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Editor’s note: This chapter was previously published 
as chapter 4 of John J. Mearsheimer’s book, The Great 
Delusion: Liberal Dreams and International Realities 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2018). Republished 
with permission.

Two of political liberalism’s most salient features 
are also its two significant flaws: the prominence 
it accords individualism, and the weight it places 

on inalienable rights. Contemporary liberalism, as we saw, 
is largely synonymous with progressive liberalism, although 
modus vivendi liberalism still affects the contours of politi-
cal life. My criticisms of political liberalism in this chapter 
apply equally to both variants, as there is little daylight 
between them regarding the importance they ascribe to 
individualism and rights. In this chapter I am concerned 
with assessing liberalism as a political ideology. A liberal 
democracy’s foreign policy, and international relations more 
generally, are reserved for later chapters.

The first problem with liberalism is that it wrong-
ly assumes that humans are fundamentally solitary 
individuals, when in fact they are social beings at their 
core. This commitment to far-reaching individual-
ism leads political liberals to downplay nationalism, 
which is an especially powerful political ideology with 
profound influence inside every country in the world. 
Liberalism’s fate is therefore bound up with nationalism 
Although these two isms differ in important ways, they 
can coexist inside a country’s borders. But when they 
are at odds, nationalism wins almost every time. In 
short, nationalism places serious limits on liberalism’s 
influence, including its emphasis on natural rights.

Liberalism’s second problem is that its story about 
individual rights is not persuasive. The claim that rights 
are inalienable and that this is “self evident,” that almost 
everyone should be able to recognize both the univer-
sality and importance of rights, is not compelling. The 
influence of rights in people’s daily lives is nowhere 
near as profound as liberals seem to think, which is not 
to say rights are of no concern at all. But their impact 
is limited, even in places like the United States, where 
liberalism is deeply wired into the culture.

These shortcomings are by no means fatal. Nor do 
they cripple this ism in any meaningful way, as it still 
has a number of important virtues. What these flaws 
show, however, is that liberalism’s ability to shape daily 
life inside any country will encounter limits. And as 

I will argue in the next chapter, those limits are even 
more pronounced in the international system. Here 
I will stay within the nation-state, concluding with a 
discussion of the possibility that liberal countries might 
be intrinsically unworkable because the factions within 
them have strong incentives to capture the state perma-
nently and prevent rival factions from taking the reins 
of power. While this argument should not be taken 
lightly, mature liberal democracies have certain features 
that go a long way toward ameliorating this problem, 
but they are not foolproof.

The Nationalism Problem
Liberalism’s most important shortcoming is its 

radical individualism. In focusing almost exclusively on 
individuals and their rights, it pays little attention to 
the fact that human beings are born into and operate 
in large collectivities, which help shape their essence 
and command their loyalties. Most people are at least 
partially tribal from the start to the finish of their lives, 
a point that is largely absent from the liberal story.1

The nation is the highest-level social group of real 
significance for the vast majority of people around 
the world. Nations are large collections of people who 
have much in common and who also have a powerful 
allegiance to the group. Individuals live as members of 
a nation, which fundamentally shapes their identities 
and behavior. Nations, which privilege self determina-
tion and worry about their survival, want their own 
state.2 At the same time, states themselves have pow-
erful reasons for wanting their people to be organized 
into a nation, which leads them to play a critical role in 
fusing the nation and the state together. Thus it is no 
surprise that the world is populated with nation-states, 
the embodiment of nationalism.

If liberalism and nationalism are both powerful 
forces in our world, what is the relationship between 
them? Three points are in order. First, national-
ism is at play in every country, which is reflected 
in the fact that we live in a world of nation-states. 
Liberalism, however, is not a powerful force every-
where. True liberal democracies have never made 
up a majority of states in the international system. 
Second, given nationalism’s pervasiveness, liberalism 
must always coexist with nationalism. It is impossi-
ble to have a liberal state that is not a nation-state 
and thus nationalist to its core. Liberalism, in other 
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words, operates within the confines of nation-states. 
Finally, liberalism invariably loses when it clashes 
with nationalism.

What Is Nationalism?
Nationalism is a theory that explains how people 

around the world are organized socially and political-
ly. It holds that the human population is divided into 
many different nations composed of people with a 
strong sense of group loyalty. With the possible ex-
ception of the family, allegiance to the nation usually 
overrides all other forms of an individual’s identity. 
Furthermore, members of a nation are deeply com-
mitted to maximizing their nation’s autonomy, which 
means they prefer to have their own state. As Ernest 
Gellner famously put it, nationalism “holds that the po-
litical and the national unit should be congruent.”3 This 
is not to say that every national group can have its own 
state, but that is the ultimate goal, given their yearning 
for self-determination. States, meanwhile, have power-
ful incentives to govern people who are organized into 
nations, which leads political leaders to work hard to 
foster nationalism. Nationalism is both a bottom-up 
and a top-down phenomenon. 

In popular discourse, nationalism is sometimes said 
to reflect “ancient hatreds,” which implies it has plagued 
the planet for most of recorded history. This perception 
is false: nationalism is a recent phenomenon. It first 
emerged in Europe, and by extension North America, 
in the second half of the eighteenth century, although it 
was incubating in Europe before then.4 Liberalism ac-
tually came onto the European scene roughly a century 
before nationalism. Moreover, although nationalism 
can lead to hatred among peoples, that is only one facet 
of a complicated phenomenon that has positive as well 
as negative attributes.

The best starting point for understanding national-
ism is to describe the basic characteristics of a nation 
and show how it differs from prior social groups. I will 
then discuss the essential functions that nations per-
form for their members, why nations want their own 
state, and why states want to govern their own nation. 
These complementary incentives work to fuse the 
nation and state together, which accounts in good part 
for why nationalism is such a powerful force. I will also 
describe how the modern state differs from the political 
forms that preceded it.

What Is a Nation?
Nations have six fundamental features that, taken 

together, distinguish them from the other kinds of large 
groups that inhabited the planet before nations came 
on the scene.5 

A Sense of Oneness
A nation is a large community of people with a 

powerful sense of oneness, even though each mem-
ber knows only a small number of fellow nationals. 
Benedict Anderson’s famous description of a nation as 
an “imagined community” nicely captures this feature.6 
A nation is imagined in 
the sense that no person 
knows more than a tiny 
fraction of the other 
members, and yet almost 
all of them identify as part 
of a community. They 
have a strong sense of 
loyalty to the communi-
ty’s other members, which 
means they tend to feel 
mutually responsible for 
each other, especially in 
dealing with the outside 
world. That the bonds 
among fellow nationals 
are tight tends to make 
the boundaries between 
different nations clear and 
firm.7

In addition to this 
sense of solidarity, a 
nation’s members also 
tend to treat each other 
as equals.8 They view 
themselves as part of a 
common enterprise, and 
although the group con-
tains leaders and follow-
ers, the people at the top 
and those at the bottom 
are ultimately all mem-
bers of the same commu-
nity. Anderson captures 
this point when he notes 
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that even though there will always be different kinds of 
“inequality and exploitation in any society, the nation is 
always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship.”9

Before the coming of nations, the bonds among 
members of the large social groups that populated 
Europe were not tight. Those earlier groups tended to 
be quite fluid, which meant that identities were rela-
tively malleable. Consider the historian Patrick Geary’s 
discussion of social life in Europe after the collapse of 

the Roman Empire: “The fourth and fifth centuries 
saw fundamental changes in the European social and 
political fabric. In the process, great confederations like 
those of the Goths disappeared, to reemerge trans-
formed into kingdoms in Italy and Gaul. Others like 
the Hunnic Empire or the Vandal kingdom seemed to 
spring from nowhere, only to vanish utterly in a few 
generations. Still other, previously obscure peoples, 
such as the Angles and the Franks, emerged to create 
enduring polities.”10 Such fluidity is unthinkable in the 
age of nationalism, in which nations tend to be tight-
ly integrated, permanent entities separated by clear 
boundaries.11 It is hard to imagine any contemporary 
nation disappearing or even undergoing the sort of rap-
id transformation in its identity that Geary describes.

Furthermore, there was no sense of equality with-
in those earlier social groups. While there is not strict 
equality in a nation, there was a marked reduction in the 
gap between elites and their people. Pre-national Europe 
was largely agricultural and comprised two main classes: 
the aristocracy and the peasantry. The gulf separating 
them was huge, under the Roman Empire, during the 
Middle Ages, and in the era of dynastic states that pre-
ceded the appearance of nation-states.12

But by the late eighteenth century, the chasm had 
narrowed significantly, in good part because elites and 
their publics came to communicate in the same lan-
guage and see themselves as part of a shared enterprise 
with a common destiny. The historian of France David 

Bell captures this transformation when he writes that 
“neither Virgil nor Richelieu or Mazarin envisioned 
taking entire populations—from elegant courtiers 
to impoverished sharecroppers, from well-polished 
intellectuals to urban beggars—and forging them all, in 
their millions into a single nation, transforming every-
thing from language to manners to the most intimate 
ideas.”13 This melding of people in a society (which has 
its limits) inclines them to feel like equals.

