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Chapter 8
The political sources of social solidarity

Peter A. Hall

This essay explores the roots of redistributive social solidarity in the developed democracies.
Banting and Kymlicka (this volume) define social solidarity as a worldview widespread among
the populace, with civic, democratic and redistributive dimensions, whereby individuals tolerate
views and practices they dislike, accept democratic decisions even if those run counter to their
beliefs or interests, and support relatively generous provisions to help the disadvantaged.
Although solidarity can also be judged by the policies of a community, in this formulation,
solidarity refers to a set of attitudes widely shared within the community or nation. My focus is
on the redistributive dimension of social solidarity, namely the willingness of people to see
governments redistribute resources to the less advantaged, and my interest is in understanding
how such attitudes come to be widely shared and sustained within a society. Although the
sources of support for social rights are not identical to those for civil and political rights, this
account can inform our more general understanding of the roots of social solidarity (Marshall

1950).

Two bodies of literature frame this analysis. The first is a literature in comparative political
economy, which explains support for redistribution — understood as policies designed to make

incomes more equal — largely as a matter of self-interest on the part of people who might benefit
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from this redistribution. This view finds classic expression in the influential Meltzer-Richard
(1981) model, which predicts that effective support for redistribution will increase as the income
distribution of a society becomes more unequal, because that increases the benefits the median
voter might draw from redistribution. There is undoubtedly some truth in such formulations —
since people on lower incomes almost always express more general support for income

redistribution than do people on higher incomes (Finseraas 2008).

From the perspective of social solidarity, however, this literature has at least two problematic
features. First, it explains support for redistribution in terms that could be considered inimical to
the concept of social solidarity, namely, on the basis of personal self-interest rather than out of a
concern for others in society. At a minimum, we need a fuller understanding of how self-
interested actions might feed into something broader that can be described as social solidarity.
The second problem is that this approach does not explain very well the differences in attitudes
to inequality observed across nations. Because attitudes to inequality are multidimensional and
the available measures for them limited, there is controversy about this point. However, studies
looking for Meltzer and Richard (1981) effects find that the existing distribution of national
income explains at best only some of the cross-national variation in attitudes to redistribution

(LUbker 2007; Kenworthy and McCall 2008).

Figure 1 provides an illustration of the issues based on a measure that assesses general support
for redistribution in each nation." Inside Western Europe, there appears to be a relationship
between the distribution of disposable income in 1999 and support for redistribution, of the sort

comparative political economists would expect. But the relationship disappears when a wider
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range of countries are considered. There are indications here that support for redistribution

depends on more than existing levels of income inequality. We need accounts of the

underpinnings for such support that take a wider range of factors into consideration.

Figure 1 The relationship between disposable income inequality and general support for

redistribution
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The second literature framing this discussion is an influential body of work that views national

identity as the crucial basis for social solidarity. While political economists explain support for

redistribution via mechanisms rooted in self-interest, the national identity literature argues that

solidarity depends on concerns for others, thereby directing our attention to images of who

belongs to the community. The central debates in this literature focus on whether attachment to
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the nation fosters social solidarity and whether some types of national identity promote solidarity
more than others (Miller 1995; Abizadah 2002; Kymlicka 2001). On the first of these issues,
however, the empirical evidence is mixed at best. At the individual level, Johnston et al. (2010)
find that feelings of attachment to the Canadian nation are associated with slightly more support
for redistribution. But Shayo (2009) finds lower support for redistribution among people who
have higher levels of pride in their nation (see also Theiss-Morse 2009). On balance, it seems
that stronger attachment to the nation does not promote support for redistribution in any
unmediated way. Instead, the relationship between national identity and solidarity may depend
on the type of national identity prevalent in a country, including features of national identity

distinctive to that nation (Miller and Ali 2013).

Some claim, for instance, that the levels of inclusiveness required for solidarity, especially in
multiethnic societies, will be present only where national identity takes a ‘civic’ form that
associates the nation with shared commitments to a common set of principles or political
institutions. Habermas (2001) describes this as ‘constitutional patriotism’; and Pehrson,
Vignoles, and Brown (2009) note that levels of hostility to immigrants are lower in countries
where civic conceptions are more prevalent than ethnic conceptions of national identity. By
contrast, others contend that civic national identities do not provide a sense of communal
belonging deep enough to sustain the tolerance, mutual trust and support for redistribution
associated with social solidarity (Tamir 1993; Miller 1995). On this view, solidarity must be
rooted in a national identity that has some sort of “cultural’ or ‘ethnic’ character, based on a

shared culture, ethnicity, or territorial history.?
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Does support for redistribution depend on national identities that are civic or ethnic? Once again,
the evidence is not dispositive partly because the available measures are so limited, but we can
form a preliminary assessment by comparing the character of each country’s national identity
with support for redistribution there. To assess a country’s national identity, | use the average
national score on indices for civic and ethnic nationalism derived from a factor analysis by
Helbling, Reeskens, and Wright (2013) of respondents to a 2003 ISSP survey.* When these
scores are compared to general support for redistribution as measured in Figure 1, the bivariate

relationships (not shown) are entirely insignificant.®

However, we might also consider the relationship between conceptions of national identity and
support for redistribution to the poor, arguably a more direct feature of social solidarity. To
assess the latter, | use a measure of the extent to which respondents ascribe poverty to factors
beyond the control of the individual rather than to the laziness or lack of willpower of the poor.®
The results are reported in Figure 2. The presence of a more civic national identity does not seem
to be related to support for redistribution to the poor. Moreover, in countries where ethnic
conceptions of national identity are more prevalent, there is actually less support for such
redistribution (r? .43). In short, some minimal national identity may be a necessary prerequisite

for redistribution, but stronger civic or ethnic identities do not seem to increase support for it.
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Figure 2 The relationship between national identity and support for redistribution to the

poor
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An alternative approach: Social solidarity as quasi-equilibrium

There is certainly something to be explained here. As Figure 1 indicates, across the developed
democracies, popular support for redistribution varies dramatically. While two-thirds of Germans
thought that it was the government’s responsibility to reduce income inequality in 1992, only 38
percent of Americans did so (Svallfors 1997, 288; 2012). If existing explanations give us little

purchase on the problem, how are such variations in redistributive solidarity to be explained?

