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CHAPTER 6

Can We Really Distinguish Between Civic
and National Solidarity?

To speak of “citizenship” without simultaneously speaking of “nation” is
to utter an abstraction. (Davetian 2009, 508-509)

Although the theoretical approach presented in this book mainly centers
on the question of national solidarity, the actual bottom-up practices of
social club sociability do not in themselves differentiate between the var-
ious forms of mass solidarity. In particular, since much of the micro-level
sociability formed in social clubs operates within and is circumscribed
by the existing international state system, it could be just as relevant to
civic solidarity as it is to national solidarity. While most sociologists pre-
suppose and take for granted the analytic differences between civic and
national attachments, one should bear in mind how both forms of sol-
idarity reflect the same expectation that compatriots will overcome the
differentiation and fragmentation of modern institutional life and social-
ize with one another.

There are, of course, other contemporary forms of mass solidarity
below and beyond the level of the state, such as local ethnic and reli-
gious enclaves or transnational religions and social movements, which
may likewise build on relations between strangers-turned-friends.
When membership in social clubs is strictly confined to such sectarian
enclaves or to transnational networks, then participants’ sense of solidar-
ity is likely to be geared toward these particular collectivities.! However,
when a significant number of the social institutions that people attend
are nonsectarian and operate within a relatively bounded national
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community—which, I suspect, is what has occurred and is continuing to
occur since the emergence and dissemination of nation-states—then each
of these institutions becomes one of many social clubs that contribute to
people’s feelings of both civic and national solidarity.

Rogers Brubaker et al. (2004, 48—49) argued convincingly that from
the perspective of collective identification and classification, there is lit-
tle reason to stick to conventional distinctions between nation, cthnic-
ity, and race and suggested treating these categories as one integrated
domain of study which examines how people construct their com-
monalities. But once we shift attention from the ways in which actors
assume a common identity to the question of social ties between actors,
national attachments stand out as quite distinct from ethnicity or race.
For whereas ethnicity can be conceptualized with little regard for the
quality of the ties between members, a central rationale of nationalism is
to account for cooperation between citizens (e.g., Gellner 1983; Smith
1986), and it thus requires the formulation of an appropriate theory of
national attachment.

At the same time, by shifting from identity to solidarity, we face
another challenge, namely how to distinguish between national and civic
attachment. This question is far more complex than conventional socio-
logical wisdom would have it. In fact, when it comes to the question of
solidarity (as opposed to identity), it is only at the symbolic cultural level
that civic and national forms of attachment can really be distinguished,
shaped by a specifically civic or national discourse of solidarity. I accord-
ingly spelled out in the previous chapter how the symbolic meta-narra-
tive of strangers-turned-friends figures in national solidarity discourse.
But once the symbolic, discursive dimension is bracketed, it is, I believe,
not easy to distinguish between civic and national solidarity.

PHENOMENOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS

I illustrate this point on several levels. To begin with, there are very few
studies that make explicit analytic distinctions between civic and national
solidarity. Rather, political theorists tend to contrast civic solidarity with
national zdentity. A telling example is the previously mentioned work by
Honohan (2001), one of the few scholars to systematically discuss the
difference between civic and national attachments through a vocabulary
of friendship. Honohan claimed that civic attachments (which she com-
pared to relations between colleagues but not close friends) may entail
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special obligations without being radically exclusive, whereas national
attachments may elicit commitment at the cost of excluding outgroups.
Citizens can thus cooperate in political interaction despite diversity, dis-
like, and emotional distance. At the same time, a closer examination of her
account reveals a division of meaning such that national attachments (or
obligations) are taken to mean national identity while civic attachments are
forms of mutual interactions: “Obligations to co-nationals require feelings
of shared identity, those to citizens reflective recognition of interdepend-
ence....The key feature of nationality is a collective sense of a common
identity...and [it] does not intrinsically require interdependence in prac-
tices between co-nationals” (Honohan 2001, 64-65). In other words, at
no point did Honohan actually compare or distinguish between civic and
national solidarity; similar to most scholars, her understanding of national
attachment shifts inadvertently to the dimension of identity formation and
has little to do with questions of social interaction.