None of this is to deny that individuals have oth-
er identities and loyalties besides national allegiance. 
Everyone has multiple identities: they almost always 
belong to a variety of organizations and groups, and 
have multiple interests, friendships, and commitments. 
Nevertheless, aside from family ties, a person’s highest 
loyalty is almost always to his nation, and that com-
mitment usually overrides others when they conflict. 
Marxists, for example, emphasize that individuals iden-
tify most strongly with their social class, be it capital-
ists, the bourgeoisie, or the working class, and that this 
identification surpasses national identity. This thinking, 
clearly reflected in the Communist Manifesto, explains 
why some Marxists believed the working classes of 
Europe would not take up arms against each other 
when their governments went to war in 1914.14 They 
discovered that while social class is often a powerful 
form of identity, it is not in the same league as nation-
alism, which tends to fuse classes together by providing 
them with a higher loyalty. As the historian Michael 
Howard puts it, “The appeals for class unity across 
international frontiers were scattered to the winds once 
the bugles began to blow in 1914,” and the workers of 
the world fought with their fellow nationals against ri-
val nation-states.15 In short, national identity is not the 
only identity an individual possesses, but it is generally 
the most powerful. 

Nor is it to deny that individuals in a nation some-
times act in selfish ways and take advantage of other 

While social class is often a powerful form of identity, it 
is not in the same league as nationalism, which tends to 
fuse classes together by providing them with a higher 
loyalty.
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members. We all face situations where there is much to 
be gained by acting like the proverbial utility maximiz-
er. And selfish behavior sometimes leads to bitter, even 
deadly, disputes between fellow nationals. Nevertheless, 
this kind of egoistic behavior takes place within a 
nation, where individuals have obligations to the wider 
community and where there are powerful reasons to 
act in ways that benefit the collective. When those two 
logics conflict, most people privilege loyalty to their 
nation over loyalty to themselves.

A Distinct Culture
What separates nations from each other is culture. 

Each nation has a distinct set of beliefs and practices 
that are shared by its members and that distinguish it 
from other nations. The practices involve things like 
language, rituals, codes, music, and symbols, while 
beliefs involve matters like religion, basic political and 
social values, and a particular understanding of history. 
The members of a nation tend to act and think in simi-
lar ways in their daily lives, and this helps foster strong 
bonds among them.

But it would be impracticable for all of the indi-
viduals who make up a nation-state to share the same 
practices and beliefs. There is instead a substantial com-
monality, which varies from case to case. It makes sense 
to distinguish between thick and thin cultures, which 
reflect the amount of cultural diversity a nation has. 
Thick cultures have significant cultural homogeneity, 
while thin cultures are more diverse) Nation-states that 
are largely composed of a single nation, such as Japan 
and Poland, have thick cultures. Those that have a core 
nation and minority nations, such as Canada, India, 
and Spain, have thin cultures.16 In other words, there is 
a thin national identity at the level of the state, but the 
core and minority nations also have their own identi-
ties.17 Most societies’ elites would like to mold a thick 
national identity, but that is usually not practical in 
societies containing two or more nations. Nevertheless, 
research shows that members of thick and thin cultures 

have roughly the same “degree of strong identity and 
pride in membership in the state.”18

It is impossible to generalize about which cultur-
al features allow us to distinguish one nation from 
another. Language might seem like a good marker, 
but different nations often speak the same language. 
Just think of all the countries in Central and South 
America that speak Spanish. The same is true of re-
ligion. Catholicism, after all, is the dominant religion 
in Austria, France, Italy, Portugal, and Spain, just to 

name a few examples, and Islam dominates throughout 
the Arab world. Beliefs and practices that cut across 
cultures show that different cultures’ defining features 
may overlap substantially. Germany and Austria are a 
good example. Nevertheless, they have differences as 
well, seemingly minor to outsiders but which the mem-
bers of each nation invariably rivet on. Sigmund Freud 
famously called this phenomenon the “narcissism of 
minor differences.”19

One might also think that culture is synonymous 
with ethnicity, which is sometimes defined as a set 
of ancient, fixed characteristics of a group that have 
been carried forward to the present. According to 
this primordialist perspective, a nation’s roots are its 
bloodlines: its common descent from relatives who 
lived long ago. But large social groups, and nations in 
particular, have evolved in ways that contradict that 
definition of ethnicity, which is why I do not employ 
the term in this book. 

Cultures are not fixed because individual identities 
are not hardwired into people at birth. Instead, they are 
socially constructed and are more fluid than primordi-
alists recognize. Elites often play a key role in shaping 
a nation, as reflected in this comment by a prominent 
Italian leader in 1861, when Italy was being unified: “We 
have made Italy. Now we have to make Italians.”20 If I 
did use the word ethnicity, I would use it in Max Weber’s 
sense, to mean “a subjective belief in ... common descent,” 
or the belief that a particular people share a common 

Cultures are not fixed because individual identities are 
not hardwired into people at birth. Instead, they are 
socially constructed and are more fluid than primordi-
alists recognize.
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cultural tradition.21 Those definitions are consistent with 
my story.

In essence, the real basis of nationhood is psycholog-
ical, not biological, which is why Walker Connor says 
“the essence of a nation is intangible.”22 A nation exists 
when a large number of people think of themselves as 
members of the same unique social group with a dis-
tinct culture. In other words, a nation is a large group 
that considers itself a nation23 and that has tangible 
beliefs and practices that matter greatly for its common 
identity. Once nations are formed, they are exception-
ally resistant to fundamental change, partly because in-
dividuals are heavily socialized into a particular culture 
from birth, and typically accustomed to and committed 
to its beliefs and practices.

There is another important reason for the dura-
bility of national loyalties: the movement from oral to 
written traditions. Until the nineteenth century, most 
people learned about their social group’s history by 
word of mouth. Few people could read, and for them 
there were few popular history books. It was reasonably 
easy to change stories about the past to accommodate 
newcomers as well as shifting circumstances. But once 
a group’s history is written in books, it is difficult to 
change the story to suit new conditions. As the political 
scientist James Scott notes, “The key disadvantage of 
monuments and written texts is precisely their relative 
permanence.”24 In a literate world, people’s identities in-
side large social groups become more fixed, and bound-
aries become less fluid. The movement from an oral to 
a literate culture not only created tighter bonds within 
Europe’s burgeoning nations but also made those com-
munities more robust and resistant to change.

A Sense of Superiority
Regardless of what other nations do, people take 

pride in their own nation because it is a home to them. 
But they also think about how their nation compares 
with other nations, especially those they interact with 
frequently. Chauvinism usually follows.25 Most people 
think their nation is superior to others. It has special 
qualities that merit its being privileged over other na-
tions. The German nationalist Johann Fichte captures 
this perspective with his comment that “the German 
alone … can be patriotic; he alone can for the sake of 
his nation encompass the whole of mankind; contrast-
ed with him from now on, the patriotism of every other 

nation must be egoistic, narrow and hostile to the rest 
of mankind.”26 Lord Palmerston, Britain’s liberal foreign 
secretary in 1848, was no less chauvinistic: “Our duty—
our vocation—is not to enslave, but to set free: and I 
may say, without any vainglorious boast, or without 
great offence to anyone, that we stand at the head of 
moral, social and political civilization. Our task is to 
lead the way and direct the march of other nations.”27

Unsurprisingly, this sense of specialness leads some 
nations to think they have been singled out by God. 
This belief has a rich tradition in the United States, 
going back to the Puritans, who believed, as many 
Americans have over time, that there is a special cov-
enant between God and the United States, and that 
God has given it special attributes that make its people 
smarter and nobler than other peoples. Of course, one 
does not have to believe in God to believe in American 
exceptionalism. Woodrow Wilson, for example, made 
no reference to God when he said: “The manifest 
destiny of America is not to rule the world by physical 
force … The destiny of America and the leadership of 
America is that she shall do the thinking of the world.”28 
Nor did Secretary of State Madeleine Albright appeal 
to God when she famously said in 1998: “If we have 
to use force, it is because we are America. We are the 
indispensable nation.

We stand tall. We see further into the future.”29 
Americans, as Reinhold Niebuhr noted, generally 
believe they are “tutors of mankind in its pilgrimage to 
perfection.”30 All of this is to say Americans are nation-
alists to the core, even though this is not how most of 
them think of themselves. 

Nations sometimes go beyond feeling superior to 
other nations and end up loathing their competitors. I 
call this hypernationalism: the belief that other nations 
are not just inferior but dangerous, and must be dealt 
with harshly or even brutally. In such cases, contempt 
and hatred of “the other” suffuses the nation and cre-
ates powerful incentives to eliminate that threat with 
violence.31 Yet nations do not always loathe each other; 
sometimes they get along quite well.

A Deep History
History matters greatly for all nations, although they 

tend to emphasize creating myths rather than getting the 
facts right. Nations invent heroic stories about them-
selves to denigrate the achievements of other nations and 
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buttress their claim that they are special. “Chauvinist 
mythmaking,” as Stephen Van Evera notes, “is a hallmark 
of nationalism, practiced by nearly all nationalist move-
ments to some degree.”32 Those myths, he argues, come 
in different varieties. Some are meant to glorify past be-
havior, while others are invented to whitewash instances 
where the nation acted foolishly or shamefully. Other 
myths malign rival nations by making them look inferior 
or blaming them for the home nation’s past or present 
problems. But even when some myth proves impossible 
to sell, the usual response is to defend the nation anyway, 
because “it is my nation, right or wrong.”

