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4. POLITICAL PHILOSOPHICAL THEORIES ON CITIZENSHIP  

In this chapter, I give an outline of the four approaches to citizenship: 
liberalism, communitarianism, neo-republicanism and liberal nationalism. 
These approaches have dominated contemporary debates in political philosophy 
and are of central importance to my research. Only the main elements of the 
philosophical theories will be dealt with. It is beyond the scope of this book to 
discuss the various permutations of the theories. As we will see, the four 
traditions encompass different approaches towards the notion of citizenship and 
prioritise different elements of the Big Five model of citizenship. As such, these 
theories also propose different interpretations of the relation between religion 
and citizenship. 

4.1 The Liberal Focus on Law-abidingness and Tolerance  
My overview of the liberal interpretation of citizenship concentrates on John 
Rawls’s political theory and its implications for the public role of religion. I 
have decided to focus on Rawls’s interpretation of liberalism for several 
reasons. First of all, two of Rawls’s publications have marked the onset of 
debates that are central to this study. A Theory of Justice (1971) is generally 
perceived as the starting point of contemporary political philosophy, which has 
inspired a revival of debates over the notion of citizenship. Political Liberalism 
(1993) is the publication in which Rawls opened the political philosophical 
debates on the acceptance of religious expressions in the public domain to a 
large audience. With this book, Rawls became one of the first philosophers to 
connect the debate on citizenship to the debate on the public role of religion. 
These two milestones make Rawls the key figure for researching the relation 
between religion and citizenship in contemporary political philosophy.  
 Secondly, although I am aware that Rawls presents a specific kind of social 
liberalism, not shared by all liberals,  I do take him as a paradigmatic exponent 13

of the liberal tradition, because, in the words of Mulhall and Swift, ‘Rawls’s 
theory contains both of the two components which standardly go together as the 
liberal package’ (1996, xvi). These components are the focus on freedom of the 
individual and the accompanying emphasis on civic liberties on the one hand, 

 Thomas Nagel, for instance, has pointed out that Rawls ‘has defended a distinctive, 13

strongly egalitarian view that is at odds with many others in the liberal camp, although 
he sees it as following the basic ideas of liberalism to their logical conclusion’. (Nagel 
2003, 63)
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and the focus on equality of opportunities for all citizens on the other. In the 
following paragraphs, I sketch a short overview of how Rawls presents his 
liberalism and how his liberalism relates to the Big Five model of citizenship.  
 In A Theory of Justice, Rawls presents his theory as an alternative to 
utilitarianism, which until then, dominated the Anglo-Saxon tradition of 
political thought (Kymlicka 2002, 10/53). Rawls refuses to accept the utilitarian 
consequence that individual rights sometimes have to be sacrificed for the 
maximisation of a collective social goal. Instead, he proposes to develop a 
general conception of justice, which would ensure freedom for and equality of 
all citizens. In order to do so, he builds on theories of the social contract as 
presented by Locke, Rousseau and Kant. 
 According to Rawls, a general conception of justice would reflect the 
guiding principles of a community, if people had to decide which principles 
should govern their community. The question is then, which principles are 
these? According to Rawls, the choice for these guiding principles cannot be 
made in our current position, because these choices would depend too much on 
individual and social circumstances. In order to construct a fair and stable 
society, all citizens have to embrace the general conception of justice, while 
differences between people should have a minimal impact. Therefore, Rawls 
develops the construction of a so-called original position, in which people stand 
behind a ‘veil of ignorance’: 

No one knows his place in society, his class position or social status, nor 
does any one know his fortune in the distribution of natural assets and 
abilities, his intelligence, strength, and the like. I shall even assume that 
the parties do not know their conceptions of the good or their special 
psychological propensities. The principles of justice are chosen behind a 
veil of ignorance. This ensures that no one is advantaged or 
disadvantaged in the choice of principles by the outcome of natural 
chance or the contingency of social circumstances. (Rawls 1971, 12) 

When placed in this position, people would choose for a general conception of 
justice that Rawls formulates as such: ‘All social primary goods — liberty and 
opportunity, income and wealth, and the bases of self-respect — are to be 
distributed equally unless an unequal distribution of any or all of these goods is 
to the advantage of the least favoured’ (Rawls 1971, 303).  These primary 14

goods are the goods that are important for everyone, regardless of their position 
or conception of the good. They reflect the needs of people qua citizens 
(Mulhall and Swift 1996, 206; Rawls 2005, 189 n. 20). The term ‘justice as 

 This general principle of justice is further specified in two principles of justice that 14

Rawls formulates as follows: ‘First: each person is to have an equal right to the most 
extensive basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others. Second: social and 
economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both (a) reasonably expected to 
be to everyone's advantage, and (b) attached to positions and offices open to all’. (Rawls 
1971, 61)



 4. POLITICAL PHILOSOPHICAL THEORIES ON CITIZENSHIP !                                                                31

fairness’ comes from this thought experiment: the principles of justice are fair 
because these are the principles chosen by people in the original position.  
 In Rawls’s theory, there is a priority of the right over the good, which 
assumes that conceptions of the good (that is, certain moral or religious beliefs) 
may be pursued only if they are compatible with the freestanding conception of 
justice. The priority of the right over the good is one of the cornerstones of 
liberal political theory and has been embraced by many liberal thinkers. As 
Dworkin wrote, ‘justice must be independent of any idea of human excellence 
or of the good life’ (1979, 48). This ideal of justice does not only concern 
individual citizens, but is also accompanied by an anti-perfectionist 
interpretation of the state. This anti-perfectionism proposes that the state should 
be neutral towards different conceptions of the good, because a neutral state 
best treats individuals as free and equal and as reasonable and rational (Caney 
1995, 253). A neutral liberal state thus offers a framework in which citizens can 
pursue their own conceptions of the good (Kymlicka 1992, 34; Jones 1989, 9). 
With this framework of liberal theory in mind, we now focus on the liberal 
interpretation of citizenship. 

4.1.1 Liberal Elements of Citizenship 
As we have seen, freedom and equality are the key values in liberalism. John 
Stuart Mill highlighted individual freedom and equality in his work, On Liberty: 

The only freedom which deserves the name, is that of pursuing our own 
good in our own way, so long as we do not attempt to deprive others of 
theirs, or impede their efforts to obtain it. Each is the proper guardian of 
his own health, whether bodily, or mental and spiritual. Mankind are 
greater gainers by suffering each other to live as seems good to 
themselves, than by compelling each to live as seems good to the rest.  
(Mill 1859, ch. 1) 

Mill suggests that, in order to ensure freedom for all citizens, neither the state 
nor other citizens or specific communities within society are allowed to force 
their conceptions of the good upon individual citizens.  
 Based on this emphasis on individual freedom and equality, liberal theorists 
have argued for the importance of tolerance. Tolerance is an automatic 
consequence of a focus on freedom and equality. As the state needs to be neutral 
towards the comprehensive doctrines and accompanying conceptions of the 
good of its citizens, the state should tolerate different world views. The fact that 
tolerance is seen as a consequence rather than as a value in itself, is 
characteristic for liberalism and its focus on neutrality. While the task of being 
tolerant towards the conceptions of the good of individual citizens seems to be 
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directed mainly to the state in Rawlsian liberalism,  Mill’s quotation makes 15

clear that tolerance also applies to individual citizens and communities within 
society. Tolerance can thus be seen as an essential element of citizenship in the 
liberal tradition. 
 The second key element of citizenship that liberalism distinguishes is the 
element of law-abidingness. Just like tolerance, law-abidingness can also be 
regarded as an ‘instrumental’ liberal virtue, as Galston points out (1988, 1281–
1282). He argues that virtues can either be conceived as ends in themselves, or 
as means to achieve or 
maintain other virtues or 
values. In liberalism, law-
abidingness serves as a 
means to preserve the 
liberal society and liberal 
ideals; in order to ensure 
freedom and equality, 
citizens have basic rights, 
but also the obligation to 
abide by the law. The 
relation between the state 
and citizens is regarded as 
a contract in which both 
sides have rights and 
obligations (Bauböck 2006; Janoski 1998). Since liberals value the individual 
freedom of citizens to live their lives according to their own principles of what a 
worthwhile life should be, liberals do not expect citizens to embrace the other 
dimensions of the Big Five model, as Figure 4.1 shows. These dimensions 
would form too much of an obligation and would deprive citizens of their 
individual freedom. 

