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Abstract 

 

The National Membership Politics of External Voting 

 

Tara Deborah Ginnane, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2021 

 

Supervisor: Gary Jacobsohn 

 
External voting allows people who do not live in their country of citizenship – 

non-resident citizens – to vote in its national elections. By decoupling the boundaries of 

democracy from those of state territory, it reshapes the meaning and location of political 

community.  

This dissertation explores those changes. Its ultimate goal is to assess whether 

external voting is a legitimate democratic boundary. In order to do that, it empirically 

examines the conceptions of membership that animate the policy. It begins by presenting 

an original, practice-dependent, method for normatively evaluating democratic 

boundaries (Chapter 1). This method requires us to empirically understand the point and 

purpose of external voting in order to normatively assess it. In Chapter 2 it identifies 

external voting as a national membership practice and explains the original empirical 

locally grounded membership theory that it uses to recover the conceptions of national 

membership that are relevant to the policy in Ireland (Chapter 3), the USA (Chapter 4), 

France (Chapter 5), and Israel (Chapter 4). Finally, it reflects upon those conceptions to 

propose three original normative standards for external voting policies: non-

exclusiveness, accessibility, and humility (Chapter 6).  

This dissertation explores what political membership means in an increasingly 

mobile and interconnected 21st century. Its original theory of democratic boundaries 



 vi 

contributes to democratic theory, while its original account of the relationship between 

national membership and external voting contributes to migration studies, geography, and 

sociology. Further, in examining how non-resident citizens are included as members of 

the communities they physically leave, it has lessons for those broadly interested in the 

construction of political identity.  
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Introduction  
 
 

Every so often, when an American presidential election is particularly tight, attention turns 

to ballots cast overseas by Americans abroad. In the infamously close 2000 election between 

George W. Bush and Al Gore, the Bush campaign targeted late-arriving overseas ballots, cast by 

both civilians and military, in order to bolster their candidate’s paper-thin lead in the critical state 

of Florida (Barstow and van Natta Jr. 2001). In the ultimately less close but unusually slow-motion 

2020 election between Donald Trump and Joe Biden, commentators speculated that overseas 

ballots could determine Georgia’s Electoral College votes (Brennan 2020). Once the presidency is 

decided, this flurry of interest in overseas ballots and voters normally subsides and they fade from 

public consciousness. 

From this pattern, one might conclude that overseas voting is a marginal thing: important 

when it might swing an election,1 but otherwise just one of the many quirks of the quirk-ridden 

American election system.  

 One would be wrong. External voting (the more technical term for overseas voting) is an 

important window into what it means to be a member of two major political communities – the 

nation and the demos – in our mobile and interconnected 21st century. This globally common 

practice allows people who no longer live in their country of citizenship (called non-resident 

citizens) to vote in its national elections (Lafleur 2013, 31), symbolizing their continued 

membership of the nation and the demos. It decouples membership and residence (Levitt and de 

la Dehesa 2003, 588), pushing national and democratic boundaries out beyond the borders of state 

 
1In the American case, overseas ballots look like they can swing elections because they are often counted last as they 
tend to arrive late. In reality they no more swing an election than any other ballot does. 
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territory to include non-resident citizens where they happen to be (Collyer 2014b, 72).2 It does all 

this in blatant contradiction of the foundational spatial assumptions of political science and theory 

that tell us that state territory contains political community  (Agnew 1994, 59; 2003, 53; Taylor 

1994), so that leaving the former should also entail leaving the latter.3 

 External voting is evidence of a change in the spatial configuration of political community 

(Collyer 2014a, 61–62; Gamlen 2014, 183; Margheritis 2017, 127). Spurred by international 

migration and facilitated by time and space compressing technologies like the internet and cheap 

air travel (Anderson 1992; Harvey 1990), national and democratic community move with their 

mobile members across and between state territories. When we look at a political map of the world, 

we see neatly bounded, mutually exclusive countries colored in nicely contrasting shades (Shachar 

2020, 18–19). This encourages us to imagine political community in the same way: tidily tucked 

between the black, unambiguous border lines that separate state from state, and thus nation from 

nation and demos from demos. But if we could visually represent political community how it really 

is, the nicely contrasting colors would muddy and the sharp border lines would blur. External 

voting and other policies that institutionalize non-resident citizens’ political membership herald a 

more complicated world in which political communities and identities overlap and layer. If state 

territory contains the nation and the demos, then where you are can be read as a proxy for who you 

are. If, on the contrary, the nation and the demos spill beyond state territory, then such easy 

assumptions about identity and community are no longer tenable. 

 
2 As discussed in Chapter 1, a few countries do not give external voting rights to non-resident citizens wherever they 
happen to be, but only if they live in particular countries. 
 
3 Such assumptions, discussed in Chapter 1, never completely corresponded to reality (Collyer 2014a, 58). 
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 External voting thus reorders the geography of national and democratic community. 

Surprisingly, with a few exceptions (e.g. Bauböck 2005; López‐Guerra 2005), normative political 

theory has been slow to fully acknowledge that and adequately assess its consequences. 

Speculatively, this may be because the still extremely influential spatial assumption that state 

territory contains political community makes practices like external voting difficult to see (Gamlen 

2008, 851–52). It may be no coincidence that the discipline that has most astutely deconstructed 

that assumption – political geography – has also made major contributions to noticing and 

analyzing policies like external voting (e.g. Gamlen 2008; Collyer 2014a). Whatever the reason 

for normative political theory’s inattention to external voting and the changing geography of 

political community, it is a pity. Normative political theory purports to understand human values 

and develop normative standards for politics. External voting suggests that some of those values –

senses of political identity, affiliation, and obligation – are changing, which should prompt us to 

ask whether our normative standards for politics should change too.  

 

Dissertation’s Questions, Argument, and Innovations 

 This dissertation takes up one part of that broad task. Its ultimate goal is to assess external 

voting’s legitimacy: is it normatively legitimate to extend the boundaries of democracy to include 

non-resident citizens abroad? Put otherwise, do non-resident citizens have a justifiable claim to 

inclusion in the demos of their citizenship country? To answer this normative theoretical question, 

we need to empirically understand the accounts of belonging and membership that animate 

external voting policies. This dissertation thus has two distinct but interrelated research questions. 

First, a normative one: is external voting a normatively legitimate practice? Second, an empirical 

one: what conceptions of membership underlie specific external voting policies?  
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 To briefly summarize this dissertation’s argument: external voting’s normative legitimacy 

depends on the policy’s underlying conception of national membership. If that conception 

complies with each of three normative standards – non-exclusiveness, accessibility, and humility 

– then the policy is legitimate.  

 To reach this conclusion, I make two innovations. First, I develop and apply a new method 

for normatively evaluating democratic boundaries that synthesizes empirical and ethical inquiry. 

This practice-dependent method builds on a political process understanding of democratic 

boundaries to yield the three normative standards for external voting policies.4  

Second, I develop and apply a new empirical theory of how government officials develop 

conceptions of national membership that include non-resident citizens. The locally grounded 

membership theory5 enables us to identify the conceptions of national membership that are relevant 

to external voting politics in Ireland, the USA, France, and Israel. The theory allows us to 

reconstruct those conceptions by examining legislative debates about external voting in light of 

the history and socio-cultural significance of emigration from the country. 

These two innovations interlock: as we will see, the practice-dependent method for 

evaluating democratic boundaries requires that we have a good empirical understanding of the 

boundary practice in question. The locally grounded membership theory allows us to gain that 

understanding by identifying several conceptions of national membership that are relevant to 

external voting policy. That empirical theory, and the empirical chapters of this dissertation where 

it is applied, thus serve a core normative purpose. 

 
4 This builds on practice-dependent justice theory (Sangiovanni 2008; James 2005; Ronzoni 2012). I am not aware 
of any other attempts to extend practice-dependence to democratic theory. 
 
5 Thanks to Dan Brinks for this name. 
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Two Major Themes of Dissertation 

 This dissertation’s interlocking normative and empirical research questions hint at one of 

its major themes: it adopts an empirically grounded approach to democratic theory. As discussed 

at length in Chapter 1, normative democratic theory is often heavily idealized. Theorists ask what 

ideal democracies should do, and then use their conclusions to critique real-life practices. This is 

useful, since even an unachievable ideal can give something to aim for.6 However, it also can lead 

to blinkered theory that pays inadequate attention to how democracy works in the real world. For 

example, we will see in Chapter 1 that some prominent normative analyses of external voting 

downplay the realities that political community is not contained by state territory and that political 

relations do not stop at state territorial borders. In contrast, this dissertation does democratic theory 

in a more empirically aware way. I try to show why democratic theorists must pay attention to 

empirical developments, like the shifting spatiality of democratic community, if our normative 

prescriptions about practices like external voting are to be relevant to a changing political world.7 

 This leads to a second major theme of this work: its assessment of external voting’s 

legitimacy hinges on a conception of democracy to which autonomy and openness are central. One 

major reason why it is so important for normative democratic theory to pay attention to empirical 

democratic developments is that democracy is an open practice that values autonomy (Gould 1990; 

Rostbøll 2015; Waldron 2012). Autonomy, because democracy allows individuals to influence the 

 
6 For example, Robeyns argues that ideal theory “functions as a mythical Paradise Island” that “gives us the 
direction in which we should be moving to reach a (minimally) just society, or a society that is just with a respect to 
a particular domain” (2008, 344–45, emphasis in original) 
 
7 In this I (and practice-dependent theory more broadly) contribute to the “methodological turn” in political theory 
which “calls for more grounded theorizing against the background of non-ideal conditions” (Shachar 2020, 61). For 
a critique of the methodological turn, see Erman and Möller (2015).  
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conditions of their own existence. Openness, because democratic laws and policies can always be 

revised according to individuals’ needs (Keenan 2003, 3). Autonomy and openness come together 

to guarantee that in a democracy, things change. We can never be completely certain that we know 

what democracy requires or that we have achieved the democratically optimal political 

arrangements (Keenan 2003, 12), since individuals might advance new, and possibly good, ideas 

about how collective life should be governed.8  

 What does this mean for our inquiry into external voting’s democratic legitimacy? First, 

note that external voting constructs a democratic boundary, distinguishing between insiders and 

outsiders. As discussed in Chapter 1, boundaries pose a particular problem for democratic theory 

both in principle, since there is no obviously democratic way to draw them, and in practice, because 

individuals’ life chances can be deeply affected depending on which side of the boundary they fall. 

Given those stakes, some theorists may argue that democratic openness and autonomy are 

important but shouldn’t extend to a democracy’s own boundaries: democracies should not be free 

to decide their membership for themselves. Rather, those decisions should be subordinated to a 

theoretical principle that prescribes legitimate boundaries and that would, if followed, yield 

morally justified democratic units (Donahue and Ochoa Espejo 2016, 150).9 Examples of such 

principles include ones that say that all persons subjected to state law (López‐Guerra 2005), or 

whose interests are affected by state policy (Goodin 2007), or who hold a stake in a political 

community  (Bauböck 2006), should be included. The legitimacy of external voting would 

 
8 This implies that laypeople can contribute to our normative understanding of politics, overlapping to some extent 
with Lamb (2020). 
 
9 Such principles are not democratically chosen. However, they may be democratic in a more substantive sense, 
since they deduce boundary criteria from the core meaning of democracy (López‐Guerra 2005, 219–21; Moore 
2015, 114). This is discussed further in Chapter 1. Note also Moore’s position that democratic boundaries can be 
justified relative to values other than democracy, like justice (2015, 116–17). 
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therefore depend on its compliance with that principle. For theorists sympathetic to this approach, 

the costs to democratic agency and autonomy of removing boundaries from the reach of democratic 

politics are outweighed by the gains for moral legitimacy. On this approach then, it doesn’t matter 

to normative assessment whether or why individuals think that a boundary practice, like external 

voting, is democratic, but only whether it complies with the relevant boundary principle. 

This dissertation takes a different approach. It maintains that out of respect for democratic 

autonomy and openness, we must accept boundaries as subject to democratic decisions (Whitt 

2014). We must also consider why democratic participants think that boundary practices are 

democratic, which is why this dissertation empirically analyzes the relationship between national 

membership and external voting. But respecting democratic autonomy and openness does not 

mean concluding that anything goes – that whatever boundaries that a democracy decides upon 

are acceptable (Schumpeter 2010, 219–20)– since some arrangements will be flatly illegitimate.10 

Instead, through the practice-dependent method I try to provide normative guidance for democratic 

boundaries, like external voting policies, without positing one theoretical model to which all 

boundaries must conform. The method therefore marks out an ethically limited space within which 

democratic autonomy and openness can be exercised.  

 

Chapter Structure of Dissertation 

 This dissertation has six substantive chapters and a brief conclusion. Chapter 1 lays the 

dissertation’s normative groundwork, introducing the political process understanding of 

democratic boundaries and the practice-dependent method for evaluating them. I begin by 

 
10 Obvious examples include race or gender qualifications for the franchise. The limits of my approach are discussed 
at most length in Chapter 6. 
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introducing external voting and discussing its significance for theoretical understandings of 

political community. Looking for resources from which to develop normative standards for 

external voting, I review two common approaches to democratic boundaries. First, the moral 

relations approach believes that boundaries should correspond to objective moral differences 

between individuals, separating those whose moral relations to the political community warrant 

inclusion from those whose do not. Second, the political paradox approach argues that boundaries 

are a constitutive paradox of democracy, so no finally legitimate arrangement of them is possible. 

I evaluate these approaches, concluding that neither is adequate for our purposes. The moral 

relations approach, while helpfully enabling substantive normative distinctions between policies, 

fails to acknowledge boundaries’ ultimately political (as opposed to moral) nature, with anti-

democratic consequences. The political paradox approach recognizes boundaries as politically 

constructed but makes substantive normative judgments difficult. Instead, I propose the political 

process understanding of boundaries, according to which they are constructed through contestatory 

democratic politics. To evaluate them, I propose the two-step practice-dependent method. The first 

step requires us to empirically interpret the point and purpose of the boundary of interest, in this 

case external voting. Why does it include non-resident citizens as democratic members? On the 

basis of that empirical understanding, the second step develops normative standards for external 

voting by asking whether it can avoid major moral dangers of democratic boundary-making, with 

particular attention to democratic openness. I end by discussing the method, including its 

consequences for democratic stability. 

 Chapter 2 begins to apply the practice-dependent method’s first step: empirically 

interpreting the point and purpose of external voting. Here we shift from normative to empirical 

inquiry to characterize external voting’s animating logic of democratic inclusion, or why it 
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includes non-resident citizens in the demos. I begin by reviewing existing strategic explanations 

of external voting that focus variously on economic, political, or norm diffusion factors. These 

accounts only partially explain external voting since they do not engage with its significance for 

membership and identity. In order for external voting’s strategic goals to be achieved, non-resident 

citizens need to identify as members of the national community. It cannot be assumed that they 

will do so – rather, state officials must consciously develop and mobilize conceptions of national 

membership that include them. Based on this, I identify national membership as external voting’s 

logic of democratic inclusion. I then ask what conceptions of national membership are relevant to 

external voting, reviewing existing answers and explaining their shortcomings. I then propose the 

alternative locally grounded membership theory that enables us to identify the relevant 

conceptions. The theory argues that in order to include non-resident citizens as national members, 

government officials selectively draw from local histories and socio-cultural meanings about 

leaving the country to construct narratives that characterize non-resident citizens’ identities and 

imply more general conceptions of their membership in the nation. The conceptions of national 

membership that underlie external voting thus vary between cases depending on local meanings. I 

discuss the theory’s premises, discuss the four cases to which I apply it: Ireland, the U.S.A., France, 

and Israel, and outline the interpretive empirical method through which I apply it. Finally, I briefly 

discuss the mutually reinforcing relationship between democratic and national membership.  

 Chapter 3 uses the locally grounded membership theory to identify the conceptions of 

national membership that supported external voting reform proposals in Ireland. This empirical 

work is normatively relevant, since later we develop normative standards for external voting by 

considering these conceptions. I begin by discussing Ireland’s current, unusual, prohibition of 

external voting and reviewing the multi-decade history of reform attempts. I then review the 



 
 
 

10 

history and socio-cultural significance of emigration from Ireland, since that is the major fund of 

meaning that officials use to characterize non-resident citizens’ identities and connections to the 

nation when considering external voting reform. I present and justify the legislative debates from 

which I reconstruct the conceptions of national membership that supported proposed external 

voting reforms. I review the arguments that officials made for and against external voting in those 

debates, with particular attention to narrative arguments in which officials characterize non-

resident citizens’ identities. Two are especially relevant. First, the victimhood narrative argues that 

emigration is involuntary and motivated by economic need, and emigrants are unhappy, dislocated, 

and want to return. Second, the Global Irish narrative presents an opposing view of emigration, 

arguing that while emigration may be involuntary, emigrants tend to be successful diaspora 

members who can benefit the country. I argue that these narratives each imply a more general 

conception of national membership. The victimhood narrative implies a rectificatory conception 

that links non-resident citizens to the nation through wrongs done to the former by (representatives 

of) the latter. The Global Irish narrative implies a contributory conception that links non-resident 

citizens to the nation through the former’s contributions to the latter. After analyzing these 

conceptions, I conclude with a brief discussion of the Irish case’s lessons for our empirical 

investigation. 

 Chapter 4 uses the locally grounded membership theory to identify the conception of 

national membership that was relevant to the U.S.A.’s extensive external voting policy. I begin by 

reviewing that policy and describing its development, including its relation to military voting 

rights. I discuss the history and socio-cultural significance of emigration from the United States, 

which is politically and intellectually overshadowed by immigration to the country. I then 

introduce and justify the legislative debates that I analyze to identify relevant conceptions of 
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national membership. I give an overview of the arguments for and against external voting that 

officials made during those debates. American officials spent less time discussing non-resident 

citizens’ identities and connections to the nation than Irish ones did, most likely because of the 

lesser salience of emigration in the U.S.A. However, there was one distinct narrative argument that 

characterized non-resident citizens as reluctant professionals who were sent abroad by employers, 

benefited national interests while there, and planned to return home. I argue that the reluctant 

professional narrative implies a service conception of national membership through which non-

resident citizens are linked to the nation through the services rendered by the former to the latter. 

I analyze the service conception, comparing it to and distinguishing it from the rectificatory and 

contributory ones encountered in the Irish case. The chapter ends by showing that a service 

conception of national membership was also relevant to proposed, but failed, Israeli external voting 

reforms. 

 Chapter 5 concludes the empirical portion of the dissertation. It considers three issues 

raised by the previous chapters. First, I consider a recent contribution to the literature that argues 

that external voting did not include non-resident citizens in the American nation (Klekowski von 

Koppenfels 2019). If true, this would be a major problem for the locally grounded membership 

theory’s foundational assumption that officials need to include non-resident citizens in the nation 

for external voting purposes. Explaining the differences between these two positions provides an 

opportunity to explore the dynamics of non-resident citizens’ national membership in more depth. 

Second, I argue that France, not the U.S.A,. is the real hard case for the theory. Against its 

expectations, during external voting debates French officials spent little time characterizing non-

resident citizens’ identities and connections to the nation. To make this argument, I review the 

history and meaning of emigration from France, outline France’s policies on external voting and 
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non-resident citizens’ political representation, and discuss those policies’ colonial roots. I give an 

overview of the contents of French external voting debates, showing that the locally grounded 

membership theory struggles to recover the conceptions through which non-resident citizens were 

included in the nation. I conclude that the theory struggles in the French case because non-resident 

citizens’ national membership was accepted unusually there, before external voting was debated. 

The theory assumes that non-resident citizens’ national membership will be contested and 

controversial, so it is not surprising that it struggles when this is not the case. Third, I shift focus 

from the relationship between conceptions of national membership and external voting to that 

between territory and political community. This discussion is prompted by the common intuition 

that there is something paradoxical about countries like France and the U.S.A. that both value 

territory as an ingredient of nationhood but also permit extensive extraterritorial belonging through 

policies like external voting. I assess territory’s function in three different theoretical accounts of 

territorial community, focusing on its consequences for the possibility of extraterritorial belonging. 

I pay particular attention to teleological territorial communities, which unite people, place, and 

purpose and under some circumstances can have extraterritorial propulsion.  

 Chapter 6 shifts from empirical back to normative inquiry, returning to the dissertation’s 

original question: is external voting a democratically legitimate practice? Having analyzed the 

understandings of belonging that underlie the practice in previous chapters, we are now in a 

position to answer that question by applying the practice-dependent method’s second step. Can 

external voting avoid major moral dangers of democratic boundary-making? I begin by 

summarizing the rectificatory, contributory, and service conceptions that will fuel our normative 

theorizing. I then review three normatively relevant points that emerged from the empirical 

analysis. Next, I present the three normative standards for external voting. The first standard is 
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non-exclusiveness. It seeks to avoid the danger that external voting will lead to arbitrary 

boundaries by delegitimizing inclusion practices that aren’t based on national membership. It 

requires that policies present national membership as one possible, not the exclusive or primary, 

reason for democratic inclusion. The second standard is accessibility, which seeks to avoid the 

danger that external voting will advance a national narrative that excludes certain citizens from the 

status and goods of national membership. It requires that conceptions not (re)produce societal 

cleavages. Third, humility seeks to avoid the danger that external voting will undermine individual 

autonomy by shaping non-resident citizens’ identities compatibly with state goals. It requires that 

conceptions recognize non-resident citizens as persons with autonomous capacities in order to 

preserve democratic space at the level of the individual. In the chapter’s final section, I explain the 

three standards’ relationship to democratic space and openness. I then compare the practice-

dependent method to the moral relation and political paradox approaches, showing that it offers a 

genuinely distinctive normative perspective on democratic boundaries. 

 Finally, a brief conclusion sums up this dissertation’s arguments, assesses its contributions, 

and outlines directions for future research. 

 This work is primarily about the empirical determinants and normative legitimacy of non-

resident citizens’ inclusion in the demos. But it also touches on more general and enduring themes 

of memory and membership, showing how historical meanings of emigration reach across time to 

influence contemporary political boundaries. In doing so, it reminds us that boundaries are not 

only technical devices that divide jurisdictions, but also “pools of emotions, fears, and memories” 

(Johnson et al. 2011, 62). The extent to which that should be relevant to normative assessment is 

the question that the next chapters grapple with. 
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Chapter 1: Democratic Boundaries as Political Processes 
 
 
 External voting is a widespread practice that allows non-resident citizens to vote in national 

elections from abroad. In doing so, it stretches the boundaries of national democratic community 

out beyond those of state territory. External voting is part of a broader respatialization of political 

community, in which state officials attempt to maintain relations with emigrants and diaspora 

members. These developments have been closely analyzed by empirical social scientists but 

relatively neglected by normative democratic theorists. This is startling given that they scramble 

core spatial assumptions of liberal political theory. They challenge normative theorists to keep up 

with the changing empirical world, in which where you are can no longer be read as a synonym 

for where you belong. 

 It is intellectually puzzling that few democratic theorists have directly engaged with 

external voting, since the practice fits poorly with dominant theoretical understandings of 

democratic community and membership. Yet it is also practically problematic since most countries 

permit some degree of external voting and this is unlikely to change. Democratic theorists are 

uniquely well placed to outline the potential dangers or advantages of the policy, so their relative 

quietness leaves practical politics flying blind. 

 This chapter outlines a new theoretical understanding of democratic boundaries that will 

enable us to develop practical normative standards by which to assess the legitimacy of external 

voting policies. It argues that democratic boundaries, like external voting, are best understood as 

political processes. They are political because they are constructed through contestatory 

democratic politics as pluralistic claims for inclusion are made and responded to. They are 

processes because they are ongoing: the correct place and permeability of a boundary can never 
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be finally fixed but rather will be continually adjusted to respond to new claims. We therefore 

cannot provide a universally applicable account of legitimate democratic boundaries, but we can 

normatively assess the policies that are produced through these political processes with the help of 

a new two-step method. The first step is empirical: we must interpret the policy’s logic of 

democratic inclusion, or articulate the reasons why it includes the people that it does. This sets up 

for the second explicitly normative step, where we ask whether the policy avoids major moral 

dangers of democratic boundary-making. If it does, then it is normatively legitimate. The political 

process understanding is particularly wary of dangers that function to undermine democratic 

openness, freezing the contestatory politics through which boundaries are constructed. This 

method’s major advantage is that it accepts that democratic communities must be able to exercise 

agency over their own boundaries while at the same time setting normative limits. In the chapters 

that follow, we will use to it develop normative standards for external voting by first empirically 

characterizing its logic of inclusion and second scrutinizing its ability to evade relevant dangers. 

 This Chapter has six parts. I first give a brief empirical overview of external voting 

including its place within broader emigrant or diaspora policies. Second, I discuss how external 

voting challenges dominant theoretical understandings of political community, which often adopt 

a container model in which territory, population, and demos are congruent. Third, I review existing 

theoretical understandings of democratic boundaries, focusing on two: the moral relations 

approach that posits a moral principle that describes legitimate boundaries and with which real-

world practices must comply, and the political paradox approach that understands boundaries as 

an ineradicable paradox with generative consequences. Fourth, I discuss these approaches’ 

shortcomings, which are serious enough to require us to forge our own. Fifth, I present and justify 

my own approach, distinguishing it from moral relations and political paradox ones. Here I also 
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review the two-step method outlined above. Sixth, a brief conclusion sets up for the next chapters 

in which I apply the method to develop normative standards for external voting.  

 
What is External Voting? 

 
Definition 

 
External voting is a policy that allows individuals who do not reside in a country in which they 

hold citizenship to vote in its national elections from abroad.11 For example, non-resident 

American citizens may vote in federal elections no matter how long they have been abroad.12  

External voting is common: one 2007 survey found that 114 out of 214 (53%) countries and 

territories offered it in some form (Ellis et al. 2007, 11). Another 2007 survey found that of 144 

countries for which reliable data was available, 115 (80%) had some form of external voting 

(Collyer and Vathi 2007, 15). According to a recent study,  

Excepting a band of states across Middle and Western Africa, a few regimes scattered across 
Central and South America, the remaining non-EU Balkan states, and a few states dotted around 
the rim of Asia and the Maghreb, most of the world map is now covered by states that do not hold 
elections in any form, or by states that hold elections and allow non-resident voters to participate 
in them in some way (Gamlen 2019, 47).  

 
This all adds up to mean that “far from being a discrepancy from the standard of territorially-

based participation, extra-territorial voting is actually the norm” (Collyer and Vathi 2007, 15).  

 External voting policies can vary along several dimensions. First, who they enfranchise. 

Policies can be time-limited, enfranchising only individuals who have been abroad for a certain 

 

11 This draws from Lafleur’s  definition of external voting as “the active and passive voting rights of qualified 
individuals … to take part from outside the national territory in ... national ... elections held in a country of which 
they hold citizenship but where they permanently or temporarily do not reside” (2013, 31). 

12 As provided for by the Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act, discussed in Chapter 4.  
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period of time.13 For example, British non-resident citizens retain the right to vote for up to fifteen 

years after departure.14 Time limits generally seek to ensure that only those with adequate 

connections to the “home” country retain voting rights. However, they can also be used to ensure 

sufficient distance: Italian legislation withholds the right from citizens intending to be abroad for 

less than a year (Lafleur 2013, 26, 27). 

Policies may also distinguish between non-resident citizens based on where they live. For 

example, Senegal restricts the right to non-resident citizens in countries with Senegalese 

diplomatic representation (Lafleur 2013, 27). It also, along with the Central African Republic, 

permits external voting only in countries “where a specific minimum number of citizens have 

registered to vote” (Hartmann 2015, 908–9; Lafleur 2013, 27). Bolivia allows external voting in 

“the four largest receiving countries of Bolivian migrants”, but no single country “may register 

more than half of the total emigrant voting population” (Lafleur 2013, 27).  

External voting policies also vary depending on which elections non-resident citizens may vote 

in. Some countries, like the U.S.A. and France, allow non-resident citizens to vote in all national 

elections. Others have more restrictive policies. For example, as we will see in Chapter 3, recently 

proposed Irish external voting reforms would allow external voting in presidential elections only.  

Finally, policies vary depending on where they count ballots cast abroad. For example, in the 

U.S.A., non-resident citizens vote in the domestic constituency where they (or their parents) last 

 

13 There is skepticism about the practical enforceability of time limits: see e.g. Collyer (2014b, 67).  

14 Representation of the People Act 1985. The time limit was initially 5 years, then 20, now 15. There are initiatives 
to remove the time limit altogether. See Johnston (2019) for background.  
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resided. In other countries, like France, they vote in special legislative constituencies specifically 

for non-resident citizens.  

We must also consider what external voting is not. For our purposes, there are two important 

definitional exclusions. First, external voting requires non-resident citizens to be able to vote from 

abroad. This means that countries that allow non-resident citizens to vote in person on state 

territory do not count as having external voting. For example, in Ireland citizens who live abroad 

may vote in person for up to eighteen months after departure.15 Our definition does not include 

this as external voting, since there is no way to vote from abroad. Second, external voting requires 

that individuals with no affiliations to the government be allowed to vote. This excludes policies 

that permit only diplomats, government staff, or military employees posted abroad to vote. For 

example, Ireland permits civil servants posted abroad (and their spouses) to vote.16 This does not 

count as external voting, since individuals with no government affiliations are excluded.  

 

External voting as an Emigrant/Diaspora Policy 

External voting is only one of a range of emigrant or diaspora policies through which 

government officials attempt to maintain political relations with non-resident citizens. These 

include the facilitation of dual nationality or citizenship, the creation of dedicated ministries for 

diasporas or emigrants, the creation of dedicated legislative representatives for non-resident 

citizens, favorable investment policies, eligibility for state benefits, symbolic affirmation of 

emigrants’ or diasporic national belonging through, for example, constitutional provisions, state 

 
15 s. 11(3) Electoral Act, 1992. 
 
16 s. 12 Electoral Act, 1992.  
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sponsored celebration of national holidays abroad, the establishment of state sponsored migrant 

associations abroad, and many more (Dufoix 2010, 41; Gamlen 2008, 843–51; Collyer 2014b; 

Gamlen 2019). I focus on external voting because it raises particularly acute questions about 

democratic membership and boundaries. However, we must not forget that it does not exist in 

isolation but rather is part of a broader apparatus that attempts to link non-resident citizens to the 

places that they leave.  

 

External Voting’s Significance for Theoretical Understandings of Political Community 
 

External voting and diaspora or emigrant policies are evidence of a general reconfiguration of 

the spatialization of political community. The Westphalian nation-state ideal, on which much 

political science and theory at least implicitly relies, divides the world into mutually exclusive, 

internally homogenous territorial states (Agnew 1994, 59; 2003, 53; Shachar 2020, 17–18). These 

states are portrayed as possessing total sovereignty within but none without (Agnew 2003, 53; 

Walker 1993). State territory is understood to contain society and politics (Agnew 1994, 59; 2003, 

53; Taylor 1994) so that state institutions, territory, and citizenry are congruent (Collyer 2014a, 

61). Policies like external voting starkly illustrate this model’s shortcomings: in reality, 

government officials make claims over citizens living in other countries and demoi sprawl across 

and between state territories. 

 

Political Theory Expressions of the Container Model 

Regardless of its shortcomings, the model has been influential in political theory. External 

voting therefore challenges long-established theoretical understandings of where and what 
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political community is and should be. Perhaps the most famous17 political theory example of 

assuming that the state contains society and demos comes from Rawls. In A Theory of Justice, 

Rawls famously assumes that “a society is a more or less self-sufficient association of persons” 

and declares his intention “to formulate a reasonable conception of justice for the basic structure 

of society conceived for the time being as a closed system isolated from other societies” (1971, 4, 

8). Political Liberalism expands this idea, theorizing for “a closed society (that we regard) as self-

contained and as having no relations with other societies. Its members enter it only by birth and 

leave it only by death. This allows us to speak of them as born into a society where they will live 

a complete life” (Rawls 2005, 12). Within this closed society, citizens share a political identity 

(O’Neill 1997, 419). The idea of society as closed and discrete is of course a convenient 

simplifying assumption that was “justified only because it enables us to focus on certain main 

questions free from distracting details. At some point a political conception of justice must address 

the just relations between people, or the law of peoples…” (Rawls 2005, 12). One might therefore 

claim that Rawls was not asserting that the state is or should be a discrete container of society and 

(democratic) politics, but only abstracting it as such for theoretical purposes (Brown 2000, 193). 

However, the abstraction still primes political theorists to understand the state as containing society 

and demos for two reasons.18   

 
17 And important, given Rawls’ influence on the field. 
 
18 As Moore (2015, 4) notes, the closed society assumption is most often criticized not because it assumes that 
justice operated within a territorially delimited political community (a state)…” (emphasis in the original), but by 
global justice theorists who believe that justice applies beyond the state. Rawls responded to global justice critics in 
The Law of Peoples (1999).  
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First, Rawls suggests that what the abstraction19 leaves out is the relations between societies, 

not the fact that in reality, societies are not neatly divided into discrete, sharply bounded units. The 

abstraction’s major blind spot for our purposes is therefore not acknowledged. Second and more 

deeply, for abstractions to be theoretically useful they need to bear some relation to reality. 

Especially in normative political theory, abstractions can help us cut through contingencies to see 

otherwise obscure things. But when inadequately related to reality they can instead cloud our 

vision: they prevent us from seeing what they insist is not there, leaving us poorly equipped to deal 

with it. For example, Rawls’ closed society abstraction ignores the reality that “persons are often 

unsure about their sense(s) of political identity, that they may find that those with whom they live 

in closed societies are not identical with those whom they regard as their own people, and that not 

all societies are closed” (O’Neill 1997, 420). Practically, this removes “boundaries and identities” 

from politics when in reality they are deeply political (O’Neill 1997, 420; R. M. Smith 2004). The 

closed society abstraction therefore makes it much more difficult to understand and assess external 

voting, since the latter’s very existence is incompatible with the former’s foundational 

assumptions. 

The container model of states that assumes congruence between institutions, territory, and 

demos is not unique to Rawls. For example, Ochoa Espejo reconstructs and critiques the “Desert 

Island Model” that “is hegemonic in both practical politics and political theory” (2020, 29). It 

“assumes that (a) well-defined people rightfully own a state’s clearly demarcated territory – and 

 
19 O’Neill suggests that the closed society assumption is in fact an idealization rather than an abstraction, since it 
“assumes predicates which are false of all existing human societies” rather than “omit(ting) or bracket(ing) certain 
predicates true of the matter from which they abstract” (1997, 419). 
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that a state derives its legitimacy by expressing that people’s will, and by protecting their 

ownership of the territory” (Ochoa Espejo 2020, 29).  

Closer to our area of concern, assumptions of congruence have been influential in democratic 

theory.  In his recent treatment of the “democratic boundary problem”, Miller argues that “from a 

democratic point of view, the ideal case is one in which constituency, domain, and scope are 

perfectly aligned: a given body of people make decisions that apply within the area that they, and 

only they, inhabit on issues that are legitimately theirs to decide” (2020, 3).  

Meine tracks democratic theory understandings of territory, noting that “territorial spaces are 

widely, if mostly implicitly, considered to constitute a background for democracies which, even 

today, often remains unquestioned. State institutions, demos, and territorial space are assumed to 

match” (2019, 2).20 This assumption comes out most strongly in “container theories”, which 

consider “territorial spaces as a receptacle for persons and resources over which a political 

authority exercises … rights” (Meine 2019, 7). When used to assess the legitimacy of claims for 

voting rights, container theories understand residence as “ground(ing) claims to political rights 

because it is widely understood to imply living under a system of rule which extends to the 

territorial borders” (Meine 2019, 7).  

An alternative understanding of territory as “social spaces” constituted by “interpersonal 

relationships between members of a political community and their common institutions” could 

decouple society and politics from state territorial borders, which will not necessarily match 

(Meine 2019, 9). However, this critical capacity is blunted by the fact that “territories are often 

 
20 Emphasis in original. 
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and implicitly considered as valid approximations to the relevant social spaces which are 

constituted unilaterally” (Meine 2019, 11). 

The common assumption that the state contains society and politics is theoretically useful since 

it enables us to tidy up the messiness of real-life boundaries and identities. This no doubt explains 

why it persists in political theory despite its clear empirical problems. The assumption allows 

theorists to do at least three useful things. First, because it understands states as sharply bounded 

containers, it allows us to in turn conceptualize demoi as sharply bounded. This means that one is 

either in or out of the demos, eliminating the ambiguous real-life democratic attachments that 

external voting is evidence of.21 Second, it lets us see where you are as a proxy for who you are, 

making it easier to decide which states are responsible for, and owe what to, which individuals.22 

Third, seeing the same point from a different perspective, it allows us to make broad 

generalizations about individuals’ relationships and vulnerabilities to government institutions. As 

discussed below, one prominent strand within the democratic boundary literature conditions voting 

eligibility on whether the individual is impacted by institutions in relevant ways. Understanding 

the state as a container of politics and society makes this easier to judge in the abstract, since 

presence within state territory can be a proxy for impactedness.23 

 

 
21 Eliminating ambiguity is appealing for functional reasons. Meine (2019, 14) notes that container understandings 
of territory provide “a valuable structural tool and strategy which contributes to a democracy’s fulfilment of its 
political functions” by providing an impersonal inclusion/exclusion criterion.    
 
22 This draws from Brubaker’s description of citizenship as “an international filing system, a mechanism for 
allocating persons to states” (1998, 31). 
 
23 Not all impactedness theories need understand territory as a container. For example, the prominent all-affected 
interests theory is predicated on the assumption that “the state can no longer function as a given threshold for 
inclusion and exclusion” (Näsström 2011, 122).  
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Shortcomings of the Container Model  

The container understanding may be theoretically convenient, but it is no longer adequately 

related to reality.24 External voting and other emigrant policies make this especially clear. For 

example, external voting makes obvious that the demos is neither congruent with nor contained by 

state territory since it allows people who are not on state territory to vote. It also disrupts the 

equation between nation and state upon which the Westphalian ideal is premised, since it 

recognizes people who live outside the state as national members. The previous two points 

combine to show that states are not actually sharply bounded or mutually exclusive. Instead, states 

claim obligations from and extend rights to their citizens who live in other states, “shift(ing) 

recognized aspects of ‘inside’ domestic policies beyond the territorial boundaries of the state” 

(Collyer 2014b, 66).25 This is dramatically illustrated by France’s system of non-resident citizen 

legislative representation. This system divides the world into eleven Assemblée Nationale 

constituencies as shown in figure 1 below. No matter where in the world you wander, you will 

always be within a French constituency!26 This is a long way from the ideal of sharply bounded, 

mutually exclusive states that neatly contain societies and politics.  

 

 
24 If indeed it ever was (Collyer 2014a, 58). 
 
25 Shachar (2020) points out that states also increasingly enforce their immigration laws outside of their territory, 
adding yet more empirical evidence of the blurred boundaries between states. 
 
26 Unless you go to Antarctica, which is not included presumably for want of permanent residents. Interestingly, 
Canada was the only state that objected to being included as part of a French constituency, interpreting it as a threat 
to its territorial sovereignty (Collyer 2014b, 71–72). 
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Figure 1.1: The eleven legislative constituencies for non-resident French citizens. Source: Ordonnance no 2009-935 
du 29 juillet 2009, shown in Kernalegenn and Pellen (2019, 162). 

 

Political geographers have astutely analyzed the incompatibility between emigrant policies like 

external voting and the long-standing state-as-container model. Put briefly, “Domestic policies 

beyond borders are considered a deviation from the standard model of the territorial nation-

state…in the modern geopolitical view of the world…institutionalized relations between states and 

their diaspora are assumed to be abnormal” (Gamlen 2008, 841). Délano and Gamlen note that 

these policies “project domestic policies beyond territorial borders” and “disrupt the assumed 

symmetry of the self-governing national population and its territorial jurisdiction, and give rise to 

unconventional modes of sovereignty or citizenship not envisaged at Westphalia or imagined as 

consistent with modern geopolitics since” (2014, 43). Emigrant policies imply “different 

spatialities of power” (Gamlen 2008, 853) that are inconsistent with theoretical understandings of 

states as mutually exclusive territorial entities whose boundaries contain a congruent territory, 

population, and demos (Bauböck 2005, 683; Collyer 2014b, 64–65; Dickinson and Bailey 2007, 
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759; Ho 2011, 758–59; Ragazzi 2014, 87). The spatiality of political community is shifting, 

challenging political theorists to understand whether the meaning and criteria of membership and 

belonging have changed too. 

From a democratic theory perspective, external voting’s role in this shift is particularly salient. 

It allows citizens who leave state territory to remain members of the demos. Democratic 

boundaries push past state territorial ones, stretching the demos across and between different state 

territories rather than being contained by one. This is well established in the empirical literature 

(Collyer 2014b, 72) but democratic theorists have been much slower to seize upon its obvious 

implications. They have not seriously probed whether it represents a genuinely new understanding 

of democratic community or is simply the latest of a series of historical democratic expansions.27 

They also have for the most part not offered particularly insightful accounts of its normative status, 

which are especially needed given the policy’s ubiquity.  Democratic theory’s relative neglect of 

external voting is explicable in part by the persistently influential container state model, which 

problematizes democratic exclusions within state territory (like prohibitions on non-citizen 

immigrant voting (Beckman 2006) or felon disenfranchisement (Whitt 2017)) but makes external 

voting hard to see.  

I offer a new normative assessment of external voting policies using a new method that is 

especially sensitive to empirical changes in democracy, like the shifting spatialities described 

above. The next part discusses existing democratic theory understandings of external voting, 

focusing particularly on those that assess its normative legitimacy as a democratic boundary. I 

 
27 For example, Rhodes and Harutyunyan take the latter position: “Rather than viewing programs for emigrants (like 
external voting) as a highly specific policy area, we approach them as a particular instance of the extension of 
citizenship to a broader section of the population within a polity, similar to the previous extension of citizenship to 
the un-propertied, racial minorities, women, or the illiterate” (2010, 471). 
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show that with a few notable exceptions they have paid insufficient attention to what external 

voting is: how it alters the shape and location of the demos. To properly understand and assess 

external voting’s extraterritorial extension of democratic boundaries, we need a new approach. 

 

Theoretical Approaches to Boundaries: Problem Solving and Paradox Pressing28 
 

External voting pushes democratic boundaries out beyond the borders of state territory.29 It is 

increasingly accepted by policymakers (Gamlen 2019, 47–48), but its normative legitimacy is still 

unclear.30 This is attributable in part to the shortcomings of two major theories of democratic 

boundaries. The first tries to solve the democratic boundary problem by identifying a moral 

principle that describes legitimate boundaries and that can be applied to determine the legitimacy 

of practices. The second argues that there is no such thing as a finally legitimate boundary. Instead, 

boundaries are an ineradicable paradox of the democratic condition with potentially generative 

consequences.  

 

The Democratic Boundary Problem 

Contemporary democratic theory relies on the demos31 as “the source of political power (and) 

the final instance in the case of disagreement” (Näsström 2011, 116). This is a heavy normative 

 
28 The language of “problem solving” and “paradox pressing” draws from Donahue and Ochoa Espejo’s (2016, 144–
48) discussion of political philosophy “styles”. 
 
29 In Bauböck’s terms, it (along with non-citizen resident voting) indicates a “morphing of the demos into unfamiliar 
shapes”  (2015, 826).   
 
30 Normative legitimacy refers to whether a policy reaches a certain benchmark of moral justifiability. It is distinct 
from descriptive or sociological legitimacy, which refers to whether people believe that a policy is legitimate. 
 
31 Sometimes referred to in the literature as “the people”. 
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load, so it is troubling that there is no obviously democratic answer to who the demos should 

include. The democratic boundary problem32 refers to the “problem…of deciding who should be 

included in the demos or constituency when democratic decisions are taken” (D. Miller 2009, 201). 

As is well-known, we cannot use democratic procedures to decide, since that “assumes beforehand 

the very issue that is under consideration” (Näsström 2011, 116; Dahl 1970, 46–47; Goodin 2007, 

43). Miller expands on the problem:  

Before a democracy can operate, it needs to have a …  constitution …. But, it cannot self-
constitute: In some way or other, the constitution has to be selected in advance. If the task is handed 
over to another democratic body however, we immediately run the risk of an infinite regress. How 
are we to decide on the make-up of the second-order body that decides on the constitution of the 
first-order one…? (2020, 2)33 

 
There are three common types of response to this question.  First, the supposed democratic 

boundary problem is simply no problem at all: “the composition of the electorate is irrelevant for 

the existence of democracy” (López‐Guerra 2005, 219).34 As Schumpeter famously asked, “Must 

we not leave it to every populus to define himself?” (2010, 219–20). Schumpeter’s position has 

been thoroughly critiqued as in effect anti-democratic, including by Dahl who noted that it 

“obliterated any useful distinction between democracy, aristocracy, oligarchy, and one-party 

dictatorship” (1989, 122 cited by López-Guerra, 2005, 219).   

Second, one might agree that there is no principled way to constitute the demos but disagree 

that each demos may therefore define itself. Perhaps we could appeal to some external pre-existing 

standard like the nation, or state territory, or historic communities. Once we decide on an external 

 
32 First named as such by Whelan (1983). 
 
33 Miller has recently noted that while study of the democratic boundary problem tends to focus on constituency 
(who should be included), domain (where and to whom do decisions apply) and scope (which issues should be on 
the decision agenda) are also relevant (2020, 1–2).  
 
34 Characterizing Schumpeter’s position, not López-Guerra’s own.  
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standard, we can focus on establishing democracy within the unit (Goodin 2007, 45; Erman 2014, 

535). An external standard might support stable, predictable democratic units without pursuing the 

quixotic project of establishing a self-constituting people or succumbing to Schumpeter’s hard-

headed relativism. However, externalist solutions have been critiqued on two grounds. First, 

supposedly “external” standards do not pre-exist but rather are produced through politics. For 

example, whether an individual is a national member is a political question, not a pre-existing fact 

(Ochoa Espejo 2020, 80–81). Second, they give moral importance to arbitrary historical 

contingencies: the fact that, for example, state borders were once established here and not there is 

not a good reason for tying democratic boundaries to them now (D. Miller 2020, 6).  

The third possible response resists the fatalistic conclusions of Schumpeterian or externalist 

solutions. Instead, it insists that “ “the people” cannot be arbitrarily defined – that there must be a 

way of allocating political rights consistent with the idea of democracy” (López‐Guerra 2005, 

219). This tries to derive criteria for legitimate boundaries from within democratic theory (Erman 

2014, 535), searching for “some democratic principles leading logically to a criterion of inclusion 

that all democrats should recognize after due philosophical reflection” (López‐Guerra 2005, 219). 

There are two possible ways to do this. First, one could  consider “the collective properties that we 

want the demos to have, and … the anticipated quality of its decision-making”  and draw demoi 

that further them (D. Miller 2020, 7). For example, Miller (2020) and Song (2012) both argue that 

the demos should be drawn so as to further the core democratic values of equality and solidarity. 

Second, one could try to identify “a single principle that could resolve the (democratic boundary) 

problem” (D. Miller 2020, 7), or “a well-chosen liberal criterion (that) can create a just boundary, 

even if this decision has not been made democratically” (Donahue and Ochoa Espejo 2016, 150–
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51). Most theorists who have engaged with external voting have taken the latter path, so I focus 

on it.35 

Unsurprisingly, there is no consensus about what the correct criterion of inclusion is. 

Prominent contenders include the all affected interests, all subjected persons, and stakeholder 

principles discussed below. Regardless of which is preferred, solutions that use these standards to 

determine the legitimacy of external voting are structurally similar: they first identify the “correct” 

abstract standard of democratic inclusion and second apply it to determine external voting’s 

legitimacy.36 The following section reviews these solutions. It is important to keep in mind that 

my goal is to critique their structure, not the attractiveness or persuasiveness of the different 

possible democratic boundary standards.  

 

Democratic Boundary Problem Solutions to External Voting 

López-Guerra uses the boundary principle of all subjected persons to determine that external 

voting is illegitimate. The all subjected persons principle argues that “the citizen body in a 

democratically governed state must include all persons subject to the laws of that state except 

transients and persons proved to be incapable of caring for themselves” (Dahl 1998, 78 cited in 

López-Guerra, 2005, 219).37 Its advocates argue that it instantiates the democratic commitment to 

self-government, since individuals who are coerced by the law must have a say in making it if they 

 
35 I discuss the other approach further in Chapter 6. 
 
36 This is the standard method of analytical political theory: “logical derivation of subsidiary normative principles 
from more basic principles” (Donahue and Ochoa Espejo 2016, 143).  
 
37 See also Bauböck (2005, 686) for a related statement of the “liberal principle of territorial inclusion” and its 
incompatibility with external voting. 
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are to be autonomous (López‐Guerra 2005, 219–21; Abizadeh 2008, 39–42; Näsström 2011, 120). 

López-Guerra applies the principle to external voting by asking whether non-resident citizens are 

subjected to the law of their state of citizenship. He believes that individuals cannot be subject to 

the laws of a state that they do not live in (2005, 228–29), so concludes that “democratic principles 

demand that long-term expatriates be disenfranchised” (2005, 217; Tanasoca 2018, 124–25).38 

Note the argument’s structure: first, the correct principle of democratic inclusion (in this case, the 

all subjected persons principle) is determined. Second, external voting’s compliance with that 

principle is judged, determining the practice’s legitimacy. We can therefore understand the all 

subjected persons principle as a ruler against which the democratic legitimacy of claims for 

inclusion can be measured. 

Owen (2010) comes to different normative conclusions using the same principle.39 Owen 

departs from López-Guerra, maintaining that non-resident citizens are sometimes subject to the 

laws of their country of citizenship since residence in a state is a sufficient but not necessary 

condition for subjection (2010, 62). For example, non-resident citizens will be subject to the results 

of a referendum “on whether to abolish expatriate voting or denaturalize long-term expatriates” or 

a decision to withdraw social benefits and entitlements from non-resident citizens (Owen 2010, 

62). Since it is impossible to neatly divide elections that implicate matters that subject non-resident 

citizens and those that do not, the all subjected persons principle requires the enfranchisement of 

 
38 Leaving open the question of what counts as long-term: López-Guerra (2005, 216, fn 1). Long-term non-residency 
is the difficult case of external voting: allowing citizens who are temporarily abroad to vote externally raises 
logistical but not normative questions. 
39 However, Owen’s version of the principle is more pluralist and transnational. This raises an important point about 
the principle’s spatiality. It often assumes “the state as a primary boundary or threshold for inclusion and exclusion” 
(Näsström 2011, 117; Tanasoca 2018, 116), but Goodin (2016) argues that in fact it leads to demoi that exceed state 
boundaries since many states claim that their laws apply extraterritorially to non-nationals abroad. 
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“emigrant citizens” (Owen 2010, 63–64). López-Guerra and Owen come to different conclusions 

about how the all subjected persons principle applies to external voting because of their different 

empirical assumptions about the application of state law to non-resident citizens.40 However, their 

arguments are still structurally similar, since they both determine external voting’s legitimacy by 

applying what they take to be the best standard of democratic inclusion. To stick with our ruler 

metaphor, they differ on how to interpret the ruler’s measurements rather than on whether they are 

using the right ruler. 

The all subjected persons principle’s main competitor is the all affected interests principle 

(Tanasoca 2018, 116). The latter principle holds that “everyone who is affected by the decisions 

of a government should have the right to participate in that government” (Dahl 1970, 64; Goodin 

2007, 51). Näsström explains that the all affected interests principle, like the all subjected persons 

one, “draws its normative force from the modern notion of self-rule” (2011, 122). However, the 

former differs from the latter in that it “interprets (self-rule) in negative rather than positive terms. 

The central thrust is that citizens should not be determined by decision-making powers beyond 

their own control” (Näsström 2011, 122). According to this principle then, the legitimacy of a 

boundary will depend on whether it includes relevantly affected persons. 

 How broadly the principle will apply depends on what counts as relevantly affected: for 

example, should the principle include possibly or only actually affected interests (Goodin 2007, 

52–55)? What about potential interests, or strategically cultivated ones (Tanasoca 2018, 121–24)? 

Goodin advances a very broad “possibilist” version of the principle that provides “good grounds 

 
40 Note that López-Guerra quite straightforwardly reproduces the assumptions of the container model of states, while 
Owen recognizes that states are neither sharply bounded nor mutually exclusive since state action can subject those 
outside state borders. 
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for thinking that (at least in principle) we should give virtually everyone a vote on virtually 

everything virtually everywhere in the world” (2007, 64). In that case, the idea of “external voting” 

would be meaningless. Even on a less broad version of the principle, the idea of “external voting” 

might be irrelevant. External voting is a fundamentally spatial idea built upon an assumption that 

democracy happens in territorial units (that one can be “external” to). In contrast, the all affected 

interests principle ties the demos to issues: “It determines the scope of the people on the basis of 

the scope of political decision-making” (Näsström 2011, 117). One’s relation to policies and 

decisions matters, not presence relative to state territory. The concept of “external voting” then no 

longer makes sense.41  

While this is the logical thrust of the principle, a weaker version might understand presence 

relative to territory as a proxy for affectedness. Tanasoca provides an example of how one might 

use the all affected interests principle to determine the legitimacy of external voting for multiple 

citizens.42 She argues that “birthright multiple citizens”43 are unlikely to have any interests that 

are affected by the actions of the state where they do not live:  

multiple citizens usually grow up and reside in one of their states of citizenship, developing 
certain interests there. Their welfare and everyday life will, most likely, be largely dependent on 
the decisions of one state’s government … as well as being unavoidably intertwined with the 
welfare and everyday lives of their co-nationals there (Tanasoca 2018, 120).  

 

 
41 One might of course be “external” to the policy or decision (perhaps articulated as having unaffected interests 
(Frazer 2014)), but that is the very thing that the all affected interests principle is designed to circumvent.  
 
42 Tanasoca discusses the specific case of whether multiple citizens should be enfranchised in the countries where 
they hold citizenship but do not live (2018, 112). Her conclusions might be different if applied to non-resident 
citizens who hold only one citizenship, but many of them seem relevant in that case too. Further, Tanasoca is not 
giving her own opinion about what the best democratic boundary principle is, but rather exploring the implications 
of different principles for external voting (2018, 113–14).  
 
43 Emphasis in original. 
 



 
 
 

34 

At most they might have “potential interests”, but this is insufficient for enfranchisement 

(Tanasoca 2018, 121). Multiple citizens by naturalization fare no better, since they have only “dead 

or dying interests”: 

A migrant may well have had interests in her state of origin, before deciding to build a life 
elsewhere and shortly after resettling. It is unlikely, however, for all of her interests to have 
survived her move, resettling, and naturalization in another state. It is unlikely for her well-being 
to still be substantially and unavoidably dependent on the decisions of her state of origin, after she 
has spent many years elsewhere (Tanasoca 2018, 121).  

 
While Tanasoca is specifically discussing multiple citizens, these conclusions would seem to 

also apply at least to medium and long-term non-resident citizens who do not hold citizenship in 

the country of residence. Either way, the legitimacy of external voting for those individuals would 

fall to be determined in the same way as Tanasoca does for multiple citizens: select the all affected 

interests principle as the correct model of democratic boundaries, and then see how far external 

voting complies with it. Tanasoca’s exploration of external voting’s legitimacy is therefore 

structurally similar to those discussed above. The differences between the all affected interests and 

all subjected persons principles are differences about what standards the ruler should encode. They 

do not challenge the idea that external voting’s legitimacy should be determined by the application 

of a priorly identified standard.  

Finally, Bauböck has developed the stakeholder principle, which responds to the changing 

spatiality of political community caused by practices like external voting.44 The stakeholder 

principle holds that “citizenship should be conceived as stakeholding in a self-governing polity”, 

where stakeholders are individuals whose “fundamental rights (depend) on protection by a 

 
44 Tanasoca characterizes the stakeholder principle as a variant of all affected interests (2018, 114, fn 8), but see 
Bauböck (2018, 27–28) on the differences. 
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particular polity” and whose well-being is “tie(d) to the common good of that polity” (Bauböck 

2005, 686). Importantly, citizens must have “a stake in membership”, not simply “a stake in 

particular democratic decisions or the protection of one’s rights by a particular government” 

(Bauböck 2018, 41)45. The stakeholder principle protects not only “individuals’ interests in 

autonomy and well-being” but additionally “the collective interests of all citizens in their polity’s 

self-government and flourishing” (Bauböck 2018, 41). It builds from the assumption that 

“membership in a polity is a necessary condition for human autonomy and well-being (but not a 

sufficient one) because political rule can also destroy freedom and deprive people of their 

subsistence…” supplemented with the democratic assumption that “those who have an interest in 

protection of their individual freedom and well-being by a particular polity thereby share with each 

other an interest in the collective freedom and flourishing of that polity” (Bauböck 2018, 41). This 

means that “Citizens are stakeholder in a democratic political community insofar as their autonomy 

and well-being depend not only on being recognized as a member in a particular polity, but also 

on that polity being governed democratically” (Bauböck 2018, 41).  

When applied to external voting, the stakeholder principle legitimates the practice for first 

generation emigrants46 “who retain transnational ties and intentions to return to their countries of 

origin” (Bauböck 2015, 825) but not the born-abroad second generation unless “they fulfill some 

additional condition, such as a certain period of prior residence in the country concerned” 

(Bauböck 2015, 825). Bauböck has made important pluralizing moves, showing that the 

stakeholder, all subjected persons, and all affected interests principles describe different aspects of 

 
45 Emphasis in original. 
46 Technically, it finds that external voting for these individuals is “permissible but not required” (Bauböck 2006, 
2426). 
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democratic inclusion: “from each of these perspectives, an important part of democracy can be 

perceived, but not the whole” (Bauböck 2018, 48). “The stakeholder principle determines the 

scope of membership claims in the citizenry and demos; (subjected persons) the scope of claims 

to protection and rights of contestation; and (affected interests) the scope of interests that need to 

be taken into account in political decisions” (Bauböck 2015, 825). However, he is clear that the 

stakeholder principle is the only one capable of “resolving the democratic boundary problem” 

(Bauböck 2018, 52). While the stakeholder principle more self-consciously accommodates 

changing political spatialities, it is structurally similar to the approaches discussed above. It is 

understood (by its advocates of course) to describe morally legitimate democratic boundaries, so 

the legitimacy of boundary-making practices depends on their compliance with it.  

To summarize, the normative analyses discussed above come to different conclusions but share 

important structural similarities. Each determines some standard that describes legitimate 

democratic boundaries and uses it as a ruler to measure external voting’s legitimacy. With the 

possible exception of Bauböck, this standard is a top-down one that is derived from theoretical 

reflection about democracy at the expense of understanding external voting. Note that this critique 

has nothing to do with the attractiveness of particular boundary standards (some might be 

substantially appealing) but aims squarely at their underlying structure. 

Put bluntly, the theorist determines what the core essence of democracy is (like autonomy or 

equality), and reasons from that to decide who democracies must include (e.g. all subjected persons 

or affected interests). A theorist interested in external voting’s legitimacy does not need to know 

much at all about why governments that grant the right or non-resident citizens who exercise it 

think that it is democratic, since what people happen to think about what is democratic does not 

determine what actually is democratic.  
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But when we look more closely, there are actually reasons to begin our normative inquiry into 

external voting by trying to understand why practitioners think that it is democratic. First, practice 

might teach us something that we did not already know about democracy. For example, paying 

attention to how people and governments are connected across state borders through laws that 

apply extraterritorially and state benefits for which non-resident citizens remain eligible would 

make it harder to assert that non-resident citizens are simply not subjected to state law. In that case, 

practice is relevant because it helps us refine the application of our boundary principle. Second, 

practice might be relevant because it supplies a boundary principle. For example, even if we think 

our preferred principle is the best understanding of democracy, if practitioners still disagree and 

attempt to enshrine an alternative in practice, we could look for ways to reduce the worst possible 

harms of practitioners’ understanding of boundaries rather than attempting to substitute our own.47 

This dissertation’s normative method essentially takes that latter approach, which has the distinct 

advantage of furthering democratic autonomy and openness. 

 

Political Paradox Approaches to Democratic Boundaries 

The theorists discussed in the preceding part try to solve the democratic boundary problem by 

discovering principles by which morally legitimate boundaries can be drawn. Another school of 

thought takes a diametrically opposed approach, understanding democratic boundaries instead as 

a paradox with generative possibilities.48 The fact that it is difficult to ground democratic 

 
47 On the condition that practitioners’ understanding meets some threshold standards, discussed further below and in 
Chapter 6.  
 
48 Donahue and Ochoa Espejo (2016, 150) discuss the significance of whether a theorist understands democratic 
boundaries as a problem or a paradox.  
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boundaries on a self-evidently democratic basis is an ineradicable tension of the democratic 

condition. Rather than try to defuse that tension through philosophical argument, we should accept 

it and expose boundaries as the contingencies that they are so that they can be contested and 

replaced with better, but never definitive, arrangements.  

For example, agonistic democrat Mouffe argues that  

The logic of democracy does indeed imply a moment of closure which is required by the very 
process of constituting ‘the people’. This cannot be avoided even in a liberal-democratic model: it 
can only be negotiated differently. But this in turn can be done only if this closure, and the paradox 
it implies, are acknowledged (2000, 40).  

 
The paradox has “very positive consequences” because  

The democratic logic of constituting the people … is necessary to subvert the tendency towards 
abstract universalism inherent in liberal discourse. But the articulation with the liberal logic allows 
us constantly to challenge – through reference to ‘humanity’ and the polemical use of ‘human 
rights’ – the forms of exclusion that are necessarily inscribed in the political practice of installing 
those rights and defining the ‘people’ which is going to rule (Mouffe 2000, 40). 

 
Näsström similarly identifies the productive potential of the paradoxes inherent to democratic 

boundaries (or, in her terms, the constitution of the people). “Contrary to what is assumed by many 

liberal and deliberative theorists of legitimacy, the gap in the constitution of the people is therefore 

not a problem. It is productive, a generative device that helps to foster ever new claims for 

legitimacy” (Näsström 2007, 626). This is because the gap makes “the people into a site of 

perpetual contestation. (It) guarantee(s) that the claims of a legitimate people do not come to a 

standstill” (Näsström 2007, 644).  

If the constitution of the demos (or the people) is a “site of perpetual contestation” (Näsström 

2007, 644; Keenan 2003, 13) rather than a puzzle to be solved with the right moral principles, then 

the role of the theorist is very different. Mouffe suggests above that the theorist’s role is to expose 

and critique the exclusions that particular configurations of boundaries imply. Discussing the very 
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similar tensions implicit in the idea of “democratic citizenship”, Hayward explains that: “(the 

theorist’s) role is to disturb the very sense of “we”-ness, to provoke democratic contestation over 

the terms that define who “we” are” (C. R. Hayward 2007, 203–4). This approach is fundamentally 

opposed to the theories discussed above that posit a legitimate boundary principle that, if widely 

accepted, could resolve contestation over democratic boundaries. To paradox theorists, that will 

look like a claim to “a specious and illegitimate authority where genuine democracy requires the 

disavowal of any authority for any proposals” (Donahue and Ochoa Espejo 2016, 151):  positing 

a “legitimate” configuration of democratic boundaries might end contestation, but it cannot do the 

impossible and actually make a fully legitimate demos. Instead, it imposes one settlement, in 

reality no more legitimate than any other, as final. Even more worryingly, that settlement is cloaked  

in the garb of moral authority, shielded from legitimate criticism. Paradox theorists prefer instead 

to keep the tensions inherent to democratic boundaries out in the open where they can be directly 

critiqued so that they do not sediment into oppressive finalities.   

Paradox boundary theorists have not specifically discussed external voting. Yet it is not 

difficult to imagine how they might approach it. We should not try to decide whether or not it is a 

legitimate practice, since we know that no demos can ever be fully and finally legitimate. Rather, 

we should identify and critique the forms of inclusion/exclusion that it implies. 

 

What’s Wrong with These Approaches? 

The two approaches described above each have considerable strengths. The first, which 

advances moral principles that describe legitimate democratic boundaries, has the advantage of 

enabling concrete normative judgments about real-life inclusion policies. The second political 

paradox approach cautions that we do not know everything about democracy (Keenan 2003, 12–
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13): even a solution to the democratic boundary problem that appears morally legitimate may 

ultimately entail oppressive exclusions. However, neither approach on its own will suffice for our 

project of developing normative standards for external voting. This part explains why, starting 

with the first approach. 

First, consider conclusions that external voting is illegitimate, like López-Guerra’s (2005) 

argument from the all subjected persons principle or Tanasoca’s (2018) from the all affected 

interests one.49 These are problematic when applied to the real world, simply because external 

voting exists in most countries and is likely to continue to exist. Following such conclusions means 

accepting that democratic theory has little to say about a globally common and purportedly 

democratic practice beyond that it shouldn’t be happening at all.50 It would provide no practical 

resources to enable us to distinguish between better and worse versions of the practice,51 nor could 

it help us understand why it is so widespread. 

One might respond here that I have fatally misunderstood the enterprise of normative theory. 

If a philosophically coherent and cogent solution tells us that external voting is illegitimate, then 

it is illegitimate regardless of what anyone thinks. After all, you can’t get an ought from an is: the 

 
49 Bearing in mind of course that Tanasoca is specifically discussing multiple citizenship so could conceivably come 
to a different conclusion for single-citizenship non-resident citizens, and that she is exploring how the principle 
would apply rather than stating her own position. 
 
50 Ochoa Espejo makes a structurally similar argument in a different context when she criticizes the dominant 
“Desert Island Model” of territory in part because by abstracting from reality too much, it is incapable of answering 
questions about migration or interconnected political issues (2020, 30–31). 

51 López-Guerra accepts that his prescription runs counter to the practices of most countries and suggests that they 
should change their laws to follow examples like Canada and Australia, where non-resident citizens lose external 
voting rights after five and six years respectively (2005, 217–18). While this is some practical advice, it doesn’t help 
countries that are determined to keep long-term external voting rights. Canada recently abolished its five-year time 
limit (Frank v Canada AG 2019 SCC 1 and Bill C-76 amending the Elections Act).  
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fact that external voting exists is absolutely no reason to think that it should exist. This response 

hints at important differences about the point of normative democratic theory. Is its point to hand 

down prescriptions about how the democratic world should be? Or is its point to observe what 

democracies do, understand why, and then try to channel or re-route the practice in morally 

preferable directions?52 The latter approach obviously has limits: sometimes democracies will do 

flatly illegitimate things that we cannot condone or improve. However, we cannot know whether 

that is the case for external voting until we take time to understand the democratic logics inherent 

to the practice.53 

This leads us to the second weakness of theories that have what I referred to above as a “ruler” 

structure, selecting a moral principle that describes legitimate democratic boundaries and 

determines the legitimacy of practices. Regardless of the attractiveness of the selected principle or 

the intuitiveness of their ultimate conclusions, such theories are structurally flawed because they 

make a category error about what democratic boundaries are.  

These theories may come to different conclusions about what the correct boundary principle 

is, but each ultimately understands boundaries as moral relations. They consider that individuals 

are morally related to demoi in objectively different ways: some people are coerced by institutions 

that do not claim jurisdiction over others, some people have their options foreclosed by laws that 

leave others unaffected, and so on. Some (or one) of these objective moral relations entitle 

 
52 One might think this is a false dichotomy: normative prescriptions can give practitioners goals to work for 
(Robeyns 2008). Even so, useful prescriptions cannot be too divorced from practice. 
 
53López-Guerra considers some real-world arguments for external voting, but with insufficient attention to their 
sociological as opposed to philosophic logics. For example, he dismisses claims for external voting on the basis of 
emigrants’ financial contributions since “political rights should not be for sale” (López‐Guerra 2005, 230), which 
fails to notice the expressive significance of remittances (Owen 2010, 65). 
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individuals to inclusion in a given demos while others do not. Boundaries should recognize and 

trace the objective moral relation that validates inclusion, dividing people with and without it.54  

The job of the theorist is to identify the relation that entitles individuals to inclusion, like, for 

example having one’s interests affected by state law or stakeholding in a political community, and 

then encourage real-world policies to comply. If boundaries implement that relation so that only 

people who possess it are included, then they are legitimate. Importantly, if boundaries are moral 

relations then it does not matter whether individuals prefer that they be configured differently, 

since individuals can be wrong about which moral relations justify democratic inclusion.  

While this approach might enable clear moral thinking, it makes a fundamental category error. 

