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ABSTRACT Is the project of liberal democracy dissociable from nationality? In this
paper I outline and defend the main components of a recent and emerging answer to this
question, which I term the ‘‘national pluralism’’ approach. I distinguish national
pluralism from both national neutrality and liberal nationalism. In contrast to national
neutrality, national pluralism holds that there is an important link between liberal
democracy and nationality. In contrast to liberal nationalism, it pleads for pluralistic
ways of accommodating multiple national identities within the same political
community. Moreover, national pluralism accords no special standing to existing
nations. If new national identities emerge, such as an overarching national identity in
multinational states or a European national identity, then these should be accordingly
recognized. In addition, it can be argued from within this approach that there are also
non-identity reasons for pursuing nation-building practices at supranational levels.

Traditionally, a shared national culture has been understood to provide the

central source of unity in a political community. Most states today,

however, are multinational (they contain more than one nation), and all of

them increasingly engage in supranational forms of decision-making. A

crucial task facing political philosophers today is, thus, to identify the

source of unity in nationally divided political communities.

Within the last fifteen years, political philosophers in liberal democratic

states have taken this task to heart and have started to formulate precise

analyses of the relationship between liberal democracy and nationality. As a

matter of fact, they have been providing such analyses since the emergence

* Winner of the Third Annual University of Kentucky Prize Essay Competition in European

Philosophy from Kant to the Present. Topic: Is Constitutional Democracy Indissociable from

the Nation-state or Nation-state Formation? See the end papers of this issue for the

announcement of the Fifth Annual Prize Essay Competition.

Correspondence Address: Helder De Schutter, Centre for Ethics, Social & Political Philosophy,

Parkstraat 45, bus 03602, BE-3000 Leuven, Belgium. Email: helder.deschutter@hiw.kuleuven.be

Inquiry,

Vol. 50, No. 4, 378–394, August 2007

0020-174X Print/1502-3923 Online/07/040378–17 # 2007 Taylor & Francis

DOI: 10.1080/00201740701489468



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [S
w

et
s 

C
on

te
nt

 D
is

tri
bu

tio
n]

 A
t: 

17
:0

9 
7 

M
ar

ch
 2

00
8 

of the modern concepts of both liberal democracy and nationality,

somewhere in the second half of the eighteenth century. But the past fifteen

years have given new impetus to this question. This impetus has largely

occurred within two, until recently quite separate fields.

First, the early ’90s witnessed the emergence of a renewed normative

interest in liberal nationalism, which identifies nationality as the source of

unity for a domestic society. Liberal nationalists are essentially committed
to the belief that liberalism is compatible with a defense of the principle of

nationality, which states that it is valuable for the boundaries of political

units to coincide with national boundaries.1 Since then there has been a

substantial debate between nationalists and their critics over whether liberal

democratic states should actively protect national identities through nation-

building practices or should instead be politically neutral with regard to

nations.

The second and even more recent field is the global justice debate. Here
the principle of nationality is scrutinized in relation to forms of global

democracy and to supranational political associations such as the European

Union. In this global justice literature, nationalists and antinationalists

stand divided over the question whether nationality constitutes a solid

barrier or merely a surmountable hurdle to such supranational constella-

tions.

At the heart of both discussions lies the very same question: what is the

exact role of nationality within liberal democratic constellations? In what
follows I will take up this question, show what the relevant arguments are

that have been formulated in response to it, and provide a defense of one

such argument. My goal is to lend credence and support to a recent thesis

which, in my view, constitutes a very convincing step forward in the debate.

I will term it the national pluralism thesis. I will outline this thesis and its

component parts and give a broad defense of why it might provide a better

and more just account of the relation between liberal democracy and

nationality than previous nationalist and antinationalist theories have done.
I will do this in two steps, analyzing this question of the role of nationality

within liberal-democratic constellations, first, on a domestic level, and,

second, on an international level.

Two terminological notes are relevant here. First, I will understand

‘‘liberal democracy’’ as synonymous to ‘‘constitutional democracy’’ and

take it to refer to a political doctrine that favors democracy but not without

subjecting it to the rule of law that has been formulated in a constitution.

Second, I will understand the term ‘‘nation’’ in a somewhat loosely
sociological sense as referring to a non-immigrant group with shared

identity-related features such as a common language, history, or other

cultural characteristics, and whose members mutually recognize each other

as belonging to it.2 In this sense, a nation is roughly synonymous to a

‘‘culture’’ or a ‘‘people’’. This accords with how most scholars in this field
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understand ‘‘nations’’3 but differs from those conceptions that impute

nationhood only to states (and that consider ‘‘nations’’ and ‘‘states’’ as

synonyms). So in my use of the term, one state may contain more than one

nation: Québec and Flanders may be understood as nations, different from

the states (Canada and Belgium) to which they belong, although nothing

prevents states such as Canada and Belgium from also providing a certain

shared cultural context, as a result of which they too might be called
nations. The Flemish citizens of Belgium might thus be part of both the

Flemish and the Belgian nations.

I. Domestic nationality

Are liberal democratic states dissociable from nationality? In the recent

literature in this field, three answers have been given to this question.