In what follows, | propose an alternative approach to this problem, breaking it down into two
component parts. The first is the problem of understanding how the attitudes embodied in
redistributive solidarity, once established, are sustained, while the second is the problem of
explaining how such attitudes develop in the first place, which I will treat in that order. My
perspective on the first problem can be labeled a ‘quasi-equilibrium’ approach to the issue. The
micro-foundations for this perspective lie in the observation that the conceptions of ‘self-interest’
and ‘altruism’ that figure prominently in most discussions of redistribution are misleading —
because they are usually construed in terms that are too narrow or overly abstract. In the abstract
form in which they are typically adduced, those concepts are too distant from the social,
economic and political contexts that give such motivations concrete meaning and operative force

in the world.

In many accounts that turn on self-interest, for instance, the latter is construed primarily as the

desire of the individual for more income. This is recognizable enough as a potential motive and
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important to some degree, but it is far from the only way in which people construe their self-
interest. People often act out of self-interest, but they do so in pursuit of a wide range of goals,
which includes immediate material interest but can easily extend to other dimensions of well-
being, including ones that turn on the provision of collective as well as individual goods. For
example, a voter might well ask: am | going to support this candidate because he promises to
lower my taxes or that one because he is going to protect my environment? Thus, there are often
trade-offs between the goals engaged by self-interest; and individuals are continuously making
judgments about which ones to privilege at any given time that are deeply conditioned by the
institutional and cultural frameworks in which they live. If the politicians seeking my vote
preside over a highly-corrupt state, for instance, I might well vote for the one who will lower my
taxes rather than trust the other to improve the environment, although in a different institutional

context | might do just the reverse.

Much the same is true of the generalized concepts of altruism that figure in analyses of
redistribution. A person who is said to be acting out of altruism is, in fact, usually acting out of a
complex set of understandings about his or her obligations to specific kinds of people and
principles; and those conceptions of obligation are conditioned by cultural frameworks that vary
systematically across nations (Wuthnow 1991). These frameworks specify social boundaries,
namely images of who belongs to the community, and criteria of social worth conventionally
used to judge the worthiness or deservingness of others (Lamont and Molnar 2002; Hall and
Lamont 2013). In many cases, they reference conceptions of social justice linked to wider
frameworks of ideas embodied in folk wisdom about such matters as the role of effort and

fortune in people’s lives or the value of self-discipline versus self-expression (Lamont 2000).
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Several important points follow from these observations. First, they suggest that redistributive
solidarity can be underpinned by both altruism and self-interest, if people are understood to
operate from a self-interest enlightened by the institutional and cultural frameworks in which
they live. | may support a program that redistributes to others partly because it has the potential
to redistribute to me. In other words, self-interest can underpin attitudes of generalized support
for a redistributive welfare state. Second, this perspective suggests that the attitudes to
redistribution common to any society are rooted in a wider set of institutional frameworks that
organize its incentive structures and in cultural frameworks connected to the cognitive, symbolic
and normative repertoires that people use to navigate the choices in their lives (Swidler 1986;
Markus and Nurius 1986). In many cases, these institutional and cultural frameworks may
reinforce one another to create consistent patterns of attitudes analogous to the ‘embedded

preferences’ described by Brooks and Manza (2007).

Thus, if attitudes to redistribution are conditioned by mutually-reinforcing processes between
institutions and cultural frameworks, they may reflect quasi-equilibria of redistributive solidarity
that are nationally-specific and relatively-stable over time. Instead of being relatively-evanescent
phenomena, susceptible to annual fluctuations in socioeconomic or demographic variables such
as levels of income inequality or rates of migration, national attitudes to redistribution may be
relatively durable, because they are rooted in cultural and institutional frameworks that change

relatively slowly, even though they are susceptible to change.
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Mechanisms behind quasi-equilibria

What sorts of mechanisms might underpin these quasi-equilibria? The field does not yet have a
complete answer to this question but, if we take support for programs that redistribute to the less
advantaged as the phenomenon to be explained, the literature points to several mechanisms. In
some cases, the shape of prevailing institutions conditions support for such programs; in others,

institutions promote wider worldviews that bear on such support.

Some analyses emphasize the ways in which existing levels of social provision condition general
support for redistribution. Of course, social programs create a base of support among their
beneficiaries, although that is not deeply reflective of social solidarity. But the network
externalities generated by such programs can also induce support for them among wider
segments of society who are not direct beneficiaries (Pierson 2000).° Moreover, expanding the
beneficiaries in some programs may build a generalized support for the welfare state that sustains
components that are more redistributive, a phenomenon especially important where the
legitimacy of governmental efforts to redistribute income is an object of political competition.
Similarly, support based on self-interest for programs that provide equivalent levels of benefits to
people across different levels of income often sustain programs whose benefits are worth much

more to people at lower levels of income.

Support for redistribution to the disadvantaged can also be affected by the design of social

programs. There is evidence, for instance, that programs presented as contributory social
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insurance attract more social support than non-contributory programs, regardless of whether the
benefits are funded from those contributions (Larsen 2006; Jaeger 2009). Program design can
also reinforce or erode worldviews that are central to redistributive solidarity. By virtue of how
they discriminate among the recipients of benefits, for instance, social programs contribute to the
drawing of social boundaries (Esping-Andersen 1990; Lamont and Molnar 2002). Thus, some
scholars argue that “universal’ programs which distribute benefits widely as a right of citizenship
reinforce social solidarity, because they promote the view that every citizen is entitled to social
protection (Rothstein 1998). By contrast, means-tested programs tend to stigmatize the poor,
singling them out as dependents on society rather than contributors to it — thereby promoting
images of the poor as indolent or undeserving, which, in turn, reduce popular support for

redistribution (Esping-Andersen 1990; Larsen 2008).