4.1.2 The Fact of Pluralism and the Issue of Religious Expressions  
The liberal focus on freedom for and equality of all citizens, and the 
instrumental virtues of tolerance and law-abidingness all suggest that liberalism 
and different religious doctrines can exist peacefully together. However, it turns 
out that Rawls’s liberalism is not as positive towards religion as it would seem 
at first. 
 In the years after the publication of A Theory of Justice, Rawls’s liberalism 
was heavily criticised from different angles. One of these criticisms made him 
aware that the conception of justice that he proposed could be interpreted as part 

 I am aware of the fact that in English – in contrast to the Dutch language — the 15

distinction between ‘tolerance’ as a form of behaviour, and ‘toleration’ as a legal act of 
the government can be made (Habermas 2004, 5). Both elements are important in 
liberalism, but because this work concerns the normative aspect of citizenship, I will 
(mainly) focus on tolerance as a virtue of individual citizens.

Liberalism

Social Engagement
Political Engagement
Law-Abdidingness
Tolerance
Shared Identity

Figure 4.1 The liberal dimensions of citizenship
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of a comprehensive liberalism, which ‘cover[ed] not only the political domain 
but also the domain of human conduct generally’ (Nussbaum 2011, 5). This was 
not his purpose. Rawls had intended to formulate a freestanding conception of 
justice (Rawls 1985, 223). Rawls was aware of the fact that modern Western 
democracies are ‘marked by irreducible and irreconcilable diversity of 
comprehensive (religious, philosophical, moral) doctrines’ (Schuster 2010, 13), 
and that equally reasonable citizens can thus have very different conceptions of 
the good (Landesman 2010, 177). Therefore, Rawls wanted his conception of 
justice to be independent of any specific comprehensive doctrine, so that it ‘may 
at least be supported by what we may call an “overlapping consensus”, that is, 
by a consensus that includes all the opposing philosophical and religious 
doctrines likely to persist and to gain adherents in a more or less just 
constitutional democracy’ (Rawls 1985, 225–226; Rawls 2005, IV §3). He thus 
reconfigured his liberalism in order to give recognition to ‘the fact of 
pluralism’. 
 In Political Liberalism (1993, exp. ed. 2005), Rawls argues that one can hold 
a liberal conception of people as citizens, in which people are seen as free and 
equal individuals, without subscribing to a comprehensive liberal doctrine. He 
calls this ‘political liberalism’. In political liberalism, autonomy and 
individuality do not have to be seen as philosophical or moral ideals, in the way 
Kant and Mill used to treat them (Mulhall and Swift 1996, 174–175; Caney 
1995, 249). Rather, Rawls’s political liberalism formulates justice as fairness as 
a ‘political conception’ that can articulate the aims of a democratic constitution 
and the limits it should respect:  

The aim of justice as fairness as a political conception is practical, and 
not metaphysical or epistemological. That is, it presents itself not as a 
conception of justice that is true, but one that can serve as a basis of 
informed and willing political agreement between citizens viewed as free 
and equal persons. This agreement when securely founded in public 
political and social attitudes sustains the goods of all persons and 
associations within a just democratic regime. To secure this agreement we 
try, so far as we can, to avoid disputed philosophical, as well as disputed 
moral and religious questions. We do this not because these questions are 
unimportant or regarded with indifference, but because we think them too 
important and recognise that there is no way to resolve them politically. 
(Rawls 1985, 230) 

The development in Rawls’s thinking makes his theory especially interesting for 
this study: he takes plurality in world views as a given for contemporary, 
constitutional democracies. As such, he tries to search for principles of justice 
that can serve as a basis for a well-ordered society that all opposing doctrines 
can support, and which ensure the key principles of liberalism: freedom and 
equality (Rawls 2005, 35). 
 According to Rawls, the only way in which this is possible is when citizens 
discuss fundamental matters of politics without appeal to values that are 
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dependent on comprehensive doctrines (Schuster 2010, 93). As religion is 
always part of a comprehensive doctrine, religious arguments are not allowed in 
public and political discussions. Yet, if citizens are not allowed to express their 
religious conviction in political debates, how do they then discuss public issues 
and what kind of arguments are permissible? Rawls’s answer is the idea of 
public reason as a regulative idea for society (Schuster 2010, 13). Within this 
idea of public reason, citizens should interact in reciprocal ways in public 
discussions and provide reasons to each other that are accessible to all 
reasonable citizens: ‘In public reason comprehensive doctrines of truth or right 
[should] be replaced by an idea of the politically reasonable addressed to 
citizens as citizens’ (Rawls 1997, 766). 
 So what we have seen is an interesting chain of arguments that leads Rawls 
to the ultimate conclusion that religious arguments should be left out in public 
political discussions. The idea that modern society is pluralistic and that the 
freestanding conception of justice may not be built on a specific conception of 
the good forces Rawls to demand public reason from all citizens, and thus to 
exclude religious arguments from public political discussions. However, the 
story does not end here. Rawls seems uneasy with the idea of completely 
cutting out religion from the public domain. He remains a liberal, after all, and 
so he does not want to limit people’s freedom. Therefore, he comes up with the 
so-called ‘proviso’. He argues that: 

Reasonable comprehensive doctrines, religious or non-religious, may be 
introduced in public political discussion at any time, provided that in due 
course proper political reasons — and not reasons given solely by 
comprehensive doctrines — are presented that are sufficient to support 
whatever the comprehensive doctrines introduced are said to support. 
(Rawls 2005, 462) 

It seems to me that this proviso is meant to show his sympathy for religion as a 
source of values that can inform people’s conceptions of the good. However, in 
public political discussions, the only valid arguments are political, non-religious 
arguments, because these reflect the idea of public reason. In the end, his theory 
thus excludes religious arguments as valid arguments in public political 
discussions. It is interesting to realise that it is precisely the liberal emphasis on 
freedom and toleration that leads Rawls to frowning upon religious arguments 
in the public domain. 
 Rawls is not the only liberal thinker whose liberal premises lead to a 
problematisation of religious arguments in the public sphere (cf. Audi 1993, 
2000; Gaus 1997; Rorty 1999). There is a general tendency in liberalism to treat 
religion as non-compatible with public reason (Schuster 2010, 14; Quinn 1997, 
138). In liberalism, it is therefore common practice to argue for privatised 
religion, in which religious arguments and expressions are expected to be left 
out of the public domain, at least in the sense that they cannot in themselves 
provide valid arguments in public discussions and should therefore always be 
accompanied by or translated into secular reasons (Audi 1993, 691–692; 2000, 
87; Rorty 1999; 2003, 147).  
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 In sum, the liberal interpretation of citizenship focuses on the instrumental 
virtues of law-abidingness and tolerance. These are necessary, but instrumental, 
because they allow citizens to pursue their individual interests and varying ideas 
of the common good. Within the liberal view, freedom for and equality of 
citizens are the key elements. Because liberalism itself aims to remain neutral 
towards conceptions of the good, liberalism does not impose obligations on 
citizens other than to be law-abiding and tolerant. Citizens do not have to be 
socially active or politically engaged and they do not have to hold certain 
religious or moral beliefs. In order to be a good citizen, one should embrace the 
political conception of justice, which in turn allows all citizens to live life 
according to their own conception of the good. However, when entering public 
political discussions, the liberal idea of public reason leads to the exclusion of 
religious arguments. Citizens can be religiously inspired; they are free to pursue 
their (religious) conception of the good, but in public political discussions, this 
inspiration alone cannot provide valid arguments. 