Neutrality: courts in no language

Some theorists hold the view that sub-state national affiliations, like

embeddedness within the Flemish or Catalan nation, should have no

bearing on state structures. They believe that no political recognition such as

self-government rights or language rights should be granted to sub-state

nations. We should instead create or maintain one neutral political

community for all the individuals within the state, regardless of their
cultural or national affiliations. The source of unity in such a political

community should not lie in prepolitical attachments such as a common

descent or a shared nationality, but rather in purely political principles such

as the state’s constitution.4

Supporters of this view tend to believe that the liberal polity should

remain neutral with regard to conceptions of the good life, and that this

includes neutrality with regard to national conceptions of the good life. They

see neutrality as crucial to a just treatment of all the state’s subjects.
Explicitly basing a state’s political unity on one specific view of the good life

would be tantamount to declaring the interests of those who don’t subscribe

to this view illegitimate. For example, declaring a political regime to be

based on Catholicism or atheism would be unjust to those who are not

Catholic or atheistic. The same is true in the field of culture: an independent

Québec state in which French is the official language would be unjust to the

Anglophones living in Québec.

The liberal solution to these issues, this view argues, is to employ a hands-
off approach which treats the plurality of conceptions of the good only with

‘‘benign neglect’’: the state should remain neutral with regard to its

members’ conceptions of the good (including conceptions of national

membership). Liberals are committed to freedom of choice and individual

autonomy. They are opposed to communitarianism, which pictures the self

380 Helder De Schutter
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as a non-autonomous being embedded within communal and national

practices and grounds the political regime in this conception of the self. The

upshot of communitarianism, liberals argue, is injustice: communitarian

states privilege the interests of some of their members above those of
minorities, whose different conceptions of the good are not taken into

account or are at least clearly subordinated to the conceptions of the good

that happen to be upheld by state power.

However, while motivated by laudable principles, this neutrality view is

unsupportable. There is no way to remain politically neutral with regard to

nations and peoples. The reason for this is that, contrary to political

neutrality toward religions, political neutrality toward cultures or nations is

impossible. In the words of Will Kymlicka:

[i]t is quite possible for a state not to have an established church. But

the state cannot help but give at least partial establishment to a culture

when it decides which language is to be used in public schooling, or in

the provision of state services. The state can (and should) replace

religious oaths in courts with secular oaths, but it cannot replace the

use of English in courts with no language.5

This impossibility is most clearly the case with respect to language: the
language that public officials use in their interactions with citizens, the

language in which the constitution is written, in which passports are printed,

in which public media function, etc., is inevitably situated and not neutral.

But the impossibility of neutrality is not limited to the issue of language. It

extends to nationality as a whole: the state unavoidably supports certain

national cultures in the way it designs its internal political boundaries (such

as electoral districts) and determines its public holidays and state symbols,

as well as in the political requirements it sets for school curricula.

Hence, there is no way to transcend culturally situated politics in the way

that this might be possible in the field of religion. Calls for cultural

neutrality might be motivated by admirable ideals, but neutrality turns out
to be misguided in practice.

National monism: courts in French

The misguidedness of the liberal belief in remaining politically neutral vis-à-

vis national cultures is the starting-point of the recent re-emergence of

liberal nationalism. Contemporary liberal nationalists such as Chaim Gans,
Will Kymlicka, David Miller, Margaret Moore, and Yael Tamir are

essentially committed to the belief that there is an inherent affinity between

the project of liberal democracy and nation-states.6 More specifically, they

argue that there are good reasons why liberal democratic states should be

nation-states. These reasons all have to do with the furthering of important

Nations Beyond Nationalism 381
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goods which are both liberal and democratic in nature and which can best

be provided in self-governing national units. I outline the four most crucial

goods.

The first is the good of national membership. Liberal nationalists contest

the opposition between a liberal conception that values the individual

autonomy of the ‘‘unembedded’’ or ‘‘unencumbered self’’ and a commu-

nitarian view that rejects autonomy and endorses an ‘‘embedded’’ view of
the individual. They argue, instead, that individual autonomy and

embeddedness within a national culture are compatible. More specifically,

they put forward the claim that embeddedness within a national community

is a necessary precondition for the fulfillment of the liberal ideal of

individual autonomy or freedom. To be autonomous beings, individuals

need a national/cultural/linguistic background that makes available various

options. ‘‘Put simply, freedom involves making choices amongst various

options, and our societal culture not only provides these options, but also
makes them meaningful to us.’’7 Our nation thus offers us a ‘‘context of

choice’’. Liberal nationalists accept the embedded picture of the self, as well

as the related idea that individuals do not enter the world as abstract beings

or tabulae rasae who construct their identity out of a void. But they don’t

draw the conclusion that this implies that individual autonomy is a useless

goal, since they believe embeddedness to be a necessary precondition of

autonomy. People need a national context of choice to be free.