Moreover, from a phenomenological standpoint and contrary to
scholarly convention, the common usage in English of the term “com-
patriot” does not differentiate between co-citizens and fellow nation-
als (Honohan 2001). This lack of distinction between the civic and the
national in folk understanding is revealing, and scholars should give it
further consideration rather than trying to prove its analytic fallacy.
Although in most political cultures it is common practice to differentiate
between citizenship (associated with the state and society) and a more
exclusive national primordial core (often a combination of ethnicity and
religion), the extent of this differentiation depends on how the national
community is defined in the collective imagination.

In some cases, the cultural boundaries of the nation are indeed formu-
lated independently of citizenship status, for example, in officially multi-
national states like Canada and Switzerland or in states like Israel where
unofficial distinctions between Jewish and non-Jewish citizens prevail.
In such cases, we can expect the meta-narrative of strangers-turned-
friend to map onto the (ethnic) national core rather than the civic body.
However, countries that lack an explicit definition of national member-
ship beyond citizenship may offer a more inclusive cultural understand-
ing of the nation, which comprises all citizens of the country, as in the
case of the USA. This is not to deny that certain (growing) factions in
American society and elsewhere promote a more purified version of
the national core. But the very fact that they frame their advocacy in
terms of a revitalization of society as a whole (e.g., President Trump’s
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election slogan, “Make America Great Again”) means that even they
partly conflate the civic with the national. Indeed, they have no choice
but to conflate them, because when it comes the social institutions that
people attend in their everyday life there is little reason to make an ana-
lytic distinction between society and nation (even when, in practice,
some institutions may systematically exclude certain citizens). As noted
by Alexander (1997), since nation-states continue to form the most
effective boundaries for solidary ties, it is not surprising that civil soci-
ety might be considered, on some levels, as isomorphic with the national
community.

This phenomenological ambiguity between state, society, and nation
can be partly explained by tracing the historical shifts in the mean-
ings assigned to patriotism in Western political vocabulary. Mary Dietz
(2002) and Maurizio Viroli (1995) both suggested that until the
mid-eighteenth century, patriotism was understood as a love for mem-
bers of one’s community and concern for the common good along the
lines of the (Greek/Roman) republican legacy of civic friendship. The
patriot battled in the name of his people against the tyranny and corrup-
tion of the throne and was often associated with radical politics in the
defense of liberty. By the nineteenth century, however, the rhetoric of
patriotism had been adopted by more conservative circles in ways that
stressed particularist attachment to one’s country, a love for its unique-
ness, and cultural homogeneity rather than civic virtue (Viroli 1995).
As “patriotism” was increasingly assimilated into the emerging fusion of
“state” and “nation,” it became an attribute, no longer of the “rebel”
against the (old) social order but of the “loyalist” to the (new) national
social order (Dietz 2002). As national consciousness spread deeper and
more broadly throughout society, the nation and its embodiment in
state institutions gradually became the ultimate object of loyalty. In this
sense, the locus of solidarity shifted from care for the people in the face
of authoritarian rule to care for a community understood to be governed
by the people, thus confounding civic and national solidarity.

EMpiricAL CONSIDERATIONS

Turning to empirically grounded research, prominent bottom-up
approaches to mass solidarity also evade a clear distinction between civic
and national meanings. For example, Fine’s framework of tiny publics
(Fine 2012; Fine and Harrington 2004) considers how small-group
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interactions align local frames of reference with broader ideologies
and symbols and shows how collective concepts such as citizenship or
national sacrifice are linked by the localized group to its specific norms
and standards of interaction. It is noteworthy, however, that Fine and
Harrington’s (2004) account alternates between a civic and national
vocabulary, as they themselves observed: “while our argument is not
fundamentally about the construction of nationalism, we propose that
whether we examine civic involvement or national identity, small groups
generate the identity and the socialization processes involved in creating
citizens” (347).