There is controversy about the strength of such effects (Linos and West 2002; Jaeger 2006).
However, Jaeger (2009; see also Larsen 2006) presents evidence that the extensive use of means-
tested programs in the liberal welfare states of the Anglo-American democracies reduces support
for redistribution, while Larsen and Dejgaard (2013) found many more negative images of the
poor in the media of Britain, where means-testing is prominent, than in the media of Denmark or
Sweden, whose universal social programs promote a rhetoric of social citizenship. Moreover,
although racial boundaries can also impinge on support for redistribution, they found that media
references to the poor were less negative in the two Nordic nations than in Britain even when the

poor were identified as racially distinct (cf. Alesina, Glaeser, and Sacerdote 2001).
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Note that there are some dynamic dimensions to these effects that tend to reinforce quasi-
equilibria. Where social programs are expansive, contributory or universal enough to foster
worldviews supportive of redistribution, redistributive spending is likely to increase, thereby
building further support for the welfare state, at least up to some limit. By contrast, where
means-tested programs stigmatize the poor, popular support for redistribution is likely to be
fragile, making it politically more difficult to expand social programs and easier to cut them
back. Over time, ceteris paribus, the effect should be to sustain, if not widen, cross-national

differences in the generosity of social policy regimes.

Since the primary responsibility for redistribution in the developed democracies usually falls on
governments, support for redistribution can also be affected by the institutional character of the
state. There is evidence that, where governments are corrupt, inept or highly particularistic in the
delivery of benefits, citizens are less likely to support redistribution (Edlund 1999; Rothstein
2011; Svallfors 2013). At least two mechanisms operate work here. On the one hand, political
corruption tends to reduce levels of general social trust, which is widely thought to be a
determinant of levels of social solidarity, including support for redistribution (Halvorsen 2007).
On the other hand, even when citizens are willing in principle to support redistribution, they may
be reluctant to let a state they distrust undertake such tasks. Once again, mutually-reinforcing
interactions between institutions and worldviews make it difficult for countries to escape this
kind of social trap (Rothstein 2005; Mungiu-Pippidi 2013). The belief that institutions are
corrupt renders citizens more likely to engage in corrupt behavior themselves and
correspondingly less likely to trust one another. As a result, it becomes more difficult for them to

engage in the kinds of collective action necessary to reduce corruption and restore trust.
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There can also be important interaction effects between economic policy regimes or the
institutions of the political economy and popular attitudes to redistribution. In a seminal article,
Benabou and Tirole (2006) show how a specific set of institutions (in this case policy regimes for
taxing and spending) and a particular cultural framework (namely, beliefs about deservingness
which they call “‘beliefs in a just world’) can underpin one another to create quasi-equilibria
reflecting two different levels of redistributive solidarity. Their argument turns on a comparison

between two stylized country cases.

In one of these cases, which resembles the U.S., policy regimes keep both taxes and social
spending low, so there is not much of a social safety net. As it happens (for reasons that might be
exogenous), in this country, parents believe and teach their children that what one gets in the
world is mainly a reflection of one’s own efforts. As adults imbued with this worldview, those
children will tend to work hard and support keeping taxes low, so they can keep the fruits of their
effort, while opposing increases in social spending out of a belief that poverty results from a lack

of effort. The resulting policy regimes will then reinforce their beliefs.

In the second case, which resembles Sweden, policy regimes provide generous social benefits
sustained by high rates of tax. For these (or exogenous) reasons, parents are less inclined to teach
their children that what they get will depend entirely on their own efforts and more inclined to
suggest that fortune plays a large role in how one’s life turns out. As adults equipped with such
beliefs, those children will be more inclined to rely on the social safety net and to associate

poverty with bad luck rather than a lack of effort. As a result, they will provide more political
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support for generous social benefits and the taxes required to fund them, which will help sustain

those beliefs.

The result is two equilibria in which popular beliefs — about the extent to which income is
dependent on effort rather than luck — and institutions — in the form of policy regimes — are
mutually reinforcing. In one case, low taxes and a meagre social safety-net promote worldviews
resistant to increasing taxes and benefits. In the other, higher taxes and generous benefits
promote worldviews that mandate higher levels of redistribution. This argument fits the
observation that 60 percent of citizens living in generous European welfare states think income is
more dependent on luck than effort, while only 30 percent of Americans do. Moreover, it
suggests that very general beliefs (in this case about luck and effort) may be just as important to

redistributive politics as explicit policy preferences.

Popular beliefs do not have to be accurate to be consequential. Consider the case of American
beliefs about social mobility. Even though American rates of mobility are not especially high and
possibly declining, some argue that a widespread belief in the possibility of upward social
mobility suppresses support for redistribution in the U.S. (Piketty 1995; Alesina, Di Tella, and
MacCulloch 2004; Corak 2013). In such instances, however, where beliefs and institutions are
incongruent, levels of support for redistribution may be less stable. There are some indications,
for instance, that the precondition for high rates of social mobility may be a generous set of
redistributive social programs (Mitnik, Cumberworth, and Grusky 2013). Thus, beliefs about
social mobility in the U.S. may be sustaining policies that are gradually undermining the material

or institutional basis for such beliefs.
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Indeed, to suggest that support for redistribution turns on institutional and cultural frameworks,
rather than on a small number of fluctuating variables, is not to say it is immutable. I use the
term “quasi-equilibrium’ precisely in order to signal that attitudes to redistribution are susceptible
to change as institutions and cultural frameworks shift. We do not yet know much about how
such changes take place. However, they seem to do so gradually via processes like Bayesian
updating that are heavily biased toward the status quo. Thus, Europeans living under more
egalitarian conditions were rendered more upset by increases in income inequality than
Americans were, a reaction that might inspire further support for redistribution (Alesina, Di
Tella, and MacCulloch 2004; Barnes and Hall 2013). Similarly, Kerr (2013) finds that, when
actual levels of income inequality rise, people’s views about the appropriateness of differences in
income between occupations also shift upward, although that does not entirely suppress support

for redistribution (see also Medgyesi 2013).