Nations also employ myths to argue that they have 
ancient roots, which explains in part why ethnicity is 
occasionally defined in terms of timeless features. Most 
people want to believe their nation has a long and rich 
tradition, even though few do. History is altered or re-
written to remedy the problem. This phenomenon was 
commonplace in nineteenth-century Europe, when na-
tionalism was sweeping the region and history was be-
coming a scholarly enterprise. Patrick Geary describes 
the result: “Modern history was born in the nineteenth 
century, conceived and developed as an instrument of 
European nationalism. As a tool of nationalist ideology, 
the history of Europe’s nations was a great success, but 
it has turned our understanding of the past into a toxic 
waste dump.”33 Mythmaking and nationalism go hand 
in hand, which is why Ernest Renan said, “Historical 
error is an essential factor in the creation of a nation.”34

Sacred Territory
Nations invariably identify with specific geographi-

cal spaces, which they treat as sacred territory.35 People 
form a deep emotional attachment with land they 
perceive as their rightful homeland. The principal aim 
is to establish sovereignty over that territory, which is 
inextricably bound up with the nation’s identity. And if 
any part of that imagined homeland is lost, the nation’s 
members are almost always committed to recovering it. 
A good example is China’s attitude toward Taiwan. It is 
widely and deeply believed among mainland Chinese 
that Taiwan is a part of China and must eventually be 
reintegrated, even though the Taiwanese have developed 
their own identity in recent decades and want Taiwan to 
be treated as a sovereign nation-state. Successive govern-
ments in Beijing have emphasized that they would go to 
war if Taiwan declared itself an independent country, 

even though a war would likely do significant damage to 
China’s economy.36 All nations, not just China, are ob-
sessed with exercising authority over the territory they 
believe is an integral part of their hallowed homeland.

The large social groups that came before nations 
also cared about controlling territory, but they rarely 
viewed it as sacred space. Territory mattered largely 
for economic and military reasons. Prime real estate, 
which included much of the land in Europe, contained 
valuable resources, including manpower, that were es-
sential for building a powerful economy and a formida-
ble military force. Some territory was also strategically 
important: it provided defensible borders or access to 
an important waterway or ocean. This instrumental 
view meant that leaders could treat their territory as 
divisible under the right circumstances. But a nation’s 
territory holds enormous intrinsic value as part of its 
cultural heritage, which means it is indivisible.37

Sovereignty
Finally, nations aim to maximize their control over 

their own political fate, which is another way of saying 
they are deeply concerned about sovereignty, or how 
political authority is arranged inside a state as well as 
among states. In domestic terms, sovereignty denotes 
where supreme political authority lies within a state.38 
The sovereign holds the ultimate authority to formu-
late and execute domestic as well as foreign policy.39

There can be only one sovereign within a state, as 
sovereignty is indivisible. In the dynastic states that 
populated Europe between roughly 1500 and 1800, 
sovereignty rested exclusively with the king or queen 
and was said to be conferred on the crown by God. 
Thus it was commonplace during that period to talk 
about the “divine right of kings.” But this perspective 
on sovereignty is incompatible with nationalism. In a 
nation-state, supreme authority resides in the people 
or the nation. The people are not subjects who owe 
allegiance to a monarch but citizens with the rights 
and responsibilities that come with being members of a 
nation. As such, they are all equals.

This notion of popular sovereignty is clearly reflect-
ed in the French constitution of 1791, which states: 
“Sovereignty is one, indivisible, inalienable, and impre-
scriptible; it belongs to the Nation; no group can attri-
bute sovereignty to itself nor can an individual arrogate 
it to himself.”40 That challenge to monarchial authority 
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would have confounded Louis XV, who said, “The rights 
and interests of the nation, which some dare to regard as 
a separate body from the monarch, are necessarily united 
with my rights and interests, and they repose only in 
my hands.”41 (This is simply a more prolix version of his 
predecessor’s famous outburst, “Tetat, c’est moi!”) Before 
the coming of nationalism, writes the international 
relations scholar Robert Jackson, “sovereign rulers were 
preoccupied with territory but were largely indifferent 

to the peoples that occupied it, provided they accepted 
their authority.”42 Kings and queens often felt they had 
more in common with their fellow sovereigns than the 
populations under their control.

The notion of popular sovereignty must be qual-
ified, though, because it is virtually impossible for a 
nation to collectively make policy decisions, in an emer-
gency especially, but also in normal times. Speed and 
efficiency demand that in an existential crisis, supreme 
authority rests with a single person or at most a few 
people.43 In more ordinary circumstances, decisions can 
be made by either autocrats or democratically elected 
leaders. The key feature in all of these circumstances, 
however, is that the decider or deciders have a close 
bond with their people and believe they are acting on 
the people’s behalf. As the political theorist Bernard 
Yack writes, “Even authoritarian and totalitarian 
nationalists invoke popular sovereignty to justify their 
demands for extreme forms of national assertion.”44 
The dynastic sovereigns did not consider themselves 
servants of the populations they controlled, but instead 
acted to serve either their own interests or what they 
perceived to be the state’s interests.

Internationally, sovereignty means that the state 
wants the ability to make its own decisions on both 
domestic and foreign policy, free from outside inter-
ference. That viewpoint applies to both dynastic states 
and nation-states. Of course, various structural forces 

in the international system will limit a sovereign state’s 
menu of options, but sovereignty demands that other 
states not purposely intrude in its politics. States are 
deeply committed to self-determination, and nations, 
which are inextricably bound up with the state, care 
greatly about self-determination, both in dealing with 
other nation-states and inside their own states.

This emphasis on self-determination, coupled with 
the sense of oneness integral to nationalism, points 

us to the democratic impulse embedded in this ism.45 
Robespierre captured the link between democracy and 
nationalism when he wrote: “It is only under a democ-
racy that the state is the fatherland of all the individ-
uals who compose it and can count as many active 
defenders of its cause as it has citizens.”46 This is not to 
say nationalism is the principal cause of democracy, 
because it is not, but it is an important contributing 
factor. It is no accident that over the past two centuries, 
democracy has spread across large portions of the globe 
at the same time that nationalism was gaining sway 
around the world. Note, however, that I am talking 
about nationalism’s relationship with democracy, not 
with liberalism. Liberalism and nationalism sometimes 
clash in fundamental ways.

In sum, nations have six core features that, 
taken together, distinguish them from the kinds of 
large social groups that dominated the landscape 
before nations came on the scene. These features 
are a powerful sense of oneness, a distinct culture, 
a marked sense of specialness, a historical narrative 
that emphasizes timelessness, a deep attachment to 
territory, and a strong commitment to sovereignty or 
self-determination.

The Essential Functions of a Nation
Nations serve their members in two critically 

important ways: they facilitate survival and fulfill 

Internationally, sovereignty means that the state wants 
the ability to make its own decisions on both domes-
tic and foreign policy, free from outside interference. 
That viewpoint applies to both dynastic states and na-
tion-states.
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important psychological needs. In this they are no 
different from their predecessors, although the actual 
mechanics vary somewhat between them.

Nations are primarily survival vehicles. Their un-
derlying culture allows members to cooperate easily 
and effectively, which in turn maximizes their chances 
of securing life’s basic necessities. Take language, for 
example. The fact that a nation’s people mostly speak 

the same language makes it easy for them to commu-
nicate and work together to achieve important goals.47 
The same is true of a nation’s customs and rituals, 
and its behavioral norms. Cooperation also facili-
tates building reliable security forces that can protect 
individual members if they are threatened by another 
member or an outsider. A nation’s culture and sense 
of oneness help it create clear boundaries with other 
nations, which also help identify and protect against 
outsiders. Finally, nations care greatly about self-de-
termination, in part because it allows them to make 
the decisions they think are necessary to protect them 
from rival nations.

But nations are more than survival vehicles. For most 
people, they also fulfill important emotional needs. We 
are all social animals and have little choice but to belong 
to groups, but there are many social groups.48 What 
makes a nation so special is that it provides an existential 
narrative. It gives its members a strong sense that they 
are part of an exceptional and exclusive community 
whose history is filled with important traditions as well 
as remarkable individuals and events. Their culture, in 
other words, is special. Members want to live together to 
carry on those traditions, “validate the heritage that has 
been jointly received,”49 and share a common destiny. 

Furthermore, nations promise their members that 
they will be there for future generations the way they 
were there in the past. In this sense, nationalism is 
much like religion, which also does an excellent job of 
weaving the past, present, and future into a seamless 

web that gives members a sense they are part of a long 
and rich tradition.50 This veneration of the nation acts 
as a formidable bonding force that enhances its cohe-
siveness and boosts its prospects for survival.

Why Nations Want States
So far I have paid little attention to the political di-

mension of nationhood, but as I explained in chapter 2, 

all large social groups, including nations, need political 
institutions from the beginning to survive. For a nation, 
the best possible situation is to have its own state. 

What, then, is a state? Some scholars use the term 
to describe almost all of the higher political insti-
tutions that have existed over time. For example, 
Charles Tilly writes in his seminal book Coercion, 
Capital, and European States, AD 990-1992, “States 
have been the world’s largest and most powerful or-
ganizations for more than five thousand years.”51 Such 
a broad definition, however, fails to capture import-
ant differences among the widely varying political 
forms that have existed in Europe and other regions 
throughout history. Instead, I restrict the term state 
to the particular political entity that began to take 
shape in Europe during the early 1500s and eventually 
spread across the globe. It differs significantly from 
its many predecessors, which include (to name just a 
few) city-states, empires, tribes, principalities, duch-
ies, theocracies, and feudal monarchies. The state in 
my story takes two forms: the dynastic state, which 
predominated from about 1500 to 1800, and the na-
tion-state, which replaced it. 

A state is a political institution that controls a large 
territory with well defined borders and has the ability 
to employ force to break or discipline the individuals 
and groups living within those borders.52 Within these 
borders, in other words, the state has “exclusive supreme 
command, enabling it within this territory, to overrule 
the lower administrative echelons as well as disregard 

Nations serve their members in two critically important 
ways: they facilitate survival and fulfill important psy-
chological needs.
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private property.”53 Decision making is centralized in a 
state: power is concentrated at the center. In practical 
terms, this means a state has a permanent bureaucracy, 
a system of rules and laws, and the capacity to levy taxes 
on the people living within its borders. Most important-
ly, the central administration controls the lawful tools of 
violence. The state, of course, looks outward as well as 
inward, and thus engages in diplomacy, economic inter-
course, security competition, and war with other states.

