Federalism or Nationalism? Fears and Promises

Suren Raghavan*

The indefatigable politics around the perennial interpretation and implementational
considerations (or the lése-majesté) of the concept of Federalism has, once again clogged
the institutional politics and their proxies in Sri Lanka. Mr. Ranil W., the leader of opposition
seems to be the modern architect of this branch of the discourse. While there is an
oversubscription already, it may be symbiotic to resound some of the basic concepts to map

the current debate on Ethno national and Multinational Federalism axis.



I Nationalism: (how) Do we understand it?

Walker Connor complained that in political science, there remains a lacuna of systematic
study of definition of nationalism.” Many others have shared this sentiment.” This may be
due to the fact that the concept of ‘nationalism’ is essentially a contested one® and has been
used to imply two distinctly different, at times conflicting but interwoven concepts.
Nationalism can mean statehood as in ‘Indian Nationalism’, but it can also denote one’s
belonging to a group within a state such as Québec nationalism in Canada or Tamil
nationalism in Sri Lanka.* Connor termed the first type, ‘patriotism’ and the second,
‘ethnonationalism’.> From the vast collection of literature on nationalism, ethnonationalism,
minoritinationalism and similar concepts, an intellectually satisfying and empirically attested
definition is hard to arrive at.

A review of the literature shows that the definition of ‘nationalism’ has changed
dramatically over time and is extremely contextualized. Unsurprisingly the introduction to a
study by Royal Institute of International Affairs in 1939 warns that language had a ‘leading’
role in defining nationalism.® Then as now, the text and definition of nationalism are highly
influenced by linguistic, political, military, cultural and even economic factors and motives.
However, scholars agree that the importance and appreciation of the subject has changed
dramatically from the post World War Il to the post 9/11 political context.” To avoid an
exhaustive comparative analysis of different definitions of nationalism, which is beyond the
scope of this essay, it is sufficient to say there are at least two main categories to which

most of the definitions belong.
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First, in which nationalism is an ideology and political movement.? It is largely a
constitutive element of modernity®, constantly defining friends and foes,”® and creating a
state of mind." Benedict Anderson, in his paradigm-creating argument maintained that
social instruments such as mass media, mobilization of work force, and strong administrative
arrangements made it easier for masses to ‘imagine’ that they belonged to a community.”

The second category of definitions is largely framed in the economic and territorial
terms. Ernest Gellner noted that nationalism in an instrumental ideology that promoted
‘uniformity’ for the industrialisation of economies.”® Hobsbawm wrote that a nation is a
social entity only insofar as it relates to a ‘territorial’ state.* Anthony Smith favoured the

state as the defining feature of nationalism.”
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I A new understanding of nationalism

In recent times, a fair amount of literature has emerged supporting the need to understand
nationalism differently. Connor popularized the term ‘ethnonationalism’, which embodies
loyalty to both a nation and to an ethnic group. While at one level it refers to the state, and
at another it reflects the politics of a sub unit often deprived.” This is because, as Smith
points out, nationalism is often expressed in ethnic terms.” As Charles Taylor declared
‘outside my own culture | would not know who | was as a human being’.”® Tamir argues that
when nationalism or ethnonationalism as it’s atomised, is a real and living force, individuals
find it difficult live outside of it. This personification explains why nationalism needs to be
treated as a serious present day social dynamic."

In the traditional literature the tendency has been to avoid the use of the term
‘nationalism’ in referring to separatist or autonomist movements developing outside the
state. Nationalism of stateless groups therefore, was referred by a range of words including
sub-nationalism, micronationalism, ethnonationalism or ethnoregionalism. By contrast, state
nationalism was treated as part of daily politics even when it produced ‘banal nationalism’
as Michael Billing called it.>° Contrary to the ‘primordial’ nationalism of sub groups, state
nationalism was considered to be very ‘civic’.”'

