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The contemporary era is marked by growing inequality. A recent OECD study of 30 developed 

countries documents a pervasive increase in inequality that has been gathering momentum since 

at least the mid-1980s. It also demonstrates that the redistributive impact of governments has 

been weakening since the mid-1990s, as benefits have become less targeted on the poor (OECD 

2008).  These trends have triggered an anxious debate about why the redistributive state seems to 

be fading. Some commentators see growing resistance in terms of the intensification of economic 

interests, as more affluent voters stiffen their opposition to sharing with the poor. Others point to 

cultural changes, as new patterns of ethnic diversity resulting weaken social solidarity.  

In this context, what are the bulwarks of mutual commitment and solidarity in 

cotemporary societies? What are the mechanisms by which a sense of solidarity is enhanced or 

diminished? What attitudes can offset any corrosive effects generated by economic interest or 

cultural suspicion? Various answers have been given to these questions. But one argument that 

has gained attention in recent years is that a strong sense of national identity can sustain a sense 

of community, one defined by a shared commitment to mutual support. Traditionally, 

nationalism has been seen as a powerful but potentially exclusionary force in history, the source 

of conflict and oppression as much as of solidarity. But for contemporary liberal nationalists, 

national identity offers social glue, one which is potentially inclusive and capable of binding 

people otherwise divided by economic and ethnic differences into a sharing community.   

This paper examines the role of national identity in sustaining support for the welfare 

state in Canada. It seeks to answer two questions. First, does national identity mitigate the 

opposition to the welfare state and redistribution among high-income Canadians?  Second, does 

national identity mitigate any corrosive effects that the ethnic diversity flowing from new 

patterns of immigration may have on the support for redistribution?  The paper answers these 
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questions in the affirmative.  In short, it argues that national identity contributes to a sense of 

belonging and solidarity that transcends economic interest and cultural difference. The forms of 

the relations differ in the two cases, and are not always consistent with the mechanisms 

suggested by theorists in the field. But the relationships matter.  

The paper develops the analysis in four sections. First, we position the study in the 

context of existing theoretical discussions of the issues and summarizes the limited empirical 

literature on the topic. Then we present Canada as a test case for many of these issues, and 

describe the data on which the analysis draws.  Following this are the results of our analyses. We 

conclude by reflecting on their wider significance.   

EXISTING RESEARCH  

This study situates itself in two relatively distinct approaches to the welfare state, one which 

bases the analysis primarily on the foundation of economic interest, and another which explores 

the implications of ethnic diversity for social solidarity. In this section, we examine each 

literature separately and then explore theoretical ideas about the potential role of national identity 

in building support for the welfare state.   

Economic interest and national identity: Students of the redistribution have long rooted 

their analysis in the politics of economic interest. The first generation of the comparative welfare 

state literature highlighted the role of class alliances and the strength of organized labour 

(Stephens 1979, Korpi 1983, Esping-Anderson 1990).  While recent contributions to this 

literature have broadened the range of factors, economic interest remains central to the tradition 

(Hicks 1999; Huber and Stephens 2001; Swank 2002).  Similarly, analysts in the public choice 

tradition focus on the economic interests of the median voter in explaining the sources and limits 

of support for redistribution (Romer 1975; Meltzer and Richard 1981).  While the analytical 
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framework differs, the core assumption is the same: rich voters have an incentive to resist 

redistribution; poorer voters have an incentive to support it.  Empirical support for this obvious 

assumption is ubiquitous. (For cross-national evidence, see Svallors 1997, 2003)  Moreover, 

some analysts have argued that powerful forces are increasing the gap. For example, Reich 

(1991) argues that globalization and technological change have increased not only the income 

gap but also the political gap between highly skilled professionals and unskilled workers, as his 

“symbolic analysts” retreat physically and politically into gated communities.  

What factors can help overcome this tendency for the rich to dissociate themselves, 

physically and emotionally, from the plight of the disadvantaged? An argument common to both 

public debate and academic writing emphasizes the importance of national identity that 

encompasses both rich and poor. A national identity is not just a passive fact about individuals, 

but is motivationally powerful, since it involves a sense of “ethical community”. To share a 

sense of nationhood, on this view, is to accept a sense that we belong together in a community of 

shared fate, and have moral obligations to our co-nationals that go beyond mere 

humanitarianism. 

A leading exponent of this view is the political theorist David Miller, who has argued that 

national identity is fundamental to sustaining a viable welfare state (Miller 1995, 1998). As he 

puts it, "Social justice will always be easier to achieve in states with strong national identities”. 

According to Miller, national identity plays a two-fold role. First it creates a sense of sympathy 

for co-nationals, which generates the initial motivation for concern for the disadvantaged. But 

equally importantly, it generates a sense of trust that is a precondition for individuals to act on 

their sympathy. Even those who feel a sense of sympathy for co-nationals will not act upon it if 

they are skeptical that their concern will be reciprocated. To secure the voluntary cooperation of 
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citizens, “each person must be confident that the others will generally comply–and this involves 

mutual trust… ties of community are an important source of such trust between individuals who 

are not personally known to each other” (1995: 91-2). According to Miller, national identity is 

the essential basis for this trust in modern societies: “in states lacking a common national 

identity… trust may exist within the groups, but not across them” (1995: 92).1 

In a subsequent refinement, Miller argues that the role of national identity is especially 

important to those aspects of the welfare state that redistribute resources to the poor.  A sense of 

solidarity is less critical to social programs that protect the population as a whole, as in the case 

of health care which largely redistributes resources from the healthy to the sick, or pensions 

which redistribute resources to those who live longest. “Self-interest alone will lead people to 

support welfare policies that insure them against the unpredictable hazards of various kinds” 

(Miller 2006: 328). However, policies that explicitly redistribute resources on a vertical basis to 

the poor, such as welfare and unemployment benefits, require that better-off people “identify 

with the beneficiaries of the redistribution -- an identification fostered by a sense of common 

national identity” (ibid.).   