Empirical implications and evidence

Is there evidence for this quasi-equilibrium perspective? A full evaluation is beyond the scope of
this chapter, but the perspective carries two empirical implications that can be assessed against
basic cross-national data. First, if this quasi-equilibrium approach to redistributive solidarity is
correct, there should be a certain durability to national attitudes about redistribution. Such
attitudes can and do change over long periods of time; but, over the short to medium term, cross-

national differences in them should be broadly stable.
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Investigating that proposition involves finding data that is comparable across countries and time
in a context where relatively few good indicators are available cross-nationally. We should also
note that support for redistribution is a multidimensional phenomenon (Janmaat 2013). Those
who favor redistributing from the rich do not always support redistribution toward the poor; and
some people want to exclude immigrants or others from such programs (Cavaillé and Trump

2015; McCall 2013).

Therefore, based on Cavaillé (2014), | draw a distinction between general support for
redistribution, understood as people’s desires to see incomes made more equal, and a second
dimension, i.e., support for redistribution to the poor, understood as people’s willingness to
redistribute resources to the least advantaged in society. To assess the former, | follow common
practice and use the level of agreement with survey questions that ask whether incomes should
be made more equal and whether the government has a responsibility for making them more
equal. To assess support for redistribution to the poor, following Larsen (2006), | use the
percentage of respondents who attribute poverty in their country to structural factors, such as bad
luck, injustice or inevitability, as opposed to the personal attributes of the poor, such as lack of
willpower or laziness. The premise is that people who attribute poverty to laziness or a lack of

willpower should be less willing to redistribute resources to them.

Are cross-national differences in attitudes to redistribution broadly stable? Using national
averages, Figure 3 compares general support for redistribution in the ISSP surveys of 1992 and
2009 and support for redistribution to the poor in the Eurobarometer surveys of 1989 and 2007 —

the longest periods for which | could find comparable data. Although general support for
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redistribution (in panel a) declines slightly in the US, New Zealand and Norway and increases in
Russian and Hungary over this 17 year period, it remains relatively stable in most countries (as
indicated by proximity to the 45 degree line) and the national ordering of attitudes does not
change much. Panel b shows that there is more movement in support for redistribution to the
poor over a similar period, marked by some convergence, as support rises in countries where it
was initially low and declines where it was higher. The most striking feature is a notable decline
in support for redistribution to the poor in Portugal and Britain. But, with those exceptions, the

country ordering does not change much.

A second empirical implication follows from the causal mechanisms | have adduced to explain
quasi-equilibria of redistributive solidarity. At the cross-national level, we can expect to see wide
variation in national attitudes to redistribution, because there is plenty of room for variation in
the multiple institutional and cultural frameworks constitutive of such quasi-equilibria. Within
that range, however, we should observe what can be described as ‘low solidarity’ and *high
solidarity’ equilibria, characterized by relatively low or high levels of support for redistribution.
Moreover, because of the ways in which economic and social policy regimes reinforce existing
attitudes, support for redistribution should generally be higher in countries where disposable
incomes are more equal as a result of redistribution, while support for it should be lower in
countries where there is less redistribution and more unequal disposable incomes. This pattern is
the opposite of the one predicted by standard political economy models whose premise is that

increasing levels of income inequality increases support for redistribution.
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Figure 3 The stability of support for redistribution over time
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Of course, this prediction should be qualified in several ways. Although a quasi-equilibrium
perspective suggests that income inequality will not dictate cross-national support for
redistribution, inequality may condition that support at the margin; and thermostatic effects that
would see support for redistribution decline as redistribution reaches high levels or increase
when redistribution falls to very low levels might also affect these patterns (Soroka and Wlezien
2010). But I expect cross-national differences in support for redistribution and inequality in

disposable income to be broadly aligned.

Do we observe the high and low solidarity equilibria that this perspective predicts? Figure 4
addresses this issue with a focus on support for redistribution to the poor, arguably a better
reflection of redistributive solidarity than general attitudes to redistribution. It is based on the
1990 World Values Survey, which is one of the few sources for data on this topic extending
beyond Europe.’ The broad direction of the relationship displayed in Figure 4 supports the
contention: in countries where national support for redistribution is higher, inequality in
disposable income is lower. Although every country occupies a distinctive position in this space,
reflecting nationally-specific circumstances, the distribution is anchored by the Nordic countries,
Norway, Sweden and Denmark, closely followed by the Netherlands and France, which might be
said to reflect “high solidarity’ equilibria, while the United States embodies a ‘low solidarity’

equilibrium, closely followed by Canada and Britain (see also Paskov and Dewilde 2012).

For an assessment of whether general attitudes to redistribution also reflect this perspective, we

can turn back to Figure 1. Here, Russia and Portugal are outlying cases and support for
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redistribution is higher across an arc of East Central European countries but, if they are excepted,

national patterns bear some resemblance to those of Figure 4. The U.S. again anchors the low
solidarity end of the chart, closely followed by New Zealand, Australia and Canada, while

general support for redistribution is higher in countries such as France and Austria where

disposable income inequality is lower. On the whole, however, support for redistribution to the

poor conforms to these quasi-equilibrium expectations more closely than does general support

for redistribution.

Figure 4 The relationship between disposable income inequality and support for

redistribution to the poor
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If this quasi-equilibrium perspective helps explain how particular levels of redistributive
solidarity are sustained, we must still ask how these quasi-equilibria are generated in the first

place — a task to which the next sections turn.

The political construction of social solidarity

How is redistributive solidarity created? What historical processes give rise to it? A quasi-
equilibrium approach to solidarity carries implications for the answers to those questions. In
particular, it directs our attention to the ways in which the institutions and cultural frameworks

underpinning quasi-equilibria were constructed.

Of course, that is also where theories that associate social solidarity with specific conceptions of
national identity also take the inquiry. They look for the origins of solidarity in the development
of particular forms of national identity — often seen as a highly diffuse process involving the
construction of cultural categories and the influence of formative national events (Miller and Ali
2013). In some respects, that is entirely appropriate; but most such accounts construe the relevant
cultural frameworks in terms that are overly narrow. To put the core contention succinctly, we
need to see that social solidarity flows — not just from national identity per se, whether construed
in ethnic, cultural or civic terms — but from visions of social justice that become prominent in
national discourse. In some cases, those visions themselves become components of national

identity; but we need to look more closely into how that coupling happens and why it takes on
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particular forms if we want to understand the role that national identities play in the process

whereby social solidarity is created.