Democratic boundaries are not moral relations. They are political processes. Boundaries do not 

correspond to individuals’ objective moral relations to demoi, but are constructed through a 

pluralist and contestatory politics of democratic inclusion through which new claims for inclusion 

are made and responded to. Against the hopes of moral relation theorists then, no finally legitimate 

arrangement of boundaries is possible. Attempts to prescribe one will founder on the reality that 

boundaries will inevitably be adjusted as new claims are made through politics. Whitt captures the 

distinction when discussing the all-affected interests principle, pointing out that its theorists 

“implicitly construe the political constitution of the demos as a matter of moral designation”, 

presenting affectedness as “a moral status that democracy must conform to, to rather than a 

political claim to be adjudicated through democratic contestation” (2014, 567).55  

 
54 The people without the relation to demos X are likely to have it with some other demos Y. For example, an 
American citizen living in France may not have the relation to the U.S. demos but may have it with France.  
55 Emphasis in original. 
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Let’s expand upon the difference between these two understandings by considering the all 

affected interests principle. A theorist might believe that affectedness by state law is the objective 

moral relation that legitimate boundaries should track. To apply the principle, she will need to first 

specify what counts as affected. But there is no obviously correct answer, so we will have to argue 

about which claims qualify and which do not.56 Affectedness might give us a moral language with 

which to talk about particular claims, but there is endemic disagreement about what counts as 

affected. As Schaffer points out:  

Different people will count as affected by the same decisions depending on which theory of 
affectedness we choose: Someone is unjustly affected on the Nozickian account if he or she is 
forced to pay taxes for redistribution, but on Held’s account if he or she is not guaranteed a basic 
level of subsistence…People will disagree about what it means to be affected, just as they disagree 
on other fundamental matters of principle (2012, 325).  

 
There are many real-life examples of the political and contestable nature of affectedness. For 

example, in 2019 the Supreme Court of Canada (SCC) invalidated Canada’s five-year time limit 

on external voting.57 The SCC and the lower Ontario Court of Appeals (ONCA) that upheld the 

limit58 debated whether non-resident citizens were affected by Canadian laws. The ONCA majority 

judgment argued that Canadian laws “affect Canadian residents on a daily basis, but have little to 

no practical consequences for (non-resident citizens’) own daily lives, 59 dismissing non-resident 

 
56 This point applies broadly to different moral relations theories. For example, theorists routinely disagree about 
what counts as subjected (as we saw in the discussion of López-Guerra and Owen above). Disagreements about 
stakeholding are possible too: Klekowski von Koppenfels argues that American non-resident citizens are 
stakeholders because they are often identified as Americans and made to answer for American policy (2014, 177), 
but it is not at all clear that this is what Bauböck means by stakeholding. While each of these standards purports to 
identify an objective moral relation that qualifies individuals for inclusion or not, they cannot be implemented 
except through political contestation about the deservingness of particular claims. 
57 Frank v Canada (Attorney General), 2019 SCC 1. 
58 Frank v Canada (Attorney General), 2015 ONCA 536. 
59 Ibid ¶ 6. 
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citizens’ family connections, frequent visits to Canada, and future plans to return as inadequate to 

establish sufficient affectedness.60 In contrast, the SCC majority opinion argued that those same 

connections and plans meant that Canadian non-resident citizens were affected by Canadian 

laws.61 This example clearly shows that the judgment that someone is relevantly affected is not a 

recognition of a moral status but rather the acceptance of a contestable political claim.  

To summarize, a moral relation understanding believes that there is an objective moral relation 

between individual and demos that entitles the former to inclusion in the latter. If that moral 

relation can be articulated in a principle, then it can determine the shape and composition of real-

life demoi. Boundaries should therefore divide people with the relevant relation from those 

without. In theory at least, a finally legitimate demos that included only those with the relation 

could be arrived at if only individuals were reasonable enough to recognize its justice.  

A political process understanding also conceptualizes boundaries as corresponding to 

differences between people but thinks that we cannot articulate a priori what those differences are 

or should be. Instead, boundaries are constructed through a pluralist and contestatory politics of 

democratic inclusion in which different claims can be brought and considered – individuals argue 

that they possess a quality that is commonly understood to entitle them to inclusion, or conversely 

that others are different enough that they should be excluded. We cannot say in the abstract what 

these qualities should be, since what is seen as compelling will depend on the details of time and 

place. It is therefore not possible to fix the legitimate configuration of boundaries since they can 

always be altered as new claims are made. Importantly, even moral relation theories that seem to 

 
60 Ibid ¶ 106. 
61 Frank v Canada (Attorney General), 2019 SCC 1 ¶ 72. 
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enable moral clarity ultimately cannot avoid this contingency, but only push it downstream. This 

is because, as just shown, the inclusion standards they prescribe cannot be applied except through 

argument and negotiation over who complies with the standard. It is more accurate to accept this 

contingency and contestability as core to the composition of democratic boundaries and provide 

normative guidance that acknowledges it. 

One might accept boundaries’ political nature as an empirical claim but insist that it is 

nevertheless more normatively useful to treat them as moral relations, since that seems necessary 

to make moral distinctions between them. However, a political process understanding also has 

normative benefits, furthering the core democratic value of autonomy (Gould 1990; Waldron 2012; 

Rostbøll 2015). As discussed above, each of the affected interests, subjected persons, and 

stakeholder principles recognizes democracy as a practice that values autonomy and self-

determination: the capacity of individuals acting as a collective to determine the conditions of their 

own existence through making laws. Keenan captures the link between autonomy and democratic 

agency, noting that “For the people to be free and give themselves their own law, they must be 

able to revise their decisions, institutions, and practices as they wish or need…For the 

community’s rules to be their own, nothing can be taken for granted or closed off from critique 

and revision” (2003, 10).  

Yet, in the name of justice and legitimacy, moral relation theories attempt to close off 

boundaries from critique and revision, preventing individuals and groups from enacting 

understandings of membership that correspond to their senses of “self-identification or 

association” (Whitt 2014, 569). By purporting to identify the objective moral relation that justifies 

inclusion, moral relation theories impose one theoretical understanding of boundaries onto the 

entire democratic landscape. This delegitimizes alternative understandings of inclusion that are 
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implicit in new claims or practices, of which we should expect plenty given the constant 

“questioning, contestation, and revision” of democratic practice (Keenan 2003, 10).62 By 

enshrining one understanding of boundaries as regulative, moral relation approaches freeze the 

pluralist contestatory democratic politics through which boundaries are constructed and adjusted, 

“…seriously undermin(ing) the potential for members of the demos to determine the basic 

conditions of their own association” (Whitt 2014, 569; Mouffe 2000, 32). This may “capture moral 

legitimacy” but at the cost of “undermining democratic legitimacy…(by) resort(ing) to a moral 

framework that enables affected persons to find themselves in a particular demos – even the right 

demos – but which nonetheless prevents them from constituting themselves as their own demos” 

(Whitt 2014, 567).63  

Examples may make the above more tangible. When, say, subjectedness is identified as the 

moral relation that democratic boundaries should correspond to, then claims for inclusion that are 

based on, say, stakeholding, are delegitimized. Stakeholding claims are then undemocratic, 

because they are based on a morally incorrect understanding of democracy. Alternatively, if 

residence is the relevant moral relation, then non-resident citizens’ claims that they should be 

included because of their deep social and cultural ties, or their plans to return home, and so on are 

delegitimized, because they do not reflect the proper moral understanding of democracy. Questions 

about democratic boundaries are thus transformed into a clash between moral visions, where one 

answer is democratic/right and one answer undemocratic/wrong. Alternatively, we could (should) 

 
62 Keenan gives a short theoretical overview of why democracy is characterized by “questioning, contestation, and 
revision”, drawing on Tocqueville and Lefort (2003, 5–7, 10).  
 
63 Emphasis in original.  
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think of different ideas about where boundaries should be placed as reflecting different 

understandings of democracy’s meanings and requirements. If residence is preferred in a particular 

time and place, that does not mean that non-resident citizens’ claims are incorrect or undemocratic, 

but rather that they failed to resonate among enough people.64 In this case, claims for inclusion can 

be debated and perhaps negotiated, whereas on a more moral understanding negotiation entails 

diluting the democratic qualities of the eventual boundary. When boundaries are understood as 

political, there is more space for new claims for inclusion to be imagined and brought. When they 

are understood as moral, deviations from the elevated principle are by definition undemocratic.65 

As has been remarked upon at least since Tocqueville, democracy is a dynamic practice. 

Understanding boundaries as political processes encourages us to accept that democracy’s 

dynamism extends also to its own boundaries: “the very logic of collective autonomy at the heart 

of the ideal of democratic self-rule renders uncertain and questionable the “self”, or collective 

subject, of “the people”” (Keenan 2003, 9). 

The above may sound like a political paradox one, since it emphasizes contingency and change 

and eschews ambitions to discover the morally correct way to arrange boundaries. It would then 

be vulnerable to a standard objection from moral relation theorists that the costs to democracy of 

removing boundaries from the democratic agenda are outweighed by the benefits to justice that 

legitimate boundaries offer (Donahue and Ochoa Espejo 2016, 150). After all, it is useful to be 

able to give good reasons why some inclusion policy is preferable to another. This would be a 

compelling objection if we did not have any other tools to make normative distinctions between 

 
64 There are obviously limits to this. The limits to this approach are discussed most systematically in Ch 6. 
 
65 This draws from Keenan’s point that there are democratically counterproductive effects to moralized politics 
(2003, 176–85 esp. 179). Much of that discussion (eg claims about moralists’ motivations) does not apply here. 
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different boundary practices. Paradox theories do not offer any, since they generally content 

themselves with noticing the impossibility of a finally legitimate boundary and critiquing the forms 

of exclusion that any arrangement inevitably implies.66 However, we can acquire those tools for 

ourselves with the help of a new method that allows us to normatively evaluate the boundaries that 

emerge from political contestation. This method  

respond(s) to the boundary problem of democracy by taking seriously what the problem signals 
about democratic legitimacy – namely, the need for political contestation within constraints that 
require continual justification and adjustment – without trying to resolve democracy’s paradox 
once and for all (Whitt 2014, 570).  

 
In doing so, it aims to provide ways to “negotiate (the) risks and dilemmas” of democratic 

boundaries without prescribing their morally ideal arrangement (Keenan 2003, 145). The next part 

presents and justifies it. 

 

What to Do Instead: A Practice-dependent Method 

Let’s briefly recap the argument so far. We want to develop normative standards to assess the 

legitimacy of external voting, a common practice that alters the spatiality of democratic 

community by allowing non-resident citizens to vote in national elections. We looked to the moral 

relation and political paradox approaches for tools to help us do this. Each has considerable 

strengths: the former enables moral clarity and concrete normative judgments about real-world 

boundaries while the latter encourages us to temper ambitions of finding a finally legitimate 

configuration of boundaries. However, each also has serious problems. Moral relation approaches 

obscure the essentially political nature of boundaries, removing them from the reach of democratic 

 
66 Keenan’s criticism of “deconstructive and post-structuralist approaches to politics” as based on an “overly formal 
and theoretical “affirmation” of democratic openness” is relevant here (2003, 20). 
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politics. Paradox approaches make it difficult to say anything substantive about which 

arrangements of boundaries are better or worse.  

By combining the two approaches’ strengths we can develop a more satisfactory theoretical 

understanding of and normative method for democratic boundaries. This began in the previous 

part by conceptualizing boundaries as political processes. This contrasts to the moral relation 

understanding of boundaries as tracing distinctions between individuals who possess the objective 

moral quality that entitles them to inclusion and those that do not. Rather, boundaries are political 

because they are constructed through pluralist and contestatory democratic politics rather than 

moral qualification. They are a process because they are unfinished, rather unfinishable, since they 

can always be altered by new political claims.  

This part shows that accepting a political process understanding does not entail abdicating our 

capacity to normatively assess boundaries. Rather, we can still distinguish between better and 

worse boundaries with the help of an unfamiliar normative method that combines practice-

dependent theory with more traditional Rawlsian reflective equilibrium.67 This method yields 

normative guidance for particular boundary practices through a two-step approach that begins by 

 
67 Sangiovanni is one of the more cited advocates of practice-dependent theory, which claims that “The content, 
scope, and justification of a conception of justice depends on the structure and form of the practices that the 
conception is intended to govern” (2008, 2). Other examples and discussions include (James 2005; Ronzoni 2012; 
Erman and Möller 2015; Jubb 2016). Practice-dependent theory has been most commonly employed to theorize 
justice but there are good reasons, discussed below, why we should also use it for democracy. The relationship 
between it and Rawlsian theory is not totally clear: Rawls is often claimed by practice-dependent theorists as one of 
their own (Erman and Möller 2015, 535; Sangiovanni 2008, 15–16; Brandstedt and Brännmark 2020, passim), and 
there is some debate about whether practice-dependent theory is an alternative to or an example of reflective 
equilibrium (Erman and Möller 2015, 535–36). Regardless of how you come down on this question, it is worth 
distinguishing the practice-dependent elements of the approach advanced here because it is very different from how 
reflective equilibrium is normally done. For example, as we will see it asks theorists to start from an empirical 
understanding of the practice in question rather than their considered judgments about it. Characterizing the 
approach as only reflective equilibrium would not be specific enough to know what it actually does. 
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empirically assessing the point and purpose of the practice68 – why it includes the people it does – 

and then asks whether the practice can avoid relevant moral dangers. It is particularly sensitive to 

dangers that would undermine the contestatory pluralism on which the political process 

understanding depends. Its chief virtue is that it allows us to give positive guidance about particular 

boundaries without having to identify a correct or best standard of democratic inclusion. It 

therefore creates a morally constrained space for the exercise of democratic agency. I discuss its 

two steps in turn below.  

 
Step 1: Empirically Assessing the Point and Purpose of a Democratic Boundary Practice by 
Identifying its Animating Logic of Democratic Inclusion 
 

Developing normative standards for a particular democracy boundary practice begins by 

identifying the practice of interest, like for us, external voting (Sangiovanni 2008, 12). 69 That may 

seem trite but as explained later, it actually entails that we accept the impossibility of developing 

principles that will apply across the board to all boundary practices. Once we have identified the 

relevant practice, we move on to the first step of understanding its point and purpose. This is an 

interpretive empirical inquiry in which we articulate the conception of democratic inclusion that 

animates the practice: what kind of democratic membership does it assume and/or enact by 

including or excluding who it does? To do this, we need to try to understand the practice as it 

appears from the perspective of practitioners (Sangiovanni 2008, 12–13).  

 
68 I adopt this language from Sangiovanni (2008, 5). 
 
69 Sometimes it might be difficult to determine where one practice ends and another begins. For example, is voting 
rights for temporary lawful residents the same practice as for permanent lawful residents (Lenard 2015)? Providing 
criteria to determine the separateness of practices would take us too far afield. 
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To make this more concrete, let’s consider a policy that seems like the flipside of external 

voting: immigrant (or more accurately, non-citizen resident) voting rights in national elections. If 

that were our policy of interest, we would begin by researching how it is justified in the real world. 

How do its advocates, whether officials, activists, or ordinary people, justify it? What 

understanding of inclusion would we have to adopt for non-citizen resident voting to make sense 

as a democratic practice? This interpretive empirical investigation might reveal that the practice is 

premised upon a residence-based conception of democratic inclusion as opposed to a membership 

one (Lenard 2015). Digging deeper, we would then want to know what it is about residence that is 

taken to entail democratic inclusion. We might find that the conception values social connections 

(Ochoa Espejo 2016, 72–75) or alternatively rootedness in particular places (Ochoa Espejo 2016, 

68). We conclude our empirical investigation when we have understood the vision of democratic 

inclusion that animates the policy of interest.70  

To understand the distinctiveness of this approach, we can compare it to the more standard 

normative method of reflective equilibrium. A theorist generating evaluative principles through 

reflective equilibrium begins by laying out her relevant considered normative judgments about the 

practice of interest, with the ultimate goal of finding coherence between judgments, wider 

principles that generate the judgments, and background theories that justify the principles (Knight 

2017, 46, 56–59; Floyd 2017, 370). When working on external voting, she might therefore begin 

by noting her judgment that, for example, the practice is unjust because it permits people who have 

inadequate connections to a community to vote. In contrast, this approach asks us to start in the 

 
70 Of course, the same policy may be animated by multiple conceptions of inclusion depending on who you ask. 
That is no problem, since we can run the second stage’s normative analysis on each and perhaps find that one 
rationale is normatively preferable to another.  
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empirical, laying aside our normative intuitions about the practice. We try to come to a holistic, 

empirically grounded interpretation of why and how external voting understands non-resident 

citizens to be democratic members entitled to voting rights. That interpretation is independent of 

our normative intuitions.71  

Starting in the empirical rather than with our considered judgments is particularly important 

for theories of democratic boundaries.72 In the previous part I argued that moral relation theories 

undermine democracy. By removing boundaries from the democratic agenda, they impose their 

own preferred conceptions of democracy as regulative. This ignores the political nature of 

boundaries, peremptorily delegitimizing all claims that do not conform with their prescriptions. In 

contrast, starting in the empirical allows us to notice and understand the potentially unfamiliar 

claims for inclusion that motivate a practice. It is essentially a listening exercise through which we 

can hear claims that might be drowned out if we instead approached the practice through our 

considered normative judgments. For example, in Chapter 2 we will see that normative theorists, 

beginning in their considered judgments, have understood external voting to be justified by ethnic 

nationalism and thus self-evidently illegitimate. However, empirical interpretation of external 

voting’s point and purpose shows that the ethnic nationalism judgment, along with the easy 

normative conclusion it enables, is unjustified. Beginning our normative assessment of a practice 

 
71 Sangiovanni discusses the potential objection that one cannot interpret a practice without some “standards of 
value that we already endorse independently of the institutions we are considering”. He accepts that we must 
“provisionally rely on (our) own assessments of merit in making sense of the institutional system (but)… The 
assessment of merit is a general and provisional one, aimed at seeking understanding of what in the institutional 
system might motivate the affirmation of its participants…” (Sangiovanni 2008, 13). 

72 Erman and Möller have argued that practice-dependent theorists must “put forward principled arguments for why 
practices play a more important role in normative theorizing than traditional accounts – in practice if not in theory – 
have allowed for” (2015, 536). This discussion provides one for democratic theory. 
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by empirically interpreting its point and purpose therefore involves adopting an attitude of 

epistemic humility that “is open…to the possibility that we…may have something to learn from 

observing how…normative issues are raised, discussed, and addressed in the thick of everyday life 

(Herzog and Zacka 2019, 18).73  

Of course, sometimes there might be nothing to learn: a putative democratic boundary may in 

fact fail to articulate any intelligible conception of democratic inclusion. It is easier to note this 

possibility than to exactly specify the limits of interpretation.74 One could try to empirically catalog 

all possible instances of boundaries that do not articulate intelligible conceptions of inclusion. For 

example, if Bauböck (2018, 47) is correct that democracy is a species-specific phenomenon, then 

attempts to include non-human animals in the demos75 may fail to articulate any intelligible 

conception of inclusion.76  

A more metalevel approach would distill essential abstract requirements that any putative 

conception must respect. For example, Sangiovanni argues that practice-dependent theories of 

justice have critical reforming capacity since  

the interpretive step might reveal that the only thing propping up an institutional system is the 
exercise of unmediated coercion by one group over another…For a conception of justice to get off 

 
73 As well as practice-dependence, this approach draws on Saward’s “slow” democratic theory (2011) and realist 
approaches to political theory like Rossi and Sleat (2014), and Sleat (2018b). 
 
74 The question of the limits of acceptable interpretation is a far-reaching one that vexes disciplines other than 
political theory. For example, the famous Hart-Fuller debate in legal philosophy was partly about what sources legal 
interpretation should take into account (Schauer 2016, 2459–2450; Hart 1958; Fuller 1958). In history, the famous 
disagreement between Carlo Ginzburg and Hayden White was about “the limits of representation of Nazism and its 
crimes” (Friedlander 1992, 2). 
 
75 See Donaldson and Kymlicka (2014, 51–54) for a short argument that (domesticated) non-human animals should 
be included as citizens with rights of participation. 
 
76 This conclusion depends on one’s prior interpretation of democracy. Bauböck’s is thick, premised on the human 
need for a “plurality of bounded and transgenerational political communities” but a thinner, more aggregative one 
premised on group decision-making might be common to many social animals, including non-human ones (Conradt 
and Roper 2003). 
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the ground, there must be some sense in which the terms of the institution are at least capable of 
being justified to all participants; if the institution must depend on systematic and unmediated 
coercion to reproduce and sustain itself, then the ideology is incapable of such a justification and 
must therefore be rejected”(Sangiovanni 2008, 27).  

 
In the democratic theory context, we might require that a boundary practice reflect minimal 

standards of equality if it is to articulate an intelligible conception of inclusion. Yet even this 

general standard is not foolproof since uncontroversial definitions of foundational concepts like 

equality are hard to come by. This second approach therefore risks plunging democratic theory 

into endless arguments about the abstract essence of democracy at the expense of practical 

guidance. It is therefore preferable to opt for a more case-by-case strategy, like the first approach, 

that requires us to give concrete reasons why the particular practice that we are interested in 

articulates intelligible conceptions of inclusion, or not. 

Once we have empirically interpreted the conception of democratic inclusion that our boundary 

of interest is premised on, we can move to the method’s second step. 

 
Step 2: Assessing Whether the Practice Avoids Major Moral Dangers that Apply to Democratic 
Boundary-making Generally. 
 

The second step of the practice-dependent method for evaluating democratic boundaries moves 

from empirical interpretation to normative assessment. Here, we assess whether the boundary of 

interest, like external voting, avoids major moral dangers that are generally relevant to democratic 

boundary-making, with particular attention to dangers that undermine the pluralist and open 

politics through which boundaries are contested and altered. To make this assessment, we need to 

know how and why the boundary includes who it does, which the first empirical step is designed 

to answer. This unfamiliar normative approach requires greater explanation. 
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Democratic boundaries are dangerous yet unavoidable things. We need them to construct stable 

political units in which we can establish justice, enjoy liberty, and develop autonomous capacities 

(Bauböck 2018, 7–9). Yet they also inevitably, and often violently, divide individuals into 

difficult-to-permeate groups that provide radically and unfairly different access to resources and 

opportunities.77 Discussing “stories of peoplehood” (which is related but distinct from democratic 

boundaries), Smith captures this complicated dynamic: “It may, indeed, be one of the tragic 

dimensions of human life that we can neither do without the political promulgation and 

institutionalization of “stories of peoplehood” nor can we hope to eradicate entirely their virulent 

potential” (2003, 9). 

Given these stakes, it is tempting to look for a moral criterion that could provide fair and widely 

accepted reasons why some people belong in this group and others in that. Such a criterion would 

rationalize boundaries, blunting their “virulent potential” (R. M. Smith 2003, 9). We could then 

benefit from the advantages of bounded groups but worry less about the damage they can wreak. 

Moral relation theories attempt to do just this when they determine a given boundary’s legitimacy 

by assessing its compliance with their preferred moral boundary principle. If real-world boundaries 

correspond to moral distinctions that can justify individuals’ placements in different demoi, then 

boundaries have less bite. Paradox theories identify the unacceptably high democratic cost to this 

strategy, which removes boundaries from the reach of democratic majorities and freezes the 

contestatory politics through which they can be challenged and altered. As discussed above, a 

defender of the strategy might insist that its costs to democracy are outweighed by its gains for 

justice (Donahue and Ochoa Espejo 2016, 150). This might be compelling if philosophical 

 
77  A point made by Shachar (2009) about citizenship. 
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democratic boundary standards could resolve real-world boundary disputes. Yet partly since 

boundaries are contestable political processes rather than moral relations, there are many different 

theories about the relations or statuses that a legitimate boundary should trace. Political theorists 

cannot reach consensus on this question (D. Miller 2020, 1), let alone real-world political actors. 

Attempts to guide practical politics on the basis of even the most philosophically appealing 

boundary principle are inevitably vulnerable to the reality that political actors might prefer a 

different one. Moral relation theories are therefore unlikely to yield the gains for justice that they 

promise, so their costs to democracy are hardly offset.  

The political process understanding suggests that while there is not be one right way that 

boundaries should be, there may be several wrong ones. In other words, democratic theory may 

not be able to stipulate what a democratic boundary must be without unacceptable costs to 

democracy but suggesting what a boundary should not be or do may be less costly.78 Reorienting 

normative perspective towards identifying and avoiding the dangers of boundaries enables us to 

normatively constrain boundaries while simultaneously accepting them as subject to democratic 

agency. A negative emphasis theoretically gives more latitude to democratic politics to construct 

boundaries since there are likely to be multiple ways to avoid relevant dangers but only one to 

comply with a moral relation principle.79  

 
78 This coincides with a realist perspective on political theory which has “stressed the ways in which…the avoidance 
of familiar evils can provide (action) guidance…” (Sleat 2018a, 18). 
 
79 One could conceivably identify (e.g.) the all affected interests principle as the standard of legitimate boundaries 
and then claim that people can be relevantly affected in various ways. The principle would then provide a language 
that political claims for inclusion must couched in rather than describing a moral standard to which boundaries must 
conform. If so, then I do not see what is gained in insisting that the principle describes legitimate boundaries given 
its indeterminate content.  
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To understand the difference, imagine participants in democracy as builders and boundaries as 

houses.80 Moral relation theories specify exactly how big the house must be and who must be 

invited/permitted to stay there. In contrast, the political process approach lets participants build 

and invite what and who they like so long as they comply with certain standards of structural 

integrity. As developed further in Chapter 6, moral relation theories specify who must be included 

while the political process approach focuses on how democracies should include who they include. 

Of course, one might argue that the house analogy precisely misses the point, since the democratic 

boundary problem is about who should be included as participants in the first place.81  However, 

as discussed further below, specifying a legitimate initial composition of the demos is unnecessary 

for assessing specific real-world inclusion policies. 

So how should we identify the moral dangers that a boundary practice must avoid in order to 

be normatively legitimate? There are two related elements. We begin by reflecting on theories of 

democratic boundaries and membership, looking for overlap about the states of the world that 

boundaries should avoid. The reflective equilibrium method is helpful for this. In reflective 

 

80 One can also understand the difference by thinking about a different boundary controversy. In a series of cases 
during the 1940s-1960s, the American Supreme Court determined that the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th 
Amendment required that the federal House of Representatives and state legislatures be apportioned on the basis of 
equal population, or one-person one-vote. For the majority justices, like Chief Justice Warren in Reynolds v Sims 
377 U.S. 533 (1964) and Justice Black in Wesberry v Sanders 376 U.S. 1 (1964), the one-person one-vote standard 
was the only constitutional way to apportion legislatures. For others, like Justice Clark in the same cases, there 
might not be one correct way to apportion legislatures but there were several clearly discriminatory or irrational 
ones. For dissenters, like Justice Harlan in the same cases, there were no constitutional constraints on legislative 
apportionment save from the Republican Guaranty Clause. My approach is similar to that of Justice Clark who 
thought that the constitution did not provide one standard for drawing legislative districts but did rule out some 
possibilities. Democratic theory doesn’t give one correct democratic boundary principle but can help us decide when 
a purported boundary is clearly undemocratic. Thanks to Gary Jacobsohn for this comparison. 

81 We could always make the analogy increasingly elaborate and specify that whoever is invited to stay in the house 
automatically joins the building crew for the next job. 
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equilibrium, we bring our judgments about the dangers of democratic boundaries into coherence 

with as many substantive theories as possible, allowing us to identify underlying overlap about 

those dangers.82 To take a brief example, each of the affected interests, subjected persons, and 

stakeholder principles seek to respect and further autonomy. This suggests that one of the ways 

that democratic boundaries can go bad is if they sort people into autonomy-undermining groups. 

Legitimate boundary practices will therefore not undermine autonomy. That the practice not 

undermine autonomy is more important than whether it furthers autonomy in the exact way that 

particular moral relation theories prescribe.83   

However, knowing what should not be done requires some idea of what should be done. In 

looking for overlap about the dangers of democratic boundaries, we are guided by the political 

process understanding’s commitment to democratic openness. Democratic boundaries are 

constructed through a pluralist contestatory politics that allows boundaries to be challenged and 

replaced so that no one arrangement of them becomes finally authoritative. This politics enables 

individuals and groups to challenge and potentially dislodge the exclusions and oppressions 

entailed by any given understanding of boundaries. To work, it requires both mental and political 

openness: people need to be able to imagine different types of and reasons for inclusion, and there 

 
82 This draws from Brandstedt and Brännmark’s interpretation of “Rawlsian constructivism” (which includes 
reflective equilibrium) as a tool for “overcom(ing) disagreement in situations when agents have conflicting views 
about what to do” (2020, 359). 
 
83 The obvious response from moral relation theorists is that any policy that does not correspond to their 
prescriptions disrespects autonomy, so ultimately policy does have to correspond to their principles. This response 
denies that there is ultimately any difference between the political process approach I’m suggesting here and moral 
relations theories. There are two points to make in reply. First, a given moral relation theory might not capture 
everything that is relevant to, e.g., autonomy. For example, I show in Chapter 6 that external voting policies can 
undermine autonomy in unfamiliar ways. To some extent then the proof is in the pudding about the difference 
between this approach and moral relations ones. Second, there are inevitably unresolvable differences between 
theoretical approaches. This is unsatisfactory but identifying them when they exist at least has the advantage of 
clarifying theoretical terrain. 
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need to be political settings in which those claims can be brought and considered. We will therefore 

be particularly wary about dangers that threaten to undermine this openness, for example by 

preventing access to political institutions. 

To summarize, understanding democratic boundaries as political processes rather than moral 

relations or paradoxes means that we must use an unfamiliar method to normatively evaluate them. 

That method begins by first empirically understanding the boundary practice’s logic of democratic 

inclusion: the type of democratic membership that it assumes and enacts. Based on that empirical 

understanding it then asks whether the practice can avoid relevant moral dangers of boundary-

making, guided by the political process understanding’s commitment to democratic openness. If 

the practice avoids relevant dangers, it is normatively acceptable.  

This method affords a rebuttable presumption of legitimacy to boundaries that emerge through 

democratic processes. That presumption furthers democratic values by accepting that individuals 

will exert agency over boundaries and allowing us to hear and consider, but of course not 

necessarily accept, the accounts of democracy that they advance. This may seem like an overly 

thin criterion of democratic legitimacy since it requires that practices only avoid harms: for 

example, a boundary that does not undermine autonomy will not necessarily promote it. However, 

the method establishes only a threshold criterion of legitimacy beyond which further judgments 

about the merits of policies can be made. For example, we can still say that we prefer policy X’s 

conception of democratic inclusion to policy Y’s, but so long as they both avoid relevant dangers, 

we cannot say that only the former is legitimate. This normative restraint is required in order to 

make boundaries both accessible to democratic politics and morally constrained. 

 

Discussion  
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Four points about the political process understanding of boundaries and the practice-dependent 

method for evaluating them require further elaboration. 

First, as should be clear by now, understanding democratic boundaries as political processes 

means accepting that the democratic boundary problem is in principle unsolvable (Schaffer 2012, 

341–42; Mouffe 2000, passim). Put otherwise, it means accepting that “democracy offers a politics 

of never-ending contest and uncertainty, with the democratic “we”… always in formation” 

(Keenan 2003, 144–45). However, this does not mean that we cannot give practical normative 

guidance for particular democratic boundary practices that attempts to limit boundaries’ dangers 

while preserving conditions for their contestation. We do not need a general solution prescribing 

who should be included in abstract demoi in order to evaluate specific real-world policies on a 

case-by-case basis.  

This position draws from a political philosophy strategy that Donahue and Ochoa Espejo call 

“resolving the problem”. It believes that a given problem, in this case the democratic boundary 

one, “will never be solved” but “shows how we can reconcile ourselves to the problem’s eternal 

presence” and “gives us resources for coping with the problem” (2016, 146). This strategy allows 

us to hive intellectual problems off from practical ones in order to tackle the latter without getting 

bogged down in the unsolvable former (Donahue and Ochoa Espejo 2016, 147). The political 

process understanding of democratic boundaries gives us resources for coping with the practical 

problems of particular inclusion policies without having to solve the vexing democratic boundary 

intellectual problem.  

Second, accepting that the democratic boundary problem is unsolvable may seem worrying. 

For example, one might worry that it means that we cannot have definitive electorates, which 

would have destabilizing consequences for real-world politics (D. Miller 2020, 1; Song 2012, 56–
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58).84 Yet a political process understanding does not mean that electorates must shift from decision 

to decision,85 just that we cannot specify a priori who the demos should include. Further, the fact 

that we cannot theoretically posit a definitively legitimate electorate does not mean that real-world 

ones will be destabilized, any more than theoretical conclusions that certain boundaries are 

illegitimate makes them actually go away. Rather, it encourages theorists simply to be more open 

to the definitive electorates that are produced by democratic politics. Alternatively, one might 

worry that if the democratic boundary problem is unsolvable, then we can’t make normative 

distinctions between different inclusion policies (Ochoa Espejo 2020, 91–92). Happily then, the 

practice-dependent method provides resources to distinguish between better and worse instances 

of boundaries even though it does not posit one master norm by which they should be measured. 

Third, the political process understanding and practice-dependent method are particularly 

helpful for normatively assessing transnational democratic practices, like external voting.86 Such 

practices are changing the spatiality of democracy, undermining the assumption of congruence 

between state institutions, territory, and demos upon which much liberal political theory is 

constructed. Piper and Rother argue that advances in migrants’ rights, of which external voting is 

one, “demonstrates a pushing of the boundaries of democracy to a cross-border understanding and 

a need for a different imaginary of democracy” (2015, 6). Because it takes time to empirically 

understand new practices, the political process approach can help us comprehend the potentially 

unfamiliar logics of inclusion upon which transnational practices are built and provide normative 

 
84 Thanks to George Klosko for raising this objection.  
85 As theorists worry that the all affected interests will do (D. Miller 2020, 6; Song 2012, 56–58). 
 
86 In the case of external voting, trans-state is more accurate than transnational (Dufoix 2010, 17), but the latter more 
commonly used. 
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guidance that channels them in safer directions. In contrast, theory is not open to understanding 

new democratic practices or spatialities will have to see these practices as aberrant even though 

practically, they are here to stay. Of course, the all affected interests and stakeholder principles are 

often self-consciously articulated as responding to the circumstances of transnational democracy 

(Abizadeh 2008; Bauböck 2006). Their spatial flexibility is certainly an improvement on other 

models, but they still elevate one moral standard of democratic inclusion above all others, meaning 

that they are insufficiently open to the possibility that democracy is changing in ways that they do 

not capture. 

Fourth, the astute reader may have noticed that so far, this chapter has discussed democratic 

membership and boundaries without ever saying exactly what democracy is.87 This is an important 

omission since accounts of what democracy is will determine judgments of who can be a member 

and where boundaries should be drawn. While I have alluded to my understanding of democracy 

throughout this chapter, it is worth briefly stating directly. I understand democracy as a procedure 

for collective decision-making (Saffon and Urbinati 2013; Hill 2016, 284). Yet it is a normatively 

important procedure, since it furthers equality and autonomy by giving individuals the opportunity 

to influence and contest laws and policies.88 If democracy is to further autonomy, we must accept 

that it is an inherently open and uncertain procedure:89 we cannot stipulate what forms it should 

take or outcomes it should reach without undermining individual and collective capacities for self-

determination. The practice-dependent methodology for evaluating boundaries flows from this 

 
87 Thanks to Zsolt Kapelner for pressing this point. 
 
88 Saffon and Urbinati note that proceduralist democracy differs from a Schumpeterian understanding because the 
latter did not attribute normative worth to the democratic method of decision-making (2013, 455). 
 
89 Keenan (2003, passim) discusses the roots and consequences of democratic openness.  
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understanding of democracy: respecting it as an equality and autonomy-enhancing procedure for 

making collective decisions requires that we accept that democratic boundaries cannot be fixed 

once and for all according to a theoretically best standard. It also requires maintaining the open 

conditions through which boundaries can be challenged and potentially altered or replaced. 

 

Conclusion 

Let’s pull together the various strands of the argument so far. We want to assess the normative 

legitimacy of external voting, a globally common practice that alters the spatiality of national 

democratic community by stretching its boundaries beyond those of state territory.  

This extension of democratic boundaries out to include non-resident citizens is the normatively 

interesting and difficult part of external voting. We therefore turned to existing theoretical 

understandings of democratic boundaries for evaluative principles but found that they were either 

inadequately sensitive to the political rather than moral nature of boundaries or precluded giving 

concrete advice about real-world policies. So, we had to develop our own approach for developing 

normative standards for external voting policies.  

This began by conceptualizing democratic boundaries as political processes subject to 

continual challenge and negotiation. That led to a two-step method for normatively assessing them. 

The first step requires that we empirically understand the logic of democratic inclusion that the 

boundary of interest assumes: why does it include (and, as a corollary, exclude) the people that it 

does? Then, we move to the second normative step which identifies major moral dangers of 

democratic boundary-making and asks whether the boundary avoids them. If yes, then the 

boundary is legitimate.  
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This approach aims to give practical advice for particular inclusion policies without prescribing 

a best or most preferable configuration of the demos, beyond the requirement that boundaries not 

undermine the contestatory politics through which they are constructed. It maintains that we can 

assess specific boundaries without solving the underlying “democratic boundary problem”. It may 

seem unsatisfying on two counts. First, its reticence to posit a meta-principle of legitimate 

democratic boundaries. Second, its tying of legitimacy to whether a practice avoids relevant harms 

rather than whether it achieves relevant goods. This theoretical restraint is justified because it is 

the only way to achieve democratic democratic boundaries that at the same time respect core moral 

constraints. While it might be tempting to construct moral castles in the sky that give democracies 

ideal boundaries to strive for, this more pragmatic approach tries to place moral guardrails that 

stop boundaries from veering off the road. 

 In the following chapters I apply this approach to develop evaluative standards for external 

voting policies. The first step requires us to lay aside our normative intuitions about the practice 

to instead come to a deep empirical understanding of its logic of democratic inclusion: why does 

it include non-resident citizens in the demos? The next chapter begins to answer this surprisingly 

complicated question. 
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Chapter 2: External Voting’s National Membership Logic of Democratic Inclusion 
 
 

The previous chapter introduced and justified the practice-dependent method for evaluating 

democratic boundaries. This chapter begins to apply it by characterizing external voting’s logic of 

democratic inclusion. This requires a good empirical understanding of external voting’s 

motivations and operation so that we can characterize the reasons why external voting includes 

non-resident citizens as democratic members. 

This chapter argues that external voting operates according to a national membership logic 

of democratic inclusion. While officials have diverse instrumental motivations for granting 

external voting rights, they all presuppose that non-resident citizens identify and are identified as 

national members. External voting can thus be understood as including non-resident citizens in the 

demos because they are understood by officials to be national members. However, we need to 

know more than this if we are to properly assess external voting’s normative legitimacy. What we 

need to know is how officials characterize non-resident citizens’ national membership – how do 

they create national membership communities extensive enough to include non-resident citizens? 

Existing understandings of how officials do this are unsatisfactory. In contrast, I propose a new 

theoretical understanding of how officials develop conceptions of national membership that 

include non-resident citizens: the locally grounded membership theory.  Chapters 3, 4, and 5 use 

this theory to examine the relationship between national membership and external voting in Ireland 

and the U.S.A., with some focus on France and Israel. This interpretive empirical exercise will 

allow us to identify several conceptions of national membership relevant to external voting policy. 

These conceptions will provide empirical fuel for the normative principles that we develop to 

assess external voting’s legitimacy in Chapter 6. 
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This chapter has seven parts. First, I review existing literature that asks why state officials grant 

external voting rights. These explanations are predominantly strategic. Second, I explain why 

strategic accounts of external voting are important but nevertheless insufficient for understanding 

external voting. They do not engage with the membership aspects of external voting: the need to 

accompany strategic goals with narratives of belonging that explain why non-resident citizens 

should identify as a member of the ‘home’ community. Third, I explain why we should understand 

national membership as the motivating democratic inclusion logic of external voting. Fourth, I 

discuss existing explanations of how officials leverage conceptions of national belonging to justify 

external voting policy and demonstrate their shortcomings. Fifth, I introduce the original locally 

grounded membership theory. In order to include non-resident citizens as national members as 

required by external voting, government officials use relevant local histories and socio-cultural 

meanings about leaving the country to construct particularistic narratives that characterize non-

resident citizens’ identities and imply more general conceptions of their membership in the nation. 

Here I also justify my case study choices and outline the empirical method I use to apply the theory 

in later chapters. Sixth, I consider a possible objection that bounding democracy on the basis of 

national membership is illegitimate regardless of the substance of the conceptions that officials 

use to do so. Finally, I briefly conclude. 

 
Instrumental Motivations for External Voting 
 

In order to characterize external voting’s logic of democratic inclusion, we need to know more 

about its empirical operation. What kind of practice is it? Over the last decade, an interdisciplinary 

body of research has examined states’ reasons for granting external voting rights to non-resident 
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citizens.90 Much of this work understands external voting as a strategic tool that can be used to 

further state officials’ instrumental ends.91 Three types of explanation are popular. 

 

Economic Explanations – Remittances, Integration into Global Economy 

First, states might grant external voting rights for economic reasons. Economic explanations 

understand non-resident citizens as potential sources of “investments, philanthropic donations, and 

tourism dollars” (Gamlen 2019, 9) and see external voting as a step towards accessing those 

resources. For example, scholars often link the adoption of external voting to government officials’ 

desire for non-resident citizens’ remittances. While this is intuitively compelling, the empirical 

evidence for it is mixed. For example, Lafleur hypothesized that “sending states adopt diasporic 

policies to foster emigrant loyalty in hope that it will sustain the flow of remittances over time” 

(2013, 47). He found that this hypothesis was convincing for Mexico, “where remittances represent 

a good share of the country’s GDP” but not for Italy, “where remittances do not represent an 

important source of revenue” (Lafleur 2013, 150). Lafleur’s Italian finding supported Collyer and 

Vathi’s earlier statistical study that found no significant relationship between government 

dependence on remittances and external voting (2007, 19–20). However, his Mexican finding 

supported Erlingsson and Tuman’s finding that remittances had a positive but non-linear effect on 

 
90 This has emerged in tandem with a related literature that asks why and how migrants vote in home country 
elections as well as one that examines political parties’ relationship to external voting. For examples of the former 
see (Mügge et al. 2019; Goldberg and Lanz 2019; Lafleur and Sánchez-Domínguez 2015; Escobar, Arana, and 
McCann 2015; Knott 2017). For the latter: (Østergaard-Nielsen and Ciornei 2019; Ciornei and Østergaard-Nielsen 
2020) as well as the recent feature in PS: Political Science and Politics on “The Party Abroad”: (Rashkova 2021). I 
do not engage with this literature given my methodological focus on government officials that is discussed later in 
this chapter.  
 
91 Many of these explanations will apply also to other diaspora policies. 
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external voting in 24 Latin American and Caribbean countries (2017, 305–6).92 Looking 

specifically at sub-Saharan Africa, Hartmann found that “strong dependency on remittances makes 

the introduction of external voting more likely” (2015, 912) although he noted that its significance 

varied in different countries (2015, 920). 

Alternatively, external voting may be economically significant not simply because it (maybe) 

keeps the remittances tap flowing, but because it can help countries integrate into the global 

economy. In the context of broader diaspora policy, Smith has shown that “the evolution of state-

diaspora relations” is influenced by “changes in the sending state’s relationship to the global 

system” (2003, 724). Building on work by Sherman that argued that the Mexican state “uses policy 

toward emigrants to further its post-economic crisis strategy of international economic integration” 

(1999, 840), Lafleur hypothesizes that external voting is “part of a state’s larger effort to integrate 

itself into the global economy” (2013, 47). He found that this explanation was relevant in the 

Italian case, where emigrants consumed Italian goods and services and opened new markets for 

Italian companies (Lafleur 2013, 151). It was also relevant for Mexico, where state officials 

mobilized Mexican-Americans to lobby the U.S. Congress in favor of the North American Free 

Trade Act (Lafleur 2013, 151).  

 

Political Explanations – Lobbying, Partisanship, Wider Context 

As the NAFTA example suggests, emigrants are not only economic resources for their origin 

states. They also represent political possibility. Accordingly, some scholars advance political 

 
92 Erlingsson and Tuman explain this non-linearity as an effect of home country concern about overly powerful 
emigrants, as represented by high levels of remittances (Erlingsson and Tuman 2017, 306). They also suggest that 
differences between their and Collyer and Vathi’s findings are attributable to research design (2017, 300). 
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explanations of why states grant external voting rights. These look either at non-resident citizens’ 

capacity to press for change in their origin countries, at the partisan significance of external voting, 

or the broader political context. 

Smith highlights the importance of non-resident citizen’s activism when he explains state-

diaspora relations in part through “migrants’ semi-autonomous ability to make demands on their 

sending and receiving states” (2003, 725). Collyer and Vathi also note the importance of lobbying, 

stating that “In the absence of sustained campaigning on the part of emigrants, emigrant voting 

systems are unlikely to be introduced, even if the government has no clear opposition to the issue” 

(2007, 20). Lafleur argues that “emigrant associations and lobbies have contributed to the adoption 

of external voting legislation by forcing political parties to take a stance on the issue and by 

facilitating interparty agreement” (2013, 152). However, Hartmann argues that emigrant lobbying 

is not important in the sub-Saharan African context, because of “the lack of transparent and 

democratic decision-making processes in many African states which might not allow for a 

substantial input by diaspora groups, and in the political organization of the diaspora itself” (2015, 

915). 

These lobbying explanations see non-resident citizens as a political force that can push 

governments to extend external voting rights. As Lafleur explains, that extension can further 

officials’ instrumental goals even though they may not have done it absent non-resident citizen 

pressure: in Mexico, “political parties feared to appear as opponents of external voting because 

they thought emigrants had a strong influence on the votes of their relatives living in Mexico” 

(2013, 151). In both Mexico and Italy, political parties “feared that citizens would retaliate if they 

were eventually enfranchised without their support” (Lafleur 2013, 151).  
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This points to the second type of political explanation of external voting: state officials can 

grant external voting rights because they see some partisan advantage in doing so. On this 

understanding, the extension and scope of external voting rights is a function of parties’ political 

interests. For example, Lafleur found that  

domestic political actors – political parties and administrations in particular – can determine 
the timing of adoption and the content of external voting legislation. (Their) positions…are guided 
by the desire to control the impact of external voting and ensure that their interests are not 
negatively affected by emigrant voters (2013, 154).  

 
Hartmann notes that in multi-party and democratic sub-Saharan African states with “a critical 

mass of emigrant population” “parties have an incentive structure to garner for the votes of 

expatriates and to lobby for the extension of voting rights” (2015, 921). Also looking at sub-

Saharan Africa, Wellman (2020) argues that parties control access to external voting depending 

on “party perceptions of political support abroad”.  

A third type of political explanation looks not to specific parties’ interests but rather to the 

overall nature of the political regime (R. C. Smith 2003, 726).  Several analysts argue that 

democratic regimes are more likely to adopt external voting policies. For example, Rhodes and 

Harutyunyan argue that “…competitive political regimes lead countries to take more and greater 

steps toward implementing (emigrant citizenship), whether through an elite-driven process or in 

response to grassroots activism” (2010, 487). For Rhodes and Harutyunyan, democratic transitions 

are especially important since they provide “a unique window of opportunity in which countries 

are especially likely to pay attention to at least some aspects of membership and rights” (2010, 

488). On this understanding, granting external voting rights during a democratic transition can be 

a way of signalling the new regime’s differences from the old, or demonstrating its commitment 

to democracy. Hartmann’s analysis of sub-Saharan Africa casts doubt on this transition thesis, 
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since  he found that “Apart from South Africa, emigrants had only limited relevance in promoting 

democracy on the African continent…external voting was often not introduced with democratic 

transitions, but rather after a decade or even later” (2015, 914). However, he did find that 

democratic structures were relevant: “all liberal democracies in sub-Saharan Africa have 

established some form of external voting” while in “hybrid or authoritarian systems, democracy 

activists were hesitant to lobby for external voting, as they feared the acting government would 

manipulate those voters” (2015, 914).  

While Lafleur also noted the explanatory power of democratic transition especially in “Mexico 

and other young democracies” (2013, 153), he encourages us to focus not only on the democratic 

nature of the regime but also on broader institutional transformation. He argues that institutional 

transformations, like Italy’s accession to the E.U. or “its development of a new electoral system in 

the 1990s” “create windows of opportunity for supporters of external voting to include this policy 

in the reforms happening under the larger transformation of the state” (Lafleur 2013, 153). 

Lafleur’s zooming out from democratic transition to changing institutional structures encourages 

us to look at the timing as well as substance of external voting.93  

Political regime explanations encourage us to understand external voting as part of the 

democratic toolkit. However, Brand shows that authoritarian regimes can have their own reasons 

for granting such rights. Through case study of Algeria, Tunisia, and Morocco she finds that 

external voting was extended as part of the process of authoritarian consolidation, to reassert 

sovereignty over non-resident citizens subject to competing pulls on their loyalty, and as a way to 

resolve economic or regional crises (Brand 2010a, 96–97).  In sum, “In authoritarian contexts, 

 
93 Advice that Palop-García and Pedroza (2019) also give for different reasons. 
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expanding the franchise is aimed at increasing sovereignty over non-resident citizens with 

resources to be tapped or at reinforcing security through a different means of monitoring 

communities abroad” (Brand 2010a, 97). Brand’s important analysis reminds us that the 

instrumental goals that states pursue through external voting may vary depending on the nature of 

the regime. 

 

Norm Diffusion Explanations – Democracy, Migration Management 

The third type of explanation for why state officials grant external voting rights points to the 

diffusion and reception of globally circulating norms. Turcu and Urbatsch point out that economic 

and political explanations of the type surveyed above94 cannot explain “the accelerating pattern of 

overseas enfranchisement since the 1990s, which is hard to square with any significant change in 

(states’) cost-benefit calculus” (2015, 408). Instead, their democratic diffusion explanation argues 

that external voting “can be one, albeit only partial, mechanism of democratic inclusion that states 

embrace as a signal of their commitment to a democratic process that can promise wide-ranging 

benefits such as economic growth and increased competitiveness in a globalizing world” (Turcu 

and Urbatsch 2015, 428). Importantly, this explanation is also relevant to authoritarian states, since 

it allows them “to feign being good democratic citizens” (Turcu and Urbatsch 2015, 428). On this 

account then, states grant external voting rights in order to signal their democratic bona fides to 

other states, with real material consequences. 

Gamlen has recently advanced a different norm diffusion explanation of the widespread 

adoption of formal diaspora institutions, including external voting. He argues that “the recent 

 
94 With the exception of some interpretations of the democratic transition thesis. 
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global spread of diaspora institutions is a particular kind of socially scripted action: states are 

establishing diaspora institutions in conformity with international models and best practices for 

sharing responsibility over migration” (Gamlen 2019, 15). If this explanation is correct, then states 

grant external voting in order to conform to internationally promoted migration “best practices”.  

 

What Strategic Theories Leave Out – Membership and Identity  
 
With few exceptions, the theories canvassed above explain external voting as a function of 

state officials’ strategic goals, whether economic, political, or signalling. If these strategic 

explanations were exhaustive, it would be difficult to ascribe a coherent logic of democratic 

inclusion to external voting for two reasons. First, they identify no unifying theme beyond the 

pursuit of diverse and irreducible strategic goals. Second, they cannot differentiate a demos. If, for 

example, Mexico grants external voting rights in order to attract remittances or investments, then 

it should grant such rights to anyone who donates whether or not they are a Mexican citizen 

(López‐Guerra 2005, 230). Alternatively, if it enfranchises non-resident citizens because the 

governing party thinks they will vote for it, then why not enfranchise interested and politically 

sympathetic non-resident non-citizens? That this does not happen suggests that there is more going 

on with external voting than instrumental motivations, undoubtedly important as those are. To 

grasp external voting’s logic of democratic inclusion, we need to take a perspective that 

instrumental explanations generally overlook. As Boccagni explains in his analysis of Ecuadorian 

policies towards emigrants, “pragmatic reasons such as gaining access to migrant economic, 

human, and social capital turn out to be far from exclusive. Almost as relevant are issues connected 

with domestic politics such as identity-claiming, nation-building, and the management of political 
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consensus” (2014, 118). Put shortly, external voting is a matter not only of strategy, but also of 

identity. 

For strategic explanations, non-resident citizens’ membership is an unspoken assumption. For 

example, the reason why Mexico enfranchises only Mexican non-resident citizens and not 

everyone who financially contributes to it is because national voting rights are conditioned upon 

national citizenship. This on first sight banal explanation is in fact the key to understanding the 

democratic inclusion logic of external voting. State officials pursue diverse strategic goals when 

they give non-resident citizens external voting rights. However, those goals are very unlikely to 

succeed unless non-resident citizens feel that they are members of the ‘home’ community. For 

example, officials might enfranchise non-resident citizens so that they will invest in national 

projects. But why would they invest unless they identify with the receiving place?95 Bernal 

identifies this dynamic when she writes that “…Eritreans in diaspora…are a vital economic 

resource for the Eritrean state outside its territory from which it can extract wealth…Extracting 

wealth from the diaspora, however, requires maintaining their sense of national belonging…” 

(2014, 42). Also speaking in the context of broader diaspora policy, Collyer notes that emigrants 

“cannot be included in the institutional arrangements of the state, without corresponding 

developments that embrace them as fully part of the nation, the people” (2013, 14). 

We cannot take for granted that such “sense(s) of national belonging” will exist and such 

“corresponding developments” will occur (Collyer 2013, 20). Instead, officials must develop and 

mobilize conceptions, or accounts, of why non-resident citizens are still national members despite 

their territorial absence. There are historical and conceptual reasons for this. Historically, leaving 

 
95 While states may want non-resident citizens to identify with the nation and nationally scaled projects, this is not 
guaranteed. Local or familial scales may be more relevant for them: (Boccagni 2014, 131). 
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state territory often meant exiting the affective space of the ‘homeland’, as states withdrew the 

possibility of national membership from emigrants (Dufoix 2010, 23). Dufoix shows that states 

historically withdrew nationality from emigrants and, even if they followed jus sanguinis, refused 

to transmit citizenship to children born abroad whose links to national territory were considered 

insufficient (Dufoix 2010, 23–24). As Collyer points out, “The most common historical response 

of state institutions (to emigration) was to ignore those who had left, though there were clearly 

important exceptions” (2013, 20). Further, while contacts between origin states and emigrants are 

not new, the contemporary scope, institutionalization, and acceptance of them is a product of the 

past several decades (Collyer 2013, 4, 18; Gamlen 2019, 30).  

Conceptually, it is not obviously straightforward to describe non-resident citizens’ national 

belonging in the same terms as that of resident citizens. As Brand notes, “Long-term residence 

abroad … means … that (non-resident citizens) will experience “the nation” and its history 

differently” (2010b, 79). This leads to a “discrepancy between long-term residence and 

citizenship” that can engender “an external politics of belonging in the state of origin” (Brubaker 

2010, 73). While Brubaker correctly notes that origin states increasingly see this as an opportunity 

(2010, 73), the fact that external citizenship breaks the often-naturalized link between residence, 

citizenship, and national membership means that officials need to justify non-resident citizens’ 

national membership in ways particular to their situation. For example, accounts of national 

membership that foreground territorial co-presence are unlikely to be convincing to non-resident 

citizens. After all, “Emigration weakens the hyphenation of the nation-state by displacing elements 

of the nation away from the state, stretching the corporeal imagination of the body politic” (Collyer 

2013, 20).  
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In summary, strategic theories are too blasé about the fact that non-resident citizens will not 

necessarily be understood or identify as national members. Instead, external voting requires the 

development and acceptance of conceptions of national membership that include non-resident 

citizens. The creation and mobilization of congenial conceptions of national membership is a core 

part of external voting politics. In fact, it is such a core part that I identify national membership as 

external voting’s motivating logic of democratic inclusion.  

 

National Membership is the Democratic Inclusion Logic of External Voting 
 

The practice-dependent method that we will use to develop normative principles for external 

voting begins by asking us to characterize the practice’s logic of inclusion. We are now in a 

position to see that external voting is premised upon a national membership logic of democratic 

inclusion. This is opposed to other possibilities suggested by strategic theories, like economic, 

political, or signalling logics. I elevate national membership as external voting’s logic of 

democratic inclusion over these other possibilities for two reasons. 

First, national membership provides a unifying explanation of external voting. This contrasts 

to strategic theories, which identify different goals pursued to different extents by different actors 

at different times. Whatever instrumental goal state officials pursue through external voting, it is 

very unlikely to succeed unless non-resident citizens identify as national members, for the reasons 

discussed above. Including non-resident citizens as national members is therefore prior to and 

encompasses the diverse instrumental goals that officials undoubtedly pursue through external 

voting. 

Second, national membership is capable of differentiating between demos insiders and 

outsiders. In other words, national membership can explain why some people are given external 
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voting rights while other similarly situated people are excluded. For example, why should a non-

resident Mexican citizen be given external voting rights in exchange for remittances, but not an 

American philanthropist who invests heavily in development there? Instrumentalist theories alone 

cannot explain such distinctions, which are at the heart of democratic boundary-making. In 

contrast, when we foreground the national membership and belonging aspects of external voting, 

we can see why the non-resident Mexican citizen is included in the demos but the philanthropist 

is not. 

I should be clear at this stage about my understanding of the relationship between national 

membership and external voting. I am not suggesting that national membership necessarily exerts 

a straightforward causal influence on external voting policies in all cases: for example, I do not 

claim that states grant or withhold external voting rights only because they do or do not think non-

resident citizens are national members. Rather, the relationship is more oblique. At the risk of 

repetition, officials grant external voting rights for different strategic reasons but achieving them 

requires the creation of expansive trans-state96 national communities that include non-resident 

citizens. External voting therefore presupposes but also helps to produce such communities. 

External voting requires that non-resident citizens feel connected to the nation if they are to change 

their behavior in the way that strategic theories desire. Bauböck offers a neat characterization of 

this relationship: “Instead of considering narratives of nationhood as a stable “independent 

variable” that explains policy output, we need to understand them as discourses through which 

states gain legitimacy for policies that may be driven by quite different motives” (2010, 38).  

 
96 I draw this term from Dufoix ‘s discussion of “nations transétatiques” (2010, 38). 
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Characterizing some practice’s logic of inclusion is not the same as selecting the most 

convincing cause of the practice’s adoption. Rather, it is a more holistic, all things considered 

assessment of the type of membership that a practice enacts and assumes. For example, even if 

you find economic instrumental theories to be the most compelling causal explanation of why 

external voting is adopted, that does not mean that external voting therefore advances an economic 

logic of inclusion. It clearly does not, since not everyone who invests in or donates to a country 

will be given votes there. My position that external voting is premised upon a national membership 

logic of democratic inclusion is therefore not a causal claim but rather a judgment about the type 

of membership that is both a precondition and consequence of external voting.  

 

What Type of National Membership Does External Voting Promote? 
 
The general conclusion that national membership is the democratic inclusion logic of external 

voting is insufficient. To move to the practice-dependent method’s second step, which asks 

whether external voting can avoid major moral dangers of democratic boundary-making, we need 

to know more about the relationship between national membership and external voting. Most 

importantly, we need to identify the substantive conceptions of national membership that 

accompany external voting policies and understand the processes through which they are 

developed. The normative legitimacy of particular external voting policies will depend on the 

details of their accompanying conceptions of national membership.  

As we have seen, developing and mobilizing conceptions of national membership that include 

non-resident citizens is a central part of external voting, since it is an important precondition for 

the success of external voting policies’ strategic goals. Despite this, existing literature has not yet 

offered a convincing accounting of the conceptions of national membership that external voting 
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policies presume and produce, nor has it explained how officials develop such conceptions. The 

general relationship between national membership and external voting has been surprisingly 

understudied. For example, in one of the few direct analyses of conceptions of national 

membership and diaspora policies, McIntyre and Gamlen note the rareness of “studies of ideas 

about citizenship and nationality that may influence states’ efforts to remodel diasporas” (2019, 

36–37). Despite this lack of direct attention, several authors have advanced theories that can guide 

us as we attempt to isolate the shape and substance of the conceptions of national membership that 

underlie particular external voting policies. 

First, Dufoix suggests that whether conceptions of national membership can include non-

resident citizens may depend on how they became non-resident. This focuses less on the 

substantive content of national membership – what must you do, or be, to be a member – than on 

its elasticity – how far can membership, understood however, stretch before it breaks? Dufoix 

notes that historically there are two main ways that non-resident citizens become non-resident: 

colonization and emigration.97 He argues that “in the case of colonization, the nation extends. In 

the case of emigration, it loses subjects” (2010, 22). The four cases that we consider in the next 

chapters correspond roughly to this pattern: in Ireland and Israel, where external voting is not 

permitted, non-resident citizenship is generally equated with emigration. In contrast, leaving from 

France is heavily associated with colonialism and leaving from the U.S.A. can be understood in 

colonialist terms, and both countries have extensive external voting policies. Dufoix’s 

colonization/emigration distinction is helpful for theorizing when national membership is 

compatible with absence. However, it does not identify the substantive content of the conceptions 

 
97 This leaves out exile, which was important especially in Latin America. Thanks to Dan Brinks for this 
observation.  
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that include non-resident citizens. For example, knowing that colonialism is more compatible with 

stretchy conceptions of national membership that include non-resident citizens than emigration 

does not tell us what those conceptions consist of – how they conceptualize and articulate the 

connections between non-resident citizen and nation. 

Second, Boccagni proposes an alternative explanation of why state officials want emigrants to 

identify as national members. Through study of the Ecuadorian state’s discourse on emigrants, he 

argues that “nation-expanding rhetorics reflect an attempt to counterbalance the undermining 

influence of emigration on the national sovereignty, cohesion, and national identities of the 

countries involved” (Boccagni 2014, 124). He identifies five different “conceptual frames” that 

Ecuador’s President Correa used to describe emigrants’ place in the Ecuadorian nation: first, “A 

Family-based understanding” that “builds on a tacit equation between Nation and Family”; second, 

“(Re)territorializing understandings” that “frame migrants as inhabitants of an ideally extra-

territorialized region such as the ‘Fifth’ one in Ecuador” in order to “facilitate… their identification 

as part of a common homeland”; third, “a Civic understanding” that portrays “the homeland as a 

community based on democracy and equality” rather than “symbolic and ethnic-based markers”; 

fourth, “an Ethnic one” that emphasized emigrants’ “blood ties” with residents that was uncommon 

in Ecuador but used in other countries, like in the Balkan region; and fifth, a “Rights-based 

understanding” that purports to protect emigrants’ “universal human rights” (Boccagni 2014, 126–

28). Boccagni’s work is helpful for understanding how the conceptions that officials develop 

correspond to specific governance problems.98 The typology of those conceptions’ possible 

 
98 Brand’s investigation of how state elites “portray the role of migrants and migration in official historical 
narratives”, like those promulgated through state textbooks provides additional support for this (2010b, 78). She 
finds that “a national narrative’s inclusion or exclusion of emigrants may well be in large part attributable to the 
country of origin elites’ relationship to the socioeconomic and political challenges in which the emigrants have 
played a role. If the emigrant/migrant experience reinforces the legitimacy of the existing power structure…the 
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contents that he provides is also highly useful. However, to fully characterize external voting’s 

national membership logic of democratic inclusion, we need a deeper and more general 

understanding of both the processes by which conceptions are developed and their contents. 

Third, the most common account of the relationship between national membership and external 

voting isolates major models of national membership and projects their implications for external 

voting policies. This theory says that ethnic conceptions of national membership that emphasize 

common descent, language, and religion support external voting, while civic-territorial ones99 that 

value participation in a public culture, common subjection to laws and institutions, and shared 

values are incompatible with it. It considers that pre-existing and domestically applicable 

conceptions can be straightforwardly extended to apply to non-resident citizens wherever they are. 

Bauböck offered an early and influential statement of elements of the ethnic-civic/territorial 

theory,100 when he argued that “Ethnic nationalism supports the inclusion of expatriates (in the 

demos)” since an ethnic nation’s “membership need not coincide with the resident population of a 

state where this nation is dominant” (2005, 685). In contrast, the liberal democratic membership 

norm of “territorial inclusion”  that “regards a democratic polity as a community of individuals 

 
regime may seek discursively to instrumentalize the migrant experience to its benefit. If…the country’s migration 
history poses challenges to the regime’s claim to rule or its hold on power, the evidence suggests that the narrative 
may be constructed to marginalize or even ignore the migrant experience” (Brand 2010b, 108–9).  
 
99 I run “civic” and “territorial” together even though they technically refer to two different things because advocates 
of the theory tend to include elements of both, often assuming that civic identities are necessarily territorial. For 
example McIntyre and Gamlen (2019, 38) argue that jus soli underlies civic conceptions of national membership. 
Penrose (2002, 290) has noted a similar tendency in nationalism literature.  
 
100 He later clarified or softened this view, noting that explanations of “state policies towards emigrants … through 
types of civic or ethnic nationhood or other national models of citizenship… (ignore) the inevitable mix of ethnic 
and civic principles in all constructions of nationhood, the sometimes radical policy changes that upset expectations 
about path-dependent national models and the multiple purposes that states pursue in their engagements with both 
emigrants and immigrants” (Bauböck 2013, xv). 
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who are subjected to the same political authority and its laws”101 may be incompatible with 

external voting since non-resident citizens are not subjected (Bauböck 2005, 686). Finally, 

republican territorial conceptions that “emphasize… territorial boundaries” will also reject 

external voting since “Only citizens who are present in the polity can govern themselves by 

participating in making its laws” (Bauböck 2005, 685).102  

Social scientists and theorists alike have advanced versions of the claim that civic-territorial 

conceptions of national membership militate against external voting while ethnic ones support it. 

For example, political theorist Lenard argues that external voting reflects “an understanding of 

nation-states as historical communities, composed of citizens who share values, norms, and often 

time ethno-racial characteristics” in which “citizens are bound by characteristics that do not erode 

over time” (2015, 122). This understanding contrasts to a newer one in which “nations are 

increasingly understood instead as citizens who share a public culture – a common ethos defined 

by shared norms and values that have emerged from ongoing cooperation in shared institutions” 

(2015, 122). This understanding premises membership on “collective and public participation in 

the institutions that govern the shared lives of citizens, rather than … shared ethno-racial 

characteristics” and is incompatible with external voting since citizens who live abroad “are not 

participating in and contributing to the public culture that defines their states of origin” (Lenard 

2015, 122). 

Fitzgerald makes a similar argument when he argues that external citizenship “resonates with 

a Roman model of citizenship” that sees citizenship as a passive, transportable right owned by 

 
101 This principle combines civic and territorial elements. 
 
102 As does this one. 
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individuals (2006, 109–10). In a striking claim buttressed by a quotation from Adolf Hitler, 

Fitzgerald asserts that “The inclusion of emigrants and their descendants in the national “we” often 

is based on essentialist and even racialist notions that reds have always been reds, and reds they 

will always be, even if they live in a country full of blues” (2006, 109–10). In contrast, classical 

Greek ideas of citizenship resist external voting and citizenship, since they claim that “citizenship 

is participatory, is centered on duties as well as rights, and is territorially bound” (Fitzgerald 2006, 

111). Non-resident citizens cannot fully participate in public life, are not subject to state coercion 

to the same degree as residents, and do not live on state territory, so should not enjoy citizenship 

rights like voting (Fitzgerald 2006, 111–13).103 

More empirical works have made comparable claims. For example, in her examination of 

Mexican state policy towards emigrants, Sherman argues that incorporation of emigrants as 

national members “indicates a transition from the philosophy that national membership is bounded 

by territory to the belief that it arises from cultural and ethnic heritage regardless of geographical 

borders” (1999, 858). Hartmann implicitly endorses such theories when he suggests that sub-

Saharan African countries’ adoption of external voting cannot be explained by reference to 

understandings of nationhood. This is because those understandings link ethnic nationalism to 

external voting, but sub-Saharan African countries understand nationhood in primarily civic-

territorial terms (Hartmann 2015, 911). Hartmann concludes that since those countries have 

external voting, conceptions of nationhood must not be relevant. 

