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Except for the military-industrial complex, the vast majority of our people, and indeed the world, would be far better off if a powerful country like ours, instead of seeking to export\democracy by military force, would concentrate on improving its own democratic practices and institutions. This is not to suggest that the United States is alone in being more aware of the shortcomings of other societies than of its own. Most nations are proud and more aware of their own achievements - real or putative – than of foreign ones. What is unique in our status (at least as long as it lasts) is our reputation as the world’s only superpower.


I want here to talk about a few aspects of how nationalism is used by governing establishments for their own ends. While there are similarities with regard to the pride that people of different nations take in their national heritage, there are also differences – arising from the nature of the governmental system at any given time. For instance, the German nationalism associated with the Weimar Republic, 1918 – 1933, differed sharply from the widespread ultra patriotic nationalism of the Nazi Third Reich,1933-1945, (which Hitler proclaimed would last a thousand years).


Most dictionary definitions of ‘nationalism’ overlap with the definitions of ‘patriotism’ i.e. pride in and love of country. But one should distinguish nationalist devotion to one’s country, like our own, from the kind of nationalist fervor which characterizes people who are advocating and struggling for an independent nation-state, for instance the Kurdish and Palestinian popular movements or, in earlier times, the American patriots before the founding of the United States.

Too, in spite of the ideals of equality and the inalienable rights of all human beings, such as equal rights under the law and equal educational and economic opportunity, which were enunciated or implied in the U.S. Declaration of Independence, there are significant social divisions even in democratic countries like ours, where all people are equal except that those born into, or embraced by, powerful and privileged groups, are more equal than others. 

 Whether egocentrism and ethnocentrism are part of an unchanging human nature, as so many assume, these qualities are among the main ingredients of nationalism. Nationalism in different societies evolves over long periods of time and is shaped by multiple factors, such as national experience, a country’s class system, the type of governing establishment, military influences, religion, schooling, and other institutional traditions.

While nationalism is only one of the many tools that dominant establishments use in their efforts to exert overriding influence on a population and public opinion, it’s one of the most powerful. Of course, governmental leaders are often themselves passionate nationalists. And manifestations of nationalist feelings of social solidarity are not always predictable; they can sometimes arise in opposition to governmental policies or in violent reaction to an occupying power, whether in anti-colonial uprisings or under other circumstances.

However, the most common danger lies in the fact that governments use and exploit nationalism as a powerful force to unify people and gain uncritical majority support for the aims of those in leadership positions, especially for purposes of war. A glaring modern example of this was World War I, both on the side of the Allies and that of the Central Powers. In World War II and succeeding 20th century wars, nationalism played an equally crucial role in helping both aggressive powers and defensive states to solidify popular support.

It was the Bush administration’s nationalist propaganda appeals (coordinated by Karl Rove) that helped prepare the American people for the invasion of Iraq.That sorry story illustrates how states may use nationalist sentiments not only against the interests of foreign nations but against their own. 


I won’t repeat here the changing U.S. war aims that the Bush administration propagated after the fiction of the alleged threat from Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass destruction collapsed. Like other governments, the Bush administration sought to keep secret from the American people (and from most of our elected representatives) its actual war aims. In this case, the Iraq war plan was being designed  by the top guns in Washington even before 9/11, in their quest to extend U. S. geopolitical influence in the Middle East and secure permanent access to Iraqi oil.


It’s in the name of ‘national defense’ or ‘national security’ that governments, including ours, have traditionally sought popular approval for their war policies. In 2001, popular revulsion and reaction to the terrorist 9/11 attack provided President Bush an unprecedented opportunity to accelerate the neo-conservative plans for the war against Iraq, a country which was in no way involved with the fifteen Saudi Arabian or the four other (non-Iraqi) perpetrators of the slaughters that September morning. Nor had Iraq’s government been influenced by Osama bin Laden or the Afghan mujahedeen (both former CIA-supported U.S. allies).

There is a long history of foreign military and economic interference in Iraq. I have previously detailed Great Britain’s many years of unsuccessful strategies to impose on Iraq a ‘democratic’ government to its liking. The U.S. administrations of George H.W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and George W. Bush have each cited Hussein as the main reason for their military, diplomatic, and economic intervention in Iraq. All three of the administrations offered as their rationale for military intervention the need to protect our nation from the evil designs of the villainous Hussein and the importance of bringing the blessings of democracy to the Iraqi people.

Although each of the U.S. presidents frequently cited the misdeeds of Hussein, what they and the mass media rarely (some of them never) mentioned to the American people was the sustained U.S. support given the cruel tyrant over decades. For the prime concern of our leaders has always been stability in Iraq and the protection and extension of powerful corporate and related economic and geopolitical interests in the Mid-East.

As recently, as December 21, on Meet the Press, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice forcefully defended Bush’s war against Iraq, and the subsequent deposing of Hussein. When the new anchor man of the NBC Sunday morning show, David Gregory, played back her words to the author Bob Woodward in which she had expressed enthusiastic support of that war (“I would do it a thousand times again, I’d do it a thousand times again”) she confirmed that position with extensive elaboration.

Here are some of her responses to Gregory. “It was Saddam Hussein who had dragged the region into war” – but again not a word of how the Reagan administration materially and logistically helped Hussein during his 8-year war against Iran. (Nor any mention of how, preceding the Iraq war in Kuwait, Bush Senior’s Ambassador to Iraq, April Glaspie, had reassured Hussein that the U.S. has “no opinion on your Arab - Arab conflicts”.) Rice also emphasized the strategic importance of “the place from which the 9/11 hijackers came, not Iraq but the Middle East”, a fact not mentioned prior to the invasion of Iraq. Nor was a word said by Rice about how Reagan’s envoy, Donald Rumsfeld, held a friendly meeting with Hussein in 1983, assuring him of continued U.S. support in spite of our government’s awareness of the dictator’s wanton murdering of his own people, particularly Kurds and Shiites. 

Unfortunately, there is much truth to Dr. Johnson’s saying that “Patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel”. On the other hand, pride in one’s country is clearly justifiable when it is a pride relating to the good things people can do for each other, as well as aiding the oppressed anywhere. In contrast, exploitation of nationalism’s powerful emotional appeal by demagogues in behalf of an oligarchy, whether in a small country or an imperialist power, should be consistently opposed by true patriots.
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