Whatever the way in which nationalism is defined one thing is clear without doubt:
nationalism has been partially responsible for many repugnant political outcomes from inter
state civil wars to genocide®. In Turkey, former Yugoslavia and in Rwanda conflicts led to
major human rights violations, when nationalism of one group took over the entire society.
In contrast, however, some multiethnic states such as Canada, Switzerland, India, and
recently Belgium have successfully incorporated the different demands and political desires
of sub groups. The common denominator for this relative success is their ability to create

different forms of governments based on federal principles, each suited for their historical
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and contextualized needs. For this reason, peace promoters,”® political scientist,** conflict
analysts® and of course federalists have argued that states that are multinational ought to
consider some federal form for constitutional and institutional arrangements. Alfred Stepan
concluded that countries with high level of diversities ‘will never become stable without
workable federal systems’.?® Failing to follow may push these states into protracted
ethnopolitical conflicts like those in Sri Lanka, Sudan or Somalia. Thus, Will Kymlicka a noted
contributor claimed that ‘countries that are formed though a federation of peoples naturally
will need some form of federation’.”’” That being so, how do we acknowledge nationalism

individually and collectively for positive political results? Are the supporters of federalism

justified in their advocacy?
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1} Federalism and Nationalism

The way nationalism was understood and described in the past poses the biggest challenges
when studying the relationship between nationalism and federalism in a multicultural state.

This is clear in the work of Gellner.

‘In our age many political systems which combine cultural pluralism
with a persisting inequality between cultures.... are doomed, in virtue of
their violation of the nationalist principle which, in the past ages, could

be violated with impunity’*®

He believed that under the new social order multicultural identity is ‘increasingly
uncomfortable’,”® and the options were to change either the state or the cultural identities.
Gellner hoped that greater technology and superior education would reduce the need to be
different and all citizens could live in a common culture.**This visible scepticism could be due
to lack of appreciation for the possibility of political re-engineering in multinational states via
constitutional arrangements.

Michael Burgess, in his recent contribution to the debate, noted a ‘severe limitation’
in the conventional liberal concept of nationalism. He pointed that this definition ‘
obscures national minorities and indeed identifies all collective identities as part of the same
nation...”® Burgess agreed that the definition adopted by Galligan was possibly true in
culturally homogenous states like Australia, but is highly ‘problematic’ in highly diverse
states. The position developed by Burgess seems to have derived from two main factors. The
first is the empirical evidence of living and breathing liberal, polycultural and multinational
states with some form of federalism. And the second, a normative position, in which Burgess

is reluctant to accept the artificial limitations imposed on different vibrant cultures by

institutional rigidity.
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In contrast, federalism is a political arrangement that recognizes both self rule and
shared rule as argued by Elazar.?* And it is a normative political philosophy.®* Democratic
federations, (as opposed to communist federations®*) are able to accommodate different
nations with their nationalism.*® The spirit of these definitions are very close to the
nationalism as identified by Brendan O’Leary, who believed nationalism is something that

should be ‘free and institutionally expressed and ruled by its ‘co-nationals’3

Here, the
possibility of many nations, even with strong national sentiments, forming a shared rule is
fully recognised. Nationalism, understood this way, is compatible with federal philosophy, or
at least they do not oppose it, and could, in fact, build a complementary relationship. It is
imperative then to examine the relationship between these important political entities of

our time.
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v Federalism-Nationalism how do they relate?

In the vast literature covering the relationship between federalism and nationalism there are
at least three main categories of argument.