4.2 Communitarianism and In-group Identity 
With this overview of Rawlsian liberalism in mind, we now turn to the 
communitarian critique of it. Since the early 1980s, several philosophers have 
questioned the fundamental assumptions of liberalism. Four thinkers have led 
the revolt against liberal neutrality and are generally classified as 
communitarians (Kukathas and Pettit 1990; Caney 1992; Mulhall and Swift 
1996). These four are Alasdair MacIntyre (1981), Michael Sandel (1982), 
Michael Walzer (1983) and Charles Taylor (1990).  
 Although these four thinkers all have their own focal points, their common 
critique of liberalism focuses on the overestimation of the individual.  16

According to communitarians, it is impossible to understand human beings 
without referring to the social commitments and surroundings of individuals 
(Sandel 1984, 5). Since individuals are always embedded in communities and 
communities embrace certain conceptions of the good life, it is impossible to 
understand political arrangements without understanding the common goals and 
ideals of the community. MacIntyre notes in After Virtue: 

 The notion of communitarianism as a description for a single theory is disputable for 16

two reasons. Firstly, the thinkers who are considered to be part of this tradition of 
thought do not often employ the label ‘communitarian’ themselves. Sandel, for instance, 
has claimed that the characterisation of communitarian ‘is misleading, insofar as it 
implies that rights should rest on the values or preferences that prevail in any given 
community in any given time. Few, if any, of those who have challenged the priority of 
the right are communitarians in this sense’. (Sandel 2005, 213) Secondly, the four main 
theorists in this tradition address different issues and focus on different elements in 
liberalism that they critique (Mulhall and Swift 1996, xv). Therefore, communitarianism 
is better understood as a tendency of thought rather than as a single theory.
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For … Rawls a society is composed of individuals, each with his or her 
own interest, who then have to come together and formulate common 
rules of life … Individuals are thus … primary and society secondary, 
and the identification of individual interests is prior to, and independent 
of, the construction of any moral or social bonds between them.   17

(MacIntyre 2011, 250) 

 According to communitarians, Rawls’s idea of justice as fairness, in which 
people choose the principles of justice from the ‘original position’, incorrectly 
implies that humans have the capacity to construct a morality without moral 
experience or self-knowledge (Kukathas and Pettit 1990, 97). Communitarians 
argue that Rawls’s interpretation of society as an association of free and 
independent individuals; individuals who decide on the principles of justice 
from a detached position, does not make sense. According to communitarians, 
‘the very existence of individuals capable of agreeing to form associations … 
presupposes the existence of a community’ (Kukathas and Pettit 1990, 104). 
Without a pre-existing community, people will lack the capacity to deliberate 
and choose. The self is embedded in community. Thus, one of the central claims 
of communitarian thinking is the necessity of attending to community, 
alongside liberty and equality (Kymlicka 2002, 208). As liberalism 
misconstrues how social contexts are essential and necessary to construct 
(individual) identities, liberalism also misconstrues what it means to act 
autonomously and freely (Christodoulidis 1998; Mulhall and Swift 2003, 466–
467).  
 Besides questioning the liberal primacy of individual over community, 
communitarians also question the liberal claims of the priority of the right over 
the good and the neutrality principle. As a result, they advocate replacement of 
the ‘politics of rights’ by the ‘politics of the common good’ (Kymlicka 2002, 
212). In contrast to the anti-perfectionist principle, which advocates that the 
state should be neutral and individuals can pursue their own individual 
conception of the good, communitarians believe that a common idea of the good 
is necessary in order to build a stable society. The aim of contemporary 
communitarian thinking is to find a balance between individual rights and social 
responsibilities, in which individual autonomy and the common good are to be 
brought into a new equilibrium (Etzioni 2005).  

4.2.1 Religious Freedom and the Issue of Plurality 
This sketch of the framework of communitarian thinking shows that 
communitarians have a different view than liberals of both the person and the 
community. This view obviously has implications for the interpretations of the 
notion of citizenship. Community is not only an identity-marker in this view, 
but also an identity-builder. Therefore, communitarianism traditionally 

 Originally published in 1981.17
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emphasises a common way of life and ‘pious loyalty’ towards those with whom 
one shares membership and tradition of a particular community (Dronkers 2012, 
17).  In this traditional definition communities are villages, small cities, 18

religious groups, and tribes (Delanty 1998). Put simply, communitarianism 
mainly focuses on small and tight-knit communities. This focus on small 
communities has implications for ‘the scope of citizenship’: 

Only within a community with shared beliefs about goods, and shared 
dispositions educated in accordance with those beliefs, both rooted in 
shared practices, can practical reason-giving be an ordered, teachable 
activity with standards of success and failure. (MacIntyre 1983, 591) 

 This reasoning implies that citizenship takes place in small communities. 
Since religious communities are typical examples of these (small) communities, 
it becomes clear that religion, instead of being a problematic force in society, is 
a constitutive and valuable one. The difference in the interpretation of religious 
freedom among liberals and communitarians follows from this reasoning. 
According to liberals, the state should be neutral towards all conceptions of the 
good (including religious ones), because it should respect the freedom of 
individuals to choose their own values. However, according to communitarians, 
liberalism does not acknowledge the special character of religion: 

Protecting religion as a lifestyle, as one among the values that an 
independent self may have, may miss the role that religion plays in the 
lives of those for whom the observance of religious duties is a 
constitutive end, essential to their good and indispensable to their 
identity. (Sandel 1989, 611) 

When it comes to understanding religious freedom, communitarians emphasise 
freedom of conscience, while liberals focus on freedom of choice (Sandel 1989, 
597–598). This difference in interpretation and the importance of religion for 
the identity of religious people makes the communitarian perspective towards 
the role of religion in citizenship radically different from the liberal one.  
 Although it seems that communitarianism easily incorporates religion into 
thinking about citizenship, there are several difficulties that communitarianism 

