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INTRODUCTION:
NATIONHOOD AND OBLIGATION

William Sweet

In the 21 century, with the rise or recognition of new nations and, at the
same time, with globalization, expansionism, ethnic conflict, and cultural
clash as perceived threats to nations, the concept of nationhood has attracted
increased attention. Some write of the contested “conceptions of
nationhood” in countries in which one finds a multitude and diversity of
cultures and traditions; that there are ‘aspirations to nationhood’ of ethnic
and cultural groups within states'; that, in some countries, there are new
“claims to nationhood” (e.g., “constructions of Indigenous nationhood”? by
Indigenous populations); that, in some places, there are efforts to ‘rebuild
nationhood’?; that there are new “narratives of nationhood’*; and that there
have been very different approaches to nationhood.> One also notes concern
about the ‘preservation’ of nationhood — whether, in the proximity of
dominating or domineering states, or the dominance of social media and
related technologies, small nations can endure.® It is true that there have
long been concerns about preserving communities, traditions, and cultures,
but they have not always been cast as a matter of ‘nationhood.”’

The term ‘nationhood’ is a relatively new one in the English
language, dating from the mid-nineteenth century,® but it is also a somewhat
vague term. Moreover, while at times reference to nationhood is taken to be
purely descriptive — “the fact or status of being a nation™ — the term can
also have a normative character — e.g., that certain acts are expected of an
entity that has nationhood, and that there are obligations or duties on those
who are members of a group that has, or that claims, nationhood. One might
well ask, then, how one is to understand ‘nationhood’ today. Does there
need to be more precision in the concept of nationhood? What is the relation
of nationhood to national identity? What is the ground for the obligations or
duties associated with nationhood, such as the duties of citizens to the
nation and to co-nationals? And what is the place of philosophy and religion
in understanding such obligations?

The essays in this volume of Philosophy, Culture, and Traditions
pursue these and related questions, exploring issues of nation and
nationhood, but also how nationhood has this normative dimension, both
historically and conceptually, today.

NATIONHOOD AND NATION

In very general terms, ‘nationhood’ means the situation of being a nation —
of being in some specific condition or state — much the same as adulthood
or priesthood is the condition of being an adult or a priest.