 
103 See Collyer (2014a, 61) for a critique of Fitzgerald’s claim that external citizenship is passive. 
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Finally, McIntyre and Gamlen have recently offered perhaps the most sophisticated statement 

and exploration of the theory yet. They test the relationship between economic,104 ethnic, and civic 

conceptions of membership and diaspora institutions and policies, expecting that economic and 

ethnic conceptions should “drive the emergence of diaspora policies” while civic ones should not 

(McIntyre and Gamlen 2019, 37–38). They find that both ethnic and (against their expectations) 

civic conceptions are related to diaspora policy emergence, while economic ones are important “in 

addition to ethnic and/or civic conceptions, rather than at the expense of such conceptions” 

(McIntyre and Gamlen 2019, 44).105 This helpful analysis empirically scrutinizes what is more 

often asserted. While the authors group conceptions of national membership into three main 

categories, they conclude that “Membership is messy, adaptive, and nuanced; driven by different 

aims, affinities, histories, and relationships” (McIntyre and Gamlen 2019, 35). This insight will 

become important to the locally grounded membership theory presented below. 

The civic-territorial/ethnic theory has two important features for our purposes. First, it 

considers that non-resident citizens’ national membership is determined by the application of 

conceptions of national membership that also apply inside the country’s territorial borders. Put 

otherwise, the same conceptions that determine the possibility of resident citizens’ national 

membership straightforwardly extend beyond state borders to also determine that of non-residents. 

Second, those internally applicable conceptions take one of a small finite number of recognizable 

forms: civic, territorial,106 ethnic, and sometimes economic. The theory therefore suggests that 

 
104 Economic conceptions “reflect jus pecuniae” and “extend… the arm of state to those who can (or will) 
economically benefit the homeland” (McIntyre and Gamlen 2019, 37). 
 
105 Emphasis in original. 
106 Or, as is more common, some combination of civic and territorial. 
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there is a limited repertoire of possible conceptions of national membership that we can identify 

and theorize before examining any particular case.  

The civic-territorial/ethnic theory seems to correspond to both our desiderata: it details the 

substance of conceptions of national membership that include non-resident citizens and it implies 

an account of the processes by which officials deploy them. However, it has five major problems 

that mean that we cannot rely on it to characterize external voting’s national membership logic of 

democratic inclusion, as required by the practice-dependent method’s first step. 

First, and most straightforwardly, it simply does not correspond to practice. It makes a 

predictive claim that countries with civic-territorial conceptions of national membership should 

not have external voting, while those with ethnic ones should. This prediction is confounded by 

the four cases we consider in the following chapters: the U.S.A. and France are commonly thought 

of as paragons of civic-territorial membership but have extensive policies, while Ireland and Israel 

have strong ethnic identifications but essentially prohibit external voting.107 Additionally, 

Boccagni shows that in Ecuador, civic and territorial ideas actually support non-resident citizens’ 

national membership (2014, 127–28). McIntyre and Gamlen’s comparative analysis confirmed 

that Boccagni’s civic finding is generalizable, since they found that civic conceptions of national 

membership were related to the emergence of diaspora policies like external voting (2019, 44–45). 

The theory also cannot explain why countries that are often thought of as having similar 

conceptions of national membership adopt different policies. For example, Kalicki argues that 

while both Japan and South Korea are thought of as having ethnic conceptions of membership, 

 
107 On the U.S.A. see (Walzer 2004, passim; Jacobsohn 2017, 59–62). Smith characterizes Israeli nationalism as ethno-
religious diaspora nationalism (1995, 17). Brubaker (1998, passim) discusses the importance of territory to French 
nationhood. I discuss Ireland in more depth in the relevant chapter but Boyce (1995, 19) notes the importance of race, 
religion, and territorial unity to that nation. 
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political officials in the former country support external voting on the basis of ethnic ideas but in 

the latter oppose it on the basis of civic ideas (2009, 189). 

The theory’s poor correspondence to practice can have practical consequences, leading 

analysts to wrongly dismiss the relevance of conceptions of national membership to external 

voting. For example, as discussed above, Hartmann argued that since sub-Saharan African 

countries understand nationhood on civic-territorial terms, but ethnic nationalism justifies external 

voting, then national membership must not be relevant to their external voting policies (Hartmann 

2015, 911). This is an unfortunate conclusion since it means that the narratives and conceptions of 

national membership that underlie external voting policies are further obscured. 

One might object at this point that if the theory corresponds poorly to practice, it is not the 

theory that is at fault but rather our initial characterizations of the conceptions of national 

membership that are dominant in countries. For example, since the USA and France undoubtedly 

both conceptualize membership at least partly in ethnic terms, those ethnic ideas must underlie 

their external voting policies. Kalicki takes a similar approach when he argues that perhaps South 

Korea’s resistance to external voting shows that South Korea is shifting to a more civic idea of 

nationhood (2009, 190). This type of argument renders the civic-territorial/ethnic theory 

essentially unfalsifiable.108 It also relies on categories that, as the next paragraph discusses, are 

conceptually weak. 

The second major problem with the civic-territorial/ethnic theory is that it relies on very broad 

categories to assert an unsupported causal relationship between conceptions of membership and 

policy. The categories of civic-territorial/ethnic can be difficult to distinguish: for example, while 

 
108 In fairness to Kalicki he presents this as a hypothesis to be investigated, not a certain conclusion. 
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proponents of civic-territorial conceptions tend to emphasize abstract and universal membership 

norms, they too ultimately rely on shared culture, language, and even religion and ethnicity (Tamir 

2019, 431–32; Yack 1996, 196–97). The categories are also too broad to explain specific policies. 

For example, Brubaker and Kim compare West Germany’s relations with ethnic Germans in 

Eastern Europe and the former USSR with South Korea’s relations with Koreans in Japan and 

China. While both countries are commonly thought of as ethnic nations, Brubaker and Kim find 

that this categorization does little to explain specific policies, arguing that “Transborder 

membership politics in both countries have been more crucially framed and constituted by 

geopolitical contexts, state categorization practices, and political struggles than prevailing 

accounts (of ethnic nationalism) allow” (2011, 25). They conclude that “The notion of ethnic 

nationalism…is too blunt a conceptual instrument to explain the selective and variable ways in 

which Germany and Korea have embraced transborder co-ethnics” (Brubaker and Kim 2011, 69).   

Third, the civic-territorial/ethnic theory’s assumption that domestically applicable conceptions 

of national membership can be projected to non-resident citizens fails to take into account non-

resident citizens’ different positionings relative to the “home” nation. As discussed above, non-

resident citizens’ national membership will often have to be imagined and articulated in different 

terms than that of resident citizens. Officials have historically been hostile towards those who 

leave, meaning that their spatial distance from the home community needs to be explained. The 

civic-territorial/ethnic theory fails to recognize this basic dynamic of political membership from a 

distance, since it considers that non-resident citizens’ membership can be explained in the same 

terms as that of resident citizens. For example, if national membership within state borders is 

understood as a function of shared participation in the making of laws that commonly subject, then 

the civic-territorial/ethnic theory expects that non-resident citizens’ membership should equally 
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be judged by their conformity with those criteria. However, we have good theoretical reasons to 

believe that non-resident citizens’ national membership should be conceptualized in different 

terms than that of resident citizens. As Chapters 3 and 4 will show, we also have good empirical 

evidence that this is in fact the case. A convincing theory of the relationship between national 

membership and external voting will therefore have to incorporate the fact that the material 

conditions of non-resident citizenship, or the reality of life lived at a distance from a community 

that nevertheless seeks to mould one’s identity, means that non-resident citizens’ membership is 

unlikely to be imagined in the same ways as that of resident citizens.  

Fourth, as noted above, the civic-territorial/ethnic theory assumes that national membership is 

generally conceptualized in a finite small number of ways: generally civic, territorial, ethnic, or 

sometimes economic. A major theoretical problem with these categories is that relying on them 

bakes the conclusion into the premises. If we decide that there are X number of possible 

conceptions of national membership and set out to analyze how they support or undermine external 

voting, then it will be very difficult to notice if in fact other conceptions are at work. The analytic 

danger this poses is accentuated by the fact discussed above that non-resident citizens’ national 

membership is often understood in different terms than that of resident citizens: the civic, 

territorial, and ethnic conceptions were not developed in the context of external membership. 

These conceptions are undeniably convenient heuristics for approximating specific ideas of 

national membership (Bloemraad 2013, 61), and they provide a nice shorthand that captures 

important ingredients of nationhood. However, they are heuristics that impose theorists’ 

expectations of how membership should work to the detriment of our understanding of how 
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membership does work, since they give us pre-defined categories with which to assess social 

processes, thereby changing our perceptions of what we see.109 

The theory’s final problem is normative. Nationalism scholars have noted and critiqued a 

widespread tendency to assume that civic-territorial conceptions of national membership are 

normatively desirable, and ethnic ones normatively dangerous (Brubaker 1999, 64; Yack 1996 

passim). For example, Tamir critiques the common argument that  

civic nationalism is characteristic of culturally developed nations that can, from a position of 
self-confidence, approach each other on an equal footing, seeking cooperation on the basis of 
mutual respect. In contrast, ethnic nationalism is characteristic of primitive nations, motivated by 
feelings of inferiority and inspiring belligerent policies (2019, 425).   

 
Thanks to that argument, the equation of external voting with ethnic conceptions primes us to 

conclude that external voting is also normatively dangerous and thus to be avoided. This impedes 

our empirical consideration of external voting because it discourages understanding it “as a normal 

form of political organization” (Gamlen 2008, 842), which is necessary if we are to uncover its 

true motivations and logics. Second, it shortcircuits normative consideration of external voting 

because it makes it seem obvious that is illegitimate. For example, if Lenard and Fitzgerald are 

correct that external voting relies on essentialist and racialized conceptions of membership, then 

external voting is clearly normatively undesirable. However, if external voting policies are in fact 

based on other kinds of conceptions of national membership, then such a conclusion is by no means 

obvious. 

 
109 Bourdieu (1991, 221) has emphasized the productive potential of classifications, discussing “struggles over the 
monopoly of the power to make people see and believe, to get them to know and recognize, to impose the legitimate 
definition of the division of the social world, and thereby, to make and unmake groups. What is at stake here is the 
power of imposing a vision of the social world through principles of division which, when they are imposed on a 
whole group, establish meaning and a consensus about meaning, and in particular about the identity and unity of the 
group, which creates the reality of the unity and identity of the group”. 
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To summarize, we cannot rely on existing theories of the relationship between national 

membership and external voting to understand the conceptions of the former that the latter relies 

on and reproduces. In order to fully characterize external voting’s logic of democratic inclusion as 

the practice-dependent method’s first step requires, we shall therefore have to move beyond 

existing theories to propose our own.  

 

The Locally Grounded Membership Theory of the Relationship Between National 
Membership and External Voting 

 
Let’s take stock of the argument so far. Our ultimate goal is to develop realistic normative 

principles for external voting policies. This requires that we understand external voting’s logic of 

democratic inclusion. This is an empirical question that asks why external voting policies include 

non-resident citizens in the demos. I argued that they do so in order to claim certain non-resident 

citizens as national members. However, this conclusion alone was insufficient because it did not 

tell us what conceptions of national membership external voting policies rely on to include non-

resident citizens. I then showed that existing literature provides an unsatisfactory understanding of 

those conceptions, meaning that we must propose our own theory. This part presents and unpacks 

the locally grounded membership theory which explains how government officials develop 

conceptions of national membership that include non-resident citizens for external voting 

purposes. In Chapters 3 and 4, I use this theory to identify several such conceptions. 

 
The Locally Grounded Membership Theory: Overview and Explanation 
 

The locally grounded membership theory argues that government officials must explain why 

non-resident citizens are national members if the instrumental goals they pursue through external 

voting are to succeed. They do this by advancing narratives that describe non-resident citizens’ 
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reasons for leaving, activities abroad, and connections to the home country. These narratives are 

particularistic, constructed from local histories and socio-cultural meanings of leaving the country. 

Through them, officials construct an imagined emigrant from the fund of available local histories 

and meanings.110 Another way of understanding the same idea is that from these histories and 

meanings officials fashion templates of external citizenship:111 discrete accounts of non-resident 

citizens’ identities, motivations, and activities through which officials apprehend real life 

individuals. These imagined emigrants and templates imply general conceptions of national 

membership that characterize the links between non-resident citizen and nation and explain why 

the former is still a member of the latter. Non-resident citizens’ national membership is thus locally 

grounded in context-specific histories and meanings. The theory shows that to understand the 

conceptions of national membership that external voting relies on and reproduces, we must identify 

the particularistic narratives that constitute officials’ imagined emigrant(s) and explain her 

continued connections to the nation.112 

Four aspects of the theory merit further explanation. 

First, it builds on prior work that understands the nation as narratively constructed. This means 

that the nation is not a mind-independent reality. Instead, it is constituted through people’s 

intersubjective identification with each other as national members, facilitated by the telling and 

acceptance of stories about what the nation is and why they are a part of it.113 This understanding 

 
110 The idea of an “imagined emigrant” is adapted from Green’s term “imagined expatriate” (2009, 310). 
 
111 Kostakopoulou has used the language of “citizenship templates” to understand European citizenship (2005; 
2018), while Epstein and Carrillo have used it to understand “immigrant sexual citizenship” (2014 passim). 
 
112 This has similarity to Brand’s (2010b) exploration of the factors that influence how a regime portrays emigrants 
in official national narratives. 
113 This should not be read as downplaying the role that force inevitably plays in constituting national communities. 
But narratives are a necessary supplement to force since narratives are more likely to induce consent, voluntary 



 
 
 

92 

is inspired by Anderson’s famous account of the nation as “an imagined political community” in 

which members “will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, 

yet in the mind of each lives the image of their communion” (2006, 6).114 Approaches that treat 

the nation as narratively constructed ask what representations or discourses allow nations and their 

members to be imagined in the ways that they are, and have proven influential for understanding 

nationhood (Brand 2010b; Yadgar 2002; Duara 1995; Hanway 2003; Hult 2003).115 Seeing the 

nation as narratively constructed suggests that there is no “natural” or “correct” configuration of 

the relationship between non-resident citizens and the nations that they physically leave. Non-

resident citizens are not inevitably national members, but rather are made into such by narratives 

that describe their identities and conceptualize their national membership status and in doing so, 

make policies like external voting appear appropriate and even natural.116 The locally grounded 

membership theory is designed to recover the narratives and conceptions through which 

government officials imagine non-resident citizens as national members. 

Second, why do officials rely on local relevant histories and meanings to construct narratives 

about non-resident citizens? Again, non-resident citizens need to be identified and identify as 

 
participation, and sincere acceptance of the identities that elites propagate (Morgan 1989, 13; R. M. Smith 2003, 43–
44). 
 
114 Unlike Anderson I do not focus much on the material realities that allow nations to be imagined. 
 
115 Citations owed to Brand (2010b). 

116 This draws on related work on the construction of diasporas. For example, Brubaker and Kim argue that “the 
politics of transborder membership is in the first place a politics of identification: transborder populations must be 
identified and construed as “belonging” to the state before they can become the object of state policies; and that 
identification is contingent, contested, variable, and revocable” (2011, 24 emphasis in original). Waldinger notes 
that “there are no diasporas, only different ways of constructing, managing, and imagining the relationships between 
homelands and their dispersed peoples” (2008, 12). See also Gamlen (2008, 851–52). 
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national members if external voting’s strategic motivations are to succeed. This requires officials 

to explain why non-resident citizens are national members despite their extraterritorial locations. 

This necessary task is made more difficult by the fact that non-resident citizens are often poorly 

legible to officials: it can be hard to obtain reliable information about the formers’ numbers and 

locations, let alone their motivations for leaving and their activities abroad (Collyer 2013, 9–10). 

For example, official figures about American emigrants were last collected by U.S.A. government 

bodies in 1950 (Dashefsky and Woodrow-Lafield 2020, 76–77), and official estimates of U.S.A. 

non-resident citizens’ numbers range widely from 2.4 to 9 million (Klekowski von Koppenfels 

2019, 600–601). This paucity of relevant information means that non-resident citizens can be hard 

for officials to see. However, officials formulating external voting policy still need some 

understanding of who non-resident citizens are if they are to develop conceptions of national 

membership that include them. Local historically rooted accounts of who leaves and why, social 

practices and understandings surrounding non-resident citizens’ leaving and continued 

engagement with the home country, and cultural representations of non-resident citizens provide 

a readily available fund of meaning from which officials can selectively draw to construct 

narratives that describe who non-resident citizens are, why they leave, and what they do abroad. 

These sources and the narratives that build from them are essentially heuristics that allow officials 

to bring non-resident citizens into focus when they would otherwise be difficult to perceive. 

The narratives and conceptions that officials construct to describe non-resident citizens’ 

identities and national membership statuses are not necessarily truthful, on two levels. First, as we 

will see in Chapters 3 and 4, they accentuate some features of non-resident citizens and downplay 

others. They offer an essentially lopsided impression of non-resident citizens that may not 

correspond to any particular individual, let alone many. This is inevitable given both the previously 



 
 
 

94 

discussed illegibility of non-resident citizens and also the general dynamics of nation-building. 

Morgan points out that many of the beliefs and values that constitute and bind political 

communities are fictitious, writing that “The success of government … requires the acceptance of 

fictions, requires the willing suspension of disbelief, requires us to believe that the emperor is 

clothed even though we can see that he is not” (1989, 13). Renan’s classic description of 

nationhood expands on this, noting that  “Forgetting, I would even go so far as to say historical 

error, is a crucial factor in the creation of a nation…” (1990, 11). Incorporating non-resident 

citizens as national members is no different: it involves elevating, or remembering, certain 

(potentially fictitious) aspects of their histories and identities and downplaying, or forgetting, 

others. 

Further, officials may advance narratives and conceptions for “at least partly self-serving or 

partisan reasons” (R. M. Smith 2003, 53) – not because they think they are a good or truthful 

representation of non-resident citizens but rather because they enable them to achieve some 

instrumental goal. A conception’s partisan motivation does not undermine its significance as an 

attempt to mould political identities, first since policy is still made on the basis of it and second 

because reasons and arguments, once articulated in institutional settings, can often “take on a life 

of their own” independent from their articulator’s original motivations (Tulis 2003, 205–6) 

Third, it understands the development of conceptions of national membership that include non-

resident citizens as an elite-dominated process. This contrasts to a grassroots perspective that 

would ask how non-resident citizens themselves understand their national membership and 

participation in external voting (Boccagni 2011; Boccagni and Ramírez 2013). As discussed 

repeatedly through this chapter, government officials have various strategic motivations for 

enacting external voting. Achieving those motivations requires the creation and acceptance of 
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trans-state national communities. This involves the reconfiguration of the political identities and 

loyalties of both resident and non-resident citizens, since both need to understand the other as 

linked by membership ties that were previously unrecognized. From this perspective, we can 

understand non-resident citizens’ inclusion as national members through external voting as an 

exercise in “people-building”: the political process through which “leaders routinely propagate 

and institutionalize particular visions of their political communities” and “seek … to prompt 

constituents to embrace membership in the community…they depict” (R. M. Smith 2003, 4–5, 

53).117 This process is dominated by political leaders for two main reasons.118 First, political 

leaders have obvious interests in developing and mobilizing particular forms of political 

community, like the extended nations that accompany external voting policy (R. M. Smith 2003, 

36–37). As we have seen, if (for example) leaders want to harness non-resident citizens’ economic 

contributions, then they need to bring them to identify as members. Ordinary individuals are 

simply much less likely to have an interest in creating or modifying structures of political 

community. Second, political leaders are also in a better position to develop and mobilize forms 

of community than non-elites: they possess power and command attention, and are able to 

construct and propagate a coherent account of political identity out of the multifarious ingredients 

that are relevant to personal identity (R. M. Smith 2003, 32). 

This does not mean that ordinary people are irrelevant to the national membership politics of 

external voting. Their acceptance of the conceptions of national membership that officials advance 

 
117 Collyer (2013, 15–16) also uses Smith to understand the narrative incorporation of non-resident citizens as 
national members. 
 
118 Obviously, government officials are not the only species of political leader. Non-resident citizen or migrant 
activists that lobby for rights like external voting can also be understood as political leaders. However, I focus on 
government officials because they are the ones who ultimately permit or prohibit external voting.  
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will determine the success of external voting’s strategic goals (R. M. Smith 2003, 36). If officials 

advance conceptions that do not resonate with non-resident citizens, then non-resident citizens are 

unlikely to behave in the desired ways. Further, it is possible that ordinary people can modify the 

content of conceptions by advancing alternatives or by accepting some but not all of a conception’s 

tenets. In fact, activism of this sort may influence the conceptions that officials ultimately advance. 

My focus on the conceptions of national membership that government officials develop should 

therefore not be interpreted as denigrating ordinary people’s ability to affect such conceptions. 

Instead, it is intended to isolate for normative consideration the conceptions of national 

membership that underlie actual external voting legislation. For this, we need to consider the elite 

perspective. 

Fourth, as should be clear by now, the locally grounded membership theory is designed to 

isolate the conceptions of national membership that go into external voting policy. It seeks to 

recover the ways that officials understand non-resident citizens’ identities and national 

membership statuses when considering external voting legislation. This contrasts to the 

conceptions of national membership that might come out of external voting policy, which some 

readers may think would be a more sensible focus of attention. The conceptions of national 

membership that officials articulate in the course of debating external voting will not be 

straightforwardly translated into law. This is because officials may propose different conceptions 

among which compromise must be found (R. M. Smith 2003, 50), because it is difficult to draft a 

law that precisely traces the contours of any given conception, or because conceptions of national 

membership are not the only thing relevant to external voting. As Smith points out, actual laws 

and policies “go on to shape the interests and the very identities of those defined and affected by 

them in ways that may well depart from many of the desires and expectations of virtually all those 
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who participated in their creation” (2003, 50). So why do I focus on the conceptions of national 

membership that are articulated in the course of external voting debates rather than those that are 

ultimately institutionalized in laws?119  

A focus on policy outcomes as enshrined in law can afford only a very blunt impression of the 

relevant conceptions of national membership. This is because there are a very small range of 

outcomes: a law either permits external voting or not, with certain limited variations. Looking at 

policy outcome only might therefore be a good guide as to whether non-resident citizens are 

considered as national members, but it has insufficient detail to tell us why that is so. In contrast, 

the conceptions of national membership that officials articulate during external voting debates may 

not be perfectly institutionalized into law, but they can tell us how and why non-resident citizens 

are understood as national members. As Smith points out, understanding “the accounts of 

peoplehood that compete in the politics that produce … laws and institutions… help(s) us grasp 

… why the laws and institutions have been built as they are” (2003, 51). 

Relatedly, looking at the conceptions that officials articulate can also help us to understand the 

interests that they have in non-resident citizens. To take a very simple example, knowing whether 

officials characterize non-resident citizens as financially successful can help us understand 

whether they have an economic interest in them. This is because interests do not exist 

independently of identities; rather, perceptions of the latter help to constitute impressions of the 

former (R. M. Smith 2003, 45–46; Brubaker 1998, 16–17). Finally, articulated conceptions can 

help us predict social and political reaction to external voting policies (R. M. Smith 2003, 51). For 

example, the terms in which officials describe non-resident citizens’ identities and characterize 

 
119 I take the “institutionalization” language from R. Smith (2003, 50–51).  
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their membership in the nation may affect whether non-resident citizens take up the opportunity 

to cast ballots. It may also affect resident citizens’ responses: for example, in Ireland any external 

voting reform will have to be approved by referendum. The compellingness of the conceptions 

that officials articulate to support external voting may influence resident citizens’ support of the 

policy.  

To summarize, the locally grounded membership theory enables us to identify the conceptions 

of national membership that underlie external voting policies. It says that in order to include non-

resident citizens as national members as required by external voting, government officials use 

relevant local histories and socio-cultural meanings to construct narratives that characterize non-

resident citizens’ identities, motivations for leaving, and activities abroad and that imply more 

general conceptions of their membership in the nation. In the following chapters, I apply the theory 

to identify several conceptions of national membership that underlie real world external voting 

policies. My goal in doing this is to characterize external voting’s national membership logic of 

democratic inclusion, which will then provide empirical fuel for our ultimate normative 

investigation of whether that logic avoids important moral dangers of democratic boundary-

making. In the next parts, I discuss my empirical strategy for applying the theory to real world 

cases.  

 

Which Cases? 

The following chapters use the locally grounded membership theory to identify several 

conceptions of national membership relevant to external voting policy and proposed reforms in 

Ireland, the U.S.A., France, and Israel. The first two are primary cases while the latter two are 

shadow cases. This means that I conduct a full investigation of the former two but use the latter 
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two primarily as relevant comparisons. These cases were chosen with two main considerations in 

mind.  

First, I want to identify a range of relevant conceptions of national membership that is wide 

enough to support generally applicable normative principles. This does not require that we identify 

all possible conceptions but rather an adequate variety. As long as they are based on an adequate 

variety of conceptions, the normative principles that we elaborate for external voting can be 

applied to policies that they were not developed in relation to. These case study countries enable 

us to identify a wide range of conceptions because the history and significance of leaving each of 

them is different. 

For example, as I explain in more depth in the relevant chapters, leaving Ireland is associated 

with the country’s centuries-long history of mass emigration caused by events ranging from famine 

to failed economic policies to greater freedom abroad (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 1–3). In 

Israel, emigration is associated with “yeridah” (descent):120 “a dangerous form of mobility, which 

could, if left untreated, lead to the total demise of the Zionist enterprise” (N. Cohen 2010, 22). 

Emigration was so dangerous because it symbolized “the failure to instill a sense of meaningful 

connection to the land and more importantly, the return to the deterritorialized diaspora that had 

been characteristic of Jewish existence for two millenniums” (N. Cohen 2010, 22). In France, 

leaving is most strongly associated with colonialism (Collard 2013, 215–16), while in the U.S.A. 

it is associated variably with draft resisters, tax evaders, the military, and in an American 

colonialist twist, businessmen propagating American capitalism abroad.121 The fact that the history 

 
120 As contrasted to “aliyah” (ascent), the immigration of Jewish people to Israel (Gold 2005, 4). 
 
121 For an overview of how leaving the United States has been understood throughout the nation’s history, see Green 
(2009). 



 
 
 

100 

and significance of leaving each country is different matters because the locally grounded 

membership theory suggests that officials will base conceptions of non-resident citizens’ national 

membership on context-specific histories and meanings. Choosing cases that represent a diverse 

range of histories and meanings should make it more likely that the resulting conceptions will also 

be diverse, since they are constructed using different materials.  

Second, I want to challenge the dominant theoretical approach to studying the conceptions of 

national membership that underlie external voting policies. As discussed above, the most common 

approach suggests that there are a limited number of possible conceptions of national membership, 

each with predictable consequences for external voting. For example, civic-territorial ones oppose 

external voting while ethnic ones support it. These four cases are counterintuitive according to this 

theory. France and the USA are often considered as paragons of civic-territorial nationhood but 

have extensive external voting policies, while Ireland and Israel are more plausibly ethnic but 

prohibit external voting. Investigating why these cases behave differently than the civic-

territorial/ethnic theory predicts should provide an opportunity to identify that theory’s 

shortcomings and build a better approach. The differences between that theory and the locally 

grounded membership one are summarized by the fact the former uses the categories of civic, 

territorial, and ethnic membership essentially as heuristics: they are rough guides that allow the 

theorist to make coherent sense of messy and sometimes illogical national membership politics. 

The latter does not do away with heuristics but rather swaps those that theorists use for those that 

officials use, since it identifies the narratives that allow officials to make sense of the national 

membership of poorly legible and heterogenous non-resident citizens.122 

 
122 This draws from the interpretivist assumption that “…how people see their positions and interests depends on 
their theories, not our theories” (Bevir and Rhodes 2016, 5). 
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The fact that the cases are counterintuitive according to the dominant civic-territorial/ethnic 

theory has another advantage. It provides a good opportunity to critically assess and elaborate the 

relationship between territory and diaspora politics, which is often overlooked and simplified. 

Analysts sometimes assume that diaspora politics like external voting are necessarily 

deterritorializing, when in fact they reconfigure the relationship between territory and political 

membership or identity (Collyer 2014a, 57).123  These cases allow us to explore how countries that 

clearly value territory as an ingredient of nationhood like France and the USA do124 nevertheless 

permit extensive extraterritorial political belonging. Including Israel, where territory is vital to 

nationhood (Newman 2001, 237–38), allows us to assess when and how territory sustains or 

precludes extraterritorial political attachments.  

Finally, the cases have different external voting policies. The USA and France have very 

extensive external voting policies that permit almost all non-resident citizens to vote in all national 

elections for their whole lives. In contrast, neither Ireland nor Israel permits external voting for 

ordinary non-resident citizens (there are exceptions for military personnel and diplomats posted 

abroad). There have been persistent but so far unsuccessful reform proposals in both countries 

throughout the past several decades. Given my goal of developing normative principles for 

external voting, my main interest is in the conceptions that supported external voting reform in 

these countries. However, their continued prohibition of external voting is relevant because it 

allows us to also get a sense of the types of conceptions that oppose the policy. This enables a 

 
123 To use some jargon, diaspora policies reterritorialize. McIntyre and Gamlen’s recent work (2019, 44–45) has 
begun to complicate this area of research, since they find that civic conceptions of membership are related to the 
emergence of diaspora policy (against their expectations). 
 
124 One can believe this while declining to therefore characterize their national identities as wholly territorial in the 
way that the civic-territorial theory would have us do. 



 
 
 

102 

fuller vantage point on the relationship between conceptions of national membership and diaspora 

policies like external voting.  

 

Method 

To apply the locally grounded membership theory to the four cases, I use an interpretive 

method that combines research on the history and meaning of leaving each country with analysis 

of external voting’s legislative history. This method allows us to identify the narratives that 

officials used to describe non-resident citizens, characterize the conceptions of national 

membership that they imply, and trace the sources of both. It has three steps. 

First, I assess the history and social and political meanings of leaving each country. My 

goal in doing this is to identify the sources from which officials construct relevant narratives and 

conceptions, not to establish an accurate and exhaustive historical record of emigration from each 

country. 

Second, I turn to the legislative histories of external voting in each country in order to 

identify the narratives that officials used to describe non-resident citizens. In other words, I piece 

together the imagined emigrant figures that officials constructed by tracing the ways that, during 

the course of external voting debates, officials drew from the histories and meanings discussed 

above to narratively characterize non-resident citizens’ identities and connections to the nation. To 

do this, I use mostly legislative histories (supplemented with other policy records where relevant) 

to identify relevant narratives based on officials’ statements and arguments. This raises two 

possible methodological concerns. 

The first is that by piecing together coherent narratives from the sometimes-scattered 

statements of officials from different parties, I am attributing a false collective intentionality to 
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officials. For example, in the Irish case I identify the Global Irish narrative. The many officials 

who articulate elements of this narrative may not understand themselves as participating at all in a 

common venture, let alone one described as “articulating the Global Irish narrative”. I should be 

clear that when I identify a narrative, I am not making a claim about officials’ intentions or self-

understandings. Rather, I claim that however officials understood what they were doing, they in 

fact present distinctive recurring descriptions of non-resident citizens during the external voting 

debates. I name and deconstruct these narratives, but their premises are drawn directly from the 

relevant debates. When discussing the narratives, I provide full citations to the debates so that 

others can easily judge my characterization of them. 

This leads to the second concern. I identify narratives based on officials’ discussions and 

characterizations of non-resident citizens’ identities, yet it is difficult to state with much specificity 

how much discussion of non-resident citizens’ identities I need to see in order to identify a 

narrative.  

To assess when a debate contains enough discussion to support a narrative, we can turn to 

qualitative social science where a similar concern is common: how many interviews (Guest, 

Bunce, and Johnson 2006), focus groups (Guest, Namey, and McKenna 2017), or boxes of archival 

material (Hanemaayer 2018, 229), are enough for the researcher to make conclusions about the 

phenomenon of interest? Qualitative researchers deal with this problem through appeal to 

“saturation”: one has enough when one no longer encounters new themes or data in new material 

(Morse 1995; Bowen 2008). An adapted concept of saturation helps to determine when is there 

enough discussion of non-resident citizens to responsibly identify a narrative. 
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The first, most minimal requirement to identify a narrative is that there must be discussion 

in the relevant materials125 of non-resident citizens’ identities and activities: who they are, why 

they leave, and what they do abroad. General statements like “non-resident citizens are important 

to country X” will not suffice since such a statement does not contain any deep meaning. If that 

discussion exists, then saturation is relevant in two ways. First, we of course want saturation in the 

conventional sense: we want to read enough material so that we know what kinds of arguments 

officials make about external voting, and so that new material does not also introduce new 

arguments. Yet in order to identify a narrative that supports a conception of national membership, 

we also want saturation in another sense: we want the narrative to adequately saturate the external 

voting debates. 

Unfortunately for convenience’s sake, there is no straightforward quantitative measure of 

when a narrative has saturated the debate.126 Instead, a narrative saturates a debate when its tenets 

are repeatedly referenced by multiple people and when it is offered as a reason to support or oppose 

external voting. 

The first requirement of repeated references from multiple people is designed to ensure 

that we identify narratives only when there is a “consistency of evidence from multiple sources” 

(Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 109). Our ultimate goal is to make a general claim about the 

conceptions of national membership that underlie external voting policies. This requires that 

narratives not be articulated by only a single person but rather be more widespread. Of course, 

 
125 I have focused on legislative histories, but one could add other materials like interviews or context analysis of 
relevant newspapers or magazines. 
 
126 Qualitative researchers in other contexts addressing other methodological problems have tried to give one: 
(Guest, Bunce, and Johnson 2006; Guest, Namey, and McKenna 2017). 
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statements by a single official may be interesting, but taken alone they are insufficient to ground a 

general claim about the policy. It is impossible to give a specific number of times that a narrative 

must be advanced, nor a specific count of how many officials must articulate it. Instead, our 

confidence that we have identified a concrete narrative will increase as it is referenced more times 

by more people. 

The second requirement that a narrative be offered as a reason to support or oppose external 

voting tries to ensure that we identify narratives that influence the ultimate policy. This rules out 

narrative descriptions of non-resident citizens’ identities and activities that are not discernibly 

connected to a position on external voting. Taken together, these two requirements are intended to 

act as “methodological checks on (my interpretive) sense-making” (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 

2012, 98), helping to ensure that I identify only narratives with adequate textual support in the 

debates I analyze. 

To be even more certain that the narratives I identify are adequately supported, it might be 

helpful to cross-check them against other sources. For example, while I have not done this in this 

work, interviewing officials involved in external voting reforms may provide additional support to 

the extent that they offer further evidence of the narratives’ existence and influence.  

The impossibility of providing a quantitative measure of when narratives saturate debates 

may be frustrating for readers who crave more precision. Such a measure would undoubtedly be 

convenient but it is not possible, since each case will be different. A judgement that a narrative has 

saturated a debate is in the end an inherently qualitative one. We must give reasons for our 

conclusion that a narrative has been repeatedly advanced by multiple people and is offered as a 

reason for a position on external voting. This makes it even more important to be transparent about 
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the materials upon which I base my judgment, including my interpretations of them, for example 

by providing extensive citations to sources.  

After identifying how officials narratively characterized non-resident citizens, I move to 

the method’s third step: characterizing the conceptions of national membership that are implied by 

these narratives. The narratives are particularistic, drawing from context-specific histories and 

meanings to describe non-resident citizens as understood in a particular time and place. They 

describe specific reasons why non-resident citizens, understood in specific ways, should be 

understood as national members. However, they imply generalizable accounts, or conceptions, of 

the nexus between non-resident citizen and nation.  We can arrive at those conceptions by 

abstracting from the narratives and characterizing the general membership connections that they 

imply. For example, the Global Irish narrative implies a contributory conception of national 

membership. A contributory conception can be instantiated in a variety of different narratives that 

describe non-resident citizens in different ways as long as they understand the nexus between non-

resident citizen and nation to be contribution. I focus normative attention on abstract conceptions 

rather than particularistic narratives so that we can develop generally applicable normative 

guidance. 

Once again, I am not arguing that government officials intend to or understand themselves 

as articulating the conceptions that I identify. Rather, I constructively interpret the specific 

narratives that officials advance into more abstract accounts of nationhood by characterizing the 



 
 
 

107 

conceptions of national membership on the basis of which the narratives make most sense.127 At 

this stage I therefore move from empirical description into theoretical elaboration. 

This method is interpretive, since it understands the conceptions of national membership 

that accompany external voting to be enmeshed in and constrained by local webs of meanings 

(Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 46; Bevir and Rhodes 2016, 3, 15). Government officials draw 

on local meanings relevant to leaving the country to understand those who leave and their 

continued relationship (if any) to the nation. Recovering those meanings is essential to 

understanding the scope and content of the national membership communities associated with 

external voting. Of course, officials may use different local meanings to make sense of non-

resident citizens’ national membership statuses in similar ways: different particularistic local 

narratives may conceptualize the nexus between non-resident citizen and nation in the same way. 

This is to be hoped for since it will enable the development of generally applicable normative 

principles for external voting. However, we cannot arrive at those abstract similar conceptions 

without understanding the local meanings from which they are constructed.  

Put otherwise, we must build upwards from narratives to conceptions rather than being able 

to independently identify the possible range of conceptualizations of the non-resident citizen-

nation nexus (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012, 49–50).128 The method I use is designed to enable 

this by tracing how officials draw on relevant local meanings to develop particularistic narratives 

about non-resident citizens that support general conceptions of national membership. In doing so 

 
127 This draws from Dworkin’s account of constructive interpretation as “a matter of imposing purpose on an object 
of practice in order to make of it the best possible example of the form or genre to which it is taken to belong” 
(1986, 52). 
 
128 Schwartz-Shea and Yanow note, citing Geertz (1983, 57), that “Interpretive researchers seek to understand the 
worlds of those they study from the latter’s perspectives. They seek … the concepts that are “experience-near”(2012, 
49). 
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it draws from Smith’s position that “the most crucial work in analyzing political identities must 

often be done via immersing ourselves in information about the actors in question, and using both 

empathy and imagination to construct credible accounts of their senses of identity and interest” 

(2004, 43).  

 
A Possible Objection 
 

Before moving on to the empirical analysis previewed above, we need to deal with a possible 

objection. The following chapters will use the empirical locally grounded membership theory to 

develop normative principles for external voting, since we cannot know whether the conceptions 

of national membership that underlie external voting policies are legitimate without knowing what 

they are. A skeptical reader might object that recovering those conceptions and submitting them 

to normative analysis is a waste of time. Democratic boundary theorists for the most part129 believe 

that national membership is a normatively insufficient bounding principle since it is indeterminate 

(Ochoa Espejo 2020, 80–81), does not trace morally relevant political connections (Honohan 2011, 

547, 557; Bauböck 2018, 39–40), or excludes non-citizen residents who should be enfranchised 

(López‐Guerra 2005, 228). We therefore do not need to inquire any further into the matter, since 

knowing that national membership is external voting’s animating logic of democratic inclusion is 

enough to know that the practice is illegitimate. Or so the skeptical objection goes.  

This is a serious objection, but it does not stymie our inquiry. It is unrealistic for normative 

principles for democratic boundaries to insist on a total separation between democratic and 

national membership. There is a mutually reinforcing connection between the two. Refusing to 

recognize that connection in normative principles, even out of an understandable and probably 

 
129 With notable exceptions, for example Miller (1995). 
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correct wariness of nationalism, will not eradicate it but will instead make it more difficult to 

channel in safer directions. If we want to develop normative principles for the world as it is then 

we need to take that connection seriously.  

To appreciate the connection between democratic and national membership, let’s consider the 

role of elections in collective life. Elections of course are a major part of democratic 

membership.130 Much of the democratic boundary problem literature therefore focuses on who 

should be entitled to vote where. Political scientists and theorists are used to thinking about 

elections instrumentally: as ways to register preferences (Fung 2007, 448–49), communicate 

deliberative judgments (Chambers 2003, 308), or minimize domination (Shapiro 2003). This 

instrumental focus obscures another of elections’ important functions as a membership practice. 

When a voter participates in elections, she communicates and reproduces her membership in the 

election-holding collectivity.  

Sociologists and anthropologists who hold a ritual view of elections have provided evidence 

for this membership dynamic. For example, Lukes argues that “elections are the most important 

form of political ritual in liberal democratic societies” and that “Participation in elections can 

plausibly be interpreted as the symbolic affirmation of the voter’s acceptance of the political 

system and of their role within it” (1975, 304).131 Banerjee builds on Lukes to explain poor Indians’ 

high participation rates in national elections. She argues that there is “a fusion between India’s 

electoral bureaucracy and a ritual…of (national) birth” (Banerjee 2007, 1560). For poor Indians 

national elections were an “opportunity to prove one’s membership of the nation and confirm one’s 

 
130 But by no means the only part, as deliberative democrats notably emphasize (Chambers 2003, 308–9). 
 
131 Lukes does not confine this interpretation only to liberal democratic societies since he intends it also to explain 
the symbolic significance of high voting figures in the USSR (1975, 304).  
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status as a citizen (that) was acutely felt” (Banerjee 2007, 1560; 2014, 160–64). This dynamic is 

not unique to the Indian case. In her classic study of American citizenship, political theorist Shklar 

argued that the right to vote is a matter of social standing, since it connotes the voter’s identity as 

an American citizen. Not having the right to vote dishonors the excluded, who are denied “civic 

personality and social dignity” (Shklar 1998, 39). On this understanding then, participating in 

elections is a way of claiming membership and asserting belonging.  

Scholars have also noted the relevance of a membership understanding of elections in the 

context of external voting. For example, Boccagni has identified external voting’s role in 

reproducing national membership in his analysis of Ecuadorian non-resident citizens’ participation 

in national elections. He argued that external voting effectuated non-resident citizens’ “ephemeral 

transformation from labor immigrants (in Italy) to fully fledged citizens” in the context of an 

electoral setting that “proved a key site for the reproduction and the negotiation of 

“Ecuadorianness”” (2011, 90–91). In later work, Boccagni and Ramirez concluded that “External 

voting – whatever its impact on domestic politics – should be appreciated as an institutional 

opportunity for migrants’ national identification and belonging to be represented” (2013, 721).  

To summarize, understanding elections as a membership practice means recognizing that there 

is a mutually reinforcing connection between democratic and national membership such that 

participation in national elections functions to reproduce national membership. Strengthened or 

reaffirmed national membership communities can therefore be understood as one output of 

national elections. Wariness of national membership’s suitability as a democratic boundary 

principle might prevent national membership from, as it were, going into democratic membership, 
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but it does not prevent it from coming out of national elections.132 It thus cannot break the link 

between democratic and national membership. A realistic normative political theory must 

recognize this relationship and provide guidance that can minimize its dangers rather than push it 

into the darkness. 

Of course, the initial skeptic might respond in one of two ways. Perhaps we can break the link 

between national and democratic membership if we rescale political community to reduce the 

national’s influence, instead encouraging local or supranational memberships. However, the 

membership reproduction dynamic is likely to be robust at multiple scales. Further, there is no a 

priori reason to assume that local or supranational identifications would not develop in virulent 

ways if they were prioritized. Or, we might redesign electoral institutions and rituals to stop 

elections from connoting membership. Perhaps this is possible, but it moves us beyond democratic 

boundary theorists’ usual concerns and prevents us from giving practical guidance for real-world 

external voting policies. 

 
Conclusion 
 

This chapter answered the practice-dependent method’s first question, arguing that national 

membership is external voting’s animating logic of democratic inclusion. Officials have diverse 

instrumental motivations for enacting external voting, but to succeed they all require that non-

resident citizens be included as national members. Existing theories of how officials do this are 

insufficient, so I proposed the original locally grounded membership theory. It argues that to 

include non-resident citizens as national members, officials draw on local histories of and 

meanings associated with leaving the country to construct narratives that describe non-resident 

 
132 Bauböck discusses input and output principles of inclusion in a different context (2015, 822). 
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citizens’ identities. These narratives imply more general conceptions of national membership, or 

accounts of the membership nexus between non-resident citizen and nation. The locally grounded 

membership theory allows us to identify the conceptions of national membership that justified 

external voting policy or reform attempts in different countries. After explaining the theory’s 

reasoning, I gave an overview of how I will apply it to identify conceptions of national membership 

relevant to external voting in Ireland, the USA, France, and Israel. I justified these case choices 

and gave an overview of the empirical method that I will use. Finally, I considered the potential 

objection that national membership is an illegitimate democratic boundary principle, dismissing it 

as insufficiently realistic given the mutually reinforcing connection between national and 

democratic membership. 

 We are now ready to turn to empirical analysis. The next chapter applies the locally 

grounded membership theory to Irish external voting, identifying two conceptions that support 

external voting reform.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
 
 

113 

Chapter 3:  External Voting in Ireland - The Rectificatory and Contributory Conceptions 
of National Membership 
 
 
 This chapter applies the locally grounded membership theory to Irish external voting 

politics in order to identify the conceptions of national membership that supported external voting 

reform attempts there.  

 Against the global trend, Ireland does not permit external voting. Its outlier status is 

surprising. Ireland has a very large non-resident citizen population: in 2017, 1.47 million Irish 

citizens were thought to live abroad (Irish Abroad Unit 2017, 1)133, in contrast to the close to 5 

million resident citizens. Its prohibition of external voting therefore goes against the “… general 

assumption that expatriate voting systems are more likely in countries with large expatriate 

populations” (Collyer and Vathi 2007, 18).134 Further, the ethnic strands of national identity that 

are thought to be linked to external voting are available in Ireland.135 Finally, there is a history of 

relations between non-resident citizens and the Irish state (M. Daly 2009) and recent constitutional 

 
133 This figure does not include “the population of Northern Ireland and their descendants in Britain, who total 2.21 
million people” (Irish Abroad Unit 2017, 1). 
 
134 However, this assumption is poorly supported by statistics (Collyer and Vathi 2007, 18–20). 
 
135 Eagleton insists that “Most Irish nationalism…has been civic rather than ethnic in character, at least formally 
speaking.” However he goes on to note that “there is no denying the fact that Irish nationalism…has traditionally 
manifested a strong, sometimes virulent, occasionally racist, strain of ethnic particularism and its demand for a 
united Ireland has sometimes been based on, or at least has involved, this ethnic special pleading” (1999, 50–51). 
Eagleton’s historical judgment about the mostly ‘civic’ formal character of Irish nationalism is put in doubt by 
Kissane’s finding that 19th century Irish nationalism was predominantly ethnic (2000, 26, 39, 40), as well as Boyce’s 
judgment that “The chief characteristics of nationalism in Ireland have been race, religion, and a strong sense of 
territorial unity and integrity; and in all its modes it had been profoundly influenced by the power and proximity of 
Britain” (1995, 19). See also Mac Éinrí and O’Toole’s comment on Irish nation-building that “Nationalists in the 
South embraced a frequently exclusive ideology of language, faith, and nation…” (2012, 9). 
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changes and citizenship transmission rules promote a conception of Irish belonging in which 

territory has reduced significance.136   

 Irish state officials also would appear to have strategic reasons to support external voting. 

For example, the Irish government has framed external voting as part of its globalization strategy 

(Government of Ireland 2018, 49–51) in accordance  with theoretical arguments that understand 

external voting as a way for states to adapt to a global economy (Lafleur 2013, 47; R. C. Smith 

2003).  Additionally, Irish non-resident citizens have lobbied for external voting rights since the 

1980s (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 93–94) in accordance with theoretical arguments that 

link external voting to non-resident citizen activism (Lafleur 2013, 46; R. C. Smith 2003; Collyer 

and Vathi 2007, 20). Given these strategic reasons, it is not surprising that there have been multiple 

attempts to liberalize Ireland’s external voting laws.137 The most recent would have allowed non-

resident citizens to vote for Ireland’s largely ceremonial presidency.138 A referendum to that effect 

was scheduled for 2019, but was pushed off the agenda by the government’s preoccupation with 

Brexit (Leahy 2019) and then coronavirus.  

 
136 For example, pursuant to the 1998 Good Friday Agreement that ended the N.I. conflict (GFA), the Irish 
Constitution’s Article 2 was changed from “The national territory consists of the whole island of Ireland, its islands 
and the territorial seas.” to “It is the entitlement and birthright of every person born in the island of Ireland, which 
includes its islands and seas, to be part of the Irish nation. That is also the entitlement of all persons otherwise 
qualified in accordance with law to be citizens of Ireland. Furthermore, the Irish nation cherishes its special affinity 
with people of Irish ancestry living abroad who share its cultural identity and heritage.” See Cauvet (2011) for an 
argument that these changes should be seen as evidence of re- rather than de-territorialization. The Irish Nationality 
and Citizenship Act 2004 discussed further in Chapter 6 provides that children born in Ireland are not automatically 
Irish citizens unless they have at least one Irish citizen parent. Before this law, such children were automatically 
citizens. 
 
137 This obviously raises the question of why none of these attempts has succeeded. Possible reasons range from 
partisan concerns about how non-resident citizens would vote, the logistical difficulty of allowing such a large non-
resident citizen population to vote, the long pattern in which “official Ireland” responded to emigration by trying to 
“absolve itself from any direct blame” (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 88), and potentially the lack of resonant 
conceptions of national membership to accompany policy reforms. 
 
138 The Thirty-Ninth Amendment of the Constitution (Presidential Elections) Bill 2019. Available at 
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2019/68/ (accessed 12/10/20). 
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 This chapter investigates how Irish officials characterized non-resident citizens’ national 

membership when considering external voting reforms. To do so, it uses the locally grounded 

membership theory, which states that when developing external voting policy, officials draw on 

local histories and socio-cultural meanings associated with emigration to construct narratives that 

characterize non-resident citizens’ identities and that imply more general conceptions of their 

membership in the nation. This theory helps us to identify how Irish officials imagined the non-

resident citizens that stood to be enfranchised by debated reforms and characterized their links to 

the Irish nation. I show that to support external voting reforms, Irish lawmakers advanced two 

distinct narratives of emigration and emigrants that implied conceptions of national membership 

premised upon rectification of the state’s culpability for emigration or emigrants’ contributions to 

Ireland. These findings show that the complex relationship between national membership and 

external voting is deeply rooted in country-specific social and historical context, and provide two 

discrete conceptions of non-resident citizens’ national membership that will provide empirical fuel 

for the general normative principles for external voting developed in Chapter 6. 

This chapter has eight parts. First, I give an overview of Ireland’s current external voting policy 

and the history of external voting reform attempts. Second, I discuss Ireland’s emigration history, 

which is a rich source of the narratives through which lawmakers characterize non-resident 

citizens’ identities and entitlements to membership. It is accordingly the main template that 

lawmakers use to make non-resident citizens legible. Third, I introduce the external voting bills 

that this chapter focuses on: the Electoral (Amendment) Bill 1991, amendments to the Electoral 

(No 2) Bill 1991, and the Thirty-Fourth Amendment of the Constitution (Presidential Voting) Bill 

2014. Here I justify my selection of these bills. Fourth, I give an overview of the content of these 

debates. Fifth, I describe and analyze the victimhood and Global Irish narratives that lead to the 
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rectificatory and contributory conceptions of national membership respectively. Sixth, I 

characterize and compare those conceptions. Seventh, I discuss my findings, showing how the 

rectificatory and contributory conceptions help us deepen our understanding of the relationship 

between national membership and external voting. Finally, I briefly conclude. 

But first, a word on terminology. What to call non-resident citizens is a loaded topic. I use 

“non-resident citizens” analytically, since this is factually accurate and has few connotations. 

However, the narratives that we will discuss most closely in this chapter alternate between 

“emigrant” and “diaspora”, so I use those terms descriptively as appropriate. However, neither is 

perfect: for example, “emigrant” implies a finality that is at odds with sociological reality, where 

“many of today’s (Irish) ‘emigrants’ do not even describe themselves as such and inhabit an 

ambivalent world where they are ‘in between’ as well as simultaneously residents of the host-land, 

or destination country, while retaining virtual residence of the homeland” (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac 

Éinrí 2013, 95). Further, “ ‘diaspora’ is (often) a broader category than the potentially more 

statistically verifiable ensemble of non-resident citizens, since it requires only a sense of common 

purpose, rather than a particular citizenship or migration history” (Collyer 2013, 7). This reminds 

us that the very words that officials use to describe non-resident citizens can construct their 

identities in particular ways. 

 
External Voting in Ireland: Current Policy and History 
 

Voting in Irish elections is governed by the Electoral Act of 1992. Irish citizens aged 18 or 

over who reside in a domestic constituency may vote in presidential and legislative elections. 

British citizens who reside in an Irish constituency may vote in legislative, but not presidential 
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elections. 139 Non-resident citizens who have been gone for fewer than 18 months and who intend 

to resume residence may vote if they physically return to their constituency of previous residence. 

However, after 18 months this right expires.140 The 18-month rule was the subject of intense media 

interest in 2015 and 2018, when the HomeToVote movement encouraged Irish emigrants to return 

to Ireland to vote in referendums to legalize same-sex marriage and abortion respectively (Nugent 

2018). Currently, no provision permits non-resident citizens to vote from abroad in any election.141

 Ireland’s restrictive external voting policy has been the subject of periodic unfruitful 

challenge since at least the late 1980s, when emigrant activist groups like Glór an Deoraí 

(Emigrants’ Voice) pressed for change amidst sharply rising emigration rates (Glynn, Kelly, and 

Mac Éinrí 2013, 93). Reform proposals variously attempted to grant rights in Dáil (lower 

legislative house), Seanad (upper legislative house), or presidential elections (Glynn, Kelly, and 

Mac Éinrí 2013, 93–95).  The most recent proposals have focused on the presidency. 

Dáil: In January 1991, Labour Teachta Dalá (TD)142 Gerry O’Sullivan introduced the Electoral 

(Amendment) Bill 1991 that proposed extending external voting rights in Dáil elections for up to 

fifteen years after departure. After an emotionally charged debate, the Bill was defeated. In 1992, 

various TDs and Senators proposed amendments to what would become the Electoral Act 1992 to 

provide external voting rights in Dáil elections for varying periods of time. All of the amendments 

 
139 Irish citizens living in the U.K. are reciprocally entitled to vote in British elections.  
140 Recall that the definition of external voting introduced in Chapter 1 requires that citizens can vote from abroad. 
 
141 There are exceptions for military and diplomats on active duty: see sections 11(4) and 12 of the Electoral Act. 
Recall that the Chapter 1 definition requires that citizens with no government affiliations be permitted to vote. 
 
142 Member of the Dáil, equivalent to MP. 



 
 
 

118 

were defeated. Later parts of this chapter take a closer look at the arguments deployed in the 1991 

and 1992 debates. 

Seanad: In 1991, the Fine Gael party (then in opposition) introduced a bill to create three 

Seanad seats that would be directly elected by emigrants. A commitment to create these seats 

appeared in the 1994 policy agreement between the three government coalition partners of Fine 

Gael, Labour, and Democratic Left, although no progress was made. Similar proposals were made 

throughout the 1990s and 2000s, but never with any results. Due to differences in the power and 

legitimacy of the Dáil and Seanad,143 the Seanad initiative was criticized as granting emigrants 

meaningless and inconsequential representation (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 93). 

Presidential: In September 2013, the Convention on the Constitution met to consider extending 

the franchise in presidential elections to non-resident citizens. A large majority of Convention 

members (78%-21%) favored the proposal.144 In October 2014, Sinn Fein TD Gerry Adams 

introduced the Thirty-fourth Amendment of the Constitution (Presidential Voting) Bill 2014 which 

would have given external voting rights to Irish citizens abroad and in Northern Ireland in 

presidential elections in fulfillment of the Convention’s recommendations. This Bill is discussed 

further below. After multiple legislative motions and other discussions of the Convention 

recommendations, then-Taoiseach Enda Kenny announced on March 12, 2017 that the government 

supported external voting in presidential elections and would hold a referendum to amend the 

constitution to allow it (Lyons 2017). Accordingly, the Thirty-ninth Amendment of the 

 
143 For example, Senators are not elected through universal suffrage and the Seanad can delay but not veto Dáil 
legislation. On the Seanad’s composition and powers see Murphy (2016, 228–30). 
 
144 Fifth Report of the Convention on the Constitution: Amending the Constitution to give citizens resident outside 
the State the right to vote in Presidential elections at Irish assemblies, or otherwise, November 2013, 6.  
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Constitution (Presidential Elections) Bill 2019 that would form the basis of the eventual 

referendum was introduced in the Dáil. The date of any referendum is uncertain at the time of 

writing: first it was deprioritized because of Brexit, and now because of coronavirus.    

While none of the reforms above passed, they show that external voting has been a salient and 

controversial topic in Irish politics for several decades. It is controversial in part because it requires 

officials to characterize who non-resident citizens are and who is responsible for their leaving. As 

we will see when we discuss the narratives that officials use to describe non-resident citizens, this 

is a politically dangerous matter. 

 
Leaving Ireland 
 

Emigration from Ireland has a long, notable history. This stands out in comparison with the 

U.S.A. and France, where emigration has been heavily overshadowed by immigration. In contrast, 

“Every generation of Irish society in the last two hundred years has been touched by extensive 

emigration” (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, II). For many people, Irish emigration inevitably 

recalls the famine of 1845-1849. The famine is inextricably associated with disastrous mass 

emigration and continues to weigh heavily on contemporary discussions. For example, we will see 

that many Irish legislators make this association in the course of external voting debates, since one 

influential narrative that they employ understands contemporary non-resident citizens and their 

departures through the template of famine emigration.  

However influential, the famine template imposes an unrealistic continuity and homogeneity 

on an actually varied phenomenon (Kenny 2003, 144–45). For example, Kenny identifies five 

mutually distinguishable and “internally diverse” “chronological phases” of emigration: 18th 

century, pre-famine, famine, post-famine, and 20th century (2006, 46). Today analysts would add 
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a sixth phase corresponding to the post-2008 financial crash (Glynn 2015, 95, 98–99; Glynn, Kelly, 

and Mac Éinrí 2013). Emigrations associated with the famine, the 1950s, the 1980s, and the crash 

are particularly salient to external voting.  

This part provides a descriptive overview and analysis of Irish emigration in order to illustrate 

some of the local histories and social, cultural, and political meanings that are available for officials 

as a fund of meaning from which to construct the imagined emigrant that they describe in external 

voting debates. Given this focus, I do not go much further back in the history than the debates do. 

With very few exceptions, they identify the famine migration as the beginning of relevant history. 

This starting point obscures prior emigrations,145 but it reminds us that when making policy 

relevant to non-resident citizens, officials often operate on the basis of an imagined emigrant rather 

than realistic and accurate information. 

Accurate information about pre-famine emigration is hard to come by. Available figures 

suggest very high rates of emigration, with an estimated 1.5 to 1.75 million people leaving between 

1780 and 1845 (Griffin 2018, 217 citing Forbes Adams; Kenny 2018, 666). These strikingly high 

levels of emigration took place  in the context of more general population growth in Ireland (Griffin 

2018, 217). In contrast, the famine slashed the Irish population: in the ten years between 1845 and 

1855, it fell from c8.5 million to c5.7 million (Kenny 2018, 666).  “Between 1.1 and 1.5 million 

people died” and “Another 2.1 million fled the country” during this period, mostly to North 

America (Kenny 2003, 143). Famine emigrants were in general relatively young (mostly aged 

between 20-45) and, after an initial male dominance, gender balanced (Kenny 2018, 675). 

 
145 For example, Griffin (2018) describes the predominantly Ulster Scots (or Scotch Irish) large-scale emigration from 
Ulster to British North America and then the United States. Kenny notes that “Large-scale Irish migration across the 
Atlantic Ocean began in the opening decades of the eighteenth century and not, as it is assumed, in the middle of the 
nineteenth” (2003, 136). On pre-18th century emigration, see also Bric (2011). 
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Importantly, the famine emigration would come to represent not simply a loss of people but also a 

loss of culture or identity: emigration hit predominantly Irish-speaking areas particularly hard, 

contributing to the language’s decline (Kenny 2018, 675). The scale of famine emigration stands 

out in comparative perspective: it was “the largest European mass migration, in proportional terms, 

in the nineteenth-century”, dramatically bucking the broader Euro-American trend of population 

increase (Kenny 2018, 669, 668). Its importance is indicated by the fact that the famine migration, 

marked by “an outpouring of desperate people”, (Mac Éinrí and O’Toole 2012, 6) is often 

considered as a diaspora in the classic sense of the “single catastrophic event, the mass dispersal 

of population to several destinations at once, the resulting sense of banishment and grievance, 

intense longing for the homeland, and (initially at least) alienation from the new society” (Kenny 

2006, 48).146  

Since the famine “transformed the rural class structure in Ireland” (Kenny 2018, 671), it is 

unsurprising that mass emigration outlasted it. Kenny estimates that in the nineteenth century’s 

final four decades, about 2.5 million people departed (2018, 672). By 1901, Ireland’s population 

had fallen to 4.4 million, or approximately half of its pre-famine levels (Kenny 2018, 666–68).147 

Ireland was thus the only European country that had a falling population in the 19th century (M. 

Daly 2018, 527). Post-famine 19th century emigrants were more likely to be single women who 

were expected to finance the family farm or their siblings’ later emigrations through their earnings 

 
146 Other works that categorize Irish emigration as a diaspora on the strength of the famine include Bornstein (2011, 
75–77) and Cohen (2008, 3–4). For discussion of whether post-famine emigration should be considered as diasporic, 
see Kenny (2006). 
 
147 There are some inconsistencies in these figures, which are attributable to lack of certainty about exact emigration 
statistics. 
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abroad (Kenny 2018, 673–74). For these women, “emigration (also) provided a means of escape 

from a society in which opportunities were severely restricted” (Kenny 2018, 676–77).  

Nineteenth century mass emigration was viewed by early twentieth century nationalists as “the 

result of British misrule combined with the connivance of the landlord elite in Ireland” (E. Delaney 

1998, 25). Nationalists like Padraig Pearse believed that emigration would stop with independence 

as “Ireland has resources to feed five times her population; a free Ireland would make those 

resources available” (E. Delaney 1998, 26 citing Pearse). It eventually became clear that 

independence was not stopping emigration, leading some to lay the blame for continued emigration 

on governing parties’  political failures (e.g. E. Delaney 1998, 27–28).  

Emigration rates were low in the years after independence in 1922 (E. Delaney 1998, 26).148 

A sharp rise in 1925 caused by tightening American immigration regulations was followed by 

falling rates as the Great Depression hit and work became scarce. As destination state economies 

recovered, emigration picked up again  (E. Delaney 1998, 26; M. Daly 2018, 528–29). During the 

Second World War, the officially neutral Irish state managed labor migration to Britain’s wartime 

economy. According to best estimates, around 100,000 Irish people moved to Britain during the 

war (E. Delaney 1998, 31). 

Emigration grew after the war, eventually reaching “unprecedented numbers in the late 1940s 

and throughout the 50s” (E. Delaney 1998, 36). Emigration was so high that Ireland joined East 

Germany as the only European country with a falling population in the 1950s (M. Daly 2006, 183). 

This distinction was due to the emigration of approximately 500,000 mostly young and unskilled 

 
148 However, Protestants in Southern Ireland had high levels of emigration in the years around independence. 
Between 1911 and 1926 the Protestant population shrank by 33% as compared to only 2% among Catholics 
(Bielenberg 2013, 199). 
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people, or 16% of Ireland’s population of 3 million ((Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 2; M. 

Daly 2006, 183–84).149 Sadly for the early nationalists who believed that independence would 

alleviate the drivers of emigration, the 1950s emigration was in large part attributable to the gulf 

in living standards between Ireland and Britain. For example, Delaney notes that emigration levels 

were influenced by 

the decline in the (Irish) agricultural labor force, a lack of non-agricultural employment 
opportunities and changing perceptions as to what constituted an acceptable standard of living, 
which were particularly influenced by stark comparisons with the steady paid work available in 
the factories of post-war Britain (1998, 36). 

 
 The 1950s emigration would come to be represented as “the decade of ‘doom and gloom’, the 

‘worst decade since the famine’, and the ‘lost decade’” (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 1–2). 

It contributed to the normalization of emigration, which was further cemented as “a part of the 

generally accepted pattern of life” (Commission on Emigration 1956, 137). 

Emigration rates slowed during the 1960s. However, improvements were unevenly distributed 

and “many western counties continued to see a decline in their populations” (Glynn, Kelly, and 

Mac Éinrí 2013, 7). The scale of emigration could still be shocking: for example, in one West 

Donegal town over two thirds of young people emigrated before they reached 30 (Glynn, Kelly, 

and Mac Éinrí 2013, 7). By the 1970s, “more people entered than left” as hopes were high that 

Ireland’s impending EEC membership would improve the economy so that emigration would be 

unnecessary (M. Daly 2018, 529).150  

 
149 However, Northern Ireland’s more prosperous industrial economy meant that its emigration rates at this time 
were lower (M. Daly 2018, 529). 
150 However, emigration from Northern Ireland increased at this time due to the intensifying conflict there (M. Daly 
2018, 529). 
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However, the 1980s brought emigration levels reminiscent of the notorious 1950s. Economic 

recession and high youth unemployment at home combined with economic prosperity abroad (M. 

Daly 2018, 529; Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 10), resulting in the emigration of an estimated 

250,000 people between 1982 and 1988 (MacLaughlin, New Wave, 325). Once again, emigration 

resulted in not only the loss of people but the loss of culture and community: MacLaughlin argues 

that it led to “community decay” in “contemporary rural Ireland where entire communities are 

fading away due to the effects of emigration” (MacLaughlin, 1997, 153). Opinions are split as to 

whether 1980s emigrants were qualitatively different from previous cohorts: while some say that 

they were better educated, had degrees, were able to compete in labor markets, and left voluntarily 

(Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 10) (MacLaughlin 1997 133-6), others emphasized that like 

the 1950s emigrants, 1980s emigrants left for employment and to survive (MacLaughlin, 1997, 

144). 

Emigration decreased in the almost two decades from the early 1990s until 2007, as the Celtic 

Tiger phenomenon caused Ireland’s economy to boom. While emigration never completely 

stopped, it was no longer systemic (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 3). This period also marked 

an important change in how the Irish state would relate to emigrants: while the state had 

intermittently made policy for and reached out to emigrants (M. Daly 2009; Gray 2013, 106–7) it 

now began to do so in a more targeted and sustained way under the mantle of “diaspora”. For 

example, Presidents Mary Robinson and Mary McAleese explicitly reached out to Irish emigrants 

and their descendants, the Irish Constitution and laws were amended to promote an identity-based 
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rather than territorial conception of nationhood151 and citizenship,152 and Irish-Americans’ 

political lobbying and contributions to the Northern Irish peace process increased their strategic 

value to officials (Mac Éinrí and O’Toole 2012, 8–9; Gray 2013, 107). 

Low emigration rates came to an end with the 2008 economic crash and subsequent austerity 

policies and rocketing youth unemployment (Glynn 2015, 95–97). Emigration “almost quadrupled 

between 2008 and 2013” (Glynn 2015, 99). “Between 2010 and 2014 almost 210,000 Irish citizens 

emigrated” and “slightly over 85,000 returned, leaving a net migration loss of over 120,000 

citizens in five years” (Glynn 2015, 99). Glynn et al note that “Ireland appears to have experienced 

significantly higher levels of emigration per capita than other Western European countries affected 

by the Eurozone crisis” with only Portugal coming close (2013, II).  

So, what lessons to take from this necessarily potted history of Irish emigration?  

First, mass emigration has been a normalized, structural feature of Irish life for almost two 

centuries that has impacted not only those who left but the families and communities who 

remained. Historical, social, and cultural understandings of it are a readily available and obvious 

fund of meaning for officials who need to characterize non-resident citizens’ identities and 

connections to the Irish nation. 

Second, while later emigrations are often filtered through the famine template, this obscures 

the real differences between distinct emigration cohorts. 

 
151 The post-GFA Article 2 is discussed in fn 136 above. On the changes, see Hayward (2004, 24–28). 
 
152 See the Irish Nationality and Citizenship Act 2004, discussed in fn 136 above. 
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 Third, while emigration for many was traumatic and involuntary, it could provide options for 

the “diverse constellation” of people “who were felt to be surplus to requirements, or who did not 

fit in” (Mac Éinrí and O’Toole 2012, 7). This included  

the landless poor, republicans who were not welcome in post-Civil War Ireland… unmarried 
mothers and their children, women seeking abortions or escaping patriarchy in general, and people 
whose sexual orientations were not acceptable in a conservative country” (Mac Éinrí and O’Toole 
2012, 7). 