 Although Dronkers labels theories that match this description as ‘conservatism’, I 18

think these are the characteristics that conservatism and communitarianism share. I have 
decided to focus on communitarianism and not on conservatism for two reasons. Firstly, 
communitarianism is more prominent in the political philosophical debates on 
citizenship. Roughly sketched, where conservatism ranks as the third major perspective 
besides liberalism and socialism in thinking about the flexibility and manufacturability 
of society, communitarianism is generally recognised as a key tradition in thinking 
about citizenship (Baudet and Visser 2010, 8–9; Kymlicka 2002; Mulhall and Swift 
1996). Secondly, conservatism receives hardly any attention in political thinking in the 
Dutch context, as is regretfully recognised by proponents of conservatism (Cliteur 1989; 
Baudet and Visser 2010).
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needs to address. One of the main problems with the traditional interpretation of 
communitarian citizenship is the fact the people are members of different 
communities (ranging from families to states or even the world). In these 
different communities, different values and virtues may prevail. The priority of 
values therefore becomes a serious question. Moreover, we live in a 
multicultural, multi-religious society nowadays, which offers new challenges 
for formulating the shared values of the community and the essence of civil 
identity: 

In premodern times, people didn’t speak of “identity” and “recognition” 
— not because people didn’t have (what we call) identities, or because 
these didn’t depend on recognition, but rather because they were then too 
unproblematic to be thematised as such. (Taylor 1994, 35) 

When we accept the communitarian presupposition that values and virtues are 
formed by tradition, it should be acknowledged that modern societies are 
characterised by a diversity of communities, all of which hold different 
conceptions of the good. Given the undeniable fact that citizenship takes place 
at least partly at the national level (even if only because the formal, legal aspect 
of citizenship is a national matter), communitarians seem to overlook or deny 
the importance of this level by focusing on small and tight-knit communities. 
How do national identity and religious identity relate, for instance? If the 
primary identity of religious citizens lies in their religious community and not in 
national society, how are communitarians then able to formulate the shared 
values that everyone should accept as (national) citizens?  
 In order to deal with the issue of plurality, Charles Taylor surprisingly 
adapted and reconfigured Rawls’s idea of the overlapping consensus. Taylor 
argues for a cross-cultural dialogue between representatives of different 
traditions in society, who can hold ‘incompatible fundamental views on 
theology, metaphysics, human nature etc’ (Taylor 1999, 101). Taylor suggests 
that these representatives exchange their ideas while allowing for the possibility 
that their own beliefs may be mistaken. Although the actors themselves may be 
convinced of the truth of their ideas, they cannot argue for universal validity, 
but should be open towards the ‘moral universe’ of the others (Taylor 1999, 
112). Taylor’s solution is not, like Rawls’s, to argue for the exchange of purely 
political reasons. Instead, he suggests that disagreement on the ultimate 
justifications of the norms of society should be allowed:   

We would agree on the norms while disagreeing on why they were the 
right norms, and we would be content to live in this consensus, 
undisturbed by the differences of profound underlying belief … The deep 
underlying values supporting this [overlapping consensus] will, in the 
nature of the case, belong to the alternative, mutually incompatible 
justifications. (Taylor 1999, 101–102) 

By allowing for disagreement, Taylor does not exclude particular religious 
arguments from the public domain. He acknowledges the fact that differences 
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exist and that these will not be reconciled. By allowing for the differences in 
underlying beliefs, Taylor’s communitarian approach is less problematic for 
religious citizens than the liberal approach. National citizenship and religious 
identity can be combined, although religious citizens might not come to 
agreement with non-religious citizens over the justification for certain 
principles. 
 Although Taylor’s idea seems to resolve the possible tension between 
religion and national citizenship, I believe that he still ignores one important 
issue: the problem of incompatible norms. While he himself claims that people 
can hold incompatible views on certain domains of life, he simultaneously 
seems to suggest that these groups will agree on moral norms and that 
disagreement will only occur on the justification for these norms. However, 
what if the norms themselves are incompatible? What if different religions or 
cultures value competing norms? 
 A communitarian perspective that might be able to overcome this problem is 
given by Henry Tam (1998). He does not presuppose that citizens already agree 
over norms, as Taylor seems to do. Tam bases his communitarianism on three 
principles: 

First, any claim about what is to be accepted as true can only be validated 
under conditions of co-operative enquiry. Second, common values 
validated by communities of co-operative enquirers should form the basis 
of mutual responsibilities to be undertaken by all members of those 
communities. Third, power relations at every level in society must be 
reformed so that all those affected by them can participate as equal 
citizens in determining how the power in question is to be exercised. 
(Tam 1998, 7) 

According to Tam, communitarians advocate the transformation of attitudes and 
conditions in society in order to build inclusive communities that respect the 
three above mentioned principles (Tam 1998, 31–33). The questions about what 
action is to be taken for the common good are to be considered through 
informed community discussions.  
 In this perspective, the key to identifying shared beliefs and values lies in the 
critical selection of truth-claims through open exchange. Tam differentiates 
between so-called common values and distinctive values. Common values are 
shared by everyone and provide a basis for defining mutual responsibility. Tam 
identifies four of these values: love, wisdom, justice and fulfilment (Tam 1998, 
33–34). Besides these common values, there are distinctive values, which differ 
between groups, or even between individuals. As long as the common values 
serve as the basis for encountering other people and the distinctive values do not 
oppose or overrule the common values, citizens will be able to build inclusive 
communities. 
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4.2.2 Shared Identity and Social Engagement 
The perspectives of Taylor and Tam provide answers to the issue of plurality 
that communitarians face. On the one hand, they advocate the communitarian 
principle of community as essential constituent of identity, and on the other 
hand, they take the plurality of world views into account and suggest that 
through discussions and debates, different groups will find ways to reach 
consensus (not on the underlying principles, but on the outcomes) or build 
inclusive communities.  
 These contemporary communitarian perspectives provide clear answers to 
the question of what makes a good citizen (see Figure 4.2). First, a good citizen 
abides by the rules and values 
of communitarian living. 
Individual conceptions of the 
good do not exist in vacuo; 
they are always socially 
embedded. Citizens of a 
community thus need to 
adopt conceptions of the 
good that conform to the 
community’s way of life. 
Viewed through the lens of 
the Big Five model of 
citizenship, it means that 
communitarians give weight 
to the element of shared 
identity.  
 Within different communities, this shared identity can entail different things. 
The focus on shared history and shared values is, however, an essential element 
of the communitarian notion of citizenship, because communitarianism 
emphasises the preservation of identity (Delanty 2002, 163). If you remove the 
shared conception of the good from a community, it is impossible to develop a 
stable society. Thus, a good citizen is someone who recognises the importance 
of the community to which he or she belongs and who is willing to live 
according to the rules of that community.  
 The second indispensable characteristic of a good citizen in the 
communitarian tradition is social engagement. Citizens need to be actively 
involved in the public domain (Delanty 1997: 286). Modern communitarians 
have interpreted the notion of citizenship and community membership as 
‘creating a sense of responsibility, identity and participation’ (Delanty 2002, 
167), which reflects the importance of the two elements of shared identity and 
social engagement. Citizenship is consequently based on ‘social 
virtues’ (Etzioni 1995, 1–5). Within communitarian circles, the notion of social 
engagement is interpreted in different ways. In the traditional communitarian 
perspective, a good citizen is socially engaged with other members of the 
community and social actions are to be directed towards in-group members: 

Communitarianism

Social Engagement
Political Engagement
Law-Abdidingness
Tolerance
Shared Identity

Figure 4.2 The communitarian dimensions of 
citizenship
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Communal relations … include trust, mutual understanding, and forms of 
reciprocity between individuals to which, it’s claimed, only a shared 
situation, and a set of shared values, will give rise. (Calder 2004) 