Miller sees this relationship working largely though interpersonal trust (although he also 

concedes a secondary role for institutional trust). A common sense of national identity creates a 

sense of connectedness to each other that generates trust in one’s co-nationals, enhancing the 

sense that they also see themselves as part of a moral community and share a commitment to the 

norm of reciprocity implicit in collective solidarity: “I take it as virtually self-evident that ties 

                                                 

1 Miller does accord a role, albeit secondary, to institutional trust as well: “Much state activity involves the further-
ing of goals which cannot be achieved without the voluntary co-operation of citizens. For this activity to be success-
ful, the citizens must trust the state, and they must trust one another to comply with what the state demands of them” 
(Miller 1995: 90-91).  Miller implies that national identity promotes both forms of trust (in state and in co-citizens), 
but focuses on the latter.  
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of community are an important source of such trust between individuals who are not personally 

known to one another and who are in no position  directly to monitor one another's behaviour. A 

shared identity carries with it a shared loyalty, and this increases confidence that others will 

reciprocate one's own co-operative behaviour” (Miller 1995: 92).  

A similar argument is made by Brian Barry, who argues that nationhood facilitates 

“redistribution within the polity” both by generating a sense of “fellow-feeling” and 

“sympathetic attachment to the interests” of co-nationals, and by generating a sense of “trust in 

the willingness of others to reciprocate benefits when the need arises” (Barry 1991: 174-7). 

Versions of this argument have become a core strand in the school of thought known as 

“liberal nationalism.” Against the widespread view that nationalism and liberalism are inherently 

at odds, liberal nationalists argue that nationhood is in fact a vital support for liberal democracy, 

by providing the sense of fellow-feeling and trust needed for a sustainable democratic welfare 

state (see also Tamir 1993; Canovan 1994; Rorty 1999; Goodhart 2004). 

While this liberal nationalist position is now widespread, it is not without its critics (e.g., 

Abizadeh 2002), many of whom point out the lack of empirical evidence for the claim that 

national identity generates either interpersonal trust or support for redistribution. Indeed, very 

few studies have attempted to test this hypothesis, and those that do exist do not support the 

claims of liberal nationalists. One study of attitudes in Britain found no correlation between 

national identity and support for redistribution (Martinez-Herrera 2004); a more recent cross-

national study found a negative relationship between national identity and support for 

redistribution across 26 democracies (Shayo 2009). Yet, as we discuss below, there are different 

ways in which “national identity” can be defined and measured, and these are likely to be linked 

in different ways to support for the welfare state. Similarly, as Miller suggests, identity may be 
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linked differently to different parts of the welfare state. So, much work remains to be done in 

theorizing and testing possible relationships between national identity and support for 

redistribution. 

Ethnic diversity and national identity:  Other commentators add immigration and 

growing ethnic diversity to the list of factors eroding the redistributive state. In this 

interpretation, immigration unsettles historic conceptions of community, which define those who 

are “us,” recognized members of existing networks of rights and obligations, and those who are 

“strangers” or “others,” whose needs seem less compelling. The growing presence of 

newcomers, especially ethnically distinct newcomers, is thus seen as eroding the sense of social 

solidarity on which welfare states are constructed. Ethnic diversity has not been central to the 

comparative literature on the welfare state. But advocates of this argument cite evidence from 

several sources. First, development economists increasingly point to ethnic and tribal diversity in 

attempting to explain the poor economic and social failures of a number of developing countries, 

especially in Africa (Easterly and Levine 1997; Easterly 2001a and 2001b; La Ferrara 2002, 

2003; Nettle 2000; James 1987, 1993).  Second, studies of the politics of social policy in the 

United States provide substantial evidence of racial diversity weakening redistribution. Racial 

conflict has clearly had a toxic impact on the politics of social policy throughout American 

history (Gilens 1999; Skocpol 1991; Quadagno 1988).  In the contemporary era, Alesina, Baqir, 

and Easterly (2001) demonstrate that public spending tends to be lower in cities and states with 

higher levels of racial heterogeneity, and their results have been replicated by others (eg, Luttmer 

2001). Alesina and Glaeser (2004) have recently extended this approach to cross-national 

differences. They conclude that almost half of the difference in social spending between the 
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United States and European countries can be explained by differences in the level of racial 

diversity.   

This argument is also not without critics.  While accepting that there is a potential 

conflict between ethnic diversity and solidarity, a number of authors have challenged the 

universality or inevitably of such tensions (Banting and Kymlicka 2006, Crepaz 2007; Taylor-

Gooby 2005). They emphasize the need to understand the factors that mediate between diversity 

and redistribution, tipping the balance one way or the other in different countries. 

Is national identity one of those factors? Many liberal nationalists, including David 

Miller, have suggested that a common sense of national identity can mediate the tensions here as 

well. Just as national identity can create empathy and trust between rich and poor, so it can create 

empathy and trust between native-born and newcomers, or between people of different ethnic, 

racial and religious backgrounds.  

To be sure, there is an important asymmetry between the two cases. According to Miller, 

it is part of the very idea of nationhood that it encompasses different social classes, and hence 

connects rich and poor. But nationhood does not necessarily include immigrants or ethnic 

minorities. It is entirely possible to have an “ethnic” definition of the nation that excludes these 

very groups. And so liberal nationalists do not argue that people with a strong sense of national 

identity naturally or predictably are more empathetic or trusting of immigrants. A strong sense of 

national identity can, in some contexts, generate a feeling that immigrants are “others” who fall 

outside the bounds of the moral community that sustains solidarity. In such contexts, strong 

feelings of nationhood exacerbate the problem of diversity, not remedy it. 

Miller and other liberal nationalists argue that this initial tendency to exclusion can be 

overcome if there are visible and tangible ways by which immigrants join the ethical community 
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of the nation. This requires a two-fold approach: on the one hand, native-born citizens must be 

willing to allow newcomers to join the nation, and must provide avenues by which they can do 

so (and hence renounce ethnic or racial definitions of nationhood); on the other hand, newcomers 

must make a visible and tangible expression of their willingness to join the nation, and show that 

they now accept the responsibilities that arise from membership in the nation as an ethical 

community.  