 
 Fourth, the history of emigration from Ireland is also a history of attempts to assign blame for 

emigration – to the British colonial administration, to failed economic policies, even to Ireland’s 

peripheral island location (Mac Laughlin 2000, 321). In recent decades however, there has been a 

shift from seeing emigrants as a sign that something has gone wrong to seeing them as a resource 

for the state to cultivate.153 As President Mary Robinson stated in her influential ‘Cherishing the 

Diaspora’ speech, “After all, emigration is not just a chronicle of sorrow and regret. It is also a 

powerful story of contribution and adaptation”.154 As we will see, the rectificatory and contributory 

conceptions of national membership that include non-resident citizens are built upon these two 

alternative understandings of emigration and emigrants. 

 
External Voting Debates 
 

To see how officials selectively draw on Ireland’s emigration history to construct narratives 

about non-resident citizens that characterize their national membership statuses in accordance with 

the locally grounded membership theory, we need to turn to the external voting debates. Officials 

present their ideas about external voting in many places. These include full debates about 

 
153 Glynn et al. identify the bipolar discourses that accompany this shift, noting that alongside the “traditional picture 
of emigration as departure, loss, and exile” is “another picture, both more positive and more complex…whereby 
emigration was sometimes positive for the emigrant and many went on to prosper in their new countries” (2013, 86). 
 
154 Available at https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1995-02-02/2/. (Accessed 12/15/2020)  
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legislative bills like the ones discussed below, motions about the principle of external voting,155 

speeches,156 and position papers.157 I focus my analysis primarily on two initiatives: the Electoral 

(Amendment) Bill 1991 and the Thirty-fourth Amendment of the Constitution (Presidential 

Voting) Bill 2014. I also consider, though to a lesser degree, amendments that were proposed to 

the Electoral (No 2) Bill 1991.  

The Electoral (Amendment) Bill 1991 (referred to as the O’Sullivan bill from here on) would 

have granted votes in Dáil elections to non-resident citizens who had been gone for fewer than 15 

years. It was sponsored by Labour TD Gerry O’Sullivan, provoked extended Second Reading 

debate, and was closely defeated by 66 votes to 62.158  

The Thirty-fourth Amendment of the Constitution (Presidential Voting) Bill 2014 (referred to 

as the 2014 bill from here on) was sponsored by Sinn Fein TD Gerry Adams. It sought to grant 

votes in presidential elections to all Irish citizens living abroad and in Northern Ireland159 with no 

 
155 E.g. Presidential Voting Rights: Motion introduced by SF Senator Niall O Donnghaile on November 20, 2016. 
Accessible at https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/seanad/2016-11-30/9/ (Accessed 12/15/2020). 
 
156 E.g. Speech by the Taoiseach at the Irish Memorial Philadelphia on March 12th 2017. Accessible at 
https://merrionstreet.ie/en/newsroom/speeches/speech_by_the_taoiseach_at_the_irish_memorial_philadelphia.html 
(Accessed 12/15/2020) 

157 E.g. Voting at presidential elections by citizens resident outside the state Options Paper by the Department of 
Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government and the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade published 
March 22 2017. Accessible at https://www.housing.gov.ie/local-government/voting/presidential-elections/voting-
presidential-elections-citizens-resident (Accessed 12/15/2020) 

158 This vote split perfectly along party lines: every member of the coalition Fianna Fáil /Progressive Democrats 
government voted against it, and every member of the opposition Fine Gael, Labour, Workers’ Party, Green, and 
Democratic Socialist parties voted for it along with Independents. This reminds us that while it is not my primary 
concern, partisanship can play an important role in external voting. 
 
159 In the O’Sullivan bill and the 1992 amendments, Northern Ireland was not discussed as part of external voting. 
There are two likely reasons why this changes by 2014. First, pursuant to the GFA, the Republic of Ireland renounced 
its territorial claim over N.I., which changed the diplomatic and security stakes of giving Irish citizens resident in N.I. 
votes in RoI elections. Second, Sinn Fein was not represented in the Dáil until 1997 and it is the party most likely to 
use external voting as a way to enfranchise N.I. residents in RoI elections. I exclude arguments that apply specifically 
to N.I. from this analysis because these do not fit straightforwardly into the standard ‘external voting’ framework. 
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time limits.160 After its Second Reading, the 2014 Bill was referred to legislative committee for 

examination. This happened with government support, meaning that there was no Second Reading 

vote. This also meant that there were very few concrete arguments against the Bill, since the 

government’s official position was one of non-opposition rather than opposition. The bill is 

currently stalled at committee stage and has realistically been superseded by the Thirty-ninth 

Amendment of the Constitution (Presidential Election) Bill 2019 which would have achieved the 

same result. The 2019 Bill is currently awaiting Second Reading after being pushed off the 

government agenda by Brexit and then coronavirus.  

Finally, at least four amendments were proposed to the Electoral (No 2) Bill 1991 (referred to 

as the 1992 amendments from here on since they were debated then), which was a comprehensive 

electoral reform bill that made no provision for external voting. Three amendments in the Seanad 

sought to change that: the first would have given votes in the Dáil to all emigrants with no explicit 

time limit. It was discussed alongside another amendment that sought to accomplish the same 

result with a time limit. These amendments failed 17-25.161 The third amendment would have 

given Dáil votes to emigrants subject to a five year time limit and was defeated 18-22. When the 

bill got to the Dáil, a Workers’ Party TD proposed the same substantive amendment which was 

defeated 25-74. 

 
 
160 It would also have lowered the voting age in presidential elections to 16. I exclude arguments about the voting 
age from my analysis. Finally, I exclude two speeches made entirely in the Irish language by Sinn Fein TDs Dessie 
Ellis and Aengus Ó Snodaigh. I do not expect this to bias the analysis since SF TDs were well represented in the 
debate. 
 
161 I do not discuss the partisan breakdowns of the Seanad votes because partisanship works differently in the Seanad 
than the Dáil. For example, the Seanad is premised on large part on the principle of vocational representation (Murphy 
2016, 229–30) and Senators are not elected through universal suffrage, which makes it difficult to compare to the 
directly elected Dáil.  
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I focus on three initiatives rather than analyzing the entire universe of Irish external voting 

records for two reasons.  

First, my method (discussed at length in Chapter 2) requires deep understanding and 

reconstruction of the content and logics of specific narratives about non-resident citizens and 

conceptions of their national memberships. A universal analysis would inhibit this deep 

apprehension.  

Second, my goal is to isolate several influential conceptions of national membership in order 

to provide empirical fuel for normative theorizing. I do not believe that the records that I do not 

focus on contain any significant conceptions that the following analysis misses, but it would not 

really matter if they did. As long as I have gathered adequate empirical material to achieve a 

satisfactory understanding of the processes under analysis, the general normative principles I 

develop will apply to all conceptions that include non-resident citizens, not only those that they 

initially responded to. 

I chose to look at these three specific proposals for four reasons. 

First, in each of them officials develop conceptions of national membership that include or 

exclude non-resident citizens. I am interested in this process from the official perspective, so I 

excluded records that are evidence of ordinary citizens’ understandings, like the Fifth Report of 

the Constitutional Convention. 

Second, they are each debates about specific legislative proposals. This makes it more 

likely that the expectations and norms of debate are similar than if I compared a motion about the 

principle of external voting with a debate about a specific proposal.  The O’Sullivan Bill and the 

2014 Bill are both Second Reading debates, which further increases the likelihood that participants 

operated according to similar norms and expectations.  



 
 
 

130 

Third, the bills would have granted external voting in different institutions.162 This is 

important because it is possible that different institutions are more tightly linked to national 

membership than others. We have already seen a hint of this in Irish franchise legislation which 

allows British citizens living in Ireland to vote in Dáil elections but not presidential ones. Looking 

at proposals to give votes in both kinds of elections avoids identifying some conception of national 

membership that might be relevant to the institution as opposed to non-resident citizens generally.  

Fourth, the debates cover almost the entire range of time that external voting has been 

salient in Irish politics. This means that we are able to identify the most temporally proximate 

conceptions of national membership, which is important for understanding external voting politics 

at this moment in time. However, it also enables us to identify the conceptions that have endured 

or waned across time, which is important for understanding the longitudinal development of 

external voting politics. 

It might seem strange that I analyze the development of conceptions of national 

membership that included non-resident citizens by looking at external voting reform proposals that 

ultimately failed (or, for the 2014 bill, stalled in committee). However, this is not actually a 

problem. Recall that I am not asking what makes an external voting bill become law or not, but 

rather what conceptions of national membership are compatible with external voting.163 Even in 

proposals that ultimately fail, officials advance conceptions of the membership links between non-

resident citizens and nations. Those conceptions are no less genuine or interesting than those 

contained in bills that pass. Further, several of the conceptions that officials advanced in the course 

 
162 The Dáil and the presidency. I do not look at proposals to create three directly elected Seanad seats for emigrants 
as these do not seem to have generated sustained debate in the Oireachtas (at least of the kind that left a paper trail). 
163 These two questions might be related in that a bill built on an unappealing conception may be less likely to attract 
support. But there is no reason to think that unappealing conceptions of non-resident citizens’ national membership 
issue from different processes than appealing ones.  
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of the external voting debates are constant over time. It is therefore likely that if external voting 

does become law in Ireland, similar conceptions will be used to justify it. 

Finally, a brief reminder about method. To identify the conceptions of national membership 

that included non-resident citizens for external voting purposes, I closely read the debates to 

identify the recurring themes of officials’ arguments, which include but are not limited to 

narratives characterizing non-resident citizens identities. I identify the narratives that were used to 

support external voting, present their premises, and then interpretively characterize the general 

conceptions of national membership that they imply.   

 

Arguments Made in Debates 

During the three debates, officials made ten different kinds of broad argument. Most 

reoccurred in each debate with varied salience and intensity. This section gives an overview of 

them.  I separate them into distinct themes for analytic purposes, but of course officials sometimes 

combine them. I begin by presenting officials’ non-narrative arguments, which neither advance 

narratives about non-resident citizens nor imply conceptions of their national membership. I do 

this to show that when considering external voting, officials are not concerned only with explaining 

why non-resident citizens are national members. They are also interested in many other things, 

like international positioning, logistics, and democratic inclusion. These important concerns are 

well addressed by the growing literature on the strategic determinants of external voting. However, 

they cannot help us understand the conceptions of membership and belonging that external voting 

presupposes and reproduces. After discussing them, I move on to our inquiry’s animating concern: 

when debating external voting, how did lawmakers describe and imagine the people that would be 

enfranchised? How did they mine the available templates for and social meanings of non-resident 
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citizenship to construct non-resident citizens as national members? Throughout, I illustrate 

legislators’ thematic arguments using illustrative quotations. The tables below present a frequency 

count of the arguments presented in the O’Sullivan bill and 2014 debates.164 

 

Table 3.1: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Frequency count of arguments made in O’Sullivan bill debate 
 

Table 3.2: 

Theme Count 
Constitutional Convention  13 
Democracy  12 
Desire for External Voting 8 
International Standards  11 
Logistics  9 
Miscellaneous  3 
Narrative of emigration 19 
National Members 1 
 76 

Frequency count of arguments made in 2014 bill debate 

 

 

 

 
164 I do not include the 1991 amendments in these tables since I focused more directly on the O’Sullivan and 2014 
bills. 

Argument Count 
Constitution  7 
Democracy  18 
Desire for External Voting 15 
International Standards  20 
Logistics  21 
Miscellaneous 5 
Narrative of emigration 43 
National Members 3 
Taxation  6 
 138 
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Non-Narrative Arguments 

Emigrants’ Desire for External Voting 

Unsurprisingly given their representative role, officials discussed a basic question: do non-

resident citizens even want external voting rights? For example, during the O’Sullivan bill debate, 

Labour TD Michael Bell stated that he has talked “to people who have come home from America, 

Canada, and the United Kingdom. They all asked why they could not have a vote, the same right 

Americans have in American elections…”.165 In 2014, Sinn Fein TD Michael Ferris stated that 

“All the representative organisations for emigrants are in favour of extending voting rights in 

presidential elections and people at home are in favour of it”.166 In contrast, during the O’Sullivan 

bill debate Fianna Fáil TD John Stafford interpreted an emigrant organization’s lack of enthusiasm 

for external voting as evidence that there is no “burning ambition for voting rights for our people 

abroad”.167  

 

Logistics 

Officials also discussed the logistics of external voting: could it even be implemented? 

Opponents and skeptics presented it as logistically impossible: how to prevent fraudulent voting, 

determine a fair time limit for voting eligibility, prevent domestic elections from being swamped, 

and run elections abroad? For example, during the O’Sullivan bill debate, Fianna Fáil TD Joe 

Jacob pointed out the “practical difficulties” of “establishing a register of emigrant voters and 

ensuring that each is a legitimate person entitled to be registered”, as well as “(t)he tremendous 

 
165 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 1 Col. 231, March 6, 1991  
 
166 Dáil Deb.  Vol. 871 No. 2, Mar. 11, 2015 
 
167 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 4 Col. 1067, March 13, 1991 
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complexity of providing a secure system to ensure that all votes received are legitimate”.168 For 

Jacob this was even more important given “the effect which such votes could have on the outcome 

of elections in all constituencies, given the proportional representation system (and single 

transferrable vote)”.169 In the 2014 debate, logistics were brought up as a reason for caution rather 

than outright opposition. For example, Labour Minister Kathleen Lynch discussed the difficulty 

of establishing who in “the wider Irish diaspora” would be entitled to vote, how they should be 

registered, and how they should vote.170  

Supporters tended to dismiss such concerns either as easy to resolve or evidence of their 

opponents’ bad faith. Workers Party TD Eamon Gilmore did the former in the O’Sullivan bill 

debate, offering various solutions like Sunday voting to allow Irish citizens in Britain to physically 

return to vote, setting up polling stations in embassies for those who could not return, and a “system 

for postal canvassing” to allow parties to campaign among emigrants.171 Then-Labour TD and 

future President Michael D. Higgins did the latter, arguing that concerns about fraud were “a 

comprehensive string of insults about our emigrants…”.172 In the 2014 debate, Independent TD 

Thomas Pringle united the second approach with an international standards argument (discussed 

below), marveling that “It is amazing that 150 countries allow non-resident citizens vote if it is so 

difficult and there are so many considerations prior to doing so”.173  

 
168 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 4, Col. 1051 March 13, 1991 
 
169 Ibid 
 
170 Dáil Deb.  Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015 
 
171 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 1 Col. 227-8, March 6, 1991 
 
172 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 3 Col. 734, March 12, 1991 
 
173 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015 
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Constitution 

In the O’Sullivan bill debate, some opponents argued that the constitution blocked external 

voting. For example, Fianna Fáil Minister Padraig Flynn advanced the government’s position that 

the bill would violate constitutionally protected equality before the law because it included a time 

limit that would bar some non-resident citizens from voting.174 Supporters refuted this 

constitutional reasoning rather than setting out a positive constitutional case for the legislation.175 

Constitutionality was not discussed in the 2014 debate – all parties seemed to accept that there was 

no relevant constitutional barrier, and the bill purported to amend the constitution. I mention this 

sparse discussion of constitutionality because it stands out in comparison to the U.S.A. case, where 

we will see that officials made lengthy positive and negative constitutional arguments for external 

voting.   

 

Constitutional Convention 

In November 2013, the Fifth Constitutional Convention recommended that the constitution be 

amended to permit external voting in presidential elections. In the 2014 debate, numerous external 

voting supporters invoked this recommendation as a reason to support reform. The Constitutional 

Convention was relevant not only as an institution that supported external voting but as one that 

was seen to be particularly representative. For example, Fianna Fáil  TD Barry Cowen noted that 

“It is over a year since the Constitutional Convention recommended a referendum (on external 

 
174 Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9 Col. 2405, March 5, 1991 
 
175 E.g. Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 3 Col. 736-7, March 12, 1991 (Michael D. Higgins) 
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voting in presidential elections)”.176 The Government’s failure to respond to that recommendation 

was especially problematic given that “Reports of the Constitutional Convention are particularly 

important as it was made up of 66 ordinary citizens who gave their time for no personal reward 

and engaged, in good faith, with politicians in a process of deliberation”.177 Obviously, the 

Constitutional Convention was not discussed in previous debates since it did not exist then. 

 

Taxation  

There is a long and tenacious association between taxation and voting rights. Like in the United 

States and French cases, Irish officials debated the relevance of non-resident citizens’ tax payments 

(or lack of) to their entitlement to external voting. In the O’Sullivan bill debates, Fianna Fáil TD 

Dan Wallace argued in opposition to the proposal that “if the Bill is passed, overseas electors could 

determine the composition of Government here and, thus, the political, social, and economic 

policies which would be followed. Yet, these electors would pay no taxes here. In other words, 

they would determine policies: we would pay for them”.178 In contrast, supporters argued that non-

resident citizens’ remittances should be considered as functionally similar to taxation: for example, 

Labour TD Dick Spring responded to Flynn’s invocation of “the old adage “no taxation without 

representation”” by noting his surprise “that a Minister from the west179 should ignore the fact that 

so much unsolicited money has been sent back there by emigrants over the past 50 or 60 years”.180 

 
176 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015 
177 Ibid 
 
178 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 3 Col. 731, March 12, 1991 
 
179 A region particularly affected by emigration. 
 
180 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 4, Col. 1071, March 13, 1991 
 



 
 
 

137 

Taxation was discussed in similar terms in the 1992 amendment debates181 but was much less 

relevant for the 2014 bill.182 This may be because taxation is less relevant to the presidential 

franchise than the legislative since the Irish president does not make policy decisions.  

 

International Standards 

Officials put Ireland’s lack of external voting in the context of other countries’ more liberal 

policies. We can read these arguments as addressing Ireland’s place in the European and global 

democratic orders. International standards were also frequently discussed in Israel as a reason to 

loosen that country’s restrictive policy. However, they were unimportant in the American ones. 

This is not surprising: the U.S.A. introduced external voting in 1976, well before it “became the 

global norm” (Gamlen 2019, 47). International standards were therefore less relevant. 

Irish external voting supporters argued that international standards (especially European 

ones)183 supported external voting, so Ireland was an unjustified outlier. This is essentially the 

logic of diffusion theories (Turcu and Urbatsch 2015). They also argued that Ireland’s 

noncompliance with international standards symbolized its lack of care for emigrants. This links 

to the victimhood narrative that we will encounter below.  

For example, in 1991 O’Sullivan traced both themes, arguing that  

We are constantly told to act as Europeans. Ireland is one of the few remaining countries in the 
European Community which disenfranchises its emigrants, contributing further to the alienation 

 
181 E.g. Seanad Deb. Vol. 132 No. 12, May 20, 1992 Col. 1279 (Murphy), Col. 1284 (Upton), and Col. 1294 
(Costello). 
182 Independent TD Finian McGrath did worry that emigration mean that “Education and training, paid for by the 
Irish taxpayer, are in danger of being lost to the country” Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015. 
 
183 Repeated references to European standards in the 1991 debates should be read in the context of Ireland’s 
impending referendum on the Maastricht Treaty that laid the foundation for the European Union. 
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of the emigrant community. Britain, France, Germany, Luxembourg, Holland, Spain, and Portugal 
have provided voting rights for their emigrants in some or all elections.184 

 In the 1992 amendments, Independent Senator Joe O’Toole made a similar argument that “…if 

we join the European Union before the end of this year we will be one of only two countries in the 

Union which does not make provision for votes for emigrants…”.185 Lest one think that 

international standards were relevant only because of early-1990s Ireland’s concerns about 

European integration, in 2014 Sinn Fein TD Sandra McLellan argued that “More than 106 other 

states, including Italy, Australia, the USA, the Dominican Republic and Ghana allow their citizens 

an overseas vote…The reality is that emigrant voting is now an international democratic norm.”186 

In contrast, opponents argued that Ireland was not comparable to other countries for external 

voting purposes, that international standards were not unanimous, or actually showed the pitfalls 

of external voting.  

For example, during the O’Sullivan bill debate, Flynn argued that due to Ireland’s high 

emigration rates, “the Irish situation is very different from that of some other countries which allow 

their citizens abroad to vote” since “the number of non-resident electors could exceed those at 

home”.187 In the 1992 amendment debates, opponents blamed Italian political instability on its 

external voting policy, implying that international standards in fact showed the wisdom of 

 
184 Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9 Col. 2392, March 5, 1991 
185 Seanad Deb. Vol 132 No. 15 Col. 1703-4, May 27, 1992 
 
186 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015 
 
187 Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9 Col. 2404, March 5, 1991. Israeli external voting opponents made similar arguments 
about why international standards did not apply, for example noting Israel’s unique position as having “a very large 
Jewish people who are not citizens of the State of Israel” (Bill for The Knesset and the Prime Minister Elections 
Law (Amendment - Voting by Citizens Abroad), 2001, Meeting of Constitution, Law and Justice Committee, 
08/20/02, Anat Maor (Meretz)). 
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Ireland’s refusal to implement the policy.188 By 2014, external voting skeptics had stopped making 

arguments from international standards.189  

 

Democracy 

For supporters, external voting was necessary to reach full democratic inclusion and 

representation, to increase democratic participation, and to guarantee key rights of democratic 

citizenship.  

For example, during the O’Sullivan bill debate, Workers’ Party TD Pat McCartan highlighted 

external voting’s capacity to increase democratic inclusion, arguing that “citizens of this country 

should not be disenfranchised simply because they have been forced to live abroad, temporarily or 

otherwise…out of economic necessity. Any approach to a real democratic process should involve 

people in …elections rather than arbitrarily exclude them”.190 He presented external voting as a 

way to improve democratic representativeness and responsiveness, claiming that the economic 

problems at the root of emigration would not be addressed until “people are elected by those living 

abroad to stand in this House and argue (emigrants’) case”.191 In the 2014 debates, democratic 

arguments often relied upon Ferris’ position that “(t)he link between citizenship and political 

representation is one of the most fundamental principles of democracy”. 192 Pringle made a similar 

 
188 Seanad Deb. Vol. 132 No. 15 Col. 1707, May 27, 1992 (Hederman), Col. 1714 (Cassidy). 
 
189 With one exception from then Labour TD Eamonn Moloney who (erroneously) asserted that no other country had 
such an extensive external voting policy as that proposed: Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015. 
 
190 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 4, Col. 1036, March 13, 1991 
 
191 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 4, Col. 1037, March 13, 1991 
 
192 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015 
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democratic inclusion argument to McCartan decades later when he claimed that “the earlier we get 

people to engage and participate in the electoral system, the better our chance of having a dynamic 

system that represents everybody…If people vote at 16, they are more likely to continue to vote 

and if we provide a vote for emigrants, they will be able to vote when they have to emigrate”.193 

 Democratic arguments against external voting were less common, perhaps because policies 

that give votes to previously excluded citizens appear at least presumptively democratic. However, 

especially in the O’Sullivan debate, some officials suggested that external voting harmed 

democratic principles by allowing emigrants to vote in more than one country’s elections.194 For 

example, Flynn advanced the government’s position  that external voting is “contrary to the norms 

of political philosophy” since it violated “the principle of “one man, one vote”” by allowing 

emigrants “to vote for two separate sovereign parliaments”.195 In the 1991 amendment debates, 

Independent Senator John A. Murphy argued that prohibiting external voting actually preserved 

Irish democracy by preventing the enfranchisement of non-resident citizens sympathetic to the 

Irish Republican Army: “(i)f one enfranchises emigrants in south Boston who is going to tell me 

it will not be mobilised and organised by forces possibly anti-democratic and subversive of the 

interests of this State.”196 He worried that external voting could lead to the election of “a Gerry 

Adams in south Boston, or worse…”,197 which is ironic given that the real Gerry Adams would 

 
193 Ibid 
 
194 This raises an interesting point about how non-resident citizens are perceived – supporters of external voting tended 
to present external voting as necessary to prevent the complete disenfranchisement of non-resident citizens, who they 
assumed were ineligible to vote in their residence country’s elections. In contrast, some opponents assumed the 
opposite: that external voting would render non-resident citizens multiply enfranchised. 
 
195 Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9 Col. 2405-6, March 5, 1991 
 
196 Seanad Deb. Vol. 132 No. 12, Col. 1280, May 20, 1992 
 
197 Seanad Deb. Vol. 132 No. 12, Col. 1291, May 20, 1992 
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join the Dáil in 2011, and bring a bill to permit external voting in 2014. It also points out that 

officials can use external voting (including its prohibition) as an attempt to create an electorate 

that they consider conducive to their goals, and calls our attention to the role that diasporas can 

play in home country political conflict (e.g. Koinova 2018). 

 

National Membership 

Several officials argued that non-resident citizens should be enfranchised because they were 

national members. While this is obviously extremely relevant to our inquiry, I classify these 

arguments separately from the narrative-based accounts of non-resident citizens’ national 

membership below. The former arguments do not explain or justify non-resident citizens’ national 

membership, as the locally grounded membership theory expects them to do. Rather, they flatly 

assert it without articulating any specific conceptions of membership that link non-resident citizens 

to the nation. Opponents did not respond to these arguments by denying non-resident citizens’ 

national membership, perhaps because supporters had already accused them of not caring about 

non-resident citizens. In that context, a denial may have been too inflammatory.   

Then-Fine Gael TD and future Taoiseach Enda Kenny made a typical national membership 

argument during the O’Sullivan bill debate that he linked to a democratic argument. After noting 

that the Constitution “promises to cherish the children of the nation equally”,198 he stated that 

“(t)here should be some system where (emigrants) can exercise the democratic right they are 

supposed to have under a Constitution which is supposed to cherish all the children of the nation 

 
198 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 4, Col. 1061, March 13, 1991 
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equally. Are they the children of the nation only when they are at home?”199 In 2014, Sinn Fein 

TD Sean Crowe asserted during a discussion of diaspora contributions and engagement that  

The diaspora is a fundamentally important part of the Irish nation in both historically and 
contemporary terms. Extending voting rights and allowing the Irish diaspora to express their voice 
is one of the inclusive actions that the Government can take to … improve and strengthen (diaspora 
relations).200  

 

Miscellaneous 

Officials also made multiple one-off arguments that lacked a common thread. I include 

examples here to show that the above presentation has not exhausted every possible relevant 

argument. However, these miscellaneous ones do not connect to broader themes. For example, 

during the O’Sullivan bill debate, Flynn and Wallace both argued that there was inadequate cross-

party consensus to justify changing election laws.201 Higgins argued that opposition to external 

voting ignored the sociological reality of migration, including the fact of sustained circular 

migration.202 In the 2014 bill debate, McLellan invoked then-President Higgins’ support for 

external voting as a reason to pass the bill.203  

 

Narratives of Emigrants and Emigration 

The preceding arguments are identity-neutral, since they apply regardless of the identities of 

non-resident citizens. For example, if international standards require external voting, then that is 

 
199 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 4, Col. 1063, March 13, 1991 
200 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015 
 
201 Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9, Col. 2411, March 5, 1991 (Flynn); Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 3, Col. 729, March 12, 
1991 (Wallace) 
 
202 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 3, Col. 735-6, March 12, 1991 
 
203 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015 
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the case regardless of who non-resident citizens are and why they leave. Put shortly, the validity 

of these arguments does not depend on who non-resident citizens are, beyond the bare fact of their 

citizenship. 

Narrative arguments are different. They involve officials telling stories about non-resident 

citizens: who they are, why they leave, where they go, and what they do there. The locally 

grounded membership theory helps us see that these stories are made necessary by non-resident 

citizens’ uneven legibility. To speak metaphorically, non-resident citizens are hard for officials to 

see. Officials often lack accurate, precise information about their identities and motivations. So, 

when making policy relevant to them, officials often imagine who they are. As the theory explains, 

they do this by advancing narratives about non-resident citizens that are drawn from available local 

meanings and that ground general conceptions of their national membership. Depending on which 

narratives they advance, officials see different things when they look at non-resident citizens, 

getting different impressions of their identities, motivations, and connections. Narrative arguments 

are therefore identity-relative, since they only apply to the subset of non-resident citizens who fit 

the profile of the legislator’s imagined one. Recall from Chapter 2 that these narratives need not 

necessarily be truthful. Instead, they are lenses through which officials view non-resident citizens, 

accentuating some features and obscuring others. Different narratives also imply different 

conceptions of non-resident citizens’ national membership, since they are built on different stories 

about their links to the nation.  

To understand the conceptions of national membership that included non-resident citizens for 

Irish external voting purposes, we therefore first need to identify the narratives that officials used 

to characterize the former’s identities. These narratives were fashioned from aspects of Ireland’s 

long emigration history, surveyed above. The Irish case features the most numerous and varied 
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narratives of all our cases. This is not surprising, since in Ireland emigration has a long, salient, 

and heterogenous history while in France and the USA it is obscured by immigration and in Israel 

generally treated as taboo.  

In the three debates, officials outlined six distinct narratives about non-resident citizens, 

summarized in the table below. 204 Their details differ, but we can classify them according to 

several different features. First, they tend to divide between structuralist and voluntarist 

explanations that locate the catalyst of emigration in socio-economic structures or individual 

agency (Mac Laughlin 2000). Second, they attribute different value to emigration – positive, 

negative, or something in between. Third, they disagree on what non-resident citizens do abroad, 

like integrating into or remaining separate from the society of residence. Finally, we should be 

aware that officials’ choice of narrative introduces an element of political danger into external 

voting reforms that is different than the obvious partisan one, since narratives can be used to blame 

opponents for emigration. 

Of the six narratives presented in the table, I fully analyze and characterize the conceptions of 

national membership associated with the last two only. These are the only ones that 

straightforwardly support external voting. They are also the two most frequently employed 

narratives in 1991 and 2014 bill debates respectively, and were the two most popular narratives in 

the latter, so their temporal proximity can help us understand recent external voting politics. 

However, I give a brief overview of each below, including frequency tables that show how often 

each was used in the O’Sullivan bill and 2014 debates. 

 

 
204 This classification identifies ideal types. In reality officials combine and reformulate them. 



 
 
 

145 

Table 3.3: 

 Why do NRCs205 
leave? 

What do they do 
abroad?206 

Value attributed 
to 
emigration207 

Supports  
external voting? 

Naturalized 
Emigration 

Ireland’s economic 
position/geographic 
location/NRCs 
mentality 

Pursue opportunities not 
otherwise available, 
might return 

Positive No 

New Emigration Free choices to 
pursue adventure, 
opportunity 

Gain skills and 
experience, might return 

Positive Depends 

Integrated Emigrants N/A – focus is on 
what they do abroad 

Become members of 
new country 

Ambivalent No 

Priorities Economic necessity Work, sometimes suffer. 
Want to return 

Negative No 

Victimhood Economic necessity Suffer, orient towards 
Ireland 

Negative Yes 

Global Irish N/A – focus is on 
what they do 

Succeed, acquire 
resources that they 
(might) contribute to 
Ireland 

Ambivalent to 
Positive 

Yes 

Summary of narratives of emigration used in analyzed debates 

 

Table 3.4: 

Narratives Count 
Global Irish 3 
Integrated Emigrants 3 
Naturalizing Emigration 2 
New Emigration 9 
Priorities 9 
Victimhood 17 
 43 

Frequency count of specific narratives of emigration used in O’Sullivan bill debate 

 
 
 
 

 
205 Non-resident citizens. 
 
206 Some of the language in this column uses different words to communicate essentially similar meanings. I use the 
different words to communicate different emphases in the debates. 
 
207 Individuals might use these narratives in different ways. Here I identify the logic of the narrative, which generally 
corresponds to how it was used empirically. 
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Table 3.5: 
 
Narratives Count 
Global Irish 9 
Integrated Emigrants 1 
New Emigration 1 
Victimhood 8 
 19 

Frequency count of specific narratives of emigration used in 2015 bill debate 

 

Naturalized Emigration 

Primarily used in the O’Sullivan bill debate, this narrative presents emigration as a natural 

phenomenon that is not susceptible to governmental intervention. It emerges from “a long train of 

thought, still evident today, which suggested that emigration (from Ireland) could be explained 

away in simple economic or geographical terms” (Mac Laughlin 2000, 318). Explanations ranged 

from transatlantic transport revolutions to Ireland’s island location at the edges of Europe to “the 

‘enterprising spirit’ of Ireland’s young adults” (Mac Laughlin 2000, 320, 323). It is encapsulated 

by the well-known remarks of then Minister Brian Lenihan Jr in 1987 (a period of high emigration) 

that “After all, we can’t all live on a small island” (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 89).208 

While the narrative presents emigration as inevitable and a product of circumstances outside 

government control, its expositors often portray individual emigration decisions as voluntary and 

rational responses to economic pressures (Mac Laughlin 2000, 321). They often portray emigration 

as a positive source of opportunities for those who cannot fit on the “small island” (Mac Laughlin 

2000, 323).  

 
208 In this speech Lenihan Sr also acknowledges the possibility of circular migration, or the “small island” making 
room for the previously crowded out. 
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During the O’Sullivan bill debates, Fianna Fáil TD Sean Power advanced the primary tenets 

of this narrative when he argued that  

The Deputy (O’Sullivan) described the exodus of thousands of our people and, in fairness to 
him, he acknowledged that the problem has been with us for almost 150 years…History shows 
that emigration was with us even when we did not have our own Government. It is a fact of life, 
whether we like it or not, and regardless of what party or parties were in office, and it is still with 
us. 209 

 

New Emigration 

This narrative was advanced in both the O’Sullivan bill and 2014 debates but was more popular 

in the former. It differs from some of the other narratives in that it discursively splits Irish 

emigration into two rather than constructing it as a unified phenomenon. It portrays older 

emigrations as negative and involuntary, but portrays contemporary emigrants as variously more 

educated, more equipped to make free choices, or more able to return home easily. It emphasizes 

these differences by portraying contemporary emigration as “a freely chosen option of a new 

generation of globalised, highly educated Irish” (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 89). Many of 

its expositors argue that emigration is no longer final, and “the emigrant will return to the homeland 

with valuable skills and experiences” (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 87). Similarly to the 

naturalized emigration narrative, new emigration portrays emigration as “a positive and life-

enhancing” decision (Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Éinrí 2013, 89).  However, unlike the naturalized 

emigration narrative, the new emigration narrative roots emigration in well-educated young 

peoples’ free decisions to leave, not economic peripherality or geography. Its support for external 

voting varies. On one hand, external voting may be a way to keep non-resident citizens in touch 

with Ireland and encourage them to use their new skills and experiences for its benefit. On the 

 
209 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 1 Col. 232, March 6, 1991 
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other hand, if emigrants make truly free choices to leave, then perhaps they are not owed continued 

recognition as national members. 

In the O’Sullivan debate, Power argued that “There will always be voluntary emigration…I 

am quite convinced that the number of people emigrating of their own free will has increased 

dramatically in the past few years. More people are educated today and they are anxious to travel 

and experience life in other parts of the world”.210 In the 2015 debate, Fine Gael TD and Minister 

for the Diaspora Jimmy Deenihan identified both change and continuity in Irish emigration 

compatibly with the narratives’ tenets:  

Emigration has always been a feature of the Irish experience. However, the nature of that 
experience has changed over the years. While previous generations departed in the knowledge that 
they might never see their homes or families again, today we have other means of keeping in touch. 
Despite this, the challenges involved in starting life in a new country are daunting….211 

 

Integrated Emigrants 

This narrative focuses less on the reasons for non-resident citizens’ departures and more on 

what they actually do in their new residences. It was articulated a few times in both the O’Sullivan 

and 2015 debates, sometimes by legislators reflecting on their personal experiences as 

emigrants.212 It argues that whatever the reasons emigrants left, they now live in a different 

country. Rather than orienting towards or pining for Ireland, they integrate into and become 

members of that new country. This can be an empirical statement of what emigrants in fact do, or 

a normative account of what they should do (and by extension what the Irish government should 

 
210 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 1 Col. 232-3, March 6, 1991 
 
211 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015 
 
212 E.g. Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 1 Col. 211-2, March 6, 1991 (Dennehy), Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015 
(Moloney). 
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encourage them to do). Emigration can be positive, if emigrants succeed in integrating.213 

According to this narrative, external voting is at least unnecessary since non-resident citizens are 

no longer interested in Ireland. At most external voting is dangerous, since it may interfere with 

non-resident citizens’ integration by encouraging them to maintain ties to Ireland. 

In the O’Sullivan bill debates, Fianna Fáil TD John Dennehy argued that  

…the average emigrant is not interested in having a vote in Ireland…there may be different 
reasons for this…the more likely one is the one I have given – that they simply get on with what 
they are doing and become involved in local issues in the land of their adoption, something we 
have continually encouraged them to do… It is safe to say that the reason (American Presidents of 
Irish descent) got to the top is that their forefathers did not continually look over their shoulders 
and say they wanted a vote in Ireland. They voted and played their part in their countries of 
adoption.214  

 
In the 1992 amendment debates, Murphy highlighted the normative side of the integrated 

emigrants narrative in a particularly lurid way: after asserting emigrants’ lack of exposure to Irish 

politics, he argued that  

As long as we talk about promising or half-promising emigrants the vote, they will be left in a 
semi-permanent state of schizophrenia about where they belong. Are they ever going to be British? 
If Britain gives them a living they should consider themselves British and participate fully in 
British elections.215 

 

Priorities 

The priorities narrative was the most frequently used narrative that opposed external voting in 

the O’Sullivan bill debate. It was not used in 2014. It was always advanced by members of the 

Fianna Fail/Progressive Democrats governing coalition, likely because it enabled them to defend 

 
213 This narrative intersects with strategic considerations. If governments want to develop a lobbying force in 
different countries, emigrants need to integrate to some degree. 
214 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 1 Col. 212, March 6, 1991 
 
215 Seanad Deb. Vol. 132 No. 12 Col. 1279, May 20, 1992 
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against the opposition’s allegations that their economic policies had caused emigration or that they 

cared insufficiently about emigrants. 

The priorities narrative argues that emigration is predominantly involuntary and motivated by 

economic need. Emigrants are thus people who leave against their will for economic reasons. As 

we will see, this understanding of non-resident citizens’ identities and motivations is consistent 

with that of the victimhood narrative that supports external voting, described below. 

 However, the priorities and victimhood narratives differ in regard to what should be done 

about involuntary emigration. For the former, the priority is to solve the economic causes of 

emigration, creating conditions conducive to emigrants’ return. Officials accepted the need to 

provide welfare and counseling services to those who had already departed but maintained that the 

priority was to stop involuntary emigration and enable emigrants’ return. Flynn summed up the 

narrative’s main tenets, arguing that the government  

recognised … that the only solution to involuntary emigration lay in the pursuit of vigorous 
policies which would turn the economy around and thus remove the root cause… In addressing 
the causes of emigration at home, the Government have been mindful of their responsibilities to 
those who have already left.216 

 
 In contrast, we will see that the victimhood narrative also portrayed emigration as a problem 

to be solved but maintained that deeper recognition was due to emigrants than the priorities 

narrative affords. 

The priorities narrative opposes external voting as essentially a distraction from the more vital 

task of fixing the economy to reverse involuntary emigration. As TD Sean Power stated, “It is just 

not feasible to allow our emigrants to vote…I feel that for our emigrants the main priority is to 

 
216 Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9, Col. 2400-1, March 5, 1991. 
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return home and our main aim here as a Government should be to provide a climate that would 

attract our people back home again”.217 This focus on creating conditions conducive to emigrants’ 

returns indicates the priorities narrative’s incompatibility with extraterritorial belonging. 

Emigrants are not owed recognition as national members from afar but rather more practical help 

that will enable them to return to the place that they should never have had to leave. While there 

is not enough material in the debate to characterize the conception of national membership that 

underlies this position, it clearly confines the borders of Irish nationhood to those of state territory. 

Non-resident citizens qua non-resident citizens are not national members. Rather, the priorities 

narrative resists the extraterritorial extension of the nation by insisting that emigration is to be 

reversed, not recognized.218 

 

Narratives Opposing External Voting in the 2014 Debate 

The narratives discussed above that opposed external voting, like the priorities one, were 

employed mainly in the O’Sullivan bill debate. One might therefore wonder which narratives 

opposed external voting in the 2014 debate. Interestingly, in that debate officials did not develop 

sustained opposing narratives, undoubtedly because there was no official opposition to the bill. 

The government did not oppose the bill, instead stating that it required more analysis of its 

implementation and policy effects before it progressed.219 Further, by this time there was already 

 
217 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 1, Col. 238, March 6, 1991. 
218 The victimhood narrative discussed below is similar to the priorities one in that it too sees emigration as an 
aberration to be rectified. But there are two important differences that will become clear: first, the victimhood 
narrative is willing to recognize non-resident citizens’ extraterritorial national belonging in lieu of rectifying 
emigration. Second, the victimhood narrative is more willing to symbolically rectify emigration through external 
voting. 
 
219 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2 March 11, 2015 
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movement towards government acceptance of the principle of external voting. For example, the 

Constitutional Convention had recently expressed its support, and by the time of the bill’s initial 

committee meeting, the government had announced its intention to hold a referendum on external 

voting in presidential elections. 

Yet this referendum has still not happened. While there are compelling reasons for the delay 

(namely the Brexit and coronavirus crises that took over the government agenda), we should be 

aware that opposition to external voting is not always straightforwardly stated. In a finding that is 

reminiscent of the government’s position in the 2014 debate, Lafleur points out that the then-ruling 

PRI party in Mexico opposed external voting including by “simultaneously express(ing) public 

support to the emigrant vote but stress(ing) that too many logistical obstacles remained to make it 

actually possible” (2013, 67). Further, Lafleur also notes that parties may pass external voting 

legislation but seek to limit its actual impact as much as possible (2013, 70–72). We therefore 

cannot conclude from the lack of opposing narrative arguments in the 2014 debate that there was 

no significant opposition to the bill, since such opposition is not always directly expressed in 

external voting politics. 

We now arrive at the narratives that unambiguously support external voting and imply 

conceptions of national membership that include non-resident citizens. 

 

Victimhood  
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The victimhood narrative220 presents an unambiguously negative account of emigration. It 

unrelentingly interprets it through the famine template, constructing a narrative of emigrants as 

people forced abroad against their will by economic need and who generally want to return as soon 

as possible. It has an obvious partisan function since it can be used to criticize incumbents’ 

economic performance. It is the most and second most frequently employed narrative in the 

O’Sullivan and 2014 bill debates respectively and has three main premises. 

First, it assimilates contemporary and past emigration as part of a single transgenerational 

phenomenon that began with the famine. This association draws on the famine’s widespread social 

meaning as a catastrophic event with cascading influence. Viewing contemporary emigration 

through a famine template to injects the former with the latter’s negative associations  (K. Miller 

1988; Mac Éinrí and O’Toole 2012, 7; Cullingford 2014, 60–62). Accordingly, expositors of the 

victimhood narrative use famine-era imagery and language of banishment, exile, or bereavement 

to describe emigration.  

During the debate on his bill, O’Sullivan clearly linked historical to contemporary emigration, 

presenting the latter as part of a pattern that “did not start this year or last year but has existed for 

nearly 150 years.”221  He linked the “coffin ships” that carried emigrants “(f)rom my native port 

of Cork”, to more recent emigration, arguing that “Those savage acts were carried out by a brutal 

alien government and what is incomprehensible is that emigration with all its tragic side effects 

has been allowed to continue by subsequent Irish governments…”222 During the 1992 amendment 

 
220 Glynn et al. discuss the roots and modern expressions of “the narrative of victimhood” in Ireland (2013, 87–88). 
Mac Éinrí and O’Toole discuss “the construction of a discourse of emigration and exile, based in part on tropes of 
victimhood and forced departure (2012, 7). My discussion here is indebted to these sources. 
221 Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9 Col. 2389, March 05, 1991 
 
222 Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9 Col. 2389-90, March 05, 1991 
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debates, Fianna Fáil Senator Richard Conroy described emigration as “one of the greatest tragedies 

of this country involving personal sadness, human and economic loss…It is very deep in the psyche 

of this country”.223 In 2015, Sinn Fein (SF) TD Martin Ferris described contemporary emigration 

as part of a pattern that Ireland has “been obliged to put up with … for generations’ and uses 

deathly language to describe emigrants’ departure as ‘like a hidden bereavement”.224  

 Second, the narrative presents emigration as involuntary and aberrational. This is 

unsurprising given that it understands Ireland’s long and varied emigration history through the 

unitary famine template. Emigration is involuntary because economic failure forces emigrants out 

against their will. It is aberrational because it removes them from where they belong. The narrative 

suggests that but for economic failures, the emigrant would never have left. This involuntary 

emigration harms not only the emigrant, but also the family and society that is left behind, 

reminding us of emigration’s historical significance not just as a loss of people but as a loss of 

community and culture. Note that even though emigration is widespread it is still cast as 

aberrational since it seen as a sign that something has gone wrong in the natural order of things. 

According to the narrative, while emigrants are abroad, they want to return. They demonstrate this 

desire and the continued belonging that it is evidence of by orienting themselves towards Ireland, 

for example through political, social, and cultural engagement. 

For example, during the O’Sullivan bill debates, Fine Gael TD Dinny McGinley stated 

that: “(emigrants) have been forced to leave their country not through any fault of their own but 

 
223 Seanad Deb. Vol. 132 No. 12 Col. 1286, May 20, 1992. Conroy also noted recent changes in the permanence of 
emigration and expressed skepticism about the logistical possibilities of external voting in Dáil election, preferring 
Seanad representation. 
 
224 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2 March 11, 2015 
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rather through our failure to provide them with a livelihood”.225 The detrimental effects of this 

failure radiate throughout society: “Many urban and rural communities throughout the Republic 

have been virtually decimated by emigration…”226 Fine Gael TD Jim Higgins described 

emigrants’ orientation to Ireland by distinguishing Irish emigrants from those of other nationalities 

by virtue of their hope of eventual return, which meant that ‘(t)heir roots in foreign soil are 

tentative…’.227 During the 1992 amendment debates, Labour Senator Joe Costello argued that 

“The majority of Irish people who have gone abroad have not done so from choice”.228 In 2015, 

Independent TD Michael Fitzmaurice emphasized emigrants’ continued orientation and belonging, 

arguing that ‘(emigrants are abroad) through no fault of their own. Many of them keep up an 

interest in, and are as up to date as anybody else on, what is going on in Ireland…’.229 

Third, the narrative identifies two culprits responsible for emigration. They can held be jointly 

responsible as O’Sullivan suggested they were above.230 First, it echoes the traditional nationalist 

account of emigration: emigration was seen as a problem inflicted by British colonialism that 

independence should have fixed. This shows up for example in O’Sullivan’s discussion of the 

“brutal alien government”.231 Second, it explains the post-independence persistence of emigration 

as evidence of the independent Irish state’s failure. For example, in 1991, Gilmore bluntly stated 

 
225 Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9 Col. 2414 March 05, 1991  
 
226 Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9 Col. 2413 March 05, 1991 
 
227 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 4 Col. 1056 March 13, 1991 
 
228 Seanad Deb. Vol. 132 No. 12 Col. 1294, May 20, 1992 
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that: “There is surely no greater indictment of our record as an independent state than that after 70 

years of self-government emigration has continued at such a rate.”232 In 2015, Ferris linked past 

state failures to prevent emigration with the failure to provide emigrant voting rights: “One must 

also (consider) the more than half a million people who have (emigrated) since the beginning of 

the recession. While the State failed citizens miserably for a considerable period of time, it 

continues to fail them by denying them the right to vote on this island…”.233 

To summarize, the victimhood narrative constructs an imagined emigrant who leaves 

involuntarily for economic reasons, whose experience of emigration is negative, and who suffers 

dislocation and alienation abroad as she orients towards Ireland. In this context, external voting 

rights are understood to fulfill multiple purposes.234  

First, they symbolically acknowledge and include emigrants, in the context of continued state 

failure to stop emigration or adequately recognize emigrants.235 During the debate on his bill, 

 
232 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 1. Col. 221, March 06, 1991 
 
233 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2 March 11, 2015 
 
234 The victimhood narrative has obvious overlaps with the arguments for external voting based on “forced exile” that 
López-Guerra dismisses for two reasons. First, overinclusivity: “given that not everyone moves abroad for economic 
reasons… only poor emigrants would get the franchise, which implies that nearly all expatriates from developed 
countries would be left out of (external voting)”. More deeply he argues that “…the franchise cannot serve to 
compensate for economic or other kinds of injustice. Having suffered from deprivation is no reason at all for being 
allowed to elect rulers that will govern not us, but others” (2005, 230–31). Similarly, Honohan argues that while 
external voting for refugees, displaced persons, and political exiles during transitions may be acceptable, “emigration 
is more often economically driven, and even if not wholly voluntary provides a less clear-cut justification for voting 
rights than cases of forced migration” (2011, 548–49). There are two points to make in response: focusing too much 
on the logical coherence of a position can detract from important sociological dynamics, like the fact that 
underinclusivity, or the gap between articulations and institutionalizations of conceptualizations of membership, is an 
unavoidable aspect of political membership. Further, insisting that “forced exile” or “injustice” are not an appropriate 
basis for enfranchisement prohibits us from learning why some people think they might or can be. 
 
235 Perceptions of such failure were fed by political speeches (M. Daly 2006, 270–76), and cultural sources (Trotter 
2003; O’Toole 1997). Despite these perceptions, the Irish state did engage, at least ambivalently, with emigrants 
throughout the 20th century (M. Daly 2009). 
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O’Sullivan stated that external voting “would be positive proof that the elected representatives of 

this country really care for (emigrants)’ and would “grant (emigrants) the recognition which is 

rightfully theirs”.236 This logic understand external voting as symbolic compensation, as 

O’Sullivan suggests: “Surely if we cannot give our people employment in our own country, we 

have a moral obligation to give them a vote”.237 

Second, they encourage the emigrant to stay connected to Irish public life, culture, and 

society. This is understood as especially important as preparation for the eventual return home that 

the narrative constructs emigrants as actively desiring. Ferris explained in 2015 that despite that 

desire, “people lose touch” with distance: “One of the factors that contributes to this separation is 

the fact that people who leave also become distant from the political process in their homeland. 

Citizens should be encouraged to remain in contact with all aspects of life at home”,238 a task that 

external voting is understood to help with. 

Third, in an overlap with democratic arguments, they can allow the emigrant to vote on the 

policies that forced her out and by extension continue to prevent her return. Gilmore encapsulated 

the logic of both the previous and this point in 1991:  

…we have not done anything that would help (emigrants) maintain their cultural or 
political links with us. (External voting) would be one of the most effective ways of ensuring the 
retention of links with the home country…it would also ensure that Governments, and political 
parties, could not ignore the issue of emigration and the economic factors which led to it.239  

 

 
236 Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9 Col. 2394, March 05, 1991 
 
237 Ibid 
238 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2 Mar. 11, 2015 
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 The victimhood narrative is one of two narratives that officials advanced in the external 

voting debates that supports conceptions of national membership that include non-resident 

citizens. The other is the Global Irish narrative, which constructs a different, much more positive 

account. Both narratives and their associated conceptions support external voting and construct 

non-resident citizens as national members but do so in radically different ways. This is because 

they draw from different parts of Ireland’s emigration history and the associated social and cultural 

meanings. Each narrative acts as a lens that filters officials’ vision so that depending on which they 

use, they see different things when they look at non-resident citizens. The locally grounded 

membership theory helps us to identify what they see when they look, which is a key part of 

understanding the substance and development of the conceptions of national membership that 

include non-resident citizens for external voting purposes. 

 

 Global Irish  

The Global Irish narrative presents non-resident citizens as members of a “diaspora” who share 

a common Irish identity and have valuable contributions to make to Ireland. It draws on the 

conceptualization of non-resident citizens as a diaspora that began in the 1990s as well as the 

increasingly positive state engagement with non-resident citizens that accompanied it. Like the 

integrated emigrants narrative, it focuses more on what emigrants do than on why they leave. Like 

the new and naturalized emigration narratives, it constructs emigration in a generally positive light 

as a source of opportunities and prosperity. This suggests the Global Irish narrative’s obvious 

strategic purpose: it puts certain individuals and sectors in a position to materially benefit from the 

contributions that prosperous non-resident citizens can make. However, let’s not forget that while 

officials have obvious strategic motivations for external voting, they must also explain and justify 
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non-resident citizens’ national membership. We should therefore not treat the Global Irish 

narrative as merely rhetorical cover for an ultimately transactional votes-for-cash quid pro quo,240 

but rather take it seriously as implying a genuine conception of membership. Finally, the Global 

Irish narrative was the most frequently employed one in the 2014 bill debates but was hardly 

mentioned in either the other two. This because the events that catalyzed the narrative’s 

elaboration, like the Presidents’ diaspora initiatives and the amendment of Article 2 of the 

Constitution, had not yet occurred by 1992. The narrative has four main premises. 

First, it assumes a demographic rather than geographic Ireland that privileges personal identity 

over territorial connection (O’Toole 1997, 161). It understands Ireland in an essentially 

postmodern way - not a physical island but rather an identification or experience. For O’Toole, 

this is attributable to “the most difficult contradiction of Irish politics and economics – the 

contradiction between place and people, between the search for a fixed national space and the 

existence of an unfixed, mobile population” (1997, 161). The demographic Ireland assumption 

draws on the new Article 2 and citizenship transmission rules discussed above that formally elevate 

the logic of jus sanguinis over jus soli (Mac Éinrí and O’Toole 2012, 9). It also fragments Ireland 

as a physical place. In contrast to the victimhood narrative that tries to pull emigrants back to 

Ireland, it diffuses Ireland to where emigrants happen to be. Unlike the victimhood narrative then, 

there is no sense that non-resident citizens would or should be in Ireland but for events outside 

their control. 

 
240 López-Guerra suggests that arguments that link external voting rights to non-resident citizens’ financial 
contributions, like remittances, mean that “Enfranchisement is thus demanded as a matter of political quid pro quo” 
(emphasis in the original) (2005, 229). Owen (2010, 65) discusses the expressive significance of remittances in 
terms that resonate with our approach: “The point … is not that, for example, the economic value of remittances to 
the sending polity should entitle migrants to political rights, but rather that such patterns of activity…express (at 
least in part) their continuing identification with the (fate of the) community of their polity of origin”. 
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For example, several participants in the 2014 bill debate mentioned the Global Irish Diaspora 

Policy, which advances an identitarian, de-territorialized understanding of Irish nationhood: “The 

Irish have an affinity to and with each other that is not bound nor defined by geography or time”, 

which means that “(there is not) some hierarchy of importance between the different strands of the 

Irish at home and abroad…” (DFA 2015, 10–11).241 

 Second, it puts the focus firmly on what emigrants do now. It can acknowledge the painful 

roots of emigration but emphasizes diasporic success and prosperity. It portrays the diaspora as 

possessing valuable skills and resources that they might contribute to Ireland. This draws on events 

like non-resident citizens’ contributions to the peace process or to the post-2008 economic 

recovery (Gray 2012, 244). Both the victimhood and Global Irish narratives emphasize emigrants’ 

contributions but understand them differently: for the former, they are evidence that emigrants are 

not where they belong. For the latter, they show that emigrants identify with Ireland wherever they 

happen to be. 

 We can see this diasporic success premise at work as early as 1991 in the O’Sullivan 

debate, where Deenihan noted that  “many (emigrants) have been very successful in the various 

countries to which they emigrated and made contributions in different ways to life in those 

countries’, and argued that ‘(o)ur emigrants have the potential to make a major contribution to our 

country”.242 In the 2014 bill debate, Independent TD Finian McGrath stated the premise more 

boldly, claiming that non-resident Irish citizens had “a great contribution to make to Irish life” and 

 
241 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2 March 11, 2015 
242 Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 4 Col, 1058, March 13, 1991 
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“great potential”, characterizing “the Irish diaspora” as “a vast living resource not just in terms of 

trading Irish products for Irish consumers but in the fact that they have another vision”.243 

 Third, the Global Irish narrative argues that for all the diaspora’s success, prosperity, and 

contributions, they have been inadequately recognized and valued. Previous governments 

welcomed their contributions during crises but otherwise ignored them. Similarly, to the 

victimhood narrative, external voting then comes to be seen as an official atonement for past 

failures. We can understand this in the language of credible commitments: if the government wants 

to benefit from non-resident citizens’ contributions, then it needs to show they care by granting 

external voting. In 2015, Cowen advanced this logic when he claimed that diaspora engagement 

“has to be seen as more than an optical illusion. In order to gain the true support and commitment 

of the Irish diaspora, there must be a better effort (to allow external voting in presidential 

elections)”.244 

Finally, the Global Irish narrative is not only about what and where Ireland is but also how 

it is perceived by the rest of the world. Compatibly with the logic of diffusion theories, it 

understands external voting as a way to project particular desirable images of Ireland onto the 

world stage. For example, in 1991 Deenihan argued that ‘(b)y attracting (emigrants’) interest, 

giving them recognition and a feeling they have a role to play and a contribution to make in our 

country, (external voting rights) can only enhance our reputation as a caring nation’.245 More 

recently, the Irish government included external voting in an overview of Ireland’s global 

 
243 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2, March 11, 2015 
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engagement strategy, indicating that it is a way to project a globalized, modern national image 

(Govt. of Ireland 2018, 49–51). 

To summarize, the Global Irish narrative constructs an imagined emigrant who is 

successful and has skills, resources, and knowledge to contribute to Ireland. This figure is linked 

to Ireland through de-territorialized identifications and experiences that also constitute a wider 

diaspora. In this context, external voting fulfills two main functions, both linked to the strategic 

goal of capturing diasporic contributions.246 As should be clear by this point, this does not mean 

that strategy is more important than narratives of belonging, since the former presupposes and 

requires the latter. 

First, external voting is seen as a way to intensify diaspora members’ identifications with 

Ireland. This is made more difficult by the fact that diaspora members live elsewhere and therefore 

often have opportunities to identify in other ways, especially since they are constructed as 

successful and possessing resources.247 This means that officials cannot ascribe stability and 

continuity to diaspora members’ identifications, but rather must court them. Breda Gray discusses 

how traditional territorial citizenship has been supplemented in Ireland by a novel form of de-

territorialized networked citizenship that creates “netizens”: “In their project of cultivating 

diaspora-based netizens, sending states are in competition with multiple identities and allegiances 

 
246 López-Guerra and Honohan both dismiss the legitimacy of granting external voting rights based on contributions. 
The former argues that it is insufficient to grant rights to all non-resident citizens since only some actually contribute. 
More importantly, he argues that “political rights should not be for sale” (López‐Guerra 2005, 230). For the latter, 
“…contribution is not a good general basis for defining membership of the demos…Moreover, even if some 
recognition for an economic contribution is warranted, it is not clear that a political voice is the appropriate return” 
(Honohan 2011, 548). My response here is the same as that in fn 234 supra. Note also Owen’s position that 
contributions are evidence of non-resident citizens’ “allegiances and affiliations” that it would be neither “politically 
prudent nor just” to ignore (2010, 65). 
 
247 Brand notes that “by virtue of living and perhaps studying abroad, emigrants have access to other narratives and 
symbols (and perhaps citizenship) which may offer a competing basis for loyalty” (2010b, 79). 
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circulating globally. As such, they have to find ways of developing a stronger pull on globally 

networked individuals than competing sources of loyalty and identity” (Gray 2012, 248–49). From 

this perspective, external voting is a tool to pull successful diaspora members into Ireland’s 

networks, intensifying their sense of national identification as is required if they are to contribute 

materially (Gray 2013, 111–12). Note that this contrasts with the victimhood narrative, which 

generally ascribes more stability to non-resident citizens’ identifications with Ireland. 

Second and relatedly, external voting is seen as proof that the Irish state reciprocates diaspora 

members’ identifications. By proving that the Irish state recognizes diaspora members as Irish, it 

further reproduces those desired identifications. This is especially important in a context where, as 

Cowen put it in his contribution cited above, there is an impression that diaspora members are 

slighted by the state’s perceived inattention to them.  

 
The Rectificatory and Contributory Conceptions of National Membership 
 

The victimhood and Global Irish narratives characterize non-resident citizens’ identities, 

activities, and entitlements to external voting rights. They are particularistic, rooted in the specific 

context of Irish emigration. However, as the locally grounded membership theory expects, they 

imply more general conceptions of national membership, or accounts of the membership nexus 

between non-resident citizens and the nation. As explained in Chapter 2, those more general 

conceptions can encompass a variety of different narrative instantiations, so long as the latter 

describes the nexus in comparable abstract ways. The general normative principles for external 

voting that we develop in Chapter 6 will be informed by and focus on these conceptions. This part 

characterizes the two conceptions implied by the victimhood and Global Irish narratives 

respectively. 
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The Rectificatory Conception 

To recap, the victimhood narrative argues that emigration is involuntary, caused by failed 

economic policies for which the state is culpable, and traumatic for emigrants, their families, and 

broader society. It implies a conception of national membership that is best termed rectificatory. 

The rectificatory conception connects non-resident citizens to the nation through the wrong that 

was done to the former by representatives of the latter. In Ireland, that wrong is the involuntary 

emigration that the state is responsible for, but one could imagine it being characterized differently 

in different cases. For example, in post-conflict societies, the wrong could be the expulsion of a 

particular ethnic group, who are now imagined as national members in rectificatory terms. The 

core point about the rectificatory conception is that the nation wrongs non-resident citizens. That 

wrong then links the two parties in a membership relation. Importantly, for this to be the case non-

resident citizens themselves must not be understood as at fault for the leaving.248  

In the Irish case, the victimhood narrative feeds into a rectificatory conception of national 

membership in obvious ways. For example, if emigration is due to failed state policies, then non-

resident citizens are not at fault for leaving. If emigrants are constructed as dislocated, homesick, 

and stubbornly oriented towards Ireland, then they are also unlikely to have left voluntarily. The 

victimhood narrative’s support of a rectificatory conception is strengthened by its claim that 

contemporary and past emigrations are part of a single phenomenon that began with the famine. 

The victimhood narrative posits two wrongs: the numerous micro-wrongs that precipitated 

 
248 We can compare this to the Israeli case discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. There, emigration is commonly understood 
as non-resident citizens wronging the nation, reversing the relationship at the heart of the rectificatory conception. 
When non-resident citizens are understood as wronging the nation, they are also understood as no longer national 
members. 
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individual emigrations and the broader macro-wrong of colonial Britain’s and independent 

Ireland’s long history of emigration-related failures. It then links emigrants to Ireland through 

assertion of both of these wrongs. Granting political rights to contemporary emigrants in part on 

the basis of the wrong done to prior, sometimes long-dead, emigrants makes sense only if 

discursive structures permit the assimilation of multiple and heterogenous generations of 

emigrants. 

The conception of national membership that connects non-resident citizens to the nation 

through the latter’s wrongs that made the former leave is best described as rectificatory rather than 

compensatory or reparatory because officials who employ it endeavor to undo the culpable wrong. 

Only ‘rectificatory’ implies that past wrongs are being set right, returning situations to how they 

“should” be. We can understand this dynamic of the rectificatory conception analogously to “zero-

option” citizenship rules that “specify a date…at which anyone physically present may be 

considered a subject or citizen” (E. F. Cohen 2018, 42).249 Cohen argues that these rules are often 

used “to accomplish via time what cannot be done physically – a return of the boundaries of a 

population to a past iteration of itself” (2018, 42–43). While external voting is less obviously 

temporal than the zero-option rules Cohen discusses, when it is extended according to a 

rectificatory conception of national membership a similar dynamic applies. In the Irish case, 

external voting can be used in an attempt to return the boundaries of Irish nationhood to a past, 

pre-emigration manifestation by providing two important rectifications. First, as we have seen 

above, some legislators believed that external voting would lead to emigrants and their descendants 

 
249 Cohen discusses the use of zero-option rules in countries including Germany, the Soviet Union, the US, Latvia, 
Estonia, Kuwait, and Cyprus (2018, 43–44). 
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eventually returning because it encourages them to stay connected to Ireland. Second and more 

generally, external voting makes emigrants and their descendants virtually present – they are given 

a say, and others have to take them into account as they would had they never left. External voting 

can therefore be a way of rectifying culpable wrongs by making its “victims” virtually present in 

the state’s political processes, thereby recovering some prior version of peoplehood that should 

(so the story goes) never have been lost in the first place. 

In the Irish case, the rectificatory conception is parasitic upon a prior, domestically applicable 

conception of national membership. The latter explains why non-resident citizens (or their 

ancestors) were national members in the first place, while the former explains why they are so 

even after they leave. The rectificatory conception relies upon a prior understanding of national 

membership that portrays national territory as a site of deep, authentic belonging for particular 

people. National membership is thus a property of the people who have that relationship with that 

territory. This is a place-based conception of national membership, 250  because it presents national 

territory as a specific, distinctive, and non-substitutable location.251 National territory is a place 

that influences the identities and political relations of its inhabitants.252 Since place and identity 

are understood as co-constitutive, absence from national territory by those who “belong” there is 

seen as aberrational. The place-based conception incorporates the idea of “homeland” (Connor 

1986; Kaiser 2003) as well as elements commonly associated with ethnic national identities 

(Penrose 2002, 291). The Irish case demonstrates well how the place-based conception supports a 

 
250 Meine (2019, 11–13) discusses a similar place-based conception of territory. Ochoa Espejo (2020) has advanced 
a normative philosophical account of place-based political membership. 
 
251 Note though that O’Toole (1997, 169–74) argues that Ireland no longer exists as a distinct place. 
 
252 This draws from Agnew (2011). 
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rectificatory one: people who are understood to belong in Ireland but are required to leave suffer 

dislocation and alienation. Separation from the identity-sustaining territory is seen as incompatible 

with their thriving. If the emigrant is to prosper, she must return, and external voting provides a 

symbolic return.  

As with all conceptions of national membership, the rectificatory conception is exclusionary 

in principle. As discussed in Chapter 2, this is so even if its institutionalization is broader than its 

articulation, meaning that when enshrined in law it enfranchises people that the conceptions 

exclude. First, it excludes those who have not been subject to the wrong that connects nation and 

non-resident citizen. In the Irish case, this includes emigrants who did not leave for involuntary 

economic reasons, and whose experience was not negative nor dislocating. Despite the victimhood 

narrative’s totalizing scope, such emigrants have always existed (K. Miller 1988, 6; Gray 1997, 

219; Mac Éinrí and O’Toole 2012, 7–8). Second, it justifies only the enfranchisement of 

individuals that officials believe to belong in the valorized past iteration of peoplehood, or to have 

the place-based relation with national territory. For example, in the Irish case, the rectificatory 

conception might not easily extend to the children of immigrants, even if they had been subject to 

the same economic distress and emigration pressures as the children of native-born citizens.253 

 

The Contributory Conception 

To recap, the Global Irish narrative characterizes emigration as a generally positive source of 

opportunities, and emigrants as successful diaspora members who are well positioned to materially 

contribute to Ireland. It implies a contributory conception of national membership in which non-

 
253 A hypothetical example strengthened by the previously-discussed 2004 alteration of Irish ‘birthright’ citizenship 
rules. 
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resident citizens are linked to the nation in part through their contributions, which are not only 

desired material resources but also evidence of their identification as national members. However, 

contributions are not sufficient to establish the non-resident citizen/nation nexus alone. Instead, 

they must be combined with some prior relation to the political community. Otherwise, any 

individual who made any contribution to a national project or company would be a national 

member. In the Irish case, the necessary prior relation is descent. Descent brings the non-resident 

citizen into a potential relation of national membership with Ireland, which can then be activated 

by material contributions. This introduces a tension between inherited and voluntaristic 

membership that Gray identifies when she argues that Irish state engagement with diaspora 

involves a “seemingly paradoxical invocation of Irish identity both as shared essence based on 

ancestry and as a resource in self-fashioning on the basis of affinity and choice” (2012, 263).  

While the Irish case undoubtedly privileges descent, this is not a necessary feature of 

contributory conceptions in general. For example, in the 2015 debates, Deenihan discussed 

planned attempts to establish better links with international (non-Irish) alumni of Irish universities 

in the context of broader diaspora policy, not external voting specifically. The key point is that 

individuals must already be linked to the nation in some way if their contributions are to be 

evidence of membership.254  

In the Irish case, the Global Irish narrative supports a contributory conception in two main 

ways. First, if membership is to be claimed or proven through contributions, emigrants need to 

have something to contribute, like resources, skills, or status. This presumes a positive 

 
254 Gray (2013, 112–13) discusses Irish state officials’ attempts to engage “the affinity Diaspora” or “foreign 
nationals who have lived in Ireland, but now returned to their countries of origin”. 
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understanding of emigration as a source of opportunities and of emigrants as largely successful. 