The concept of sovereignty was conceived just as 
dynastic states were emerging in Europe, which is why 
they are sometimes referred to as it sovereign states. 
Sovereignty was vested in the crown in those dynastic 
states, but with the coming of the nation-state, it be-
came lodged in the people. Although sovereignty is all 
about who has supreme political authority, not actual 
political power, in the real world authority and power 
are closely linked. Who possessed ultimate authority 
mattered greatly in the emerging states, because those 
people could become remarkably powerful, which 
meant they would have a huge influence on the people 
who fell under their purview.

Before the dynastic state came on the scene, both po-
litical authority and political power in Europe were much 
more decentralized. It was often difficult to tell where 
sovereignty resided. During the Middle Ages (roughly 
500 to 1500 AD), writes the political sociologist William 
Sewell, “The social system was both corporate and hierar-
chical. ... People belonged to a whole range of constituted 
solidarity units, sharing communities of recognition in 
a simultaneously negotiated fashion with overlapping 
collections of other persons.”54 The Catholic Church had 
some authority, but so did kings, the local nobility, towns, 
cities, and even guilds. Political authority was, as Robert 
Jackson puts it, “diverse, dislocated, and disjointed.”55 The 
difficulty of determining who had supreme authority was 
abetted by the fact that no political entity in Europe was 
significantly more powerful than its competitors. 

One might think that medieval kings had significant 
political power. But the most powerful political actors 
were usually the resident nobles and the bishops who ran 
the local churches. Central authorities were generally 
no match for these local forces, which had much more 
influence on an individual’s daily life than did monarchs. 
As the historians Joseph Strayer and Dana Munro note, 
“Kings were neither especially dignified nor especial-
ly important. In most regions of Europe they did not 

receive the primary allegiance of their peoples and could 
not determine the political destinies of their countries. … 
The personal bond between a man and his lord was far 
stronger than the vague idea of allegiance to the state.”56

The situation began to change in the early 1500s 
with the emergence of the dynastic state, which was 
committed to asserting political control over all people 
within its borders. This meant weakening the author-
ity of the Catholic Church in Rome as well as that of 
local authorities. Nevertheless, it took time for the 
dynastic state to centralize control within its borders, 
because the technology of the day did not permit easy 
projection of power by the crown. Road systems across 
Europe were primitive, communication could travel no 
faster than a horse or a ship, and the capacity to make 
multiple copies of documents was just beginning to 
develop.57 Not until some three hundred years after the 
first states began appearing in Europe did it make sense 
to talk about concentrated power at their centers.

By the late 1700s, however, the state was much bet-
ter positioned to confront the local authorities inside its 
borders. Not surprisingly, the newly emerging nations 
paid this development much attention. Each wanted its 
own nation-state.

Nations covet a state for two reasons, the first of 
which is self-determination. Like any large social group, 
nations prefer to run their own affairs and determine 
their own fates as much as possible. The best way to 
achieve those ends is for a nation to control the political 

A state has a permanent bureaucracy, a system of rules 
and laws, and the capacity to levy taxes on the people 
living within its borders. Most importantly, the central 
administration controls the lawful tools of violence.
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institutions that shape its daily life. In the modern 
world, that translates into having one’s own state. Of 
course, not every nation can fulfill this ambition, and 
nations that cannot are not necessarily doomed to dis-
appear. As the political philosopher Yael Tamir notes, 
“The right to self-determination can be realized in a 
variety of different ways: cultural autonomies, regional 
autonomies, federations, and confederations.” But she 
acknowledges that “unquestionably a nation-state can 
ensure the widest possible degree of national autonomy 
and the maximum range of possibilities for the enjoy-
ment of national life.”58 Nations push from the bottom 
up to establish states they can dominate and run.

Nations also want their own states because this 
is the best way to maximize their survival prospects. 
Nations face a variety of threats to their existence, 
starting with the intrusive nature of the modern state. 
The dynastic state did not interfere much in the daily 
lives of the people within its borders. It mainly collect-
ed taxes and looked for relatively small numbers of 
young men who might serve in the army. Otherwise, 
people were pretty much left alone under the purview 
of local cultural and political institutions. But as the 
state became more deeply involved in its citizens’ lives, 
that changed drastically. States had a powerful incen-
tive to mold their people into a single culture with a 
common language and a shared history.59

This impulse to homogenize the culture, which is 
synonymous with nation-building, presents a grave 
danger for any minority group in a multinational state, 
simply because the majority is likely to ensure that 
the emerging common culture is defined by its own 
language and traditions. Minority cultures are likely to 
be pushed aside and maybe even disappear. As Walker 
Connor points out, states that engage in nation-build-
ing are invariably in the business of nation-breaking 
as well.60 The best way for a nation to avoid that fate is 
to have its own state. This logic explains why so many 
multinational states have broken apart over the past 
two centuries.61

Another reason members of minority nations worry 
about their survival is that they might be killed in a 
civil war. A good example is the Hutu genocide against 
the Tutsis in Rwanda in 1994. A murderous campaign 
against a minority group might happen for a number 
of reasons. It might be driven by resentment over the 
minority’s disproportionate influence in the economy, 

or the minority might be seen as a fifth column, like the 
Armenians in Turkey during World War I.62 It is always 
safer to have your own state than to be on the short end 
of the power balance in a fractious multinational state.

Finally, national survival was a matter of great 
concern for subject peoples during the age of imperial-
ism, and fear of conquest played an important role in 
spreading the modem state system beyond Europe.63 
Between the early sixteenth century and the early 
twentieth, the European great powers created empires 
covering large portions of the globe. The indigenous 
people who became subjects of those far-flung empires 
often saw their cultures badly damaged by the impe-
rial powers, which frequently restricted the natives’ 
education, destroyed their economies, conscripted 
their young men, confiscated their farmland, and even 
forced native peoples into virtual (or actual) slavery. 
Local populations, spurred on by their elites, eventu-
ally began to see themselves as nations and to think 
about self-determination. In most cases, the only way 
to achieve that end was to break away from the empire 
and establish an independent nation-state.

These persuasive reasons for a nation to want its 
own state have contributed greatly to the development 
of the nation-state. The converse is true as well: dynas-
tic states had compelling reasons to tum themselves 
into nation-states, as states benefit greatly when their 
people are organized into nations.

Why States Want Nations
Nationalism is essential for economic as well as 

military success, both of which matter greatly for a 
state’s survival. Governing elites also foster nationalism 
through their efforts to make their populations govern-
able—never an easy task.

In the industrial age, states that want to compete eco-
nomically have no choice but to create a common cul-
ture, as Ernest Gellner argues in his classic work Nations 
and Nationalism. Industry requires laborers who are lit-
erate and can communicate with each other. This means 
states need universal education as well as a common lan-
guage. Industrial societies, in other words, demand a high 
degree of cultural homogeneity; they require a nation. 
The state plays the leading role in fostering that shared 
culture, especially through education, where it plays a 
central role in determining what is taught in the class-
room. “The monopoly of legitimate education,” Gellner 



Nationalism can have a profound effect on the out-
come of a war when one side uses it to build a power-
ful military while its opponents do not.
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writes, “is now more important, more central than is the 
monopoly of legitimate violence.”64

There are also compelling national security rea-
sons for states to promote nationalism.65 As Barry 
Posen notes, “Any argument that one can make for the 
economic function of literacy and a shared culture is 
at least as plausible for a military function, particularly 
in mass warfare.”66 There is an abundance of evidence 
showing that educated soldiers perform far better in 

combat than illiterate ones. And compared with those 
with different languages and cultures, soldiers who 
speak the same language and share many of the same 
practices and beliefs are more easily molded into an 
effective fighting force.67

There is another way in which nationalism is a huge 
force multiplier. Because nationalism creates tight 
bonds between a people and their state, leaders in war-
time—especially in times of extreme emergency—can 
usually get their citizens to steadfastly support the war 
effort and put on a uniform and fight.68 Nation-states 
can raise large militaries and sustain them for long peri-
ods of time. None of the great powers in World War 
I, for example, ran out of soldiers. During each year 
of that unbelievably bloody conflict, the governments 
routinely replaced their many thousands of lost soldiers 
with a new crop of eligible males. (In the end, the war 
killed about nine million in uniform and seven million 
civilians.) This does not mean armies never collapse af-
ter years of deadly fighting, as the Russian army did in 
the fall of 1917 and the German army did a year later. 
The French army mutinied in the spring of 1917. Nor 
is it to deny that public support for a nation-state’s war 
may quickly evaporate. 