In the interpretations of Taylor and Tam, however, citizens should build 
inclusive communities, and discuss norms and notions of the good with each 
other. In these perspectives, social engagement is not only directed towards in-
group members, but is explicitly also focused on other people, as the building of 
inclusive communities presupposes a certain level of engagement with others.  
 In sum, the communitarian critique on liberalism mainly focuses on the 
flawed interpretation of both person and community. According to 
communitarians, the community in which one is raised shapes people’s 
identities. In this perspective, citizenship can be seen as a virtue; it is about the 
ability and the will to participate in society and to identify with the community 
(FORUM 2003). Since religion may serve as the binding factor for a 
community, religious convictions and affiliations are, in themselves, not 
problematic. On the contrary, they are valuable and may form the basis for 
citizenship. However, due to growing religious diversity, the relation between 
religion and national citizenship becomes problematic for communitarians. In 
order to overcome this issue, Taylor and Tam have argued for discussions 
between (representatives of) different communities, either to reach unforced 
consensus or build inclusive communities. We have thus seen that liberals and 
communitarians initially seemed to propose completely different pictures of the 
good citizen, but eventually, in exchanging arguments with each other, both 
traditions have evolved and we can even see similarities between the two. Both 
traditions value the discursive process in which citizens exchange reasons with 
one another. Aside from this, both traditions appreciate a diversity of world 
views in contemporary societies.  

4.3 Neo-republicanism and ‘The Unknown Society’ 
The third approach towards citizenship that I discuss is neo-republicanism. Neo-
republicanism can be understood as an attempt to make classical republicanism 
‘modernity-proof’. Classical republicanism is the oldest theory of citizenship 
and dates back to Aristotle (Bellamy 2008). Without going into too much detail 
about its history,  it is important to realise that the background against which 19

the theory of republicanism has developed is hardly comparable to modern-day 
societies. Therefore, Van Gunsteren — one of the proponents of neo-
republicanism — concludes that the picture of society offered by classical 
republicanism is oversimplified. Even more striking is that he also accuses 
contemporary liberalism and communitarianism of oversimplification. 
According to Van Gunsteren, contemporary society is fundamentally complex 

 For an historical analysis of republicanism I refer to Rahe (1992) and Sellers (1998). 19
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and pluralistic. Consequently, he has given it the label of ‘The Unknown 
Society’ (Van Gunsteren 1998, 36). 
 Neo-republicanism takes the complexity and plurality of contemporary 
society as its starting point and formulates a conception of citizenship that is 
inspired by the republican tradition. Main thinkers in neo-republicanism are 
Philip Pettit (1997), Quentin Skinner (1998), Iseult Honohan (2006) and, as 
indicated above, Herman van Gunsteren (1998). Van Gunsteren formulated a 
theory of citizenship based on the neo-republican fundamentals. The basics of 
his theory have been used in a report of the Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het 
Regeringsbeleid (WRR, an independent think tank for the Dutch government) 
(1992), which makes his theory especially suitable to the Dutch context. He will 
therefore serve as the main source for this section. Jürgen Habermas (1998, 
2006) can also be considered as an exponent of this tradition. His plea for 
constitutional patriotism (Verfassungspatriotismus) and arguments for 
democracy as the result of a deliberative process between citizens are very 
much in line with neo-republican thinking. 
 The basic ingredient of republicanism is the res publica; the public common 
good. In a republic, ‘the government of the state or society is a public matter, 
and the people rule themselves’ (Dagger 2002, 146). Public matters should be 
conducted in public and all members of the public should try to act according to 
what they think is best for the public as a whole. If citizens are able to act this 
way, they display ‘civic virtue’, which is one of the distinctive essentials of 
republicanism (Dagger 2002, 147). 
 Characteristic for the republican interpretation of citizenship is its 
conception of freedom. In contrast to liberalism, which emphasises freedom as 
non-interference, neo-republican thinkers have designed their theory of 
citizenship around the idea of freedom as non-domination (Pettit 1997). 
According to Laborde and Maynor, this interpretation of freedom in the neo-
republican tradition defends a ‘normative ideal of political citizenship as non-
subjection to arbitrary rule’ (2008, 2). It is especially the element of 
arbitrariness that neo-republicans find objectionable. Although for liberals, a 
person is deprived of his freedom if he is hindered to do what he would want to 
do, republicans do not consider this to be the core issue. Citizens are 
continuously faced with rules that they have to abide by and thus, in certain 
ways, limit the scope of choices that they can make. That is not the problem. On 
the contrary, by promoting civic virtue and self-governance, neo-republicans 
stress that people should be bound by ‘the rule of law’. Restriction of freedom 
becomes an issue when a person is subject to the dominating will of someone 
else, especially when this is an arbitrary dominating will. For republicans, it is 
essential that citizens are engaged in self-governance so that the rules of law are 
not arbitrary rules. If citizens themselves are responsible for the creation of the 
law, the law is seen as ‘the non-mastering interferer’ that ensures freedom for 
the citizens, instead of an arbitrary rule (Pettit 1997, 41). So we have seen that 
neo-republicans share a focus on freedom with liberals, although they interpret 
this notion differently (Skinner 1998). 
 Alongside communitarians, neo-republicans focus on community, although 
each philosophic tradition has its own interpretation of the notion. Neo-
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republicans focus on a specific kind of community: the republic. The republic 
occupies a central position for the individual as citizen, although it is just one 
community among many others for the individual as person (Van Gunsteren 
1998, 24). Nonetheless, even in this latter perspective, the republic takes a 
special position as ‘it creates and protects the freedom of individuals to form 
communities, to join them and to exit from them’ (Van Gunsteren 1998, 24). 
Having said this, it becomes clear that neo-republicanism tries to combine the 
best of both worlds, in the sense that they search for an equilibrium in which 
individuals and communities are free from domination, but need to organise 
society in such a way that is best for the public. In this theory, good citizens 
have more than mere loyalty; they have a sense of responsibility to take positive 
and supportive action (Aarts and Maarleveld 2003). This responsibility as a 
central element in neo-republican theory implies certain obligations for 
citizenship. 

4.3.1 Neo-republican Obligations of Citizenship 
This concise introduction to neo-republican thinking makes clear that the 
perspectives of liberalism, communitarianism and neo-republicanism are 
concerned with different identities. While liberalism is concerned with the 
individual identity of the citizen, communitarianism stresses the importance of 
cultural or group identity, and neo-republicanism focuses on civic identity. 
According to neo-republicanism: 

Citizenship is at the crossroads of individual, society, rights and political 
influence. The acts of citizens surpass voting, demonstrating and 
consuming: the citizen is the mover of the republic. (WRR 1992, 6) 

This quotation shows the most distinctive element of neo-republican thinking in 
comparison to the other perspectives: citizenship is created by citizens in action. 
This implies that the most 
important condition for 
citizenship is its actual 
exercise (Van Gunsteren 
1998, 27). In terms of my 
model of citizenship, three 
elements are essential (see 
Figure 4.3): tolerance, 
political engagement and 
social engagement. I will 
now explain why these 
three are indispensable 
characteristics of the good 
citizen, by referring to Van 
Gunsteren’s theory of 
citizenship. 