Second, a demographic rather than geographic conception of Ireland normalizes non-resident 

citizen’s extraterritorial locations. This makes it easier to recognize their contributions as evidence 

of membership without needing to justify them as ‘really’ belonging on the physical island. 

The Irish version of the contributory conception has emphasized non-resident citizens’ 

financial contributions. Criticisms of such ideas of membership have argued that they are 

“illiberal” since they recall “classical restrictions of citizenship rights to propertied males” 

(Fitzgerald 2006, 113) or that they are premised upon “a neo-liberal model of state-society 

relations in which individuals gain goods and services through the market’ (Goldring 2009, 69; 

Gray 2013, 118–19).255 I engage more deeply with this normative critique in Chapter 6. At this 

point it suffices to note that valorization of wealth is not a necessary feature of contributory 

conceptions in general. We can see this in some places in the Irish debates. For example, during 

the 2015 bill debate, Sinn Fein TD Sean Crowe emphasized non-resident citizens’ contributions 

including ‘remittances or investment, active support of the peace process or participation in and 

promotion of Irish heritage and culture through philanthropic community and voluntary activities, 

language, arts and sporting organizations’.256  

Further, we can look to other countries that link non-resident citizens’ voting rights and 

political representation to their varied contributions. As is discussed at greater length in Chapter 

5, since 1946 non-resident French citizens have been represented in the French Senate (Sénat). 

 
255 Goldring makes this claim about the Mexican state’s relationship with migrants before external voting was 
permitted, which may have had an effect upon this position.  
 
256 Dáil Deb. Vol. 871 No. 2 March 11, 2015 
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While non-resident French citizens’ demands for external voting and representation go back to the 

beginning of the 20th century, several commentators have linked these Sénat seats to “awareness 

of the important role played by the French abroad in the fight against Nazism and the Liberation” 

(Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 105; Laguerre 2013, 51).257  We can therefore understand French non-

resident citizens’ institutional representation as corresponding in part258 to their political and 

personal contributions to a specific national struggle, including their payment of “l’impôt du sang” 

(the blood tax) (Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 110). 

There are two important points to make about the Sénat seats and the contributory conception. 

First, we previously discussed the idea that the Global Irish narrative must be set in the context of 

the existence of multiple competing claims over non-resident citizens’ identities. Some 

commentators link this to contemporary globalization (Gray 2012, 246–47). However, the French 

case suggests that using external voting or representation to, in effect, entice non-resident citizens 

into national networks and intensify their national identifications is not a new phenomenon. For 

example, in 1946, la Voix de France, a newspaper run by the Union of French Abroad, made the 

case for institutional representation of non-resident citizens when it wrote that “to let the French 

abroad believe that their homeland is not interested in them when it doesn’t need soldiers or 

financial help runs the risk of seeing them yield, in a moment of discouragement, to the pressures 

that they are under – especially if their spouse is foreign – and take the nationality of the country 

where they live” (Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 110).  

 
257 Recognition of French non-resident citizens as political members at this time was not limited to the creation of 
these Senate Seats. For example, they were represented in the Resistance’s political structures, like the Provisional 
Consultative Assembly of Algiers and the National Consultative Assembly that moved from Algiers to Paris in 
November 1944 (Garriaud-Maylam 2004, 163–64). 
 
258 As is discussed in Chapter 5, this contributory conception is only part of the story of French external voting. 
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Second, the French case helps us see that some of the normative strangeness of the rectificatory 

conception applies also to the contributory conception. The rectificatory conception seeks to give 

rights to individuals in part because of wrongs that were done to prior generations. If we look only 

at the Irish case, this problem about basing individual rights on the actions of others does not seem 

to arise for the contributory conception, since the contributions it valorizes are temporally more 

recent. However, the French case shows that the problem is relevant to the contributory conception, 

since it too can grant rights to individuals based on what other people did. For example, today’s 

non-resident French citizens have indirectly elected Senate representation in part because of 

previous generations’ contributions to the Resistance.  

Just like the rectificatory conception, contributory conceptions of national membership are 

exclusionary. First, they exclude people without the necessary prior connection to the nation, like 

descent in the Irish case. Second, they exclude people who have nothing to contribute that officials 

value. This includes people who do not fit the profile of the imagined emigrant that officials 

construct. For example, in the Irish case, officials’ insistence that diaspora members are often 

successful in their new countries excludes those with negative or unsuccessful experiences of 

emigration. In the French case, tying Senate representation to non-resident citizens Résistants 

excludes those who did not resist. 

 
Conclusion 

This chapter began to flesh out the national membership logic of external voting by identifying 

and analyzing the conceptions of national membership through Irish officials included non-

resident citizens as national members for external voting purposes. Using the locally grounded 

membership theory, this chapter showed that Irish officials who supported external voting reforms 

advanced two narratives of non-resident citizens’ identities that implied two different conceptions 
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of their national membership. First, the victimhood narrative understood emigration through a 

famine template, presenting a negative account of emigrants as people unwillingly forced abroad 

by economic need and who actively desire to return. The victimhood narrative implies a 

rectificatory conception of national membership that links non-resident citizens to the nation 

through wrongs done to the former by the latter. Second, the Global Irish narrative drew on a 

diaspora framing to present a more positive account of emigration as launching a successful 

diaspora who have resources and skills to contribute to Ireland. It implies a contributory conception 

of national membership in which non-resident citizens are linked to the nation through their 

contributions. Both of these conceptions drew on and altered priorly applicable ones: a place-based 

one in the rectificatory case, and a descent-based one in the contributory. The rectificatory and 

contributory conceptions will provide empirical fuel for Chapter 6’s development of general 

normative principles for external voting, where we will ask whether external voting avoids major 

moral dangers of democratic boundary-making. 

Let’s take stock of what these findings mean for our characterization of external voting’s 

national membership logic of democratic inclusion. How does the locally grounded membership 

theory help us to understand the processes by which government officials develop conceptions of 

national membership that include non-resident citizens, and the content of those conceptions? 

There are at least four important points that will guide us as we deepen the analysis in the next 

chapters. 

First, the theory lets us see that multiple different conceptions of national membership can 

support external voting in the same country. Whereas the civic-territorial/ethnic theory primes us 

to conclude that all supporting conceptions must be ethnic ones, my findings show instead that 

there is no necessary similarity between supporting conceptions. For example, in the Irish case, 
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the rectificatory and contributory conceptions assume different understandings of emigration, 

conceptualize the relationship between emigrant and ‘home’ country in different ways, and build 

on different conceptions of ‘domestic’ national membership. Yet they both bolster claims for 

external voting. Concluding that because the rectificatory and contributory conceptions are both 

used to support external voting, they must share some essential similarity would obscure these real 

differences between them that, as I show in Chapter 6, make a difference to their normative 

statuses.  

Second, we have demonstrated that national membership is conceptualized by particular 

people in particular places. This may seem trite, but it is significant. The broad categorizations of 

membership that theorists develop and deploy for analytic convenience do not necessarily 

correspond to political actors’ understandings of who is a member and why.259 The Irish case 

shows that officials drew selectively on the shared fund of meaning established by Irish emigration 

history to construct narratives about non-resident citizens that imply two different conceptions of 

their national memberships. While those conceptions may be applicable in other cases, we would 

not be able to arrive at them without deep analysis of specific cases. The locally grounded 

membership theory allows us to isolate and follow the ways that officials actually understand and 

distribute national membership. 

Third, we have learned that conceptions of national membership that include non-resident 

citizens may graft onto and alter underlying ‘domestic’ conceptions. The former supplements the 

latter by specifically explaining and justifying why non-resident citizens are national members 

despite their territorial absence. Whereas the civic-territorial/ethnic theory assumes that relevant 

 
259 Of course there is some feedback relation between the two because theorists and officials exist in the same world, 
so officials may sometimes leverage theorists’ understandings in political debates. 
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domestic conceptions can be unproblematically extended to non-resident citizens, the Irish case 

has shown that at least in some circumstances, they are complemented and adjusted. For example, 

the rectificatory conception builds on an underlying place-based conception, while the 

contributory conception adds to a descent-based one. Importantly, when a dual-layered process 

exists, the conceptions that include non-resident citizens change, so are not reducible to, 

underlying domestic ones. The rectificatory conception therefore does not collapse into a 

straightforward territorial one, nor does the contributory collapse into ethnic. 

Fourth and finally, we have begun to identify ways that a conception of national membership 

can value territory in ways that conventional civic-territorial theories do not capture. For example, 

the place-based conception that supports the rectificatory one values territory as a site of authentic 

belonging for particular people rather than as a space within which certain civic principles hold 

sway. The civic-territorial theory elides civic and territorial conceptions of national membership, 

which pushes conceptions that feature non-civic accounts of territory, like the rectificatory one, 

into the ‘ethnic’ bucket. But accepting the rectificatory conception as really an ‘ethnic’ one would 

distort the extent to which it valorizes territorial connection as a marker of membership. The 

rectificatory conception shows that external voting can be compatible with conceptions of 

membership that make territorial connection under certain circumstances, like if non-resident 

citizens are understood to belong on the territory and their absence is understood as involuntary 

and externally motivated. To fully understand the relationship between national membership and 

external voting, we need a deeper account of the work that territory does in constituting 

membership communities.  
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 The next chapter moves across the Atlantic, turning attention to the United States. How did 

officials there understand non-resident citizens as national members when considering external 

voting? 
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Chapter 4: External Voting in the United States - The Service Conception of National 
Membership 
 
 

The United States’ external voting policy is equally surprising as Ireland’s, but for opposite 

reasons. Ireland seemed to have many reasons to permit external voting, but didn’t. In contrast, 

the U.S.A. seems to have many reasons to prohibit it, but in fact has a very broad policy that allows 

non-resident citizens to vote in federal elections no matter how long they live abroad.260  

This policy is surprising according to some of the most influential instrumental theories of 

external voting. For example, we have seen that some scholars identify reliance on remittances as 

a key reason why states grant external voting rights (Erlingsson and Tuman 2017, 305–6). 

However, the United States does not economically depend on non-resident citizens.261 Another 

major theory argues that internal partisan competition determines the scope and shape of external 

voting policy (Hartmann 2015, 914–16). However, there is not much evidence that American 

politicians seriously compete for non-resident citizens’ votes. For example, in contrast to the 

French and Irish cases, American legislators barely discussed non-resident citizens’ partisan 

affiliations or probable electoral behavior when debating external voting.262 

 
260 Non-resident citizens can also vote in most state elections. However, given my focus on the national 
membership logic of external voting, I do not focus on this. It does however remind us of the relevance of scale to 
external voting and non-resident citizens’ political identifications: for example non-resident citizens might vote in 
national elections but understand themselves as primarily connected to sub-national communities: Boccagni (2014, 
131). 
 
261 Individual non-resident American citizens do send remittances and engage in transnational economic activity: 
Klekowski von Koppenfels (2014, 88–92). 
 
262 This is mirrored in the lack of American political science research on non-resident American citizens’ voting 
behavior: for an early summary of a situation that has not much changed in the intervening years, see Dark (2003, 
735–36). 
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That said, at least two instrumental theories can help to understand the U.S.A. case. First, 

we have seen that non-resident citizens’ political activism or lobbying for external voting rights 

can push officials to grant such rights (Lafleur 2013, 46; R. C. Smith 2003; Collyer and Vathi 

2007, 20). American non-resident citizens formed groups that persistently and ultimately 

successfully lobbied for external citizenship rights, including voting, throughout the second half 

of the 20th century (Michaux 1996; Klekowski von Koppenfels 2014, 224–25). Second, we have 

also seen that while remittance-attracting alone may not fully explain the adoption of external 

voting, broader economic explanations are relevant. For example, external voting may enable 

states to more effectively “integrate into the global economy” since non-resident citizens represent 

both a potential customer base and a force willing to promote domestic goods abroad  (Lafleur 

2013, 47; R. C. Smith 2003). As we will see when we discuss the external voting debates, 

Congressional officials did understand American non-resident citizens to play a particular role 

within the global economy that merited external voting rights. 

Instrumental theories therefore provide mixed evidence of why the United States has 

enacted such a broad external voting policy. Turning our attention to the aspect of external voting 

that we are interested in – the narratives of belonging and conceptions of national membership that 

accompany policies – does not yield more clarity. The United States is often thought of as 

exemplifying civic and territorial nationhood, which is commonly believed to be incompatible 

with external voting as discussed in Chapter 2. For Amanda Klekowski von Koppenfels, one of 

the few people to study American non-resident citizens in depth, this idea has great consequences. 

Klekowski von Koppenfels argues that because American national identity is strongly territorial 

(2020, 43–44), then external voting cannot include American non-resident citizens in the nation. 

Rather, it includes them in the state as equal citizens (2019). If this is true then the U.S.A. is a 
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major problem for my empirical argument that external voting is premised upon a national 

membership logic of democratic inclusion, since it suggests that external voting does not require 

the development of conceptions of national membership that include non-resident citizens.  

In this chapter, I ask how American government officials understood non-resident citizens’ 

national membership statuses when considering and enacting external voting. Did they see them 

only as abstract state citizens, as Klekowski von Koppenfels suggests?  Or did they advance 

narratives that linked non-resident citizens to the nation as members despite the prima facie 

incompatibility of American nationhood with extraterritorial belonging, as the locally grounded 

membership theory suggests they should? This inquiry serves two purposes that correspond to our 

normative method’s two prongs. First, it lets us test our conclusion that external voting is premised 

upon a national membership logic of democratic inclusion on a ‘hard case’. Does the locally 

grounded membership theory uncover aspects of the relationship between national membership 

and external voting that other approaches cannot access? Second, it lets us gather more empirical 

evidence for our normative inquiry: is it possible to ground external voting on conceptions of 

national membership that avoid general moral dangers of democratic boundary-making?  

I argue in this chapter that American external voting policy attempts to incorporate some 

non-resident citizens as national members. Officials constructed a service conception of non-

resident citizens’ national membership that built from a narrative of reluctant professionals abroad. 

The service conception was developed by analogy with the military, which served as the major 

template through which officials viewed non-resident citizens. The U.S.A. case therefore is 

consistent with our characterization of external voting’s national membership logic of democratic 

inclusion.  
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There is one possible objection to this argument that should be dispensed with now. It 

might be tempting to conclude that since civic-territorial national membership norms seem 

incompatible with external voting, then the United States’ extensive external voting policy 

therefore must be supported by the often denied but always present ethnic elements of American 

nationhood.263 Without meaning to deny those elements’ influence, such a conclusion is far too 

quick. First, it assumes that civic and territorial principles cannot support external voting when 

that is in question, as our findings in the Irish case show. Second, it assumes that conceptions of 

national membership must be either civic-territorial or ethnic, when in fact the Irish case shows 

that there are other possible ways to imagine the nexus between non-resident citizen and nation. 

Recall that one of our main criticisms of the dominant civic-territorial/ethnic theory was that it 

bakes the conclusion into the premises. In contrast, the locally grounded membership theory allows 

us to recover the ways that officials actually imagined and constructed non-resident citizens’ 

national membership. Doing this in the U.S.A. case shows that ideas of service were more 

important than ideas of race or ethnicity.   

This chapter has seven steps. As in the previous chapter, my goal is to identify whether and 

how officials understood non-resident citizens as national members for external voting purposes.  

First, I give an overview of currently applicable external voting legislation in the U.S.A. I also 

discuss its history, including how it grew from claims for military absentee voting rights. Second, 

I discuss the history and social meanings of leaving the United States and discuss the asymmetric 

political, societal, and scholarly awareness of emigration from as opposed to immigration to the 

 
263 For example, Smith (1997) has exhaustively shown how American citizenship laws have excluded racial, ethnic, 
and religious minorities as well as women.    
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U.S.A. Third, I introduce the main external voting legislation in the United States: the Overseas 

Citizens Voting Rights Act (OCVRA). This was the first statute to guarantee external voting rights 

in federal elections to “private” non-resident citizens.264 Fourth, I characterize legislators’ main 

arguments in the OCVRA Congressional debates. Fifth, I analyze the reluctant professional 

narrative. Sixth, I characterize the service conception of national membership, comparing it to the 

Irish rectificatory and contributory conceptions. Seventh, I show that the service conception can 

help us understand external voting in Israel as well as the United States. Attempts to introduce 

external voting in Israel have relied upon a service conception to distinguish “legitimate” from 

“illegitimate” non-resident citizens. I then conclude with a brief summary of the chapter’s findings. 

But first, we should discuss terminology. As in the Irish case, the choices we make about what 

to call non-resident citizens tie into pre-existing debates about their identities and entitlements to 

political rights. “Non-resident citizen” and “external voting” are technical terms that are not used 

by participants in the external voting debates discussed here. Rather, “absentee voting”, “overseas 

citizens/Americans”, and “citizens/Americans abroad” are common. In her study of non-resident 

American citizens in France, Germany, and the U.K., Klekowski von Koppenfels found that survey 

respondents preferred to be called “American living overseas” (2014, 25, 129–42). In this chapter, 

I use “non-resident citizen” and “external voting” analytically and “absentee voting”, “overseas 

citizens/Americans”, or “Americans/citizens abroad” when descriptively discussing legislative 

debates. Note the differences between the American and Irish cases: the former does not use words 

like “emigrant” and “diaspora” that are common in the latter.265  

 

 
264 Private means employed by neither the military nor government. 
 
265 Croucher (2012) discusses whether the “diaspora” label applies to American non-resident citizens. 
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External Voting in the U.S.A.: Current Policy and History 
 

American non-resident citizens’ right to vote from abroad in federal elections was first 

guaranteed in 1976 by the OCVRA. External voting is currently governed by the 1986 Uniformed 

and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act (UOCAVA) as amended in 2002 and 2009 by the 

Help America Vote and Military and Overseas Voters Empowerment Acts respectively (HAVA 

and MOVE). These latter three acts consolidated and updated the OCVRA but did not make 

substantive changes to the principle of external voting. 

 UOCAVA allows non-resident citizens who would be qualified to vote in their place of last 

domicile in the U.S.A. but for their non-residency to vote from abroad. In practice, this means that 

all non-resident citizens who previously lived in the U.S.A. can vote in federal elections no matter 

how long they live abroad. American citizens who have never lived in the U.S.A. are eligible in at 

least 39 states under certain conditions, most commonly that their parent or guardian was last 

domiciled in that state.266  

UOCAVA’s title asserts similarity between “uniformed” and “overseas” citizens. This hints at 

the military’s importance to American external voting both as an important historical influence on 

claims for the right as well as a major template through which officials understood non-resident 

citizens’ identities and activities.  

As a historical matter, non-resident citizens’ claims for external voting were partly motivated 

by the earlier acceptance of military absentee voting. Military absentee voting first became an 

issue during the Civil War, when the Republican Party sought the right in time for the 1864 

 
266 https://www.fvap.gov/citizen-voter/reside (Last accessed July 16, 2020) 
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election.267 While only 19 states permitted absentee military voting under laws that were mostly 

repealed at the end of the war,268 the 1864 election is important for “establish(ing) a precedent for 

loosening the links between residence and participation in elections” (Keyssar, 2009, 83 cited in 

C. M. Smith 2014, 42) that would eventually also benefit non-military voters. For example, during 

the first decades of the 20th century, state laws began to permit absentee voting for out-of-state 

citizens. In 1916, Virginia was the first state to allow absentee voting for citizens who were abroad 

(C. M. Smith 2014, 42).  

In 1942, Congress passed the Soldier Voting Act. This was “the first important piece of federal 

legislation regulating military voting rights” and allowed wartime military personnel to vote in 

federal elections using a special ballot (C. M. Smith 2014, 45). In 1952, at the request of then-

President Truman, the American Political Science Association issued recommendations for 

military voting which culminated in weakened form in the Federal Voting Assistance Act of 1955, 

which was the first to extend the right to vote from abroad to  government employees overseas (C. 

M. Smith 2014, 47). At this point, federal absentee voting legislation included military personnel 

and government employees abroad, but still not ordinary non-resident citizens. To the extent that 

the latter could vote from abroad, this was regulated by state laws. 

In the 1960s and 1970s, non-resident American citizens began campaigning about issues 

including citizenship transmission to children born abroad and federal guarantees of external 

voting (Michaux 1996 passim). According to Smith, the association between military and external 

 
267 Inbody (2016) gives a historical overview of the development of absentee military voting in the U.S.A., including 
its partisan significance. 
 
268 Karlan explains these laws as motivated by a mixture of “the moral equation of the duty to serve and the right to 
vote, wanting to keep troops in the field, and (concern for) the partisan effects of soldiers’ absence” (2003, 1350–51). 
On the latter, she notes that none of the three Northern states with Democrat-controlled legislatures allowed absentee 
military voting (Karlan 2003, 1351 citing McPherson, 1988).  
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voting weakened at this point since “there was a complete change in the “tone” of the discussion 

surrounding military and overseas voting rights, one that turned away from discussion of war and 

soldiers and towards a broader conversation of citizenship and universal suffrage” (C. M. Smith 

2014, 48 citing Schonheyder 2011, 49). However, our analysis of the OCVRA debates will show 

that this tonal change was not complete: the military was still a major template through which 

officials understood non-resident citizens, since it was seen as modelling the kind of citizenship 

that merited external voting rights.  

In 1968, Congress amended the Voting Assistance Act of 1955 to recommend that states allow 

individuals temporarily living abroad to vote. These voluntary recommendations were inadequate 

to assure external voting rights to all non-resident citizens (C. M. Smith 2014, 49). Responding to 

non-resident citizen pressure, Congress passed the OCVRA in 1976, guaranteeing the right to vote 

from abroad in federal elections regardless of intent to return. Where prior federal external voting 

legislation focused on the military and government employees, Smith notes that the OCVRA is 

significant for “…mark(ing) the first formal recognition of large numbers of American civilian 

citizens residing abroad, including students, scholars, businesspeople, and their families, and their 

right to vote” (2014, 49). Note that this describes non-resident citizens in terms of professional 

categories, a key feature of the service conception of national membership discussed below. 

In 1986, the UOCAVA consolidated and streamlined the FVAA and OCVRA. It made few 

substantive changes other than introducing a federal write-in ballot for voters who did not receive 

a regular absentee ballot in time to vote. In 2000, HAVA strengthened protections for absentee 

voters, supplemented in 2009 by the MOVE Act.269 American non-resident citizens who have 

 
269  These acts made mostly technical changes designed to facilitate the external voting process, so did not implicate 
the principle of external voting. For more on their details, see Smith (2014, 50–55). 
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previously lived in the U.S.A. can now vote in all federal elections no matter how long they have 

been abroad.270  

 
Leaving the U.S.A. 
 

The history of American external voting, briefly summarized above, indicates that it developed 

by analogy with military absentee voting rights rather than on the basis of a robust independent 

account of non-resident citizens’ identities and activities. This is not surprising. As the locally 

grounded membership theory recognizes, non-resident citizens are often poorly legible to officials. 

This means that officials have to rely on stories and narratives about them that are drawn from 

historical, social, and cultural sources if they are to characterize their national membership 

statuses. This challenge is even more acute in the U.S.A. case, since dominant ideas about 

American nationhood make non-resident citizens and the very existence of emigration from the 

U.S.A. even harder to see. In contrast, the military is an established and clearly legible template 

for who leaves the U.S.A. and why that is available for officials to use to understand less legible 

non-resident citizens.  

As discussed in the last chapter, Irish emigration has a long internally diverse history that is 

well-known to officials and citizens alike. The United States is very different: where the history of 

Ireland can be told as a history of emigration (O’Toole 1997, 158), the history of the U.S.A. is 

often told as a history of immigration.271 The few scholars who have studied American emigration 

 
 
270 As can many never-resident American citizens. 
 
271 Green contrasts these two perspectives when she argues that “For the state, looking at emigration is another way 
of understanding the expectations of nation building and its fears of loss; emigration even more than immigration 
defines the outer boundaries of the state” (2005, 266). She goes on to state that “If immigration has become a litmus 
test for how nations define themselves, attitudes towards those who leave have also helped to conceptualize citizenship 
– not just through entry but also through exit” (ibid).   
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and non-resident citizens believe that this immigration focus, coupled with a strong tradition of 

territorial nationalism, has made it difficult for officials and citizens to even conceptualize 

emigration from the United States’ shores. (Dashefsky and Woodrow-Lafield 2020, 4; Croucher 

2012, 8; Green 2009, 325; Klekowski von Koppenfels 2020, 43–44). Klekowski von Koppenfels 

highlights the depth of this lack of awareness when she argues that the United States’ “strong and 

integral identity as both an historical and contemporary immigration nation…combines with a 

continued lack of identity as an emigration state, and indeed, no understanding of having any 

emigration at all…” (2019, 598). Given this lack of awareness, it is not surprising that much less  

less scholarly and statistical attention is focused on emigrants from as opposed to immigrants to 

the U.S.A. This effects of this are seen a paucity of salient academic work (Klekowski von 

Koppenfels 2014, 27; Dashefsky and Woodrow-Lafield 2020, 5) including among political 

scientists who fail to notice that non-resident American citizens are a potentially important 

electoral constituency (Dark 2003) and a lack of government interest: official emigration figures 

were last collected by U.S.A. government bodies in 1950 (Dashefsky and Woodrow-Lafield 2020, 

76–77). This all adds up to mean that the funds of meaning that are available to American officials 

for characterizing non-resident citizens’ national membership are fewer and shallower than those 

in the Irish case.  

Regardless of political and societal awareness of it, people do emigrate from the United 

States and sustain identifications that subvert common forms of territorial nationalism. Croucher 

writes that while there is a lack of “awareness or interest in the sizeable and growing population 

of (non-resident American citizens)…these migrants, like others, are practicing forms of political 

and cultural belonging that transcend the boundaries of the nation state” (2012, 3–4) 
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Official estimates of non-resident citizens’ numbers range from 2.2 to 7.6 million. Their 

top destinations are Mexico, Canada, and the U.K. They leave for diverse reasons that can be 

personal, political, economic, or cultural. For example, some leave to join foreign spouses or 

families while others seek a cheaper retirement, to escape what they consider to be oppressive 

policies, or simply seek adventure (Croucher 2012, 5; Klekowski von Koppenfels 2014)  Many 

continue to orient towards American society by joining American clubs and associations in their 

new country like the American Legion, the Association of American Residents Overseas, and even 

Democrats or Republicans Abroad (Croucher 2012, 5–6). 

The social and cultural meanings associated with leaving America have not consistently 

reflected the reality that many people leave for different reasons and often continue to identify as 

American.272 Nancy Green identifies those meanings by charting the development of the concepts 

of expatriates and expatriation through four periods (2009). Expatriation is technically a distinct 

idea from emigration,273 but they both involve leaving and starting life elsewhere. Further, they 

are so similar that they are often used interchangeably. Green’s work can therefore help us 

understand how leaving America has been conceptualized and valued throughout the country’s 

history, which is important for understanding the meanings available to officials for characterizing 

non-resident citizens’ national membership for external voting purposes. 

The first two of Green’s periods provide evidence for emigration’s awkward fit with ideas 

of American nationhood. Expatriation at these times meant coming to, not leaving from, the U.S.A. 

During the revolutionary and early national period, the expatriate was understood as a (usually) 

 
272 For example, for Klekowski von Koppenfels “The concept of a voluntary long-term emigrant who remains a 
loyal and/or engaged citizen is counterintuitive in the American national narrative” (2019, 598). 
 
273 Since the former involves loss of citizenship while the latter need not automatically do so. 
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British subject who wanted to become American, and expatriation as a way to “…legitimate the 

notion of leaving the country of one’s birth” (Green 2009, 310, 310–14). The second period was 

entry-oriented too: by the mid-19th century,  the expatriate was imagined as a Northern European 

immigrant coming to people the continent (Green 2009, 314–15).  

Expatriation only came to mean leaving in the early 20th century. During Green’s third 

period, from the early 20th century until the 1960s, “the image of the departed citizen was complex” 

(2009, 316). At this time there was not one clear impression of who expatriates were, nor of their 

normative statuses. For example, government figures like Elihu Root spoke positively of 

businessmen abroad (in terms that would resonate in later external voting debates), but Congress 

revoked citizenship from Americans who naturalized in or took an oath of allegiance to a foreign 

state, lived abroad for extended periods, or, for women, married a foreign citizen (Green 2009, 

316–17). Expatriate also came to denote writers and artists living abroad, most prominently in 

Hemingway’s and Gertrude Stein’s interwar Paris (Green 2009, 320–22).274  

In the fourth period, as globalization accelerated and dual citizenship became increasingly 

accepted, leaving America no longer risked denaturalization. Instead, a new figure emerged: “the 

globalized expat” who was “someone sent abroad to represent a multinational firm” (Green 2009, 

322–23). For Green, this accepted figure symbolizes the transformation that occurred in the fourth 

period “in which citizens abroad are seen more often as emissaries than traitors” (2009, 325). 

Despite emigration and non-resident citizenship’s lack of salience in the United States, 

distinctive, recognizable images of Americans abroad have developed. As Green shows, some of 

the most prominent include “American-born countesses”, “literary expatriates”, “escapees from 

 
274 The “Lost Generation” were only part of the interwar American presence in Paris. For more, see Green (2014). 
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racism”, “(Vietnam) draft evaders or conscientious objectors” and “the international business 

expat” (Green 2009, 322, 326, 327; 2019, 598). We should also include the military among these, 

as the history of external voting makes clear that they too constitute a distinctive and recognizable 

image of Americans abroad. These images guide officials’ perceptions of who is abroad and why 

and are available as sources of meaning and templates from which officials can develop narratives 

about non-resident citizens that imply particular conceptions of their national membership, as 

external voting requires them to do. The next sections make clear that the figure of the businessman 

abroad and the military are especially relevant to external voting. 

 
External Voting Debates 
 

To illustrate how American government officials developed conceptions of national 

membership that included non-resident citizens for external voting purposes, I examine the 

arguments made in the Congressional debates on the Overseas Citizens Voting Rights Act. As a 

reminder, the OCVRA guaranteed the right to vote in federal elections to non-resident American 

citizens in 1976. My approach here is different to the Irish case where I examined several debates. 

This is because of the different histories of external voting reform in each case. The OCVRA was 

the first American law to guarantee external voting rights to private non-resident citizens 

regardless of duration of residence abroad or intent to return. Considering prior reforms, like the 

amendments to the FVAA that recommended states permit citizens temporarily abroad to vote, 

would not help me isolate my research question. Considering later reforms like UOCAVA, HAVA, 

or MOVE would not shed light on that question either, since they were technical reforms in which 

the principles of external voting for long-term non-resident citizens as well as their national 

membership were already accepted. I mention UOCAVA as a relevant comparison, but I do not 
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go into depth since it does not raise comparable issues. The OCVRA is therefore the only law that 

considers the principle of external voting for more than temporarily non-resident citizens.  

 

Arguments Made in OCVRA Debate 

The OCVRA was a bipartisan bill that passed easily by unanimous consent in the Senate and 

a 374-43 vote in the House of Representatives. While debating it, officials made five distinct types 

of argument in order to support or oppose the principle of external voting in federal elections: 

constitutionality, democracy, citizenship, miscellaneous, and then finally narrative arguments. 

Similarly to the Irish case, we are primarily interested in the narrative arguments, since it is through 

these that officials justify non-residents citizens’ national membership. However, I give a brief 

overview of the other four types of argument to show that non-resident citizens’ identities and 

national membership statuses were not officials’ only relevant concern.275  

We must also acknowledge one major argument that was surprisingly not made during the 

OCVRA debates: in contrast to the Irish and French cases, Congressional officials rarely discussed 

external voting’s likely partisan effects. Officials were concerned about non-resident citizens’ 

potential effects on elections, like the possibility that their votes might swamp certain legislative 

districts, but very few openly worried that the OCVRA was simply a vote-catching exercise by 

 
275 The House Committee Report on the OCVRA (to which the corresponding Senate Committee Report is almost 
identical) made ten distinct arguments in support of the bill. Three focused on constitutionality. Two discussed 
democracy, two taxation, and two narratively described non-resident citizens. The final one discussed logistics. The 
Minority Views section of the House Report focused entirely on opposing the bill’s constitutionality. In the House 
Debate on the OCVRA, forty distinct arguments were made for and against the bill. Fourteen discussed 
constitutionality, nine democracy, six narratively described non-resident citizens, five considered taxation, four 
discussed logistics, and two considered other miscellaneous issues. The Senate debate was less substantive, with 
discussion focusing mainly on the bill’s implications for non-resident citizens’ tax liability and resolving differences 
between the House and Senate versions. 
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one party. This is jarring from a contemporary American perspective given that absentee voting 

by mail is now a deeply partisan issue (Wines 2020). As we will see, the vociferous opposition to 

the bill was grounded in constitutional concerns, to the extent that the Department of Justice 

advised President Ford to veto the bill (Inbody 2016, 85).276 In contrast to our other cases, 

opposition to the bill was not articulated in partisan terms.  

However, this does not mean that officials were unconcerned with the bill’s partisan effects. 

More likely is that both parties believed that they had something to gain from the opening up of a 

new constituency the year before a presidential election (Murray 2012, 74).  In the years prior to 

the OCVRA, when states were recommended but not required to facilitate external voting, both 

parties organized non-resident citizens and campaigned abroad (Inbody 2016, 81; Alvarez, Hall, 

and Roberts 2007, 962; Murray 2012, 72–73). News reporting from the time suggests a belief that 

while the votes of businessmen abroad might benefit Republicans, other constituencies like 

students or artists would lean Democrat (Ayres Jr. 1974). While he did not articulate such 

sentiments on the Senate floor, Senator Barry Goldwater, a long-time advocate for overseas voting, 

was clearly acutely aware of the bill’s potential partisan effects, responding to Ford’s potential 

OCVRA veto by reminding the White House that “Listen you _ _ _ fools! There are more 

Republicans in Paris than there are in Detroit!” (Inbody 2016, 85).277 The impression that both 

parties had a potential constituency abroad was surely strengthened by intense non-resident citizen 

lobbying for external voting rights (Inbody 2016, 84; Michaux 1996; Klekowski von Koppenfels 

2014, 224–25).  

 
276 In part on the advice of Antonin Scalia, then employed at the DoJ as legal counsel to the assistant attorney 
general, who argued that the OCVRA would increase electoral fraud and cause electoral unfairness (Inbody 2016, 
85). 
 
277 It is unclear what “_ _ _” replaces, although we can imagine. 
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Relatedly, news reporting from the time suggests that some opponents of the bill were 

concerned about its effect on domestic voting rights: unnamed Southern legislators reportedly 

worried that it would pave the way for “postcard” registration for resident citizens (Ayres Jr. 1974). 

Partisanship therefore may not have been much discussed in the OCVRA debates, but it was 

clearly relevant to the bill’s passage. The debates’ quietness on the subject is most likely due to 

both parties’ belief that they had a potential constituency abroad. 

 

Non-Narrative Arguments 

Constitutionality – Rights, Discrimination, and Authority 

Officials made three different constitutional arguments. Much of the constitutional debate 

centered around Congress’ constitutional authority to require states to give voting rights in federal 

elections to non-resident citizens who did not meet state residency requirements.  

First, officials debated whether there was a constitutional right to guaranteed absentee voting 

in federal elections. Supporters argued that it was covered by the right to freedom of (international) 

movement and/or the right to vote. For example, the House Committee Report on the OCVRA 

authored by Representative Wayne Hays (D-OH),  defended the OCVRA’s constitutionality: 

“…the right to vote for national officers is an inherent right and privilege of national citizenship…” 

and “(t)he present application of many State residency and domicile rules in Federal elections 

denies or abridges the inherent constitutional right of citizens outside the United States to enjoy 

their freedom of movement to and from the United States”.278  

 
278 U.S. House Report No. 94-649, 5, 1975. Identical language is used in U.S. Senate Report No. 94-121, 5, 1975 
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In contrast, opponents responded that such rights could not justify the OCVRA’s supersession 

of state residency rules. For example, the Report’s Minority Views279 asserted that while “voting 

in national elections is a privilege of U.S. citizenship…national citizenship has never been 

understood to confer a right to vote in a particular State without first establishing bona fide 

residence therein”. Similarly, they claimed that conditioning voting rights on state residency rules 

did not violate “the right of interstate and foreign travel” since “(i)f an overseas citizen loses his 

right to vote in a particular State by abandoning his residence therein, the cause of his loss is not 

State action (but)..a personal decision to forfeit his State citizenship…”.280 

Second, officials debated whether the OCVRA would rectify or perpetuate unconstitutional 

discrimination. OCVRA supporters argued that without guaranteed absentee voting rights, non-

resident citizens were discriminated against relative to military and government employees who 

already had such rights. In addition, non-resident citizens from states with strict residency rules 

that prevented external voting were discriminated against relative to those from states with looser 

rules that permitted it. For example, Representative Frank Thompson (D-NJ) stated during the 

House floor debate on the OCVRA that “that (absentee voting) right is generally provided to 

military personnel and dependents living abroad and to Government employees, such as those in 

the State Department. By this act, we will simply insure (sic) the same rights to private citizens 

residing overseas…”281 The House Committee Report argued that such distinctions violated the 

 
279 Authored by Representatives Charles Wiggins (R-CA), Samuel Devine (R-OH), Marjorie Holt (R-MD), and W. 
Henson Moore (R-LA). 
 
280 House Report No. 94-649, 15-16, 1975 
 
281 Overseas Citizens Voting Rights Act of 1975, Congressional Record Volume 121 (Dec 10, 1975), 39736  
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Equal Protection Clause of the 14th Amendment.282 During the same debate, Hays noted that 

“…there are 28 states now…in which citizens living overseas can … vote but there are 22 states 

in which there is no way a citizen can vote if he lives (abroad). So this is an attempt to give 

everybody the opportunity…(of) getting an absentee ballot, a vote”.283  

In contrast, opponents argued that the OCVRA would impermissibly grant non-resident 

citizens privileges that residents of states with restrictive absentee voting rules did not enjoy. 

Representative Charles Wiggins (R-CA) stated this premise succinctly in the bill’s House 

Committee hearings: “…this bill confers greater rights upon citizens overseas than are possessed 

by American citizens at home to vote in Federal elections”.284 

Third, officials drew the previous two arguments together by discussing the source of 

Congress’ authority to enact the OCVRA. For example, during the House debate Hays argued that 

“Congress retains the power to protect this right and privilege (to vote for national officers) under 

both the Necessary and Proper clause and the Fourteenth amendment”.285 Opponents were 

skeptical about Congress’ ability to “modify or even abolish State durational residency 

requirements as a condition to voting in federal elections”, characterizing the OCVRA as “a 

quantum jump in the exercise of federal power” that was inconsistent with Article 1 Section 2 of 

the Constitution and the Seventeenth Amendment.286 Importantly, opponents were much more 

 
282 House Report No. 94-649, 3, 1975, See also Senate Report No. 94-121, 3, 1975 
 
283 Overseas Citizens Voting Rights Act of 1975, Congressional Record Volume 121 (Dec 10, 1975), 39732. 
284 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25 1975, 68 
 
285 Overseas Citizens Voting Rights Act of 1975, Congressional Record Volume 121 (Dec 10, 1975), p 39731 
 
286 House Report No. 94-649, 13-14, 1975 
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skeptical of Congress’ ability to supersede state residency requirements in Congressional than in 

Presidential elections.  

When UOCAVA was debated in 1986, constitutional questions of federal and state power were 

still relevant even though Congress’ authority to permit external voting was by then settled. 

UOCAVA created a federal write-in ballot that states could opt out of under certain conditions.287 

This was presented as giving “maximum deference to states that wish to implement their own 

programs, while ensuring …overseas voters(‘ rights)”.288 

 

Democracy – Connections, Interests, and Context 

Officials made democratic arguments that revolved around whether non-resident citizens are 

appropriate subjects of representation in the American federal government.289  

First, external voting supporters argued that non-resident citizens had interests in federal 

elections and were qualified to participate in them. For example, the House Committee Report 

argued that non-resident citizens had  

distinct congressional interests…for example, in the exchange rate of the dollar, social security 
benefits, or the energy situation. Furthermore, the local citizen and the overseas citizen share a 
number of common national interests, such as Federal taxation, defense expenditures…inflation, 
and the integrity and competence of our National Government.290  

 
287 Specifically that they provided their own alternative or guaranteed adequate ballot transit time. 
 
288 Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act, Congressional Record Volume 132 (Aug 12 1986), p 
20976 
 
289 Note that while democratic reasons were also discussed in Ireland, their substance differed for several reasons. 
For example, timing – U.S. external voting reform happened in the context of the broader voting rights movement so 
could be portrayed as part of society’s broader democratization. Second, political structure – the U.S.’ federal 
structure meant that officials distinguished between the representative roles of different institutions and levels of 
government. Finally, as this work has stressed, democracy means different things at different times in different 
places, so we should not expect that arguments will be straightforwardly reproduced across contexts (Paley 2008, 5). 
 
290 House Report No. 94-649, 2, 1975 
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The Report went on to argue that “The fact that these interests may not completely overlap 

with those of (resident citizens) does not make them any less worthy of constitutional 

protection”.291 Further, the Committee argued that non-resident citizens not only had adequate 

interests but also possessed “…the requisite information to participation in the selection of 

Senators and Congressmen back home”.292  

 Second, supporters contextualized external voting as part of the broader voting rights 

movement, presenting its prohibition as one of a series of unjustifiable limits on citizens’ 

democratic participation. For example, the House Committee Report argued that   

…during the period in which Congress had gone to great lengths, including constitutional 
amendment, to enfranchise millions of Americans – racial minorities, the young, those in official 
Government service – most American citizens (living abroad and working in) the private sector, 
continue to be excluded from the democratic process of their own country.293  

 

In contrast, Congresspersons who were skeptical of the OCVRA generally accepted non-

resident citizens’ interests and stakes in the presidential election, but doubted that they had genuine 

and important connections to the specific congressional districts that the bill would authorize them 

to vote in. For example, during committee hearings, Wiggins questioned his witness, William 

Whyte294: “What public interest is served by giving to a person who abandons a domicile in 

California, has no intent to return to California, has no connection with that State whatsoever, other 

than the fact that he left California, what public interest is served by permitting that person to 

 
291 House Report No. 94-649, 6-7, 1975 
 
292 Ibid 
293 House Report No. 94-649, 4, 1975 
 
294 Representing the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. 
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participate along with those who do remain in the localities of their representatives?”295 In the 

same hearings Representative Lindy Boggs (D-LA) cast doubt on non-resident citizens’ 

qualifications to participate in Congressional elections, asking her witness Senator Charles 

Mathias (R-MD)296 whether non-resident citizens “can make value judgments in a congressional 

district when they get very little information about what is going on? I found in talking to women’s 

groups overseas that they have very, very little information as to what is going on at all.”297 

These arguments implicated non-resident citizens’ democratic connections to, and thus 

entitlement to representation in, the American federal government. Note that officials understood 

the thing that non-resident citizens needed to be connected to differently: for OCVRA supporters, 

non-resident citizens needed to be connected to issues, whereas for skeptics, they needed to be 

connected to local communities. This difference is tightly linked to how legislators scale the 

political interests and communities that warrant Congressional representation. OCVRA supporters 

understood the relevant issues to be nationally scaled, so residence in a local community is not 

necessary for non-resident citizens to have interests or stakes in them. Opponents believed that 

Congress represented sub-national communities, membership of which required local residence. 

In the 1986 UOCAVA debates, democratic arguments remained relevant. Officials 

presented UOCAVA’s federal absentee write-in ballot as remedying non-resident citizens’ 

disenfranchisement caused by state ballots arriving too late to be sent back in time to be counted.  

 
295 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 26 1975, 103 
 
296 And the sponsor of Senate bill identical to the OCVRA. 
 
297 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 26 1975, 18 
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For example, the House Committee Report on the bill stated that its purpose was “to [facilitate] 

voting by those who…had the desire to vote, did everything right to be able to get that right, and 

then were denied the piece of paper on which to do it”.298  

 

Citizenship 

Congressional officials argued about the rights and obligations of citizenship as applied to 

external voting.  

Some officials tied external voting’s legitimacy to non-resident citizens’ subjection to 

obligations of citizenship, most notably taxation. For example, Mathias supported external voting 

during his Committee testimony on the grounds that “(t)hese American citizens…are subject to 

U.S. tax laws and other obligations of American citizenship”.299 During the House Committee 

hearings, Wiggins stated the opposite view, noting that “some (overseas citizens) may prefer to 

abandon (their) domicile so they will not have to pay taxes. Should they have the privilege of 

citizenship but not the burden imposed by taxation?”300 Scale is relevant here again: OCVRA 

supporters tended to note non-resident citizens’ continued obligation to pay federal income tax,301 

while opponents (of at least the congressional portion of the bill) emphasized their unwillingness 

 
298 House Report No. 99-765, 6, 1986 
 
299 U.S. Senate, Subcommittee on Privileges and Elections of the Committee on Rules and Administration, Voting by 
U.S. Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, September 26, 1973, 3 
 
300 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25 1975, 16 
 
301 See e.g. Mathias’ Committee testimony: U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House 
Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25 1975, 18.Although it must 
be noted that some maintained that non-resident citizens do pay state income tax – see e.g. Overseas Citizens Voting 
Rights Act of 1975, Congressional Record Volume 121 (Dec 10, 1975), 39736, statement by Rep. Frank Thompson. 
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to be subjected to state tax. As we saw for democratic arguments, how officials scale the 

community to which non-resident citizens must be attached for external voting to be legitimate 

turns out to be crucial. If the community is scaled nationally, federal income taxation is adequate 

proof that non-resident citizens are subject to relevant citizenship obligations. But it is inadequate 

proof of connection to a community that is scaled sub-nationally or locally. 

 However, not all legislators accepted the premise that external voting’s legitimacy hinged 

on non-resident citizens’ tax payments. Rather, some argued that voting in national elections was 

a fundamental right of national citizenship that may not be conditioned on the performance of 

obligations. This brings us back to the constitutional rights argument encountered in section i. For 

example, Senator Barry Goldwater (R-AZ), a longtime advocate of external voting, stated on the 

Senate floor that “…it is a firmly established principle of American law that the right to vote for 

national officers is one of the fundamental, personal rights of national citizenship” as well as, along 

with the freedom to travel, “among the privileges of U.S. citizenship which are directly dependent 

on and secured by the Constitution”.302 During the House Committee hearings,  Boggs noted that 

“…welfare recipients and people confined in various other places are allowed to vote, and of 

course they are nontaxpayers, and also we did repeal the poll tax, where it existed, as a requisite 

for voting, so there is that validity to granting voting privileges to nontaxpaying citizens”.303 

The 1986 UOCAVA debates also cast external voting as a fundamental right of national 

citizenship. For example, Congressman Al Swift (D-WA) stated on the House floor that “This bill 

 
302 Overseas Citizens Voting Rights Act of 1975, Congressional Record, Volume 121 (Dec 18 1975), 41520 
 
303U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 26 1975, 109 
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will protect a fundamental right they (absentee voters) retain as American citizens, wherever in the 

world they might be”.304 

 

Miscellaneous 

Finally, similarly to the Irish case, officials also raised miscellaneous concerns. While this 

category by definition lacks a common thread, several concerns were repeatedly aired.  

First, non-resident citizens’ legibility – for example, which states did non-resident American 

citizens come from, and how would they impact elections there? Importantly, legislators who 

brought up legibility were more concerned about non-resident citizens swamping particular 

districts than their partisan affiliations. For example, when questioning Mathias at the House 

Committee Hearings, Wiggins asked: “Have you any information as to where these people come 

from? My question is to try to determine the impact of implementation of this bill on any given 

area of the country. If, for example, in the greater Washington D.C. area there are half of these 

foreign residents, it might have a greater impact”.305  

Second, logistical concerns.306 For example, did the OCVRA adequately protect against the 

risks of voter fraud?307 How would postal voting work exactly?308 Such concerns generally did not 

 
304Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act, Congressional Record Volume 132 (Aug 12 1986), 
20976  
305 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25, 1975, 17 
 
306 I classify logistical concerns as part of miscellaneous for the U.S. case but as its own category for Ireland because 
they played a much greater role in the latter than the former. This can be seen for example by the fact that some Irish 
lawmakers used logistical concerns as a reason to outright oppose external voting whereas this was not the case for 
the U.S. 
 
307 Overseas Citizens Voting Rights Act of 1975, Congressional Record Volume 121 (Dec 10, 1975), 39731 
 
308 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 26, 1975, 105 
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lead to substantive support for or opposition to the measure, but rather worried about 

implementation. 

The UOCAVA debates featured many logistical concerns. This is not surprising, because 

legislators had had several years to observe the OCVRA and notice its faults. For example, the 

House Committee Report sums up several logistical problems that the UOCAVA was designed to 

rectify, including absentee voters’ poor information about how to vote, voter error in filling out 

the ballot, strict administrative requirements for applying for and validating ballots, and inadequate 

ballot transit time.309 

 

Narrative Arguments  

Finally, participants in the OCVRA debates also discussed non-resident citizens’ identities – 

who they were, why they leave, and what they do abroad. They did so according to the expectations 

of the locally grounded membership theory: drawing from familiar templates of non-resident 

citizenship like the military and the expatriate businessman to narratively construct an imagined 

emigrant figure, and to characterize the conceptions of membership that linked him310 to the 

American nation. Narratives about non-resident citizens’ identities and connections to the nation 

featured less in American than Irish external voting debates. This is not surprising, given that the 

lower salience of non-resident citizenship in the U.S.A. means that there are fewer and shallower 

 
 
309 U.S. House, Report No 99-765, 8-10, 1986 
310 This choice of pronoun is deliberate since this imagined emigrant was generally described as male. 
 



 
 
 

201 

funds of meaning available for officials to narratively characterize non-resident citizens and their 

national membership statuses. However, this does not mean that there were none.311  

 

The Reluctant Professional Narrative 

During the OCVRA debates, one narrative about non-resident citizenship was unambiguously 

used to support external voting. The reluctant professional narrative argues that the non-resident 

citizen that the OCVRA was intended to benefit was a professional, typically a businessman, who 

was sent overseas by his employer to do a job. While abroad doing that job, he was understood as 

serving the nation. To develop this narrative, Congressional officials drew from the established 

templates of non-resident citizenship provided by the military and government employees, who 

already had the right to vote from abroad. This familiar template described acceptable reasons for 

and ways of being abroad, to which Congressional officials could assimilate non-resident citizens 

that could be imagined compatibly with the reluctant professional narrative. This narrative has four 

relevant parts. 

First, it presents the OCVRA as intended to benefit professional non-resident citizens. These 

were mostly businessmen, though sometimes vocational workers, who were sent abroad by their 

employers. They are often unsure how long they will remain abroad, but are described as always 

planning to eventually return to the U.S.A. This presentation draws from the well-established 

figure of the American businessman abroad, already present in 1910 when “former secretary of 

 
311 The 1986 UOCAVA debates included many fewer references to non-resident citizens’ identities than did the 
OCVRA (see Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act, Congressional Record Volume 132 (Aug 12 
1986), 20976). This is to be expected, since it was only with the OCVRA that the principle of external voting was 
up for debate. 
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state Elihu Root hailed the brave new world of American businessmen forging into new markets 

(abroad)” (Green 2009, 317) 

This presentation recurs throughout the OCVRA legislative history. For example, the House 

and Senate Committee Reports listed the categories of private citizens targeted by the OCVRA: 

“thousands of businesspersons, as well as missionaries, teachers, lawyers, accountants, engineers, 

and other professional personnel…”.312 During the House debate, Hays emphasized that the 

OCVRA was intended to benefit non-resident citizens who left for work: “The people we care 

about are over there because their companies have sent them or the Government has sent them or 

somebody else has sent them”.313 Testifying in front of the House Committee,  Mathias described  

a typical disenfranchised American residing overseas (who) left the State a number of years 
ago to work overseas in a business or professional capacity. His former home in the State has been 
sold and now he only has a physical residence in a foreign country. He looks upon this as temporary 
and intends to return to the United States, although he does not know to which State he will return. 
He may be working overseas for as many as 5 or 10 years.314  

 
Second, the parallels between military and government employees and the reluctant 

professionals described by the narrative are not only that their work sends them abroad. More 

significantly, they are constructed as doing the same thing while abroad: serving the American 

nation.  

 
312 U.S. House Report No. 94-649, 2, 1975; U.S. Senate Report No. 94-121, 2. Note that the latter says 
“businessmen”. 
 
313 Overseas Citizens Voting Rights Act of 1975, Congressional Record Volume 121 (Dec 10, 1975), 39734 
 
314U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25, 1975, 13 
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For example, the House and Senate Committee Reports describe intended OCVRA 

beneficiaries as “serving the interests of their country abroad” and “these civilians in the Nation’s 

service abroad”.315 Testifying before the Senate Committee, Mathias referenced the  

thousands of businessmen and women, who incidentally are responsible for a very important 
element of national life today – the effort to redress the balance of payments which is such a 
troublesome problem, and which would be worse if these people were not overseas generating 
profits which come back to the United States.316  

 
He made a similar point before the House Committee: “That is the type of society we have 

created where we have these important national interests which take people abroad and sever them 

from their normal relationships at home. We cast them adrift in a very large sense but it is 

obviously in the American interest that they are over there”.317 In the same hearing, Rep. Gilbert 

Gude (R-MD) welcomed the OCVRA as “particularly significant to the people in Metropolitan 

Washington and other parts of the country where there is a great deal of travel abroad to carry out 

the business and activities of the United States”.318  

Third, the reluctant professional was clearly the intended beneficiary of external voting. 

However, officials were clear that there were other types of non-resident citizen that would be able 

to vote under the OCVRA, even though they were not the individuals that the law intended to 

enfranchise.  

 
315U.S. House Report No. 94-649, 2, 1975; U.S. Senate Report No. 94-121, 2 
 
316 U.S. Senate, Subcommittee on Privileges and Elections of the Committee on Rules and Administration, Voting by 
U.S. Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, September 26, 1973, 3 
 
317 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25, 1975, 18-19 
 
318 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25, 1975, 66 
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Several House members made suggestions about the identity of these others. For example, 

when questioning witness Senator Mathias, Representative M. Caldwell Butler (R-VA) asked 

whether he had read “The Drifters…A novel about a bunch of kids drifting in Europe and so forth. 

(Does this legislation) not only protect the employee overseas but also anybody who is overseas 

for any purpose and…also…the person who becomes 18 years of age while overseas?”319 After 

Mathias agreed that it did,320  Representative Joseph Gaydos (D-PA) asked whether the legislation 

might even extend to “the dope addict serving a term in Persia.”321 Mathias suggested that the 

OCVRA did not need to provide for such situations, which would be dealt with in Iran “by a firing 

squad, pretty much”.322  

While this was a more extreme example, it clearly shows OCVRA supporters’ position that 

officials should not worry about whether non-resident citizens who did not fit the reluctant 

professional narrative would vote. In most non-firing squad cases, they would not be interested 

enough to bother. For example, Americans who returned to their countries of birth, or somewhere 

with congenial tax policies like Costa Rica,323 to enjoy a Social Security funded retirement were 

consistently raised as an issue. In the Senate committee hearings, Sen. Claiborne Pell (D-RI) asked 

Goldwater whether the bill should make a distinction between “the problem of overseas citizens 

 
319 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25, 1975, 21 
 
320 Ibid 
 
321 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25, 1975, 22 
 
322 Ibid 
 
323 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25, 1975, 91 
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who have gone back to the land of their birth…to spend the final part of their lives aided by social 

security benefits, as opposed to our citizens who are over there working for American corporations 

and coming back?”324 Goldwater responded that “that would take care of itself. I think the person 

that goes back to the land of his origin…probably would become a citizen of that country, and if 

he didn’t show enough interest to write for an absentee ballot, I think that in itself would take care 

of it”.325 Importantly, Goldwater did note that if some of those citizens “retain(ed) an interest in a 

Senator or a House member…I believe we should try to help them”.326  

These discussions show how legislators approached the mismatch between articulated and 

institutionalized narratives and conceptions. The OCVRA would in fact enfranchise many more 

non-resident citizens than those described by the reluctant professional narrative. OCVRA 

supporters did not tend to see this as a major problem, since they did not believe that non-resident 

citizens who did not fit the articulated reluctant professional narrative were likely to be interested 

enough to vote. This example shows the importance of examining the narratives and conceptions 

that officials articulate to justify external voting even if they are not ultimately neatly 

institutionalized in policy. If we looked only at the outcome of the OCVRA, we could not see that 

it was intended by many legislators to benefit only the non-resident citizens described by the 

reluctant professional narrative.  

Finally, some legislators resisted the reluctant professional narrative, insisting that other 

narratives more accurately characterized non-resident citizens’ identities, motivations, and 

 
324 U.S. Senate, Subcommittee on Privileges and Elections of the Committee on Rules and Administration, Voting by 
U.S. Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, September 26, 1973, 51 
 
325 Ibid 
 
326 U.S. Senate, Subcommittee on Privileges and Elections of the Committee on Rules and Administration, Voting by 
U.S. Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, September 26, 1973, 52 
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activities. I do not focus systematically on these other narrative possibilities, since they oppose 

external voting. However, they are worth briefly noting. For example, in the House Committee 

hearings Gaydos picked at analogies between the military and reluctant professionals, putting to 

his witness that “You do not consider, I don’t think, the serviceman’s position as being on a par 

basis with, say, an employee making $3,000 a month and a good job over there. The serviceman’s 

right should not be mixed up with the civilians, should they?”327 Gaydos went on to declare himself 

“concerned about that new breed of cat that we have, the international no-tax-payer worker, a 

fellow who is an international employee of the World Bank; he does not pay taxes to anybody. So 

I am not too favorable to him whether he votes or not, because he may have an ulterior motive”.328 

These statements draw on alternative histories and socio-cultural meanings of leaving the U.S.A.: 

rather than being constructed in the model of the military, non-resident citizens are disloyal tax 

evaders motivated by personal gain (Klekowski von Koppenfels 2019, 598). 

To summarize, the reluctant professional narrative describes non-resident citizens as 

businessmen and other professionals who were sent abroad by employers to do work that is in the 

national interest. Similarly to the military, their time abroad is presented as a form of national 

service. This narrative supports the case for external voting in two ways. 

First, it makes non-resident citizens’ claims to external voting parasitic upon the already 

accepted claims of the military. This is because it constructs the former as fulfilling similar national 

 
327 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 26, 1975, 105 
 
328 U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting Rights for U.S. 
Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25, 1975, 106 



 
 
 

207 

service functions as the latter. This makes external voting for non-resident citizens seem like not 

a major step, but rather a fulfillment of already accepted principles. 

Second, and relatedly, it presents non-resident citizens’ absence as unwilling and motivated by 

work that is in the national interest. This means that difficult questions about non-resident citizens’ 

loyalties and identities can be avoided, which is particularly important given that “The concept of 

a voluntary long-term emigrant who remains a loyal and/or engaged citizen is counterintuitive in 

the American national narrative” (Klekowski von Koppenfels 2019, 598). By allowing non-

resident citizens to be imagined as loyal citizens who would rather be at home, the reluctant 

professional narrative minimizes their extraterritorial location, again reducing the extent to which 

external voting appears as a major step.  

 
The Service Conception of National Membership 
 

The locally grounded membership theory expects officials to understand non-resident citizens 

through particularistic narratives about their identities and motivations that support more general 

conceptions of national membership. In the Irish case, we saw that the victimhood and Global Irish 

narratives supported rectificatory and contributory conceptions respectively. In addition, French 

Senate representation for non-resident citizens can be understood as also justified by a contributory 

conception. In contrast, the American reluctant professional narrative supports a service 

conception of non-resident citizens’ national membership.   

The service conception of national membership connects non-resident citizens to the nation 

through the services that the former render to the latter. In the American case, the reluctant 

professional narrative constructs non-resident citizens as serving the nation through their business 

activities abroad. Note that the subjective motivations and self-understandings of individual non-



 
 
 

208 

resident citizens are essentially irrelevant: perhaps they would say that they agreed to work abroad 

to earn more money, for a promotion, or for adventure. The service conception requires only that 

officials imagine non-resident citizens as part of the nation by constructing them as having been 

sent abroad to do the nation’s work. This introduces a tight link between employment status and 

external voting, since national membership hinges on the nature of non-resident citizens’ work. 

In the U.S.A. case, the reluctant professional narrative supports the service conception in 

two ways. First, in order for officials to construct non-resident citizens as serving the nation, they 

must not leave for individualistic or hedonistic reasons. The reluctant professional narrative 

presents non-resident citizens’ departures as routed through institutions: a company, church, or 

college sends them. Second, if non-resident citizens are to be understood as national servants than 

their identities must not be in question: they must be unambiguously American. The reluctant 

professional narrative shores up non-resident citizens’ identities by insisting that they will return 

to the U.S.A. when their job is complete, emphasizing the shallowness of their connections abroad. 

Legislators’ references to retirees who return to their native countries can also be understood in 

this light: the ambiguity of their identities makes it much more difficult to construct them as serving 

the U.S.A. In emphasizing that non-resident citizens’ sojourns abroad are involuntary and 

temporary, the service conception conforms with Dufoix’s historical discussion of expatriation. 

He notes that “distance is possible if, and only if, it is temporary – and therefore naturally calls for 

return – and does not imply allegiance to another state: in all other cases, there is expatriation i.e. 

loss of nationality” (2010, 23).  
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The service conception is exclusionary. It excludes non-resident citizens who do not leave 

for professional reasons, who do not intend to return, 329 or who have ambiguous identities, like 

those with multiple nationalities or who have never lived in the U.S.A. 

 The service conception imagines the membership nexus between non-resident citizen and 

nation in ways that overlap with the rectificatory and contributory conceptions. The rectificatory 

and service conceptions both understand non-resident citizens as leaving involuntarily. For both, 

that involuntary departure is necessary for the membership nexus to exist. However, the valence 

attributed to it differs between conceptions. For example, the rectificatory conception understands 

the involuntary departure to be aberrational and seeks to at least symbolically undo it. In contrast, 

the service conception does not consider non-resident citizens’ involuntary departures as aberrant. 

Instead, non-resident citizens play an important, even honorable, role in national ventures and 

prosperity. External voting is necessary not to “undo” some wrong done to them but to recognize 

that role.  

 The contributory and service conceptions are similar because they both understand non-

resident citizens as enriching the nation. Under the former, non-resident citizens give to the nation, 

while under the latter they perform a task for it. Service can even be considered a kind of 

contribution, raising the question of whether there is a genuine difference between these two 

conceptions. As discussed further in Chapter 6 where we systematically compare the conceptions’ 

normative potential, there are three differences. 

 First, there are differences in how each narratively constructs non-resident citizens’ 

motivations and activities. The contributory conception need not be premised upon a story about 

 
329 See Klekowski von Koppenfels (2014)and Dashefsky et al (2020) on American emigrants’ motivations and self-
understandings. 
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how non-resident citizens got to be abroad. For example, in the Irish case it is ambivalent about 

the reasons for their departures, focusing more on what they do while abroad. In contrast, the 

service conception is premised upon such a story: non-resident citizens are sent abroad on national 

business. It is not simply that they take up that business while abroad, but rather that they are sent 

to do it. 

 Second, there are conceptual differences between service and contributions. As discussed 

further in Chapter 6, service is not voluntary (at least once one has agreed to serve). Rather, the 

master is entitled during the term of service to expect that the servant will comply with his wishes 

and execute the given tasks. In these terms, under a service conception the nation is entitled to 

expect that non-resident citizens will serve the nation by doing whatever task has been imputed to 

them, for example promoting American business abroad. In contrast, contribution is freer and more 

unstable. There is no necessity about non-resident citizens’ contributions: they may give under 

certain conditions, but the nation is not entitled to expect that they will. Instead, it must court non-

resident citizens’ contributions, including through using external voting to intensify their feelings 

of national belonging. In short, under the service conception the nation is entitled to expect that 

non-resident citizens will serve, while under the contributory one no such certainty is available. 

National officials must instead work to attract non-resident citizens’ loyalties and identities, which 

can be assumed under a service conception. 

 This suggests the third relevant difference: the conceptions understand non-resident 

citizens’ national identifications differently. We saw in the U.S.A. case that the service conception 

constructs those identifications as stable and dependable. Non-resident citizens do not put down 

roots abroad, nor do they take a second citizenship. Such unambiguous national identification is 

required for service: a non-resident citizen who orients towards the country of residence is a 
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questionable servant of the nation she has left. In contrast, the contributory conception is 

compatible with, and in some cases may even expect that, non-resident citizens’ subjection to 

competing pulls on their loyalties and identities. External voting is a way to entice them into 

national networks, staking a claim over their potentially contested national identifications. While 

incompatible with service, such ambiguity is compatible with the more voluntaristic concept of 

contribution.   

 

An Israeli Service Conception 
 

A service conception of national membership that links non-resident citizens to the nation 

through the former’s service for the latter was also featured in Israeli external voting reform 

proposals. As discussed in Chapter 2, Israeli election law currently prohibits voting from abroad 

except for diplomats and military. There have been numerous attempts to loosen this policy, none 

of which have succeeded. To understand the politics of Israeli external voting we need to first 

briefly review the distinctive history and significance of emigration from Israel. 

 

Leaving Israel 

Emigration from Israel has different connotations than in our other case study countries. While 

both the U.S.A. and France are global immigration destinations with identities that have been 

strongly influenced by immigrants, immigration is not pivotal to their contemporary existence. In 

contrast, “Israel seeks the actual migration of Jews – the ingathering of the exiles – as the basis of 

nation building…the state of Israel is based both politically and demographically upon 

encouraging the immigration of Jews” (Gold 2010, 283). Israeli nation building required not only 

immigration but also that immigrants be “de-diasporized”: practices like (re)naming places, 
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Hebraicizing immigrants’ names, and mandatory school courses about the “homeland” were all 

designed to strengthen immigrants’ ties to the territory, thereby “turning a mélange of diasporic 

bodies into a cohesive and functioning nation (with solid ties to the homeland)” (N. Cohen 2010, 

21–22; see also Gold 2010, 291–92; 2005, 3–4). This emphasis on converting diaspora members 

into territorially rooted nationals is attributable to early Zionism, which delegitimized diasporic 

existence as characterized by “isolation, degradation, and suffering” in contrast to life within Israel 

(Gold 2010, 291). 

 In this context, emigration (of Jewish Israelis,330) has historically been understood as 

existentially threatening for demographic as well as ideological reasons (Gold 2005, 8). 

Demographically, Gold points out that “From the Israeli point of view, migration from the Jewish 

State threatens the assertion that Israel is the best place for Jews to live. And practically, Jews are 

needed to populate the Jewish State and to ensure its military, economic, and demographic viability 

in a hostile world region” (2005, 5). Ideologically, Cohen argues that Jewish emigration from Israel 

was seen to endanger “the Zionist enterprise” since it symbolized “the failure to instill a sense of 

meaningful connection to the land”, and “the return to the deterritorialized diaspora that had been 

characteristic of Jewish existence for two millenniums” (2010, 22–23). The threat that emigration 

poses is not necessarily linked to the actual numbers of emigrants. Writing several decades ago, 

Sobel noted that anxieties about emigration belied Israel’s in reality unextraordinary emigration 

rates: “While a demographic emergency in a purely objective sense might not exist, it is clear that 

a psychological emergency does” (1986, 14).331 The depth of the threat posed by Israeli emigration 

 
330 Gold (2010, 284–85) discusses the state’s different policies towards emigration and return of Jewish and Arab 
citizens. 
 
331 Gold (2010, 286) has more recently confirmed the continuing validity of this observation. 
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can be brought out by comparing it to the victimhood narrative discussed in the Irish case: while 

emigration from Ireland was understood as traumatic and damaging, it was never (with the possible 

exception of famine emigration) thought to endanger the very existence of the Irish nation. 

Hostility towards emigration has taken several forms throughout Israeli history and is 

evidenced even in the language used to describe it. Emigration from Israel is known as “yerida” 

(descent), and emigrants as “yordim”.332 Yerida is the corollary of “aliyah” (ascent): the Jewish 

immigrant’s valued “move from the diaspora to (the) higher place of Israel”(Gold 2005, 5).333 

Yordim has negative connotations. Gold interprets it as describing “the stigmatized downward 

path of Israelis who descend from the Promised Land into the diaspora” (2005, 5). Sobel offers a 

more lurid reading based on “the quasi-theological dimension (of emigration), wherein yordim at 

best are viewed as fallen angels and at worst as the handmaidens of Satan” (1986, 15).  