For this purpose, instead of fastening on national identity qua identity, it is useful to consider the
broader collective imaginary from which such identities emerge. Hall and Lamont (2009: 12)
define collective imaginaries as “sets of representations composed of symbols, myths and
narratives that people to portray their community or nation and their own relationship as well as
that of others to it” (see also Bouchard 2013). Such imaginaries are a feature of the public sphere
in all societies. At their heart are sets of narratives linking a nation’s past to its present and
specifying its aspirations for the future. Collective imaginaries define the boundaries of
membership in the community and offer conceptions of what its members can legitimately
demand of others and expect in return. Thus, although more comprehensive than redistributive
solidarity per se, these imaginaries bear both on the inclusiveness of the community and on
visions of social justice. Among other things, they join popular images of the nation to specific
conceptions of social justice. One reflection can be found in familiar notions of the ‘American
Dream’ (Hochschild 1986; Cullen 2003) and another in the organizing ideas of French

Republicanism (Jennings 2011; Lamont 2000).

As cultural frameworks, collective imaginaries have a structural quality that lends them
durability over time and the potential to affect multiple dimensions of people’s worldviews
(Sewell 2005). Because they can comprehend competing or ambiguous narratives, these
imaginaries are not entirely objects of consensus, but rather repertoires of collective

representations that provide the tools out of which contemporary debates are constructed. As
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such, they can push debates in particular directions, and their boundaries circumscribe what is
likely to be seen as a legitimate argument. Their power comes partly from how their narratives
resonate with the emotional attachments people feel to the nation. But it also resides in the
capacities of those imaginaries to condition folk wisdom about such things as what constitutes
commendable action and how people make their way in the world, notions that Swidler (1986)
terms the ‘strategies for action’ available to individuals. This folk wisdom may be broadly
cognitive in content, but it carries normative implications for issues of redistribution that are all
the more influential because the normative content is often implicit rather than explicit (Powell

and DiMaggio 1991).

How were the components of such imaginaries relevant to redistributive solidarity constructed?
As the literature on the development of the welfare state indicates, in the developed democracies,
the answer must be: by historically-important and highly-political movements for social justice.
In some cases, as Baldwin (1992) notes, these were largely middle-class movements, such as the
one led by Léon Bourgeois in 19" century France (Hayward 1961). In others, they were
movements based on cross-class coalitions in which agrarian and Christian Democratic parties
played often prominent roles (Swenson 2002; Mares 2003). Religious movements influence the
views of their adherents about personal obligation and, through Christian Democratic parties in
particular, they have sometimes conditioned national visions of social justice (Lichterman 2005;

Manow and van Kersbergen 2009).

Over the twentieth century, however, these movements for social justice have been spearheaded

by social democratic parties and the representatives of organized labor (Huber and Stephens
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2001; Bradley et al. 2003; Korpi 2006). Social democratic parties and trade unions contributed to
the construction of regimes of solidarity in two ways. On the one hand, they helped put in place
social policy regimes that, once institutionalized, fostered on-going support for redistribution.
Social democratic parties were especially important to the construction of regimes built on
expansive conceptions of social citizenship (Esping-Andersen 1990). On the other hand, as part
of an active politics of coalition-building, these parties promoted visions of social justice that left
an imprint on national collective imaginaries. Prior to the Second World War, social democratic
parties used the term *solidarity’ primarily to refer to class solidarity but, after the war, social

democrats began to speak of solidarity as a national value (Stjerng 2004).°

Thus, two features of the labor movement were important to cross-national variation in support
for redistribution. One was the political strength of trade unions and parties on the political left.
Where they commanded more members and votes, more generous and universalistic policy
regimes were likely to be put in place. The other was the orientation of the trade unions, namely,
whether they construed their mission in broad political terms — as tribunes for the people — or in
narrower terms as defenders of their members in the industrial relations arena. Where unions
embraced a wider political role, they were more likely to promote generous social programs and

advance ideals of social justice.

The orientation of the trade union movement was conditioned by its organization. Where wage
bargaining was concentrated at the peak level under the aegis of one powerful confederation, as
in Sweden, trade unions tended to mount solidaristic appeals that influenced the wage structures

and social policies of many Nordic countries (Iversen 1999; Martin and Thelen 2007). Even in
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the absence of a single powerful confederation, however, if wage bargaining was conducted
primarily by national confederations organized along ideological lines, as in France, the trade
unions were also more likely to act as tribunes for the people, partly in order to compete with
their rivals (Andolfatto and Labbé 2010). By contrast, union appeals tended to be less solidaristic
in countries where labor was organized by industrial sector, as in Germany, or where many
unions were organized by skill category, as in Britain. In these cases, sectarian wage competition

often took precedence over national appeals for social justice.

A full discussion of this point is beyond the scope of the chapter, but Table 1 provides some
illustrative support for it. Here, | use the data of Hamann, Johnston, and Kelly (2012) on the
incidence of general strikes in Europe to measure the extent to which labor movements mount
national appeals for social justice. Union movements that sponsored a general strike in the 1980-
2006 period have been classified as solidaristic (see also Lindvall 2013). Movements are
classified as stronger or weaker, based on whether union membership as a percentage of the
workforce exceeded the median in the sample in 2000. The cells in the table report the average
level of support for redistribution within the national electorate in 2000.*° Although other factors
could be driving these outcomes, the Table shows that support for redistribution is higher in
countries where the orientation of the labor movement is solidaristic, even when trade unions are

weak.
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Table 1 The relationship between the power and orientation of trade unions and general

support for redistribution

Orientation of Trade Unions

Solidaristic Sectoral Defense
Stronger Austria 6.4 Sweden 5.1
Finland 6.4 Ireland 51
Norway 5.7 Denmark 4.3
Belgium 55
Power of Average 6.0 Average 4.8
Trade Unions
Weaker France 6.2 Germany 5.6
Portugal 6.1 UK 54
Spain 5.9
Italy 5.0
Nthlds 4.9
Average 5.6 Average 55

Note: The figures in each cell report the support for redistribution in that country based on
average responses on a ten point scale running from ‘income differences should be larger to
provide incentives for individual effort’ to ‘incomes should be made more equal’ in 2000. Higher

values indicate more support for redistribution.

