  other larger  unit 
that limits its members’ economic sovereignty Just 
as  much. 

Still, if a  territory wishes to run  up its flag out- 
side the U.N. budding  in New  York and acquire all 
the  other fringe benefits of statehood-a national 
anthem, a  national  airline  and a few embassles m 
attractive or politically important capitals-the 
chances  today seem better than ever. 

But why should  anyone wish to  set up such a 
state, mostly by breaking up existing political units 
in  Eurasla and Africa?  (There is so far  no signifi- 
cant tendency to do so in  the  Americas, except In 
Canada.)  The usual  reason given by would-be 
state-builders is that  the people  of the  territory 
concerned have constituted  a  “nation”  from  the 
beglnnlng  of time, a special ethnic  group,  usual- 
ly with Its own language, which cannot live under 
the rule of strangers. The right 4 4  
of self-determmation, they ar- 
gue,  implles states that coincide 
with nations. 
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from  the  rural  South and  who were accustomed to intimacy 
and informality in their  personal relationships. 

For Koreans the path  to assimilation  has been rockier. A 
1975 survey of Korean immigrants revealed that 90 percent 
had  only  a marginal command, or no  command  at all, of 
English.  Most  said they did not have the  time or resources to 
take classes. Many Koreans find  the words and expressions 
of African-Americans bewildering or incomprehensible. They 
react with silence or curt answers. Also, Korean merchants are 
trained to  run their businesses in a formal and structured man- 
ner, minimizing physical contact  and social interaction  with 
non-Korean  employees and customers. To African-Americans, 
these  are signs of hostility, disrespect and racial bias. 

In a larger sense, the Korean-black conflict reflects the pro- 
found  leadership crisis that  both  groups face in an era of 
liberal retreat and increasing scarcity. Acutely aware of their 
continued exclusion from America’s economic  mainstream, 
many Korean merchants see African-Americans as a  threat 
to their economic turf. In press conferences, they  have repeat- 
edly depicted black  neighborhoods as crime-ridden and  dan- 
gerous. Thelr  aim seems to be to deflect criticism and win 
press sympathy. 

As an example,  followlng a hearing in  which  bail  was grant- 
ed to the grocer charged with the  Harlins murder, supporters 
of the accused  cheered. Some blacks in the  courtroom  thought 
they  were being taunted. Relatives of Harlins and local black 
leaders were outraged  and immediately called a press confer- 
ence to denounce Korean “insensitivity.” 

But it is not  just  their visibility or business practices that 
have made  the Korean merchants easy targets for black anger. 
A decade of  Reagan and Bush Administration assaults on civil 
rights and job  and social programs has left the black poor even 
more marginalized and powerless. Not only have black lead- 
ers failed to  mount credible counterattacks, they have almost 
totally centered their agenda on affirmative  actlon,  corporate 
entry  and  busing. These are  goals that are  arguably removed 
from the needs of the black underclass. 

The reaction of black leaders in Los Angeles in  the  imme- 
diate  aftermath of the  Harlins  shooting typified the  dilem- 
ma. At an Impromptu rally in front of the  market,  speaker 
after speaker condemned the Koreans and issued thinly veiled 
threats  to  drive  them out of the community.  Their  remarks 
seemed calculated to inflame  blacks  and play to the media’s 
insatiable  appetite for sensationalism. 

Peacemaking  efforts in Los Angeles and  other cities have 
been disappointing. They  have consisted of meetings between 
small groups of Korean businesspersons and local commu- 
nity human-relations  officials and have taken on  the  air of 
gripe sessions. As Larry Aubry, a  senior  consultant to the 
Los Angeles County  Human Relations  Commlssion,  aptly 
noted,  “There  has not been the polltical will to do something 
about  the problem.” The reality is that there can be no last- 
ing peace without the direct  involvement of both Korean shop- 
keepers and African-American residents. Facing one  another 
in  the  peacemaking process will require a  change of  attltude 
by both  groups. 