According to Miller, this double commitment is best enabled if there are policies in place 

that symbolize a “moral contract” by which immigrants join the national political community, 

with its rights and responsibilities (Miller 2006). This moral contract should be visible in the 

welfare state. It might be appropriate, for example, to withhold access to certain social rights 

until immigrants have made a good-faith commitment to fit into the national political culture. In 

any event, we should avoid at all costs a situation in which immigrants are given rights and 

recognition without asking or expecting for a commitment to the nation in return. Miller worries 

that multiculturalism policies are sometimes seen as taking this perverse form of granting rights 

to the recognition of difference without asking for a reciprocal commitment to the nation. This, 

Miller worries, is seen as violating the norms implicit in the ethical community of nationhood, 

and hence as exacerbating native-born resistance to immigration.  

On Miller’s view, then, national identity can play an important role in overcoming the 

corrosive effects of diversity on the welfare state– indeed, he thinks it is an essential factor for 

this to happen–but it can only play this role if it is tied to policies that encourage and make 

visible a shared commitment to the moral contract of nationhood. 

Here again, this liberal nationalist idea is not without its critics. Some theorists argue that 

attempting to incorporate newcomers and ethnic minorities into national cultures is an 
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anachronistic idea, suited to a 19th-century world of Westphalian nation-states, but out of touch 

with the realities of contemporary globalization and mobility. Moreover, it may be impossible to 

remove the ethnic or racial components of older national identities: not all national identities can 

be reconstructed in ways that make them truly open and inclusive to newcomers and minorities. 

On this view, we need to sever the connection between solidarity and nationhood, and find a 

“post-national” basis for the welfare state that connects social rights solely to the fact of 

residence or universal personhood, not membership/integration in the nation (e.g., Soysal 1996). 

The proper response to the corrosive effects of diversity on national solidarity is not to 

nationalize the diversity, but rather to denationalize solidarity.  

While this issue has been widely discussed in the literature, it has not been adequately 

tested empirically. Several studies have examined the link between national identity and attitudes 

towards immigrants, with mixed results, partly depending on how national identity is defined and 

measured. National identities carry potentially contradictory charges. To the extent that its 

content is ethnic or cultural, it may clash with immigration and immigrants. Sniderman’s and 

Hagendorn’s (2007, pp. 119-21) “mere mention” experiment is telling in this respect. But 

empirical studies  of civic nationalism, or “constructive patriotism,” are gaining ground (see for 

instance, deFigueirido and Elkins 2003). But these studies rarely explore how this link between 

national identity and anti-immigrant attitudes connects to support for the welfare state. The 

extent to which national identities can be made inclusive of immigrants, and the extent to which 

such national identities can then provide a source of solidarity, remain open questions.  

THE CANADIAN CASE 

Canada provides a social laboratory for testing ideas about the potential of national identity to 

mitigate the effects of economic interest and ethnic diversity. While the Canadian social policy 

 9



regime is less extensive than that in many northern European countries, it represents a more 

ambitious social role for the state than that in the US, with universal public health care and a 

more redistributive structure of income security programs.  Canada also manifests the potential 

sources of resistance to redistribution at the centre of this study. The gap between rich and poor 

lies broadly in the middle of the range for OECD countries, and the direction of change has been 

similar to that elsewhere. Since the 1990s, Canada’s gini coefficient moved from just below to 

just above the average for the OECD as a whole (OECD 2008).  In addition, Canada is one of the 

most multicultural countries in the world (Fearon 2003). Over the last half century, the ethnic 

composition of the population has been transformed by changing patterns of immigration, and 20 

percent of the people now living in Canada were born outside the country. Moreover, in contrast 

to some host countries whose immigrants come predominantly from one part of the world, 

creating a relatively homogeneous “Other,” newcomers to Canada come from around the globe, 

contributing to a “diverse diversity” of ethnicities, races, and religions.  

National identity is a richly complex phenomenon in Canada. Indeed, Canada is best 

thought of as a multination state, in which the Québécois see themselves and are increasingly 

seen by others as a distinct nation, and the Aboriginal people define themselves as First Nations. 

It is an interesting question how the distinctive national identities of the Québécois and 

Aboriginals affect their views of the appropriate scope of redistribution. But this question is 

beyond the scope of our paper.   Accordingly, we focus on Canadians who are not French-

speaking Quebecers, not visible minorities and not immigrants. Technically, our sample 

therefore consists of native-born white respondents who are not Quebec francophones. For ease 

of expression, we refer to this group as ‘majority Canadians’. This may be a misnomer as these 
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Canadians may no longer quite represent a majority of the population; but this is the group that 

Miller’s hypothesis identifies as the most salient for issues of national identity and solidarity. 

OUR ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

The data for this study come from the second wave the Equality, Security and Community 

survey, with fieldwork conducted in 2002 and 2003. The sample combines a national probability 

component with a metropolitan Montreal-Toronto-Vancouver oversample drawn from census 

tracts with relatively heavy concentrations of visible minorities.2 

Our analyses involve indicators of support for the welfare state, of national identity, of 

trust in persons and in government, and of economic position:3  

• For support for the welfare state, we deploy separate indicators for public pensions, equality 

of access to health care, and redistribution toward the poor and economically vulnerable.4  

Miller’s account generates subtly different expectations for each domain. His focus on 

interpersonal trust points to moral hazard as the vital consideration, which makes 

redistributive policies especially vulnerable. Among social insurance domains, health care 

may also be a candidate, to the extent that health services are vulnerable to willful over-

claiming. 