Sources: European Values Survey (2000); Hamnan, Johnston, and Kelly (2012); ICTWSS

Version 4.0.

Of course, other factors affected which types of trade unions and political parties were influential
and the kind of appeals they made. Electoral rules mattered: social democratic parties were more
successful under systems of proportional representation (PR) than in those operating on first-

past-the-post rules (Iversen and Soskice 2006). Across PR systems, Christian Democratic parties

promoting generous but conservative welfare states prospered where religious cleavages were
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prominent in the early 20™ century, while social democratic parties fared better in countries
where they could form alliances with agrarian parties (Manow and van Kersbergen 2009). In
such cases, the need to appeal beyond workers to farmers, who preferred universal benefit
schemes because they lacked the employment histories for social insurance, inclined Nordic
governments toward the welfare regimes based on social citizenship that built social solidarity.
In any one nation, a number of factors could condition the strength and complexion of the
relevant political actors, but the underlying point is that redistributive solidarity did not emerge
entirely from some primordial understanding of national identity. It was constructed by political
actors, campaigning in the name of social justice, who put in place the institutions and

encouraged the worldviews that sustain social solidarity.

Moreover, in order to build coalitions for this purpose, political leaders often tied their programs
to particular images of the nation. In this respect, the process whereby welfare states were built
can be seen as a distinctive stage in nation-building — one in which specific ideals of social
justice were built into the imagery of the nation at the same time as they were being
institutionalized into the frameworks of national social programs. At critical moments in the
politics of social policy, national collective imaginaries were inflected in ways that consolidated
or redrew social boundaries, redefined the rights associated with citizenship, and re-specified the
obligations of individuals to the community (Béland and Lecours 2005). The resulting amalgam

of national images and ideals of social justice became a basis for social solidarity in the nation.

Sweden is a paradigmatic case. In 1928, when Per Albin Hansson became leader of its influential

social democratic party, the SAP, he confronted the challenge of how to mobilize support for the
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party’s egalitarian social program. Faced with a small industrial sector and substantial agrarian
population, he could not build a large enough coalition on appeals to class solidarity. Instead, he
decided to present his party’s aspirations as an effort to build a certain kind of nation, which he

described as the ‘people’s home’ (folkhemmet). In his words:

The basis of the home is community and togetherness. The good home does not recognize
any privileged or neglected members, nor any favorite or stepchildren. In the good home
there is equality, consideration, cooperation and helpfulness. Applied to the great people’s
and citizens’ home this would mean the breaking down of all the social and economic
barriers that now separate citizens into the privileged and the neglected, into the rulers and
the dependents, into the rich and the poor, the propertied and the impoverished, the

plunderers and the plundered. (Berman 1998, 157)

This powerful metaphor was to be a centerpiece of the party’s campaigns in ensuing years; and,
reiterated by successive social democratic governments, it became an important element in how
Swedes began to think about their nation (Tilton 1991; cf. Kettunen 2012). Egalitarian ideals
became a part of Swedish identity. The Swedish social democrats reshaped the national

collective imaginary in ways that reinforced social solidarity for decades to come.

By contrast, consider how Franklin D. Roosevelt built a coalition for his social policies in the
United States at roughly the same time. In many respects, those policies were as radical a break
with the past as those of the Swedish SAP (Gourevitch 1986). The Social Security Act of 1935

laid the foundations for the American welfare state. But the political challenges facing Roosevelt
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were quite different. In Congress, his own party was dominated by representatives from the
South who were suspicious about federal intervention and unenthusiastic about extending social
benefits to African-Americans. Partly for these reasons, agricultural and domestic workers were
exempted from some provisions of the Act; and Roosevelt decided to present his program of
social benefits as a social insurance scheme, whose legitimacy was based on its actuarial
principles rather than on its contribution to social equality (Lieberman 1995; Jacobs 2011; cf.
Davies and Derthick 1997). Compare the words of Per Albin Hansson with the speech Roosevelt

gave on passage of the Act, when he declared:

This law represents a cornerstone in a structure which is being built but is by no means
completed — a structure intended to lessen the force of possible future depressions, to act as a
protection to future administrations of the Government against the necessity of going deeply
into debt to furnish relief to the needy — a law to flatten out the peaks and valleys of deflation
and of inflation — in other words, a law that will take care of human needs and at the same
time provide for the United States an economic structure of vastly greater soundness. (Hamen

2010, 75)

The Social Security Act was a triumph of social and political engineering; but it did nothing to
overcome the racialized social order that was still a prominent part of the American collective
imaginary and little to advance the place of egalitarian ideals in that imaginary (Smith 1999). To
this day, racial divisions continue to haunt American debates about social policy (Alesina,

Glaeser, and Sacerdote 2001; Steensland 2006).
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Social solidarity in a transnational world

What are the implications of this analysis for securing a social solidarity in societies marked by
more racial, ethnic and religious diversity? This is an important issue at a time when immigration
has become a prominent feature of a globalizing world and crucial to the prosperity of many

nations with aging populations.

I have argued that redistributive social solidarity takes the form of a quasi-equilibrium
underpinned by institutions and cultural frameworks that are deeply-entrenched and mutually
reinforcing. These frameworks were constructed over long periods of time and, although
susceptible to change, often evolve only gradually. Thus, they constitute important background
conditions for countries dealing with higher levels of diversity. One of the implications is that
countries that have already developed relatively expansive conceptions of social citizenship, such
as those with social democratic welfare states, should be better able to extend redistributive
solidarity to immigrants of diverse backgrounds. Conversely, countries whose welfare regimes
militate against redistributive solidarity, such as those with liberal welfare states that draw
sharper symbolic divisions between recipients of social benefits and other citizens, should find it

more difficult to treat new groups of immigrants in solidaristic terms.

