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	I claim national identities in liberal societies increasingly resemble complex adaptive systems (CAS) rather than state-directed collective representations. Complex systems are phenomena, such as flocks of birds or traffic patterns, that emerge from the uncoordinated actions of the actors or components underneath. Order emerges from chaos due to the minimal coordination provided by simple rules (i.e. stay a certain distance from the next bird) or mechanisms, such as prices in a market (Urry 2005). No ‘lead’ individual imagines the whole much less directs it. 
Recent scholarship in nationalism increasingly privileges the emergence of national identity ‘from below’ as opposed to from state elites ‘above’ (i.e. Edensor 2002; Fox 2014). This chimes well with the complexity model. A central aspect of complexity theory is the principle of distributed information, that the ‘brain’ of the whole cannot be located in any one component. In guessing the number of beans in a jar, or who will win a horse race, adding up the sum of everyone’s guesses and dividing by the number of participants provides an answer nearly as good as the winning guess. The point is that the collective ‘wisdom of crowds’ cannot be pinned down to any single individual (Surowiecki 2004). This is directly relevant to the conception of national identity insofar as I claim national identity is a complex system that cannot be read off any one individual, institution or document. Class, region, ethnicity, gender and other vantage points act as lenses, focusing a person’s attention on particular symbols of the national canon rather than others (Kaufmann 2008). Like Cohen’s (1996) ‘personal nationalism’, the national identity inheres in the sum of individual experience, in other words, in the whole.

Contemporary Debates in the Normative Political Theory of Nationalism
Normative theorising of national identity has entered a cul-de-sac, in which proponents of liberal nationalism and multiculturalism face each other from entrenched redoubts. Multiculturalists seek equal public recognition for ethnic communities, which demands that the nation be defined in a ‘thin’, inoffensive way on the basis of shared universals such as toleration and liberty (Kymlicka 1995; Taylor 1992). Those who champion liberal nationalism urge a ‘thicker’ set of symbols and narratives, notably a shared language or history, to inspire democratic participation, social cohesion and the sharing necessary for a welfare state (Miller 1995; Tamir 1993). Liberal nationalists shy away from including exclusive criteria such as majority group ancestry as part of what it means to be a member of the nation, but many in fact attach to the nation through their majority ethnicity. For instance, over half the respondents to the British Social Attitudes Survey replied that having British ancestry was an important part of being British (Park et. al. 2014). Where multiculturalism is insufficiently sensitive to minority demands, liberal nationalism falls short for many in the ethnic majority.
	How might the 'wisdom of crowds' help us escape the zero-sum condition in which the political theory of cultural diversity is entangled? The key lies with individuals' and groups' distinctive perspectives on the nation, and hence the rich lode of distributed information that a grasp of complexity can help to unlock.

Complexity and Political Theory: Toward Multinationalism
	Is liberal nationalism the best we can do in a world of competing demands? Certainly, if we limit ourselves to a one-size-fits-all understanding of national identity in which all members of the polity must subscribe to a unitary conception of political identity. Liberal nationalism arguably strikes a more acceptable note for western elites than either multiculturalism or ethnic nationalism, but it fails to satisfy most citizens, who cannot see their conception of the nation fully reflected in it. 
	Complexity theory contends that national identity is an emergent property of groups and individuals, even as the state is an important voice in the conversation. This means no two individuals glimpse the nation from precisely the same point. Victor Turner used the term multivocal to refer to the multiplicity of meanings a given symbol like the Stars and Stripes may evoke in a population (Turner 1967). Accordingly, a multivocalist ethics of identity avers that information about a nation's identity is distributed among a population. So long as the state sets out a minimal set of civic criteria akin to market rules, the detail can be filled in by the interaction of individuals and groups. Nationalism becomes crowdsourced. What emerges as the national identity, which is never centrally defined, has the capacity to satisfy a much wider spectrum of demands than a state-driven 'hymn-sheet' approach, just as a market does a better job of catering to private desires than central planning. This is not to endorse markets as a means of evenly distributing wealth - which they do poorly - only to argue that the market is a better system for matching private supply with individual desire. 
The position of the state in this emergent, flexible nationalism is neutral but proactive. Its aim should be to set out a common minimum to which all subscribe: the proper name of the country, its borders, perhaps a lingua franca, and a thin set of values, which in the West involves a generalised respect for liberty, equality and democracy. Under a multivocalist dispensation, the state maintains a stance of 'constructive ambiguity'[endnoteRef:1] which validates a variety of mutually incompatible national visions: ethnic, civic, multicultural. This does not address legal questions such as whether to ban the burqa, or how to placate violent secessionists, but it ministers to much broader symbolic concerns among those seeking to square their ethnic and national identities. [1:  The term constructive ambiguity is credited to Henry Kissinger and is often used in peace negotiations (Powell 2008)] 

	The term constructive ambiguity, credited to Henry Kissinger[endnoteRef:2], is often used in peace negotiations. In Northern Ireland, for instance, it constructive ambiguity refers to the fact protagonists had divergent political ambitions so framers of a deal needed to be flexible. Unionists in Northern Ireland sought to remain under British sovereignty while many Nationalists harked after a United Ireland. The architects of the Good Friday Agreement (GFA) sensed that an ambiguously-worded document would permit both Unionist and Nationalist politicians to better sell the agreement to their respective constituencies. They left the contentious fine detail - the release of terrorist prisoners, participation of ex-paramilitary leaders in government, recognition of police authority, scope of North-South bodies - to be worked out in the future. Each side could interpret the GFA optimistically, as either a step on the road to a United Ireland (for Nationalists) or, for Unionists, a firmer guarantee of Northern Ireland's place within the United Kingdom (Powell 2008). [2: ] 