That is one reason why, for liberal nationalists, the impossibility of
remaining neutral vis-à-vis cultures and languages is not something to

regret. They argue that national affiliations are not deplorable but in fact

(instrumentally) valuable. Infusing states with nationhood (or nations with

statehood) is an instrumentally valuable good since it is conducive to the

liberal democratic ideal of individual autonomy. But that is not the only

reason why liberal nationalists value the nation.

They believe that nationhood not only enables freedom but also enhances

social justice.8 The social justice argument maintains that the principle of
nationality, which states that national and political units should become

congruent, is worthwhile because it is conducive to distributive justice:

redistributive policies presuppose that people are willing to make sacrifices

for anonymous others, and the principle of nationality can create a common

bond between individuals which will increase their willingness to make those

sacrifices.

A third argument concerns the link between nationality and trust. State

activities in liberal democratic states involve the furthering of certain goals
which cannot be achieved without the voluntary co-operation of citizens.

‘‘For [these] activit[ies] to be successful, the citizens must trust the state, and

they must trust one another to comply with what the state demands of

them.’’9 And since a shared national identity carries with it mutual loyalty, it

will augment these forms of trust.

382 Helder De Schutter



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 [S
w

et
s 

C
on

te
nt

 D
is

tri
bu

tio
n]

 A
t: 

17
:0

9 
7 

M
ar

ch
 2

00
8 

The fourth argument is that a shared nationality is conducive to

deliberative democracy. This is the case not only because deliberative forms

of democracy presuppose that people can understand each other and a

shared nationality enhances mutual understanding, but also because the

success of democracy hinges to a large extent on the belief (or the trust) that

others are genuinely willing to consider your own views, and that others will

in the future also be willing to moderate their claims in order to reach
common ground or consensus if you do so now.10

For all these reasons, liberal nationalists argue that the impossibility of

national neutrality is not something to regret; on the contrary, a shared

nationality is taken to be actually indispensable to the success of a liberal

democratic society. Accordingly, they have turned the impossibility of

neutrality into a virtue, applauding nationhood as a good that is crucial and

indispensable to the proper functioning of a liberal democratic regime.

Therefore, national groups should be granted the necessary means to
maintain their own liberal democratic polities: self-government.

Note that this does not necessarily lead to secession into fully independent

separate nation-states. Although some liberal nationalists do believe full

self-determination (and secession) to be the best possible outcome, others

explicitly endorse the idea of multinational states and adhere to a federal

solution for realizing multinational justice.11 More specifically, they often

endorse federalism because they consider it to be a mechanism for

recognizing claims to self-government. Multinational federalism is then
supported as a way of giving national groups the ability to exercise

territorial self-government.12

Doesn’t the liberal nationalist position run into the illiberal problem that,

by grounding politics in specific nations, it neglects minorities who do not

share the national or cultural identity that is endorsed by the political

regime? There are at least three reasons for thinking why not.

First, liberal nationalists are liberals. They give absolute priority to

individual rights and argue that these should always take priority over
collective rights. What they defend is not group rights but group-

differentiated rights: groups as such have no rights but individuals do have

rights and should be granted the right to live within their own self-governing

national groups.13 Apart from that, liberal nationalists also believe that

nationalism should be liberal in the sense of ‘‘moderate’’: liberal nationalistic

politics are not aggressive against other national identities and typically

expose a ‘‘thin’’ or open conception of national identity. This thin conception

ensures that in principle everyone can join the nation. Liberal nationalism is in
this sense very different from race-based and ethnic or decent-based forms of

nationalism. It is essentially cultural and linguistic in nature.

Secondly, liberal nationalists (typically) endorse minority claims to self-

government. In majority-minority disputes over such claims, they side

with the national minorities. Thus, instead of rejecting, they defend the

Nations Beyond Nationalism 383
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self-government demands of national minorities such as the Catalans, the

Québécois, the Kurds and the Puerto Ricans. In this way they oppose a

‘‘nationalistic’’ rejection of the claims of national minorities. This concern

about the rights of minorities is also reflected in the fact that liberal

nationalists are often also multiculturalists who are sympathetic to minority

rights demands of non-national minorities like immigrant groups.14

The third reason is that the liberal nationalist argument against national
neutrality does not (necessarily) amount to a criticism of the liberal ideal of

remaining neutral with regard to conceptions of the good life.

Contemporary nations are typically pluralistic and liberal nationalists do

not wish to politically secure and protect the current values, character or

content of a particular national community. What they want is that

governments pay attention to national membership and allow every national

minority to maintain its own distinct political and territorial context.15 In

doing so they are committed to remaining neutral to conceptions of the
good life.16

Nonetheless, I do not believe that these answers are satisfactory, and that

is why I do not think that liberal nationalism succeeds in providing us with

an attractive conception of the link between liberal democracy and

nationalism. The main problem with liberal nationalism is that it both

empirically and normatively relies on a misguided picture of national

affiliation. If we were to live in a mosaic world where stable boundaries

marked off sharply delineated and transparent cultural and linguistic
surfaces and where individuals who lived on such surfaces were all

monolingual, monocultural and mononational, then liberal nationalism

might have a point. But we do not live in such a world. Our world is not a

mosaic of territorially distinct ‘‘national monisms’’. It is full of hetero-

geneous and culturally intermixed situations where there is no clear-cut

distinction between territorially-concentrated cultural blocs. Individuals in

this world are very often not monocultural (or monolingual): their freedom

may be embedded in nations larger (or smaller) than linguistically and
territorially distinct nations (such as in the Canadian nation instead of the