Neo-
Republicanism

Social Engagement
Political Engagement
Law-Abdidingness
Tolerance
Shared Identity

Figure 4.3 The key elements of neo-republican 
citizenship
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 According to Van Gunsteren, the fact that contemporary society is 
characterised by a plurality of world views, both on an individual level and on 
the level of communities, calls for a specific task, which is to ‘organise 
plurality’. The lives of members of different communities are connected in what 
he calls ‘a community of fate’ (Van Gunsteren 1998, 62). Citizens should 
transform a community of fate into a public community that is acceptable for 
everyone: 

Citizens … are responsible for directing the construction of plurality 
toward an outcome that instead of simply ignoring or suppressing their 
real differences, confirms and reasserts the identities of all participants as 
equal citizens. (Van Gunsteren 1998, 41) 

This approach is shared by other neo-republican thinkers who argue that the 
essence of neo-republican citizenship theory is the acceptance of the 
interdependence of human beings and the emphasis on deliberation about the 
common good (Honohan 2007, 65–66). Habermas’s theory of constitutional 
patriotism also fits with this approach. Citizens need to be socialised into a 
political culture, which forms the basis for constitutional patriotism. This 
political culture in turn leads to ‘an increased awareness of both the diversity 
and the integrity of the different ways of life that coexist in a multicultural 
society and allows citizens to debate the same legal principles from different 
ethical perspectives’ (Baumeister 2007, 484). 
 Van Gunsteren distinguishes four items as both aspects of and instruments 
for the organisation of plurality: identity, emotions, competence and institutions. 
According to him, citizenship is a meta-position, a mediating function in the 
interaction among identities. Emotions play an essential role in citizenship, 
because plurality arouses emotions. We can give these emotions a meaningful 
place in the interactions between people when we recognise and interpret them 
in a constructive manner. The ability to deal with plurality requires a certain 
level of competence, like the ability to make good judgments and have practical 
social skills, but also the ability to act flexibly on different occasions. These 
competencies can be learned to a certain extent, but most of all they require a 
great deal of practice; by being involved in civil practices or institutions. In 
pluralistic societies, there are many institutions designed to process plurality. 
They play an important role by offering a repertoire of ways of dealing with 
plurality (Van Gunsteren 1998, 41–50). 
 It becomes clear that the first essential element of citizenship for neo-
republicanism is the element of social engagement. Interactions between 
citizens are important for the realisation of a public culture and for the 
organisation of plurality. Citizens should be open towards the differences 
between them and should therefore actively engage in the public domain. This 
open attitude towards other citizens also presupposes the importance of 
tolerance as an essential characteristic for a good citizen. People have to 
understand and accept that other people may hold different views. The only way 
in which plurality can be organised in a way that is acceptable to all is when 
citizens acknowledge these differences and act with tolerance towards others. 
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The third essential characteristic of the good citizen is political engagement. 
Central to all republican theories is the emphasis on self-government, which 
requires that citizens are actively involved in politics (Heater 1999, 44).  20

4.3.2 The Matter of Consensus and Religion in the Public Domain 
The neo-republican focus on social and political engagement and tolerance has 
implications for the issue of consensus and for the role of religion in the public 
domain. Van Gunsteren argues that consensus is ‘neither a necessary nor a 
sufficient condition for the organisation of plurality by citizens in a 
republic’ (1998, 53). At best, consensus can be the result of the interactions 
between citizens. With the recurrent task laid upon citizens to transform the 
‘given’ encounters between people into relations that are accepted by the 
involved citizens, the result is not necessarily a consensus on a normative level. 
It is up to the citizens to reach rational consensus on a more formal level over 
how they want to deal with their differences. 
 Within this republican perspective, citizens should be open to the various 
arguments other citizens offer, even though they might have very different 
conceptions of the good. Neo-republicanism shares the view with liberalism that 
the state should be neutral towards different world views, and that the state 
should not promote one single conception of the good. Honohan, for instance, 
points to the danger that: 

[The problem of] fostering a common … culture … as part of the process 
of creating solidarity among citizens is that it tends, implicitly or 
explicitly, to privilege those whose way of life most closely approximates 
to the publicly endorsed culture. (Honohan 2006, 203) 

According to neo-republican thinkers, there should be openness towards 
different conceptions of the good. The neo-republican approach also implies 
that citizenship is something that can only be shaped bottom-up, and not top-
down. Governments cannot prescribe or impose the norms of citizenship, but 
citizens need to self-organise their differences. This puts demands on all citizens 
and has consequences for the acceptance of religion and religious groups in 
society. On the one hand, it means that it is necessary to: 

 One might wonder why I decided not to include law-abidingness as an essential 20

republican element in the Big Five model of citizenship, while the rule of law is an 
important aspect in republican theory. The main reason is that the emphasis of 
republicanism is not placed on this legal aspect. Obviously, citizens ought to abide by 
the law. However, this element of law-abidingness in itself is not foregrounded in neo-
republicanism, but plays at the background. It is not a mark of the good citizen as such. 
The elements of self-government and the organisation of plurality are the distinguishing 
factors of republicanism, and these consist of the elements of social engagement 
political engagement and tolerance as civic responsibilities.
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Authorise the voices of those who are different — that is to see them as 
contributors to the common, overarching public realm, and not just to let 
them live separately in their own way. Citizens should be open towards 
opinions that are different from their own, and not just to let them live 
separately in their own way. Instead of merely tolerating practices, this 
means giving public space for citizens to voice their deepest concerns, 
and giving a serious hearing to claims to influence public debates and 
public culture. It follows from the deliberative nature of politics that 
republican recognition of citizens requires taking the voices of others 
seriously as well as allowing them to speak. (Honohan 2007, 68) 

Here Honohan argues that religious citizens should have the opportunity to 
express their religious convictions in public debates. However, republicanism 
simultaneously demands that religious citizens engage actively in the public 
domain. Groups are not permitted to isolate themselves from society and 
withdraw into their own community (Honohan 2007, 68; Habermas 2008, 22). 
Neo-republicanism puts a reciprocal demand on all citizens to recognise each 
other as members of the shared political community. In order to maintain their 
(cultural or religious) identity they have to interact with each other to organise 
plurality.  
 As Honohan’s excerpt illustrated, neo-republicanism interprets the role of 
religious arguments in the public domain differently than liberalism. Habermas, 
for instance, explicitly criticises Rawls, whose proviso entailed that religious 
arguments should be translated into political language in public political 
discussions. According to Habermas, this proviso places an ‘unequal burden’ on 
religious citizens, who then have to split their identities into a public and a 
private one. Alternatively, he not only suggests to allow, but even to support the 
public role of religion: 

The liberal state has an interest in unleashing religious voices in the 
political public sphere, and in the political participation of religious 
organisations as well. It must not discourage religious persons and 
communities from also expressing themselves politically as such, for it 
cannot know whether secular society would not otherwise cut itself off 
from key resources for the creation of meaning and identity. Secular 
citizens or those of other religious persuasions can under certain 
circumstances learn something from religious contributions. (Habermas 
2006, 10) 

In exchanging arguments with one another, citizens should have the freedom to 
express their conviction in the language that they find appropriate. Neo-
republican thinkers try to divide the burden of splitting identities equally 
between secular and religious citizens, by demanding ‘cognitive openness’ from 
their secular citizens also (Yates 2007, 887). 
 So far, this neo-republican picture seems very welcoming towards religion in 
the public domain. However, Habermas himself — although critical of Rawls’ 
proviso — has formulated an adaptation of this idea, positioned at a ‘higher’ 



 4. POLITICAL PHILOSOPHICAL THEORIES ON CITIZENSHIP !                                                                47

level. He calls this the ‘institutional translation proviso’. Notwithstanding the 
fact that religious language is permissible in the general public sphere, all 
citizens have to accept that ‘only secular reasons count beyond the institutional 
threshold separating the informal public sphere from parliaments, courts, 
ministries, and administrations’ (Habermas 2006, 9). This means that religion 
does not have a limitless playing field.  21

 To summarise, the neo-republican account of citizenship builds upon the 
idea of self-government that classical republican authors advocated. With the 
plurality of contemporary societies as a given, neo-republicanism argues for 
open encounters between citizens in public debates. The three main 
characteristics of a good citizen in this view are social engagement, political 
engagement and tolerance. Since neo-republicanism does not start from a 
specific, normative position, there is no need for consensus before citizens can 
act as such. They need to organise the plurality in society in a way that is 
acceptable to all. This also implies that religious arguments are allowed in the 
public domain and that citizens can discuss among themselves to what extent 
religion is allowed to play a further role in society. 