Israeli state policy historically sought to discourage emigration including through strict exit 

controls. For example, in 1948, out of concern for the new state’s viability and image, the Israeli 

government required would-be emigrants to obtain an exit permit that was conditional on their 

having paid taxes, completed labor service, and fulfilled military service (N. Cohen 2010, 23–24). 

A period of relaxed restrictions was followed in 1950 by the introduction of a system that granted 

exit permits only to people “who could prove beyond reasonable doubt that their travel was 

necessary for national welfare”, like state emissaries, delegates to international conferences, 

businessmen importing or selling necessary goods, citizens reclaiming property in Germany or 

 
 
332 “Yored” in the singular. 
 
333 Sobel notes that “The Hebrew word for migrant – m’hager – is almost never used when referring to movements 
to or from Israel on the part of Jews” (1986, 11 fn 1). 
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Austria, or students of certain scientific disciplines (N. Cohen 2010, 24). This policy was 

succeeded by a quota system that permitted 800 citizens per month to leave (N. Cohen 2010, 24–

25). Only in 1961 was the general requirement to obtain an exit permit before departure abolished 

(Rozin 2010, 161). 

Third, hostility to emigrants was expressed also through symbolic initiatives. For example, 

emigration has been actively discouraged and denigrated through “collective pressure, speeches 

by prominent officials, and the creation of anti-emigration cultural productions” (Gold 2005, 9). 

Some of these productions involved “the publication of letters written by disgruntled (returning) 

emigrants…(that were) meant to deter prospective emigrants…by vividly depicting the 

harsh…conditions (abroad) (N. Cohen 2010, 26). Immigrant associations staged “public (mock) 

trials to condemn emigrants and hold them accountable for their ‘unpatriotic’ deeds”, and 

pamphlets discouraging emigration were distributed (N. Cohen 2010, 27–28). 

This hostility towards emigrants may have begun to soften in recent years. For example, since 

the 1990s the Israeli government has recruited Israeli scientists abroad, officially encouraged 

return migration, and created cultural centers in embassies and consulates (N. Cohen 2007, 274–

76). Despite this softening, the understanding of emigration as an existential threat that must be 

neutralized remains a relevant touchstone for officials tasked with characterizing the identities and 

activities of Israeli non-resident citizens for external voting purposes. For those officials, it is more 

or less self-evident that non-resident citizens matching the “yordim” description must not be 

allowed to vote. If they support external voting, then they must construct a non-resident citizen 
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who is unambiguously not a “yored”. As we will see below, employing a service conception of 

non-resident citizens’ national membership is one way to do that.334 

 

The 2001 Arens Bill 

 In 2001, influential Likud Knesset member Moshe Arens335 brought a bill that would have 

permitted Israeli citizens who were temporarily abroad due to their occupations to vote in national 

elections from embassies and consulates.336 For Arens, being temporarily abroad for work was a 

proxy for being “out of country legitimately, for valid reasons”.337 Importantly, only non-resident 

citizens who were employed by Israeli companies or institutions were included in this category.338 

An Israeli non-resident citizen employed by a, for example, American or French company would 

therefore be excluded. Almost all of the participants in the debate agreed that non-resident citizens 

who were abroad for other reasons (emigrants) should not be permitted to vote.339 For example, 

when presenting the bill to the Knesset Arens clarified that “The bill does not intend to allow 

people who have left the country permanently, who have no intention of returning to Israel, to vote 

 
334  Obviously though, the failure of external voting reform proposals to pass indicates that this service conception 
was not convincing to all Knesset members. 
 
335 Arens served three terms as Minister of Defense and one as Minister of Foreign Affairs (Kershner 2019). 
 
336 Bill for the Knesset and Prime Minister’s Elections Law (Amendment – Voting by Citizens Abroad), 2001. As 
with the other cases we have considered, debate about this bill also featured other arguments that were not about 
national membership, like democracy, rights, election security, and voters’ partisan behavior. 
 
337 Bill for the Knesset and Prime Minister’s Elections Law (Amendment – Voting by Citizens Abroad), 2001, 
Presentation to Knesset 11/14/01 
 
338 Legislators disagreed about whether employees of private Israeli companies should be included, or only those of 
state agencies or public corporations. 
 
339 They disagreed about whether, when implemented, this specific bill would prevent them from doing so. 
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in our elections”. Knesset member Ophir Pines-Paz,340 chairman of the Constitution, Law, and 

Justice Committee, reiterated that  

(this) bill…is not intended to allow those who have emigrated from Israel to vote…Because 
the State of Israel is not only Jewish and democratic but also Zionist, we do not want those who 
have left the country to be involved in determining the Israeli political decision-making 
system…(but) Israelis who were sent abroad for a limited period of two or three years…are not 
emigrants and they do not think of emigrating.341 

 
The Arens bill debates are different from the others that we have reviewed in that Knesset 

members put a much greater emphasis on who they did not want to enfranchise. Drawing on the 

history and associated social and cultural meanings of emigration from Israel, they constructed a 

negative image of the illegitimate non-resident citizen who did not merit external voting rights: 

the “yored” who “voluntarily chose(…) to leave the country and live in the Diaspora, and … 

severed their daily ties with the State of Israel”.342 Supporters of external voting then tried to carve 

out from the “yordim” category a legitimate non-resident citizen whose identity was stable and 

whose loyalties were unambiguous. In other words, against the dominant social understanding of 

emigration as an existential threat to be discouraged, external voting supporters had to show that 

in at least some circumstances, being abroad was compatible with continued national membership 

and citizenship. As Arens put it, “In the early days of the country (the ban on external voting) made 

sense. Who traveled abroad?...Whoever was abroad then surely emigrated from Israel, so why 

should he vote? The world has changed since then…”343 Targeting non-resident citizens who were 

 
340 Member of the Labor (HaAvoda) Party. 

341 Bill for The Knesset and the Prime Minister Elections Law (Amendment - Voting by Citizens Abroad), 2001, 
Meeting of Constitution, Law and Justice Committee, 01/16/02 
 
342 11/14/01 debate, David Azoulay, Deputy Minister of Interior, Shas. 
 
343 Bill for The Knesset and the Prime Minister Elections Law (Amendment - Voting by Citizens Abroad), 2001, 
Meeting of Constitution, Law and Justice Committee, 08/20/02 
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temporarily employed abroad by an Israeli employer allowed supporters to show that distance and 

membership were compatible, since it allowed those individuals to be imagined as serving the 

nation while away. Whereas emigration from Israel has been understood as betraying the nation, 

short-term residence abroad to assist an Israeli venture can be understood as service. Michael Eitan, 

a Likud Knesset member who brought multiple external voting bills, stated this logic most clearly 

when he contended that  

Today Zionism is manifested in many ways. Many people are doing important Zionist work 
for the State of Israel and are citizens of the state, even though they live abroad. The idea that 
Zionism means working with a hoe to build the country has passed…Today, because of the 
international media, because of the international involvement, because of the need of the State of 
Israel, because of a lack of natural resources, we need to encourage things like international 
activity, international trade.344 

 
In seeking to enfranchise only non-resident citizens who were temporarily abroad due to their 

employment, the Arens bill is similar in scope to the OCVRA. In both bills, legislators linked non-

resident citizens to the nation through a service conception of membership. However, there are 

two important differences.  

The first is interpretive. Despite Eitan’s unequivocal endorsement of the Zionist credentials of 

employment abroad, Israeli legislators used language of “service” less than American ones. 

Instead, they discussed wanting to enfranchise only non-resident citizens who had “legitimate” or 

“genuine” reasons for being abroad. Despite using different language, both bills are best 

interpreted as implying a service conception of national membership. As we saw above, emigration 

from Israel has historically been understood as national abandonment and emigrants seen as weak 
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and selfish.345 In that context, legitimate reasons for being abroad are those that do not undermine 

the non-resident citizen’s national identification, loyalty, or commitments. Temporary 

employment abroad by an Israeli company links the non-resident citizen to the nation not only 

because her absence can be understood as involuntary but because she can be understood as serving 

Israeli interests while abroad. This interpretation is strengthened by the fact that the Arens bill was 

intended to benefit only employees of Israeli companies or institutions.   

Second, Israeli legislators were much more concerned than American ones about the inevitable 

fact that any external voting law would end up enfranchising more people than they had 

intended.346 While members of Congress were aware of this possibility, they generally considered 

that the people they did not intend to benefit from external voting were unlikely to use their new 

right. However, the different symbolism and stakes of external voting in Israel made such a blasé 

attitude more costly. While Arens himself repeatedly insisted that incidentally enfranchising some 

people who did not deserve votes was preferable to disenfranchising people who did deserve 

votes,347 his bill went through multiple iterations seeking to draw the legislation as tightly as 

possible to ensure that only non-resident citizens temporarily abroad for work would be permitted 

to vote. For example, the bill initially would have enfranchised non-resident citizens who held 

valid passports. Since this would have enfranchised many more people than intended, Arens 

suggested instead that a Voters List of non-resident citizens working abroad be drawn up. Non-

resident citizens would have to apply annually and be approved by the Central Elections 

 
345 Epitomized by Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin’s subsequently recanted description of emigrants as “moral lepers”, 
“the fallen among weaklings”, and “the dregs of the earth” (Gold 2005, 5). 
 
346 Or, in more theoretical language, the gap between articulated and institutionalized conceptions of national 
membership. 
 
347 E.g. in the 01/16/02 and 08/20/02 debates. 
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Committee. After this proposal proved too cumbersome, Arens suggested that eligibility would 

depend on possessing a valid passport plus a recent visit to Israel.  

This brief discussion of one major Israeli external voting reform proposal was intended to 

demonstrate that the service conception of non-resident citizens’ national membership identified 

in the American case has broader purchase. In a context where emigration has been understood as 

an existential threat to Israeli nationhood, a service conception can explain why a limited subset 

of non-resident citizens should nevertheless be understood as national members. Interestingly, in 

both the American and Israeli cases non-resident citizens were understood as serving the nation 

through their employment abroad. This raises a question of whether there are alternative ways of 

constructing non-resident citizens as national servants that are not based on their employment. Of 

course, Arens’ bill ultimately failed, suggesting either that the service conception was not broadly 

convincing to Israeli legislators or that legislation could not be drawn tightly enough to enfranchise 

only those non-resident citizens that it described. 

 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter used the locally grounded membership theory to show how American government 

officials understood the national membership status of non-resident citizens for external voting 

purposes. Prior work argued that they didn’t: for example, Klekowski von Koppenfels believes 

that the United States’ external voting policy recognizes non-resident citizens as members of the 

state but does not include them as national members. In contrast, I showed that Congressional 

officials developed a reluctant professional narrative to characterize the non-resident citizens for 

whose benefit they passed external voting. The reluctant professional narrative understood non-

resident citizens analogously to the military, which provided a familiar template of legitimate and 
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deserving external citizenship. The narrative implies a service conception of national membership, 

in which non-resident citizens are linked to the nation through the services rendered by the former 

to the latter. A service conception of national membership is relevant in cases beyond the American 

one. For example, I argued that one significant external voting proposal in Israel understood non-

resident citizens’ national membership in the terms of a service conception. That conception 

allowed supporters of external voting to distinguish between non-resident citizens who remained 

Israeli members and thus deserved external voting rights, and those who did not.  

The United States and Israeli cases raised important theoretical issues about the dynamics of 

non-resident citizens’ national membership and the territoriality of political community. The next 

chapter discusses these at greater length.  
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Chapter 5: Hard Cases  
 
 
 Chapter 4 began by noting that the United States is potentially a hard case for the locally 

grounded membership theory. Previous work had argued that external voting included non-

resident citizens as equal citizens in the state, not as members of the American nation. This 

obviously challenges the theory’s foundational assumption that officials need to include non-

resident citizens as national members for external voting purposes. However, I demonstrated that 

external voting included non-resident citizens in the American nation in accordance with a service 

conception of national membership. This conclusion does not resolve some lingering questions 

raised by the American case. For example, what explains the difference between my judgment that 

external voting includes some non-resident citizens in the American nation, and Klekowski von 

Koppenfels’ belief that it does not? Alternatively, how can the United States simultaneously have 

a very extensive external voting policy and value territory as a core element of its nationhood?  

 This chapter discusses the theoretical issues that the previous one raised in three parts. 

First, whereas Chapter 4 demonstrated empirically that external voting included certain non-

resident citizens in the American nation, this Chapter explains that conclusion theoretically by 

engaging with contrary arguments in the literature. This provides an opportunity to explore the 

dynamics of non-resident citizens’ national membership in more depth. Second, I show that 

France, not the United States, is the real hard case for the locally grounded membership theory. 

Understanding why the theory struggles to recover the conceptions of national membership that 

accompanied external voting in France allows us to consider the theory’s limitations. Third, I shift 

focus to assess the relationship between territory and political community. Here I directly engage 

with a question that has shadowed the previous chapters: how can countries like the United States 
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and France, which both understand nationhood in relation to territory, have extensive external 

voting policies that enable extraterritorial belonging? The common intuition that territorially-

conceived conceptions of nationhood are incompatible with extraterritorial political community is 

partly why the U.S.A. seems like a hard case for our theory. I challenge this intuition and show 

instead that when territory plays a teleological role in political community, as it does in Israel and 

the U.S.A., it can under some circumstances propel the extraterritorial expansion of community 

through policies like external voting. This discussion shows that countries that value territory as 

an ingredient of nationhood need not necessarily also restrict the political community to state 

territory. I finish with a brief conclusion. 

 
Does External Voting Really Include Non-resident Citizens in the American Nation? 
 

Klekowski von Koppenfels has argued that external voting includes non-resident citizens in 

the American state but excludes them from the nation (2019, passim; 2020, 608–9). If correct, this 

would be a major problem for my claim that American officials developed a service conception of 

national membership in order to include non-resident citizens in the nation for external voting 

purposes. More broadly, it would also challenge the locally grounded membership theory’s 

foundational assumption that external voting requires officials to include non-resident citizens as 

national members. It is therefore worth engaging with the three reasons that Klekowski von 

Koppenfels presents in support of her conclusion. 

First, Klekowski von Koppenfels argues that external voting was granted in the U.S.A. not in 

furtherance of some conception of national membership but rather to redeem non-resident citizens’ 

claims to equal treatment, both as individual citizens before the law and as a group relative to the 

military (2014, 245). She argues that   
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The right to vote (externally) emerged from the liberal understanding of the individual citizen’s 
equal right to  vote – a democratic-egalitarian frame – rather than any communitarian argument 
drawing on the value of the inclusion and representation of the diaspora, or a demos-related frame 
(based on a concept of shared political community) (Klekowski von Koppenfels 2020, 40).  

 
This argument draws a distinction between democratic inclusion of non-resident citizens 

because they are abstract, rights-bearing, equal citizens of a state, and inclusion on the basis of 

their common national identifications and affiliations. We can think about the difference in terms 

of what officials see when they look at non-resident citizens: do they see a citizen whose rights 

have been unjustly denied, or do they see a co-national whose membership has been unfairly 

unrecognized?348 

 We saw in Chapter 4 that the OCVRA debates featured many arguments about equality 

and rights. For example, officials argued about whether distinctions between military and civilian 

absentee voting rights were justified, and whether non-resident citizens from states that did not 

allow external voting were discriminated against. Equalizing rights was clearly relevant to 

American external voting. However, if external voting were only about giving non-resident 

citizens equal rights, then it should not have mattered who non-resident citizens were beyond the 

fact that they held American citizenship and were denied a right that other citizens possessed. 

Yet non-resident citizens’ identities did matter, since the OCVRA debates included 

narrative arguments as well as equality ones. In the former, officials advanced narratives that 

described who non-resident citizens were, why they left, and what they did abroad that went well 

beyond noting that they were American citizens who did not possess all associated rights. To see 

 
348 Of course, one might say that this is a false dichotomy, especially as applied to countries where citizenship and 
nationhood are equated. My goal here is to enter into the logic of the argument so as to pin down why it leads to the 
contrary conclusion to my own. 
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that external voting was not only about guaranteeing equal rights but about including virtuous and 

deserving non-resident citizens in the nation,349 we can examine two different ways that the 

military, which already possessed absentee voting rights, was used to support external voting 

claims.  

If external voting is only about equality, then the military is relevant because it sets the 

standard for equal treatment. It doesn’t matter who they are or what they do, but only that they 

have a right that is denied to civilian non-resident citizens who are comparably situated in terms 

of extraterritorial location and citizenship status. If external voting is also about membership and 

identity, then the military provides a virtuous model of desert – a template for the kind of 

extraterritoriality that is consistent with continued national membership.350 To prove their 

continued national membership as required for external voting rights to be appropriate, other non-

resident citizens have to show that they meet the military’s standards of virtue: namely, going 

abroad to serve the nation.351 The references in the OCVRA debate to non-resident citizens’ service 

 
349 Starkweather notes (2008, 94) that this is tension with  Shklar’s idea that “The easy acceptance early on of voting 
as an expression of personal interests and preferences made (American) citizenship independent of virtue (1998, 38)”.  
This points to the difference that extraterritorial or domestic location can make to citizenship: non-resident citizens 
may have to prove themselves in ways that residents do not. 
 
350 There are historical reasons why understanding non-resident citizens’ claims to voting rights analogously to the 
military asserts a claim about the former’s identity and virtue. In the U.S. there is a deep connection between the 
military and franchise expansion. For example, Karlan argues that “virtually every major expansion in the (American) 
right to vote was connected intimately to war…war has helped to determine who is entitled to vote. Sometimes this 
flows from a direct equation of responsibilities and rights: (soldiers) acquire a moral claim to full participation in self-
government. Sometimes the connection is more instrumental: in order to mobilize the necessary support for a war, the 
franchise has been extended to groups that were previously excluded. And sometimes, the connection has reflected 
war aims: wars fought to make the world safe for democracy abroad raise questions about democracy at home” (2003, 
1346). Shklar notes the relevance of the “citizen-as-soldier” ideal to American voting rights with the qualification that 
this “was not a universally shared notion of civic virtue” (1998, 31–32). On military voting rights, see Inbody (2016). 
 
351 Starkweather discusses American perceptions of the military as a particularly virtuous group who therefore 
deserved absentee voting rights .She notes that non-resident citizens also had to prove themselves as virtuous enough 
to deserve external voting rights, but does not note how the former set the standards of virtue that the latter had to 
meet (2008, 97–99).   
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of the nation should be understood in this light: establishing their identity as virtuous national 

members deserving of recognition through political rights. 

 Equality and identity arguments are not either/or. Considering them together suggests that 

before non-resident citizens could be seen as appropriate subjects for equal citizenship rights, some 

had to be constructed as virtuous and deserving national members. Once that happened, the logic 

of liberal equality may ensure that voting rights are given to all non-resident citizens regardless of 

whether they fulfilled relevant standards of virtue and desert. This can help us understand the 

mismatch between the service conception’s narrow scope (including only non-resident citizens 

described by the reluctant professional narrative) and the OCVRA’s broad scope (enfranchising 

almost all non-resident citizens for life).  

For example, during the OCVRA Senate hearings, Senator Claiborne Pell (D-RI) 

distinguished between “two categories of Americans (citizens) abroad…One…contains a great 

many older people who have gone back to their own native land…to utilize social security and live 

out their days”.352 He noted that this category was probably more numerous than the second “which 

includes Americans, who because of their way of life or occupation, or for a variety of reasons are 

living or working abroad, not on a retirement basis”.353 Noting that external voting targeted the 

second group, he stated that “Now, all Americans have to be treated alike. We cannot have first- 

and second-class citizens. So the law must be written to help them”.354 It is old hat by now that 

 
352 U.S. Senate, Subcommittee on Privileges and Elections of the Committee on Rules and Administration, Voting by 
U.S. Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, September 26, 1973, 5 
 
353 Ibid 
 
354 Ibid. Starkweather (2008, 109) interprets this sentence as referring to resident and non-resident citizens. 
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universal suffrage requires a universe to be delineated.355 Pell’s statements suggest that once one 

category of “civilian” non-resident citizens is brought into the American democratic universe, the 

equal citizenship logic pulls the rest in. But the equal citizenship logic alone is insufficient to bring 

the initial category in. For that, its members need to be constructed as virtuous and deserving 

national members in accordance with the template set by the military. The service conception of 

national membership allows this to happen.  

 Klekowski von Koppenfels’ claim that external voting in the U.S.A. was motivated by an 

equal citizenship logic is therefore not wrong, but rather incomplete. Considering narrative 

arguments suggests that equal citizenship arguments are compelling when officials first construct 

non-resident citizens as virtuous and deserving national members.  

 The second reason why Klekowski von Koppenfels argues that external voting does not 

include non-resident citizens in the American nation is that the policy is premised on an inaccurate 

image of non-resident citizens. Even though there are many long-term non-residents who strongly 

identify as American,  

the popular and government view continues to be that departure from the U.S. is expected 
to be a temporary overseas relocation (for work or study)…The concept of a voluntary long-term 
emigrant who remains a loyal and/or engaged citizen is counterintuitive in the American national 
narrative (Klekowski von Koppenfels 2019, 598).  

 
The OCVRA debates back this up, since officials focused on temporarily non-resident 

citizens sent abroad by work. The other types of non-resident citizen that they discussed tended to 

be retirees to home countries or ne’er-do-wells of various persuasions, not loyal Americans who 

happened to be long-term or permanent emigrants. For Klekowski von Koppenfels then, officials’ 

 
355 As the growing literature on “the democratic boundary problem” surveyed in Chapter 1 points out. 
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inability to see non-resident citizens for who they really are means that the latter were not truly 

recognized as national members. 

 However, the locally grounded membership theory helps us see that the fact that 

government officials base external voting policies on inaccurate impressions of non-resident 

citizens does not mean that the former do not recognize the latter as national members. Rather, 

non-resident citizens are in general poorly legible: they are hard for government to see. This is 

why officials rely on socio-culturally available narratives to understand their identities and 

activities and articulate their entitlement to national membership. Since these narratives are often 

inaccurate or stereotyped, they may not accurately describe non-resident citizens’ motivations and 

lives. However, this is no different from how domestically applicable conceptions of national 

membership are developed: in broad strokes that set an abstract standard that may accurately 

describe no-one. For example, the popular idea that Americans are united as a nation by 

commitment to the country’s founding principles356 is a story that abstracts from foundational 

disagreements about what those principles are, varying commitments to them, and alternative 

subjective reasons why individuals identify as American. National membership cannot require that 

conceptions of nationhood describe all members accurately, since if that were the case then the 

possibility of a nation would dissolve into particularity. The fact that conceptions of nationhood 

are based on inaccurate images of groups or individuals therefore cannot, without more, mean that 

those conceptions were not intended to include them in the nation. It might mean that they do not 

feel included by those conceptions, which is a different question. The locally grounded 

 
356 More specifically, the idea that “To be or become an American, a person did not have to be of any particular 
national, linguistic, religious, or ethnic background. All he had to do was to commit himself to the political ideology 
centered on the abstract ideals of liberty, equality, and republicanism” (Gleason 1980, 32 cited in Walzer, 2004, 
639). 
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membership theory helps us to see that government officials’ inaccurate images of non-resident 

citizens are part of the process of non-resident citizens’ incorporation into the national political 

community, not a sign of its failure. 

Finally, Klekowski von Koppenfels’ final reason for her conclusion that external voting 

does not include American non-resident citizens in the nation is that there is inadequate policy 

outreach to them. For example, non-resident citizens have extensive external voting rights but are 

neither included in the decennial census nor given dedicated legislative representation. The U.S.A. 

subjects non-resident citizens to more financial control than most other states, for example by 

requiring them to file tax returns or imposing onerous financial reporting requirements on overseas 

banks that hold American citizens’ accounts (Klekowski von Koppenfels 2019, 605, 607–8). The 

idea then is that because American non-resident citizens are subjected to objectionable policies or 

not included in some national policies, they are excluded from the nation. 

However, policy outreach provides a limited perspective on non-resident citizens’ national 

inclusion. As we saw in Chapter 2, Ireland has begun in the last several decades to consciously 

acknowledge non-resident citizens’ national membership but does not have external voting. 

Further, some of the policies that Klekowski von Koppenfels suggests are required for non-resident 

citizens’ national inclusion are highly unusual: while the requirement for non-resident Americans 

to file tax returns is truly exceptional (only Eritrea has a similar policy (Bernal 2014, 17)),357 very 

few countries give non-resident citizens their own legislative representation (Collyer 2014b) or 

maintain accurate statistics about them (Collyer 2013, 9–10). In short, the presence or absence of 

a particular policy (or combination of) is not sufficient to say that non-resident citizens are included 

 
357 On Eritrean non-resident citizens’ position in the Eritrean nation, see Bernal (2014). On the Eritrean state’s 
diaspora strategy, see Hirt and Mohammad (2017). 
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or excluded as national members. For that, we have to look to the substance of the narratives 

through which officials characterize non-resident citizens and conceptualize their national 

membership. 

Determining non-resident citizens’ national membership by reference to whether officials 

have accurate impressions of them and the extent of policies directed at them encourages us to ask 

a binary question: whether non-resident citizens are included in the American nation. Instead, the 

locally grounded membership theory asks which non-resident citizens are included, when, and why. 

This more nuanced question allows us to see two otherwise unclear things. 

First, it lets us see non-resident citizens as a heterogenous category. They are not all doing 

the same things abroad and they are not all of the same value to government officials, who will 

privilege some over others. Acknowledging this heterogeneity allows us to see that we should not 

expect the conceptions that accompany external voting to recognize all non-resident citizens as 

national members. That some may be left out does not mean that none are included. 

Second, and relatedly, it lets us diagnose the discontent that Klekowski von Koppenfels 

identifies among American non-resident citizens who do not feel included in the nation (2019). As 

we have seen, the service conception of national membership that justified external voting 

excludes many actual non-resident citizens. They possess rights associated with national 

membership, but only as an incidental byproduct of a grant intended to benefit others. The 

conception of national membership that justifies the rights they hold does not actually extend to 

them. The problem is therefore not that no non-resident citizens are considered to be national 

members, but that only few are, and the scope of the right exceeds the scope of the justificatory 

conception. More generally, this shows the strategic importance of accompanying external voting 

rights with conceptions of national membership that include a broad range of non-resident citizens: 
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state attempts to reap the instrumental benefits of their non-resident citizens may fail if the latter 

do not feel included. 

 
The Real ‘Hard Case’ for the Locally Grounded Membership Theory: France 
 

While the U.S.A. initially seemed like a hard case for the locally grounded membership theory, 

the theory actually enabled us to identify the service conception of national membership. France 

is much more challenging. France has an unusually long history of institutionalized political 

representation for non-resident citizens that grew from structures of colonial parliamentary 

representation.358 Secondary literature agrees that through those institutions, which include 

external voting, non-resident citizens are included in an extended French nation.359 However, when 

we turn to relevant external voting debates, we find that officials spend little time characterizing 

non-resident citizens’ identities or national membership statuses. Rather, they generally take for 

granted that non-resident citizens are national members and instead debate the best way to 

implement their political representation. Their discussion of non-resident citizens’ identities 

inadequately saturates the debates, meaning that we cannot identify a discrete narrative of non-

resident citizens on which to base a conception of national membership. France is therefore a 

difficult case for the theory: we have good reason to think that French non-resident citizens are 

recognized as national members, but because there is insufficient discussion of non-resident 

 
358 As in other cases, the terminology one uses to describe non-resident citizens matters. Collard notes that “In 
describing its expatriates, French public discourse alternates between using the terms ‘Les Français établis hors de 
France’ (The French settled outside France) and ‘Les Français de l’Étranger’ or ‘Les Français à l’étranger’. Whilst the 
latter are both translatable as ‘the French abroad’, specialists claim that à conveys a greater sense of attachment to 
France whereas de suggests greater attachment to the country of residence” (Collard 2013, 214 fn 1). French non-
resident citizens have also expressed resistance to the term “expatrié” (Beck and Weinar 2017, 88). As I have done 
throughout, I use “non-resident citizen” when speaking analytically since it is a more neutral term. 
 
359 Or, in Laguerre’s term, cosmonation (2013, passim). 
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citizens’ identities, we struggle to identify the specific conceptions by which they are included. 

This section discusses the substantive and methodological limits of the theory that the French case 

reveals. But first, we must review the history and meaning of emigration from France as well as 

its contemporary external voting regime. 

 

Leaving France 

Similarly to the U.S.A., awareness of and attention to emigration from France is 

overshadowed by immigration to France (Laguerre 2013, 48–49). However, the history of French 

emigration is actually long and varied. For example, during the Ancien Régime, emigration was 

most commonly driven by religious persecution: for example, during the 16th and 17th centuries, 

approximately half a million Huguenots departed (Beck and Weinar 2017, 87). In Revolutionary 

France, emigration was “seen as a betrayal” (Collard 2013, 216) and harshly repressed. Emigrants’ 

property was subject to penal taxation and confiscation, and emigrants themselves were “banished 

in perpetuity from French soil, and those caught on French soil were condemned to death” 

(Carpenter 2015, 332). Aiding emigrants or their projects was also criminalized (Carpenter 2015, 

333). By 1794, emigrants were no longer subject to death but still banished in perpetuity and 

obliged to forfeit their possessions (Carpenter 2015, 336). Despite this (relative) softening, the law 

still characterized emigrants as “atrocious men who breathed only the ruin of their country” 

(Carpenter 2015, 336). To help enforce these laws, lists of emigrants were drawn up. According 

to these lists, nearly 130,000 people emigrated during the Revolution, including clerics, nobles, 

and others whose lives or livelihoods were imperiled under the new regime (for example dependent 

women, children, and servants) (Carpenter 2015, 330, 331). Only under Napoleon were the anti-

emigration laws ultimately repealed (Carpenter 2015, 339). 
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 Harsh official attitudes towards emigration shifted “with the development of the French 

empire” (Collard 2013, 216). As the empire grew, “citizens were encouraged to participate in the 

economic exchanges opened up by colonisation, and reinforced by the Third Republic’s espousal 

of a ‘civilising mission’ to spread French universalist values around the world” (Collard 2013, 

216).  This involved “the development of a quite distinctive concept of nation (that was) built on 

a strong identification between nationality and citizenship” (Collard 2013, 216 citing Renan 1990). 

For Garriaud-Maylam,360 this combination of colonial expansion and universalist nationhood 

explains France’s openness to non-resident citizens: “historically, France has often sought to 

affirm its universal vocation through a voluntaristic policy of cultural and economic expansion 

abroad, with a corollary policy of supporting and defending its nationals abroad” (2010, 70). Beck 

and Weinar too argue that “the feeling of national belonging and the practice of a state following 

French citizens beyond its own borders and providing them with services wherever they are 

originated in the colonial times” (2017, 87) 

Beck and Weinar link France’s historical colonial expansion to more contemporary 

“motives for migration”, which they argue has recently been linked  

to France’s conception of global power on the international scene. French business 
promotion was interlinked with cultural diplomacy (the active promotion of French language and 
culture in the face of English expansion) and was at the center of an organized migration of French 
citizens through…temporary programmes…The international migration of citizens was seen as an 
asset for France, an investment in human capital that would pay off in the future (2017, 88).  

 
Contemporary political discourses about French emigration and emigrants trace the 

historical divide between revolutionary repression and colonial acceptance. For example, French 

non-resident citizens are “often stigmatised by the popular media as the privileged elite who avoid 

 
360 Garriaud-Maylam has represented French non-resident citizens as a member of Les Républicains in the Sénat 
since 2004 (https://www.senat.fr/senateur/garriaud_maylam_joelle04035d.html - accessed 04/06/2021). 
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taxation or get additional perks through migration and thus perpetuate the class gap” (Beck and 

Weinar 2017, 88 citing Conway-Mouret). Alternatively, they are described “as escaping France or 

going into exile”, or as “a haemorrhage or brain-drain” (Beck and Weinar 2017, 88 citing Conway-

Mouret). Politically, the Left tends to understand emigrants as highly-compensated “tax exiles”, 

while the Right supports emigration as a way to employ “skilled French workers” in “big 

globalised companies abroad” (Beck and Weinar 2017, 89 citing Conway-Mouret). For Beck and 

Weinar, contemporary French understandings of emigration are contested: “Due to colonial 

memory and imperialism on one hand and a tradition of citizenship built on universalism and 

humanism on the other, the conception of French emigration is suspended somewhere between 

shame and heroism” (2017, 98).  

 

External Voting and Non-resident Citizens’ Political Representation: Current Policy and History 
 

France has one of the most extensive systems of institutional representation for non-

resident citizens, and is sometimes described as a “pioneer” of such policies (Garriaud-Maylam 

2010, 105; Beck and Weinar 2017, 86; Laguerre 2013, 47). In 1948, France was the first state to 

create an institution dedicated to defending non-resident citizens’ interests – the Higher Council 

of the French abroad. 10 years later, it constitutionalized the principle of their representation in 

Parliament (Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 105, 108). French non-resident citizens have also had a long 

history of lobbying for external voting rights. Theoretically, non-resident citizens have had the 

right to vote in local French elections as long as they paid taxes since 1874. However, there was 

no way to do this except physically returning to France, which was impractical for the large 

majority of non-resident citizens (Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 108–9). The first law to specifically 

provide for non-resident citizens’ voting rights was passed in 1913, but provided no practical way 
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to vote from abroad (Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 109). Since 1927, groups representing non-resident 

citizens have campaigned for the right to vote from abroad by mail (Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 109–

12).  

Since 1946, French non-resident citizens have had indirectly elected representatives in the 

upper legislative house.361 Since 1983, there have been twelve such Senators who are elected by 

members of the Assemblée des Français de l’étranger (AFE), a consultative body legally charged 

with representing French non-resident citizens. The AFE Sénat electors are directly elected by 

French non-resident citizens (Laguerre 2013, 53–56). The twelve Senators for the French abroad 

have global constituencies, meaning that they each represent all non-resident French citizens 

(Laguerre 2013, 56–57).  

In 1976, French non-resident citizens were given the right to vote from abroad in 

Presidential and European Parliament elections as well as referendums in specially created 

consular polling centers. Voting by mail is still not permitted, to the displeasure of non-resident 

citizens’ representatives (Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 114).  

 Until 2008, French non-resident citizens were able to vote in Assemblée Nationale 

elections either in person or by proxy, and in a domestic constituency (for example, their 

constituency of former residence).  In 2008, the French Parliament passed a comprehensive 

constitutional reform bill that, among many other things, amended the constitution to provide that 

non-resident French citizens would be represented in the Sénat and the Assemblée Nationale. 

Following this, the globe was divided into eleven constituencies that would represent non-resident 

 
361 Le Conseil de la République in the Fourth Republic, and le Sénat in the Fifth. All members of these chambers, not 
only those representing non-resident citizens, are indirectly elected. See Garriaud-Maylam (2004) for a comprehensive 
discussion of these seats. 



 
 
 

235 

citizens. For example, the first constituency is composed of the United States and Canada, while 

the eleventh runs from New Zealand up to Russia and from Georgia across to Japan, taking in 

India, South-East Asia, and multiple Pacific Islands along the way. As in presidential elections, 

non-resident citizens cast their ballots in consular polling stations. France’s system of special direct 

legislative representation for non-resident citizens is unusual: only thirteen states are known to 

have implemented such systems (Collyer 2014b, 68).362 

 The deep institutionalization of political representation for non-resident French citizens 

raises two important points. The first is definitional: it can be difficult to say exactly what external 

voting is and when it was passed.363 The definition of external voting that I use requires non-

resident citizens to be able to cast a ballot from abroad. But if non-resident citizens can vote by 

proxy for extended or unlimited periods of time, that seems to fall somewhere in between 

prohibition and permission of external voting. Further, my definition prioritizes casting a ballot 

over being politically represented. While these two are often conflated, they come apart most 

notably for indirectly elected institutions. It is of course incorrect to say that the French Senate 

seats are an external voting system, but both raise the same questions about membership and 

nationhood. Further, it can be difficult to determine whether a controversy is about external voting 

or political representation. For example, during discussion of the 2008 reforms that led to the 

eleven Assemblée Nationale constituencies, were officials disagreeing about whether external 

voting should be allowed, or about whether non-resident citizens qua non-resident citizens should 

be specifically represented? Finally, in France non-resident citizens obtained political 

 
362 Others include Algeria, Cape Verde, Colombia, Croatia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Italy, Macedonia, 
Mozambique, Portugal, Romania, and Tunisia (Collyer 2014b, 68). 
 
363 On the latter, see Palop-García and Pedroza (2019). 
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representation in and voting rights for different institutions at different times. It is therefore 

impossible to give one date when external voting was achieved in France.  

Second, the French case suggests that the availability of particular normative arguments 

for or against external voting can hinge on the details of institutional structures. For example, the 

presence of dedicated legislative representatives for non-resident citizens would seem to take off 

the table the normative argument that non-resident citizens are not subjected to state law (e.g. 

López‐Guerra 2005). This is because the existence of those representatives clearly indicates that 

the legislature understands its jurisdiction as extending to non-resident citizens. Perhaps 

representatives are factually mistaken about the extent of their reach, but the normative theorist 

must now explain how and why that is so. To take another example, when non-resident citizens 

were represented only in the Sénat prior to 2008, the Sénat had priority over bills that affected non-

resident citizens.364 The existence of that priority is an institutional admission that non-resident 

citizens are affected by state law, making it much more difficult to argue that non-resident citizens 

are not affected (e.g. Tanasoca 2018, 119–24). These examples illustrate that there is no 

independent reality about how non-resident citizens are related to state laws or offices: institutional 

structures constitute as well as recognize those relations.365  

 

The Colonial Roots of Non-resident Citizens’ Political Representation 

 
364 After the 2008 reforms, the Sénat lost this priority since non-resident citizens were now represented in both 
chambers. 
 
365 This draws from Gamlen’s observation that “diasporas and emigration states co-constitute each other: different 
state mechanisms shape different non-resident groups into diasporic members, and these members in turn influence 
the development of pieces of the state apparatus” (2008, 852). 
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France’s history of political representation for non-resident citizens is unusually long: non-

resident citizens began lobbying for external voting rights early in the 20th century, and they were 

represented in the French legislature long before many other countries recognized their non-

resident citizens as members. The early French recognition of non-resident citizens grows from 

colonial political structures (Garriaud-Maylam 2008, 107). The practice of “colonial parliamentary 

representation”366 allowed inhabitants of French colonies to send their own representatives to the 

French legislature.367 For example, after the Revolution all of the colonies except Guyana had 

representation in the National Assembly (Laguerre 2013, 51; Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 106). Under 

the Third Republic, the three Algerian departments and the four colonies of Martinique, 

Guadeloupe, la Réunion, and the French Indies each elected one representative to the Sénat 

(Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 107). For Laguerre, the practice of colonial parliamentary representation 

is significant because it  

was the first experiment in the expansion of the borders of the nation…it meant 
representation of the global nation. Colonial representation transformed colonists and free people 
of color from subjects to citizens, from an excluded status to full membership in the expanded 
cross-border French nation (2013, 51).  

 
For Garriaud-Maylam, colonial representation stands out in comparative perspective since  

France is the only power that recognized the right of people from the colonies to elect the 
state’s political organs. Most other colonial states separated the metropole’s political life from 
colonial public life, with the latter governed either by representatives of the central government or 
by local bodies that were sometimes elected by colonial residents (2010, 108).  

 

 
366 This phrase is from Laguerre (2013, 50). 
 
367 As Laguerre (2013, 50) points out, this right did not extend to all colonial inhabitants. For example, in St. Domingue 
“the colonial oligarchy” of planters and import/export merchants were initially represented in the French parliament. 
“After the 1789 revolution (in France), parliamentary representation was extended to include the interests of free 
people of color as well…For the slaves, it was virtual representation at its worse, undertaken by a group of oppressors 
whose motivation was to extract slave labor for free and maintain them in a state of subjugation”. 
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There is obviously one major difference between colonial and non-resident citizen political 

representation. People living in colonies do not (technically) live in a different country, while non-

resident citizens do (Laguerre 2013, 52). Colonial parliamentary representation à la française, 

however unusual it may have been, therefore did not pose the same conceptual challenges as non-

resident citizen political representation. However, it helped lay the groundwork for the latter by 

disassociating political and national membership from residence in the metropole, thereby 

establishing a precedent for including citizens who live far away in national political structures.368 

This precedent may seem especially persuasive to the extent to which contemporary non-resident 

citizens are constructed along neo-colonial lines as France’s representatives abroad.  

 

The External Voting Debates 

 The discussion above demonstrates that French policy and institutions have often 

recognized non-resident citizens as continued national and political members. The question then 

is according to which conceptions of national membership were they included? Unlike our other 

cases, the external voting debates provide little systematic evidence of how officials characterized 

non-resident citizens’ identities and articulated their national membership status.  

 

 Dedicated Sénat Seats for Non-resident citizens 

 Since 1983, twelve Senators have represented non-resident citizens in the French Sénat. 

These seats were first introduced in 1946, when three seats in the Fourth Republic’s Conseil de la 

République were dedicated to non-resident citizens (Garriaud-Maylam 2004, 164–66). Sénat 

 
368 Membership being disassociated from residence in the metropole does not mean it was necessarily disassociated 
from residence tout court, since people who lived in the colonies were still understood as living on French territory.  
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representation for non-resident citizens grew from the political structures of the Second World 

War Resistance: for example, non-resident citizens sat in the Provisional Consultative Assembly 

of Algiers and had five seats in the National Consultative Assembly that moved from Algiers to 

Paris in 1944 (Garriaud-Maylam 2004, 163–64; 2010, 108). As discussed in Chapter 3, these seats 

are commonly linked to non-resident French citizens’ contributions to the Resistance and 

Liberation (Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 105; Laguerre 2013, 51; Collard 2013, 216). During the 

debates of the second Constituent Assembly that sat from June to November 1946 to draft a new 

constitution, Jacques Augarde369 brought an amendment to create seats in the upper legislative 

chamber for French citizens living outside of French territory370. He pointed out the necessity of 

“maintaining strong links between the French all over the world and the French in France”.371 He 

then stated that those links were particularly important for French people living outside of the 

Republic’s territory because “over the past years, we have participated in the resistance, that 

resistance outside of the metropole, that affirmed the link’s value and greatness, and because 

during particularly difficult years, we found it essential that there be a new, stronger link between 

us and the French in France.”372 The government accepted the amendment, noting both the 

necessity of maintaining the links that unite the French abroad with those in France, and that Sénat 

 
369 Of the Popular Republican Movement and representing the French citizens of Morocco at the Assembly. 
(https://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/sycomore/fiche/(num_dept)/262 - accessed 04/06/2021). 
 
370 Eight in total – five for protectorates and three for “other countries”. We are interested in the latter.  
 
371 Journal Officiel de la République Française, Débats de l’Assemblée Nationale Constituante, 1st session of Friday 
September 27, 1946 (JO 9/27/46), 4177 (Augarde). 
 
372 JO 9/27/46, 4177 (Augarde). Lending further support to the idea that the seats recognized non-resident citizens’ 
contributions during the war, Jean Jullien (Republican Party of Liberty and representing the French citizens of 
Morocco) interjected as the government noted that non-resident citizens had been represented in the two Constituent 
Assemblies that they had also been present “on the battlefields”: JO 9/27/46, 4177 (Jullien). On Jullien – 
(https://www2.assemblee-nationale.fr/sycomore/fiche/(num_dept)/4098 - accessed 04/06/2021) 
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seats did not present the same difficulties as non-resident citizen representation in the Assemblée 

Nationale did.373  

 In 1948, a law was passed that determined the number of Counselors of the Republic and 

how they would be elected.374 The communists and far left were “deeply opposed to the very 

principle of representation for non-resident French citizens” for two reasons. First, fears about the 

moral quality of non-resident citizens: “some have dual nationality, some have been sentenced to 

death in absentia for having collaborated…”. Second, some worried about reciprocity: would 

representation lead to foreigners on French territory continuing to participate in the political life 

of their home countries, which would be dangerous and impede their assimilation? It was finally 

agreed to continue with three counsellors after deputies attested to non-resident citizens’ patriotism 

and courage, and argued that the seats would help prevent non-resident citizens from losing their 

nationality and integrating into their countries of residence (Garriaud-Maylam 2004, 168). 

 

Direct Voting in Presidential Elections  

 The January 31st, 1976 organic law375 allowed non-resident French citizens to vote in 

presidential elections, European Parliament elections, and referendums in specially created polling 

stations located in consulates and embassies.376 Before this bill, non-resident French citizens could 

 
373 JO 9/27/46, 4177 (Secretary for the Interior). 
 
374 The following paragraph draws from Garriaud-Maylam (2004, 168). 

375 Loi organique n° 76-97 du 31 janvier 1976 relative aux listes électorales consulaires et au vote des Français 
établis hors de France pour l'élection du Président de la République. Available at: 
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/loda/id/JORFTEXT000000510005/. 
376 National legislative elections were excluded from the bill’s ambit because it was thought that they would be more 
difficult to organize abroad. See e.g. Journal Officiel de la République Française, Débats Parlementaires, Assemblée 
Nationale, 1st session of Wednesday 17 December 1975 (JO 12/17/75),9917 (Krieg).  
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vote in French elections in person or by proxy. Even opponents of the bill therefore presented 

themselves as accepting non-resident citizens’ right to vote, but disagreed about how to implement 

that right.377 Given that most officials believed that non-resident citizens could already vote in 

French elections, it may not be surprising that they did not meaningfully debate the principle of 

external voting or substantially discuss non-resident citizens’ identities or national membership 

statuses. However, some surprise at the extent to which non-resident citizens’ belonging seems to 

have been taken for granted is warranted, since this bill allowed non-resident citizens to vote from 

abroad for the first time. This would allow more non-resident citizens to vote more easily, 

meaningfully altering the institutional apparatus that linked non-resident citizens to France. 

Legislative discussion about the bill fell into six broad categories.  

 First and most straightforwardly, officials debated whether the bill would achieve its 

purpose by increasing non-resident citizens’ opportunities to vote in French elections.378 For 

example, some expressed hope that it would increase non-resident citizens’ turnout. 

 Second, lawmakers discussed political concerns. Was it a problem that certain countries 

had declined to permit French polling stations on their territory?379 Was the government bringing 

 
 
377 For example, see e.g. JO, Débats Parlementaires, Sénat, session of Thursday 9 October 1975 (JO 10/9/75), 2849 
(Geoffroy). 
 
378 JO 12/17/75, 9918 (Joxe), 9919-20 (Poniatowski).  
 
379 For example, JO 12/17/75, 9919 (Constans). Algeria, West Germany, Cameroon, Ivory Coast, and Switzerland 
refused to allow French polling stations to be set up on their territory (JO 10/9/75, 2847 (de Cuttoli)). The solution 
was to set up polling stations in French departments that bordered West Germany and Switzerland, although nothing 
could be done for the more distant countries (JO 12/17/75,9917-8 (Krieg). 
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the bill to gain a partisan advantage?380 Would voters feel pressured to vote in certain ways by 

consular staff?381 

Third, lawmakers assessed the bill’s impact on the electoral system. Notably, some worried 

that the bill would violate fundamental electoral principles, since it would allow non-resident 

citizens to be registered on two electoral lists (the consular one and one in a French constituency) 

while resident citizens would be listed on only one.382 Others debated whether the bill would 

increase the risks of electoral fraud.383 For example, might non-resident citizens registered on two 

lists vote abroad in the morning and return to France to vote in the afternoon?384 

Fourth, some officials presented the bill as necessary for non-resident citizens to be able to 

fully exercise their citizenship rights. For example, Michel Poniatowski presented the bill as 

required by liberal democracy’s requirement that “the broadest individual and political rights are 

afforded to citizens” and that “those rights can be effectively exercised”.385  

Fifth, and particularly relevant for us, lawmakers debated the bill’s potential to integrate 

non-resident citizens into national life. Against the locally grounded membership theory’s 

expectations, lawmakers did not fully explain why non-resident citizens should be included as 

national members. Instead, they accepted that they should and outlined how the bill would further 

 
380 E.g. JO 12/17/75, 9919 (Constans). 
 
381 JO 10/9/75, 2849 (Geoffroy). 
 
382 JO 10/9/75, 2850 (Champeix), JO 12/17/75, 9920 (Cot). 
 
383 JO 10/9/75, 2856 (Eberhard). 
 
384 JO 12/17/75, 9918 (Joxe). 
 
385 JO 10/9/75, 2848 (Poniatowski). 
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that. For example, some officials argued that the bill would enable non-resident citizens to 

participate more in national life and to be involved in important national choices.386 Others 

presented the bill as intended to make non-resident citizens fully French.387 Since non-resident 

citizens’ suitability for integration into national life depends in part on their attachments and 

interests, it makes sense that officials also debated non-resident citizens’ knowledge of and interest 

in French life.388 

Sixth, most officials talked about “Français à/de l’étranger” in the abstract, without 

characterizing who they were, why they left, or what they did abroad. There were a few scattered 

relevant remarks, but none adequately saturated the debates since they were not repeatedly 

referenced by multiple people. For example, Deputy Louis Joxe stated that “Fewer and fewer non-

resident French citizens leave for personal reasons. Two thirds of them do not go permanently. For 

the most part, they go to fulfill cooperation missions, economic expansion, or cultural 

influence”389. Deputy Poniatowski briefly offered “coopérants”390 as an example of people who 

may benefit from the bill. Senator Jacques Habert recalled the contributions of non-resident 

citizens during the last two world wars, when they “proved their attachment to the mother country: 

many came to help when they could have stayed safe in their foreign residences”391. Finally, 

 
386 JO 10/9/75, 2849 (Poniatowski). 
 
387 JO 12/17/75, 9918 (Joxe). 
 
388 JO 10/9/75, 2849 (Geoffroy), 2850 (Habert). 
 
389  JO 12/17/1975, 9918 (Joxe). 
 
390 JO 10/9/75, 2849 (Poniatowski). 
 
391 JO 10/9/75, 2850 (Habert). 
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Senator Jean Geoffroy presented a less positive picture of non-resident citizens when he discussed 

those he had met recently in South Africa who wanted France to send weapons and who (he 

implied) supported apartheid.392 Since none of these characterizations of non-resident citizens’ 

identities saturated the debates, we cannot identify from them a discrete narrative of non-resident 

citizens on which to base a conception of national membership.  

 

Dedicated Legislative Constituencies for Non-resident Citizens 

 As outlined above, in 2008 eleven overseas Assemblée Nationale constituencies were 

created for non-resident citizens. Until this point, non-resident citizens could vote in French 

constituencies either in person or by proxy. There were three relevant measures. First, an organic 

law amended the constitution to provide that non-resident citizens would be represented in the 

Assemblée Nationale as well as the Sénat.393 Second, a February 2010 law ratified a government 

ordinance that fixed the number and shape of the constituencies.394 Third, an April 2011 law 

ratified a government ordinance that fixed the electoral rules that the constituencies would be 

subject to.395 I discuss these three bills together since they all gave effect to the same constitutional 

change. Creating dedicated constituencies for non-resident citizens was controversial and sparked 

 
392 JO 10/9/75, 2850 (Geoffroy). 
 
393 Loi constitutionnelle n° 2008-724 du 23 juillet 2008 de modernisation des institutions de la Ve République 
available at https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/loda/id/JORFTEXT000019237256/. 

394 Loi n° 2010-165 du 23 février 2010 ratifiant l'ordonnance n° 2009-935 du 29 juillet 2009 portant répartition des 
sièges et délimitation des circonscriptions pour l'élection des députés available at: 
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/loda/id/JORFTEXT000021865202/. 

395 Loi n° 2011-411 du 14 avril 2011 ratifiant l'ordonnance n° 2009-936 du 29 juillet 2009 relative à l'élection de 
députés par les Français établis hors de France available at: 
https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/loda/id/JORFTEXT000023877109/. 
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wide-ranging debate. I therefore do not give an exhaustive overview of the debates, but rather pick 

out several important themes. My intention is to show that while some officials did discuss non-

resident citizens’ identities and activities, for the most part their claim to external voting and 

national political belonging was straightforwardly accepted. As in 1976, argument focused on 

whether this proposal was an appropriate way to represent non-resident citizens rather than on 

whether they should be represented at all. Three themes were particularly important in the debate. 

 First, officials debated whether the special constituencies should even be created, and if 

so, how. One foundational controversy focused on whether non-resident citizens should have their 

own dedicated constituencies, or whether they should simply be allowed to vote in French 

constituencies. Disagreement was particularly acute because the number of Assemblée Nationale 

deputies had been capped at its existing 577.396 Creating new constituencies for non-resident 

citizens therefore required cutting some domestic constituencies.397 Unsurprisingly given the 

political stakes of redrawing constituencies, this provoked widespread angst. Lawmakers, 

especially those from the out-of-power Left, claimed that the proposal was simply a “safety net” 

for the Right.398 Some would have preferred instead that non-resident citizens be permitted to vote 

in French constituencies where they used to live or had some other relevant connection, since this 

 
396 E.g. JO Sénat, session of Friday June 20, 2008, 3124 (Yung), 3136 (Cerisier-ben Guiga), 3145 (Goulet 
amendment), 3131-2 (Frimat). 

397 This is the reason why the Balladur Committee tasked with proposing institutional reforms recommended that 
the new seats not be created. See Rapport de la Comité de réflexion et de proposition sur la modernisation et le 
rééquilibrage des institutions de la Ve République: Une Ve République plus démocratique, 72. 

398 JO, Assemblée Nationale, session of Wednesday October 14, 2009, (JO 10/14/09), 7900 (Asensi).See also JO 
Assemblée Nationale, session of 8 July 2008, 4377 (Montebourg), 4387 (Valls), This fear was not borne out. Despite 
non-resident citizens’ historic support for the Right, the Union pour un Mouvement Populaire (UMP) won only 3 of 
the 11 new seats in the 2012 elections (Collard 2013, 213). 
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would require neither cutting domestic constituencies nor creating what they saw as politically 

motivated special districts. There was also widespread disagreement about how the constituencies 

should be drawn, with multiple criticisms of their supposed geographic absurdity.399 Others 

worried that creating large constituencies that, in some cases, spanned multiple world regions and 

disrespected territorial contiguity would make political representation of constituents 

impossible.400 For others, the constituencies’ unequal populations would violate constitutional 

principles of equality.401 Finally, officials also considered which electoral system should be used 

to elect deputies from the special constituencies. Some argued that a proportional representation 

system would more fairly represent non-resident citizens, especially given the vastness of several 

constituencies.402 

 Second, officials debated the proposal’s consequences for non-resident citizens’ 

representation and belonging. For supporters of the proposal, the special constituencies would 

mean that non-resident citizens had better legislative representation. No longer would they be the 

only French citizens to be represented only in the Sénat, and their special concerns could now be 

heard.403 For some opponents, the constituencies would harm deputies’ representativeness, since 

as discussed above they believed that large constituencies precluded genuine representation. For 

 
399 JO Assemblée Nationale, session of Tuesday October 13, 2009 (JO 10/13/09), 7901 (Néri). 
 
400 JO 10/14/09, 7901 (Asensi), JO 07/08/08, 4397 (Vanneste). 
 
401 JO, Sénat, session of Monday 14 December 2009 (JO 12/14/09), 12650-1 (amendment brought by members of 
the socialist group that would amend the constituencies to respect population equality and territorial contiguity). JO, 
Sénat, session of Thursday 21 January 2010 (01/21/10), 378 (Yung). 
 
402 JO, Sénat, session of Tuesday July 15, 2008 (JO 07/15/08), 4654 (amendment by Yung and Cerisier-ben Guiga); 
JO Sénat, session of Wednesday 2 March 2011 (JO 03/02/11), 1703 (Gourault). 
 
403 JO 07/15/08, 4647 (Yung). Note that Yung supported the principle of A-N seats for non-resident citizens but 
disagreed with the electoral system that was chosen. 
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others, non-resident citizens were already well represented so the constituencies were unnecessary: 

not only did non-resident citizens already have dedicated Senators, but each Assemblée Nationale 

deputy was supposed to represent the whole nation, not specific people.404 Indeed, some officials 

went so far as to say that if non-resident citizens had Senate representation as well as dedicated 

deputies, they would be over-represented.405 

 Supporters of the proposal also argued that it would affirm non-resident citizens’ national 

and political belonging. For example, it would make non-resident citizens fully French, complete 

citizens who participate fully in national life.406 Some claimed that the lack of representation for 

non-resident citizens violated the fundamental principles of national equality and national 

indivisibility.407 These statements, like the related ones made in the context of direct presidential 

voting discussed above, are important because they clearly show that officials understood non-

resident citizens to be national members. Interestingly, even opponents of the proposals do not 

deny this, although they disagreed about the appropriate institutional recognition of non-resident 

citizens. Yet there is less discussion of why non-resident citizens are national members than we 

would expect.  

 However, that does not mean that there was none. The third relevant theme for our purposes 

is characterization of non-resident citizens’ identities. First, some officials portrayed non-resident 

 

404 Compte rendu no 72 de la réunion de la Commission des lois constitutionnelles, de la législation et de 
l’administration générale de la République, mercredi 2 juillet 2008, 9 (Lambert). 

405 JO 10/14/09, 7901 (Asensi). 
 
406 JO 12/14/09, 12626 (Yung). 
 
407 JO 12/14/09, 12630 (Garriaud-Maylam). 
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citizens as ambassadors contributing to French influence abroad. For example, Garriaud-Maylam 

described the “2.3 million non-resident citizens who carry our country’s colors high and who fight 

each day to strengthen our influence and to promote our interests, especially in economic, cultural, 

and scientific matters”.408 In a report on the proposal by the Commission on Foreign Affairs 

authored by Axel Poniatowski, non-resident citizens are described as “the major vector of French 

influence abroad and also a precious source of information about the countries where they live”.409 

Second, characterizations of non-resident citizens as predominantly people employed abroad. 

Renaud Muselier claimed that “non-resident citizens are a very mobile electorate, one-third of 

which are civil servants or military employees, one-third are employees of big businesses, and 

one-third are independent”.410 Third, more negative characterizations of non-resident citizens as 

tax exiles or elites. François Assensi asked rhetorically whether it was “necessary to give a 

constituency…to our fellow citizens living in Lichtenstein and Switzerland to escape taxes”?411 

Such characterizations were rebutted by proposal supporters, who were anxious to defend non-

resident citizens’ honor by denying that they were motivated by tax evasion.412 Fourth, two 

officials recalled the links between non-resident citizens’ contributions to the Resistance and their 

eventual political representation.413  

 
408 JO 12/14/09, 12630.  
 
409 Avis No 890 fait au nom de la Commission des Affaires Étrangères sur le project de loi constitutionelle de 
modernisation des institutions de la Ve République, par M. Axel Poniatowski, 7. 
 
410 Compte rendu no 48 de la réunion de la Commission des Affaires Étrangères de mardi 13 mai 2008, 9. 
 
411 Drawing a parallel between this and the link between tax payments and citizenship: JO 10/14/09, 7901. 
 
412 JO 03/02/11, 1711 (del Picchia, Goulet, Arthuis, Yung).  
  
413 JO Sénat, session of Tuesday 17 June 2008 (JO 06/17/08), 2889 (del Picchia), JO 03/02/11, 1715 (Garriaud-
Maylam). 
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The 2008 reform that created the eleven special constituencies for non-resident citizens 

was a significant one that bears both on external voting and more broadly on non-resident citizens’ 

political representation. It enabled non-resident citizens to vote directly from abroad in legislative 

elections for the first time414 and it gave them their own dedicated legislative representation in the 

lower house. It would therefore seem to bear directly on non-resident citizens’ political and 

national belonging, pushing legislators to articulate what links them to France despite their 

physical distance. However, as in the 1976 debates about external voting in presidential elections, 

that happened only to a very limited extent. In the 2008 reform debates, the kind of discussions 

that the locally grounded membership theory expects to find in external voting debates were not 

prominent. As we saw above, some officials did characterize who non-resident citizens were and 

why they were French, but not to a degree that adequately saturated the debates. While some 

French officials did advance narratives about non-resident citizens as reasons to support external 

voting, those arguments were not repeatedly referenced by other legislators. The debate was not 

informed by narrative arguments to the same extent as in other cases. This of course does not mean 

that ideas about non-resident citizens’ identities and activities were irrelevant to the French case, 

and the isolated relevant statements from legislators provide hints as to what they might be. It does 

mean that narrative arguments did not saturate the debates to the extent required for the locally 

grounded membership theory to bite. 

What does this mean for the locally grounded membership theory’s assumptions and 

applicability? 

 

 
 
414 Until this point, they could vote in France in person or by proxy. 
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Why is France a Hard Case for the Locally Grounded Membership Theory? 

The locally grounded membership theory struggles to recover the conceptions of national 

membership through which non-resident citizens were included in the French nation, because 

officials’ discussion of non-resident citizens’ identities did not adequately saturate the external 

voting debates. There are three possible explanations for this struggle.  

 The first is a redux of Klekowski von Koppenfels’ argument about the United States. 

Perhaps in France, external voting really was not about national membership but rather aimed to 

redeem non-resident citizens’ rights as citizens of the state. This explanation might seem prima 

facie plausible given that France is often thought of as having a strongly territorial national identity 

of the type that is incompatible with extraterritorial belonging. However, it does not survive even 

a cursory reading of the relevant debates in which officials generally accepted that non-resident 

citizens were national members, and some straightforwardly said that external voting and special 

legislative representation were necessary to recognize that. The theory’s difficulty with France is 

not because French nationhood seems irrelevant to external voting, but on the contrary because 

officials straightforwardly accept its relevance. 

 The second possibility is that I simply failed to locate the debates where officials do 

meaningfully characterize non-resident citizens’ identities and national membership statuses. In 

the debates I focused on, officials seemed to accept the principle of external voting and non-

resident citizens’ political representation, so maybe there is some debate hidden away where they 

settled that argument. Of course, we cannot rule this out without reading every law that might be 

relevant and consulting its legislative history. However, one would expect that if non-resident 

citizens’ identities and national membership statuses were going to be discussed, that would have 

happened in the debates that I reviewed. After all, those debates were about bills that introduced 
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major changes to non-resident citizens’ political relations with France. They introduced new 

structures of political representation and they offered new opportunities to vote directly in national 

elections from abroad. They thus bore directly on non-resident citizens’ national and political 

memberships. The fact that they did not provoke significant debate about those memberships is 

itself surprising, especially in comparative perspective. We saw that in Israel non-resident citizens 

may vote in national elections if they return to Israel. Lawmakers generally accepted this as 

inevitable but understood taking the next step to allow voting from abroad to be unacceptable. That 

the majority of French officials did not seem to perceive a major change in moving from permitting 

voting in person or by proxy to enabling voting from abroad itself requires explanation. 

 This leaves a third possibility. The locally grounded membership theory makes two 

assumptions. First, a successful external voting policy must be accompanied by convincing 

conceptions of national membership that explain why non-resident citizens are still members 

despite their extraterritorial locations. Second, such conceptions are not readily available for 

officials to mobilize. Instead, relations between “home” nations and non-resident citizens are 

generally fraught and contested. The increasing acceptance that non-resident citizens belong even 

after they leave is a relatively recent development that is produced by even as it justifies external 

voting. 

 This suggests that if non-resident citizens are already accepted as national members 

significantly before the creation of policies like external voting, it is unlikely that the locally 

grounded membership theory will recover the conceptions by which they are included. This is 

because officials will not need to advance accounts of who non-resident citizens are and why they 

are members, just like they do not need to justify resident citizens’ memberships every time they 

change how they vote. This is likely why the theory has difficulty with France. As we have seen, 
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France implemented political representation for non-resident citizens at a remarkably early 

juncture. External voting has been relevant in France since the early 20th century, although until 

the 1976 reforms non-resident citizens’ demands to vote from abroad in national elections were 

thought to be too logistically difficult. Widespread early acceptance of non-resident citizens’ as 

national members can explain the theory’s poor traction when applied to France.  

 This historical observation does not tell us how French officials understood the national 

membership of non-resident citizens: why were the latter national members despite their 

extraterritorial locations? Since the locally grounded membership theory that is designed to answer 

this question struggled when applied to France, we cannot offer a definitive answer. However, our 

broader investigation of the history and meaning of French emigration and non-resident citizens’ 

political representation suggests that at least three conceptions contribute to including non-resident 

citizens as members of the French nation. 

First, the link between non-resident citizens’ help during the Resistance and Liberation and 

their Sénat representation suggests that a contributory conception is relevant. Second, as we saw 

above, contemporary political representation for non-resident citizens grew out of colonial 

parliamentary representation. Just as colonists were understood as furthering French interests 

abroad, so too can non-resident citizens be understood as advancing French influence and 

priorities, as some legislators argued. This suggests that a service conception is relevant. Finally, 

French nationhood is tightly linked to universalist ideas of citizenship. Beck and Weinar note that 

the French nation “cherishes an image of itself as a unified community of citizens, regardless of 

where they live” (2017, 86; Collard 2013, 216). I discuss universalist accounts of nationhood 

further below. For now, it suffices to say that conceptualizing national membership in terms of 
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citizenship may naturally lead to accepting non-resident citizens as national members, at least as 

long as their citizenship is understood as legitimate and genuine.  

 The locally grounded membership theory had difficulty in the French case because French 

non-resident citizens had been accepted as national members before they were granted external 

voting rights or specific legislative representation. Does this mean that the theory is fatally 

underpowered? 

 No. Recall that the theory has helped us to understand the relationship between national 

membership and external voting in three other cases. Instead, France suggests that the theory’s 

applicability is limited to cases in which non-resident citizens had not been accepted as national 

members significantly before external voting was seriously considered. Fortunately for the theory, 

it is likely that France’s early acceptance of non-resident citizens’ national membership is an 

outlier. The theory therefore promises to be helpful in other cases.  

 
The Misunderstood Relationship Between Territory and the Spatial Extension of Political 
Community 
 

The previous two parts aimed at answering this work’s main empirical research question: what 

conceptions of national membership underlie external voting policies? The first scrutinized the 

claim that American external voting was premised upon a service conception of national 

membership. The second asked what conceptions were relevant in France, noting the locally 

grounded membership theory’s difficulty with that case.  

This part shifts focus to a different question that shadowed the previous chapters but that we 

have not yet directly discussed: what is the relationship between territory and political community? 
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More specifically, how can territorially-conceived nations415 extend political community beyond 

their territorial borders through external voting? Isn’t there something contradictory about a nation 

that is understood in territorial terms recognizing the membership of people who do not live on the 

relevant territory? 

Previous analyses have thought so, claiming that territorially-conceived nations are 

incompatible with extraterritorial political community. Bauböck argues that “a non-territorial 

conception of nationhood is always involved in strengthening external citizenship rights” (2005, 

684). Klekowski von Koppenfels argues that the United States’ territorial identity prevents both 

the further expansion of rights beyond external voting to non-resident citizens as well as their 

national incorporation qua diaspora members (Klekowski von Koppenfels 2019). This logic is 

intuitive: if nationhood is linked to territory, then departure from that territory should logically 

entail exclusion from the nation. 

This intuitive logic is part of why the United States initially seemed like a hard case for the 

locally grounded membership theory’s foundational assumption that external voting requires 

officials to justify non-resident citizens’ national membership. The United States undoubtedly 

values territory as an ingredient of nationhood.416 Yet it also has an extensive external voting 

policy that extends the boundaries of the American political community well beyond those of state 

territory. While commentators have inferred from this that national membership is not relevant to 

American external voting (Klekowski von Koppenfels 2019), I showed in the previous chapter that 

 
415 I use this perhaps unwieldy terminology to distinguish “territorially-conceived nations” from the “territorial 
nations” that proponents of civic-territorial/ethnic theories discuss. “Territorially-conceived nations” are those in 
which nationhood is understood relative to territory, but neither in a pre-determined nor an essentially liberal or 
civic way.  
 
416 For example, the American jus soli practice of “birthright citizenship” transmits membership based on territorial 
presence (Bloemraad 2013, 61–62). 
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the policy was informed by a service conception of national membership. The American case was 

therefore not so hard for the theory as it initially seemed. This conclusion might resolve the 

question of the relationship between national membership and external voting but it leaves open 

the question of the relationship between territory and political community: why wasn’t the fact 

that the U.S. nation is conceived of in largely territorial terms a barrier to the extraterritorial 

extension of political community through external voting? 