).
	A form of constructive ambiguity is a constitutive aspect of many political parties. The result is a high degree of ecological diversity within them. In a decentralised party system like Canada’s, constituency associations owe little to central office beyond a common electoral loyalty. This can result in associations with radically different social bases or issue positions coexisting in close proximity (Carty 2002). Within the British Labour party, there are glaring contradictions between the views of traditionalist Muslims, university-educated feminists and white-working class trade unionists. Yet so long as these forces are sequestered within different constituency associations - 'franchises' controlled by one or other group - their contradictions remain latent and can be contained within the party while focusing diverse actors' energies on a smaller set of shared political objectives. Activists in each branch read what they wish into its brand: they may believe the party stands for their 'thick' values (defense of Muslim concerns, feminism, white working-class culture) guaranteeing party loyalty, even as the only planks which emerge at national level are the 'thin' common denominators such as economic redistribution and opposition to the Conservative Party. 
	The social movements’ literature likewise recognises the power of flexibility and localism in satisfying diverse actors. Resource mobilisation theory claims that organisations whose structure is decentred to permit maximal diversity of outlook, with considerable discursive (and some policy) leeway devolved to movement branches, are more successful and adaptable. Interpretations of doctrine and strategy are tailored to local conditions, permitting the organisation to harness local knowledge and swiftly respond to changes in the environment. An organisation whose identity emerges through branch-to-branch and peer-to-peer interaction rather than top-down decree is able to maintain stronger brand loyalty as each branch attaches itself to its locally-inflected identity with the movement. This structure also enables it to adapt to changing public moods or the arrest of its leadership cadres (Munson 2001).	One of the strengths of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, for instance, has been its branch-level autonomy, which enabled it to survive the arrest of leadership cadres and surmount local class and theological differences (Wickham 2002). A rigid, centralised command structure is more likely to fail, as with the Egyptian communists, who created an inflexible organisation characterised by repeated splits and quarrels which weakened the movement and limited its appeal (Munson 2001).
	We have seen that the debate between liberal nationalism and multiculturalism in advanced Wwestern societies lends itself to symbolic solutions, notably a multivocalist approach based on constructive ambiguity. Multivocalism is distinct from multiculturalism because while identities are multiple, these focus on the nation as their reference point rather than the ethnic homeland, thus strengthening social solidarity while allowing scope for diversity. A multivocalist approach also diverges from thin accounts of solidarity such as negative liberalism or constitutional patriotism (Habermas 1992). Though the state is neutral toward most conceptions of the nation, it proactively validates and expresses the rich diversity of national identities. By contrast, constitutional patriotism remains restricted to formal constitutional-legal abstractions. 
	Multivocalism’s byword is flexibility, a tailor-made national identity. To return to the British example, a white Briton in a market town may experience a 'thick' Britain seamlessly connected to her English ethnicity; a mixed-race suburbanite may view it as an equally 'thick' melting pot linked to her mixed ancestry, a futuristic nation-in-the-making. Neither readily identifies with multiculturalism. On the other hand, a Somali immigrant in inner London, a Scot or a Welshman might see Britain as a 'thin' outer layer to their identity. For them Britain is a multicultural entity whose cultural reality lies in its parts, even if irreducibly British symbols such as the monarchy and NHS also exist. The ‘truth’ lies in all three accounts.
	If national identity is a complex system that emerges from below, narrow official versions of national identity are bound to be frustrated. Instead, we need to contemplate a world in which the nation can be multicultural, civic and ethnic, all at once. Politicians may propound a civic vision in front of a national audience but should validate competing conceptions to divergent local audiences. For instance, a Prime Minister might praise the global mix of cultures in London at one moment, the magic of integration and intermarriage the next, and still comment favourably, as did a former Prime Minister, John Major, on the settled continuity of England’s villages and leafy suburbs. Each message will be eagerly received by those tuned to its frequency and ignored by most others. People generally hear what they want to hear, forming attachments to the whole in their own way.
	The rural villager from the Home Counties may view Britain as essentially ethnically English, with diversity in cities; the Bangladeshi inner Londoner experiences a multicultural Britain and considers the country a community of communities. These are both acceptable versions of national identity so long as people accept that others may identify differently with the nation and no single vision is the official version. The only imaginings which politicians need to explicitly renounce, because they cannot be reconciled with tolerance, are those of a homogeneous Britain where minorities have no place, a diasporic Britain with nothing in common, or a melting-pot Britain in which ethnic attachments are proscribed.
	Beyond this, pPoliticians can remain elusive about the essence of the nation, validating wide differences in the way it is perceived. Americans form attachments to different Americas: its politicians should reflect this. This makes it easier for citizens to emotionally commit to the whole, so the process becomes less forced and unnatural. A top-down approach which attempts to enumerate a defined set of characteristics flattens and alienates minorities who wish to maintain their culture as well as members of the ethnic majority who consider their ancestry and national identity to be seamlessly connected. Symbolism is flexible in a way power and resources are not. While states’ national identity projects are buffeted by political and economic considerations, the normative aim should be to surmount this: to construct a national whole which permits a maximum of freedom while ensuring the greatest amount of solidarity. In this, multivocalism is clearly preferable to the liberal nationalist and multiculturalist alternatives.
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