
Session 29 - Towards a crisis of nationalisms?  
 
 
 
In many respects, the post-crisis healing of economic activity seems to have come to an end. 
The gradual exit from quantitative easing policies feels like the moment a convalescent leaves 
hospital after a long illness. 
 
The mark of an era: the return of nationalism 
 
And yet, nationalistic withdrawal and the radical rejection of globalisation have never been so 
prevalent, casting doubts on a possible return to "the economic life of before". During the 
2000s, the hope for a controlled intensification of globalisation remained the common creed of 
elites. A hope which, as we knew, required political education, the adaptation of our social 
systems and voluntarism in the construction of a supranational governance – but it was a hope 
that many considered realistic and conducive to progress. 
 
All that is now in the past. The crisis has accelerated the emergence of a fundamentally hostile 
attitude to the opening of borders. With social groups that have not benefited from 
globalisation, it has crystallised the call for barriers to foreign competition and migratory flows. 
 
Europe illustrates this trend towards closure. One of the political aims in forming the European 
Union was to curb the rise of the nationalisms that had so disrupted the 20th century by 
constructing a shared horizon going beyond national issues. Now this ideal is being threatened 
by increasing signs of a return to nationalistic sentiments. The crisis has facilitated the rise to 
power of parties that explicitly reject the losses of sovereignty resulting from European 
integration. 
 
Beyond Europe's difficulties, nationalistic impulses are proving to be an international 
phenomenon. Everywhere – in China, Russia, Latin America and, obviously, the USA – the neo-
nationalist discourse is spreading, abruptly arresting the movement of openness and free 
exchange that characterised the previous decades. Beyond exacerbated commercial rivalries, 
should we now fear regional, or worse, global unrest?  
 
The reasons for national withdrawal: the inegalitarian shock of globalisation? 
 
The economists' naïve defence of the benefits of globalisation has faltered. The pre-crisis doxa, 
to sum it up in basic terms, was that free exchange would enlarge the "slice of the pie" overall 
for each country, making the improvement of everyone's well-being theoretically possible, with 
due compensation for the losers. Now we are seeing an inegalitarian shock where the victims 
have not been compensated. Is the inability to redistribute "the pie" due to a political paralysis, 
or is it more fundamental? Isn't the size of the transfers needed for globalisation to benefit 
everyone simply unrealistic in societies close to the saturation point of their fiscal capacity and 
exposed to the geographical mobility of their economic elites?  



 
Non-financial aspects of nationalistic feelings  
 
In addition, we need to examine the fact that nationalistic feelings seem to be spreading 
beyond the perimeter of the established losers of globalisation, essentially blue-collar workers 
in the manufacturing industry. The middle classes feel insecure, and are afraid of both 
professional downgrading and a shrinking welfare state. The electoral extent of the identitarian 
withdrawal has surprised the politicians themselves, from Brexit to the election of Trump. 
"What if we were wrong? Maybe people just want to fall back into their tribe," confessed 
Obama to his advisers after Trump's election. Where does the malaise and identitarian 
withdrawal in the middle classes really come from? Can it simply be explained by the economy? 
Is it partly a kind of cognitive error? Because the transition of the industrial society to the 
service society is more or less complete in developed countries: the technological changeover 
now seems to be threatening jobs more than international competition, whose effects are 
partly behind us.  
 
Cultural identities have perhaps grown stronger in reaction to the declining prerogatives of 
national sovereignty. People have felt that the national political arena has been deprived of its 
substance, with no alternative for expressing themselves democratically. It is a rejection of 
bureaucracy, of the "dictatorship of experts" – terms often associated with Europe or global 
governance. We might then wonder about the non-financial aspects of a return to tradition, 
cultural identities and the local political debate. In other words, must we accept nationalism as 
the assertion of authentic preferences, not simply the effect of an economic calculation, or 
worse still, of a fantasy?   
 
 
Supranational cooperation: realistic or unrealistic? 
 
How should we react to the rise of populism in a way that is more effective than simply 
lamenting it? In a world where peoples and their political representatives seem to be more and 
more violently rejecting visions of international cooperation and open borders, should we 
acknowledge a change of aspiration and accord new value to the national aspect of major 
political choices? Must we renounce the ideas of global governance, which peoples seem to be 
rejecting? Or on the contrary, is it a matter of becoming more involved in the democratic 
recognition of the supranational level and factoring in national unrest at this level? From fiscal 
cooperation (the only one able to limit the erosion of fiscal bases) to the question of global 
warming, there are plenty of examples of situations where the supranational level seems to be 
the only hope in terms of providing answers. 
 
 
 
 