Québec nation or in the European instead of the German nation); they may

be members of more than one national community at once (such as of the

Canadian and of the Québec nation simultaneously); and different

individuals of the same ‘‘nation’’ may be internally divided with regard to

which context is the most relevant one (42.2% of Flemish respondents in a

1999 survey answered that they self-identify as much with Flanders as with

Belgium, 22.4% self-identified more as Flemish than as Belgian17).
Thus, while the nationalistic case might have some value for states like

Iceland or Hungary, which have remained virtually mononational, it cannot

provide a solution for the majority of the world’s states and regions. What

this means is that the nationalistic solution, whenever instantiated, will give

rise to an injustice that invokes the old liberal concern about minorities.

384 Helder De Schutter
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Given the fact that we are confronted not only with a plurality of

conceptions of the good life (a fact most liberal nationalists appropriately

acknowledge) but also with a plurality of conceptions of national member-

ship, picking out one nation and endowing it with statehood (or with a fully

self-governing political unit) unduly neglects minority conceptions of

national membership. Thus, if Catalonia secedes or becomes politically

self-determining, then this unfairly discriminates against those Catalans who
derive their identity and their freedom-enabling context of choice not or not

only from the Catalan but (also) from the Spanish nation.

National pluralism: courts in English and French

Perhaps it might be thought that there is no solution to the problem of

minorities. We seem to have ended up in a bind. On the one hand, we cannot

remain politically neutral with regard to cultural and national identities. On
the other, if we accept this fact and embed our liberal democratic

institutions in nations, we tend to privilege certain identities over others

and repress minorities. Whichever way you look at it, the result seems to be

a form of injustice.

However, this is only an apparent bind. It originates, as I will explain,

from mistakenly assuming, as liberal nationalists do, that the only

alternative to a policy of national neutrality is one of mononationality. I

will now look at and defend a third and quite recently developed view, which
I term the national pluralism view. It is surprising to me that this view has

only recently joined the debate, that it is still only inchoately developed, and

that so far relatively little attention has been paid to it. The only reason I can

come up with is that liberal nationalists have very successfully refuted the

neutrality case, which for many decades had been the standard paradigm in

dealing with diversity issues, and have equally successfully come up with an

alternative that didn’t result in ethnic or xenophobic conceptions of

nationalism. Nonetheless, I think it is time to advance the debate and to
strengthen this third view.18

The national pluralism view accepts the fact that liberal democratic states

cannot remain neutral with regard to national memberships. It also shares

with liberal nationalists the belief that national contexts deserve political

recognition, and that this is so for reasons related to democracy, trust, and

social justice, and, most crucially, because national identities are important

goods for individuals whose freedom is embedded within them and who

derive value from living in a context in which their national culture is
recognized.

At the same time, national pluralism shares with the neutrality view the

belief that ways of conceptualizing liberal democracies that avoid privileging

certain national memberships over others are very desirable. National

pluralists believe it is possible to retain a sense of ‘‘supranational neutrality’’

Nations Beyond Nationalism 385
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in another, qualified sense, not by remaining fully culturally neutral but by

giving equal recognition to different national communities.19 Let me explain

this.

The nationalistic alternative to the idea of remaining politically neutral

toward cultures consists of granting each nation its own political and

territorial sphere. But this may be too quick. It is one thing to say that a

strict separation between political and national communities is unworkable,
but quite another to conclude that the relation between them has to be one-

to-one. Liberal nationalists suggest that liberal nationalism is the only

credible alternative to the mistaken belief in cultural neutrality. But they

thereby oversimplify the issue, since we can think of forms of policy in which

a political community’s cultural support on a given territory is not limited to

only one nation. The state cannot avoid taking culturally permeated

decisions regarding the language of public schooling and public services, but

it can allow for bilingual schools or different schools operating in different
languages. In short, we cannot ‘‘replace the use of English in courts with no

language’’ but we can recognize French alongside English in courts. So it is

possible to grant rights to national recognition while at the same time

respecting culturally heterogeneous and hybrid situations because granting

rights to a separate territorially and politically autonomous nation isn’t the

only means to protect national choice contexts. There seem to be at least

two other ways in which this is possible.

