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In her essay, Jenna Bednar makes a powerful case and sets out a persuasive frame-
work for refocusing public policy away from the market toward “human flourish-
ing.” In this response, I build on one of the pillars of her framework — communi-
ty — to showcase its potential to promote human flourishing at scale. I show how
communities can promote human flourishing not just locally, but also at the na-
tional level. And yet, a focus on the progressive power of nationalism at once also
cautions against the dangers inherent in the concept of community itself: that is,
that all communities are necessarily bounded and unequal. In laying bare the ex-
clusion and violence that communities can inflict on those beyond their boundaries,
and/or down the ladder of “prototypicality,” nationalism is a dark, stark reminder
for all communities, including at the local level, to be consistently vigilant to both
their boundaries and gradations of belonging. The task that Bednar emphasizes of
building mutuality and trust within communities must proceed apace with a com-
mitment to both expanding and building healthy relations with those beyond their
boundaries, and ensuring the web of solidarity encompasses all equally within the
community.

n her elegant essay, Jenna Bednar makes a powerful case for reorienting the fo-

cus of public policy away from the market toward “human flourishing.” Yet

her roadmap for this shift away from capitalist democracy is strengthened by
areflection on our travels within its (far too thin) moral avenues. Within the inter-
stices of neoliberalism’s prioritization of economic development, almost all states
have, albeit to starkly different degrees, instituted some combination of policies
to promote human development, whether it be social insurance, health, housing,
education, or provision of other types of public goods. What are the conditions
under which such policies have been more successful, or less? An exploration of
this question reinforces Bednar’s emphasis on community. But it also pushes past
the guardrails of scale that she erects around it. Drawing on my own and other
work, I show how this pillar of Bednar’s framework can support human flourish-
ing not justlocally, as she suggests, but also at the national level.
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e swim in the dark, taken-for-granted waters of neoliberalism. Its

(deeply flawed) underlying assumption of homo economicus not only

elevates economic over social development as our collective goal,
but also structures how we understand the workings of the limited “moral” pol-
icies that have been sustained within the belly of neoliberalism. The shadow of
the rational-actor model looms over explanations for both the distinct but related
dynamics — the institution of social policy and popular engagement with such poli-
cies — that together generate social development. Social policy, for example, is seen
to follow “naturally” from linked, linear processes of modernization and rational-
ization, or to be enacted by interest-maximizing political leaders when it advanc-
es their pursuit of political power.> Popular compliance is similarly seen to be most
effectively induced through extrinsic incentives, carrots or sticks, that modify in-
dividual cost-benefit calculations. The dominance of such theorizing has obscured
how a range of moral motivations drive both the top-down and bottom-up routes to
social development.

Bednar points to an especially fertile source of such motivations: a sense of com-
munity rooted in place. For Bednar, solidarity around a place is powerful but, or per-
haps precisely because, it is limited in its scale. The potential of community to sus-
tain human flourishing is necessarily local, and should be accepted as such. Yet such
circumspection undermines the historic power of the most salient of political com-
munities of our post-Westphalian times: the nation. Nationalism’s reputation has
been tarnished by its historic association with projects of discrimination and de-
struction. Yet as a territorial solidarity that generates a spirit of “fraternity,” a feeling
of “attachment” and “love,” it also has significant constructive potential .3

Nations answer a basic biological need for group living. They also fulfill a psy-
chological need for community as a source of belonging and validation. In Bed-
nar’s framework, community is the wellspring for dignity. Nationalism trans-
forms political-administrative territories into homelands. This homey feeling —
the sense that this is my country, my people —weaves a robust web of mutual
obligations.# National solidarities forge, in John Ahlquist and Margaret Levi’s
evocative terms, “an expanded community of fate.”> They prompt a shift from a
literally self-centered focus on identity to a community-centered focus: from me
to a broader we. This we-ness motivates elites and ordinary citizens alike to work
for collective welfare.®

Political leaders bound by the ties of national solidarity have been shown to
be more likely to prioritize social welfare.” National bonds forged during World
War II motivated the passage of one of the most inclusive waves of welfare pol-
icies across Europe, including the founding of the United Kingdom’s National
Health Service.® My own research has shown how inclusive subnational solidar-
ities drove the institution of more progressive social welfare policies in India.? A
similar dynamic has been delineated for Quebec and Scotland.™®
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Nationalism has also been shown to spur societal compliance with state poli-
cies. The institution of social policy is an essential but insufficient condition for
human flourishing. The COVID-19 pandemic has foregrounded the critical impor-
tance of securing popular cooperation for the success of social initiatives. Public
health policies — social distancing, quarantining, masking, or getting vaccinated —
like other critical state interventions including taxation and military conscription
are only as effective as the extent to which people come onboard. States have,
through history, used various types of coercion to extract such compliance. Yet
not only is coercion normatively problematic, it requires significant state capaci-
ties for surveillance and punishment, and yields varying, often limited gains and,
even when effective, can provoke backlash and leave a trail of mistrust that can
derail future state initiatives. Encouraging (quasi) voluntary popular compliance
is as essential as it can be elusive." A rich scholarship has moved past the preoccu-
pation with rewards and punishments to showcase the moral reasons that encour-
age people to comply.”> One powerful reason is the deep ethical obligations asso-
ciated with membership in a shared national community. National loyalties have
been shown to encourage people to vote, pay taxes, and volunteer for military ser-
vice.’ In my own forthcoming work, I show how differences in the strength of the
affective bonds of nationhood explain variations in compliance with state vacci-
nation policies in China and India in the mid-twentieth century.'4

nd yet, inasmuch as nationalism opens us to the possibilities of commu-

nities at scale, it also cautions against the dangers inherent in the concept

itself: that all communities are necessarily bounded and unequal. Every
in-group has an out-group; and within the in-group, more “prototypical” mem-
bers sit above those with “second-class status.” For all its progressive potential,
nationalism has historically laid bare, and continues to exemplify, the exclusion
and violence that communities can inflict on those beyond their boundaries and/
or down the ladder of prototypicality. Through this shadow, nationalism spot-
lights the need for all communities, including at the local level, to be consistently
alert to and critically interrogate both the boundaries and gradations of belong-
ing. Who does and, more importantly, does not belong to the community? And
do all those who belong do so equally ? It serves as a stark reminder that the task
of building mutuality and trust within communities, which Bednar emphasizes,
must proceed apace with a commitment both to expanding and building healthy
relations with those beyond their boundaries, and to ensuring that the web of sol-
idarity encompasses all equally within the community.

This is hard, necessarily unfinished work, but it is essential. We live in a world
where nationalism is driving aggression and violence against ethnic minorities
within and across national borders. Putin’s Russian nationalism has driven the
brutal invasion of Ukraine. White nationalism and Hindu nationalism incubate
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ecosystems of violence against African Americans in the United States and Mus-
lims in India, respectively. And yet these are not inevitable fallouts of communi-
ty, or even of nationalism. Extensive social psychological research shows that in-
group love and out-group hate are not reciprocally related.” In-group positivity
can be associated with out-group attitudes ranging from mild positivity, indiffer-
ence, and contempt to, only under certain conditions, hostility.!¢ Similarly, while
no community is perfectly equal, some communities are less hierarchical than
others. Even within nationalism, there are important historical examples of work-
ing to cultivate nonconflictual, if not necessarily noncompetitive relations with
outsiders, and commitments to multiculturalism that seek to include minorities
on equal footing.'7 Inasmuch as it showcases the scalable power of communities,
nationalism thus equally alerts us to the fullness of the labor entailed in (safely)
harnessing their potential.
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