Nationalism, however, does more than increase the 
size of a country’s military forces. It also makes soldiers, 
sailors, and airmen more reliable and committed to 
fighting for their country. In the age of the dynastic state, 
desertion was a major problem for military commanders 

both before and during battles. Rulers built their armies 
with mercenaries and “the criminal, the vagabond, and 
the destitute” from their own societies, and these soldiers 
felt little loyalty to the country for which they were fight-
ing.69 By far a greater motivation was to avoid getting 
killed. Desertion is much less of a problem when soldiers 
are drawn from a nationalistic population: they are 
primed to defend their country by putting themselves 
in harm’s way. Napoleon captured this shift when he 

proclaimed, “All men who value life more than the glory 
of the nation and the esteem of their comrades should 
not be members of the French army.”70

 Nationalism can have a profound effect on the 
outcome of a war when one side uses it to build a 
powerful military while its opponents do not. After 
French nationalism in the wake of the 1789 Revolution 
helped Napoleon create the mightiest army in Europe, 
Carl von Clausewitz, who fought against it as an officer 
in the Prussian military, described its prowess: “This 
juggernaut of war, based on the strength of the entire 
people, began its pulverizing course through Europe. 
It moved with such confidence and certainty that 
whenever it was opposed by armies of the traditional 
type there could never be a moment’s doubt as to the 
result.”71 Other countries could hope to survive only if 
they built an army like the French army, and the only 
way to do that was to cultivate a nation-state.72

Finally, there is a two-pronged logic behind 
governing a state that works to promote national-
ism. First, leaders of all kinds desire popular alle-
giance. They want their people to be as united as 
possible and feel loyal to the state, which is not easy 
to achieve given that no society can ever reach a 
thoroughgoing consensus about what constitutes the 
good life. By fostering a common culture and tight 
bonds between the people and their state, national-
ism can be the glue that holds otherwise disputatious 
people together.



By fostering a common culture and tight bonds be-
tween the people and their state, nationalism can be 
the glue that holds otherwise disputatious people to-
gether.
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Consider Britain and France in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, when states were just emerg-
ing as a political form and both countries were riven 
with conflicts between Catholics and Protestants. In 
his book Faith in Nation, Anthony Marx explains 
how the ruling monarchs in London and Paris dili-
gently worked to end those conflicts and construct a 
common culture in their respective countries. Their 
aim, he notes, was not simply to generate greater 

cohesion in the populace but also to build loyalty 
between the people and their rulers.73 They were 
largely successful in both cases, although they did 
not go so far as to create nations, which came later. 
Nevertheless, their efforts explain why Britain and 
France were among the earliest dynastic states to 
evolve into nation-states. 

States also have powerful incentives to shape 
their societies in ways that make day-to-day gover-
nance easier. Political leaders and bureaucrats alike 
abhor complexity, because it makes it difficult for 
them to make sense of the world around them and 
manage it to their state’s advantage. They especially 
dislike trying to run a country where a variety of 
local cultures have their own boundaries, educa-
tional systems, measures, property systems, rules, 
and languages. To remedy this problem, governing 
elites engage in social engineering aimed at making it 
easier to gain knowledge about their country, which, 
in turn, makes it easier to administer. The key to 
success is to eliminate heterogeneity, which, accord-
ing to James Scott, involves complementary process-
es: simplification and legibility. “A thoroughly legible 
society,” Scott writes, “eliminates local monopolies 
of information and creates a kind of national trans-
parency through the uniformity of codes, identities, 
statistics, regulations, and measures.” But the “most 
powerful” of all “state simplifications” is “the im-
position of a single, official language.”74 Making a 
society more homogeneous means transcending local 

cultures and building a unified nation, even if that is 
not the intent. 

In sum, just as nations have powerful reasons to 
want their own states, states invariably try to mold 
their populations into nations. The complementary log-
ics at the root of nationalism work to meld nations and 
states together into nation-states and have made them 
the dominant political form in the world. This is one of 
the realities that liberalism must deal with.

Living with the Dominator
The best starting point for understanding the relation-

ship between liberalism and nationalism is to list their 
main differences. There are five key ones. First, liberalism 
focuses on the individual and pays little attention to social 
groups. Nationalism does the opposite: it rivets on the 
social group, which of course is the nation. The individual, 
while not irrelevant, is subordinate to the nation, which 
provides him with a powerful sense of participation in an 
enterprise with a timeless and grand tradition.

Second, natural rights and toleration are central 
components of liberal theory. Nationalism pays them 
little attention, although a nation-state can certainly 
have its own set of rights and preach toleration. 

Third, liberalism has a particularist strand, which 
stems from its assumption that there are no final truths 
about the good life, and a universal strand, derived 
from its emphasis on inalienable rights. A certain ten-
sion exists between these strands. Nationalism does not 
have a universalist strand; despite its universal appeal, 
it is particularist all the way down. 

Fourth, although the state is of central importance 
for both theories, its relationship to the wider public is 
different in each. With liberalism, the state’s main func-
tions are to act as a night watchman, arbitrate disputes, 
and do significant social engineering for the purposes of 
promoting individual rights and managing the various 
problems that attend daily life in a modem society. 
Modus vivendi liberals are opposed to social engineer-
ing, especially for the purpose of fostering positive rights, 
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but that is a battle they have lost. Liberalism cultivates 
hardly any emotional attachment to the state among its 
citizens, even despite their enormous dependence on it. 
This functional view of the state explains why it is hard 
to motivate people to fight and die for a purely liberal 
state. The nationalist state also maintains order and does 
substantial social engineering, but it inspires powerful 
allegiance. People are willing to fight and die for it.

Fifth, liberalism and nationalism view territory dif-

ferently. Nationalists tend to think of the land they live 
on, or aspire to live on, as sacred. It is their fatherland 
or motherland, and so worth making great sacrifices to 
defend. Where the land’s borders are located matters 
greatly. Liberalism has no room for hallowed territory; 
it pays little attention to where countries draw their 
borders, which squares with the emphasis liberals place 
on universal rights. In the liberal story, land is most 
important as private property that individuals have an 
inalienable right to own and sell as they see fit.

The Potential for Coexistence
Despite these differences, there is abundant evi-

dence that these two isms can coexist inside a country. 
It is important to emphasize, however, that liberalism 
always operates within the context of a nation-state. 
Liberalism without nationalism is impossible. We live 
in a world of nation-states-a world of omnipresent 
nationalism. Liberalism, of course, is not omnipresent.

The international system contained few liberal 
democracies until after World War II.75 Although their 
numbers have grown substantially since then, they 
have never accounted for even half the countries in the 
world. Freedom House, for example, reports that they 
represented 34 percent of the total in 1986 and 45 per-
cent in 2017, but that the trend line is moving down-
ward.76 The key point, however, is that all of them are 
not simply liberal democracies but liberal nation-states. 

A purely liberal state is not feasible. Liberalism requires 
“the non-liberal underbelly of national community.”77

Stephen Holmes captures this point when he writes: 
“Liberals have succeeded in realizing some of their ideals 
... only because they have compromised with the reali-
ties of national sovereignty erected on a preliberal basis. 
Liberal rights are meaningful only within the confines 
of pre-existing, territorially-bounded states, and only 
where there exists a rights-enforcing power.”78 To quote 

another political theorist, Will Kymlicka: “The freedom 
which liberals demand for individuals is not primarily 
the freedom to go beyond one’s language and history, but 
rather the freedom to move around within one’s societal 
culture, to distance oneself from particular cultural roles, 
to choose which features of the culture are most worth 
developing, and which are without value.”79

We can get a good sense of how liberalism relates to 
nationalism from the literature on American national 
identity. It was once commonplace for scholars to argue 
that the United States is a deeply liberal country while 
paying little attention to American nationalism. This 
perspective is reflected in Louis Hartz’s classic 1955 
book The Liberal Tradition in America. He maintains 
that the United States was born a liberal country 
and never had a feudal tradition, unlike its European 
counterparts. Lacking a significant political right or left, 
it has instead veered toward an illiberal liberalism. But 
Hartz says little about American nationalism. In this 
he follows in the footsteps of Alexis de Tocqueville and 
Gunnar Myrdal, who also wrote important books on 
American identity that largely ignore nationalism.80

This was a “misleading orthodoxy,” as Rogers 
Smith points out in his important book Civic Ideals.81 
American identity does not revolve only around 
liberalism, as Hartz seemed to think, but is inextrica-
bly bound up with nationalism. Political elites in the 
United States, Smith argues, “require a population to 

There is abundant evidence that these two isms can 
coexist inside a country. It is important to emphasize, 
however, that liberalism always operates within the 
context of a nation-state. Liberalism without national-
ism is impossible.
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lead that imagines itself to be a ‘people,”’ which is anoth-
er way of saying a nation.82 He emphasizes that con-
ceptions of peoplehood, which are particularist at their 
core, are at odds with liberalism’s emphasis on “univer-
sal equal human rights.”83 Moreover, Smith notes that it 
is impossible to have a purely liberal state.84

Among modern scholars, it appears that Smith’s 
view of the importance of “peoplehood” has won 
the day. For example, the importance of national-
ism in American political life is clearly reflected in 
Anatol Lieven’s American Nationalism and Samuel 
Huntington’s last book, Who Are We? Huntington’s 
great concern was that America’s national identity is 
withering away and that eventually it will be left with 
only its liberal creed, which by itself cannot sustain the 
United States for long.85

Finally, as David Armitage reminds us, the 
American Declaration of Independence did not just 
emphasize the universality of individual rights. It also 
paid much attention to the idea of “one people” estab-
lishing sovereignty, which, of course, is what the colo-
nists were doing at the time. He calls the Declaration 
“the birth certificate of the American nation.” (I would 
modify this slightly and call it the birth certificate 
of the American nation-state.) Between these “two 
distinct elements,” Armitage maintains, the found-
ers and their successors paid more attention to “the 
assertion of popular sovereignty to create a new state” 
than to “ideas of individual rights.” He argues that the 
Declaration’s substantial universal appeal is based more 
on the sovereignty dimension than the rights one.86

On a related matter, some scholars make a distinction 
between civic nationalism and cultural or ethnic nation-
alism. For them, the word civic is a euphemism for liber-
al, which essentially means they are talking about fash-
ioning a nation based almost exclusively on liberal values. 
In other words, they are asserting that one may have 
a nation without a culture based on a widely accepted 
package of distinct practices and beliefs. Liberalism alone 
can do the job. Scholars who make this argument usually 
hold up the United States and the countries of Western 
Europe as successful examples of this phenomenon.87 
The notion of civic nationalism captures Hartz’s descrip-
tion of the United States.