The first is perhaps most suitable for constellations in which the
nationalist picture is inapplicable because a given territory contains more

than one national community that is not territorially separate. In cities and

regions like the Basque Country, Brussels, Catalonia, Kosovo, and

Romanian regions with significant numbers of citizens with a Hungarian

nationality, there is no strict coincidence of territory and nation. In such

cases we might consider recognizing and supporting not just one but two (or

more) national choice contexts, by giving language rights or other forms of

support to both nations. In such cases we might additionally consider
supporting and recognizing forms of overlap between national choice

contexts by endorsing a binational regime.20 Such a policy would seek to

stimulate participation across the boundaries of strictly monoculturally

understood nations while nonetheless recognizing national particularities. It

does not aim for a dubious separation between the private and the culturally

neutral public, but upholds a pluralism in which two or more languages and

cultures have a place. Bilingual and bicultural schools, media, police

services, hospitals, political parties, and clubs are paradigm examples of how
participation can go hand in hand with cultural recognition. Of course,

some juxtaposition will be unavoidable, as it will be difficult for certain

institutions (such as cultural centers for the benefit of a particular language)

to operate in more than one language. But that is not a problem: the idea is

not to eradicate all instances of monoculturalism but merely those policies

386 Helder De Schutter
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and institutions that intend to polish away the numerous cracks in the

bastion of the ‘‘one-nation-one-state’’ assumption. No doubt this policy will

often be highly difficult if not impossible to implement, but it seems to be

the only just solution, and it avoids many of the serious and violent conflicts

over territories that would accompany any solution based on the

nationalistic model.

A second form in which different nations may be supported within one
territorial unit is by implementing forms of federalism. In constellations

where many members of a particular nation, say Flanders, experience dual

identities—that is, they derive their identity both from a sub-state nation

(Flanders) and from the state-wide nation (Belgium)—a federal political

system may be a solution that does justice to both identities and recognizes

them politically. Federal political systems divide powers between a federal

government and two or more subunits, such that each level has sovereign

authority over certain issues.
Note that the national pluralist grounding of federalism differs from the

nationalistic understanding of federalism. It is interesting to see that liberal

nationalists have trouble justifying the existence of federal states. Any

political theory of multinational federalism must include at least two parts:

(i) an argument that shows why the federal state should accommodate

national identities by granting them powers of self-government and (ii) an

argument that shows why a federal state is preferable to secession. Liberal

nationalists are very good at providing an answer to the first question, but in
doing so make an argument in favor of the second step, if not impossible,

than at least very difficult.

This is different from the national pluralism model, which can easily

accept the existence of dual or multiple identities. Apart from dual identities,

what might also motivate us to turn to federal solutions is the fact that even

within nations such as Catalonia, Flanders or Québec, there is a

considerable level of divergence with regard to which nationality people

refer to as the context of their freedom and identity: whereas some will refer
uniquely to Spain as their nationality, others will mention both Spanish and

Catalan affiliations and still others will refer uniquely to Catalonia. In this

case, Catalan secession would be unjust for the first two groups, whereas

retaining (or re-implementing) a unitary nonfederal Spanish state would be

unjust for the last two groups. A federal regime that gives political

expression to both identities by granting them forms of self-government

would therefore be best.

Perhaps it might be objected that the form of recognition that follows
from the national pluralism model will be less extensive than what the

nationalistic model might have to offer to nations. This is true since the

national pluralism model cannot offer every nation a separate political and

territorial unit where only its own national culture is recognized. But this

can hardly be an objection since it results from a concern about justice.
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Whenever there is a diversity of national and linguistic identities, one nation

can no longer legitimately claim to be the one and only official nation of a

specific territorial and political unit. The alternative that the national

pluralism model offers for such constellations is to recognize multiple

national cultures within one territory.

II. Global nationality

The second field where the link between liberal democracy and nationality is

increasingly a topic of philosophical reflection is the debate about global

justice and global democracy. Are forms of liberal democracy possible

above the level of existing nation-states?

National neutralists typically have no problem with ‘‘supranational’’

forms of democratic decision-making and mostly merely reproduce their

argument from the domestic case. Jürgen Habermas’ views on both
domestic and European constitutional patriotism are illustrative here. His

view on the European project is essentially a reproduction of his view on

what he calls the postnational constellation within the domestic society. In

both cases, he argues, we should drop references to national cultures in

identifying the sources of unity in a liberal democratic state. Citizens in such

states are, and should be united, not by national affiliations such as a

homogeneous culture, language or history, but rather by shared reference to

the political principles that are embodied in the state’s constitution. It makes
no difference in his view if this constitution is German or European.21

In sharp contrast with this, liberal nationalists are in general rather wary

of forms of liberal decision-making above the boundaries of existing nation-

states. They believe that setting up a European level of decision-making

would require a shared European identity and nationality, which they don’t

see emerging now or in the near future.22 Where, moreover, they are able to

concede some plausibility to European or other supranational forms of

decision-making, they are willing to do so only to the extent that such
supranational levels remain provisional and indirectly accountable. The

provisionality condition implies that power transfers to these levels remain

conditional upon their approval by existing nations who retain the right to

withdraw these powers when they believe that national interests are at

stake.23 The condition of indirect accountability says that these suprana-

tional levels should institute indirect forms of representing and engaging

citizens. ‘‘Indirect’’ means here ‘‘through existing nationally elected

representatives’’. The idea is that Europeans, for instance, should not
democratically deliberate and vote as Europeans on European matters but

rather as Danes or Germans, who first domestically make up their mind

about what they as Danes or Germans think about a given topic and then

defend their nationally formed views politically through their representa-

tives at EU-levels of decision-making.
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What does the third, national pluralism view have to say about

supranational forms of decision-making? I believe that this model can

make two related claims here: one is about supranational forms of national

protection and the other is a defense of cultural engineering. First, as in

Habermas’ theory, the national pluralism model’s view of supranational

forms of liberal democracy is not very different from its view of the domestic

project. This is not a surprise given that the domestic form of this model
already abandons the ‘‘one nation one state’’ paradigm and affirms

multinational political communities. Thus, at the supranational level,

policies can be endorsed that recognize and grant rights to more than one

national identity. Forms of federalism can equally be supported here

because they give due recognition to the fact that, as a result of increased

global and international processes, certain citizens might start to develop

European or other supranational identities.