First: federalism and nationalism are independent and mutually exclusive. Many
early commentaries fall into this category. In a report to a committee on Public Safety, in
January 1794, the authors pronounced ‘Federalism and superstition speak low Breton;
emigration and hatred speak German; the counterrevolution speaks Italian, and fanatism
speaks Basqué.’” The outlook has been ‘monistic’ than ‘pluralistic’ or federal during this
time. Such monistic tendencies are seen in the thoughts of the ‘founder fathers’ of

federalism from Hamilton to Madison. 3

Based on the concept of ‘one nation’ these
pioneers succeeded in categorising the blacks, whites and others who had many differences
in terms of social origin, culture, language and even basic civil rights into one monistic
identity. Hueglin called this as ‘counter traditions’ of federalism.3® As Burgess shows, Pierre-
Joseph Proudhon who promoted territorial representation and early idea of federalism in
Europe was not fully open to a federation based on nationalism. Indeed Proudhon was
largely motivated by economic benefits.*® Even while he introduced a ‘confederation of
confederations’ underpinning the two tier politics in a federation,* failed, as Vittoria
Majocchi suggests, to recognize any form of multinationalism.*?

Pierre Trudeau, who later became the Prime Minister of Canada, held similar views.
In an essay presented in 1968 he argued that federalism to be the best way to nullify and
invalidate the strength of nationalism. His focus was to make federalism with functional
reasons, so that the emotions involved with nationalism could be diluted.*® For these
pioneers, federalism was the antidote or the taming whip of nationalism. Of course, this

limited attitude could have been a result of the time and context they lived, when pluralism

had not developed as in the modern form.
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The second category of argument concerning the relationship between federalism
and nationalism is that they are one and the same. As O’Leary has shown, many former
communist states permitted some form of federalism and nationalism occurring side by side,
because they believed that could promote socialism.** Federalism was maintained as a
necessary step to achieve socialism.* These leaders by nature were strong cosmopolitans,
as they worked towards a common and liner world economy and social order. Consequently,
those federations which were limited by a ‘hidden agenda’ could only be short lived.*®

Third category of argument states federalism and nationalism can coexist and bring
meaningful benefits under given conditions. Very sensibly, most scholars in this camp, base
their arguments on the fact that the world is dramatically changing in terms of state
formation. A changing world order requires a creative political order in which one would
have the freedom to be a global citizen, a state citizen as well as a citizen of a particular
nation. Summarizing this belief, Ronald Watts noted, ‘we appeared to be in a paradigm shift
which is taking us from a world of sovereign nation states to a world of diminished state
sovereignty and increased interstate linkage of a constitutionally federal character’.*” A
confident Kymlicka claimed, ‘multinational federations have succeeded, tamed,
domesticated and pacified nationalism. It is difficult to imagine any other political system
that can make the same claim’.*® Burgess, after presenting a comparative analysis, concludes
that ‘federal arrangements.., are likely to be the most successful institutional response to
nationality claims’*°

However, these contributors have cautioned that all nationalisms may not be
compatible with all federalisms. The historical need, internal social-demography and the
political culture of a state will largely determine the successful outcome of a federation.
Federations have been formed in different ways. For some federations, given territorial

cleavage was the single difference and thus created territorial federations.
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\' Mononational and Multinational Federations

Creation of the US federation was largely framed on white, protestant and English-speaking
identity.>® The presence of other sub groups such as blacks was not actively recognized.*' US
federation was dominated by the notion to ‘unite people living in different units but shared
a common language and culture’.’® This attempt to unit the people made an extensive
administrative arrangement possible.® As Burgess suggests ‘they created a new form “the
compound republic” yet gave the closest name: a federation’.>* The desire to unite and to
override other differences was clearly presented in the writing of Madison’s federal
papers.>

By contract when a federation is formed with the full consideration for the powers
and boundaries demanded by the nations within, it is recognized as a multinational
federation.®® It is in this form of federation that a sub national claim could be
accommodated. India, Malaysia, and Belgium are most prominent federations in this
category. The fundamental apprehension of these federations is to actively seek out for the
possibility of federal societies within them, on the basis of religion, language, or ethnicity.
India has created nine new states since 1970, three as recent as November 2000.%” This
‘deliberate democracy’ has been the most successful feature®® and the ‘pragmatic
approach’, of India as Brass named it.>® This is even remarkable of a country where, as
Kenneth Wheare called it only a ‘quasi-federalism’ ®° exists. Like other federations, Indian
condition is clearly historical and contextualized.