Although the issue is far from fully resolved, there is some evidence for this proposition. In the
social democratic welfare states of Norway, Denmark, Sweden and Finland, for instance, popular

opposition to extending social benefits to immigrants — a set of attitudes often described as
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welfare chauvinism — has been generally been low, although it may be increasing in countries
such as Denmark in the wake of recent mass migration (Mewes and Mau 2012; Bay and West
Pedersen 2006). Figure 5 indicates that welfare chauvinism has historically been somewhat
higher in countries, such as France and Germany, with conservative welfare states based on
social insurance principles, but highest of all in liberal welfare states, such as Britain, where
means-testing is used to target benefits on the poor.*! By contrast, a history of racial, ethnic or
religious homogeneity does not seem to promote welfare chauvinism, which is lowest in the
Nordic countries that have historically been racially and religiously homogenous. Moreover, the
more influential factor seems to be conceptions of the poor rather than general attitudes to
inequality. As Figure 5 (panel a) indicates, there is no obvious relationship between general
support for redistribution and welfare chauvinism (cf. Reeskens and van Oorschot 2012).
However, panel (b) suggests that, in nations where support for redistribution to the poor is
higher, welfare chauvinism is lower (R?.30). People’s willingness to extend redistributive
solidarity to new groups is apparently conditioned by the terms on which solidarity has been

extended in the past.
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Figure 5 The relationship between support for redistribution and welfare chauvinism

(a) General support for redistribution
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Eurobarometer 279 (2007). For 5(a) R? = 0.07; SE = 2.48. For 5(b) R? = 0.33; SE = 2.20.
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Within these parameters, however, there is still room for social solidarity to change. As we have
seen, support for redistribution tends to be higher in countries where there is more redistribution.
Therefore, if governments begin to redistribute more generously or more universally, the social
solidarity reflected in popular support for redistribution may rise and extend to more diverse
groups of people. However, contemporary governments interested in expanding redistribution
face serious economic constraints. Social spending increased most rapidly during the 1960s and
1970s when the governments of the developed democracies believed high rates of economic
growth would continue, thereby giving them ample revenues from which to redistribute. But
rates of economic growth in the OECD countries have fallen by half since the 1970s, and
entitlement spending as a share of national budgets has increased dramatically, leaving less room
for expansion. Because governments ran deficits to avoid reducing social spending when growth
declined, some now face levels of debt that limit their capacities to expand spending further

(Schafer and Streeck 2013).

Partly as a result, instead of moving toward more universal programs that accord benefits as a
right of citizenship, many governments have tightened eligibility requirements and begun to
target more benefits on the poor — even in some of the Nordic welfare states (Lindblom and
Rothstein 2004; Hemerijck 2012). From the perspective of relieving poverty, targeting benefits
on the poor is a cost-effective strategy; but it can render redistributive solidarity more fragile by
virtue of how it sharpens the symbolic boundaries between benefit recipients and other citizens.
It is notable, for instance, that, in the liberal welfare states of Britain and the U.S. which rely

heavily on means-testing for social assistance, support for redistribution to the poor has declined,
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even though general attitudes to redistribution have not shifted much despite three decades of
rising income inequality (Cavaillé and Trump 2015). As more governments turn toward targeted
benefit programs in order to limit their outlays, redistributive solidarity may decline in other

countries as well.

Other factors are also contributing to that decline. Higher levels of immigration sometimes
reduce support for redistribution, and economic developments play a role (Burgoon 2014; cf.
Mewes and Mau 2012). Higher levels of income inequality in the bottom half of the income
distribution seem to reduce support for redistribution, as the social distance between the median
voter and the poor increases (Lupu and Pontusson 2011). Where income differences are
associated with high levels of spatial or social segregation, it may be more difficult for people on
average incomes to regard the poor as members of their own community. And rising levels of
economic insecurity, linked to the loss of good middle-class jobs, can engender sauve-qui-peut
attitudes that militate against redistributive solidarity (Hacker, Rehm, and Schlesinger 2012;
Autor and Dorn 2013; Oesch 2013). Mewes and Mau (2012) find, for instance, that one of the
best predictors of welfare chauvinism is the extent to which an individual feels economically-

vulnerable (see also Alt 1979).

Moreover, although collective imaginaries have some intrinsic durability, concerted political
action may be necessary to sustain them; and, in its absence, they may be vulnerable to changes
in contemporary discourse. Iversen and Soskice (2012) find, for instance, that among people with
similar incomes trade union members are more likely than non-members to favor redistribution

(see also Kumlin and Svallfors 2007). Helbling, Reeskens, and Wright (2013) note that, when
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partly platforms make more nationalist appeals, whether of a civic or ethnic nature, popular
hostility to immigrants also increases (see also Cavaillé 2014). Thus, redistributive solidarity
may be harder to sustain after three decades marked by the ascendance of a neoliberal rhetoric.
That rhetoric downplays issues of social justice and emphasizes market-oriented values such as
self-reliance, entrepreneurialism and pay for performance, which permeate the views of ordinary
people and militate against programs of generous redistribution (Boltanski and Chiapello 1999;
Barnes and Hall 2013). Neoliberal values have also been associated with racial or ethnic
prejudice (Son Hing 2013). Although it is difficult to separate out the effects of such factors,
some features of contemporary political discourse in the developed democracies may be limiting

redistributive solidarity and its extension to more diverse groups.

Moreover, the political voices calling for redistribution are weaker now than they were when the
solidaristic social programs of the post-war years were put in place. Since 1980, trade union
membership in the OECD has fallen by half, and many unions have turned away from the
politics of social justice toward a politics of sectoral defense in order to retain a dwindling
membership (Baccaro and Howell 2011; Pontusson 2013). Social democratic parties are still a
prominent part of the European landscape, but they have moved even more sharply to the right
than their conservative counterparts over the past three decades, (Iversen 2006). In many
countries, their electoral base is being sapped by rising parties of the radical right. Although
radical right parties have recently become more supportive of redistribution for native-born
citizens, they are determined opponents of redistribution to immigrants; and their prominence
raises the electoral salience of a narrow nationalism inimical to the extension of redistributive

solidarity (Norris 2005; Shayo 2009; Helbling, Reeskens, and Wright 2013). As a result, even
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mainstream parties are hedging on the question of promoting rights for immigrants and ethnic

minorities.