• Our indicator of identification with Canada combines four measures: a rating of how much 

the respondent feels he or she belongs to the Canadian community, how proud the respondent 

is to be Canadian, how important it is to be Canadian, and the respondents’ raw feeling 

toward the country on a 0-100 scale. This indicator is utterly neutral on the content of 

                                                 

2 A detailed description of the logic of the ESC can be found in Soroka, Helliwell, and Johnston (2007) and Soroka, 
Johnston, and Banting (2007a). 
3 Indexes and related survey questions are described in detail in an appendix available from the authors on request. 
4 Details on each can be found in the Appendix as well as in Soroka, Johnston, and Banting (2007a). 
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identification with Canada. It embodies no normative claim about what it means to identify 

with the place, neither an ethnic definition nor a liberal or multicultural one. It combines 

what Citrin et al. (2001) felicitously describe as “identification as” and “identification with.” 

This is not to say that identification so measured must ex hypothesi lack normative punch. If 

it does produce the empirical effects hypothesized by Miller, then we might infer that the 

majority identity has become a liberal (or perhaps multicultural) one. Critically, we could not 

stand accused of producing the relationship as a measurement artifact.5  

• Our indicators of trust correspond exactly to those described in Soroka, Helliwell, and 

Johnston (2007). Interpersonal trust is indicated by a four-item battery of perceived 

likelihood that a lost wallet or purse would be returned. Variance in this measure roughly 

corresponds to that in the more ubiquitous generalized trust item, but the wallet indicator is 

more robust. The trust in government measure combines response to a commonly used 

question about trusting the federal government “to do what is right” with warmth of feeling 

toward that government. 

• Economic position attempts to capture respondents’ objective stakes in a capacious welfare 

state. It includes household income, whether or not the respondent fears losing his/her job or 

business in the next twelve months, and the respondent’s subjective evaluation of their 

household economic position over the preceding twelve-months. Also included is age, to 

capture likely dependence on pensions and near-term need for health care. Gender appears, 

                                                 

5 The distribution of identification with Canada maps sensibly onto the country’s ethnocultural structure: Quebec 
francophones identify with Canada less than visible minority persons and immigrants of European ancestry do, and 
these latter two groups identify with the country less than do native-born persons of European ancestry living out-
side of Quebec. European/non-European and immigrant/native contrasts are almost entirely the product of time-of-
immigration: the longer an immigrant has been in the country, the higher the rate of identification; and native-born 
members of visible minorities are essentially indistinguishable from the native-born “majority” (Soroka, Johnston 
and Banting 2007b). For reasons outlined below, analysis is confined to the native-born non-Quebec Euro-
Canadians. 
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as female labour force participation is a major driver of actual welfare-state spending (even 

as certain forms of spending enable such participation). Whether or not any member of the 

family belongs to a trade or labour union also appears. Objectively, union families may be 

less at risk than others but the union movement nonetheless represents a major ongoing 

source of pro-welfare state advocacy. The indicator includes two categories related to work 

status: whether or not the respondent has been unemployed or on short time in the preceding 

twelve months; and whether they fall outside the labour force (these are mostly homemakers, 

students, and retired persons). Unemployment/underemployment speaks for itself. Non-

participation appears to sharpen the possible effects from age and gender. These factors 

correspond to the “workhorse model” in the welfare-state literature (See, e.g., Corneo and 

Gruner 2002; Cusack et al. 2006; Fong 2001; Iversen and Soskice 2001; Linos and West 

2003). Rather than encumber analyses with the full set of these variables, we instead derive 

summary indicators. We begin by regressing the measure of support for each welfare-state 

scale on the “workhorse” variables, and then capture the net effect of the economic variables 

taken together by saving the predicted values.6  By construction, the slope of the bivariate 

relationship between the summary variable and its welfare-state scale of interest is -1. This 

then facilitates a very parsimonious representation of how impact from the economic basis of 

welfare-state support is mediated or conditioned by some third variable, say, identity or 

trust.7   

                                                 

6 Full results of first-stage estimations appear in Appendix Table A1. 
7 The model makes several rather large assumptions, including the fact that each economic variable is assumed to be 
equally mediated by the third variable, and that the relative magnitude of the effect of each economic variable does 
not change from the first-stage to the second-stage model, even as all the interactions are introduced.  Neither of 
these assumptions will be perfectly true, of course. That said, the findings below are supported by models in which 
all economic variables are interacted individually with the third variable.  Even as the magnitude of individual eco-
nomic variables is marginally different, the main story is exactly the same. And the loss of detail is, we believe, far 
outweighed by the advantage of being able to explore the effect of the mediating variables in a parsimonious way. 
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• Attitudes to immigrants and immigration are captured by a two-item index. One item goes to 

the heart of Miller’s anxieties about whether immigrants will accept the obligations that go 

with the privileges of membership, by asking whether or not “recent immigrants” want to “fit 

in.” The mention of “recent” may carry an ethnic or racial subtext, since recent immigrants to 

Canada are predominantly non-European. Response to this item is closely related to a 

question that asks whether the country is accepting too many or too few immigrants. On one 

hand, this may seem to shade the analysis away from Miller’s central concern and to conflate 

two morally distinct zones. But the two-item indicator carries more charge than the single-

item one. 

All measures are constrained to the 0-1 interval for ease of interpretation.8  

All estimations are confined to a subsample that makes for straightforward estimation: 

native-born white (non-visible minority) respondents residing outside Quebec. As noted above, 

this focuses on the group most central to Miller’s account, the persons most susceptible to argu-

ments from an “ethnic” definition of the nationality and for whom the presence of immigrants 

and racial minorities might be problematic.  

[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

Does identity produce solidarity across differences in economic position? 

We begin with Miller’s first argument, that national identity helps produce solidarity among 

citizens, such that even economically fortunate persons support the welfare state in general and 

its specifically redistributive parts in particular.9  Table 1 confirms that this is so, in a manner of 

                                                 

8 In the case of opinion on health care, the variable is a simple dichotomy. To facilitate comparison with the other 
welfare-state domains, all estimations for health care are in OLS. In every case, compared OLS results with those by 
probit and found essentially no difference.  
9 It is worth noting that identification with Canada is at best only weakly associated with economic position. See 
Table 2. 