Donald Horowitz had argued for a more subtle mechanism. He suggested that

federations should be designed in a way that regional nations should not become majority in
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a given region.” This is to prevent them becoming secessionist. By doing so he noted the
balance of power will force different nations to stay together. Kymlicka remonstrates that

*62 This mechanism

US federation was created on this basis making it a ‘territorial federation
may help prevent separations but would fail to fulfil the national aspiration of those nations
seeking special identity in power sharing, and may defeat the purpose of the federation.
Then, do multinational federations create opportunities where nationalism can be located?
Is federalism the answer for all those states bleeding due to ethnonational conflicts? Can
federalism be transplanted as a normative political ideology and be a conflict transformative

social contract? The honest answer could be ‘yes’ and ‘no’ because the success does not

depend on the promise of federalism alone, but how and where it is applied.
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Vil Promise of Federalism

Ted Gurr’s study of Minorities at Risk (MAR) showed, among other facts, that federalism is
more capable in accommodating minority concerns and thus reduce discrimination. Gurr’s
survey remarkably proves that federal states, compared to unitary states, have experienced
50 per cent less political violence and are more stable.® Critics of these observations
however, have raised questions regarding the economic strength of federal states,
suggesting that federal principles alone are not the contributing factors for this relative
peace. Bermeo in her research found that below a given GDP and per-capita level, federal
states have failed to perform better than unitary states in term of minority aspirations.®
Beside economic factors, federations tend to fail due to institutional incapability and lack of
commitment by the elites, as seen in Nigeria.®®
This forces us to revisit the primary question. Is there a relationship between
federalism and nationalism? If so what is it? How do we recognize and positively exploit the
same? These are questions for which only limited answers could be provided because on
one hand what is meant by ‘federalism’ seems to differ in different states and on the other,
nationalism: is highly contextual, interpretative and governed by normative analysis.®® But in
face of the growth of nationalism, as more states are becoming multinational, it is
impossible to ignore the pressing demand for an answer, however incomplete it may
appear.
The relationship between federalism as an institutional arrangement to accommodate
the social force of nationalism could be seen from different ways states have dealt with
them. There are at least two opposing approaches observable, both largely influenced by

the constitutional nature of a state.

1. Nationalism by sub groups is a reality and could be incorporated into national

politics with institutional arrangements. India stands as the best example of this
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approach.®’ Followed by Canada.®® Two factors could promote this process of
‘incorporation’. First the incorporated national group is smaller, in compared with
the rest of the federation, as in the case of Nunavut of Canada and all the new states
created in India. Secondly, the presence of a stronger political identity between the
region and federal body through a national party like the Indian Congress or UMNO

in Malaysia.69 As shown earlier, all these states have some form of federalism.

2. More states often have tried to coerce demands of sub national groups. History is
full of examples of such approach, and the human suffering that followed. Turkey’s
response to the Kurdish national demand’, Sri Lanka’s response to the Tamil
political aspirations, all have produced long drawn social conflicts.” When used,
coercion has produced long term negative results even in developed world, as
witnessed during the Thatcher regime towards IRA.”? It is clear; these states are

unitary in their constitutions.

It is not difficult to decide which institutional system has dealt with nationalism in a positive
manner. Why then, state political elites like those in Sri Lanka fear federalism, they rather
engage in a destructive civil war than to consider a form of federalism? This is a question

that brings furthers difficult questions.
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Vil Fears of Federalism

Failed federations, in some postcolonial states have generated fears amongst elites and
powerful cultural groups to embrace federalism, in multinational states. Their disinclination
to consider federalism lies in the possibility of secession by an extensively federated sub unit
and future rivalry if succeeded.”® But any serious study will provide evidence otherwise. It is
by means of a federation that many possible separatist attempts have been successfully
challenged, in India, Spain and Canada. When these separatist groups were incorporated
into the decision making mechanism, the separatism itself goes ‘off-stage’ as Athul had
argued.”” William Zartmann noted ‘responsibilities reduce demands’. ™ By contrast,
repeated refusal to consider a federal model often leads to lethal separatist insurgents. Sri
Lanka and its protracted conflict is a classic case study,”® while the story of Eritrea” and East
Timor” provides further insights.