In response to this, many nationalists will point to the fact that such
supranational identities still do not exist in a robust form, that there is no

European people, and that it is not clear whether national identities will

disappear or transform into supranational identities. However, the national

pluralism model suggests neither that national identities are eroding nor that

they no longer deserve political recognition. On the contrary, the national

pluralism model can politically accommodate national identities alongside

supranational identities. It remains a fact, though, that national identities

are currently (still) much stronger than supranational identities. Here is
where the second claim comes in. I think it accords with the larger spirit of

the national pluralism model to foster such supranational identities where

they do not (or only weakly) exist. I will call this the cultural engineering

argument, and I will now outline what it comes down to.

Note first that the national pluralism model argues that national identities

should be respected and politically recognized (through forms of nation-

building, self-government rights, language rights, etc.) if these national

identities are valuable to the individuals that make up these nations. None
of this implies that voluntary assimilation is undesirable. If people take on

new identities in addition to or as a substitute for their original national

identity, there is no reason to ‘‘force’’ them to re-assume their original

identity.

What I want to argue is that it may be desirable to foster new identity

layers on top of existing national identities by engaging in forms of

supranational nation-building. The desirability of doing so may become

clear once we realize that nationality can serve other functions than those
related to providing identity, functions which are essential to the goals

inherent to the liberal democratic project. As liberal nationalists have

argued, nations also have an instrumental dimension. Language, for

instance, is not only a source of identity but also a means of communication:

language is an instrument for conveying messages. And nations are not only
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freedom-enabling contexts but also means of fostering social justice and

solidarity.

Take for instance the social justice argument, which says that nationality

can be an instrument for social justice. As liberal nationalists have taught us,

social justice requires a certain readiness of individuals to make sacrifices for

anonymous others, people they don’t know and will probably never meet. A

shared nationality can stimulate that readiness. Weaving a nationality
around the community can create a common ‘‘destiny’’, so that people will

be inclined to consider each other as ‘‘one of us’’. A shared nationality will

also foster the belief that sacrifices will be reciprocated.

This entails that certain forms of cultural engineering can be positive. I

understand cultural engineering as the determination to encourage the

development of a certain national identity layer for reasons not related to the

identity value of national identity in itself. Let me give a clear example. I

believe it would be desirable to foster a European national identity for reasons
of social justice. But does fostering this European identity not clash with

existing national identities? I don’t think so, and my answer will bring us to

the heart of the relationship between liberal democracy and nationality. I will

develop this answer through a critical analysis of a counter-argument

Kymlicka has developed against stimulating such a European national

identity. Kymlicka criticizes the attempts of cosmopolitans like David Held to

implement forms of supranational or global citizenship through which

individuals can participate directly in international organizations, thereby
democratizing and legitimizing them. This might, for instance, mean that

additional powers in the European Union are transferred from intergovern-

mental organs (like the Council of Europe) to the European Parliament,

which is directly elected by citizens.

Kymlicka disagrees. His view is that we should not make international

institutions directly but only indirectly accountable. The result would be a

form of representation with the national unit as a medium between the

national people and the supranational decision-making body. In his view,
citizens should debate at the national level about how they want their

national governments and representatives to act in intergovernmental

contexts. This should be the case since, for the liberal nationalist Kymlicka,

true freedom and autonomy and true democracy can only be realized within

national boundaries, such as within the Dutch, Danish, Catalan or Flemish

units (and not within the Spanish or the Belgian units).24

I think there is a weakness in this liberal nationalistic argument: Kymlicka

is a proponent of cultural engineering and nation-building as long as this
concerns the uniting of earlier identities into what we now call nations like

Catalonia or Denmark. He wholeheartedly approves of the historical

development of national choice contexts that came into existence through

active nation-building efforts. His theory also supports present-day

liberal forms of nation-building. But Kymlicka is not prepared to pursue
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nation-building at levels above the nation. He supports the development

that transformed peasants from Southern France into French citizens, but

he is not willing to go further and stimulate European national identity

projects. It is not clear to me, however, why existing nations should have a

privileged position here. If recent processes of globalization and

Europeanization are creating a new civil society in Europe,25 and also new

identity structures, there is no reason within the liberal nationalist
preoccupation with the importance of identities to inhibit the emergence

of a European supranational choice context. What I am arguing here is that,

even if this identity is still very tentative or fragile, there may be reasons

unrelated to identity to stimulate the development of such a supranational

identity layer.26 Within the European context one might argue, for instance,

that a strong European identity would significantly contribute to the

development of a generous redistribution from richer to poorer regions.