4.4 Liberal Nationalism and the Issue of National Identity 
The fourth and last tradition of thinking about citizenship that I discuss in this 
chapter is liberal nationalism. The label ‘liberal nationalism’ might be a bit 
confusing, because it seems to suggest that this theory is a derivative of 
liberalism, which is strictly speaking not true. The fact that this theory is 
labelled ‘liberal nationalism’ is rather to be understood against other, illiberal 
forms of nationalism. Several authors have made the distinction between liberal 
or civic nationalism on the one hand and illiberal or ethnic nationalism on the 
other (Brubaker 1999, 55; Kymlicka 2002, 345). Liberal nationalism is 
concerned with nationhood as based on common citizenship, while ethnic 
nationalism understands nationhood as based on common ethnicity. The 
adjective ‘liberal’ is often used as a moral recommendation and is used to show 
that one’s own ‘good’ and legitimate version of civic liberalism is not to be 
mistaken for the ‘bad’ and illegitimate version of ethnic liberalism of others 
(Brubaker 1999, 57–58). 

 Habermas is, however, not explicit on where exactly the institutional threshold is 21

‘positioned’. In his writing, it remains unclear whether he thinks that only the decisions 
that are made in parliaments should be neutral towards competing world views, or 
whether the reasoning that leads up to these decisions also has to be articulated in 
secular terms. When I personally asked him about the positioning of the institutional 
threshold during a symposium, his answer suggested that it depends upon the political 
culture of the specific country. In the Netherlands, for instance, there are Christian 
political parties and it can be expected that they reason from a religious perspective. In 
other countries, this would be unthinkable. The positioning of the threshold thus seems 
to be culturally dependent, according to Habermas.
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 Liberal nationalism shares elements with all three traditions that I have 
discussed above. With liberalism, it shares the focus on self-protection and the 
attempt to secure agency of individual citizens (Williams 2007, 246–247).  22

While there are such liberal nationalists as Yael Tamir (1993), who present their 
nationalist ideas within the framework of liberalism, David Miller (1995b, 
2000) believes his theory to fit within a republican conception of citizenship. He 
shares the emphasis on the political community and active engagement in self-
governance with republicans. However, as he emphasises the importance of the 
nation-state as the starting point for solidarity and because he considers national 
identity to be grounded in common history, culture and traits, I classify him as a 
liberal nationalist. Lastly, liberal nationalism and communitarianism share an 
emphasis on social commitment and shared identity, as we will see later in this 
section. Several liberal nationalists argue that cultures provide ‘a background 
against which more individual choices about how to live can be made’ (Miller 
1995b, 86; cf. Tamir 1993, 36; Raz 1994, 83–84). This line of reasoning is quite 
similar to that of communitarians, who focus on the constitutive character of 
communities for individual identity. However, since the focus on common 
national citizenship and a shared national identity versus community-
membership reflects two diametrically opposing streams in philosophical and 
societal debates, and since the implications of these two theories for the position 
of religion in society is so different, the tradition of liberal nationalism deserves 
a separate section. 
 The main element of liberal nationalism is its focus on a shared national 
identity. Many scholars have assumed that trends of globalisation, 
modernisation and liberalisation of contemporary societies would make the 
issue of national identity less important: 

As cultures liberalise, people share less and less with their fellow 
members of the national group, in terms of traditional customs or 
conceptions of the good life … Why then would anyone feel strongly 
attached to their own nation? (Kymlicka 1995, 88) 

Yet despite, or perhaps even because of these trends in modern societies, the 
sense of nationhood has not disappeared. On the contrary, the liberalisation of 
society has been accompanied by an increased sense of nationhood (Kymlicka 
1995, 88). The two dominant strands within liberal nationalism interpret this 
sense of nationhood differently. Subjectivists argue that sharing a national 
culture is ‘a matter of people believing that they belong together’, whereas 
objectivists maintain that in order to share a national identity, ‘people must 

 Patten would classify this version of nationalism — which secures the agency of 22

individual citizens — as a weaker form of cultural nationalism. He distinguishes 
between weaker and stronger forms of cultural nationalism, ‘depending on how 
important the responsibility to preserve and promote the national culture in question is 
taken to be’ (Patten 1999, 2). The authors that I distinguish as liberal nationalists do not 
endorse a strong version of cultural nationalism. 
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really possess distinctive common characteristics’ (Mason 2000, 116–117). 
Whichever of these two strands one follows, liberal nationalists argue that 
citizens should have a sense of nationhood in order to realise various 
fundamental liberal virtues (Mason 2000, 117). Liberalism falls short on this, 
because it underestimates the value of this communal thinking: 

Imagining democracy requires thinking of ‘the people’ as active and 
coherent and oneself as both a member and an agent. Liberalism informs 
the notion of individual agency but provides weak purchase at best on 
membership and on the collective cohesion and capacity of the demos. 
(Calhoun 2007, 151) 

The quotation reflects one of the main arguments in liberal nationalism: people 
have a need for a sense of belonging and this belonging needs to be located 
within the nation. 
 While cosmopolitan thinkers have argued for world citizenship, liberal 
nationalists argue that this kind of cosmopolitan citizenship would be a 
meaningful concept only if humanity were governed by a world state; if the 
rights and duties of world citizens were laid down in international law, if all 
people had similar cultural beliefs and historical memories, and were 
represented in global political institutions (Linklater 2002, 319). Since this is 
not the case, we need to look for a sense of belonging at the level that does meet 
these requirements: the nation-state. Nations, Miller argues, are ethical 
communities, and citizens therefore owe different and more extensive duties to 
fellow nationals than to humans in general (Miller 2000, 27). On the positive 
side, a common nationality is assumed to foster trust and solidarity (Miller 
1993; Barry 1991, 174–175). Furthermore, national culture provides an ‘anchor 
for [one’s] self-identification and the safety of effortless secure 
belonging’ (Margalit and Raz 1990, 448). In sum, although several liberal 
nationalists do recognise the danger of anti-democratic and intolerant attitudes 
within this line of thought, they emphasise the positive aspects that the nation 
offers, to show that national identity can offer something for citizenship in 
contemporary societies: 

Nations provide for structures of belonging that build bridges between 
local communities and mediate between these and globalisation. Nations 
organise the primary arenas for democratic political participation. 
Nationalism helps mobilise collective commitment to public institutions, 
projects, and debates. Nationalism encourages mutual responsibility 
across divisions of class and region. (Calhoun 2007, 153) 

 Calhoun argues that the idea of national identity is not only important at the 
social-emotional level, but also plays a role on the political level. Miller has 
argued that the cosmopolitan idea of world citizenship would be a distraction 
from the task of developing civic virtues within the national community. 
According to him, these democratic virtues have to be developed and since it is 



!   PART ONE: PHILOSOPHICAL AND POLITICAL THINKING ON CITIZENSHIP50                

unlikely that this happens on an international or global level, it has to be 
nurtured within bounded communities, such as the nation-state (Miller 2000). 
From his republican version of liberal nationalism, Miller additionally argues 
that citizens will only value their participation in the political domain when they 
have a sense of belonging and a shared national identity (Miller 1988). 