Can the European Union serve as an alternative vehicle for the promotion of social solidarity? Its
officials have long had that aspiration and the EU has had some success at securing basic rights
for migrants. But the financial crisis of the Eurozone and the response of the member
governments to it have damaged the wider prospects for European solidarity. Policies of austerity
following that crisis have forced cutbacks in redistribution and generated the kind of difficult
economic conditions that do not encourage people to support further redistribution to
immigrants. Moreover, the political response to the crisis has revealed the limits to social
solidarity in Europe. Instead of reacting to the crisis as if the continent were a common
community of fate, in which the success of each state depends on the prosperity of all, the
creditor countries led by Germany responded in terms that gave priority to their own national
interests (Hall 2012, 2014). Pronouncements that laid the blame for the crisis on the debtor
countries fed popular stereotypes of ‘lazy Greeks’ that evoked longstanding images of the
undeserving poor. As a result, social solidarity in Europe currently seems to stop at national

borders (Pew Research Center 2012).

In this context, one can reasonably ask whether the redistributive solidarity reflected in western
welfare states is not an artefact of a specific place and time when trade unions and social
democratic parties were especially strong. The factors conducive to solidarity in the developing
world are somewhat different, and, even in Europe, it remains an open question whether new

vehicles for the promotion of redistributive solidarity will appear with enough influence to
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sustain it (Lieberman 2003; Singh 2015). In Europe and America, the loudest voices currently
promoting social solidarity across ethnic, racial and religious lines are non-governmental and
quasi-governmental organizations, such as the Council of Europe (2012). They have gained new
momentum and influence in an era of social media, not least because their appeals resonate with
a venerable set of western values. But it is not clear they can sustain redistributive solidarity

amidst a cacophony of voices that challenge it.

Of course, there is also some support for according social benefits to immigrants at official
levels, notably in ministries of social services and the judiciary, which have long been
institutional enclaves for such values (Guiraudon 2000). In a few countries, judicial decisions
have been crucial to securing social benefits for immigrants, and Ferwerda (2014) shows that
such decisions can reshape political dynamics. Where courts mandate social benefits for
immigrants, thereby taking the issue off the political agenda, political parties are more willing to
liberalize citizenship requirements in the hope of securing the votes of such groups. Many
European countries provide resources to immigrants through official channels such as these that

operate under the radar screen of national politics.

However, is this kind of social solidarity by stealth really social solidarity? Some might say that
the solidarity of a nation can be assessed by the level of resources it distributes to those in need.
But, in the terms of this volume, social solidarity is embodied in the attitudes of the populace

rather than in levels of public provision. As such, it is a social construction, produced over long
periods of time by historic struggles about social justice that are a dimension of nation-building

and sustained by the institutions and cultural frameworks that emerge from this process.
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However, even when they have mutually-reinforcing qualities, institutions and cultural
frameworks can decay without periodic efforts to mobilize support for them (Thelen 2004).
Thus, like all such constructions, solidarity is vulnerable to the vicissitudes of history; it will
ultimately be maintained and extended to more diverse communities only if social and political

leaders continue to argue for inclusive visions of social justice.
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Notes

! This measure for general support for redistribution reports average national responses to
adjacent questions in the 1999 ISSP cross-national survey that ask whether respondents agree or
disagree (on a five point scale) that income inequality is too high and that the government has a
responsibility for reducing it. For a discussion of the measure’s validity, see Dallinger (2010).

2 On distinctions among types of national identity, see also Reeskens and Hooghe (2010);
Helbling, Reeskens, and Wright (2013); and Bonikowski (2013).

® The indicators are based on the criteria people see as most important for being [nationality].
The measure for ethnic identity loads more heavily on native birth, longstanding residence,
having citizenship and subscribing to the country’s dominant religion, while the measure for
civic identity loads more heavily on respect for the country’s political institutions, speaking its
language and feeling [nationality]. For further description, see Helbling, Reeskens, and Wright
(2013). Note that national averages have to be used with caution as indicators because they can
hide different national distributions of opinion (Davidov 2009; Heath, Martin, and Spreckelsen
2009; and Osberg and Smeeding 2006).

% For civic identity, this accords with the individual-level results of Wright and Reeskens (2013),
although they find a relationship between ethnic identity and attitudes to redistribution.

® This is one of the few indicators for assessing support for redistribution to the poor available
across multiple country cases that extend beyond Europe. In national cases, it correlates highly
with support for policies of social assistance specifically directed at the poor. For more details
about it and a rationale, see Larsen (2006) and p. 365 below. Here, it is drawn from a 2001
Eurobarometer.

® Social insurance programs, for instance, can inspire support, not only among the financial
institutions, insurance companies and others involved in their administration, but also among
others whose investments turn on expectations about the behavior of others that is dependent on
the existence of such programs.

” As noted, the measure is the percentage of respondents who attribute poverty to structural
factors rather than to the laziness or lack of willpower of the poor.
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® Austria is an outlier, which may reflect data issues since reported support for redistribution to
the poor there was at least 15 percentage points higher in several surveys conducted in the 2000s
than in this 1990 survey.

® The importance of trade unions and social democratic parties is highlighted by power-resource
theories advanced to explain the development of the welfare state (Bradley et al. 2003). But
those theories emphasize social spending, while I am also interested in how the campaigns of
these organizations shift the symbolic repertoires and discursive frameworks of national
collective imaginaries.

19 support for redistribution is measured here by the level agreement on a ten point scale with the
statement that incomes should be made more equal versus the statement that income differences
should be larger to provide incentives for individual effort.

1 Welfare chauvinism is measured here by the national percentage of respondents to the
European Social Survey of 2008 who said immigrants should never get the same social benefits
as native citizens even after they have become citizens or fulfilled other requirements. General
support for redistribution reflects the average national score on a ten-point scale in which
respondents to the European Values Survey of 2008 were asked whether incomes should be
made more equal or income differences should be larger to provide incentives for effort. Support
for redistribution to the poor is measured by the national percentage of respondents to a 2007
Eurobarometer survey who ascribed poverty to structural factors rather than the laziness of the
poor.
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