Civic nationalism is not a useful concept. While 
liberal values can be a component of a nation’s culture, 
they cannot be the sole basis of national identity. Civic 

nationalism is not a meaningful notion in good part 
because social groups like nations invariably have a 
variety of deeply rooted practices and beliefs that mat-
ter greatly in their members’ daily lives. It is virtually 
impossible for a nation to function effectively without 
a multifaceted culture.88 This is why most scholars who 
write about American culture today emphasize nation-
alism as well as liberalism. The American nation, like 
all nations, has a rich culture, which includes a variety 
of practices and beliefs. This makes Americans not 
simply liberals but liberal nationalists. When someone 
self-identifies as an American, she is effectively saying 
she is an American nationalist.

Why Nationalism Dominates
It should be clear by now that nationalism is a 

more powerful force than liberalism. Nationalism is 
pervasive, while liberalism is not. Liberalism always 
has to operate in the context of a nationalist state. 
Still, it would be wrong to think that liberalism 
matters for little. Even though it almost always loses 
in a direct conflict with nationalism, liberalism is a 
powerful ideology. 

The two isms are not always at loggerheads. There 
should be little conflict between them in a society that 
largely comprises one nation and has a thick culture. In 
such cases, which include the United States, national-
ism should not get in the way of creating a vibrant civil 
society with considerable room for individual rights 
and freedom from state interference. The same logic 
should apply in multinational states where the core 
nation and the minority nations respect each other’s 
rights and are tolerant of each other’s differences. 
Present-day Canada and India, with their thin national 
cultures, fit in this category.

Liberalism and nationalism conflict when there is 
deep hostility between the different groups in a multi-
national country. In those circumstances, it is almost 
impossible for liberalism to take hold in the face of 
national animosities. When relations between groups 
are filled with anger and hatred, tolerance and equal 
rights are extremely difficult to promote. Usually in 
such instances, the most powerful national group 
discriminates against the weaker group in an illiberal 
way. Israel’s behavior toward the Palestinians is a good 
example, and with the rise of Hindu extremism, India 
is in danger of becoming an illiberal democracy.89 
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These circumstances favor nationalism for two 
reasons. First, liberals oversell the importance of 
individual rights, which is at the heart of their theory. 
Most people care about rights, but it is not a burn-
ing issue for them, and its influence in daily political 
life is much more limited than liberals recognize. It 
is especially limited when the rights conflict with the 
passions aroused by nationalist animosities. Second 
and more importantly, nationalism is more in sync 

with human nature than liberalism, which mistakenly 
treats individuals as utility maximizers who worry 
only about their own welfare, rather than as intensely 
social beings.90 Nationalism, which is predicated on the 
correct belief that individuals invariably have a strong 
sense of loyalty toward their own group, is better at 
addressing several critically important human needs.91 
This is why it is a ubiquitous force in the modern world 
and liberalism is not.92

It is because liberalism fails to provide individuals 
with a sense of community that it cannot provide the 
glue to hold a society together. It does not make them 
feel they are part of a large and vibrant group that is 
special and worthy of esteem, which is important to 
people psychologically as well as for keeping a society 
intact. This problem derives partly from liberalism’s 
particularist strand—that it rivets on atomistic individ-
uals who have rights but few duties and obligations—
and partly from its universalist strand: its emphasis on 
inalienable rights, which apply to all people, not just the 
members of a particular group.

In fact, liberalism does not simply fail to provide 
the bonds to keep a society intact; it also has the 
potential to eat away at those bonds and ultimately 
damage the society’s foundations. The taproot of the 
problem is liberalism’s radical individualism and its 
emphasis on utility maximization. It places virtually 
no emphasis on the importance of fostering a sense of 
community and caring about fellow citizens. Instead, 

everyone is encouraged to pursue his own self-in-
terest, based on the assumption that the sum of all 
individuals’ selfish behavior will be the common good. 
This self-regarding behavior is somewhat countered 
by contemporary liberalism’s emphasis on ensuring 
equal opportunity for everyone, although not all 
liberals support that goal. In brief, liberalism not only 
contributes little to building societies but also has 
features that undermine social cohesion.

Nationalism, in contrast, is all about community 
and members’ responsibilities to the collectivity. Unlike 
liberalism, it works toward creating a sense of belong-
ing. It satisfies individuals’ emotional need to be part of 
a large group with a rich tradition and a bright future. 
Moreover, nationalism is well suited to holding a soci-
ety together, except in multinational states where the 
constituent nations are hostile to each other. 

Liberalism also does a poor job of tying the individ-
ual to the state. In the liberal story, the state is the prod-
uct of a social contract among individuals, and its main 
task is to protect them from each other and allow each 
to pursue her own notion of the good life. Although the 
state works to promote equal opportunity for its citi-
zens, some liberals contest that mission, and the liberal 
state, by definition, has limited capacity to interfere in 
its citizens’ lives. Individuals in the liberal story are not 
expected to have a deep emotional attachment to their 
state, and it is hard to imagine them putting their lives 
on the line for it.93 Nationalism, on the other hand, cre-
ates strong bonds between individuals and their state. 
Many people are strongly inclined to fight and die, if 
necessary, for their nation-state.

Finally, the vast majority of people in the modern 
world care greatly about territory. Their identity is 
bound up in land they consider sacred. This perspec-
tive, of course, is central to nationalism and accounts 
for much of its appeal. Liberalism ignores the link 
between identity and territory. Uday Mehta maintains 

Liberalism and nationalism conflict when there is deep 
hostility between the different groups in a multination-
al country. In those circumstances, it is almost impos-
sible for liberalism to take hold in the face of national 
animosities.
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that “political theorists in the Anglo-American liberal 
tradition have, for the most part, not only ignored the 
links between political identity and territory, but have 
also conceptualized the former in terms that at least 
implicitly deny any significance to the latter and the 
links between the two.”94 Land is important to liberal-
ism as private property, but that is a different matter.

All of this is to say that liberalism can have an 
important role in shaping daily life, but it almost always 
plays second fiddle to nationalism. 

Overselling Individual Rights
The liberal case for rights rests on two claims. First, 

the overwhelming majority of people around the world 
recognize what those rights are and think they are 
universal and inalienable, meaning they apply equally 
to everyone in the world and cannot be given or taken 
away. Second, people across the board believe individ-
ual rights are truly important and should be privileged 
in the political arena. There are good reasons to doubt 
both of these suppositions. Rights are not insignif-
icant, one can certainly argue that they should be 
universal and inalienable, and even if that is visibly not 
true everywhere, they are still of great importance in 
particular countries, where they form part of a well-es-
tablished tradition. The 1689 English Bill of Rights, for 
example, which arose mainly out of the politics of the 
Glorious Revolution, gained legitimacy by invoking 
“ancient rights and liberties.”95

 Privileging the concept of inalienable rights creates 
theoretical as well as evidentiary problems. When you 
look carefully at the underlying logic, there are three 
reasons to be skeptical that any widely agreed-upon 
body of rights can exist; and when you look closely at 
the historical record, it provides considerable evidence 
to back up that skepticism. 

False Universalism
For starters, liberalism assumes there is no 

possibility of a worldwide consensus on what con-
stitutes the good life. Particular societies may reach 
substantial agreement on first principles, but they 
will never achieve universal agreement, save for the 
belief that everyone has a basic right to survival. At 
the same time, however, liberals maintain that there 
is some objectively correct set of individual rights, 
and that it is possible to discern what those rights 

are, how they relate to each other, and that they are 
inalienable.

How can this be, since individual rights are all about 
first principles? They are profoundly important for 
defining how people think about and act toward their 
fellow humans. Thus it is hard to believe, given the lim-
its of our critical faculties, that there can be anything 
close to universal agreement on whether rights are in-
alienable, what they should be, and which ones should 
take precedence. There is a fundamental disagreement 
between modus vivendi and progressive liberals over 
whether individuals have a right to equal opportunity, 
and over positive rights more generally. Well-informed, 
well-meaning citizens disagree profoundly over wheth-
er there is a right to abortion or to affirmative action. 
These are matters that deal with the good life, and 
they show that we should not expect reason to provide 
collective truths.

To take this a step further, placing rights at the 
core of any political system is tantamount to saying 
that the best political order is a liberal one. It is diffi-
cult to imagine how it is possible to privilege rights in 
the absence of a liberal or at least quasi-liberal state. 
Political liberals are sometimes surprisingly intolerant 
toward illiberal groups or states, thinking that the only 
legitimate political order is a liberal one. This belief has 
long been widespread in the United States, as Louis 
Hartz makes clear in The Liberal Tradition in America. 
It is also on display in John Rawls’s The Law of Peoples, 
where he makes it clear that the best world is one popu-
lated solely with liberal democracies.96 John Locke also 
emphasized that liberal societies cannot tolerate groups 
that do not play by liberal rules. 

Thus when liberals talk about inalienable rights, 
they are effectively defining the good life. They make no 
meaningful distinction between these two subjects. But 
if it is an axiom of liberalism (backed up by observa-
tion) that you cannot get universal agreement on first 
principles, then it follows that you cannot get a plane-
tary consensus on individual rights.