 14



speaking, for majority Canadians. Effects are more impressive for opinion on health and pension 

policy than on redistribution, however, as indicated by model (1) for each domain. The claim is 

based on a combination of “main” and “interaction” terms. The main-effect coefficient for 

economic position indicates impact where values on the identity variable are zero, that is, for 

respondents who absolutely abhor their home and native land. The main effect for identity 

captures respondents who score zero on the economic position variable, persons who are 

maximally vulnerable. The interaction term captures how the effect of each variable is 

conditional on values of the other. With all variables set to the 0-1 interval, the coefficient 

indicates how much the slope of effect from one variable grows or shrinks as the other variable 

grows from 0 to 1.  

Among persons who do not identify with Canada, the impact from economic position is 

strikingly negative. The biggest such effect is for opinion on health—almost twice that on redi-

stribution and three times that for pensions. For persons as the bottom of the economic heap 

identity makes essentially no difference for welfare state opinion. Except, that is, for redistribu-

tion, where the effect is arguably perverse. We should not make much of this, as we shall show 

in a moment. For each of redistribution and health, the interaction between economics and identi-

ty is massively positive. For redistribution, shifting to complete identification with Canada eli-

minates about two-thirds of the initially negative economic relationship. For health, the impact is 

almost total: 90 percent of the initial slope is erased.  

[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

The difficulty is that these seemingly massive effects capture contrasts between 

implausible extremes. Figure 1 brings us to earth by plotting variance across interquartile ranges. 

Thus, “low” and “high” values for economic position and for identity correspond the 25th and 
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75th percentiles.10 For those with “low” Canadian identity, moving across the range of economic 

position shown here reduces support for redistribution from 0.62 to 0.54 on the 0-1 scale. For 

those with “high” identity, the impact of economic position is markedly smaller. Relationships in 

the other welfare subdomains are larger. For health care, Canadian identity is a powerful 

moderator. At the 75th percentile of identity, economic position has virtually no effect. At the 

25th percentile, conversely, economic position has roughly the same effect as on redistribution. 

Most impressive, however, is that regardless of economic position, identity has a powerful direct 

effect on support for health care.11 For pensions, there is effectively no interaction of economic 

position with identity.  There is a small direct effect of identity, however, illustrated by the gap 

between the lines in the bottom panel of Figure 1. For pensions the impressive effect is from 

economic position itself: moving from the 25th to the 75th percentile cuts support for public 

pensions by 0.13. This across-the-board economic impact is over twice as large as in the average 

impact on health or redistribution opinion. 

Are identity effects mediated by trust? If so, what kind of trust? 

Miller conjectures that the effect of national identity is to elevate levels of trust. On his account, 

interpersonal trust is the key; it is induced by patriotism, and it is critical in turn to resource 

pooling and risk sharing. Miller also concedes a place for trust in government, especially as it is 

a backstop for trust among persons. The first part of the syllogism is captured in Table 2: identity 

is positively associated both with both forms of trust, and is so with the economic position 

                                                 

10 The 25th and 75th percentiles of identity are not that far apart, a gap of 0.21. Indeed, not even the 10th and 90th per-
centiles are all that distant, a gap of just over 0.3. Recall that these respondents are all native-born Anglophones of 
European ancestry residing outside Quebec, a group for whom Canadian identity is especially skewed. The data in 
Figure 1, and in subsequent figures, are estimates, and as such have associated confidence intervals. For the sake of 
clarity, we do not show these here. Suffice it to say that our discussion in the text reflects the statistical significance 
of the various relationships, as indicated by the tables. 
11 Though note that values on the y-axis are much higher here than for redistribution, reflecting the fact that support 
for healthcare is higher across the board. 
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“workhorse” controlled.12  But identity is far more important for trust in government than for 

interpersonal trust—the impact of an identity shift is twice as great on the former as on the latter. 

[TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

The second part of the syllogism is captured by estimation (2) in each domain of Table 1. 

Again, the critical type of trust is not interpersonal but governmental. With both forms of trust in 

the setup, the “main effect” coefficient for “economic position” now indicates impact for an utter 

misanthrope, someone who despises Canada and reposes no trust in either persons or institutions. 

The negative slope is, as in the earlier interaction, very steep; indeed, for pensions it strengthens 

relative to model (1). Identity main effects typically weaken, but they were never strong to begin 

with. Interactions between identity and economic position also weaken and always slip below the 

horizon of statistical significance; this reflects collinearity and the inflation of standard errors, as 

well as by the fact that some of the impact of identity is transmitted through trust, just as Miller 

conjectures. The coefficients themselves suggest that, even with trust terms in the setup, feeling 

maximally good about Canada cuts the workhorse relationship in half for both redistribution and 

health. Similarly, with the identity term in the equation, moving to a position of complete trust in 

government also cuts the workhorse relationship in half. Moving from maximum misanthropy to 

maximum philanthropy eliminates impact from the workhorse; identity and trust overcome 

narrow self-interest.  

                                                 

12 For simplicity, the “workhorse” here comprises predicted values from the redistribution estimation in Appendix 
Table A1. If we free parameters for workhorse variables in trust estimations, we get slightly closer fits to the data.  
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Do anti-immigrant attitudes undermine support for the welfare state? And does national 

identity matter to the relationship? 

Anti-immigrant attitudes do undermine support for redistribution among native-born whites in 

English Canada, according to models (3) in Table 1. Going from one extreme to the other in 

support for immigrants reduces support for redistribution by about 0.13 points on the 0-1 scale. 

The effect is one half as large for health (0.07), and is essentially non-existent for pensions. We 

see, then, an echo of Miller’s concern about moral hazard: anti-immigrant sentiment is most 

clearly linked to the welfare-state domain most susceptible to abuse and defection—at least most 

susceptible to rhetoric about abuse. Opposition to immigration does not interact with any other 

factor; it is just another element in the mix.13  

Canadian identity counteracts this toxic relationship in two distinct ways. First, 

identification with Canada reduces anti-immigrant sentiment. Second, national identity 

compensates for the anti-immigrant sentiment that persists, adding an additional form of 

protection for the social role of the state.  

The first of these relationships is captured in the rightmost column of Table 2. 