That the United States and France both link nationhood to territory and have extensive external 

voting policies suggests that we need to rethink the relationship between territory and political 

community. This is vital in order to understand the character of the membership communities that 

diaspora policies like external voting both presume and produce. For example, are those 

communities deterritorialized successors of the Westphalian nation-state? Are they outdated 

manifestations of undesirable and essentialist ethnic identifications (Lenard 2015, 122; Fitzgerald 

2006, 109–10)? Or is territory still relevant to them, but in unfamiliar or reworked ways (Collyer 

2014a, 57)? 

One might object here that the relationship between territory and political community is 

ultimately the same as the relationship between national membership and external voting: asking 

how territorially-conceived nations can extend political community beyond state territory is just 

another way of asking which conceptions of national membership include non-resident citizens. If 

territorially-conceived nations can support extraterritorial political community, then perhaps 

territorial conceptions of national membership are behind external voting. However, these 

admittedly related questions are in the end distinct.  

The national membership – external voting question seeks to identify the specific conceptions 

of national membership that are relevant to specific external voting policies. As discussed in 
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Chapter 2, a conclusion that “territorial” conceptions motivate external voting would be far too 

broad, since there can be many different types of territorial conception that work to support or 

oppose non-resident citizens’ membership in different ways. 

In contrast, the more conceptual territory – political community question seeks to explain how 

territory can support different configurations of political community, for example those that 

(counterintuitively) exceed state territorial borders. I use examples from specific cases to illustrate 

the ensuing discussion, but my interest in this question is general. Is there any necessary 

incompatibility between territory being relevant to nationhood (in whatever specific way that 

occurs) and the extraterritorial expansion of political community?  

To further understand the difference, consider the American case. As discussed above, I found 

that a service conception of national membership was relevant to American external voting, 

answering the national membership – external voting question. However, lingering questions 

remain because that more narrow conclusion cannot explain why external voting was not more of 

a problem for a nation that is commonly thought to be constituted in relation to territory. To answer 

that more general, conceptual question we need to understand how territory can support 

extraterritorial political communities, whatever the specific conceptions of national membership 

that justify their construction. To do this, we need more theoretical clarity about what territorial 

membership communities actually are. What role does territory play in generating and sustaining 

membership connections among individuals and places?  

The literature’s poor grasp on this question is attributable to its inattention to the fact that 

territory can be relevant to political community in multiple different ways, with different 

consequences for extraterritorial belonging. The literature currently handles this diversity poorly, 

neglecting several major ways that territory can generate extraterritorial belonging. To appreciate 
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this, we can consider territory’s function in three different theoretical accounts of political 

community, two of which are very influential.417 

 

Subjectedness 

 First, the very influential subjectedness theory that we have already encountered at multiple 

junctures “regards a democratic polity as a community of individuals who are subjected to the 

same political authority and its laws…” (Bauböck 2005, 686; López‐Guerra 2005, 219). On this 

account, territory corresponds to the spatial extension of the state’s legal jurisdiction. Conversely, 

individuals experience territory as a space within which they are subject to the state’s laws. 

Territory generates community by marking out a space where all present are subject to the same 

laws. On the assumption that the state’s jurisdiction and its territorial limits are coextensive,418 

then this is genuinely incompatible with external voting – leaving state territory entails leaving the 

subjected space that constitutes community.  

 

Civic Membership 

Second, similarly influential civic theories hold that membership depends on “shared rules 

codified into law”. All those who “adopt the national culture and ‘civic’ values” can be members, 

 
417 This is not an exhaustive list. For example, I leave out “social space” theories although these have significant 
overlap with civic ones (Meine 2019, 8–11). I also focus on the logic and claims of the three accounts, not whether 
they are true or morally attractive.  
 
418 Which is contestable: see Owen (2010). In the context of migration, Shachar (2020) has recently shown how state 
officials exercise jurisdiction over migrants located outside of state territory. 
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a principle underpinned by jus soli citizenship (McIntyre and Gamlen 2019, 38).419 Similarly to 

the subjectedness theory, on this account territory’s bounds are defined by the jurisdiction of the 

state constituted by civic principles. Individuals experience territory as a space that they gain 

access to by professing certain values or principles, and within which those values and principles 

are widely shared. As discussed in more depth in Chapter 2, civic conceptions are often considered 

incompatible with external voting, since “emigration may be construed as a rejection of the civic 

values underlying membership” (McIntyre and Gamlen 2019, 38). 

However, the common intuition that civic communities are incompatible with 

extraterritorial belonging is flawed. Civic communities are constituted by agreement on shared 

principles and values. Territory provides a supportive material space where idealistic principles 

can be pursued (Penrose 2002, 291), but it does not follow that leaving the territory entails rejection 

of principles. Someone can emigrate but remain committed to the values and principles that 

constitute civic membership. Indeed, they might even become more zealous.420 Confirming this 

insight, McIntyre and Gamlen found that civic conceptions of national membership were related 

to the emergence of diaspora institutions. They noted that “The act of emigration alone is not 

enough to sever (civic) ties – so long as migrants continue to self-identify as part of those 

communities” (2019, 45). Civic membership therefore does not necessarily preclude 

extraterritorial belonging, since depending on their content civic principles can be adhered to from 

abroad. 

 
419 Civic membership has been particularly important to ideas of American identity, and is perhaps best summed up 
in that context by Lincoln’s famous description of “the electric cord in that Declaration (of Independence) that links 
the hearts of patriotic and liberty-loving men together…” (1953, 2:500).  
 
420 For example, Klekowski von Koppenfels discusses American non-resident citizens’ self-understanding as 
national ambassadors (2019, 607). The title of Phyllis Michaux’s (1996) first-hand account of American non-
resident citizens’ activism for rights including external voting refers to “The Unknown Ambassadors”. 
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As discussed previously, while the locally grounded membership theory did not identify 

the specific conceptions of national membership through which French non-resident citizens are 

included for external voting purposes, our broader research suggested that civic principles may be 

relevant. More generally, the French national community is often considered to be constituted by 

civic principles. It therefore provides a good opportunity to consider the relationship between 

territory, civic membership communities, and extraterritorial belonging more generally.421  

Since the Revolution, France’s “dominant public philosophy” has been a republican 

universalist one (E. Daly 2015, 532). This philosophy holds that French nationhood is based on 

universalist principles of “progress, justice, tolerance, and liberty” that applied to and could be 

rationally agreed to by all of humanity (Jennings 2011, 148). These universalist principles may be 

realized through one particular state – the French one – but they apply to all (E. Daly 2015, 533). 

This meant that “For the French republican, love of patrie and love of humanity were 

indistinguishable” (Jennings 2011, 146).  

As applied within metropolitan France, universalism has led to an assimilative insistence 

on recognizing individuals as abstract and autonomous citizens rather than as members of groups 

or as embodied persons (Jennings 2011, 150). It has also led to a belief that “membership of the 

French body politic can rest solely on residence (jus soli) rather than on ethnic origin or religious 

affiliation” (Jennings 2011, 152). Given the emphasis on residence, it might seem odd that France 

has institutionalized extraterritorial national and political belonging to the extent that it has. 

However, universalist civic principles can have expansive inner propulsion. Speaking not in the 

 
421 To be clear, I am not definitively claiming that French non-resident citizens are included as national members for 
external voting purposes on the basis of a civic conception of national membership. The external voting debates do 
not contain enough evidence for that claim. Here I am considering how civic principles might ground non-resident 
citizens’ national membership using the French example, not claiming that in the French external voting case they 
were so used.  
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context of external citizenship, Jennings notes that “as the French nation was reborn (during the 

Revolution)…that nation was thought capable of infinite enlargement and of embracing the 

inhabitants of the entire earth” (Jennings 2011, 145). Garriaud-Maylam explains France’s 

extensive external citizenship policies in part by reference to “a French conceptual tradition that 

mixes Enlightenment universalism with a more encompassing approach to the nation…” (2010, 

106). The reason why universal civic principles can support extraterritorial belonging is 

straightforward. A French citizen can remain attached to universalist civic principles while abroad. 

In fact, because those principles apply to all humanity and not only to Frenchmen, her Frenchness 

may in fact be suspect if she renounced them while abroad! Adherence to universalist principles 

is independent of one’s physical location. However, and counterintuitively, this does not mean that 

those principles and the memberships that they support are entirely deterritorialized.  

In his discussion of French 19th century citizenship acquisition and transmission, Brubaker 

points out that citizenship was transmitted to “persons born abroad of French parents…It was 

presumed that the parents, being sojourners, not settlers abroad, would return to France” (1998, 

89). Providing further evidence of the civic-territorial/ethnic theory of the relationship between 

national membership and external citizenship’s lack of predictive power, “the transmission of 

citizenship by descent was justified not with reference to a nonterritorial ethnicity but rather by 

the presumed force of the attachment to French territory” (Brubaker 1998, 89). Beck and Weinar 

observe that for contemporary non-resident French citizens, “France is in effect a territory of 

reference that helps to maintain a sense of belonging, culture, and place” (2017, 98). This means 
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that while one does not necessarily have to be in France to hold the universalist principles that 

support membership, one needs to have some link or attachment to French territory.422 

 

Teleological Territory 

Subjectedness and civic theories are philosophically familiar accounts of territory and 

political community. The next is less familiar to political theorists and philosophers423 but more 

recognized by geographers and nationalism scholars.424 This is the teleological account of 

territory’s relationship to membership. The teleological account understands territory as a place 

where a particular people pursues particular projects. The key idea is that the territory supports 

those projects in a way that no other territory could. The people, purpose, and territory are therefore 

co-constitutive. Only here can we do this. Without this, not here, we are not we. Or so the logic 

goes.425 

This has some similarities with civic theories: where teleological accounts understand 

territory as a place where projects are pursued, civic ones understand it as a space where principles 

 
422 To the extent that the United States is understood to be constituted by universalist civic principles, a similar analysis 
may apply. 
 
423 Meine’s overview of the philosophical literature on territory identifies “container-space”, “social-space”, and 
“place” conceptions of territory (Meine 2019, 6–13). While the latter comes the closest, none correspond precisely to 
the teleological account discussed here.  
 
424 For example, Penrose (2002) discusses territory as a source of emotional power. Teleological territoriality is also 
relevant to studies of “homelands” – see e.g. (Kaiser 2003; Connor 1986). 
 
425 Political theorists who describe the genesis of justified rights over territory sometimes ground those rights in 
relationships between individuals/collectives and territories. For example, Moore argues that “people have an 
important interest in access to land that supports the way of life that is fundamental to their projects and 
identities…” (2015, 10). See also Miller (2012, 258–59), Kolers (2012) and Ochoa Espejo (2020, passim). These 
arguments recognize something akin to a teleological dynamic but use it to ground rights over territory rather than to 
explore the composition and extension of the political community. 
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are lived. However, there is a crucial difference. For civic theories, territory is a material resource 

(Penrose 2002, 291). If somehow the civic community could be picked up and deposited in another 

territory, it would retain its identity as the same civic community. It might need to adapt to different 

resource availability (e.g. catch fish rather than grow wheat, make houses from clay not stone), but 

it would be the same people with the same principles.426 On a teleological account, territory is 

itself an active participant in the community. The purpose that the people pursue is understood as 

inextricably linked with the territory. If it were picked up and moved to a different territory, it 

wouldn’t be the same community anymore, because it could no longer pursue the purpose that 

partly defined it. 

 

Teleological Territoriality in Israel 

Israel is perhaps the most familiar real-world example of a political community constructed 

upon a teleological account of territory. The Zionist movement, while of course internally diverse, 

was founded upon the idea that the Jewish people should immigrate to the Land of Israel in order 

to found a Jewish state in their homeland.  The constitutive people-place-purpose tripartite of 

teleological territoriality was thus present: the Jewish people (people) would return to the Land of 

Israel (place) to build a Jewish state where they could be free (purpose). Smith sums up the logic 

neatly:  

In the Jewish case, the homeland was a sacred territory and the return was part of a religious 
drama, enacted by God as part of the salvation of His people and the world…This is why, even 
among many secular Jewish intellectuals…Palestine retained its hold: only in the land of the 
forefathers, where Jews had once been free and their own masters, far from the superstition, 
deformities and degradation created by shtetl culture in a Europe of Christian persecution and 

 
426 This is essentially the problem that theorists of constitutional patriotism have had to address: how can a people 
united by attachment to liberal principles also be attached to any particular place, or distinguished from other people 
attached to the same principles? See e.g. (Canovan 2000) 
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economic prejudice, could the Jews regain their self-respect and dignity through auto-
emancipation (1995, 8–9).  

 
 A similar teleological logic can be seen in Israel’s Declaration of Independence,427 which 

begins by declaring that “Eretz Israel was the birthplace of the Jewish people. Here their spiritual, 

religious and political identity was shaped. Here they first attained to statehood, created cultural 

values of national and universal significance and gave to the world the eternal Book of Books”.428 

The Declaration ends by appealing “to the Jewish people throughout the Diaspora to rally round 

the Jews of Eretz Israel in the tasks of immigration and upbuilding and to stand by them in the 

great struggle for the realization of the age-old dream – the redemption of Israel”.429 The 

Declaration clearly unites a people with a place and a purpose, making territory a participant in 

rather than a site for political community.430  

 Not just any territory would suffice for this purpose. For example, territorialism was a 

submovement of Zionism that sought to “establish an autonomous entity or state for the Jews in a 

land that is not the Land of Israel” (Alroey 2011, 3). Territorialists believed that finding a place 

where Jewish people could be safe and autonomous was more important than establishing the 

Jewish people in the Land of Israel (Alroey 2011, passim). As Alroey puts it: “The territorialists 

asserted that the “new Jew” could be created in any territory and that an immediate bond could be 

fostered between the settlers and their land” (2011, 11). On this interpretation, the people could 

 
427 See Jacobsohn (2017, 5) on the Declaration’s centrality to Israeli politics. 
 
428https://mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/peace/guide/pages/declaration%20of%20establishment%20of%20state%20of
%20israel.aspx 
 
429 Ibid. 
 
430 Jacobsohn makes a similar observation that the Israeli Declaration “identifies the state with the destiny of a 
particular people” (2017, 8). 
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pursue their purpose in any sufficiently empty place, not only one.  However, territorialism 

ultimately failed. For example, the 1903 Zionist Congress rejected the British colonial 

administration’s offer of “a charter for part of East Africa, an area the Zionists called Uganda but 

that was actually in present-day Kenya” (Shapira 2012, 22; Alroey 2011, 6; A. D. Smith 1995, 9). 

For Shapira, the Uganda “episode is more important for its symbolic-cultural meaning than its 

political one. What tipped the scales in the end was the power of the Land of Israel myth…for 

adherents (of the Zionist idea), Palestine was not merely a territory that if necessary could be 

replaced by another territory”. Smith diagnoses the shortcomings of territorialism in terms that 

also resonate with our concept of teleological territoriality: “The territorialists forgot that 

nationalism is also a doctrine of authenticity. Nationalists do not seek to acquire any territory. They 

want their ‘homeland’…” (A. D. Smith 1995, 15).  

 Further, the Jewish people could not pursue just any purpose in this specific place. They 

needed to establish a Jewish state where Jewish history could be resurrected and Jewish experience 

honored (A. D. Smith 1995, 17). That this continues to be the case can be seen by the Israeli state’s 

intense concern about national demographics (Lustick 2011), including as implemented through 

policies that encourage Jewish immigration (and as we have seen, discourage Jewish emigration).  

 One might wonder if my teleological interpretation of Israeli territoriality is not too 

simplistic.  After all, Israel is an intensely complicated place that cannot be reduced to just one 

thing. As Jacobsohn shows in the context of Israeli constitutionalism, Israeli national identity is 

founded upon a complex interplay between particularistic and universalistic ingredients (2017). 

There is no necessary unity even between those particularistic ingredients: Jacobsohn points out 

that Israel can be seen variously “as a place of refuge for persecuted Jews, as a homeland for the 

Jewish people to revive and develop a distinctively Jewish culture, (or) as a holy land where God’s 
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chosen people can live their lives in accordance with divine law” (2017, 7). Each of those 

possibilities describes a purpose: in each of them the people is doing a thing or furthering a purpose 

that isn’t possible anywhere else. That is the essence of teleological territoriality. 

 

Teleological Territoriality in the United States 

 Teleological territoriality is an intuitive way of understanding the link between people, 

place, and purpose in Israel. However, and less intuitively, it can also help us understand American 

nationhood where a similar dynamic exists. Jacobson has shown that starting from the Puritan 

settlement of New England, “the American people (came) to develop a moral association with this 

land, such that their very experience of nationhood was rooted in, and their republican virtues 

depended upon, that land” (2002, 2). For example, for the Puritans New England was the only 

place where the Reformation could take root. Jacobson stresses the idea that “God himself had 

chosen this place and had chosen to “plant” his people, the Puritans, there”(2002, 36). This idea 

sacralized the land, uniting territory, Puritans, and their God in the tripartite people-place-purpose 

relationship described above (Jacobson 2002, 36–37). 

 Similar ideas can also be seen in the revolutionary period. For example, in Federalist No. 

3 Jay discusses the virtues of the American land and its suitability for the American people. The 

land provided “one connected, fertile, widespreading country” that was easily navigable and was 

inhabited by “one united people” with common descent, language, religion, values, and customs. 

Jay noted that “This country and this people seem to have been made for each other”. The oneness 

of the land should be occupied by one people in order to further the constitutive purpose of liberty. 
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For Jacobson, Jay described “the sacred tie between the people, their land, and their political 

independence…” (2002, 65–66).431  

 In the early republic, territory came to play a different teleological role. Now it was a place 

where republican virtues could be cultivated and natural law accessed. There was enough good 

land to support the small scale farming that Jefferson believed to be the seedbed of republicanism, 

and the land was uncorrupted and rationally controllable in a way that was thought to represent the 

natural order (Jacobson 2002, 78–85). Discussing Jefferson’s First Inaugural address, Jacobson 

captures this idea: Natural rights were universal and atemporal, but they “were also to be realized 

in a specific time and space; indeed, they were rooted in the specific soil of a providentially blessed 

America” (2002, 68). The idea here is that the American people’s constitutive republican project 

depended vitally on the availability of this specific territory. While Jacobson believes that the 

“moral linkage between people and land” has become less exclusive in recent years (2002, 2), it 

remains a relevant ingredient in conceptions of American identity.   

 Are nations that have identities informed by teleological territoriality compatible with 

extraterritorial belonging? At first sight it seems that they shouldn’t be, since extraterritoriality 

disrupts the tripartite people-place-purpose relationship: the non-resident citizen is no longer in 

place. This is the case in Israel where a teleological Zionist conception of territory precludes 

emigrants’ continued belonging. There, the constitutive purpose applies only to Jewish people and 

can only be achieved on Israeli soil: Jewish people have an obligation to go to Israel to help 

 
431 Jacobsohn discusses Jay’s “specious account” that imputes a false oneness to an in reality divided people: 
“However dubious the claim, it possessed a certain strategic logic in light of the underlying purpose of Jay and his 
colleagues to facilitate the attachment of an incipient people to their recently created constitutional experiment”. The 
concept of teleological territoriality allows us to see how Jay also attempted to fuse land to this budding partnership.  
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strengthen the Jewish state and society, and this cannot be done anywhere else.432 However, the 

United States’ constitutive purpose, or at least one that was emphasized in external voting, was 

different because unlike the particularistic Israeli one, it was universal in scope.433 Teleological 

communities can be compatible with extraterritorial belonging when the purpose that the people 

pursue in the place is universal in scope.  Universal purposes take root in a specific territory, but 

they are intended to eventually spread. As Jacobson notes, the U.S.A. has often professed itself as 

having such a universal purpose:  “…America’s historical role has made its “place”, in the physical 

as well as in the moral sense, problematic: its self-described historical place as the carrier of 

universal values made borders and boundaries constraining, even impediments” (Jacobson 2002, 

52). Non-resident citizens from teleological territorial communities with universalist pretensions 

may be understood by officials as abroad in furtherance of the community’s constitutive purpose, 

justifying their continued political belonging. To use an example from the OCVRA debates, 

Congressional officials suggested that the American nation played a special, and historically 

territorially rooted, role in spreading capitalism across the world. Businessmen constructed as 

serving that mission by opening new markets abroad could therefore easily be understood as still 

national members.  

 
432 The idea of “negation of diaspora” is relevant here. Alroey notes that Zionists and territorialists understood the idea 
of “negation of diaspora differently”. For the latter, it always meant that “as long as Jews could conduct their lives in 
an independent territory – even if it was not in the Land of Israel – the diaspora would cease to exist”. For Zionists, it 
eventually came to negate “any legitimacy for Jewish existence outside the Land of Israel and beyond the sphere of 
Zionist ideology” (2011, 15). 
 
433 Jacobsohn rightly notes that Israeli political identity is both particularistic and universalistic (2017, 6–7). For 
example, Israel is defined as both Jewish and democratic (Dieckhoff 2014) with major consequences for the 
development of Israeli national and constitutional identity (Jacobsohn 2010, 271–322). This is undeniable. All I mean 
to suggest here is that Israel’s continued resistance to recognizing the possibility of extraterritorial political community 
is due to the particularistic elements of Israeli identity dominating the universalistic ones, at least in this specific 
context. 
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 At this stage, one might wonder whether there is a difference between universalistic civic 

principles and universally-scoped teleological purposes. For example, we noted above that French 

nationhood is commonly understood to be constituted by universalistic civic principles of a type 

that can support extraterritorial political community. Does that mean that France is also an example 

of teleological territoriality? 

 No. As discussed above, there is a key difference between civic and teleological 

communities, even when both are conceived of in universalistic terms. In teleological 

communities, the universal purpose is deeply rooted in a specific territory in which it must be 

incubated before it can spread. In no other territory can it bear fruit. In contrast, universalistic civic 

principles are not so tied to specific places. To use Jacobson’s example, the Puritans who settled 

New England believed that only there could they instantiate the Reformation. In contrast, there is 

no suggestion that the universalistic principles of French civic nationhood are rooted in specific 

features of French territory.434  

 Teleological territoriality poses normative dangers that are similar to those raised by the 

place-based territoriality that underlies the rectificatory conception of national membership in 

Ireland.435 Both suggest that certain people belong truly or naturally in certain places, which can 

legitimize attempts to marginalize or expel others.436 My focus here is not on unpacking these 

 
434 As opposed to, for example, French culture. See Conklin on the roots of one corollary of French civic 
universalism: the mission civilisatrice or “The idea of a special republican mission to civilize the “primitive” people 
of the earth” (2011, 173–74).  
 
435 How different is the place-based territoriality discussed in the Irish case from the teleological one? Place-based 
territoriality emphasizes the relationship between a people and a place while teleological territoriality brings in the 
third ingredient of a purpose. This may be a difference in emphasis rather than kind though.  
 
436 Ochoa Espejo (2020, 96–109) discusses the normative dangers of looking for “natural” borders, which also apply 
here. See also Meine (2019, 13). 
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dangers, but on uncovering the work that teleological territoriality does in generating trans-state 

national membership communities. Understanding teleological territoriality shows that territory 

does more than just contain such communities: in some circumstances, it can propel their 

expansion beyond state borders.  

 
Conclusion 

 
This chapter did two things. First, it reflected upon the power and limits of the locally grounded 

membership theory by showing what the theory can help us see when we use it to look at the 

supposedly hard case of the United States. Then, it asked why the theory struggled to gain leverage 

in the actually hard French case, noting its limits when applied to cases where non-resident 

citizens’ national membership is already well accepted. Second, it discussed the relationship 

between territory and external political belonging, as symbolized most notably through external 

voting. Although many commentators understand external voting to be incompatible with 

territorial membership, I showed that once we clarify the relationship and trace its different 

manifestations, it becomes evident that external voting is compatible with, even a logical 

outgrowth of, certain kinds of territorial political communities. 

We have now completed our empirical investigation into external voting’s national 

membership logic of democratic inclusion. We have identified and analyzed three distinctive 

conceptions of national membership that include non-resident citizens: the rectificatory, 

contributory, and service conceptions. It is now time to turn to normative analysis. The next chapter 

considers whether external voting can avoid major moral dangers of democratic boundary-making, 

and proposes three normative principles by which it can do so.  
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Chapter 6: Normative Standards for External Voting 
 
 
 The previous chapters investigated the relationship between conceptions of national 

membership and external voting. They applied the locally grounded membership theory to external 

voting in Ireland, the U.S.A., France, and Israel to identify the rectificatory, contributory, and 

service conceptions of national membership. Each includes non-resident citizens as national 

members for different reasons, so potentially has different normative potential as a basis for 

democratic membership. This reminds us of this dissertation’s overarching normative ambition: 

we initially set out to evaluate external voting’s legitimacy as a democratic boundary. To do this, 

we developed a new practice-dependent method that understands boundaries as political processes. 

The method has two steps: first, as the previous chapters did, empirically characterize the point 

and purpose of external voting. 

 Informed by our empirical findings, the second step develops normative standards to assess 

particular external voting policies by asking whether they avoid relevant moral dangers of 

democratic boundary-making. Since it understands boundaries as constructed and altered through 

pluralist contestatory democratic politics, the political process account is particularly sensitive to 

dangers that would freeze that politics by undermining democratic openness, fixing one contingent 

configuration of boundaries as final. 

Using the practice-dependent method, this chapter proposes three normative standards for 

external voting policies. First, non-exclusiveness seeks to avoid the danger that external voting will 

lead to arbitrary boundaries by delegitimizing inclusion practices that aren’t based on national 

membership. It requires that policies present national membership as one possible, not the 

exclusive or primary, reason for democratic inclusion in order to preserve space at the level of the 
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demos. Second, accessibility seeks to avoid the danger that external voting will advance a national 

narrative that excludes certain citizens from the status and goods of national membership. It 

requires that conceptions not (re)produce societal cleavages in order to preserve space at the level 

of the nation. Third, humility seeks to avoid the danger that external voting will undermine 

individual autonomy by shaping non-resident citizens’ identities compatibly with state goals. It 

requires that conceptions recognize non-resident citizens as persons with autonomous capacities 

in order to preserve democratic space at the level of the individual. 

By preserving space at the three important political sites of demos, nation, and individual, 

these three standards protect resources with which alternative claims for democratic inclusion can 

be imagined, made, and considered through contestatory pluralist politics. They also help us 

productively channel the complex relationship between national and democratic membership, so 

that the closures produced by the former paradoxically support the openness required by the latter. 

Finally, they offer a genuinely distinct normative perspective than moral fact and political paradox 

approaches, asking different questions than the former and giving more substantive guidance than 

the latter.  

 This chapter has seven steps. First, I recap why external voting’s legitimacy depends on 

the conceptions of national membership that accompany policies, and briefly summarize the 

rectificatory, service, and contributory conceptions. Second, I recap three normatively relevant 

points that emerged during our empirical investigation. Third, I summarize the normative 

standards for external voting. Fourth, I discuss and apply non-exclusiveness. Fifth, I discuss and 

apply accessibility. Sixth, I discuss and apply humility. Seventh, I show how these three standards 

work together to preserve democratic openness and space and to productively channel the 

relationship between national and democratic membership. I then show why the standards and 
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their underlying political process understanding are genuinely distinct from moral fact and political 

paradox approaches and briefly conclude. 

 
Conceptions of Membership and Their Normative Relevance 

The three standards presented in this chapter make normative distinctions between external 

voting policies depending on the details of their underlying conceptions of national membership. 

Why are those conceptions normatively relevant? 

 Chapter 1 explained that there is no canonical moral criterion of democratic membership that 

legitimate boundaries must respect. Instead, people make political claims for inclusion that are 

premised upon different ideas about who belongs. Considering the conceptions allows us direct 

access to the accounts of belonging that animate the policy. This tells us who is recognized as a 

member through external voting and why.  

Conditioning external voting’s normative status on the conceptions is thus a way of 

distinguishing between policies based on the understandings of membership that they advance. 

This contrasts to an alternative approach, further discussed and distinguished below, that would 

condition a policy’s normative status on who it gives voting rights to independently of the ideas 

of membership that determine that grant.  

The conceptions of national membership that we identified in the previous chapters are only  

three possible ones that external voting policies can be premised upon. Since the conceptions that 

accompany specific policies are ultimately rooted in local histories, meanings, and practices, an 

exhaustive accounting of all possibilities is unfeasible. However, the three normative standards 

can be used to assess conceptions beyond the rectificatory, service, and contributory ones 

summarized below. 
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The rectificatory conception constructs non-resident citizens as members of the nation on the 

basis of some wrong done to the former by the latter. That wrong links the two parties in a 

membership relation. External voting rectifies that wrong by (at least symbolically) returning non-

resident citizens to the country. In the Irish case, the rectificatory conception was supported by a 

victimhood narrative of emigration as involuntary and caused by failed state policies, but the 

wrong will be understood differently in different cases. 

The contributory conception constructs non-resident citizens as members of the nation because 

they contribute to it, demonstrating their national identifications. In words, contributions activate 

non-resident citizens’ prior connections to the nation. In the Irish case, non-resident citizens were 

understood as members thanks to their contributions to causes including the Northern Ireland peace 

process and the post-2008 economic recovery. In France, non-resident citizens’ political 

representation was directly linked to their contributions to the Second World War Resistance and 

Liberation. 

The service conception identified in the American and Israeli cases constructs non-resident 

citizens as members of the nation because they serve it while abroad. To be clear, it is not simply 

that people who happen to be abroad begin to serve the nation while there. Rather, non-resident 

citizens go abroad on national work and pursue national ends while there, so are constructed as 

national agents or servants.  

 
Three Normatively Relevant Empirical Points 

Before scrutinizing those three conceptions’ normative potential, we should recap three 

normatively relevant points that were raised by the preceding empirical analysis. 
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First, we are assessing particular external voting policies rather than external voting in general. 

External voting policies construct non-resident citizens as national members, but for different 

reasons and to different extents. Since a policy’s normative status depends on how it understands 

membership, we cannot make broad normative claims about external voting in general. Rather, we 

must differentiate between policies based on the particular conceptions of membership associated 

with them.  

Second, this investigation focuses on external voting, but is relevant more generally. 

Ultimately, it asks when it is legitimate to grant democratic membership on the basis of national 

membership. “Never” is not a realistic answer. Not only is it extremely unlikely that policies that 

associate national and democratic membership like external voting (or indeed, citizenship 

qualifications for the franchise in general) will be revoked, but we saw in Chapter 2 that there is a 

mutually reinforcing connection between the two types of membership that normative democratic 

theory should frankly acknowledge.437 Further, as we will see later, the confidence about 

membership that nationhood provides can paradoxically enable the questioning about membership 

that democracy requires (Keenan 2003, 10, 13).   

Third, the previous chapters showed that one core part of the national membership politics of 

external voting is that there will often be a gap between articulated and institutionalized 

conceptions of national membership. In many cases, some non-resident citizens who were not 

included in the articulated conception will nonetheless have external voting rights. For example, 

 
437 My position on this draws from Keenan who argues that “while the tensions and incompletion that are basic to 
democracy make politics difficult, it is more dangerous to deny them than to accept them and try to work with 
them” (2003, 222 fn 50). The relationship between national and democratic membership is a basic tension of 
(national-level democracy) that it is dangerous to deny, since denial will not make it go away but only make its 
effects harder to see. 
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we saw in the U.S.A. case that all non-resident citizens have external voting rights even though 

the articulated service conception applies only to some. 

 This may seem normatively problematic. For example, López-Guerra rejects claims for 

external voting on the basis of non-resident citizens’ financial contributions in part because  

rights are always granted or denied on an individual basis. Even when special rights are 
demanded for certain groups, there must be some criteria that individuals must satisfy in order to 
be considered members of a particular group. (If) the decisive factor for granting voting rights 
would be the remittances, it would follow that in order to enfranchise “expatriates” we would have 
to assume that every one of them sends money back to their country. But this is by no means true, 
so their unified claim collapses: only some would be granted the right to vote (2005, 229–30).  

 
The articulation/institutionalization gap seems normatively troublesome because it leads to 

individuals who do not meet the articulated rationale for enfranchisement nonetheless possessing 

voting rights. Some non-resident citizens will therefore get voting rights parasitically, based on 

the status or qualifications of unrelated individuals. Rights would no longer be “granted or denied 

on an individual basis” (López‐Guerra 2005, 229–30). We could avoid this by conditioning a 

policy’s normative legitimacy on whether it has been narrowly tailored to prevent the 

enfranchisement of people who do not fit the articulated conception. Policies that enfranchise such 

people would be normatively suspect on that basis, independently of the details of the articulated 

conception. 

However, I do not treat the articulation/institutionalization gap as normatively relevant in itself 

for two reasons. First, external voting policies must pass through legislatures to become law, which 

often requires compromises that articulated conceptions may not survive intact (R. M. Smith 2003, 

50–51). A narrow tailoring requirement would unduly restrict this political reality. 

Second, a narrow tailoring requirement would require that the people who the external voting 

policy enfranchises are the same people described by the policy’s associated conception of national 
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membership. Such a match is unlikely not only because of political reality but also because 

officials often have poor information about non-resident citizens. Relevant policy is therefore often 

made on the basis of inaccurate or outdated narrative representations of non-resident citizens. This 

increases the likelihood that there will be an articulation/institutionalization gap. This may be 

normatively problematic on a moral relation understanding of boundaries, but not a political 

process one. In attempting to discover the morally legitimate boundary principle, the former primes 

us to focus on the validity and internal consistency of particular individuals’ claims for inclusion 

in particular demoi. If an individual does not meet the stated criteria for inclusion (like those 

described in conceptions), then their claim appears invalid. However, the political process 

understanding shows us that it is not possible to discover the canonically legitimate criterion of 

inclusion, since boundaries are political rather than moral constructs. It encourages us to shift 

attention from scrutinizing the logic and coherence of individuals’ claims to inclusion to assessing 

the broader ethical qualities of the conceptions of membership that policies advance. On a political 

process understanding, whether an external voting policy puts ethical, humane understandings of 

membership into the world is more important than whether it includes only those described by the 

articulated conception. 

One might accept those objections to a narrow tailoring requirement but still insist that the 

articulation/institutionalization gap is relevant and should determine where we concentrate 

normative attention. Normative judgments should be based on the policy’s institutionalization - 

who it actually enfranchises. This is the opposite approach to this chapter’s, which normatively 

assesses policies based on their articulated conceptions of national membership.438  

 
438 Chapter 2 justified my empirical focus on articulated conceptions rather than institutionalized policies, which 
also applies here. 
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I concentrate normative attention on articulated conceptions rather than institutionalized 

policies for two reasons. First, as discussed in Chapter 2, we cannot access or appreciate the 

understandings of membership that are relevant to an external voting policy except by considering 

the policy’s articulated conception of national membership, since the institutionalized policy 

contains inadequate detail. Second, the articulated conception’s understanding of membership is 

likely to continue to influence the government’s attitudes towards non-resident citizens even if the 

policy ultimately enfranchises more people than the conception includes. For example, it describes 

officials’ interests in non-resident citizens, which will persist even after the policy is 

institutionalized and affect future measures. It also provides a template for deserving membership 

that could be invoked to justify future franchise or citizenship policies. However, if (contrary to 

my expectations) the conception does not have lasting influence, then it will be less compelling to 

condition the normative status of external voting policies on the details of articulated 

conceptions.439 

Focusing on articulated conceptions suggests that external voting is normatively problematic 

not simply because of who it enfranchises, but because of the understandings of membership and 

that it is based on. In that case, a narrowly tailored policy based on a bad or dangerous 

understanding of belonging is more worrying than a policy based on a decent understanding that 

incidentally gives votes to individuals not included within its ambit.  

 
Normative Standards for External Voting Summarized 

 
 
439 The extent to which articulated conceptions exert influence beyond institutionalized policies is an empirical 
question that is well beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
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We can now present the three normative standards for external voting policies. They were 

developed through the second step of the practice-dependent method discussed in Chapter 1. Its 

approach is summarized below. 

First, I considered theories of democratic boundaries and membership to identify three relevant 

overlaps about what boundaries should do: they should make democratically justified distinctions 

between individuals, should support a common political project in pluralist societies, and should 

support autonomy. I then inverted those overlaps to identify three relevant moral dangers, paying 

particular attention to ones that would undermine democratic openness. First, that boundaries will 

be arbitrary. Second, that they will generate or entrench political divisions. Third, that they will 

undermine individual autonomy. Considering how those general dangers would manifest in the 

specific context of external voting, I developed three normative standards for external voting 

policies: non-exclusiveness, accessibility, and humility respectively (summarized in the table 

below). An external voting policy is a legitimate democratic boundary if its underlying conception 

of national membership fulfills all three standards. 

Second, I assess whether external voting policies premised upon different conceptions of 

national membership comply with each standard. For each, I give an example of a conception that 

does and does not comply.  

The standards have two overarching aims. First, preserving the democratic space and openness 

that is required for the generation and maintenance of the pluralist contestatory politics central to 

the political process understanding of boundaries and through which unsatisfactory boundaries can 

be altered or replaced. Second, productively channeling the relationship between national and 

democratic membership so that the former can support rather than block the openness required by 

the latter. 
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Table 6.1: 

Standard Danger It Responds to What It Requires 

Non-
exclusiveness 

External voting will arbitrarily delegitimize 
democratic inclusion practices that aren’t 
based on national membership 

Present national membership as one 
possible, not the exclusive or primary, 
reason for democratic inclusion 

Accessibility External voting will advance a national 
narrative that excludes certain citizens from 
the status and goods of national membership 

Conceptions do not track national 
divisions by presenting some group as 
more legitimate national members than 
others 

Humility External voting will undermine individual 
autonomy by shaping non-resident citizens’ 
identities compatibly with state goals 

Recognizing non-resident citizens as 
persons with autonomous capacities 

Normative standards summarized 

 
Non-exclusiveness  

The first normative standard for external voting policies is non-exclusiveness. It seeks to 

protect against the danger that external voting will lead to arbitrary democratic boundaries by 

delegitimizing inclusion practices that are not based on national membership. 

 

Theoretical Roots of Non-exclusiveness 

Non-exclusiveness aims to protect against the danger that in accepting national membership as 

a possible basis for democratic inclusion, external voting will lead to its arbitrary entrenchment as 

the sole or primary such basis. Claims for inclusion that are premised on other possible bases, for 

example residence or relation to issues, would then be delegitimized. This would undermine the 

contestatory pluralist politics through which boundaries are constructed, rendering the demos’ 

composition arbitrary. 
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Non-exclusiveness builds from an overlapping consensus in the boundary problem literature 

that democratic boundaries should promote justified inclusion.440 For these authors, justified 

democratic inclusions – who is a member of which demos – are those that are based on 

democratically relevant characteristics (López‐Guerra 2005, 219; Erman 2014, 535). Boundary 

theories that take a moral relations approach can be read as attempting to identify such 

characteristics.441 For example, the all affected interests, all subjected persons, and stakeholder 

principles each propose a criterion by which we can sort people into justified democratic units. In 

other words, they aim to provide democratically relevant reasons why you belong here and I there 

(Erman 2014, 535). They contrast to democratically irrelevant inclusion criteria like, to take two 

extreme examples, race or gender. The worry is that without justified inclusion, the demos will be 

bounded in accordance with arbitrary, democratically irrelevant criteria that cannot justify the 

division of people into different units in which life chances vary.  

Democratic boundary theorists sympathetic to the moral relations approach therefore share a 

broad desire to promote justified inclusion. However, they disagree on what the democratically 

relevant inclusion criterion is: to what characteristics must inclusion correspond to be justified? 

Inverting this consensus, we can identify an important moral danger of democratic boundary-

making: that boundaries will be based on arbitrary inclusion criteria that cannot justify the 

divisions they produce. Non-exclusiveness responds to and attempts to mitigate this general moral 

danger as it manifests in the specific context of external voting.   

 
440 See Erman (2014, 535) for an example of understanding “the boundary question” in terms of “justified 
inclusion”. 
 
441 There are questions about who is owed justification, for example only citizens or also foreigners? On this, see 
Abizadeh (2008). 
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External voting risks basing the demos on arbitrary, unjustified criteria because it bases non-

resident citizens’ democratic inclusion on their national membership. National membership is, 

from a moral relation perspective, an arbitrary bounding criterion. It does not necessarily track 

democratically relevant distinctions, since it is at best a proxy for relations to government or 

political community  (Goodin 2007, 48–49). It is also an ascriptive bounding criterion, imputing 

political relations and vulnerabilities to individuals on the basis of a largely hereditary 

characteristic. Further, if we accept national membership as a basis for inclusion for external voting 

purposes, that might reinforce its legitimacy as a general bounding principle. The worry is that 

national membership might come to be used as the sole or primary bounding principle, resulting 

in unjustified and arbitrary demoi. 

One might think that the only way to protect against this danger is to prohibit external voting 

altogether so as to prevent national membership from gaining a foothold as a bounding criterion. 

However, non-exclusiveness takes a different approach, informed by the commitments of the 

political process understanding. On that understanding, a boundary is arbitrary not if it is drawn in 

accordance with a “wrong” or “unjustified” principle, but rather if it entrenches any such principle 

as exclusively authoritative so that all boundaries must comply with it. If boundaries are political 

constructions, then people must have the ability to challenge existing ones and imagine 

alternatives. Positing one principle as exclusively authoritative arbitrarily freezes that process of 

political construction, since it denies that the elevated principle is also itself a political construction 

subject to change. Non-exclusiveness is therefore built on the premise that to prevent the demos 

from being constituted arbitrarily, we should not identify and apply the “correct” bounding 

criterion, but rather ensure that people can make claims for inclusion that are based on a variety of 

possible criteria. 
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Applied to external voting, it requires that national membership does not become entrenched 

as the exclusive or primary boundary criterion. To protect against this risk, it looks to a contestatory 

pluralist politics of democratic inclusion in which claims premised on alternative understandings 

of the basis for inclusion can be made and considered.442 For example, within such a politics claims 

for inclusion on the basis of national membership (like external voting) could coexist and compete 

with claims for inclusion on the basis of residence (like immigrant voting) or claims for inclusion 

on the basis of relation to issues (like foreign citizens affected by cross-border pollution). The key 

point is that no one reason for inclusion can be elevated as the sole or primary one.  

Non-exclusiveness therefore avoids external voting leading to arbitrarily bounded demoi not 

by prohibiting its use of national membership but rather by putting it in competition with other 

bases for inclusion so that no one dominates as authoritative, hardening into a general boundary 

principle with which all practices must comply.443 A pluralist and contestatory politics prevents 

national membership from hardening into a general bounding principle that excludes other claims. 

One might object to non-exclusiveness’ interpretation of arbitrariness. Moral relations theories 

avoid arbitrariness in a much more obvious way: by identifying a principle that describes 

 
442 This idea of a plural contestatory politics in which different claims for inclusion can be brought and considered 
draws from Keenan, who argues that “without any external, nonpolitical, non-self-generated standards for 
generating the “correct” vision of the people – without, that is, anything beyond what our always imperfect and 
incompletely open deliberations and negotiations can produce – one can never be certain of what the most 
democratic course of action is”. Therefore, “the democratic “we” (is) always uncertain, the site of perpetual 
contestation” (Keenan 2003, 12–13). Non-exclusiveness attempts to encourage this contestation so that new claims 
can always be heard. 
 
443 This draws from Smith’s “broadly Madisonian in spirit” (R. M. Smith 2003, 158) normative recommendation 
about stories of peoplehood that “we should embrace a politics in which particularistic ethically constitutive stories 
compete against each other for political support, in ways that can check their excesses, encourage moderating 
modifications, and challenge the claims of all regimes to full sovereignty over those they govern” (2003, 133–34). 
later work, Smith has proposed three criteria for assessing “stories of peoplehood”: resonance, respect, and 
reticulation (2020). 
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legitimate and justified boundaries. However, if boundaries are political processes then there is no 

a priori morally legitimate configuration of boundaries. We therefore cannot identify a principle 

that would bring about justified inclusion. Rather, the best we can do is to create conditions in 

which individuals can imagine, bring, and have fairly considered a variety of different claims. 

Within this politics, objectionable claims may be made, but since they can always be supplemented 

and replaced none will arbitrarily become elevated as a general boundary principle. 

Non-exclusiveness therefore attempts to prevent external voting’s reliance on national 

membership from eclipsing other potential, non-national membership, claims for inclusion by 

requiring that conceptions and policies not present national membership as the sole or primary 

basis for democratic inclusion. Instead, they must acknowledge that national membership coexists 

with other bases for inclusion. In theoretical language, non-exclusiveness is an “institutionalized 

affirmation of the impossibility of ever completing the democratic community…once and for all” 

that guards against the entrenchment of a standard of inclusion that purports to bring about such 

completion (Keenan 2003, 13).444 

As should be clear by now, non-exclusiveness is pluralist since it considers that not all 

democratic members need to be related to the demos in the same way. To use the examples above, 

some may be related by nationality, residence, or proximity to issues. This is very different from 

the moral relations approach, which looks for a legitimate democratic boundary principle. Yet at 

least two moral relations theories provide some support for non-exclusiveness’ pluralist 

orientation.  

 
444 Emphasis in the original. 
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First, Owen defends both non-resident citizen and non-citizen resident voting “as elements of 

an account of transnational political equality predicated on a pluralist view of modes of political 

belonging” (2010, 53). There are “residence-based and nationality-based modes of subjection to 

government as well as both social and national sources of political belonging” (Owen 2010, 70). 

This argument differs from mine since it accommodates these plural sources of belonging under 

one subjectedness meta-principle, but it does suggest that people can be related to the demos in 

different ways.  

Second, Chapter 1 discussed Bauböck’s pluralist theory that understands the all affected 

interests, all subjected persons, and stakeholder principles as “distinct principle(s) of inclusion, 

each of which serves a specific purpose of legitimation and operates within a specific perimeter” 

(2018, 20). Individuals whose interests are affected by a decision “have a claim to representation 

of their interests in the decision-making process”, while those who are subjected to government 

“have a claim to equal protection of their rights and freedoms by that government and a right to 

contest its decisions” (Bauböck 2018, 49). Stakeholders “have a claim to citizenship” in the polity 

on which “their individual autonomy and well-being depend”, so only the stakeholder principle 

can determine the “boundaries of membership in a self-governing polity” (Bauböck 2018, 49, 47).  

This argument does not fully support mine since it insists that only stakeholders have a legitimate 

claim to inclusion in the demos. Yet it maintains that people are related to the demos in different 

ways for different purposes, which when filtered through a political account of boundaries suggests 

that they should be able to advance those claims through a pluralist contestatory politics of 

inclusion. 

To briefly summarize, non-exclusiveness regulates external voting’s use of national 

membership as a bounding criterion. It interprets the broad goal of justified inclusion through a 
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political process perspective, seeking to prevent national membership from being arbitrarily 

elevated as the exclusive or primary basis for democratic inclusion and thereby delegitimizing 

claims premised on other bases. It does this through a pluralist contestatory politics of democratic 

inclusion in which a variety of claims for inclusion can be made and considered, with no one 

gaining exclusive authority. For example, external voting policies can be based on national 

membership, but only as long as they accept national membership’s necessary incompleteness as 

a bounding criterion. Non-exclusiveness therefore requires that external voting policies and their 

associated conceptions of national membership understand national membership as just one 

possible reason for democratic inclusion, not the exclusive or primary one. 

Non-exclusiveness may seem unsatisfying. It requires only that no one criterion is enshrined 

as authoritative, not telling us what boundaries should look like in general. Such inconclusiveness 

can be bothersome to the philosophically inclined.445 However, inconclusive does not mean 

toothless. 

In the following section I explain how we might apply non-exclusiveness to determine the 

legitimacy of specific external voting policies.  

 

Non-exclusiveness Applied to External Voting  

To apply non-exclusiveness, we need to first clarify its target. External voting connects three 

entities through two distinct relationships. First, the individual is connected to the nation. Second, 

the nation is connected to the demos. The conceptions of national membership identified in the 

 
445 For example, Miller criticizes the “radical” conclusion that “the constitution of our democracies is always open to 
challenge”, with the implication that boundaries are “a matter of political contestation between groups with 
opposing interests, because it “does not point us towards a definitive answer to the boundary problem of the kind 
that might satisfy a philosopher” (2020, 2). 
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previous chapters focus more on justifying the individual – nation connection than the nation – 

demos one, perhaps because the latter is easily taken for granted in a nation-state context. In 

contrast, moral relation boundary theories focus on the nation – demos connection, asking whether 

national membership is a legitimate basis for democratic inclusion. Non-exclusiveness also targets 

the nation – demos connection, but from a different perspective. It asks whether an external voting 

policy connects the nation to the demos in a way that implies that national membership is the 

exclusive, or primary, justification for democratic membership. In other words, does it presuppose 

that democratic membership requires national membership? Or, does it conceptualize the 

connection more openly, acknowledging that while non-resident citizens are related to the demos 

through national membership, other people may be justifiably related in different ways? In 

requiring the latter, non-exclusiveness permits external voting to be based on national membership 

but only so long as national membership is not presented as a general boundary principle that all 

inclusion claims must comply with. 

Two tests can help us determine whether a policy complies with non-exclusiveness by 

presenting national membership as only one possible, rather than the exclusive or primary, basis 

for democratic inclusion. First, does the policy reflexively ascribe democratic inclusion on the 

basis of national membership? This is inconsistent with non-exclusiveness since it takes national 

membership for granted as a self-evident basis for democratic inclusion rather than acknowledging 

it as one of plural possibilities. Second, does the policy explain why national members should be 

included in the demos in terms that could also apply to people seeking inclusion for other reasons? 

In other words, does it provide resources with which non-national members could articulate their 

claims for inclusion? This is consistent with non-exclusiveness since it opens the demos to 
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inclusion claims that are not based on national membership, reducing the danger that one criterion 

will arbitrarily harden into an exclusively authoritative one. 

 To apply these tests in practice we could gather and examine all laws and policies that are 

relevant to democratic inclusion in the country of interest (like franchise, citizenship, and 

immigration) to determine whether they are founded on, or theoretically compatible with, plural 

bases of inclusion. This might be straightforward in some countries. For example, New Zealand 

allows both non-citizen permanent residents and non-resident citizens to vote under certain 

conditions. McMillan interprets this franchise policy as evidence of “a concept of political 

community capable of accommodating the political interests of its large diaspora…as well as those 

of newly arrived migrants from around the world, and a local population increasingly characterized 

by complex diversity” (McMillan 2015, 122; Owen 2010, 68). The co-existence of New Zealand’s 

external voting policy and immigrant voting suggests that different bases for inclusion are 

acknowledged. However, for many countries it will take unfeasible amounts of time and resources 

to reach a non-exclusiveness verdict by examining all laws and policies relevant to democratic 

inclusion.446 

A more circumscribed inquiry focuses not on all democratic inclusion policies but rather 

examines the internal logic of the relevant conception of national membership. Here we determine 

how the conception connects the nation to the demos, and assess whether that rationale could frame 

the inclusion claims of persons who are not national members, like non-citizen immigrants or 

foreigners impacted by government policies. If it can, then the policy complies with non-

 
446 Such a verdict is easier where, like in New Zealand, both immigrants and emigrants can vote. But beyond New 
Zealand, those cases are limited to Chile and Ecuador (Finn 2020), and potentially Malawi (on which available 
information conflicts –Moltusi (2007, 36) suggests it has external voting while  Ellis et al. (2007, 241) and 
Hartmann (2015, 908) say that it does not). 
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exclusiveness by providing resources to prevent national membership from arbitrarily hardening 

into an exclusively authoritative boundary criterion. Three examples show how this works. 

First, a justification of why non-resident citizens’ national membership should entail 

democratic inclusion through external voting that ran along the lines of “X emigrants deserve votes 

because they are X nationals” would not suffice. This flat assertion that national membership 

entails democratic membership does not contain resources with which others can frame 

differently-premised inclusion claims. It evinces no awareness of the plural possible bases for 

inclusion, since it simply ascribes democratic inclusion to national members rather than explaining 

why the former entails the latter.  

In none of the four cases that we considered was external voting premised solely upon such an 

unreasoned defense of non-resident citizens’ national membership-based entitlement to 

democratic inclusion. France came the closest, since as we saw in Chapter 5 officials there offered 

relatively spare justifications of non-resident citizens’ national and democratic membership. Yet 

that does not necessarily entail that the French policy fails non-exclusiveness. As we also saw in 

Chapter 5, France institutionalized non-resident citizens’ national and political belonging at an 

unusually early stage, so lawmakers may not have needed to explain and justify that belonging to 

the same extent as in other cases.  

Second, we can ask whether the reasons why a conception connects the nation and the demos 

apply also to non-national members. For example, the service conception of national membership 

connects the nation and the demos through service: non-resident citizens’ service as national 

members qualifies them for democratic inclusion. Non-exclusiveness would assess that conception 

by asking not whether service is the correct boundary principle (as moral relations theories would), 

but rather whether it can justify the democratic inclusion of people who are not national members. 
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Is service warranting democratic inclusion exclusive to national members, or can other claimants 

perform it? For example, if proposals to provide citizenship for immigrant workers on the 

coronavirus “frontline” in the U.S.A. come to fruition,447 this would be evidence that service is not 

exclusive to national members.448 The service conception would therefore comply with non-

exclusiveness.  

To take another example: the rectificatory conception connects the nation and demos through 

a wrong: non-resident citizens were wronged by the nation, so are entitled to democratic inclusion. 

Non-exclusiveness is interested in whether the rectificatory conception’s understanding of that 

wrong applies only to national members, or instead provides resources for others to articulate their 

claims for inclusion. 

For example, in the Irish case the relevant wrong was understood to be state-caused emigration. 

One plausible interpretation is that only national members can be subject to that wrong, since 

others are unlikely to be so harmed by an inability to live in Ireland. However, we could 

conceptualize the wrong more abstractly as coercive reduction of options: state-caused emigration 

took choices away from non-resident citizens that they had a legitimate right to expect. This more 

abstract formulation of the wrong provides resources for non-national members to articulate claims 

for inclusion. For example, non-citizen residents could claim inclusion on the grounds that their 

options are coercively reduced by living in Irish jurisdiction, and so could non-resident non-

 
447 See e.g. https://chc.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/congressional-hispanic-caucus-members-introduce-
bicameral-us-citizenship (accessed 03/11/2021). 
 
448 Of course, one might claim that through these activities these people proved their national membership, so really, 
they’d been national members all along! 
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citizens who are affected by the extraterritorial effects of Irish policies.449 This complies with non-

exclusiveness because, while national members might be wronged in specific ways qua national 

members, others can be relevantly wronged in different ways that are specific to their situations. 

National membership would therefore not be the only way of entering the democratically relevant 

relationship of, in this case, having been wronged.    

The astute reader may correctly interject here that “coercive reduction of options” is another 

way of saying “subjectedness”. To be clear, the above is not intended to argue that subjectedness 

is the legitimate boundary principle, as a moral relations theorist might. Rather, coercive reduction 

of options or subjectedness in this example is a flexible language in which differently situated 

people can articulate the different bases of their claims to democratic inclusion. This complies with 

non-exclusiveness since it does not posit one reason for democratic inclusion as exclusively or 

primarily authoritative, instead preserving room for a variety of such reasons to be advanced and 

considered through contestatory politics. 

 
Accessibility 
 

The second normative standard for external voting policies is accessibility, which seeks to 

mitigate the danger that external voting will advance a national narrative that excludes subsets of 

citizens from the status and goods of national membership. 

 

Theoretical Roots of Accessibility 

 
449 For example, British citizens resident in Northern Ireland might frame claims for inclusion this way. Irish citizens 
resident in N.I. may instead make national membership claims, as shown by the parts of the Dáil debates on the 
Thirty-Fourth Amendment of the Constitution (Presidential Voting) Bill that are relevant to N.I. 
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Whereas non-exclusiveness targeted the connection between nation and demos, accessibility 

focuses on how a policy understands the individual – nation connection. The conceptions of 

national membership that underlie external voting policies advance elements of a national narrative 

that explains what, who, and where the nation is. Accessibility guards against the danger that that 

narrative will pick out some citizens’ national membership as more worthy or true than others’, 

undermining the latter’s ability to access the status and goods of national membership and stoking 

societal divisions.450 

Accessibility builds from work that examines how a common political identity is possible in 

contemporary pluralistic and multicultural societies, like the four discussed in previous chapters. 

In such societies, there are many divisions: linguistic, cultural, ethnic, religious, and even national. 

In that diverse context, official national narratives that tell a story about what the nation is and who 

belongs to it (Yadgar 2002, 58; Amin 2014, 418) take on great importance. Broad narratives with 

which a variety of groups can identify can “strengthen citizenship by ensuring that no one is left 

outside it, or marginalized by it, and so do not consider developing a separate identity which is 

threatening to the political project” (Moore 2001, 117). They can also contribute to “…making the 

political culture of the state permeable in the sense that a variety of cultural groups will feel 

included: that they will feel that it is possible to be both Muslim and French; Jewish and American; 

Native and Quebecois” (Moore 2001, 110). While broad, accessible, narratives thus have 

integrative power, narrow ones that exclude parts of society can instead drive societal divisions 

 
450 This poses the difficult question of determining the boundaries of accessibility: who counts as a member of 
society to whom conceptions must be accessible? I am mostly concerned with accessibility to citizens. Requiring 
accessibility to non-citizens is too onerous. Democratic boundaries require some degree of closure if they are to 
function. They will necessarily exclude some people, as will the conceptions of membership that they are founded 
upon. Accessibility ultimately reflects a pragmatic judgment that precluding citizens from the status and benefits of 
national membership is worse than precluding non-citizens.  
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and conflict (R. M. Smith 2003, 9) and undermine the excluded’s ability to access the status and 

goods of national membership. 

Let’s look more closely at how this works and why it matters. Official national narratives are 

the “story that the state…propagates about the nation’s history, struggles, and mission” (Brand 

2010b, 81).451 That story “establishes the identity markers of a unified national community” (Brand 

2014, 10), explaining who belongs and why. National narratives have important legitimating 

power. First, by “fusing a nation to a state” (Geisler 2005, xv),452 they legitimate control of state 

institutions by and for the benefit of members of that nation. Second, they outline a universe of 

moral concern by describing who national members are, legitimating the idea that fellow members 

owe each other greater obligations than they do to outsiders.453 

Being left out of the national narrative therefore has important consequences, even for formal 

citizens: “individuals or groups of actors who do not fit neatly into the state’s story may be 

demonized, rescripted, or simply ignored” (Brand 2010b, 78). They may not be recognized as 

among the people for whose benefit the state exists and who are entitled to influence its direction, 

nor may they be recognized as owed the greater obligations of common membership. For example, 

Klekowski von Koppenfels argues that non-resident citizens’ exclusion from the American 

national narrative means that they are subject to greater financial control and afforded less 

 
451 Of course, there is never only one national narrative (R. M. Smith 1997) and non-state actors can also advance 
national narratives (Brand 2010b, 81 fn 2). 
 
452 To use Berlant’s memorable term developed in her analysis of the Statue of Liberty, narratives “suture “the 
people” and the territory to “the nation”” (1991, 25), emphasis added.  
 
453 See Miller (1995, 11, Ch. 3) for a philosophical defense of the claim “that nations are ethical communities…The 
duties we owe to our fellow-nationals are different from, and more extensive than, the duties we owe to human 
beings as such”. 
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recognition than resident citizens (2019, 596, 598–99). To use an example from a different context, 

one could understand the recent controversy over the New York Times’ 1619 project that aims to 

“reframe American history by considering what it would mean to regard 1619454 as our nation’s 

birth year” (Silverstein 2019b) as not only about historical accuracy455 but about the consequences 

of recentering the national narrative around slavery and black Americans’ oppression. On this 

reading, the 1619 project aims to show that the omission of slavery and black subjugation from 

the American national narrative has perpetuated black Americans’ exclusion from state institutions 

and the American universe of moral concern.  

Accessibility protects against the risk that the conceptions of national membership that underlie 

external voting policies will advance a national narrative that is inaccessible to, and thus excludes, 

particular individuals or groups. In telling a story about who non-resident citizens are and why 

they are national members, conceptions advance a narrative that has obvious implications for how 

nationhood is understood more broadly. Accessibility requires that that narrative be permeable to 

different parts of society. This means that it may not track or propagate national divisions, 

refraining from “antagoniz(ing)” “cleavages in society” (Moore 2001, 125). The conception may 

not present one group as more legitimate national members than others, since this makes 

membership inaccessible to those who do not fit that description.   

Accessibility also recognizes democratic concerns for equality, a foundational democratic 

value (Beitz 1989; Christiano 2008) that informs boundary theories (Goodin 2007, 50; Song 2012, 

 
454 The year that the first slave ship arrived in Virginia (Silverstein 2019b). 
 
455 See Silverstein (2019a) for an overview.  
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47; Bauböck 2018, 28; D. Miller 2020, 6).456 Accessibility builds from Dworkin’s influential idea 

that government must treat the governed  

with equal concern and respect. It must not distribute goods or opportunities unequally on the 
ground that some citizens are entitled to more because they are worthy of more concern. It must 
not constrain liberty on the ground that one citizen’s conception of the good life … is nobler or 
superior to another’s (2013, 326–27).  

 
By preventing external voting from being premised on conceptions of national membership 

that elevate some citizens as more legitimate national members than others, accessibility tries to 

ensure that citizens have equal access to the goods of national membership.  In doing so, it requires 

government to treat the governed as worthy of equal concern and respect, since it may not enact 

policies that suggest that some citizens have weightier claims over the nation and state than others.  

 In summary, accessibility responds to the danger that external voting will be premised upon 

conceptions of national membership that (re)produce or entrench national divisions by presenting 

some citizens as more legitimate national members than others. It seeks to avoid the negative 

consequences that that would have for the possibility of a common political project or identity in 

pluralistic societies. 

 

Accessibility Applied to External Voting 

An external voting policy’s compliance with accessibility depends on whether its underlying 

conception of national membership (re)produces national divisions or elevates some citizens’ 

membership over others’. 

 
456 Thanks to Alex Kirshner for pushing me to think about whether and where equality fits in this argument. 
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This does not mean that the conception must recognize all non-resident citizens as national 

members equally. Rather, the justification that it gives for picking out a subset of them as members 

must be permeable to a wide range of individuals and groups.  

Two hypothetical examples draw out accessibility’s concerns.  

 First, imagine if the United States’ policy were based on a conception that justified the 

enfranchisement of native-born non-resident citizens but not naturalized ones. This would be 

incompatible with accessibility since it implies that native-born citizens have a more durable claim 

to membership than naturalized ones, to the detriment of the latter’s claims to national 

membership.457 Second, imagine if an (hypothetical) independent Northern Ireland’s policy were 

based on a conception that justified external voting for only Catholic or Protestant non-resident 

citizens, but not both. This would be inaccessible since it implies that the state belongs to one 

ethnic group, marginalizing the other’s claims to membership.  

 None of the service, rectificatory, or contributory conceptions so explicitly incorporates 

clearly divisive criteria as those examples. To assess their compliance with accessibility, we must 

interrogate their internal logics. I do this below for the service and rectificatory ones. 

 

Service Conception 

 Both the Israeli and American versions of the service conception recognize non-resident 

citizens as national members because they (are understood to) serve the nation through their 

employment abroad. Yet, the former violates, and the latter complies with, accessibility. 

 
457 Some states, like Mexico, do offer different political rights to emigrants depending on whether they are native-
born or naturalized: Pedroza and Palop-García (2017, 598). 
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Accessibility distinguishes between these two similar conceptions by interrogating who they 

recognize as able to serve in the relevant way.458 The Israeli conception suggests that service is 

primarily accessible to Jewish Israeli citizens, thereby reducing Arab Israeli citizens’ access to 

membership. In contrast, under the U.S. conception, service does not reinforce major societal 

cleavages and is instead accessible to a variety of different citizens. 

 Let’s look more closely at the rationale for this claim, starting with the Israeli conception 

where there are two pieces of supporting evidence. First, how officials in the 2001 Knesset debate 

discussed in Chapter 4 characterized non-resident citizens’ activities abroad.459 Much of the debate 

revolved around the Zionist credentials of non-resident citizenship: whether, put reductively, 

enfranchising non-resident citizens would further or undermine the establishment and 

strengthening of the Jewish state. Had non-resident citizens employed abroad turned their backs 

on Israel, or instead were there “legitimate” reasons to be abroad that were compatible with Zionist 

commitments? 460 For example, one official straightforwardly stated that employment abroad was 

a modern way to serve the Zionist ideal.461  This service conception therefore advanced a national 

narrative in which membership was linked to furthering the Zionist project, an objective that is 

 
458 Non-exclusiveness also focused on who was recognized as able to serve. But because it focuses on the nation – 
demos connection, it asks whether people who are not citizens or national members are recognized as able to serve, 
while accessibility asks whether certain citizens or national members are excluded from the possibility of service. 
 
459 Bill for the Knesset and Prime Minister’s Elections Law (Amendment – Voting by Citizens Abroad), 2001. 
 
460 E.g. MK Ophir Pines-Paz, MK Yosef Lapid, Bill for The Knesset and the Prime Minister Elections Law 
(Amendment - Voting by Citizens Abroad), 2001, Meeting of Constitution, Law and Justice Committee, 01/16/02; 
MK Moshe Arens, Bill for the Knesset and Prime Minister’s Elections Law (Amendment – Voting by Citizens 
Abroad), 2001, Presentation to Knesset 11/14/01. 
 
461 MK Michael Eitan, Bill for The Knesset and the Prime Minister Elections Law (Amendment - Voting by Citizens 
Abroad), 2001, Meeting of Constitution, Law and Justice Committee, 08/20/02. 
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unlikely to be accessible to non-Jewish Israeli citizens.462 Second, the language in which officials 

described non-resident citizens suggests that they had primarily Jewish citizens in mind when 

discussing their “service” abroad. For example, throughout the debate officials used the language 

of “yerida” and “yordim” which, as noted in Chapter 4, applies only to the emigration of Jewish 

Israelis (Gold 2005, 5; Sobel 1986, 11 fn 1). Supporters of external voting argued that “legitimate” 

non-resident citizens were different from the “yordim” who threatened Israel’s survival: the former 

had not turned their backs on Israel but were serving it through employment abroad. This 

distinction suggests that “legitimate” non-resident citizens who merited external voting rights were 

seen as compatible with the Zionist commitments that the “yordim” had renounced. Once again, 

those non-resident citizens whose activities are compatible with those commitments, and who thus 

serve in the relevant way, are more likely to be Jewish citizens.  

 The Israeli service conception therefore violates accessibility by advancing a narrative that 

suggests that nationhood is the property of those who can be understood as serving a broadly 

Zionist conception of Israel’s interests. That kind of service will be primarily accessible by Jewish 

citizens. This elevates Jewish Israelis’ claim to the status and benefits of Israeli nationhood over 

that of Arab Israeli citizens who are less likely to identify with the Zionist ideal,  reproducing that 

central societal cleavage.463 

 
462 This focuses on divisions between Jewish and Arab Israelis, but should not be read as suggesting that either 
group is internally homogenous since important fractures exist within groups (Moore 2001, 128). It also suggests 
that Zionism is a unified ideology, which of course is not accurate. It also by no means suggests that Judaism and 
Zionism are equivalent. 
 
463 To use Jacobsohn’s (2017, 6–7) formulation, this elevates the particularistic elements of Israeli identity over the 
universalistic ones. 
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 In contrast, while the U.S. service conception also suggests that nationhood is the property 

of those who serve national interests, it does not suggest that that service can be performed only 

or primarily by certain sub-groups of citizens.464 In Chapter 4 we saw that during the OCVRA 

debates, Congressional officials understood non-resident citizens to serve the nation by promoting 

American economic interests and values abroad.465 One might think that since the debates focused 

on businessmen,466 the service conception reinforced class cleavages by suggesting that national 

membership was primarily accessible by economic elites. However, at times service was 

conceptualized more broadly to also include less well compensated people like missionaries and 

teachers.467 To the extent that it includes more than businessmen, the American service conception 

complies with accessibility by accepting a variety of groups within society as capable of relevant 

service, rather than reinforcing major cleavages.468 

 
464 For example, there is no suggestion that the relevant service can be performed only by members of certain racial 
or ethnic groups. Of course, in reality employment opportunities abroad may very well have been limited along 
racial and ethnic lines. However, this does not mean the conception is inaccessible in principle, since it does not 
itself make such discriminations. 
 
465 E.g. Rep. Gude, U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, Voting 
Rights for U.S. Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25, 1975, 66; Sen. Mathias, U.S. Senate, Subcommittee 
on Privileges and Elections of the Committee on Rules and Administration, Voting by U.S. Citizens Residing 
Abroad, Hearing, September 26, 1973, 3. 
 