Korean merchants  can  insure  good will and  continued 

patronage by treating  blacks as honest customers,  not as 
thieves or potential thieves. They must charge  competitive 
prices, provide quality  merchandise and train and employ 
local residents. Korean business associations can work direct- 
ly with black community  organizations on economic devel- 
opment  and neighborhood improvement programs. 

For  black leaders, the task of peacemaking is  even more ur- 
gent. Picketing or boycotting Korean merchants will not solve 
the massive problems of crime, drugs, unemployment,  in- 
adequate health care  and  educational collapse, nor will it halt 
the erosion of civil rights gains. The Korean merchants  could 
be a vital part of the  black  struggle for empowerment. 

These are elementary codes of  conduct  that both sides can 
adhere to if there is to be an  end  to  the bloodletting.  African- 
Americans and Koreans both  carry the twin burdens of eco- 
nomic and racial oppression. Drawing battle lines will nor 
solve those problems. The  death of Latasha Harlins  should 
teach both sides that. 

Nationalism 
(Continued From  Front Cover) 

Almost everything about this  argument is historically 
wrong,  but  as  Ernest  Renan  noted more than  a  century  ago, 
“Forgetting history, and even historlcal error,  are an essen- 
tial factor in the formation of a nation.” However, we are con- 
cerned not with history or with rationality but with politics. 
Here  one  thing has to be stated very clearly. The nationalist 
belief, first expressed in the nineteenth  century by Giuseppe 
Mazzini, that every nation  should form a state, and  that there 
should be only one state  for  each  nation, is and always was 
quite  unworkable in ethnic-linguistic terms. 

There are, with the exception of some  island  ministates, 
probably not more than a  dozen ethnically and linguistically 
homogeneous  states  among the 170 or so of the world’s 
political entities, and probably none  that include  anything 
like the  totality of the  “nation” they claim to embody. The 
territorial  distribution of the  human race is older than  the 
idea of ethnic-linguistic nation-states and therefore  does  not 
correspond to it. Development in the  modern  world  econo- 
my, because it generates vast population movements, con- 
stantly  undermines  ethnic-linguistic homogeneity. Multi- 
ethnicity and plurilinguality  are  quite unavoidable, except 
temporarily by mass exclusion. forcible assimilation, mass ex- 
pulsion or genocide-in short, by coercion.  There is only a 
dark  future for  a world of nation-states such as  the new 
government of Georgla, which wants to deny citizenship 
rights to any inhabitant  who  cannot prove that his or her 
ancestors were Georglan  speakers and lived  In the  territory 
before 1801. 

There  are today four  rather different reasons such senti- 
ments, and their political expression in separatism, are w~dely 
supported.  The first IS that  the collapse of the  Communist 
system, which imposed political stability over a large part of 
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Europe,  has reopened the wounds of  World  War I ,  or, more 
precisely, of the misconceived and unrealistic peace settle- 
ments after  it.  The explosive nationalist issues in Central  and 
Eastern  Europe today are not ancient  ethnic  conflicts but 
those created during  the  formation of the successor states to 
the collapsing  multi-ethnic  Habsburg, Ottoman  and Czarist 
Russian empires. Baltic and Caucasian  separatism, and  con- 
flicts  between Serbs and Croats,  and Czechs and Slovaks, were 
not serious problems in 1917, or could  not have existed be- 
fore the establishment of  Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia. 
What  has  made those  problems  acute is not  the  strength of 
national feeling, which was no greater than in countries like 
Britain and Spain,  but  the disintegration of central power, for 
this forced even Soviet or Yugoslav republics that did not 
dream  of  separatlon, like Kazakhstan and  Macedonia, to as- 
sert  independence  as  a  means of self-preservatlon. 