Identification with Canada does induce a welcoming posture toward immigrants, and again this 

role is especially critical among the economically well off. As in Table 1, the economic position 

“main effect” captures the relationship between economic position and immigration attitudes for 

someone who utterly abhors Canada. The corresponding Canadian identity “main effect” 

describes persons at the bottom rung on the economic ladder. The interaction term captures how 

                                                 

13 Strictly speaking the setup in Table 6 suppresses interactions involving immigration. But as preliminary analyses 
indicated that none existed, we opted for presentational simplicity.  
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economic effects shift between identity extremes.14 Taken at face value, the coefficient on 

economic position (2.7) says that, for someone with no identification with Canada, a unit upward 

shift in economic position induces nearly a three-unit gain in anti-immigrant attitudes. The point 

should be clear: if you are sour on Canada, getting richer makes you more xenophobic, not less. 

If you undergo a massive change of heart and become wholly devoted to the country, the 

relationship turns on its head: the powerful positive relationship becomes a modest negative one: 

getting richer now makes you slightly less anti-immigrant. This is captured visually in Figure 2, 

which plots the relationship between economic position and anti-immigrant attitudes for the 25th 

and 75th percentiles on each indicator. At the 25th percentile on identity, the slope on economic 

position is robustly positive; at the 75th percentile of identity, the slope on economic position is 

slightly negative. The figure also makes it easy to see that the interaction runs both ways: among 

the economically vulnerable, identity matters less than among the better off—the identity gap is 

almost twice as great among the comfortable as among the afflicted. Evidently, the majority 

Canadian identity includes “new” Canadians, in the sense that close identification with the 

country promotes, rather than inhibits, openness to newcomers.15  And xenophobia is not the 

peculiar property of the poor. 

[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

At the same time as it reduces anti-immigrant sentiment, identification with Canada 

compensates for it, at least for opinion on health policy. This is seen by cycling back to models 

(3) in Table 1 and comparing them with models (1). Adding immigration opinion to the 

estimation leaves estimated values for the identity terms and their interactions much as before. 
                                                 

14 Equally, it describes how the identity slope shifts with movement between economic extremes. Conceptually, 
however, it is easier to think of how identity conditions economics than the reverse. 
15 We should not exaggerate the ultimate result of this relative openness, however, as even those most strongly iden-
tified with Canada are evenly divided over immigrants and immigration (Note the scale on the y-axis in Figure 2). 
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For redistribution, the domain most affected by anti-immigrant sentiment, the main and 

interaction effects for identity are reduced only slightly relative to the model (1) baseline. For 

health policy, the identity terms are as strong as before and, also as before, stronger than for the 

other welfare-state domains. Identity remains irrelevant to pension opinion, but so is anti-

immigrant sentiment. For redistribution, then, identification with Canada exerts some amount of 

counter-pressure to xenophobia. For health, the counter-pressure looks very strong. 

But the compensation suggested by Table 1 is largely hypothetical. If identification with 

Canada were to shift across the range implied by the coefficients—for either redistribution or 

health care—negative feelings about immigrants would be more than compensated for. But the 

identity indicator varies little, as the distribution is crowded toward the top end. Immigration 

opinion, conversely, is quite balanced: about as many respondents have negative views of 

immigrants and immigration as hold positive ones. A more realistic picture, with contrasts across 

interquartile ranges, can be found in Figure 3. Differences among policy domains appear with 

special clarity. For redistribution, when values are actually—as opposed to hypothetically—

distributed, immigration trumps identity. For health and pension policy, the two forces roughly 

balance each other, as ambivalent persons roughly split the difference between the anti-Canada 

anti-immigrant and pro-Canada pro-immigrant extremes. But the struggle is most titanic for 

health policy, where the gap between extremes (especially among the well-off) is over 0.10 

points. For redistribution, as we already know, the big story is not about identity or xenophobia, 

but about economic position.16 

                                                 

16 We must acknowledge that all of these claims rest on weak measures and strong assumptions. On the one hand, 
both orientations are measured with considerable error, with possibly dire effects on their estimated coefficients. On 
the other hand, the impact we find for immigration attitudes on welfare-state opinion, especially on redistributive 
policy, may actually reflect causation in the other direction. We have accordingly attempted to address these con-
cerns with alternative estimation strategies. To address measurement error, we re-estimated all models in Table 
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[FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE] 

CONCLUSIONS AND REFLECTIONS 

Clearly, national identity has considerable significance for the welfare state in Canada.  At the 

most general level, our results provide support for the intuitions and arguments advanced by 

liberal nationalists. But identity plays a narrower role than existing theories suggest, and the 

mechanisms through which it works are different, at least in Canada. 

Consider first the role of national identity in building support for the welfare state among 

affluent members of society. Recall that Miller sees national identity as playing a two-fold role. 

One role is direct, in creating sympathy for co-nationals. The other role is indirect, by increasing 

trust, especially interpersonal trust. Miller sees national identity as especially important to 

programs that redistribute resources vertically to poor, as opposed to universal services that 

protect the population as a whole.  

We find only partial support for this interpretation. National identity does increase 

general support for the welfare state among affluent majority Canadians.  However, the effect is 

most marked for health care, a universal program in Canada, and is barely noticeable both for 

pensions, another universal program, and for redistribution to the worst off. As we shall see, this 

variation across subdomains is important. Second, while national identity has an impact on both 

interpersonal trust and trust in government, most important in strengthening pro-welfare state 

sentiments is the link with trust in government. In short, national identity supports the welfare 

state not primarily by generating the interpersonal trust needed to sustain the distinctly 

                                                                                                                                                              

1with errors-in-variables (EIV) regressions.  Not surprisingly, coefficients shifted considerably. To address endo-
geneity we ventured onto 2SLS turf. As is typical of such forays, findings were inconclusive. Results are available 
from the authors upon request. 
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redistributive aspects of the welfare state, but more by generating the governmental trust that 

legitimates state intervention in people’s lives.   

