21

il

National Seli-Determination
A Natural and National Right

A Lecture delivered at Wellington before the Cumann na
n-Gacdhal by P. J. ’Rreax.)

Of late years a great deal has been heard of the mrin-
ciple of national self-determination, and the fact thai the
term wus exploited for propagandist purpeses during the
Tate war, and that teo by men of the most reactionary
principles, serves 1o show conclusively that there is deeply
embedded in the public mind 2 conviction that the right
of nations to govern themselves is one of those inherent
and primary principles of whicl the existence is beyond
dispute. The methods of the wuar propagandist—odious
as they are in many respeets—muy at least assure s
that he knows only ton well of those abiding principles to
whiclt the human mind readily gives assent. During the
South African war of 1899-1903, the popular dishike to
slavery was exploited by the Northeliffes, the Clhamber-
lains, and the Milners, in precisely the same manner. The
Dutch farmers were nccused of enslaving the native popu-
lation, and so the public mind, through its latred of
slavory, was induced to give its approlbation to a cruel,
unnecessary, and humiliating war. Phus we may deduee
from the methods of the war propagandist—his denuncia-
tion of slavery and his affected zeal for national scli-de-
termination—evidence that he knows only ton well haw
to pervert to his own ends principles sacred in themselves
which are deeply embedded in the hearts of men.

The Case of Ireland,

In submuttieg that Trveland has the right to govern
herself untrammeled by external control, I am not con-
tending that she possesses any right which does not bBelongr
equally to other peoples, and the purpose of this papor is

~to show that the case of Ireland mevely ilinstrates the

L

universal rule that the people of every country have hy
decreo of Providence the right to he n nation. and mani-
festly one of the marks of nationhood is the right of a
pedple to govern themselves. No doubt when we come to
details we are confronted with practical difficulties. 1 is
not always easy nowadavs to define what is o nation, and
socigties deseribed by the term sometintes comprise con-
tending political and racial clements, To coneede so wmueh,
however, is in no way to invalidate the proposition that
government to be effective, wise, and popular must he
local.  Absentee government means autocratic, and there-
fore incompetent government, and such a government will
abways proveke disaffection.  Imperfeelions are inseparahle
from all human institutions, and rovernment of course is
not exempt, hut a Government that is effectively controlled
by tho people will always be the least liable te abuse, in-
deed it i3 a truism that really democratic government is
impossible unless under the effective contreol of the people
from whom it derives ifs power. The cardinal defect in
all systems of federation consists in the fact that CYOrY ona
of themn implies more or less of absentee wovernment. We
hear much nowadays of projects of federation, and there
are people who advocate what is called Tmperial Vederation
with its inevitable comcomitant, colonial reprosentation in
the Imperial Parliament. Do the advoestes of such an
unhistorie, and I will add unhuman, proposal ever ask
themselves what measure of control the colonial consti-
tuencies would have over the “representatives' it would
send to a Parliament 12,000 miles awnpv? Obviously the
constituencies would have no contral over t{heir so-callod
representatives. Lack of control wonld inevitalily hreed
disaffection, and we may thorefare rest assured that should
such a crazy scheme ever ho realised, it must soon fall to
pieces. This reminds me that New Zealand sent two delee
gates to the Federal Conference which assembled at Meb.
bourne in 1890 Both of our representatives, Captain
(afterwards Sir Willianm) Russell andd Siv John Hall, ex-
pressed strong oppasition to the proposal that New Zealand
should he included in the Commonwealth of Australin,
Incidentally Sir John said:—

“Nature has made 1200 impediments to the inclusion
in any such Federation in the 1200 miles of stormy ocean
which lie bhetween us and our brethren in Australia, That
does not prevent the existence of a community of interests
between us. There is a community of Interests, and if
circumstances allow us at a future date to join in the

Federation we shall be only too glad to do so. But what
is the meaning of having 1200 miles of ocean between us?
Democratic government must be a government not only
for the people and by the people, but if it is to be efficient
and give content, it must be in sight and within hearing
of the peaple.”

Sir John Hall belanged to the school of polities gener-
ally designated Conservative, but here he expressed an
immutuble truth, a principle which must never he lost
sight of in considering the age-long conflict between the
opposing principles of [mperialism and Nationality.

Appeal io History.

History is to the race what memory is to the in-
dividual, and I subserihe unreservedly to the arpument so
ahirably formnlated by Edmund Burke that in all things
we shonld act as if standing in the presence of ecanonised
foreluthers.  In other words, T believe that if the principle
for which 1 am contending is a true one, 1t mnst be capable
ol verification by an appeal to history. Said that dis
tingnished and scholarly Englishman, the late Dr. Goldwin
Smith*: — ‘

“There are two grand facts with which the philosophy
of history deals—the division of nations and the succession
ol ages. Are these without a meaning? If so the two
greatest facts in the world are alone meaningless, ?

“Ib is clear that the division of nations has entered
decply into the counsels of creation. It is secured not only
by barviers of sea, mountains, rivers, intervening deserts—
barriers which conquest, the steam-vessel, and the rail-road
might surmeunt—uibut alse by race, by language, by climate,
and other physical influences, so potent that each in its
turn hins been magnified inte the key of all history., The
division is perhaps as great and as deeply-rooted as it
could he without destroying the unity of mankind.
it hard to sce a reason for it
state, with one set ol customs,

Nor is
It all mankind were one
one literature, one code
ol laws, and this state becwne corrupted, what remedy,
what redenmiption would there be? None, but a convulsion
which wauld rend the frame of society to pieces and
deeply injure the moral life which society is designed to
guard.  Not only so, but the very idea of political improve-
ment might he lost, and all the world might become more
dead than Chinu.  Nations redeem each other, They pre-
serve for cach other principles, truths, hopes, aspirations,
which, eommitted to the keeping of one nation only, might
as frailty and ervor are eonditions of man’s being, become
extineg forever. They not only raise each other again
when fallen, they save each other from falling. They sup-
puré cach other’s steps by sympathy and example, they
moderate cach othet’s excesses and extravagances, and
keep them short of the fatal point by the mutual action
of opinion, when the action of opimion is not shut out
by despotie fully. They do for each other nationally very
nueh what men of different characters do for each other
morally in the intercourse of life; and that they might
do this it was necessary that they should be as they are, and
as the arrangements of the world secure their being at
once like and unlike, like enough for sympathy, unlike
enongzh for mutual correction, conquest, therefore, may
learn that 1t has in the long ran to contend not only against
marality but agninst nature. Nationality is not a
virtue, but it is an ordinance of nature and a natural bond,
it does mnel good; in itself it prevemts none, and the ex-
perience of historv condemns every attempt to crush it
wiren it has ouce been really formod.”

Such 1s the ease for Nationality as presented by Dr,
Goldwin Simith when he was Professor of History at the
great. University of Oxford more than sixty years ago. It
would ho difficult to find a more scholarly and eloguent
justification for the aspiration of Ireland, and it explains
to us Dr. Goldwin Smith’s lifelong antagonism to Imperial-
ism, an antagonism which towards the end of his long life
found eloquent expression in his opposition to the war
against the Dutch Republies in South Africa.

Tt were idle for me to digress in order to illustrate
at length from history the principle of Nationality, Suffice
it to say that the first illustration of the exercise of the
right of self-determination is afforded by no less an auth-

*On the Study of History, being lectures delivered in
Oxford, 1859-61.
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