This is in not to suggest that federalism and federations hold the final answer for all
nationalist and ethnopolitical turbulences.” That would be far-fetched, especially given the
fact that a number of federations have failed during the last few decades from West Indies
to Singapore.®® The argument is simply that federalism has sufficient space to accommodate
nationalism, compared to any other model of government. Thus, it is indispensable for critics
as well as fans of federalism to study the reasons for the success and apparent failures of
federalism.

Bermeo believes that lack of volunteerism is a main reason for these failures.® It is no
wonder, as the word ‘federal’ derives from the Latin word ‘foedus’ meaning ‘covenant’®?

without which any federation is distained to diminish. This is why Elazar argued for a true
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‘sense of partnership’ in every federation.®> When federalism is imposed on, creating what
Stepan in self style vocabulary calls ‘forced-together federations’®*, their success is doubtful.
It is also imperative to observe that behind every failed federation there seems to be a
separation or break down of democracy. However to dispel unsubstantiated fears, no
separatist moment has ever succeeded in a multinational democratic federation.®® The
success or the failure of a federation in terms of its national political identities depends on
issues such as the geniuses of the political elites, the strength of the institutional
arrangements, the socio-political culture and last but not least the set of normative values

on which the state is willing to function.

® Daniel Elazar, (1987), op., cit., at p 67.
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IX Conclusion

Nationalism, a historical force, is growing with new acceptance, ironically fuelled by
globalised world conditions.®® Like in the past, mistreated nationalism could bring
destructive political results. There is a great normative value in recognizing nationalisms
with the nations those promote their own political identity into the constitution of states.
This is possible through a democratic multinational federation. Multinational federations
could create coexistence and safety for many different nationalities within a state. However,
federations automatically don’t guarantee the success of any multinationalism. Beside, the
architects of federations should be able to design a ‘custom made’ arrangement for each
specific historical condition.’” The fears of federalism are not founded on any factual or
empirical evidence; rather, it could be the intransigent political attitude and beliefs of
political elites, which had worked as emboldens for conflicts and separation. Political
scientists disagree on many facets of the multinational discourse. Especially, as Burgess
shows, the accuracy of the use of terms like multinational-democracies or multinational
societies is still contested.®® These finer arguments may fill future debates of federalism.
Further, as Horowitz has shown, the developing international legal interpretation on the
right of ‘self-determination’ has caused concerns amongst those who fear federalism.®
However, it will be the task and talent of social scientists, as well as politicians, to
create conditions for better life standard, equal opportunity and integrity of life for millions
who are caught in states that are struggling to move way from their traditional institutional
settings. Many states, especially in the developing world are torn between entrenched
mononationalism and the need to keep with the changing world. It is precisely because the
ultimate aim of all human efforts should be to help shape the world into a better and safe
place for all, that the normative value of the study of the relationship between federalism
and nationalism becomes urgent. To that end as Burgess has convincingly argued, a true
multinational federation holds promises not just for an individual state but as a possible

future order in a globalised world.’® Therefore it is important to focus on federalism as a
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‘peace-creating’ government model, because enough evidence suggests that federalism
holds the capacity to engage with nationalism in a creative manner. What are the conditions
under which federalism will be considered favourably? What are the challenges for this
endeavour? How to conquer them? What is the most acceptable way to introduce
federalism as a political solution to many states that are bleeding? Is it possible for a
universal institute like the UN to create a charter on federalism for ratification by member
states? These are questions that need further, long-term academic, empirical and

experimental endeavours.