Consider next national identity in the context of immigration and ethnic diversity. Recall 

that Miller and other liberal nationalists do not argue that people with a strong sense of national 

identity are more supportive of redistribution to “foreigners” or “newcomers.” Rather, they argue 

that native-born citizens need to believe that newcomers are joining the nation and accepting the 

responsibilities that membership brings.  

At one level, our findings are consistent with this broad pattern. As Miller would predict, 

those majority Canadians who believe that immigrants do not want to fit in show markedly lower 

support for the redistributive dimensions of the welfare state. So viewing immigrants as worthy 

new members of the nation sustains support for redistribution. But our findings show something 

else that Miller would not predict: namely, that national identity itself promotes such pro-

immigrant sentiment. Those with the strongest sense of national identity embrace immigration 

and immigrants more warmly than their less nationalist neighbours. Miller’s theory predicts that 

members of the host society with a strong national identity will care whether immigrants want to 

join the ethical community; but our findings show that majority Canadians with a strong national 

identity are more likely to give immigrants the benefit of the doubt, and hence are more likely to 

interpret immigrants’ behaviour as evidence of a desire to integrate. Moreover, identity exerts its 

greatest effect among the affluent; rich folks who dislike their country also dislike its 

newcomers. Fortunately for Canada, such people are not numerous.  

If national identity and the welfare state are mutually supportive in majority Canada 

(even if not in ways not fully anticipated by liberal nationalists), the obvious question is whether 

this experience is distinctive, or whether similar patterns should emerge elsewhere. As we noted 
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earlier, the evidence from other countries argues for caution in generalizing results from Canada. 

Cross-national studies do not suggest any systematic tendency for strength of national identity to 

correlate with either stronger support for the welfare state or warmer attitudes towards immi-

grants. Indeed, some studies suggest the opposite tendency.17  These contrasting findings may 

reflect differences in measurement, for both national identity and support for the welfare state. 

Some studies measure national identity by asking about people’s sense of “belonging” to the na-

tion; others ask about how strongly people “identify with” the nation; yet others ask how much 

people feel “pride” in their nation, or in particular aspects of their nation (such as its history, cul-

ture, laws, or institutions). Other studies use even more indirect measures of national identity 

(such as whether one prefers policies to be made at the national level or the EU level). These in-

dicators tap somewhat different sentiments, with potentially different relationships to solidari-

ty.18 The same is true for welfare state indicators. Some studies rely on general attitudes about

narrowing the gap between rich and poor (Shayo 2009). Our findings underscore the importance 

of examining support for specific programs and subdomains of the welfare state.

 

   

                                                

Divergence among findings cannot be the product solely of measurement, however. Even 

with standardized measures, the direction and strength of national-identity effects are likely to 

vary cross-nationally. Relationships should be highly contingent, reflecting distinctive features of 

the history and culture of each country. Consider the role of national identity in mitigating the 

impact of the economic self-interest of affluent voters. Here, the evidence for uneven impact 

 

17 Shayo 2009 reports a negative relationship between strength of national identity and support for redistribution 
across the Western democracies; Sides and Citrin 2007 and Mayda 2006 report a negative relationship between 
strength of national identity and support for immigrants across Europe.  
18 There is in fact a rapidly-growing literature which attempts to distinguish (and measure) different forms or bases 
of national identity, such as ethnic versus civic nationalism; nationalism versus patriotism; patriotism versus chau-
vinism; blind patriotism versus constructive patriotism, and so on. These studies show, predictably, that the more 
ethnic/chauvinistic/blind forms of nationalism are more xenophobic. 
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across subdomains of the Canadian welfare state is highly suggestive. The link is clearest for 

health care, which is not surprising given that for many English-speaking Canadians, “medicare” 

has become part of the very definition of the country.  The nation-wide reach of the system has 

been celebrated as part of the social glue that holds together a society otherwise divided by 

language and region; and its universal coverage is widely seen as one of the defining features 

distinguishing Canada from its powerful neighbour to the south. It has therefore been relatively 

immune to explicit attempts at privatization and downsizing.  But national identity has not spread 

a similarly protective umbrella over other parts of the welfare state, including both other 

universal programs such as pensions and targeted programs designed to redistribute to the poor. 

If this logic is correct, one might expect considerable variation in the relationship 

between national identity and the welfare state. The welfare state, or specific programs within it,  

has played a different role in the nation-building projects and national narratives of different 

countries, and may be more closely linked to national identities in some times and places than 

others.  Put another way, national identity may not have any general tendency to strengthen 

support for redistribution, but it may do so for those aspects of the welfare state seen as having 

played a particularly important role in building the nation, or in enabling it to overcome 

particular challenges or crises. This undoubtedly varies from country to country. In some 

countries, such as the United States, national identity may have very little to do with 

redistribution, or may have a negative impact. In other countries such as Sweden, the 

universalistic conception of the welfare state may now be seen as part of what it is to be 

Swedish. Other countries may nestle with Canada in the middle ground, where some subdomains 

have an iconic status but others do not. The possible role of the National Health Service in the 
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United Kingdom comes to mind.  In short, it is not the intensity of identity that matters but its 

specific relationship to the dominant nation-building narratives. 

What about the role of national identity in protecting the welfare state from cultural 

suspicion of newcomers?  Here again the relationship is likely to be highly contingent.  For 

majority Canadians, the very self-conception of the country has come to embrace the idea of a 

multicultural society which successive waves of immigrants have helped build. Levels of 

national pride are high, and diversity and multiculturalism have come to be seen as distinctly 

Canadian virtues.  Multiculturalism, in short, is now a part of majority Canadian nationalism.19 

There are of course many mythical elements in the self-concept, but this highly multicultural 

form of nationalism (or, if you prefer, a highly national form of multiculturalism) helps mitigate 

the toxic effects that anti-immigrant sentiment might otherwise have for the welfare state. There 

are undoubtedly other countries which exhibit this sort of national pride in multiculturalism, and 

hence where strengthened national identity can reduce xenophobia, but it seems unlikely to be a 

general tendency across all countries, independent of the more specific content of their national 

imaginaries and narratives. 