The breakdown of Communist systems has given separa- 
tist agitations elsewhere enormous  encouragement,  but  it has 
no direct bearing  on  them.  Such as they are, the  prospects of 
independence for,  say, Scotland, Quebec, Euskadi (the Basque 
country) or Corsica remain the same as before. They do not 
depend on what  happens in the  East. 

The second reason is more general, though  probably more 
important  in  the West than in the  East.  The massive popula- 
tion movements of the past  forty years-within and between 
countries and continents-have made  xenophobia  into  a  ma- 
jor political  phenomenon,  as  the earlier mass migrations of 
1880-1920 did to a smaller extent. Xenophobia  encourages 
ethnic  nationalism, since the essence of both is hostility to 
other groups (the “not-we”). Unlted States nationalism is by 
origin  entirely nonlingulstlc. It is only because of mass His- 
panic immigration that today demands are made, for the first 
time, that English should  be  the offrciullanguage of the  Unit- 

ed States. However, mutual  ethnic hatred does not necessarily 
produce  separatism,  as  the  United  States  also proves. 

The third reason is that the politics of group  identity  are 
easier to understand than any others, especially for peoples 
who, after several decades of dictatorship,  lack both politi- 
cal  educatlon  and experience. In  Central  Europe, argues 
Miroslav Hroch, a leading Czech historian,  language is once 
again replacing complicated  concepts like constitutions  and 
civil rights. Nationalism is among the simple, intuitively com- 
prehensible beliefs that substitute for less understandable  po- 
litical  programs.  It is not  the only one. 

The  fourth reason is perhaps  the  most  fundamental. To 
quote  the Czech historian:  “Where an old regime disinte- 
grates, where old social relations have become unstable, amid 
the rise of general insecurity, belonging to a common lan- 
guage  and  culture may become the only certainty  in society, 
the only value beyond ambiguity  and doubt.” In  the former 
Communist  countries this insecurity and disorientation may 
derive from the collapse of the predictable planned economy 
and  the social security that went with it. In  the West there are 
other  forms of disorientation  and insecurity that have built 
u p  durmg  the past  decades, when the world and  human life 
changed more rapidly and profoundly than ever before in 
human history. 

Is it an accident that Quebec  separatism  as  a  serious  polit- 
ical factor emerged at the  end of a  decade when a  traditional, 
Catholic,  pious  and clerical community that  had preserved 
the values of seventeenth-century French peasants  suddenly 
gave  way to a society in which people no longer went to church 
and  the birthrate fell almost vertically? After two generations, 
when continents of peasants have become continents of city 
dwellers, when the  relations between the  generations,  and  in- 
creasingly between the sexes,  have  been transformed  and past 
wisdom seems irrelevant to present problems, the world is 
full of people who long for  something that still looks like an 
old,  and unchallengeable, certainty. It is not  surprismg that 
at such  times they turn  to  group identity, of which national 
identity 1s one form, or that  the  demand for a political unit ex- 
clusively for the members of the  group, in the form of ethnic- 
linguistic natlon-states,  once  again comes to  the fore. 

However, if we can  understand  the forces that lead to a re- 
vival of the politics of national consciousness, and even sym- 
pathize with the feelings that inspire it, let us have no illusions. 
Adding another few dozen to the  member-states of the U.N. 
will not give any of them any more control over their  affairs 
than they had before they became independent.  It will not 
solve or diminish the  problems of cultural or any other  au- 
tonomy  in  the  world, any more than it did  in 1919. 

Establishing  nation-states on the post-World War I model 
is not necessarily a recipe for disaster. Among  the  potential 
new nation-states  there may  well be one or two future  Neth- 
erlands  and  Switzerlands,  bastions of tolerance, democracy 
and civillzation. But who, looking at Serbia and  Croatia,  at 
Slovakia and  Lithuania, at Georgia,  Quebec and the rest, 
would today expect  many of the newly separated nation-states 
to go that way? And  who would expect a  Europe of such new 
states to be a zone of peace? 