I noted in the previous chapter that there is a par-
adox in political liberalism, which stems from the fact 
that its core holds a particularist as well as a universal-
ist strand. The particularism, of course, comes from the 
liberal belief that there is no truth regarding the good 
life, while the universalism is tied to the concept of 
inalienable rights. These two dimensions, I emphasized, 
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are in tension with each other. But under my analysis 
here, that paradox disappears, because liberalism prop-
erly understood is particularist all the way down. There 
can be no universal agreement about individual rights, 
just as there is no universal agreement about the good 
life, because there is no meaningful difference between 
those two realms. 

Trumping Rights
There is a second theoretical problem with liberal 

thinking about rights: other considerations sometimes 
push them into the background. People will usually 
privilege political stability, which involves their per-
sonal security and welfare, over rights when the two 
come into conflict. For example, if rights, and liberal 
democracy generally, lead to disorder, which might 
mean privation or death, individual rights are unlikely 
to matter much in practice, even among a public that in 
principle genuinely favors them. 

This logic is likely to apply in multinational states 
where there are deep-seated animosities among the ri-
val groups. In such instances, many people will prefer 
an authoritarian leader who can keep the other fac-
tions at bay. There will also be cases, however, where 
a country is in turmoil for some reason and adopting 
a liberal democratic system would only make the 
problem worse. Finally, individual rights sometimes 
take a backseat to concerns about an external threat. 

Countries facing existential threats over long periods 
tend to become garrison states—also known as na-
tional security states—that often trample on individ-
ual rights.97

The final theoretical problem regarding rights con-
cerns nationalism. According to the liberal story, rights 
apply equally to everyone, everywhere. But this flies in 
the face of nationalism, in which the concept of sover-
eignty means that each state is free to determine for itself 
which rights matter and how much they matter. Nation-
states are likely to be jealous defenders of their self-de-
termination, and it is hard to imagine them reaching a 
universal consensus on the correct package of rights. 

Furthermore, nationalism is all about privileging 
one’s own group over others. In an international system 
composed almost wholly of nation-states, most people 
will favor their fellow nationals over outsiders. In prac-
tice, countries are unlikely to accord the “other” the same 
rights given to their own people, and where nationalism 
turns ugly, they will have little difficulty trampling on the 
rights of foreigners they dislike or hate. In brief, national-
ism, which is particularist to the core, presents a serious 
threat to the notion of inalienable rights.

One can make the case that it is dangerous to think 
in terms of universal rights in a world of nation-states. 
Doing so risks giving people the impression that there 
is some higher authority—maybe some international 
institution—empowered to protect their rights. In fact, 

John Joseph Mearsheimer, PhD, R. Wendell Harrison Distinguished Service Professor at 
the University of Chicago, dissects what he regards as the adverse influence of traditional 
liberalism on the formation of U.S. government policy foreign and domestic since the Cold 
War, especially highlighting what he describes as the influence of fallacious assumptions 
about universal agreement among nation-states on the existence of  the “unalienable 
rights” stemming from liberal ideology. He details how policies based on such assumptions 
have resulted in numerous failed attempts to impose liberal hegemony on the world order 
since the end of the Cold War ended, sometimes with catastrophic effects, and that will 
continue to fail in the future because of a lack of appreciation among policy makers for the 
greater influence of nationalism on international relations.
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there is no such entity; states protect an individual’s 
rights, not some superior authority. Hannah Arendt 
saw the problem: “The Rights of Man ... had been de-
fined as ‘inalienable’ because they were supposed to be 
independent of all governments; but it turned out that 
the moment human beings lacked their own govern-
ment and had to fall back upon their minimum rights, 
no authority was left to protect them and no institu-
tion was willing to guarantee them.”98 She maintained 
that stateless people and unwanted minorities residing 
inside nation-states live in grave danger, because there 
is no enforcement mechanism to defend their rights, 
including the right to life, if they come under attack. 
“The abstract nakedness of being nothing but human,” 
she argued, “was their greatest danger.”99

Arendt’s solution was to eschew talk of universal 
rights and instead emphasize “nationally guaranteed 
rights.” In this she aligned herself with Edmund Burke, 
who “opposed the French Revolution’s Declaration of 
the Rights of Man” and instead made the case that rights 
“spring ‘from within the nation.”’ For Arendt, as for 
Burke, “It was much wiser to rely on an ‘entailed inheri-
tance’ of rights which one transmits to one’s children like 
life itself, and to claim one’s rights to be the ‘rights of an 
Englishman’ rather than the inalienable rights of man.”100 
Her opposition to this universalist strand of liberalism 
was driven in good part by concerns about survival.

Natural Rights and History
If reason tells us that everyone possesses a set of 

inalienable rights, as liberals claim, then it seems rea-
sonable to expect that at least some important pre-
modern thinkers would have understood this basic fact 
of life. That is not the case. Aristotle and Plato, as well 
as Machiavelli, apparently had no concept of natural 
rights. Hobbes and Locke did not begin developing the 
foundations of liberalism until the seventeenth cen-
tury. Others, such as Benjamin Constant, Kant, and 
Montesquieu, followed in their footsteps, but many 
other political philosophers paid little attention to the 
liberal story about individual rights, and some, such as 
Burke and Bentham, explicitly challenged it. Thus it is 
not even possible to make the less sweeping claim that 
once the leading thinkers recognized the importance 
of natural rights, a solid consensus emerged. There has 
never been universal agreement that rights are inalien-
able or that they are fundamental to political life.101

Furthermore, liberals themselves disagree about 
which rights matter most and how to weigh them 
when they come into conflict. The problem is especially 
complicated when promoting equality is thrown into 
the mix.102 John Rawls maintains that “applying liberal 
principles has a certain simplicity,” but this is only 
sometimes true.103 Think about hate speech. Liberals 
who are absolutists regarding free speech believe it 
should be tolerated even if they find it abhorrent. 
Other liberals, however, want to ban it because it can 
seriously hurt those who are targeted, who have the 
right to be protected from verbal abuse just as they 
have a right to be protected from physical abuse.104 
There is no indisputable way to determine how to rank 
these different rights. As John Gray notes, “All regimes 
embody particular settlements among rival liberties.”105

Hobbes’s and Locke’s thinking about individual 
rights was significantly shaped by contingency and 
history. The hate-filled conflict between Catholics and 
Protestants that raged in their day, coupled with the 
deep socioeconomic changes taking place in Britain, 
deeply influenced the foundational ideas of liberalism. 
In short, political ideologies are not created by reason 
alone. They tend to develop at critical points in history, 
and liberalism is no exception.

Even the staunchest advocates of individual rights 
are usually willing to limit, even disregard, rights in a 
supreme emergency. When an individual’s or a coun-
try’s survival is at stake, rights cannot be allowed to get 
in the way of doing whatever is necessary to endure. 
John Stuart Mill, for example, maintains that “the sole 
end for which mankind are warranted, individually 
or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action 
of any of their number, is self-protection.”106 Michael 
Walzer, who argues that countries should fight wars 
under a strict moral code of conduct, follows in Mill’s 
footsteps. At the end of his famous tract on just war 
theory, he writes that all the rules go out the window 
“when we are face-to-face not merely with defeat 
but with a defeat likely to bring disaster to a political 
community.”107 John Rawls too maintains that “political 
liberalism allows the supreme emergency exemption.”108

Countries or regions that have experienced great 
upheaval usually show a yearning for political stability 
that trumps any desire to create a liberal democracy. 
For example, a recent survey of Arab youth in the 
Middle East found that 53 percent of the respondents 
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believe that “promoting stability in the region is more 
important than promoting democracy.” Only 28 per-
cent disagreed.109 Consider too the case of President 
Paul Kagame, an authoritarian leader who seriously 
limits free speech in Rwanda, which experienced 
genocide in 1994. His main aim is to limit hostili-
ties between the Hutus, who perpetrated the geno-
cide, and the Tutsis, who were its principal victims. 
Kagame has enjoyed great success, and not surpris-

ingly he has been elected to three terms as president 
despite his illiberal policies.110

Russia’s strong preference for order over rights and 
democracy today is hardly surprising given what hap-
pened there in the 1990s, when its attempt to embrace 
Western-style democracy failed miserably, creating 
corruption and disorder on a grand scale. Since the 
early 2000s, Russia has become steadily more authori-
tarian, largely restoring order in the process. A March 
2014 poll conducted by the All-Russian Public Opinion 
Center showed that “seventy-one percent of Russians 
say they are ready to sacrifice civil freedoms to main-
tain stability, order and personal well-being.”111 

Finally, if individual rights are recognized and highly 
regarded by almost everyone, it should be reasonably 
easy to spread liberalism to other countries. But it is not. 
People are easily persuaded to respect their own rights, 
but convincing them that others’ rights are equally im-
portant is a difficult task. It is much easier to advance a 
bare-bones version of democracy that demands nothing 
more than free and fair elections in which the winners 
take office. It took a long time for liberalism to take root 
throughout the West, which is where it got started and 
has had the greatest impact.112 Of course, this is why the 
United States and its European allies are committed to 
spreading its values beyond the West.113

Even within the West, however, the commitment 
to individual rights is softer than most people realize. 
In the United States, leaders have violated individual 
rights when they thought the country was facing an ex-
treme emergency. Probably the best-known example of 
this phenomenon is Abraham Lincoln’s actions during 
the Civil War (1861-65) , when, among other things, he 
suspended habeas corpus, censored the mail, instituted 
military tribunals, and arrested individuals “who were 

represented to him as being or about to engage in dis-
loyal and treasonable practices.”114 Moreover, as Clinton 
Rossiter makes clear in Constitutional Dictatorship, 
the Civil War is not the only time America’s political 
leaders seriously limited rights in circumstances they 
felt were highly dangerous. One might expect there 
was a huge outcry, or at least significant protests, from 
the American people when their rights were curtailed. 
But they did not protest, mainly because the public’s 
support for individual rights in the United States is 
sometimes surprisingly soft.