Another bottom-up approach that is perhaps closer to mine in its
focus on institutionally mediated sociability is Putnam’s (2000) associa-
tionalism. Putnam underscored how localized social interactions in civic
associations contribute to a community’s “social capital” (social-or-
ganizational features that facilitate mutual cooperation) and therefore
enhance democracy and civic solidarity. But it remains unclear why
associational life and social capital should not be just as significant for
national solidarity. For instance, in Putnam’s description of the rise of
civic activity during bursts of American patriotism in the wake of World
War II (268), there is nothing to distinguish between civic and national
attachments. He did make a distinction between “bonding” and “bridg-
ing” social capital; the former reinforces “exclusive identities and homo-
geneous groups,” whereas the latter encompasses “people across diverse
social cleavages” (22). Yet, while this distinction might seem to mirror
the dichotomy between exclusive national ties and inclusive civic ties,
Putnam made no such claim and confined his discussion to the qualita-
tive difference between “weak” and “strong” ties (Granovetter 1973), in
other words, to the structural level of social networks that has no bearing
on the realm of meaning through which categories of collective attach-
ments are formulated.

A final case in point is Collins’ (2004a) framework of interactional
ritual chains. Some of his work (e.g., Collins 2004b, 2012) presents
what is perhaps the only bottom-up account of national solidarity per se.
Building on Durkheim’s (2003) notion of collective effervescence, Collins
examined the surge in feelings of solidarity during public events such as
the 9/11 terrorist attacks and the 2011 Egyptian Revolution, both of
which generated widespread focused attention accompanied by national
symbolism. These feelings of solidarity operate as a capsule of collectively
experienced time that dissolves within a three- to six-month period. And
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yet, it is, once again, unclear what in the actual interactional account (as
opposed to the symbolic, discursive dimension) distinguishes between
civic and national solidarity.

THE DEBATE OVER C1vic NATIONALISM

Having laid out phenomenological and empirical considerations for the
lack of differentiation between civic and national solidarity, I now turn to
a critical examination of two central debates pertaining to the epistemol-
ogy of nationalism, debates that presuppose a distinction between civic
and national solidarity despite the limited evidence for such differentia-
tion in practice.

The first debate is the ongoing scholarly critique of the civic-con-
tractual model of nationalism, commonly referred to as “civic national-
ism.” Originating primarily in the writings of Hans Kohn (1944), civic
nationalism emphasizes the political contract between fellow citizens and
conceives of the nation as a community of equal, rights-bearing citizens,
united in their attachment to a shared set of political practices and uni-
versalistic values and to a common territorial homeland (Brown 2000,
51; Ignatieff 1993). It is contrasted with an ethno-cultural model, which
foregrounds perceived primordial origins and shared cultural customs
and traditions. While Kohn linked these ideal models to a distinction
between Western and Eastern forms of nationalism, historical analysis
suggests that a mixture of both ethnic and civic models prevails over time
in most nation-states (Kuzio 2002; Singer 1996).

The ethno-cultural model draws on characteristics of the national
imagination that render it similar to deterministic and vertical ties of kin-
ship and tribal structure, invoking the notion of an extended family. The
civic-contractual model, on the other hand, emphasizes those character-
istics that place it in the context of a voluntary and horizontal solidarity
between members, thus invoking the notion of friendship. These struc-
tural characteristics suggest that friendship could potentially serve not
only as a metaphor for national solidarity but also as a deeper account for
some of its emotional and cultural underpinnings, once the stress is on
the civic-contractual aspects of the nation.

In recent years, the fundamental viability of the civic national model
and its universalist vision has been called into question (Brubaker 1999;
Xenos 1996; Yack 1996). Bernard Yack (1996) rejected the civic-na-
tional emphasis on voluntary contractual ties and accused its proponents
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of propagating a political myth. Social contract alone could not set the
boundaries of the national community or account for political sover-
eignty. Without an established cultural legacy associated with a prede-
termined, prepolitical community, people would find no reason to seek
agreement with one group of individuals over another. Contingent
communities of collective memory cannot be reduced to voluntary asso-
ciations united by moral and political principles; they require collective
boundaries that predate the formation of political sovereignty.

A crucial point, however, has gone unnoticed in this critique.
Definitions of civic nationalism include among other things “a collec-
tive enterprise based upon common values and institutions, and pat-
terns of social interaction” (Keating 1997, 690). By rejecting this model,
we are left with no account of the interactions and patterns of cooper-
ation and solidarity between compatriots, issues which do not play any
part in the definitions of the ethno-cultural model of the nation. I thus
argue that instead of distinguishing between these models as ideal types
of national ideologies or identities, we would be better to reframe them
as two complementary epistemological dimensions of national attach-
ments: processes of collective identity formation and processes of social
bonding and solidarity. The former dimension is indeed an extension of
ethnic and cultural considerations of commonality, and in this respect,
critics were correct to point to the futility of a civic-contractual model
of national identity. The latter, solidarity-related dimension, how-
ever, addresses the issue of cooperation between citizens and therefore
demands a civic-contractual model of national solidarity.

