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Should you be proud of your country? 

Don’t get me wrong, I’m not talking specifically about the United States. No, I’m confident that more 
nationalities are represented here in this auditorium than I would even bother to count. I myself am 
from Bangladesh, on the other side of the world, a tiny country cuddled up next to India—you may have 
heard of it, you may not have. I’m prepared to pose to myself the same question: should I be proud of 
my country?  

I’m not asking you to dig through the dusty crevices and corners of history books. The information you’ll 
find anywhere in there, though undoubtedly as enlightening as it is boring, would be irrelevant to the 
question I’m asking. I’m not telling you to evaluate the past actions of your country, analyze how well it 
took care of its people, inspect how lovingly it treated its neighbors, count how many trees it planted. 
No, none of that has much to do with what I’m asking.  

What I’m really telling you to do is question one of the most basic, fundamental, and seemingly obvious 
values that we’re taught from an early age—that we ought to be proud of where we’re born, simply 
because we were born in it. That we should be inherently invested in the well-being of the territory we 
call home, designated by borders that often carry with them a history of political conquest, imperialist 
ambition, and subjugation from generations of colonialism.  

The borders of my country didn’t exist prior to 1947. And when they did finally appear—surprise, 
surprise—we were not the ones who drew them. No, these borders were drawn by the confident hands 
of British lords and politicians, who I daresay were not genuinely invested in the happiness and success 
of the people whose futures they were deciding as they drew lines on a map. Yes, the British leaving the 
Indian subcontinent did positively mark the end of age of colonialism—an age that left a rather 
memorable legacy of subjugation, famine, genocide, and poverty unlike any seen in the region. But what 
came afterwards wasn’t much better. The colonial rulers, on their way to the exit door, decided to 
trigger several decades of interreligious violence and a large-scale refugee crisis because they carved up 
their territory into two countries: India and Pakistan, India being a safe haven for Hindus, and Pakistan 
being assigned for Muslims. Sounds neat and organized and peaceful, right? What a great and simple 
way to keep Muslims and Hindus from having a go at each other.  

Except things weren’t so simple. There were millions of Muslims and Hindus on both sides living their 
lives in peace before their European landlords started playing around with some lines on a map. And 
before they knew it, they were told that a new country had been assigned to them, for their own good 
of course. What resulted was a pair of chaotic oceans of people going in opposite directions, a regional 
refugee crisis leaving destruction, disease, and the loss of two million lives in its wake.  



As I said before, I am neither Pakistani nor Indian, I am Bangladeshi. So where did my little baby country 
come from? I’m not going to bore you with another history lesson, but to keep things short: we used to 
be part of Pakistan, until 1971 when we launched a nine-month war against fascism and tyranny to 
become a country of our own. Now, the traditional story is that the Pakistanis were the ones who 
oppressed and subjugated us and stripped us our most basic rights, and while yes, that’s largely true, no 
side came out of this war without blood on its hands. Bangladesh during the war massacred innocent 
Pakistani populations living in our country, we recruited child soldiers, violated the Geneva Conventions 
without shame, and actively humiliated Bengali women who were raped and impregnated by Pakistani 
soldiers, because they now had “dirty Pakistani blood” inside them.  

In short, there’s not a whole lot to remember very fondly. 

Now, the point of everything I just told you is to reiterate that the borders of my country came about 
not through diplomacy and peace-making initiatives that valued diverse input and civil discussion. No, 
my borders are inextricably linked with colonialism, oppression, religious conflict, genocide, and war 
crime. Countries and territories across the globe carry with them very similar stories, etched with the 
horrors of violent pasts.  

Bloodshed and violence are inescapable relics of a less developed age. Decades and centuries from now, 
there will be monuments to horrors and wars that can be traced back to the year 2019. It is a part of 
human nature we can neither ignore nor excuse. Much of the international borders we have today are 
such a relic—lingering artifacts from the belief that imperialism and conquest are, and should be, the 
norm. The concept of hard borders emerges from the depths of human history, from when tribes 
believed they were the center of existence and that all others were either enemies or simply inferior. In 
essence, the idea of borders comes from and reinforces the perception of us versus them, and goes on 
to imply that through conquest and violence and seizure of territory, we can promote us and diminish 
them. That is the basis of the modern day view of what a nation is—even if we don’t subscribe to these 
same beliefs, that is the philosophy our country is built upon, and that is what impacts how our 
countries function. 