The best evidence of the American people’s flexible 
commitment to liberalism is that they tolerated slavery 
until the Civil War, and then tolerated blatant racism 
in both the North and the South until the mid-1960s. 
Racism today is less socially acceptable but has hardly 
vanished. There was widespread discrimination against 
immigrants throughout the nineteenth century and 
well into the twentieth. This too rests a few inches 
underground today. Aristide Zolberg describes U.S. 
policy toward Chinese immigrants in the latter half of 
the nineteenth century as the “only successful instance 
of ‘ethnic cleansing’ in the history of American im-
migration.”115 The Europeans who began moving to 
the United States in large numbers in the 1830s also 
faced marked discrimination well into the twentieth 

People are easily persuaded to respect their own rights, 
but convincing them that others’ rights are equally im-
portant is a difficult task. It is much easier to advance a 
bare-bones version of democracy that demands noth-
ing more than free and fair elections in which the win-
ners take office.
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century.116 Probably no group had it worse than the 
Irish, who were despised by the ruling WASP elites. 
And there is no greater instance of discrimination 
against a European ethnic group than what hap-
pened to German Americans during World War I.117 
Although America was a thoroughly liberal country in 
principle from its inception, for most of its history it 
has hardly been a paragon of liberal virtue in practice.

Fortunately, this illiberal behavior toward African 

Americans and immigrants has mostly disappeared 
from public view, and the United States now strives to 
be a liberal country in practice as well as in theory. But 
the American public’s support for individual rights is 
not especially deep. While the discourse about rights is 
pervasive in contemporary America, that has been the 
case only since the 1950s. Before then, Americans did 
not pay much attention to individual rights.118

The present interest in rights notwithstanding, ac-
cording to the political scientist Gerald Rosenberg, many 
Americans understand little about the real meaning of 
inalienable rights, including that they are supposed to 
apply universally.119 Rosenberg shows that most equate 
rights with their own preferences. They tend to make 
rights claims that support their own interests but pay lit-
tle attention to claims that do not. Thus it is unsurprising 
that Americans are willing to curtail important rights 
when it suits them. Rosenberg concludes, after examin-
ing a variety of public opinion surveys, that “Americans 
view the right to a free press as meaning only the ability 
to publish what people prefer to read. If the American 
public does not like the content, then the press should 
not be able to publish it.” Regarding free speech, he 
finds that “Americans are both deeply committed to 
free speech in the abstract and strongly opposed to free 
speech for unpopular groups.” Both cases, he emphasizes, 
provide “a good deal of empirical support for the notion 
of rights as preferences.”120 It seems clear that many 
Americans are not deeply committed to the principle of 

universal rights. If that is true, it is hard to imagine that 
a passionate commitment to inalienable rights exists 
elsewhere, since no country has as rich a liberal tradition 
as the United States.

The bottom line is that the universal strand of 
liberalism is nowhere near as powerful as liberals 
believe. Liberal claims about the importance of indi-
vidual rights are much less compelling than liberals 
seem to believe, and might even be dead wrong. This 

circumscribed view of rights has direct implications 
for toleration and the state, the other two mechanisms 
that foster peace and prosperity in a liberal society. The 
more that citizens respect individual rights, the easier 
it is to promote tolerance and peaceful conflict resolu-
tion, and thus reduce the work the state has to perform 
to keep order. But if respect for rights is thin, it will be 
more difficult to promote tolerance, and the state’s role 
in maintaining peace at home will loom larger.

The Authoritarian Temptation
There is a potentially devastating argument against 

liberalism that needs to be addressed. James Madison 
identified it long ago, in Federalist No. 10.121 I do not 
think this argument ultimately reveals a fatal flaw in 
the theory, but it surely explains why it is often difficult 
to establish and maintain a liberal political order.

The taproot of the problem is that because there are 
always some sharp differences over first principles in 
every country, there will always be factions competing 
for power. As we saw, it matters greatly who governs 
the state because the faction in charge gets to write the 
rules, and in any society, whoever writes the rules gets 
to determine in part what constitutes the good life. 
There is no such thing as a neutral state that merely 
acts as an umpire among rival factions. One faction, or 
some combination of factions, has to run the govern-
ment, and in the process it will shape society in import-
ant ways.

Although America was a thoroughly liberal country in 
principle from its inception, for most of its history it has 
hardly been a paragon of liberal virtue in practice.
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Thus each faction in a liberal democracy has a strong 
incentive to take over the state and not relinquish power 
to a rival faction. In the Middle East, this phenomenon is 
commonly referred to as “one man, one vote, one time.”122 
Two motivating logics are at play here. Obviously, the 
faction that seized control would get to write the rules 
and not have to worry about losing a future election to 
a rival faction that might rewrite the rules. Additionally, 
each faction has good reason to think that every other 
faction understands this logic, and thus any faction that 
trusts another faction risks being played for a sucker. It 
is better to move first and capture the state for the long 
term before another faction beats you to the punch. This 
kind of behavior, which might seem unavoidable, would 
destroy a liberal democracy, even if the rival factions 
have no animus toward liberalism per se.

Still, liberal democracy is not doomed to fail be-
cause of this incentive structure. A well-ordered liberal 
state has specific features that help insulate it from 
collapse, although it may remain an uneasy standoff 
between factions. Five key considerations work togeth-
er to attenuate the problem. 

The first feature is balance-of-power behavior 
among various factions. If no single faction is especially 
powerful, it makes little sense for any faction to try to 
capture the state, because that move would almost cer-
tainly lead to a civil war. And if one faction is especially 
powerful, it can afford to play by the rules, get elected, 
and run the state over the long term in ways that it sees 
fit. It has no need to take control permanently. The 
one potentially dangerous situation is where there is 
an especially powerful faction that thinks it will lose its 
power over time. This creates incentives to undermine 
liberal democracy before the decline happens. The logic 
of this situation resembles that of preventive war. But 
even in this case, the rival factions will surely balance 
against the powerful, albeit declining, faction.  

The second consideration is the presence of cross-
cutting cleavages, which are common in liberal states. 
Most people have multiple interests that contribute to 
their political views. At the same time, there is a diverse 
array of issues that can motivate a faction, which means 
that not every faction in a society is concerned with the 
same issue.123 These two facts, when put together, mean 
that different individuals will sometimes find them-
selves in competing factions on one issue but on the 
same side on another. This outcome complicates the 

problem for any faction that might try to capture the 
state and put an end to liberal democracy. 

The third factor is organic solidarity, to borrow 
Durkheim’s term.124 The divisions of labor within a 
liberal society create extensive economic interdepen-
dence. People are intertwined at the economic level in 
profound ways. They depend on their fellow citizens 
in order to make a living and prosper, and most impor-
tantly, to survive. A civil war, which might ensue if one 
faction tried to conquer the state, would undermine 
that solidarity and gravely harm the entire society. 

The fourth consideration is nationalism. Liberal 
democracies are ultimately nation-states with deeply 
rooted cultures. Their citizens share certain practices 
and beliefs, and this works to ameliorate differences 
among them. One of those key beliefs, at least for 
most people, is sure to be a deep-seated faith in the 
virtues of liberal democracy in general and their own 
liberal democratic state in particular. Being liberal, in 
other words, is part of one’s national identity. Citizens 
will still have fundamental differences over first prin-
ciples, which means there will always be factions. Still, 
the fact of liberal democracy as an element of national 
identity can serve as a kind of glue, even if the theory 
cannot provide this glue. 

The fifth feature is the deep state.125 A liberal 
democracy, like any modern state, is highly bureau-
cratized, meaning it contains a good number of large 
institutions populated by career civil servants. Some 
of those bureaucracies are principally concerned with 
protecting the nation and the state against threats from 
within and without, which invariably means they have 
significant power to safeguard the existing political 
order. These institutions tend to operate autonomously, 
largely insulated from politics, which means that they 
usually do not identify with any particular faction. 
British civil servants, for example, devotedly serve both 
Conservative and Labor governments. Sometimes, 
however, a faction can capture a bureaucratic state, as 
the Nazis did in Germany during the 1930s.

Finally, at least three of these attenuating factors 
generally get stronger with time, which suggests that 
mature liberal democracies should be more resilient 
than fledgling ones. The more time passes, the more 
interdependent a society’s members become; the more 
they will be exposed to nationbuilding; and the stron-
ger the deep state will become. In sum, the presence of 
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competing internal factions does not mean that liberal 
states are doomed to fall apart.

On the international stage, however, things may be 
quite different.   
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Army University Films Latest Release 
Near Peer: China

Near Peer: China is the latest release from the Army University Films Team. 
Subject-matter experts discuss historical topics including prerevolution 
history, the rise of Mao, the evolution of the People’s Liberation Army with 
discussion of advances in military technologies. Near Peer: China is the first 
film in a four-part series exploring America’s global competitors.

Army University Films Team was established in 2017 to make documen-
tary films designed to augment teaching of current and emerging U.S. 
Army doctrine using historical case studies. These documentaries make 
doctrine more accessible, understandable, and enjoyable for profession-
al development at all levels. For those interested in reviewing the entire 
catalog of films produced so far, visit https://www.armyupress.army.mil/
Educational-Services/Documentaries/.