TuaE CriTIC OF METHODOLOGICAL NATIONALISM

A second debate that reveals misguided assumptions about clear-cut dis-
tinctions between the civic and the national has to do with the bias of
“methodological nationalism” and to some of the attempts to avoid it. As
discussed by Andreas Wimmer and Nina Schiller (2002), methodological
nationalism describes the tendency in much of social science scholarship
until recently to take for granted the nation/state/society as one natu-
ral social and political form of the modern world. Because societies were
structured according to the principles and contours of the nation-state,
these contours became so routinely assumed and banal that they van-
ished from sight altogether. Paradoxically, in their pursuit of the grand
schemes of modernity, classical sociological theorists, among them Weber
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and Durkheim, ignored the national framing of states and societies in the
modern age.

Yet, even as contemporary scholars have attempted to avoid such
misconceptions of the nation-state as equivalent to society, they have
often reproduced another variant of the methodological nationalism
bias in their assumption that civil society and democracy can be stud-
ied independently of nationalism and their disregard for the histori-
cal links between democratic state-building and the rise of nationalism
(Wimmer and Schiller 2002). For when nation and state become two
separate objects of enquiry—the former discussed as a domain of iden-
tity, rooted in common history and shared culture, and the latter as a sys-
tem of government and a playground for different interest groups—what
once again becomes invisible is “the fact that the modern state itself has
entered into a symbiotic relationship with the nationalist political pro-
ject” (Wimmer and Schiller 2002, 306).

In fact, it is not only the question of methodological bias on the part
of social scientists that is at stake; as noted previously, this bias is also cen-
tral to the way laypeople understand nation/state /society as a single entity
such that the civic and the national become one. If, therefore, research-
ers want to account for the phenomenology of mass solidarity in modern
nation-states, they should work from within these folk perceptions rather
than against them. They should explore, for example, the pragmatic mean-
ings of civic nationalism as its values are negotiated in certain social clubs
and not preoccupy themselves with the analytic contradictions of this
model (see Kaplan 2014). This, if nothing else, might help us understand
why state politics cannot be divorced from nationalism any time soon.

NORMATIVE CONSIDERATIONS

Given the above, it would appear that the sociological distinction
between civic and national solidarity is based not on phenomenological,
empirical, or epistemological grounds but on a normative stance that
distinguishes between “good” civic and “bad” national ties. The civic is
characteristically associated with a universalist, inclusivist ethos and with
values of individual autonomy, rational choice, and abstract reasoning,
while the national is associated with a “primordial core group” and thus
with an exclusivist ethos and more emotionally-laden bonds (Alexander
1988, 80). Furthermore, national struggles, unlike civic struggles, are
often associated with intensive and irrational passions (Walzer 2002).
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That said, when put into practice the notion that citizenship is
more inclusive than national belonging is misleading. For one thing,
citizenship forms a barrier to immigration, which, on a global scale,
is a stronger source of inequality than the inner, ethnic-based exclu-
sions associated with national solidarity. For another, even within the
body of citizens, opponents of the dominant political order often suf-
fer from exclusion (Brubaker 1999). In fact, from a cultural socio-
logical perspective, one could argue that although the normative
idea and the values of civil society may be more universal than the
themes of national ideology (Alexander 1997), the kind of purifying
solidarity generated by the discourse of civil society is no less exclu-
sive. Indeed, Alexander and Smith (1993) stressed that the discourse
of civil society is premised on a fundamental and exclusionary binary
logic of good versus evil, friend versus enemy—the very same logic
that we much more readily associate with national discourse. In both
cases, the purifying discourse of sacred friendship necessitates a pro-
fane side, the point beyond which membership and hospitality cannot
be extended.