Modern day patriotism, interlinked with its sisters —nationalism and exceptionalism—plays to the tune 
of this philosophy of us versus them, even if it often seems benign. Modern day patriotism comes to us 
dressed in our traditional clothes, carrying plates of our most cherished cultural foods, wrapped in our 
flag, dancing to the melody of the songs that define our country—an image that inspires pride within us. 
But what is this pride based on? If I had been born a few miles from where I was, I’d be a citizen of India. 
Does that mean instead of being proud of and working for a better Bangladesh, I would owe that 
responsibility to India? Why does my place of birth determine what territory I should dedicate my life, 
love, and labor to?  

Patriotism as we define and practice it today is, in my opinion, misguided. It teaches us that we owe 
something to the vaguely defined state that we were born in, even if it played a minimal if non-existent 
role in actually providing for us. It mandates that we pledge loyalty to a set of vaguely defined national 
values but does not lay out instructions to actually achieve and maintain those values. And often, when 



we criticize the lack of those values in our country, we are seen as unpatriotic, for apparently insulting 
our country and compromising our loyalty to it. Think of Colin Kaepernick. Think of the men and women 
across the world who are being silenced, stifled, suppressed, subjugated by states because they dare to 
criticize the national system under which they were born. I believe that modern day patriotism is 
misguided because it promotes unquestioned loyalty and expects that we respect our country as it is 
today instead of what we believe it can be in a better future.   

It also diminishes our ability to appreciate other countries’ achievements and work to implement them 
in our own. Here in the States, certain people in power are insistent on doing it “the American way”, a 
sound bite that forbids you from mentioning better alternatives. In the rest of the world, specifically 
South Asia where I come from, whenever we look to North America and Europe for solutions to certain 
problems, we’re accused of being “Westernized” and destroying our own country’s values by preferring 
another country’s approach to an issue.  

This just goes to show is not just the primitive, anti-modern, anti-progressive philosophy behind nations 
as we employ them today, as well as the risk they pose to our future. Now, when we think of problems 
associated with rigid borders, we think of refugee crises and immigration and ICE. But I’m here to tell 
you that the modern day view of borders and national sovereignty presents a more fundamental, 
existential threat towards the future of this species itself. To give credit where it’s due, I recently read 21 
Lessons for the 21stCentury by Yuval Noah Harari, a globally celebrated historian who has popped up on 
several Most Influential lists. Some of you may know him from his bestseller Sapiens, which has 
justifiably been called a must-read by Bill Gates. 

There’s one takeaway from this wonderful book that I feel was especially eye-opening. Harari outlines 
the three major existential threats to humanity: global warming, nuclear weapons, and the rise of 
artificial intelligence. These three issues are the core challenges that can and likely will reshape human 
civilization in the coming decades. And if there’s one thing they have in common, there is no nationalist 
answer to them. 

There is no framework, no solution, where an individual country can work by itself to fend off such a 
threat. Global warming acts on us as a unit. The nuclear threat has thrust us into an age where the 
slightest misstep means the death of entire continents. The rise of AI will forever change the way we 
work, radically uprooting the most basic economic principles and norms we have today.  

For an individual country to confront any of these issues is impossible. And that by itself is the prime 
reason nationalists usually either deny these problems altogether, as you see with global warming, or 
simply ignore them. They go for alternative talking points, like the threat of illegal immigrants taking our 
jobs instead of the prospect of AI completely upturning our economy. There is a nationalist solution to 
illegal immigration but there is no such nationalist solution to the much more existential threat of 
artificial intelligence an automation. 

What we need is not a removal of patriotism. No, I do believe that national pride is instrumental in 
providing a sense of unity, comfort, and togetherness. At the same time, our modern day of patriotism is 
toxic. It promotes loyalty without question and is very easily abused in the form of nationalism, 



xenophobia, and exceptionalism. What we need is a new, reformed way of viewing what a country is 
and our responsibility towards it. 

What we need is a view that defines patriotism not as pledging loyalty to your own country and its 
vague values, but to the common unified global goal of progress and acknowledging your country’s duty 
to help achieve that goal. National ambitions and goals cannot be given first priority when we confront 
the threats that affect all of humanity. We must place more value on cooperating with other countries, 
sharing and borrowing and lending ideas, strengthening multinational organizations like the UN and the 
EU. Patriotism as we use it today has no place in the future. It is detrimental towards our pursuit of 
social justice and hampers a global response to global problems.  

To close with, I’d like to include a kernel of wisdom from former US President Jimmy Carter. He included 
this message on the Voyager spacecraft, in case it ever encounters any alien being: 

This Voyager spacecraft was constructed by the United States of America. We human beings are still 
divided into nation states, but these states are rapidly becoming a single global civilization. We hope 
someday, having solved the problems we face, to join a community of galactic civilizations. This record 
represents our hope and our determination, and our good will in a vast and awesome universe. 

Thank you. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

                         

 