4.4.1 The Liberal Nationalist Approach to Citizenship 
The focus on shared national culture has clear implications for the liberal 
nationalist conception of citizenship. In order to be a good citizen, a person 
needs to feel a sense of belonging to the national culture and needs to identify 
with it. In order to do so, people need to feel that they possess the defining 
characteristics of the shared national culture. The question of what these 
defining characteristics are can obviously only be answered within the context 
of the particular nation. However, these defining characteristics are generally 
elements of a ‘societal culture’ (Kymlicka 2002, 346–347) rather than elements 
of ‘narrow ethnic communities’ as Coleman and Harding (1995, 44) have called 
them, or elements of the small and tight-knit communities on which 
communitarianism focuses: 

Such national attributes could include any or all of the following: ethnic 
descent, shared historical memories, a language, a common culture 
involving shared customs, traditions, moral values, and religious beliefs, 
and a commitment to a set of historically embedded political ideals and 
institutions. (Wilcox 2004, 560) 

This implies that liberal nationalists in general favour a linguistic-cultural 
definition of nationality (Lind 1994, 94). It does not mean that citizens of a 
specific state all need to have the same conception of the good or need to be 
ethnically or religiously mono-cultural. The idea of sharing a common societal 
culture refers to a ‘thin’ description of culture, in which citizens have ‘a 
common language, and a sense of common membership in, and equal access to, 
the social institutions operating in that language’ (Kymlicka 2002, 347). With 
this idea of shared identity, the first essential characteristic of good citizenship 
is provided: a good citizen needs to identify with the nation’s shared culture. 
 When taking this requirement of citizenship into account, it becomes clear 
that this emphasis on national identity has important implications for issues 
concerning integration, because migrants do not ‘naturally’ possess the national 
identity of the country that they want to integrate into. Although liberal 
nationalists differ from ethnic nationalists by not necessarily demanding mono-
cultural societies, they do expect migrants to identify with the nation. In doing 
so, liberal nationalists argue for a certain degree of adaptation and assimilation 
to the national culture (Wilcox 2004, 562–563). According to Tamir, migrants 
should show ‘a readiness to adopt the national culture as well as … exhibit a 
sense of identification with, and responsibility toward, other members of the 
same national group’ (1993, 27). Miller even goes a step further and argues that 
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national identity should receive primacy over group identity, although this is a 
costly matter for both sides: 

I do not suppose that the superimposition of national identity on group 
identity that I am arguing for can be wholly painless on either side. While 
national identities are thinned down to make them more accessible to 
minority groups, these groups themselves must abandon values and ways 
of behaving that are in sharp conflict with those of the community as a 
whole. National identity cannot be wholly symbolic; it must embody 
substantive norms … one cannot aspire to unlimited tolerance in this 
area. (Miller 2000, 36, emphasis added) 

This quotation shows that liberal nationalists prefer the national community 
over the small and tight-knit communities that are prominent in 
communitarianism. Although the emphasis is placed on different levels, a large 
share of the arguments made by communitarians and liberal nationalists support 
community membership and the importance it has for constituting the identity 
of its members. 
 Liberal nationalists have argued that a liberal state may expect, if not 
require, immigrants to learn the dominant language, to participate in society and 
to embrace basic democratic 
ideals (Carens 1994). Just 
like communitarians, liberal 
nationalists focus on social 
engagement, as Figure 4.4 
shows. Migrants should be 
encouraged to endorse basic 
liberal democratic ideals 
and participate in public 
life, according to liberal 
nationalists (Wilcox 2004, 
563).  
 This similarity between 
communitarians and liberal 
nationalists is also related to 
an equally similar approach 
towards the nature of community membership, which stands in sharp contrast to 
liberalist positions on the these topics. While liberals view society as an 
association based on a contract between free and equal individuals, liberal 
nationalists regard the nation as a community, which is constitutive of the 
identity of its members. 

4.4.2 National Identity versus Religious Identity 
Besides the implications for the interpretation of citizenship, the liberal 
nationalist approach also has certain implications for the role of religion in 
society. As we have seen above, the liberal nationalist position does not 

Liberal Nationalism

Social Engagement
Political Engagement
Law-Abdidingness
Tolerance
Shared Identity

Figure 4.4 Liberal nationalist elements of 
citizenship
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necessarily entail cultural homogeneity as an ideal. In the current fact of 
culturally and religiously diverse societies, several sub-groups can coexist, as 
long as they share the common national identity. This means that people are 
allowed to be members of communities other than the nation, and can be 
inspired by these memberships as well: 

There can be a shared public culture which defines the national identity 
… alongside a plurality of private cultures which help define people’s 
identities as members of sectional groups. (Miller 2000, 77) 

Miller’s openness towards plurality of memberships thus leaves the idea of a 
religiously inspired identity open. However, by claiming that the shared public 
culture defines the national identity, Miller makes a sharp contrast between the 
private and the public domain. As persons, individuals are allowed to be defined 
by their affiliations, whether religious, ethnic or social. As citizens, however, 
they need to embrace the national culture (Wilcox 2004, 563). Religion is thus 
not necessarily problematised within the tradition of liberal nationalism, 
although it can be problematic, for instance, when the shared national identity is 
(partly) built upon a specific religious doctrine. Religious minority groups 
would then need to embrace the national identity in public life, while 
maintaining a different religious identity in the private domain.  
 When we look at the Dutch situation, for instance, we could expect that a 
focus on national identity would not include religious elements or 
characteristics because the Netherlands is a highly secularised country 
(Knippenberg 2009). Nonetheless, as we will see in the next chapter — and as 
Van Gunsteren has also noted — contemporary political interpretations of 
liberal nationalism have suggested that religion is an essential part of Dutch 
history, and therefore, of Dutch culture (Van Gunsteren 2008, 50–52). By 
referring to the ‘Judeo-Christian’ character of Dutch society, defenders of a 
cultural conception of Dutch citizenship seem to embrace a rather simplistic 
interpretation of culture and of citizenship. On the one hand, this narrow 
interpretation fails to understand the multifaceted character of citizenship, while 
on the other, it excludes people with a different religion. 
 In sum, the liberal nationalist approach to citizenship emphasises the shared 
national culture as constitutive of the identity of its citizens. Although 
recognising the existence and importance of other communities for the 
construction of identity, liberal nationalists argue that, in conflicting situations 
in the public domain, the national identity should surpass the group identity. 
With regard to the notion of citizenship, liberal nationalists apply similar lines 
of thought as communitarians and similarly emphasise the elements of shared 
identity and social engagement. The level of this shared identity is however not 
positioned at the group level of small and tight-knit communities, but at the 
national level. 
 In the following chapter we will see how Dutch governments have redefined 
the notion of citizenship over the past twenty years. With reference to the 
political philosophical approaches that I have presented in this chapter, I show 
the transitions that have been made in political practice and the implications 
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these have for the appreciation of religion in contemporary Dutch society. In 
Chapter 6, I compare the trends and lines of reasoning of political philosophical 
theories and government policies. With this comparison in mind, we will turn to 
the empirical interpretations of citizenship in Part Two. 