This line of reasoning appeals to the instrumental argument for cultural
state-intervention, which says that a shared nationality is conducive to social

justice.27

Before concluding, I need to make two crucial remarks. First, it is

important that cultural engineering not conflict with the national identity

argument. The instrumental argument does not have priority over the identity

argument, and it is not part of the cultural engineering argument that a

European identity should or would undo or supersede all national identities.

It is legitimate if in due time people voluntarily shake off their original
identities and uniquely identify with a new identity layer. But that does not

mean that those who have not done so are not entitled to political recognition

of their identities. Therefore, we should limit the range of instrumental

reasons for nation-building to stimulating extra identity layers. Stimulating

extra layers is possible because, as explained above, identities are not

‘‘exclusive’’: people are capable of assuming multiple identities simulta-

neously.

Second, the argument I have developed here rests on the independent
desirability of those instrumental motives. I have presupposed without

argument that some level of redistribution on a European scale is desirable.

So my argument is not complete without an independent argument in favor

of such instrumental motives. I have not provided this independent

argument here, although I am convinced that it can be given.28 My main

aim here was just to show that there can also be instrumental motives for

cultural regulations and that the logic of national identity recognition is not

incompatible with such motives.

Conclusion

Is constitutional democracy indissociable from the nation-state or nation-

state formation? In this paper I have outlined and defended the main
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components of a recent and emerging answer to this question that might be

termed the ‘‘national pluralism’’ approach. National pluralism holds that

there is an important link between liberal democracy and nationality. It

argues that nation-building is not only unavoidable but also not regrettable,

since there are many goods associated with this link. At the same time it

pleads for non-nationalistic, pluralistic ways of accommodating national

diversity. Moreover, it accords no special standing to existing nations. If

new national affiliations pop up, such as to the overarching nation in

‘‘multinational’’ states or to a European nation, then these should be

accordingly recognized. In addition, I have argued that there are reasons for

fostering certain identities that are not related to the identity function of

national identities.

So the answer is yes: constitutional democracy is and should be linked to

nation-state practices. But that doesn’t mean that there should be a one-to-

one relationship between constitutional democracies and nations: one

constitutional and democratic political community can support more than

one national identity. Nor does it mean that supranational forms of

constitutional democracy are impossible or undesirable. On the contrary,

some of the goals that are believed by many to be central to liberal

democracy (such as social justice and individual autonomy) should at

present be furthered at supranational and increasingly global levels. So

should nation-building practices.29

Notes

1. This way of phrasing the principle of nationality is derived from David Miller, who has

defined it as follows: ‘‘it is valuable for the boundaries of political units (para-

digmatically, states) to coincide with national boundaries’’, see David Miller (1995) On

Nationality (Oxford: Clarendon Press) p. 82. Here I omit the insertion ‘‘(paradigma-

tically, states)’’, since not all liberal nationalists will subscribe to it, see Chaim Gans

(2003) The Limits of Nationalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press) chapters 1 &

3; and Will Kymlicka (1995) Multicultural Citizenship. A Liberal Theory of Minority

Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press) pp. 73, 186.

2. I thus focus on national identities, which are often based on language. ‘‘National’’ forms

of diversity differ from other forms of cultural diversity in that they frequently contain

national groups that question political authority as opposed to political content, or

policy. They thereby differ from groups who mainly question actual policies, such as

groups based on caste, racial, religious or ethnic identities. The latter identity groups can

often be accommodated by changing (some) policies or by influencing certain forms of

societal behaviour that are perceived to be harmful to those who affirm these identities.

Let me explain this. Take the claims coming from racial-based groups that their job

opportunities are significantly harmed by forms of racism. The solution that is most

straightforward here and also desired by such groups is to be found in implementing or

improving (antiracial or group-differentiated) policies aimed at advancing their

situation. Such groups do not normally ask for significant redrawing of political

boundaries, or for secession. That is how they differ from situations where different

nationalities come into play. By claiming a separate context of political decision-making,
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national groups demand a change in political authority, as the Scots, the Québecois, the

Catalans, the Flemish, etc. have done. These groups do not just demand policy changes

(like equal respect, affirmative action or group-differentiated policies): what they want is

authority changes; they claim forms of self-government. I thank Christopher Zurn for

pressing me on this point.

3. See Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship, p. 18; Miller, On Nationality, pp. 18–19.

4. As I discuss below, one form this may take is constitutional patriotism.

5. Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship, p. 111.

6. Gans, The Limits of Nationalism; Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship; Miller, On

Nationality; Margaret Moore (2001) ‘‘Normative justification for liberal nationalism:

justice, democracy and national identity’’, Nations and Nationalism, 7 (1) pp. 1–20; Yael

Tamir (1993) Liberal Nationalism (Princeton: Princeton University Press).

7. Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship, p. 83. Kymlicka’s term ‘‘societal culture’’ refers to

the culture of a nation or a people.

8. See Miller, On Nationality, and Will Kymlicka (2001) Politics in the Vernacular:

Nationalism, Multiculturalism and Citizenship (Oxford: Oxford University Press) chapter

11.