466 E.g. Rep. Hays, Overseas Citizens Voting Rights Act of 1975, Congressional Record Volume 121 (Dec 10, 
1975), 39734; Sen. Mathias, U.S. House, Subcommittee on Elections of the Committee on House Administration, 
Voting Rights for U.S. Citizens Residing Abroad, Hearing, February 25, 1975, 13. 
 
467 For example, the House and Senate Committee Reports on the OCVRA anticipated it to benefit “thousands of 
businesspersons, as well as missionaries, teachers…”, U.S. House Report No. 94-649, 2, 1975; U.S. Senate Report 
No. 94-121, 2. 
 
468 One might ask how I can say that the American service conception is accessible when, as Klekowski von 
Koppenfels (2019) has shown, many non-resident American citizens do not feel included as national members? I am 
hesitant to make non-resident citizens’ subjective identification with a conception a condition of the latter’s 
normative legitimacy since it would be extremely onerous. Instead, subjective identification will determine whether 
the strategy goals officials pursue through external voting are likely to succeed. A conception can be normatively 
acceptable but practically ineffective.  
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Rectificatory Conception 

 The Irish rectificatory conception understood non-resident citizens to be national members 

because they had been wronged, specifically by involuntary, state-caused emigration. It suggests 

that emigration is wrongful primarily for a subgroup of citizens who have a particular, identity-

constituting relationship with Irish territory – native-born, multigenerational ones. This violates 

accessibility because it makes membership harder to access for naturalized or first-generation 

citizens. Let’s look more closely at this claim and the evidence for it. 

 Recall that, as discussed in Chapter 3, the Irish rectificatory conception and its supporting 

victimhood narrative built upon a place-based understanding of membership according to which 

certain people deeply or truly belong in Ireland. On that understanding, Ireland is a place that 

deeply constitutes those people’s identities and supports their thriving. This was one of the reasons 

why state-caused emigration was seen by some officials as such a wrong: it removed people from 

the place where they belonged and from which they drew their identity. External voting could 

recognize and rectify that wrong, at least symbolically returning emigrants to where they “should” 

be.469 

 There is nothing necessarily inaccessible about this, as long as all citizens are understood 

to possess the relevant constitutive relationship with the place of Ireland so that involuntary 

emigration is equally wrongful for all. However, accessibility problems emerge when we read the 

place-based understanding of membership in tandem with Irish citizenship law. That suggests that 

 
469 For examples of officials who made such claims (discussed fully in Chapter 3): Dáil Deb. Vol. 405 No. 9 Col. 
2413-4 March 05, 1991 (McGinley), Dáil Deb. Vol. 406 No. 4 Col. 1056 March 13, 1991 (Higgins), Dáil Deb. Vol. 
405 No. 9 Col. 2394, March 05, 1991 (O’Sullivan). 
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the relevant relationship and thus access to membership is not equally recognized to all citizens, 

but rather primarily ascribed to native-born, multigenerational ones. 

 Irish citizenship law was originally based on a combination of extensive jus soli and more 

limited jus sanguinis (Honohan 2010, 814). As a result, all persons born on the whole island of 

Ireland were recognized as citizens.470 This changed in 2004 when, following increasing 

immigration and controversy over immigrants’ citizenship rights, a constitutional referendum 

decided that the Ireland-born children of non-citizens would no longer automatically acquire Irish 

citizenship. They were citizens by birth only if “their parent has been legally resident for three of 

the previous four years” (Honohan 2010, 820).  The removal of automatic birthright citizenship 

changed how relationships to Irish territory factor into political membership.471 Previously, birth 

on the territory sufficed. Now a deeper, multi-generational relationship to territory is required for 

membership.472 Honohan notes that despite their formal citizenship, this change undermines first-

generation Irish citizens’ opportunities to integrate into and be recognized as a member of the Irish 

political community (2010, 824). 

 The removal of birthright citizenship intertwines with the place-based account of 

membership to make the rectificatory conception inaccessible. The rectificatory conception 

suggests that national membership is the property of those for whom involuntary emigration is 

 
470 This variously reflected the need to align Irish with British citizenship law, civic republican ideas, and a strongly 
territorial conception of Irish nationhood that extended to Northern Ireland (Honohan 2010, 812; Ryan 2004, 176). 
 
471 Honohan (2010, 814) notes the difficulties but also benefits of interpreting citizenship laws as expressing 
understandings of membership. 
 
472 Widespread discussion around the time of the referendum about non-citizen mothers giving birth in Ireland can 
be understood as concerns about the shallowness of the children’s territorial connections (Honohan 2010, 820; Ryan 
2004, 188). 
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wrongful - those who possess the place-based relationship, and therefore belong in Ireland. The 

new Irish citizenship rules, and their effects on understandings of political community, suggest 

that the place-based relationship is not accessible to all citizens. Rather, it is likely to be primarily 

ascribed to native-born or multi-generational citizens, whose deeper attachments to territory prove 

their membership. This makes membership harder to access for citizens who lack those 

attachments, like naturalized or first-generation ones. This is despite their formal citizenship, since 

the rectificatory conception advances a narrative that suggests that membership is the property 

primarily of persons recognized as having deep, identity-constituting attachments to territory. 

 

The Normative Relevance of the Articulation/Institutionalization Gap, Revisited 

The above discussion raises a more generally relevant point. I found that the Israeli service and 

Irish rectificatory conceptions have accessibility problems, since they marginalize Arab Israelis’ 

and recent Irish citizens’ claims to membership respectively. Would that conclusion hold if an 

eventual Israeli or Irish external voting policy, based on those conceptions, nevertheless 

enfranchised Arab Israelis or recent Irish citizens? More generally, when I find that a conception 

is normatively suspect, does it make a difference that the ultimate policy does not fully 

institutionalize the conception? This essentially asks what the wrong of conceptions that violate a 

standard is. In language that should by now be familiar, is a normatively problematic articulated 

conception still so even if the institutionalized policy enfranchises people who are excluded from 

the conception’s ambit? 

One could treat this as an empirical question and assess whether, for example, Arab Israeli 

non-resident citizens feel that an eventual external voting policy premised upon a service 

conception marginalizes their membership, making it harder for them to access the associated 



 
 
 

302 

status and goods. Our ability to assess this in the Israeli and Irish cases is limited, because as 

discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, those countries have not yet enacted external voting. In general, 

even in countries with established external voting policies, relevant data is limited. 

 Even if we could answer that question for our cases, whether non-resident citizens feel that 

a conception is accessible is ultimately not normatively determinative. Regardless of, for example, 

recent Irish citizens’ impressions of the accessibility of an external voting policy based on a 

rectificatory conception, that conception is normatively problematic. The rectificatory conception 

puts into the world an idea of membership that is in principle closed to recent citizens and that can 

have effects beyond individual non-resident citizens’ impressions of it. For example, it can 

influence officials’ understandings of non-resident citizens’ identities and interests and thereby 

condition future outreach or policies, or it can be available for repurposing in other policies that 

touch upon membership, like franchise, citizenship, or immigration. This normative analysis 

focuses on the ideas of membership and belonging that underlie external voting policies, not 

simply who those policies enfranchise. On that approach, the fact that people who do not fit the 

terms of the articulated conception may get to vote anyway does not negate the normative problems 

of the conception, which can exert broader influence. 

Articulated conceptions can therefore be normatively harmful even when the ultimate policy 

enfranchises more people than they describe because they can negatively affect not only individual 

non-resident citizens, but also related policies and broader attitudes. The fact that, for example, the 

Israeli service conception is inaccessible to Arab Israelis would therefore not be mitigated if a 



 
 
 

303 

policy nevertheless enfranchised them, since the normative flaws of the conception can exist and 

exert influence to their detriment beyond the immediate external voting context.473  

 
Humility 
 

The final normative standard for external voting policies is humility, which aims to mitigate 

the dangers that external voting poses to the core democratic value of autonomy (Gould 1990; 

Rostbøll 2015; Waldron 2012).  

 

Theoretical Roots of Humility 

Like accessibility, humility focuses on how a conception of national membership connects 

individual and nation. It protects against the danger that, in explaining why non-resident citizens 

are still members of the nation, a conception will harm individual autonomy by shaping non-

resident citizens’ identities compatibly with state goals. 

 Humility builds from a broad consensus that democratic boundaries should be drawn to further 

collective and/or individual autonomy. For example, consider the boundary theories discussed in 

Chapter 1. Näsström points out that the all-subjected persons principle incarnates “the modern idea 

of self-rule”, or “the principle…that those subject to a rule should also be its authors”474 (2011, 

120; López‐Guerra 2005, 219–20). The all-affected interests principle in turn furthers a more 

negative autonomy according to which “citizens should not be determined by decision-making 

powers beyond their own control” (Näsström 2011, 122). The stakeholder principle holds that 

 
473 This would not hold if it turns out that conceptions do not have any further influence if they are not precisely 
institutionalized in policy. I explain why I think they do, but dispositively proving that is beyond this project’s 
scope. 
 
474 Emphasis in original. 
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“Individuals have a claim to inclusion if their autonomy depends on the collective freedom of the 

polity” (Bauböck 2018, 42). Boundaries support autonomy, since “the polity can also reject the 

inclusion of non-stakeholders on grounds that it would undermine the capacity of citizens to 

govern themselves” (Bauböck 2018, 42).  

Even boundary theories that do not directly reference autonomy are concerned with it. The 

principle of constituted identities argues that constitutional democracies “are obligated to include 

as equal citizens all persons with identities that have in significant measure been constituted by 

the democracies’ coercively enforced governmental measures, should those persons wish to be 

citizens” (R. M. Smith 2008, 140–41). Inclusion is required because  

persons whose identities – whose values, purposes, aspirations, and affiliations – have been 
significantly constituted by the coercive policies of a constitutional democracy may well find it 
impossible to lead lives of dignity and freedom if they are denied the option of equal membership 
in that democracy’s political culture. Without this opportunity, they are denied access to the 
particular forms of political and cultural life that they may rightly see as providing their meaningful 
‘context of choice’(R. M. Smith 2008, 145, emphasis in original).  

 
Making meaningful choices about what to value and how to live is the essence of individual 

autonomy. 

Finally, some theories reject the possibility of a finally legitimate democratic boundary 

principle on the basis of autonomy. As discussed in Chapter 1, Whitt rejects moral democratic 

boundary criteria because they neglect the fact that democracy’s “potential for collective 

autonomy…demands that the persons included within (democratic) boundaries draw the 

boundaries themselves” (2014, 568).475 Keenan comes to a similar conclusion that “the very logic 

of collective autonomy at the heart of the ideal of democratic self-rule renders uncertain and 

questionable the “self,” or collective subject, of “the people” (2003, 9). For these theorists, 

 
475 Emphasis in the original. 
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autonomy requires halting the search for a moral principle describing legitimate democratic 

boundaries, in deference to the democratic process.  

There is thus a broad theoretical consensus that democratic boundaries should be drawn at least 

in part so as to protect collective and/or individual autonomy, but disagreement about which 

approach to boundaries best protects autonomy. By inverting that broad consensus, we find a 

highly relevant moral danger of democratic boundary-making: that if drawn badly, they will 

undermine autonomy. That can take several forms: democratic communities may be unable to 

collectively determine the conditions of their own existence, individuals may be inappropriately 

subjected to the rule of external forces, or unable to make meaningful choices. Democratic 

boundaries in general can therefore go wrong by undermining autonomy, and particular boundaries 

can do so in particular ways. Humility protects against the specific risk that external voting poses 

to individual autonomy. 

External voting endangers individual autonomy through the conceptions of national 

membership that accompany policies. As highlighted by accessibility, those conceptions construct 

a national narrative: what and where the nation is. But they also advance a specific understanding 

of non-resident citizens’ identities, motivations, and activities. In doing so, they construct a 

narrative about individual non-resident citizens: a more immediate recounting of who you, as a 

non-resident citizen, are. For example, the three conceptions identified in the previous chapters 

each entail a narrative about who non-resident citizens are, why they leave, what they do abroad, 

and what their attachments to the “home” country are. This has the power to mould or rescript non-

resident citizens’ identities as individuals by encouraging them to think of themselves and their 

aspirations in terms of the narrative provided by state officials, not in terms that reflect their own 
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choices.476 Indeed, successful moulding of non-resident citizens’ identities may be a condition of 

whether the strategic goals that officials pursue through external voting succeed: as we saw in 

Chapter 2, those goals require that non-resident citizens identify as national members. The 

conceptions help bring that about by imposing a narrative that is conducive to non-resident 

citizens’ identification as national members.  

Put briefly then, the conceptions of national membership that underlie external voting policies 

can function to mould non-resident citizens’ identities to be compatible with state goals. Why does 

this endanger individual autonomy? Individual autonomy requires that individuals choose and 

develop their own identities, commitments, and affiliations (Raz 1986, 369–78; Warren 1992, 12; 

Ginnane 2021, 137–38). Individuals’ “preferences, goals, and life plans” must not be “the result 

of manipulation, brainwashing, unthinking obedience, or reflexive acceptance of ascribed roles 

but, rather, a result of their examining and evaluating wants, needs, desires, values, roles, and 

commitments” (Warren 1992, 12). In narratively describing non-resident citizens, the conceptions 

ascribe an identity, values, and commitments to them.477 They impose an officially sanctioned 

account of non-resident citizens they are, what they do, and how they identify with the nation. This 

endangers autonomy by constraining the space available for non-resident citizens to develop and 

define their own selves and affiliations. Otherwise put, the conceptions may make it difficult for 

 
476 This emphasizes the discursive claims that governments make over non-resident citizens’ identities and loyalties. 
Some governments also make more material claims – see Brand (2010a, 89–97) for how authoritarian states use 
external voting to control non-resident citizens. 
 
477 Appiah points out that “collective identities … provide what we might call scripts: narratives that people can use 
in shaping their life plans and in telling their life stories” (1994, 159–60). My contention here is that the conceptions 
of national membership that include non-resident citizens describe a collective identity. 
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non-resident citizens to conceive of themselves in terms that differ from the imposed narrative,478 

harming the self-determination and self-definition that autonomy requires.479 

Autonomy does not require that officials refrain from advancing any sort of narrative about 

non-resident citizens. The conscious choice that autonomy emphasizes cannot be unlimited 

(Kymlicka 1989, 50; Christman 2001, 20; 2020, passim). To make good, considered choices,  

everything cannot be up for grabs all at once: some settled, maybe even unquestionable, lodestars 

are necessary.480 As Smith (2008, passim) and Keenan (2003, 29–41) point out in different ways, 

we choose from somewhere, not nowhere.481 We are also constantly subject to identity-moulding 

influences, not only those emanating from the state (Appiah 1994, 154–55). Humility does not 

require officials to refrain from telling any sort of moulding story in order to provide an empty 

space in which, untouched by outside influences, non-resident citizens can develop their own 

understandings of who they are and why they left.  

Rather, it requires that the narratives about non-resident citizens’ identities and activities that 

conceptions advance must preserve space for individuals to develop and pursue their own values 

and commitments. As expanded upon in the next section, this requires that the conceptions 

 
478 Of course, this hinges on the empirical condition that the conceptions will actually affect non-resident citizens’ 
lives.  
 
479 Appiah discusses the dangers that the scripts associated with collective identities pose to individual autonomy, 
concluding that “…a politics of identity can be counted on to transform the identities on whose behalf it ostensibly 
labors. Between the politics of recognition and the politics of compulsion, there is no bright line” (1994, 163, 159–
63). Appiah is specifically discussing the question of recognition of identities like race, ethnicity, sexuality, and 
gender, but the point carries over to national membership.  
 
480 In more philosophical terms, autonomy requires piecemeal rather than wholesale reflection and critique 
(Christman 2001, 201–2). 
 
481 The long-standing debate between liberals and communitarians about “the unencumbered self” can be understood 
in these terms. See e.g. Sandel (1984) and Christman (2001). 
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construct non-resident citizens’ national affiliations as constructed and mutable, rather than natural 

or inevitable. In short, conceptions should make humble claims over non-resident citizens’ 

identities. Humility tries to preserve space for non-resident citizens482 to exercise their autonomous 

capacities by developing their own identities, commitments, and affiliations.483   

Protecting non-resident citizens’ autonomy through humility is particularly important given 

that there may be an elective affinity between external citizenship and seemingly outdated norms 

of perpetual allegiance, which deny citizens’ autonomy by prohibiting them from choosing (to the 

extent possible) their own memberships and affiliations.484 Green warns us of this danger: “Once 

castigated as an outdated medieval concept, perpetual allegiance has been transformed in an ever 

more mobile world into modern states’ concern with maintaining ties to their citizens however far 

they roam” (2009, 326–27). Green links the reappearance of perpetual allegiance to “(t)he 

declining valence of expatriation and the increasing acceptance of dual citizenship” (2009, 326), 

but it is equally relevant to humility’s concerns. The conceptions of national membership that 

underlie external voting policies can posit that non-resident citizens’ membership is natural and 

 
482 While I develop humility specifically for conceptions of non-resident citizens’ national membership, it is equally 
relevant to those that apply to resident citizens. I do not focus on the latter given the scope of my research question, 
but I by no means intend to suggest that it is more important for officials to respect non-resident citizens’ autonomy 
than that of resident citizens. In general, conceptions of national membership should respect individual autonomy, 
and humility gives us a theoretical tool to assess whether they do that. 
 
483 This draws from Smith’s normative preference for “moderate” forms of peoplehood that “do not claim absolute 
sovereignty over all aspects of their members’ lives or primacy over all alternative communities to which their 
constituents may also belong” (2003, 130). 
 
484 Green (2009, 311–16) discusses American attitudes towards the idea of perpetual membership. Smith rightly 
notes that fully consensual or chosen political memberships are impossible, but maintains that the idea of 
“membership by choice” is important (2003, 137). 
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inevitable, or they can acknowledge it as contingent and politically constructed. To protect non-

resident citizens’ autonomy, humility encourages the latter.485  

 

Humility Applied to External Voting 

Humility encourages conceptions of national membership that acknowledge non-resident 

citizens’ membership as constructed and contingent. This aims to protects individual autonomy by 

preserving space for non-resident citizens to develop their own individual and national identities 

and attachments as opposed to assimilating to a state-provided account. Two criteria enable us to 

concretely assess specific conceptions’ compliance with this abstract requirement.486 

First, how confident is a conception about non-resident citizens’ national loyalty and 

identification? On one extreme, a conception may present non-resident citizens as national assets. 

This is highly confident that non-resident citizens identify with and are loyal to the nation, since it 

assumes that they will act for its benefit. A less confident conception might present the nation as 

one of several competing pulls on non-resident citizens, so that the nation must compete to attract 

and maintain their fluctuating loyalties and affiliations. Less confident conceptions are more 

compatible with individual autonomy, and thus compliant with humility, since they acknowledge 

the individual as capable of reflecting on and choosing who she is and what she wants to associate 

 
485 This raises the empirical question of how much conceptions actually affect non-resident citizens’ sense of self. If 
they don’t, then is humility still a concern? First, assessing their effect is beyond the scope of this dissertation. To 
that extent, the standards provide a framework for thinking about external voting’s legitimacy, not a dispositive 
verdict. Second, the conceptions at least aim to affect non-resident citizens, since one of their functions is to 
encourage feelings of national belonging. Third, even if non-resident citizens are in reality unaffected by 
conceptions, we might still be concerned that government claims the power to shape the former’s identities and 
affiliations, even if they exercise it ineffectively. 
 
486 These criteria essentially require that through the conceptions that underlie policies, government treat individuals 
as though they were autonomous. This requirement of political morality is further developed in a different context in 
Ginnane (2021). 
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with. In contrast, highly confident conceptions script the individual along nationalist lines, 

ignoring the possibility of her own self-determination. 

Second, how unitary is the conception’s explanation of non-resident citizens’ identities, 

motivations, and activities? On one extreme, the conception might impose one, granular, 

explanation that homogenizes non-resident citizens’ experiences. Alternatively, it could offer a 

more abstract or high-level account that can accommodate many motivations or experiences. Less 

unitary explanations are more compatible with autonomy and thus humility because they accept 

that as persons with autonomous capacities, non-resident citizens will have their own reasons for 

leaving and their own senses of national identity and affiliation. Respecting autonomy requires 

acknowledging that variety of reasons rather than imposing one unitary model of what they should 

be. 

Note that the confidence and unitariness criteria do not attempt to prevent officials from 

influencing non-resident citizens’ identities. As the following pages make clear, they require only 

that officials do so in a way that acknowledges non-resident citizens’ capacity for autonomy. 

Below I discuss the service and contributory conceptions’ compliance with humility. 

 

Service Conception 

The service conception of national membership fails to comply with humility, violating both 

the unitariness and confidence criteria. 

Both the American and Israeli service conceptions recognized as national members non-

resident citizens who advanced national interests through their employment abroad. In both cases, 
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officials emphasized that these individuals had been sent abroad,487 implying that employment 

abroad was a duty, not choice. This is a unitary explanation of non-resident citizens’ motivations: 

they had been sent by employers. This imposes one possible reason for leaving, overshadowing 

the inevitably more heterogenous motivations of real-life individuals. For example, even among 

non-resident citizens employed abroad, some will have their own reasons and goals for leaving, 

like adventure, more money, or learning a language. The service conception subordinates these 

plural motivations to the unitary one imputed by government officials: non-resident citizens were 

sent abroad by employers, many unwillingly. In denying non-resident citizens’ capacity to form 

their own motivations and aspirations for leaving, this unitary explanation fails to recognize them 

as autonomous individuals in violation of humility. In contrast, a service conception that 

understood non-resident citizens to be members because their activities benefited the nation but 

told a more plural story about how they came to be abroad would comply with the unitariness 

criterion. 

However, it would probably still falter at the confidence criterion. The service conception is 

very confident that the non-resident citizens that it recognizes as members have stable, dependable 

national loyalties and identifications. Almost by definition, the service conception casts those non-

resident citizens as national assets, since it understands them as abroad on national business, 

serving national interests. This confidence fails to acknowledge non-resident citizens as 

autonomous, and therefore capable of developing their identities and loyalties in surprising ways. 

Acknowledging non-resident citizens as autonomous means not taking their identities and loyalties 

 
487 E.g. Overseas Citizens Voting Rights Act of 1975, Congressional Record Volume 121 (Dec 10, 1975), 39734 
(Hays); Bill for The Knesset and the Prime Minister Elections Law (Amendment - Voting by Citizens Abroad), 
2001, Meeting of Constitution, Law and Justice Committee, 01/16/02 (Pines-Paz).  
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for granted but acknowledging them as contingent and contestable. The service conception fails to 

do this: it constructs non-resident citizens as national assets that can be deployed to national ends, 

rather than people with the capacity to determine their own priorities and goals. 

Any variant of the service conception, not only the American and Israeli ones, is likely to 

infringe humility through over-confidence about non-resident citizens’ loyalties and identities. The 

very concept of service implies that the servant is subordinated to the master, at least during the 

term of service. The servant’s job is to comply with the master’s wishes, and to do what they want. 

A service conception of national membership has this subordinate dynamic built into it, which is 

incompatible with recognizing the servant as an autonomous person entitled to pursue their own 

projects and form their own values.488 

 

Contributory Conception 

The contributory conception has the potential to comply with humility, since it preserves some 

space for recognition of non-resident citizens’ autonomous capacities.  

The Irish contributory conception complies with the unitariness standard since, as we saw in 

Chapter 3, it contains only a thin account of why non-resident citizens leave. Officials sometimes 

presented emigration as involuntary, but in a much less sustained way than for the rectificatory 

conception. In general, the contributory conception was ambivalent about the reasons why non-

resident citizens leave, focusing more on their activities abroad. This ambivalence is consistent 

 
488 One might object that as long as the servant willingly agrees to serve, his autonomy is not infringed while 
serving. This is a debate that we need not solve here. More important is to acknowledge that a servant should still be 
treated as autonomous while serving, which means that one should acknowledge that they might quit or change their 
minds. The service conception of national membership, at least as we have encountered it, does not meet that 
standard. 
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with humility because rather than imposing a unitary explanation, it leaves room for the diverse 

values, projects, and goals of autonomous individuals. 

One might argue that while the contributory conception does not impose a unitary explanation 

of why non-resident citizens leave, it does impose one about what they do abroad. It generally 

characterizes non-resident citizens as successful in their new countries of residence, supporting 

their construction as a source of (material) contributions. However, this focus on success need not 

necessarily violate the unitariness standard as long as the conception adopts a broad understanding 

of relevant contributions. As is, the Irish conception emphasizes financial success and to that extent 

may impose an overly unitary explanation of non-resident citizens’ motivations and activities. 

However, if a conception construed contribution more broadly to include social and cultural ones 

as well as financial, this could be avoided. In that case, contribution would be broad enough to 

encompass the variety of values and projects that non-resident citizens pursue. Rather than 

imposing a unitary explanation over the more heterogenous reality, it would instead provide a 

high-level common language in which to frame non-resident citizens’ autonomous pursuits.  

Second, the contributory conception complies with the confidence criterion by acknowledging 

the inherent mutability of non-resident citizens’ loyalties and identities. To be clear, officials who 

articulated elements of the conception and its supporting Global Irish narrative assumed that non-

resident citizens identify, and want to be recognized as, Irish. Humility does not have a problem 

with conceptions that try to encourage non-resident citizens to identify in particular ways, as long 

as they do not confidently assume that non-resident citizens will always or inevitably do so. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, Gray’s work on the increasingly networked nature of Irish citizenship 

(2012) helps us to understand the contributory conception as essentially courting non-resident 

citizens’ loyalties and identities: it tries to pull non-resident citizens into Irish networks in a context 
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where they are recognized as subject to alternative pulls and competing sources of identity. The 

contributory conception therefore understands non-resident citizens’ identifications as changeable 

as is required if they are to be treated as persons with autonomous capacities. 

My finding that the contributory conception has normative potential may be surprising. As we 

saw in Chapter 3, others have critiqued contributory understandings of membership as illiberal 

(Fitzgerald 2006, 113) or as reflecting a neoliberal marketization of membership  (Goldring 2009, 

69; Gray 2012, 269).489 To be clear, my normative defense is premised upon the assumption that 

the conception will conceptualize contributions to include more than only financial ones. If that is 

the case, then the contributory conception has normative potential because it recognizes non-

resident citizens as persons with autonomous capacities, averting the acute risk that external voting 

poses to autonomy. It also does this consistently with equality,490 since it recognizes a diverse 

range of activities as potential contributions and need not antagonize national cleavages.  

 
Discussion  
 

This final section takes stock of the three normative standards for evaluating external voting 

policies. It first explains why I chose these three rather than others. Second, it distinguishes them 

from the political paradox and moral relations approaches, showing that they offer a genuinely 

alternative normative approach to democratic boundaries. 

 

Why These Standards? Preserving Space and Grounding Openness 

 
489 Shachar and Hirschl (2014) and Shachar (2018) have normatively critiqued market understandings of 
membership and citizenship. 
 
490 Shachar and Hirschl (2014) worry about the risk that market membership poses to democratic equality. 
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 Each of the three normative standards aims to preserve space at a different political site. 

Non-exclusiveness seeks to preserve space for different modes of democratic attachment by 

preventing one basis for democratic inclusion from arbitrarily becoming exclusively authoritative. 

Accessibility seeks to preserve space for different groups within society to access the status and 

goods of national membership by discouraging conceptions that reproduce societal conflicts. 

Finally, humility seeks to preserve space for the individual to develop and define herself by ruling 

out conceptions that undermine individual autonomy. These three standards thus seek to prevent 

external voting from enacting closures at important sites of politics: the demos, the nation, and the 

individual respectively. The desire to preserve space for different democratic attachments, for the 

national inclusion of different groups, and for individual autonomy explains why the standards 

endorse broad conceptions of national membership that provide an abstract and flexible language 

within which different claims for inclusion and membership can be framed. In contrast, 

conceptions that provide a specific and rigid account of non-resident citizens’ identities and 

memberships falter because they close the relevant spaces, making it more difficult for new 

inclusion claims to be imagined, brought, or accepted. 

 The standards’ emphasis on preserving democratic, national, and individual space flows 

from the political process understanding of boundaries on which they are built. Boundaries are 

constructed through contestatory democratic politics and thus subject to change as new claims are 

made and responded to. There is therefore no a priori model that legitimate boundaries should 

conform to. The political process understanding’s viability depends on openness: people must have 

the ability to conceptualize and make new claims, and others must be willing to hear them. If either 

the democratic process or participants’ minds are closed to new claims, then it won’t work. The 

three standards attempt to encourage this openness by refusing to treat particular configurations of 
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boundaries as finally legitimate, instead protecting resources with which new claims can be 

made.491 Put otherwise, these standards attempt to perpetuate a contestatory politics of inclusion 

by preserving space for the procedural and mental openness that it requires.   

Second, as well as seeking to preserve space, the three standards try to reduce the dangers of 

relying on national membership as a basis for democratic membership as external voting does. The 

standards suggest that there are at least three such dangers, each relevant to a different site. Non-

exclusiveness worries about rigid demoi that reflexively and arbitrarily exclude people who are 

not national members. Accessibility worries about chauvinistic national communities that 

marginalize subsets of citizens. Finally, humility is concerned for the compatibility of individual 

autonomy with conceptions of national membership. While these dangers are significant, we 

cannot simply stipulate that national membership should not be used to bound (national level) 

democracies. This is not only because national membership is a significant aspect of real-world 

democratic boundaries. More deeply, and building on Chapter 2’s sociological discussion of the 

mutually reinforcing connection between democratic membership and national membership, the 

relationship between the two may ultimately be one of democracy’s constitutive tensions. 

Keenan shows that democratic openness – questioning, contestation, and revisability – 

paradoxically requires some degree of closure. As he puts it, democracy is “torn between the 

 
491 This draws from Keenan’s discussion of the impossibility of ever being certain of what democracy truly is or 
requires, e.g. at (2003, 12–13). Now, my rendering of it is obviously vulnerable to the objection that surely there are 
some practices that are unquestionably undemocratic, like racial, ethnic, or gender exclusions from the franchise. So 
at some point then, we do know what democracy requires of boundaries. I agree that those practices are obviously 
undemocratic and make two points in response. First, allowing all sorts of claims for inclusion/exclusion to be made 
does not mean accepting them. In a contestatory democratic politics we should rather expect vociferous critique and 
counterclaims (R. M. Smith 2003, 158–60). The three standards give tools to structure critique. For example, 
racial/ethnic/gender exclusions will obviously not comply with accessibility. Second, that we don’t know everything 
about democracy and its requirements does not mean that we know nothing. The openness of the political process 
understanding is not the openness of the amnesiac who forgets where he’s been, but the openness of the experienced 
traveler who remembers enough to know which mistakes not to make again, but also to know how much he still 
does not know. 
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closure necessary for the people’s identity and rule, and the openness of contestation and 

revisability” (2003, 13). He explains that  

in order to be the kind of entity able to have and to regulate its own collective life, “the people” 
must take on an identity whose relative clarity and stability depend on particular foundations, 
traditions, and institutional forms that cannot be fully general or open to question…These less than 
perfectly open practices, institutions, and markers of identity function, in fact, as the necessary 
background to the activity of questioning, contestation, and revision (Keenan 2003, 10).492 

 
 Keenan identifies this tension in order to negotiate it, looking for ways to “protect democratic 

openness-as-questioning by more easily identifying otherwise hidden forms of closure and by 

making less likely the demand for, and perhaps the attraction of, violent, “purifying” exclusions” 

(2003, 39).  

This points out that democratic questioning and contestation requires a degree of stability and 

security: “we” cannot question who we should include without having an idea of who we are. It 

suggests that while national membership may be a philosophically unsatisfactory boundary 

principle that is either “under-inclusive or over-inclusive” (Honohan 2011, 547), it may also, and 

paradoxically, ground national level democracies so that they can eventually open. It provides a 

degree of certainty about who the political community is that can serve as a launching pad from 

which boundaries can be questioned and altered. Rather than deny this or attempt to substitute an 

alternative grounding (that will inevitably have similar problems as national membership), we 

should acknowledge it (Keenan 2003, 222 fn 50). Acknowledging national membership’s 

democratic function allows us to channel it into forms that contain resources with which it can be 

challenged and dislodged in order to prevent it from blocking the very openness that it contributes 

to enabling. The three standards attempt to provide those resources.  

 
492 Emphasis in original. 
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Is This a Genuinely Distinct Normative Position? 

The three standards issued from a practice-dependent method for evaluating democratic 

boundaries that set itself out as an alternative to the more common political paradox and moral 

relation approaches. At this point, one might wonder whether I have ultimately succeeded in 

setting out a “third way”, or whether the standards and the political process theory of boundaries 

that they are based on ultimately collapse into political paradox or moral relations approaches. 

 The political paradox approach argues that the paradoxical nature of democratic boundaries 

is a constitutive tension of democracy that cannot be eradicated, only negotiated differently. My 

approach is obviously indebted to it, building from its insights that boundaries are through and 

through political so that a finally legitimate configuration of them is impossible. However, I move 

beyond paradox approaches by offering three concrete standards through which we can evaluate 

the normative status of the boundaries that issue from politics. The standards have procedural 

content, discouraging rigid or exclusive claims that would function to close off political 

contestation and reduce others’ ability to bring future claims. However, their focus on openness is 

also substantive since they require that claims may not posit any one mode of democratic 

attachment as exclusively or primarily authoritative, that they respect other citizens’ right to equal 

concern and respect as fellow members, and that they respect the individual autonomy of those 

that they apply to. The three standards and their underlying political process approach thus have 

legitimating potential that most political paradox theories disclaim.493   

 
493 Keenan (2003, 182–90) also gives substantive normative recommendations for democratic practice that build 
from the recognition that democracy is fundamentally incomplete/incompletable, which is a core insight of paradox 
theories. 
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 If the three standards offer more substantive guidance to distinguish between real-world 

democratic inclusion policies than political paradox approaches generally do, does that mean that 

they ultimately collapse into a moral relation approach? Recall that the moral relation approach 

attempts to determine an objective moral link to government, the political community, or state 

law494 that entitles individuals to inclusion in the demos. It believes that democratic boundaries 

should divide people with the qualifying link from those without. Are the three standards of non-

exclusiveness, accessibility, and humility ultimately identifying a moral relation that entitles the 

individuals who possess it to democratic inclusion? 

 The difference between the three standards and the moral relation approach is 

straightforward. Moral relation theories give advice for who should be included in the demos. The 

three standards and the political process theory give advice for how democratic communities 

should include who they include.  

 Put otherwise, the two approaches have different goals. Moral relation theories, like the all 

subjected persons or stakeholder principles, attempt to define the relationship between the 

government or political community and individuals that legitimate boundaries must trace. They 

therefore give determinate advice about who should be included in the demos: for example, all 

subjected persons, or all stakeholders.495 In contrast, the political process approach and the 

standards it yields do not tell democratic communities who they must include within their 

boundaries. For example, in assessing external voting policies, they do not assert that national 

 
494 The entity to which the individual must be linked depends on the particular theory’s details. 
 
495 Of course, as discussed in Chapter 1, there will be controversy over who exactly qualifies as subjected or 
stakeholding.  
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membership is the moral relation that entitles individuals to democratic inclusion. Rather, they 

accept that democratic politics have produced policies that give democratic rights based on 

national membership and try to assess the merits of the policies’ underlying understandings of 

membership. Notably, they do so not by asking whether they comply with a best theoretical model 

of boundaries, but by assessing their consistency with requirements of democratic openness. While 

the standards are motivated by democratic values like contestation, equality, and autonomy, their 

goal is to guide politics as its participants construct their own boundaries rather than to posit an 

authoritative model of boundaries.  

 Since they focus on how rather than who to include, standards developed through a political 

process approach offer less determinate prescriptions than those issuing from moral relation 

theories. Consider the three normative standards for external voting policies. Applied more 

generally to democratic inclusion policies, they require that policies preserve space for recognizing 

other modes of democratic attachment, refrain from antagonizing societal divisions, and respect 

individual autonomy. That does not identify a status or relation that entitles individuals to 

inclusion. It does not say who boundaries should include. Rather, it accepts that it is for democratic 

politics to decide that question and gives advice for how they should do so.496 Ultimately then, 

political process standards differ from moral relation principles because they do not posit an 

authoritative model to which boundaries must comply. They are looser, accommodating a variety 

of different boundary rationales as long as they preserve core procedural and substantive 

requirements of democratic openness. 

 
496 The distinction between who to include and how to include breaks down at the limit, since if some group cannot 
be included how the standards say they should, then that is tantamount to saying that they shouldn’t be included. 
However, even in that case on a political process approach the how is prior to the who. 
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 In shifting focus from who to how to include, the political process understanding gives 

normative guidance for democratic inclusion policies that aims at supporting a contestatory politics 

of inclusion. As this chapter has emphasized, such a politics is vital to prevent contingent 

understandings of boundaries from sedimenting into finally authoritative ones. We now have the 

theoretical concepts necessary to diagnose a major shortcoming of moral relation theories: by 

positing some mode of democratic attachment (whether subjected, affected, or so on) as 

authoritative, they arbitrarily freeze the contestatory politics of inclusion. In other words, they fail 

to comply with non-exclusiveness. 

 In focusing on how rather than who to include, the three standards and the political process 

approach that generated them stand apart from moral relation theories. However, their “how” focus 

has similarities with theories that argue that boundaries should be drawn so as to further certain 

values or enable certain kinds of activity. For example, Miller has recently argued that  

the existing literature on the boundary problem has (mostly) mistakenly been searching for a 
single principle that could resolve the problem…We need instead a broader approach that looks 
not only at individual claims for political inclusion, but at the collective properties that we want 
the demos to have, and at the anticipated quality of its decision-making (2020, 7).497  

 
For Miller, boundaries should be drawn so as to protect the values of political equality and 

solidarity. This requires that boundaries encompass stable groups with “overlapping and 

interconnected interests” and some source of solidarity (2020, 6–7). In theory at least, these 

guidelines do not determine precisely who should be included, since they could be fulfilled in 

multiple ways.498 Rather, they provide a set of considerations that democratic participants can bear 

in mind as they decide who should be included. Of course, Miller’s conclusions differ from this 

 
497 Song (2012) makes a very similar argument. 
 
498 Miller (2020, 7) suggests that the guidelines may privilege existing territorial states, as did Song (2012). 
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chapter’s three standards, since each highlights different aspects of democracy that boundaries 

should further. Nevertheless, they are similar to the extent that each disclaims the search for a 

single boundary principle in favor of a broader analysis of what boundaries should or should not 

do. 

 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter proposed three normative standards to assess external voting policies according 

to their accompanying conceptions of national membership: non-exclusiveness, accessibility, and 

humility. These standards, which can make substantive normative distinctions between policies, 

build from a political process understanding of democratic boundaries that is distinct from familiar 

political paradox and moral relation approaches. Unlike moral relation approaches, the political 

process understanding argues that boundaries are constructed through a contestatory pluralist 

politics of inclusion: there is therefore no one morally correct configuration of boundaries. Yet 

unlike the political paradox approach, the political process one believes that we can make 

normative distinctions between the boundary policies that issue from contestatory politics using a 

practice-dependent method that blends empirical and normative inquiry. 

The political process understanding therefore shares with the moral relation approach a broad 

aim of normatively assessing boundary practices. Yet they do so in drastically different ways, 

proceeding from drastically different assumptions. Moral relation approaches believe that it is 

possible to specify the objective moral relation between individuals and government that entitles 

the former to democratic inclusion. The legitimacy of particular boundaries therefore depends on 

whether they include (only) people with that relation, and thus enclose morally justified 

communities. In contrast, the political process approach does not believe that such an objective 
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moral relation exists since boundaries are eminently political. Instead, it conditions the legitimacy 

of boundaries on their compatibility with core requirements of democratic openness, supporting 

the pluralist contestation through which new claims for inclusion are made. These different 

foundational assumptions about what boundaries are track through to the approaches’ different 

recommendations. The moral relation approach gives determinate advice about who boundaries 

should include. In contrast, the political process approach answers a prior question about how 

democratic communities should include, leaving greater latitude for the exercise of democratic 

agency over boundaries. 

The three normative standards developed in this chapter show that it is possible to give 

normative advice for democratic boundaries without solving the democratic boundary problem. 

We can accept the fundamental incompleteness of boundaries without losing our ability to 

distinguish between better and worse iterations of them. Doing so has democratic benefits, 

accepting that democratic autonomy and agency extend to rather than being contained by 

boundaries. However, it requires a deep shift of normative perspective. The legitimacy of 

democratic boundaries depends not on their compliance with moral principles, but on whether they 

support or undermine the contestatory politics through which they are constructed and potentially 

replaced. 
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Conclusion 
 
 
 This dissertation explored the relationship between national membership and external 

voting on both empirical and normative levels. This conclusion first takes stock of its arguments 

and reasoning, second discusses its major contributions to study of external citizenship, diaspora 

policies, and democratic theory, and finally identifies two significant directions for future research. 

 
Summary of Dissertation 
 

First, the dissertation observed the broad relationship between national membership and 

external voting. Chapter 2 discussed why external voting is centrally about national membership 

even while government officials use the policy strategically in service of political and/or economic 

goals. Those goals are highly unlikely to be achieved unless non-resident citizens are recognized 

and identify as national members. However, historically, most governments have ignored rather 

than acknowledged non-resident citizens (Collyer 2013, 20; Dufoix 2010, 23). We therefore cannot 

assume that national membership is already or easily available to non-resident citizens, but rather 

must investigate how officials construct them as national members.  

Second, in Chapters 2-5 the dissertation empirically mapped the relationship between 

national membership and external voting by asking how officials develop conceptions of national 

membership that include non-resident citizens for external voting purposes. To answer this 

question, Chapter 2 proposed the locally grounded membership theory. That theory builds from 

the prior observation that for officials to achieve the diverse strategic goals that they pursue 

through external voting, non-resident citizens need to be included as national members. The theory 

says that in order to develop conceptions of national membership that include non-resident citizens 

for external voting purposes, government officials selectively draw from the local history and 
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socio-cultural significances of leaving the country to construct particularistic narratives that 

characterize non-resident citizens’ identities and motivations, and can that imply more general 

conceptions of their national membership. Chapters 3-5 applied the theory to Irish, American, 

Israeli, and French external voting politics. They examined the legislative history of external 

voting in light of relevant available meanings about emigration and non-resident citizenship, 

identifying the rectificatory, contributory, and service conceptions of non-resident citizens’ 

national membership. In Chapter 5, we met a challenge to the theory in the form of the French 

case, where the theory struggled to identify relevant conceptions. This was most likely because the 

theory assumes that non-resident citizens’ national membership will be controversial and 

contested. Unusually, this was not the case in France where non-resident citizens were accepted as 

national members at an unusually early point (Garriaud-Maylam 2010, 105; Beck and Weinar 

2017, 87). Against the theory’s expectations then, non-resident citizens’ national membership was 

not a major issue during the external voting debates that the theory looks to for evidence. While 

the French case shows that the theory has clear limitations, it does not undermine the theory’s 

utility in the many other cases where non-resident citizens’ national membership is at issue at the 

time when external voting policy is debated. 

Third, in Chapters 1 and 6 the dissertation explored the normative status of external 

voting’s relationship to national membership. Reflecting upon the rectificatory, contributory, and 

service conceptions, Chapter 6 argued that an external voting policy is democratically legitimate 

if its underlying conception of national membership complies with each of three normative 

standards: non-exclusiveness, accessibility, and humility. Taken together, these three standards 

aim to ensure that by opening the demos to non-resident citizens, external voting does not 

simultaneously function as an instrument of closure at important political sites. Non-exclusiveness 
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seeks to prevent external voting from closing the demos to non-nationals, accessibility prevents 

the nation from closing to marginalized citizens, and humility prevents the individual from closing 

to identities and aspirations other than those provided by the state. The standards thus aim to 

perpetuate a contestatory, open politics of boundaries, where new or unfamiliar claims for 

inclusion can be imagined, advanced, and considered. 

On several levels, this is a rather different normative approach from previous ones, 

discussed at length in Chapter 1, that assess external voting by asking whether it includes persons 

subjected to state law (López‐Guerra 2005) or stakeholders in the political community (Bauböck 

2005). The two approaches differ in terms of substance, in that they direct normative attention to 

different features of external voting. This is because they have different aims: standards like 

subjected persons and stakeholders aim to ensure that inclusions and exclusions correspond to a 

principle that describes legitimate democratic boundaries (López‐Guerra 2005, 219). They thus 

seek to construct objectively justified democratic units (Donahue and Ochoa Espejo 2016, 150). 

In contrast, this dissertation’s standards disclaim the ambition of finding an objective justification 

for the demos, and instead aim at supporting a politics through which boundaries can be challenged 

and potentially replaced. This leads to a difference of method: whereas the more moralistic 

approach seeks to distill a boundary principle from what the theorist considers to be the core 

meaning of democracy, I use a new, more political, practice-dependent method that synthesizes 

empirical and ethical inquiry. 

Conditioning the democratic legitimacy of an external voting policy on the details of its 

underlying conception of membership means that that external voting is not always legitimate or 

always illegitimate. Rather, some policies will be more or less legitimate than others depending on 

the understandings of belonging that they presume and produce. For example, in Chapter 6 we 
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applied the standards to make normative distinctions between the rectificatory, contributory, and 

service contributions.  

As emphasized throughout, the dissertation’s empirical and normative arguments are 

interrelated. The practice-dependent method for evaluating democratic boundaries requires that 

we empirically understand the boundary practice of interest. The locally grounded membership 

theory enables that by helping us to apprehend external voting as a national membership practice 

and to identify several conceptions of national membership that are relevant to different (proposed) 

policies. The practice-dependent method thus requires the locally grounded membership theory, 

but the latter is severable from the former and can stand alone as an empirical theory. 

 
Contributions of Dissertation 
 

Rather than summarize the dissertation’s arguments further, let’s now think more broadly 

about its significant contributions. There are four, split evenly between empirical and normative. 

 

Empirical Contribution 1: Understanding Non-Resident Citizens’ Inclusion in the “Home” Nation 
 

Recent work has noted the need to better understand how conceptions of national membership 

are related to diaspora politics like external voting (McIntyre and Gamlen 2019, 44–45). 

Understanding that relationship not only promises to help empirically “explain the current boom 

in diaspora policies” (McIntyre and Gamlen 2019, 37), but is also crucial to assessing those 

policies’ normative status – whether they are premised upon dangerous or otherwise undesirable 

ideas about political belonging. Yet, as explained in Chapter 2, we still do not fully grasp that 

relationship. This dissertation contributes to our understanding of the conceptions of membership 

that underlie non-resident citizens’ inclusion in the “home” nation through diaspora policies by 
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introducing the locally grounded membership theory. That theory allows us to see three otherwise 

obscure things. 

First, the theory recognizes that non-resident citizens’ national membership poses different 

challenges than that of resident citizens. As discussed in Chapter 2 and mentioned above, 

governments have historically tended to ignore people who leave,  not incorporate them as national 

members (Collyer 2013, 20; Dufoix 2010, 23). Non-resident citizens’ distance from the “home” 

country also challenges their straightforward inclusion as national members, requiring state 

institutions to “work harder to maintain a claim to represent a nation ‘living in different places’” 

(Collyer 2013, 2, 20). For example, conceptions of nationhood that rely on co-presence or physical 

proximity are harder to apply to non-resident citizens. The conceptions of national membership 

that include non-resident citizens are therefore unlikely to be straightforward projections of 

“domestically applicable”499 ones. Put otherwise, perhaps resident citizens are understood as 

national members for X reason. We cannot assume that X is also the reason why non-resident 

citizens are understood as members, since there may be specific reasons applicable only to them. 

The locally grounded membership theory encourages us to focus on those specific reasons as the 

key to understanding the conceptions of national membership that include non-resident citizens.  

 This differs from the more common civic-territorial/ethnic theory discussed at length in 

Chapter 2.500 That theory expects that domestically applicable conceptions, whether civic-

territorial or ethnic, are projected abroad to determine the possibility of non-resident citizens’ 

 
499 By “domestically applicable” I mean the conceptions that are understood to explain and justify resident citizens’ 
national membership. I put this phrase in quotation marks at first use to signal that I recognize that the 
domestic/abroad distinction is constructed rather than natural. 
 
500 As discussed in Chapter 2, the theory is referenced or advanced in works including Sherman (1999, 858), 
Bauböck (2005, 686), Fitzgerald (2006, 109–11), and MacIntyre and Gamlen (2019). 
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national membership. In other words, if a country understands nationhood within territorial borders 

in ethnic terms, then ethnic conceptions will equally apply to non-resident citizens. Instead, the 

locally grounded membership theory shows that the conceptions of national membership that 

include non-resident citizens may build on and alter, but not reduce to, domestically applicable 

ones. This is one reason why the conceptions discussed in Chapters 3-6 have unfamiliar labels: 

rectificatory, contributory, and service rather than civic, territorial, ethnic, or economic. The latter, 

more familiar, labels for the variety of possible conceptualizations of national membership were 

not developed with the specific problem of non-resident citizens’ national membership in mind. 

They therefore encourage us to focus on how national membership is understood in general, with 

the implication that that understanding applies to all members. In contrast, the former place our 

attention firmly where it should be for these purposes: on how non-resident citizens specifically 

are imagined and incorporated as national members. 

 This dissertation thus shows that to understand how non-resident citizens are included as 

national members, we need to examine the specific conceptions by which they are included qua 

non-resident citizens. The locally grounded membership theory enables us to do this by allowing 

us to identify and isolate officials’ narrative construction of non-resident citizens’ national 

membership. 

 Second, the theory shows that the conceptions of national membership that include non-

resident citizens for external voting purposes are deeply rooted in context-specific histories and 

meanings. This means that there will be multiple such conceptions: those relevant to e.g. German 

external voting may differ from those relevant in Sweden. While we can identify general patterns 

in how non-resident citizens’ membership is understood (e.g. the service conception is relevant in 

both the USA and Israel), it is always possible that non-resident citizens will be imagined 
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differently in different times and places. We therefore cannot assume that external voting policies 

are all premised upon the same understandings of non-resident citizens’ national membership. 

Instead, we must investigate each case of interest in order to know how it conceptualizes 

membership. The rectificatory, contributory, and service conceptions provide examples rather than 

a complete taxonomy of the possibilities. This approach again contrasts to that of the civic-

territorial/ethnic theory, which assumes that there is a small, finite and universally applicable range 

of possible conceptualizations of national membership. This difference has methodological 

consequences. If there are a finite number of universally applicable conceptions of membership, 

then acontextual statistical analysis of the relationship between conceptions and policies is 

appropriate. If, however, we cannot know a priori how membership is conceptualized in a 

particular case, then qualitative case study is necessary.501 

Finally, and related to the previous two points, the theory allows us to identify the stuff 

from which officials attempt to incorporate non-resident citizens as national members: available 

historical understandings and socio-cultural meanings of leaving the country. Through the lens of 

those histories and meanings, officials bring difficult to see non-resident citizens into focus and 

construct their national membership status. 

 This means that to identify the conceptions of national membership that are relevant in a 

particular case, we need a deep understanding of the history and significance of emigration from 

that country. Otherwise, we are unlikely to notice or understand the meanings that officials 

 
501 McIntyre and Gamlen’s (2019) exploration of the relationship between civic, ethnic, and economic conceptions 
of membership and the emergence of diaspora policies combined large-n regression with single-country case studies. 
They concluded that “future research should return to qualitative analysis to examine the role of membership 
conceptions through deeper analysis of individual cases” (McIntyre and Gamlen 2019, 44). They suggest that the 
qualitative analysis is necessary to explain their findings, but it is also necessary to identify how non-resident 
citizens’ membership is conceptualized in the first place, since there are possibilities beyond (and within) civic, 
ethnic, and economic. 
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leverage in order to construct non-resident citizens’ national membership in particular ways. 

Further, we must recognize that the histories and meanings from which officials construct non-

resident citizens’ national membership may give inaccurate impressions of non-resident citizens’ 

identities and motivations. For example, in the Irish case the rectificatory conception is premised 

upon a famine-era understanding of emigration that does not apply to contemporary emigrants. 

The theory encourages us to see this inaccuracy as part of the process of non-resident citizens’ 

national membership: since good information about non-resident citizens is limited, officials often 

make policy on the basis of an imagined emigrant constructed from the fund of available histories 

and meanings.   

 
 
Empirical Contribution 2: Theorizing the Relationship Between Territory and Political 
Community 
 
 External voting is so interesting and challenging in part because it implicates the 

relationship between territory and political community. This insufficiently acknowledged and 

incompletely understood relationship is central to understanding the importance and consequences 

of the long-distance political relations enabled by diaspora policies. For example, do those policies 

make territory irrelevant to political community? Or, do they reaffirm territory’s significance, and 

in what way? Despite some important work on the topic (e.g. Collyer 2014a), we still do not fully 

understand how territory is relevant to political community. For example, the intuitively 

compelling conclusion that policies that institutionalize extraterritorial belonging, like external 

voting, simultaneously deterritorialize political community (Bauböck 2005, 684) is premised upon 

the idea that territory contains political community. Yet as this dissertation shows, containing is 

only one way that territory can be relevant to political community. 
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 This dissertation makes two contributions to our as yet developing understanding of the 

relationship between territory and political community. 

 First, it clarifies the ambiguous territoriality of civic membership communities in Chapter 

5.502 It might seem that civic communities should not have diaspora policies, since “emigration 

may be construed as a rejection of the civic values underlying membership” (McIntyre and Gamlen 

2019, 38). However, McIntyre and Gamlen recently found, against their expectations, that civic 

conceptions of membership are actually related to the emergence of diaspora policies (2019, 44–

45). The dissertation demonstrates that there is no necessary reason why civic communities should 

be incompatible with extraterritorial belonging as institutionalized in policies like external voting. 

In such communities, territory is a supportive material space where principles can be enacted  

(Penrose 2002, 291), but it is not in itself significant.503 Whether leaving the territory entails 

leaving the community depends on the content of the latter’s constitutive civic principles. For 

example, a community constituted by a belief in equal liberty and impartial justice is theoretically 

compatible with extraterritorial belonging, since those principles can be adhered to abroad 

(McIntyre and Gamlen 2019, 45). This means that we can no longer assume that external voting 

or other diaspora policies are an affront to the aspiration towards the civic membership ideal 

(Lenard 2015, 122). 

 
502 Note that this is agnostic as to whether purely civic membership communities exist (for a classic critique of the 
possibility, see Yack (1996). The claim is simply that if they exist, then this is how territory is relevant to them. 
 
503 Brubaker’s (1998, 89) finding that in the 19th century, the transmission of French nationality to citizens born 
abroad was justified by their (parents’) presumed attachment to French territory complicates this argument. It is 
possible that having been born or lived on the territory can be seen as evidence of commitment to the civic 
principles, in which case territory is still not playing an independent role in political community but rather is a proxy 
for the true membership criterion. 
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 Second, the dissertation identifies a new, teleological, way that territory can be relevant to 

political community. In a teleological territorial community, a particular people504 pursues a 

particular project in a particular place. This differs from a civic community because the purpose is 

understood to be possible only in this particular place, whereas civic principles can theoretically 

be pursued anywhere. 505 Territory is thus a participant in, not only a site for, political community. 

The most obvious example of teleological territoriality, as discussed in Chapter 5, is Israel. Zionists 

understood the Land of Israel to be the only place where a Jewish state could be founded, and the 

Jewish people be free (A. D. Smith 1995, 8–9). The dissertation argued that teleological 

territoriality is also relevant in the United States, where the territory has been variously understood 

as uniquely supporting people-constituting projects like establishing the Reformation, entrenching 

natural rights, or growing industry and capitalism (Jacobson 2002). When the constitutive 

teleological purpose is universal in scope, in that it is intended to eventually spread from the 

uniquely supporting territory in which it initially takes root, a teleological territorial community 

can be compatible with extraterritorial political belonging. When, like in Israel, the constitutive 

purpose is particularistic, it is not.  

 Teleological territoriality points out a little noticed way that territory can support and 

sustain political community. It is one, but surely not the only, way that territorially rooted 

communities can paradoxically extend beyond state territory. By identifying the concept of 

teleological territoriality, this dissertation shows that extraterritorial belonging need not be 

 
504 I do not mean to suggest that the “people” is in reality unified or homogenous, just that it is represented as such. 
 
505 These, and other labels for types of political community, are ideal types. Real-world polities are most likely to 
feature a mixture of each. 
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deterritorializing (Collyer 2014a, 60), and, as discussed below, points out the need for future 

research into the surprisingly complicated territoriality of political community.  

 

Normative Contribution 1: Evaluative Standards for External Voting Policies 

 The dissertation’s first major contribution to normative political theory is the three 

evaluative standards for external voting policies presented in Chapter 6: non-exclusiveness, 

accessibility, and humility. As discussed above, these standards contribute a practical way to 

distinguish between normatively better and worse policies depending on the extent to which they 

further or impede openness at the different political sites of the demos, the nation, and the 

individual. 

 These three standards contrast to, and improve upon, existing normative approaches to 

democratic theory that evaluate its compliance with some moral boundary principle like the all 

subjected persons or stakeholder ones. Those latter principles purport to describe legitimate 

democratic boundaries in general. They apply identically to all boundary practices, not just 

external voting. In contrast, non-exclusiveness, accessibility, and humility apply specifically to 

external voting. They capture concerns that are generally relevant to boundaries (like justified 

inclusion or concern for a common political identity) but interpret them in the context of external 

voting. Otherwise put, the standards are designed to respond specifically to the dangers posed by 

external voting. While all boundary practices may imperil, for example, autonomy, they do not all 

do so in the same way. For example, humility responds to the specific dangers that external voting 

poses to individual autonomy by (potentially) rescripting individual identity according to state 

goals. A different boundary practice, like child and youth suffrage, may not pose this same danger 

to autonomy and so would require a different evaluative principle. 



 
 
 

335 

 The three standards show that it is possible to construct particularistic normative standards 

for specific boundary practices, as opposed to requiring that all such practices conform to one 

meta-principle of legitimate boundaries. This not only preserves space for democratic action and 

autonomy, one of this dissertation’s animating concerns, but also promises to yield more relevant, 

applicable, standards built to ward off the specific dangers that particular boundary practices pose. 

 

Normative Contribution 2: Balancing Democratic Agency and Moral Constraint Through The 
Practice-Dependent Method 
 The dissertation’s second major normative contribution is the practice-dependent method 

for evaluating democratic boundaries, through which the three standards discussed above were 

developed. Whereas those standards apply specifically to external voting, the practice-dependent 

method is general and could be used to develop normative standards for any democratic boundary 

practice. 

 The method makes a major contribution to normative democratic theory by showing that 

we do not have to choose between accepting democratic agency over boundaries and subjecting 

boundaries to moral constraint. Instead, the method enables the morally constrained exercise of 

democratic agency over boundaries. This furthers two important normative goals: agency furthers 

the core democratic value of autonomy (Keenan 2003, 9), while moral constraint is necessary to 

ensure that boundaries do not unjustifiably harm individuals. In contrast, the moral relation and 

political paradox approaches surveyed in Chapter 1 assume that we can have either constraint or 

agency, not both. The former prioritizes morally constrained boundaries even if that means 

completely removing them from democratic decision-making. The latter instead prioritizes agency 

over boundaries to the extent that any attempt at constraint can appear like an illegitimate power 

grab (Donahue and Ochoa Espejo 2016, 151). 
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 In contrast, the practice-dependent method shows that morally constrained democratic 

agency over boundaries is possible. It does this by considering the understanding of democratic 

inclusion that animates the relevant boundary practice, as Chapters 2-5 did for external voting, and 

then drawing normative standards for the practice that minimize that understanding’s dangers, as 

Chapter 6 did. This accepts that democratic politics will advance new or different understandings 

of boundaries and inclusion but cabins them within moral constraints. Of course, we saw in 

Chapter 6 that the method is not infinitely tolerant of democratic agency, since it is capable of 

identifying some practices as illegitimate. For example, the service conception of national 

membership violated the humility standard.  

 In balancing democratic agency and moral constraint, the practice-dependent method thus 

strikes a compromise between the moral relations and political paradox approaches. Like other 

political third ways, this might seem unsatisfying. However, its inability to satisfy either agency 

or constraint purists is outweighed by its ability to channel democratic autonomy in less harmful 

directions. It yields substantive normative criteria for democratic boundary practices, but not at the 

price of removing them from the democratic agenda. It therefore introduces to normative 

democratic theory a new, more democratic approach to evaluating democratic boundaries. 

 
Future Research Directions 
 

This dissertation covered a lot of empirical and normative ground. Work therefore still remains 

to be done. For example, using the locally grounded membership theory to examine the 

conceptions of national membership that were relevant to external voting in more cases would 

allow us to gauge the theory’s general applicability and refine its premises. Applying the three 

normative standards to those newly identified conceptions would, in turn, test the standards’ 
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general applicability. Supplementing empirical analysis of the legislative history of external voting 

with interviews of relevant officials would provide more506 evidence for my interpretations of the 

cases. Finally, supplementing my elite-perspective analysis with evidence of ordinary citizens’ 

understandings would provide a fuller account of the relationship between national membership 

and external voting. These tasks are each important. However, in these final pages I want to focus 

on two future research directions that have the potential to break new, important, ground. 

First, future work should theorize and empirically verify the relationship between territory and 

political community in much greater detail than this dissertation has been able. As discussed in the 

preceding section, understanding this relationship is critical to understanding the future of political 

identity and affiliation. External voting and other diaspora policies institutionalize the possibility 

of political belonging from a distance. In doing so, they raise questions about who people identify 

with, and on what basis. The answers to those questions will determine things like whether it is 

possible to have a common political identity within bounded political units to what the likely bases 

of future political conflicts are. Territory influences individual and political identity (D. Delaney 

2005, 12; Brighenti 2006) and has been a reliable focus of human conflict. What role will it play 

as the spatiality of political community shifts? 

It is tempting, as acknowledged in the preceding section, to conclude that if you can be a 

member of a community in which you do not live, then territory must not be relevant to political 

identity and affiliation. The intuitiveness of this (ultimately wrong conclusion) is attributable to 

the strength of the nation-state paradigm and its associated assumption that territory contains 

society and politics, discussed at length in Chapter 1 (Agnew 1994, 59; 2003, 53; Taylor 1994). 

 
506 Or less, depending on what is found. 
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That assumption makes it seem obvious that territory is relevant to political community as a 

container. If community is actually uncontained by territory, ergo territory must not be relevant. 

This is a blinkered view of territory’s relevance to community, as evidenced by the fact that 

territory remains relevant to external citizenship policies that distinguish between different 

categories of citizens based on their positions relative to territory (Collyer 2014a, 62). But, 

knowing that this view is blinkered does not tell us what the blinkers obscure: what we can’t see 

because they are there. What other functions beyond containing can territory play in political 

community?  

While this dissertation did not set out to answer that question, it lay beneath its primary focus 

on the relationship between national membership and external voting. The dissertation made a 

small step towards answering by identifying territory’s teleological role in political community. 

Future work should build on that by exploring alternative ways that territory, and people’s various 

attachments and relations to it, can generate and sustain political communities of different shapes 

and at different scales. External voting and other diaspora policies are a particularly excellent 

subject for this exploration. They establish political communities that are clearly uncontained by 

state territory, and so prompt us to think about territory in a way that is similarly uncontained by 

the container assumption. Ideally, future work would move beyond broad generalizations about 

the territorialization of political community to instead pin down exactly how territory and 

community are related.507  

 
507 For example, some work argues that diaspora policies replace territorial with networked membership (Dickinson 
and Bailey 2007; Gray 2012). But this broad statement doesn’t tell us how specifically that works, since networks 
have different shapes and densities. Further, can’t networks be themselves territorial (Painter 2010, 1093–94)? 
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 Second, future work should develop the political process understanding of democratic 

boundaries and the practice-dependent method. There are two particularly relevant directions. 

 Most straightforwardly, the practice-dependent method is an important new normative 

approach to democratic boundaries. It got traction when applied to external voting, generating 

substantive standards capable of normatively distinguishing between policies. To assess how 

significant the method truly is, future research should apply it to other boundary practices. For 

example, as discussed above, it seems at this stage like the method is capable of constructing 

particularistic normative standards for specific boundary practices. As we apply it to more 

practices, we will discover whether this is in fact the case or whether, as more cases are introduced, 

the particularistic standards blur into universally applicable ones.  

 More deeply, the political process understanding and practice-dependent method support a 

significant reorientation of normative political theory. One of the reasons why the democratic 

boundary problem, discussed at length in Chapter 1, is so vexing to normative political theorists is 

because it threatens to plunge the demos into internal incoherence. If there is no democratic way 

to bound the demos, then democracy seems like it is incoherent (López‐Guerra 2005, 219). 

Normative political theorists try to save democracy from that worst of fates by proposing principles 

that solve the boundary problem and render the demos democratically (and internally coherently) 

constituted. This dissertation took a different approach, attempting to give normative advice for 

particular democratic boundary practices, like external voting, without solving the democratic 

boundary problem.  

 Admittedly, that approach might seem nonsensical to some normative theorists: to give 

advice for particular boundary practices, you need to know what boundaries should do or be, which 

requires solving the democratic boundary problem! However, it actually signals an alternative 
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perspective on normative theory. It suggests that we should be less concerned with whether 

democracy is internally coherent according to the standards of philosophical logic, and more 

concerned with understanding the “logics” by which democracy makes sense as a political and 

social practice.508 After all, democracy is a human creation that has evolved over centuries. It 

would be fairly surprising if, given that, it complied with philosophical standards of logic and 

internal coherence. Rather than asking whether a boundary practice proposes an internally coherent 

and logical solution to the democratic boundary problem, it may be more fruitful to instead try to 

understand why participants think (or don’t think) that the practice is democratic. This latter 

approach promises to advance our understanding of democracy in contrast to the former which 

must be confused by purportedly democratic practices that depart from ideal, logical standards.  

Further, this approach has normative potential: it can identify some practices as morally preferable 

to others. However, it does that in a different way. After understanding the practice, it tries to find 

normative room in its joints, looking for ways to channel it in directions that avoid real-world 

harms. This is a realist orientation to political theory that future work might take up, asking whether 

it could help us think fruitfully not only about democracy but also other normative problems like 

the design of political institutions or political legitimacy.509 

 
508 The latter logic is in quotation marks to signify that, according to philosophical standards of logic, the “logics” of 
democracy may in fact be illogical!  
509 In this it coincides with the burgeoning realist approach to normative political theory that (broadly) seeks “to 
develop ways of thinking about politics better suited to the nature of the political itself” (Sleat 2018a, 6) including 
by “taking seriously how political institutions actually work or the sorts of beliefs, values, and motivations that 
people actually have” (Sleat 2018a, 7). Realist theory is generally skeptical that “politics can be fully governed by 
reason or morality precisely because we disagree about what reason dictates or morality demands” (Sleat 2018a, 13). 
While there might be a right thing to do, “discovering what that thing might be cannot be something we arrive at 
prepolitically via philosophical reflection” (Sleat 2018a, 14). For more discussion of realist theory (not all of which 
this dissertation endorses), see Williams (2005), Geuss (2008) Galston (2010), Rossi and Sleat (2014). 
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 This dissertation has advanced multiple distinct arguments and ideas. Yet if the reader were 

limited in what they could take away, two are particularly important. First, and risking triteness, 

national political community does not stop at state borders. This is old hat in political geography 

and critical international relations scholarship by now, but it bears repeating because it has still not 

been adequately digested by political science and theory. Political membership is increasingly 

stretchy, persisting as its bearers move between countries. This means that political science and 

theory study of migration and membership need to broaden to see emigration as equally important 

as immigration, or better yet as two aspects of the same overarching process of mobility.510 Second, 

democracy cannot be frozen. Tocqueville showed us that it is a dynamic practice: things change, 

and sometimes in ways that make us anxious or uncomfortable. For example, perhaps national 

democracy was once a territorially bounded practice, but clearly it now extends further. In its desire 

to isolate a meta-principle that describes legitimate democratic boundaries, the democratic 

boundary problem literature forgets Tocqueville’s lesson. Acknowledging it requires carving out 

room in our normative democratic theories for empirical changes in democracy’s meaning and 

institutionalization, as the political process theory and practice-dependent method have done. 

  

 
510 As, for example, Bauböck has done through his idea of “citizenship constellations” (2012). 
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