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Nationalism, in its broadest sense, is the belief that a people sharing common bonds
ought to govern themselves. Yet nationalism is not monolithic. Its many variants differ
profoundly in how they define who belongs to the nation, what those bonds consist of,
and  what  obligations  membership  entails.  Among  these  variants,  civic  nationalism
stands out as the most liberal and inclusive — grounding national identity not in blood,
religion, or culture, but in shared political values, laws, and institutions. To understand
what makes civic nationalism distinctive, it helps to set it alongside other major forms of
nationalism and to ask, more fundamentally, why nationalism persists as a force at all.

What Is Civic Nationalism?

Civic nationalism holds that membership in the nation is open to anyone who commits
to a common set of political principles. The French Revolutionary ideal — that citizens
are united not by ancestry but by allegiance to liberty, equality, and fraternity — is its
clearest historical expression. In a civic nation, what matters is not where you were born
or to whom, but whether you subscribe to the founding ideals and constitutional order.
Immigrants can become full members of the nation through naturalization; minorities
of  every  background  are  citizens  in  the  fullest  sense  so  long  as  they  share  civic
commitments.

This makes civic nationalism inherently pluralist. The nation is a political community,
not an ethnic or religious one. Its symbols — constitutions, flags, founding documents,
civic  rituals  — are  meant  to  unite  people  across  cultural  differences  rather  than  to
celebrate  any  one  heritage.  The  United  States,  Canada,  France,  and  other  liberal
democracies have drawn heavily on civic nationalist  ideals,  even if their practice has
often fallen short of their professed principles.

Civic Nationalism Compared

The contrast with ethnic nationalism is perhaps the starkest. Ethnic nationalism defines
the nation by descent, language, and common ancestry. Membership is ascribed at birth
rather than chosen; those outside the ethnic group remain outsiders regardless of legal
status  or  personal  allegiance.  Nineteenth-century  German  nationalism,  with  its
emphasis  on  the  Volk  and  shared  Germanic  heritage,  is  a  classical  case.  Ethnic
nationalism is intrinsically exclusionary: it raises serious barriers to integration, tends
toward minority discrimination, and in its most extreme forms — as history has shown
with  catastrophic  results  —  can  justify  ethnic  cleansing  and  genocide.  Where  civic
nationalism asks what you believe, ethnic nationalism asks who you are by birth.



Religious  nationalism  fuses  national  and  religious  identity,  treating  devotion  to  a
particular  faith  as  constitutive  of  belonging  to  the  nation.  Contemporary  examples
include certain Hindu nationalist movements in India and strands of political Islam that
identify the nation with an Islamic state. Religious nationalism can be deeply unifying
for those who share the faith, but it places religious minorities — and secular citizens —
outside the core of national identity. Unlike civic nationalism, it offers no neutral public
square; the nation itself becomes a confessional project.

Cultural  nationalism  occupies  a  middle  ground.  It  emphasizes  shared  language,
customs,  traditions,  and  historical  memory  as  the  glue  of  national  life,  without
necessarily  restricting  membership  to  an  ethnic  group  or  a  religious  community.  It
acknowledges  that  a  functioning  nation  requires  more  than  a  social  contract  —  it
requires a living culture that gives the contract meaning. Cultural nationalism is more
open than ethnic nationalism, but it can still place significant assimilationist pressure
on minorities, expecting them to adopt the majority's language and cultural norms as a
condition of full acceptance.

In practice, few nationalisms are purely one type or another. Most nations blend civic
and  cultural  elements,  sometimes  uncomfortably.  France  proclaims  a  civic  republic
while  insisting on strong cultural  assimilation.  The United States  has civic  founding
ideals alongside a majority cultural heritage that has historically marginalized those who
could not  easily  conform to  it.  The tension between the civic  ideal  and the cultural
reality is one of the enduring features of modern national life.

The Enduring Need for Nationalism

Cosmopolitan critics of nationalism often argue that humanity would be better served by
a sense of global citizenship, untethered from particular national loyalties. There is real
moral force to this view: many of the world's worst catastrophes have been carried out in
the  name  of  the  nation.  Yet  the  critics  face  a  fundamental  problem.  Political
communities  require  solidarity  — the  willingness  of  strangers  to  bear  costs  for  one
another, to pay taxes, serve in armies, care for the poor and sick among them. That
solidarity is far easier to generate within bounded communities that share institutions,
histories, and a sense of mutual obligation than across the entirety of humanity.

Democratic  self-government,  too,  depends  on  a  demos  —  a  people  capable  of
deliberating together and holding leaders accountable. Without some sense of shared
identity and common fate, the institutions of democracy become hollow. Nations also
provide  frameworks  of  meaning,  connecting  individuals  to  traditions  larger  than
themselves and to  communities  across  generations.  The philosopher Yael  Tamir  has
argued that nationalism, properly understood, is compatible with liberal values and that
attempts  to  dissolve  it  entirely  tend  to  produce  backlash  rather  than  cosmopolitan



solidarity.

This  is  precisely  where  civic  nationalism offers  something valuable.  It  preserves the
solidarity  and  democratic  coherence  that  national  identity  provides,  while  stripping
away the exclusions that make ethnic and religious nationalism so dangerous. It says:
we are bound together not because we look alike or pray alike, but because we have
chosen to live under common laws and share a common political project. That is a thin
basis  for  national  identity  compared  to  shared  blood or  faith  — but  it  is  a  morally
defensible  one,  and  in  diverse,  pluralist  societies,  it  may  be  the  only  honest  basis
available.

Conclusion

Civic nationalism is not the elimination of nationalism but its most humane expression.
By rooting national  belonging in shared commitments  rather  than shared origins,  it
opens the nation to those who wish to join it and protects those already within it from
the tyranny of majority culture or majority ethnicity. It does not resolve every tension in
national  life  — the  question  of  what  cultural  content  a  civic  nation  can  legitimately
promote  remains  genuinely  difficult  —  but  it  provides  a  framework  within  which
pluralistic societies can sustain democratic self-government and mutual solidarity. In an
era of rising ethnic and populist nationalisms, the civic ideal is not merely an academic
abstraction; it is a practical political necessity.
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