One should also bear in mind that despite its particularist and exclu-
sivist connotations, the ideal of national solidarity carries with it also
universalistic principles to overcome pervasive social and sectarian dis-
tinctions. Alexander’s (1997) definition of solidarity is particularly telling
in this regard. Perhaps inadvertently,? he located his universalist account
of solidarity in civil society within a national framework:

it is the ‘we-ness’ of a national community taken in the strongest possi-
ble sense, the feeling of connectedness to ‘every member’ of that commu-
nity that transcends particular commitments, narrow loyalties and sectarian
interests. Only this kind of solidarity can provide a thread of identity unit-
ing people dispersed by religion, class or race. (118)

Brubaker (2004) made a similar point, noting how the normative cri-
tique of the nation-state feeds into “the prevailing anti-national, post-na-
tional, and trans-national stances in the social sciences and humanities,”
and “risk[s] obscuring the good reasons—at least in the American con-
text—for cultivating solidarity, mutual responsibility, and citizenship at
the level of the nation-state” (120). Here too, Brubaker’s discussion of
solidarity employs an undifferentiated civic-national vocabulary, perhaps
more intentionally than other scholars.
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All told, despite my claim that national solidarity and civic solidarity
are equivalent in many respects, I have chosen to center my argument
on national solidarity because it is associated with stronger, passionate
emotions and is thus more clearly linked to friendship. As persuasively
analyzed by Honohan (2001), civic attachments are more directly com-
parable to relations between colleagues than to friendship in that they
may uphold special obligations and enable cooperation even in con-
ditions of diversity, dislike, and emotional distance. Moreover, from a
scholarly standpoint, given the extreme scarcity of work which attempts
to theorize and investigate solidarity in national context (unlike the
scope and depth of such work in civic context), it seems imperative that
we focus the inquiry on national solidarity.?

Finally, and most importantly for the present discussion, it is in the
symbolic dimension that the meanings of national solidarity differ from
those of civic solidarity. The gist of the national imagination lies not only
in the transformation of strangers into friends; it is in imagining these
newly found friends as rediscovered brothers and sisters of the same pri-
mordial tribe. As discussed in Chapter 5, it is precisely this fusion of pri-
mordial ethnicity and civic redemption, this weaving together of ancestry
and destiny, which not only distinguishes between national and civic soli-
darity but also gives the former its seductive appeal.

NOTES

1. Because such enclaves or networks are typically associated with specific
social institutions and more explicit in defining their common denomina-
tor from the outset (ethnic origin or ideological /religious beliet), the tran-
sition from micro-level interactions to macro-level solidarity is analytically
more straightforward in such cases and requires less explication.

2. In an updated formulation, Alexander (2006) expanded the definition to
include “the ‘we-ness’ of a national, regional and international commu-
nity” (43).

3. The gap in theoretical interest in national solidarity compared with civic
solidarity seems even more striking considering the actual prevalence of
the two phrases. A search in Google Scholar conducted on September 29,
2017, yielded 29,800 references to “national solidarity” and only 4160
references to “civic solidarity” and “civil solidarity” (combined). This
suggests that a focused theoretical and empirical work on solidarity in the
national context is long overdue.


http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-78402-1_5

6 CAN WE REALLY DISTINGUISH BETWEEN CIVIC ... 119

REFERENCES

Alexander, Jeftrey C. 1988. “Core Solidarity, Ethnic Out-Group, and Social
Differentiation.” In Action and Its Environment: Towards a New Synthesis,
edited by Jeffrey C. Alexander, 78-106. New York: Columbia University
Press.

Alexander, Jeffrey C. 1997. “The Paradoxes of Civil Society.” International
Sociology 12 (2): 115-133.

Alexander, Jeffrey C. 2006. The Civil Sphere. New York: Oxford University Press.

Alexander, Jeffrey, and Philip Smith. 1993. “The Discourse of American Civil
Society: A New Proposal for Cultural Studies.” Theory and Society 22 (2):
151-207.

Brown, David. 2000. Contemporary Nationalism: Civic, Ethnocultural and
Multicultural Politics. London: Routledge.

Brubaker, Rogers. 1999. “The Manichean Myth: Rethinking the Distinction
Between ‘Civic” and ‘Ethnic’ Nationalism.” In Natzion and National Identity:
The European Experience in Perspective, edited by Hanspeter Kriesi, Klaus
Armingeon, Hannes Siegrist, and Andreas Wimmer, 55-71. Zurich: Verlag
Ruegger.