9. David Miller, On Nationality, p. 91.

10. Kymlicka, Politics in the Vernacular, pp. 226–227; Miller, On Nationality, p. 97.

11. For the first view, see Miller, On Nationality, p. 82, for the second view, see Kymlicka,

Multicultural Citizenship; Yael Tamir, Liberal Nationalism.

12. See Kymlicka, Politics in the Vernacular, pp. 91–119 and Will Kymlicka, ‘‘Territorial

Boundaries: A Liberal Egalitarian Perspective’’ in David Miller and Sohail H. Hashmi

(Eds.) (2001) Boundaries and Justice. Diverse Ethical Perspectives (Princeton: Princeton

University Press) pp. 249–275.

13. Kymlicka, Multicultural Citizenship, pp. 45–48.

14. This holds primarily for Will Kymlicka, Yael Tamir and Joseph Raz (1994)

‘‘Multiculturalism: a liberal perspective’’, Dissent Winter, pp. 67–79.

15. In principle national identities are not always territorial identities. Strictly speaking,

then, accommodating national cultures might avoid including territorial rights or rights

to territorial autonomy, for instance through non-territorial federalism. Yet, very often,

national identities are territorially concentrated, and the demands of national groups

almost always include territorial claims. This is also how most liberal nationalists

understand national identities (see Gans, The Limits of Nationalism; Tamir, Liberal

Nationalism; Kymlicka, Politics in the Vernacular). Accordingly, they understand

territorial autonomy as a corollary of self-government rights.

16. David Miller appears to be an exception here. He seems to believe that national

identities can hold a shared conception of the good life. See Miller, On Nationality,

chapter 2.

17. Bart Maddens, Jaak Billiet, and Roeland Beerten, ‘‘De (sub)nationale identiteit en de

houding tegenover vreemdelingen in Vlaanderen en Wallonië’’ in Kas Deprez and Louis

Vos (Eds.) (1999) Nationalisme in België. Identiteiten in beweging 1780–2000,

(Antwerpen: Houtekiet) pp. 298–313.

18. In presenting national pluralism, I draw on the work of, among others, Rainer

Bauböck, Seyla Benhabib, Joseph Carens, and Alan Patten. See Rainer Bauböck,

‘‘Why Stay Together? A Pluralist Approach to Secession and Federation’’ in Will

Kymlicka and Wayne Norman (Eds.) (2000) Citizenship in Diverse Societies (Oxford:

Oxford University Press) pp. 366–94; Seyla Benhabib (2002) The Claims of Culture:

Equality and Diversity in a Global Era (Princeton: Princeton University Press);

Joseph Carens (2000) Culture, Citizenship and Community. A Contextual Exploration

of Justice as Evenhandedness (Oxford: Oxford University Press); Alan Patten (2001)

‘‘Liberal Citizenship in Multinational Societies’’ in Alain-G. Gagnon and James
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Tully, Multinational Democracies (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press) pp. 279–
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19. See for an account of this different conception of neutrality Alan Patten (2003) ‘‘Liberal

neutrality and language policy’’ Philosophy & Public Affairs, 31(4) pp. 356–86.

20. In principle, one might extend this ‘‘bi-national’’ model to ‘‘multinational’’ models for

constellations with more than two nations. It should be acknowledged, however, that

institutionally accommodating national diversity will become increasingly practically

difficult, if not impossible, as the number of groups increases. In such cases the

normative national pluralism model clearly faces practical limits, for which practical

solutions need to be sought. Yet it is hard to conceive of any normative model that

avoids such practical drawbacks, as non-lingual schools or hospitals are impossible and

nationalistic mononational and monolingual solutions are bound to result in injustice

and conflict.

21. Jürgen Habermas (1998) Die postnationale Konstellation (Suhrkamp, Verlag).
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26. What forms of nation-building would be appropriate at the European level? Clearly

these should be limited to liberal and moderate forms of nation-building. Examples may

include some of the following: granting more powers to the EU Parliament; starting up

European-wide political parties; implementing a European-wide history course in

schools that focuses on European history; maintaining and honouring the equal respect

language policy; creating funds for writers or historians for projects about European

culture; subsidizing the creation of European-wide public media (such as the existing
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27. Similar arguments might be developed for different levels. One might expect, for

instance, that states characterized by internal cultural diversity would benefit from

raising their internal cohesion through fostering a shared national identity (which is not

incompatible with the simultaneous granting of minority rights).

28. My account of why European redistribution (which might ultimately imply the

implementation of a European-wide Rawlsian difference principle) is desirable rests on a

prior, positive answer to the question whether there is something like global distributive

justice, which should be distinguished from both mere beneficence to the global poor

and from global rights to subsistence. An additional way of grounding non-identity

related functions, to which I am sympathetic, is by referring to the need to extend forms

of liberal democracy beyond the level of the existing nation-states because of

globalization pressures (like security, economic and ecological concerns). Given the

powerful (even if only instrumental) link between liberal democracy and nationality, we

should extend our level of nation-building accordingly.
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