In short, the findings in this paper suggest that the liberal nationalist goal of building 

national identities that are simultaneously multicultural and solidaristic is not an impossibility, 

and that such national identities can help sustain the welfare state in multiethnic states. Our 

findings also suggest that this possibility is rooted in more complex and contingent processes 

than existing theories of liberal nationalism allow. 

 

19 On the emergence of this distinctly “multicultural nationalism” in Canada, see Uberoi 2008 and Kernerman 2005. 



Table 1. Models of Welfare State Support 
 
 Redistribution Health Pensions 

 (1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3) 

          
Economic Position -2.391*** -2.203*** -2.035*** -4.038*** -3.940*** -4.041*** -1.289** -1.484** -1.283** 
 (0.529) (0.569) (0.513) (0.997) (1.068) (0.995) (0.416) (0.457) (0.416) 

Identity -0.607* -0.487 -0.497* -0.199 -0.046 -0.245 0.078 0.155 0.075 
 (.258) (.277) (.250) (.231) (.248) (.231) (.114) (.128) (.114) 

  *Econ Position 1.614** 1.198 1.225* 3.681** 1.882 3.788** 0.334 -0.203 0.315 
 (0.609) (0.654) (0.590) (1.158) (1.249) (1.156) (0.479) (0.531) (0.479) 

Interpersonal Trust  0.181   -0.121   -0.068  
  (0.167)   (0.161)   (0.083)  

  *Econ Position  -0.347   1.119   0.408  
  (0.394)   (0.829)   (0.334)  

Trust in Government  -0.316   -0.059   -0.107  
  (0.166)   (0.161)   (0.083)  

  *Econ Position  0.981*   1.951*   0.853*  
  (0.391)   (0.816)   (0.339)  

Anti-Immigration   -0.132***   -0.070***   -0.023 
   (0.009)   (0.017)   (0.014) 

Constant 1.524*** 1.428*** 1.497*** 1.149*** 1.095*** 1.214*** 0.934*** 0.960*** 0.952*** 
 (0.224) (0.241) (0.217) (0.199) (0.212) (0.200) (0.099) (0.110) (0.099) 

R2 adjusted 0.051 0.063 0.112 0.046 0.076 0.051 0.067 0.071 0.067 
RMSE 0.205 0.204 0.198 0.385 0.379 0.384 0.309 0.310 0.309 
N 3237 3143 3235 3234 3140 3232 3237 3143 3235 

ESC 2nd wave, outside Quebec, non-visible minority, non-immigrant only. “Economic position” is based on a first-stage estimation using redistribution, 
health or pensions as the dependent variable.  See Appendix Table A1 for first-stage estimations.        
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 
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Table 2.  Models of Identity, Trust, and Anti-Immigrant Sentiment  
 

 Identity Interpersonal Trust Trust in Gov-
ernment 

Anti-Immigrant 
Sentiment 

     
Economic Position .044  0.097  -0.208** 2.676** 
 (.054)  (0.078)  (.080) (1.017) 
     
Identity   0.295***  0.515*** 0.826 
   (0.026)  (.026) (0.496) 
     
* Econ Position    -2.924* 
    (1.169) 
     
     
Constant 0.838*** 0.399***  0.074* -0.194 
 0.023)  (0.039)  (.040) (0.431) 
     
R2 adjusted -0.000  0.040  0.111 0.022 
RMSE 0.139  0.202  0.203 0.393  
N 3237  3233  3145 3235 

ESC 2nd wave, outside Quebec, non-visible minority, non-immigrant only. 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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Note: White native-born non-Quebec residents. Results are based on simulations using Model 2 of Table 1. 
“Low” economic position and identity correspond to the in-sample 25th percentile of those variables; “High” 
economic position and identity correspond to the in-sample 75th percentile of those variables. 
 
Figure 1.  
Identification with Canada as a Mediator of the Economic Basis of Welfare State Support  

 28 



 
 

 
Note: White native-born non-Quebec residents. Results are based on simulations using Model 2 
of Table 3. “Low” economic position and identity correspond to the in-sample 25th percentile 
of those variables; “High” economic position and identity correspond to the in-sample 75th per-
centile of those variables. 

 

Figure 2. Identification with Canada as a Mediator  
of the Economic Basis of Anti-Immigrant Sentiment  
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Note: White native-born non-Quebec residents. Results are based on simulations using Model 5 of Table 
1. “Low” economic position and identity correspond to the in-sample 25th percentile of those variables; 
“High” economic position and identity correspond to the in-sample 75th percentile of those variables. 
 
Figure 3. Economic Position, Mediated by Identification with Canada and Anti-Immigration Sen-
timent, and Support for Redistribution 
 

 30 



Appendix Table A1. First-stage Models of “Economic Position”  
 
 Redistribution Health Pensions 
Income -.024*** .008 -.026** 
 (.006) (.011) (.008) 
Union .046*** .022 .044** 
 (.009) (.018) (.014) 
Work Status: Unemployed .053 -.064 -.013 
 (.033) (.064) (.050) 
Work Status: Other .052*** -.021 .042** 
 (.010) (.020) (.016) 
Economic Evaluations (Worse) .024* -.068*** -.003 
 (.009) (.018) (.014) 
Likelihood of Job Loss .053*** .001 .039 
 (.016) (.030) (.024) 
Female .052*** -.008 .047*** 
 (.007) (.014) (.011) 
Age: 30-49 .014 -.042* .040** 
 (.010) (.018) (.015) 
Age: 50-64 -.007 -.051* .138*** 
 (.011) (.022) (.017) 
Age: 65 and over -.054*** -.042 .173*** 
 (.014) (.027) (.021) 
Constant .530*** .858*** .663*** 
 (.011) (.021) (.017) 
R2 adjusted .044 .007 .060 
RMSE .205 .392 .310 
N 3237 3234 3237 
ESC 2nd wave, outside Quebec, non-visible minority, non-immigrant only.  
* p <0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 
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