Brubaker, Rogers. 2004. “In the Name of the Nation: Reflections on
Nationalism and Patriotism.” Citizenship Studies 8 (2): 115-127.

Brubaker, Rogers, Mara Loveman, and Peter Stamatov. 2004. “Ethnicity as
Cognition.” Theory and Society 33 (1): 31-64.

Collins, Randall. 2004a. Interaction Ritual Chains. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Collins, Randall. 2004b. “Rituals of Solidarity and Security in the Wake of
Terrorist Attack.” Sociological Theory 22 (1): 53-87.

Collins, Randall. 2012. “Time-Bubbles of Nationalism: Dynamics of Solidarity
Ritual in Lived Time.” Nations and Nationalism 18 (3): 383-397.

Davetian, Benet. 2009. Civility: A Cultural History. Toronto: Toronto
University Press.

Dietz, Mary G. 2002. “Patriotism: A Brief History of the Term.” In Patriotism:
Philosophical and Political Perspectives, edited by Igor Primoratz, 201-215.
Ambherst, NY: Humanity Books.

Durkheim, Emile. [1915] 2003. “The Elementary Forms of Religious Life,”
translated by Karen E. Fields. In Emile Durkheim: Sociologist of Modernity,
edited by Mustafa Emirbayer, 109-121, 140-141. Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Fine, Gary Alan. 2012. Tiny Publics: A Theory of Group Action and Culture. New
York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Fine, Gary Alan, and Harrington, Brooke. 2004. “Tiny Publics: Small Groups
and Civil Society.” Sociological Theory 22 (3): 341-356.

Gellner, Ernst. 1983. Nations and Nationalism. Oxford: Blackwell.



120  D.KAPLAN

Granovetter, Mark S. 1973. “The Strength of Weak Ties.” American Journal of
Sociology 78 (6): 1360-1380.

Honohan, Iseult. 2001. “Friends, Strangers or Countrymen? The Ties Between
Citizens as Colleagues.” Political Studies 49 (1): 51-69.

Ignatieff, Michael. 1993. Blood and Belonging: Jouwrneys into the New
Nationalism. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux.

Kaplan, Danny. 2014. “Jewish-Arab Relations in Isracli Freemasonry: Between
Civil Society and Nationalism.” Middle East Journal 68 (3): 385—401.

Keating, Michael. 1997. “Stateless Nation-Building: Quebec, Catalonia and
Scotland in the Changing State System.” Nations and Nationalism 3 (4):
689-717.

Kohn, Hans. 1944. The Idea of Nationalism: A Study in Its Origins and
Background. New York: Collier-Macmillan.

Kuzio, Taras.2002. “The Myth of the Civic State: A Critical Survey of
Hans Kohn’s Framework for Understanding Nationalism.” Ethnic and Racinl
Studies 25 (1): 20-39.

Putnam, Robert. 2000. Bowling Alone. New York: Simon and Schuster.

Singer, Brian C. J. 1996. “Cultural Versus Contractual Nations: Rethinking
Their Opposition.” History and Theory 35 (3): 309-337.

Smith, Anthony D. 1986. The Ethmic Origins of Nations. Oxford: Blackwell.

Viroli, Maurizio. 1995. For Love of Country: An Essay on Patriotism and
Nationalism. Oxtord: Clarendon Press.

Walzer, Michael. 2002. “Passion and Politics.” Philosophy & Social Criticism 28
(6): 617-633.

Wimmer, Andreas, and Nina Glick Schiller. 2002. “Methodological
Nationalism and Beyond: Nation-State Building, Migration and the Social
Sciences.” Global Networks 2 (4): 301-334

Xenos, Nicholas. 1996. “Civic Nationalism: Oxymoron?” Critical Review 10 (2):
213-231.

Yack, Bernard. 1996. “The Myth of the Civic Nation.” Critical Review 10 (2):
193-211.



	Chapter 6 Can We Really Distinguish Between Civic and National Solidarity?
	Phenomenological Considerations
	Empirical Considerations
	The Debate Over Civic Nationalism
	The Critic of Methodological Nationalism
	Normative Considerations
	References


