
The Mortality and Morality of Nations

Standing at the edge of life’s abyss, we often seek moral meaning and
“symbolic immortality” in religion, civilization, state, and nation. What
happens, however, when the nation itself appears mortal? The Mortal-
ity and Morality of Nations seeks to answer this question, theoretically
and empirically. It argues that mortality makes morality, and right
makes might; the nation’s sense of a looming abyss informs its quest
for a higher moral ground, which, if reached, can bolster its vitality. The
book investigates nationalism’s promise of moral immortality and its
limitations via three case studies: French Canadians, Jews, and Afrikaners.
All three have been insecure about the validity of their identity or the
viability of their polity, or both. They have sought partial redress in
existential self-legitimation: by the nation, of the nation, and for the
nation’s very existence. The rise and fall of nations transpire not only in
blood and iron but also in pride and shame, in justice and in guilt.

uriel abulof is an associate professor of politics at Tel-Aviv
University and a senior research Fellow at Princeton University’s
LISD / Woodrow Wilson School. He is the author of Living on the
Edge: The Existential Uncertainty of Zionism (2015), which won the
Bahat Prize, Israel’s most prestigious academic book award. Abulof
studies political legitimation, nationalism, and ethnic conflicts. His
articles have appeared in journals such as International Studies Quar-
terly, International Political Sociology, Nations and Nationalism,
British Journal of Sociology, Ethnic and Racial Studies, and Inter-
national Politics.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09707-0 - The Mortality and Morality of Nations
Uriel Abulof
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107097070
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09707-0 - The Mortality and Morality of Nations
Uriel Abulof
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107097070
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


The Mortality and Morality of Nations

URIEL ABULOF
Princeton University and Tel-Aviv University

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09707-0 - The Mortality and Morality of Nations
Uriel Abulof
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107097070
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


32 Avenue of the Americas, New York, ny 10013-2473, usa

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107097070

© Uriel Abulof 2015

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2015

A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Abulof, Uriel.
The mortality and morality of nations Jews, Afrikaners, and French-Canadians / Uriel Abulof,
Princeton University.

pages cm
Includes bibliographical references and index.
isbn 978-1-107-09707-0 (Hardback : alk. paper)
1. Jews–Israel–Identity. 2. National characteristics, Israeli. 3. Afrikaners–South Africa–Ethnic
identity. 4. French-Canadians–Quebec (Province)–Ethnic identity. 5. Group identity–
Israel. 6. Group identity–South Africa. 7. Group identity–Québec (Province) 8. Israel–Ethnic
relations. 9. South Africa–Ethnic relations. 10. Québec (Province)–Ethnic relations. I. Title.
ds113.3.a279 2015

320.54–dc23 2015009559

isbn 978-1-107-09707-0 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of
urls for external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09707-0 - The Mortality and Morality of Nations
Uriel Abulof
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107097070
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

Preface page vii

Acknowledgments ix

1 Introduction 1

Theory 4

Case Studies 11

2 Theory 17

Meaning 18

Mortality 28

Morality 43

Liberty 62

Language 72

3 The French Canadians 78

The “Canadiens”: The Emergence of an Endangered Ethnie 79

The French Canadians: The Rise and Demise of Ethno-Religionism 86

The Québécois: The Rise and Demise of Ethnonationalism 108

4 Jews and Zionists 130

Ontological Insecurity: Jewish Identity in Modernity 131

Epistemic Insecurity: Jewish and Zionist Survival in Question 136

Existential Threats: Zionism’s “Holes in the Net” 143

Existential Threads: The Lifelines of Zionism 175

v

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09707-0 - The Mortality and Morality of Nations
Uriel Abulof
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107097070
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


5 The Afrikaners 227

Ontological Insecurity: The Birth of the Afrikaner Ethnie 228

Epistemic Insecurity: Afrikaner Survival in Question 237

Existential Threats: Afrikanerdom’s “Holes in the Net” 242

Existential Threads: The Lifelines of Afrikanerdom 262

The Twilight of Apartheid and Its Aftermath 289

Conclusion 301

Appendix: Three Ethnospheres 307

Bibliography 311

Index 359

vi Contents

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-09707-0 - The Mortality and Morality of Nations
Uriel Abulof
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107097070
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Preface

We search for immortality, and the kind of immortality we seek determines the
kind of life we lead.

– Hans J. Morgenthau, Death in the Nuclear Age

Small nations. The concept is not quantitative; it points to a condition; a fate;
small nations lack that felicitous sense of an eternal past and future; at a given
moment in their history, they all passed through the antechambers of death; in
constant confrontation with the arrogant ignorance of the mighty, they see their
existence as perpetually threatened or with a question mark hovering over it; for
their very existence is the question.

– Milan Kundera, Testaments Betrayed

Standing at the edge of life’s gaping abyss, we seek everlasting meaning, a sense
of purpose and propriety, transcending the transient individual. We often find
this solace in the morality of seemingly immortal collectives. Religions, civiliza-
tions, states, and nations are such “timeless beacons,” shedding their eternal
light on the right path. What happens, however, when the nation itself appears
mortal, when its members live with a constant sense of uncertainty about their
collective’s existence?

The Mortality and Morality of Nations presents this puzzle and pieces it
together. It submits that mortality makes morality, and right makes might: the
nation’s sense of a looming abyss informs its deliberate and deliberative quest
for a high moral ground, which, if reached, can bolster its vitality. The book
investigates nationalism’s promise of moral immortality, and its limitations, via
the narratives of three “small nations”: French Canadians, Israeli Jews, and
Afrikaners. All three have been insecure about the validity of their identity or
the viability of their polity, or both. They have sought partial redress in
existential self-legitimation: by the nation, of the nation, and for the nation’s
very existence. If this endeavor fails, however, the nation may pursue different
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existential paths. For the most part, Israeli Jews still subscribe to Zionism’s
ethnonationalism, but French Canadians – now Québécois – have largely shed
ethnicity, and Afrikaners have surrendered national sovereignty. The rise and
fall of nations transpire not only in blood and iron but also in pride and shame,
in justice and in guilt.

viii Preface
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