The Intellectuals’ Conundrum: Neutrality and the Nation-State 

Paper proposal for ‘Intellectuals and the Nation-State’ Conference
Alan Sandry

       If it could be contended that, in westernised liberal democracies today, the significance of the nation-state is peripheral in the mindset of the general public, how can the intellectual play his or her part in re-invigorating the notion that the nation-state is an important entity both in terms of its attachment to communal activity and as a focal point for collective solidarity, especially at times of crisis. 

       Further to this, and as the debate with regard to identity has escalated over recent years, there would appear to be a need for a level of intellectual discourse in order to challenge and recapture some of the more loose or provocative assessments of identification (i.e. racist or xenophobic considerations). Taking this on board, the paper will address what the role of intellectuals in forging the nation-state and / or nationalism is today, and it will ask whether this can be done in an inclusive and representative way as opposed to a narrow nationalistic or particularistic perspective. Allied to this, the sense of emotionalism and emotional attachment to the nation-state will be analysed with the question being raised as to whether we need to be more rationalistic and less romantic in our evaluations, and to what degree individual intellectuals, or intellectualist rhetoric as a whole, can, or indeed should, be seen to promote this non-idealistic approach.

       The paper will also address the question, raised by Slavoj Zizek among others, as to whether this intellectual praxis can ever be non-political. If a position of ‘neutrality’ is adopted - using whatever interpretation of a non-aligned position we may care to find or construct - will it nevertheless be the case that, ultimately, positions of intellectual neutrality may have little effect on political and, often concomitant, economic processes that are firmly tied into a party political system. Hence, is it really feasible for the pronouncements of any intellectual to avoid either backing or criticising the structures of the nation-state, as represented by mainstream political voices and organisations?

