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Abstract 

This article explores two issues: (1) Can there be a 
national political philosophy (NPP) as a discipline, and if 
so, what methods, if any, might be used to develop such a 
discipline? (2) How valuable might a national political 
philosophy be? I first examine Ruey-Lin Chen’s group-
construction theory, which suggests that the subjectivity 
of a NPP amounts to the subjectivity of the group 
dedicated to its development. However, this account is 
unappealing as it either assumes that a discipline has no 
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genuine subjectivity or implies a categorical mistake in 
equating the subjectivity of NPP with the subjectivity of the 
group seeking its establishment. I then argue for a 
methodological account of NPP developed in terms of 
Sangiovanni’s theory of practice-dependence from a 
national perspective, hereafter the national practice-
dependence approach (NPD). NPD makes NPP realistic 
because the principles theorized concern political 
feasibility and are thus action-guiding. It also helps identify 
and preserve the moral dimensions of a national 
community. However, NPP faces challenges in main-
taining a critical distance from existing practices tied to 
national interests and its outcomes must be weighed 
against other valuable perspectives. Thus, I conclude that 
the value of NPP is upheld only if complemented by a 
political philosophy that incorporates global justice and/or 
the viewpoints of minority groups. 
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I. Motivation 

Can there be a national (say, Taiwanese) political philosophy? 

If so, how might such a discipline be developed? What might be the 

value of such a discipline? Before addressing these questions, I 

explain the preliminary motivations for developing the idea of 

national political philosophy (NPP). 

This article does not touch on national philosophy, although 

that seems essential for developing NPP. I acknowledge the necessity 

of a national philosophy, meta-philosophically, as a foundation for 

NPP. However, I believe we can engage with NPP directly without 

developing a fully articulated understanding of national philosophy, 

in a manner similar to how we approach political philosophy. 

Comprehending what philosophy is has never been a necessary 

condition for doing political philosophy. If philosophers can 

develop NPP without a clear account of national philosophy, I can 

analyze NPP without first examining national philosophy. Secondly, 

national philosophy is a thorny concept. If conceived of as an over-

arching discipline comprised of logics, metaphysics, epistemology, 

and ethics, among other things, differences in nationality will prove 

insufficient to nationalize universal knowledge (e.g., epistemology 

and logics). However, if national philosophy is a valid concept, NPP 

would exemplify it well, as national differences are evident in 

national politics. Conversely, if NPP is a flawed idea, we could 

conclude that philosophy is not inherently national. Simply put, an 

analysis of NPP could be a touchstone for judging whether national 

philosophy is a promising and worthwhile avenue of study. 

A rough idea of political philosophy is necessary prior to 

defining NPP. Given Timothy Williamson’s (2018: 9-13) account of 

philosophy, political philosophy may be defined as a discipline 

systematically reflecting fundamental assumptions underpinning 

politics. Specifically, the discipline theorizes normative principles in 

pursuit of certain political ideals (e.g., justice or the redistribution of 

wealth). Therefore NPP constitutes a critical examination of the 

basic framework of a nation’s political life, particularly the 
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examination of the normative principles. I follow David Miller’s 

(1995) theory, defining the nation as “a community (1) constituted 

by shared beliefs and mutual commitment; (2) with an extended and 

shared history; (3) active in character; (4) connected to a particular 

territory; and (5) distinguished from other communities by a distinct 

public culture”(27). The third and fifth features may require further 

explanation. Being active demonstrates that a nation has collective 

agency and “must be conceived as an entity capable of acting on its 

own behalf and expressing its will” (29). Public culture amounts to 

a set of moral obligations (such as the way in which Americans value 

particular forms of individualism and libertarianism), forged in 

national communities, and to some extent existing as product[s] of 

political debate. 

Our subsequent concern is with how political philosophy 

becomes national. Consider a group living on an island, sharing a 

common language and culture, without ethnic or racial divisions. 

Some people on this island examine the core normative principles 

of their political life—a project they call “political philosophy.” 

Although they identify themselves as inhabitants of Formosa, they 

do not label their political philosophy as national, referring to it 

simply as political philosophy. However, when discussing these 

ideas with scholars from other islands engaged in similar studies, the 

Formosans specify that their ideas constitute “Formosan political 

philosophy,” especially when notable differences in perspectives or 

methods are discerned. 

This story implies that NPP is not a product of conceptual 

necessity, but a consequence of empirical facts and historical 

context. The need to explore NPP reflects Richard Shusterman’s 

(1997: 292) observation that the field of international philosophy is 

demarcated not by national boundaries, but by a number of 

“philosophical empires.” This imperialism, like European 

imperialism in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, prompts a 

variety of local reactions: Assimilating new territories (e.g., New 

Zealand becomes part of the periphery of Anglo-American 
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philosophy), rejuvenating past philosophical traditions to resist 

cultural imperialism (e.g., Indian philosophy defines itself against 

Western philosophy [Mohanty, 1997]) or creating Indigenous, free-

standing philo-sophical ideas (e.g., Taiwanese philosophy [Hung, 

2016]). 

Rejuvenation and creation are two distinctive modes for 

developing a NPP and illustrating how political philosophy might 

become national. That is, NPP can be formed either via a backward-

looking method aiming to reconstruct a past philosophical tradition, 

or a presentist approach examining the fundamental structure of 

social and political life. This article concentrates on creation for two 

reasons. First, compared to the rejuvenation mode, little attention is 

paid to creation. Second, the creation mode claims that NPP does 

not necessarily depend on a past philosophical tradition. I explore 

this possibility in the context of Taiwanese political philosophy. 

That is, I shall employ my proposal for a NPP to develop a 

Taiwanese political philosophy by discussing the hypothetical 

secession of Kinmen.1 

The article is structured as follows. Section II considers Ruey-

Lin Chen’s group-construction approach as an instance of the 

 
1 A concern may be raised regarding the choice of secession as the subject for 

illustration, and why Kinmen instead of some other area of Taiwan. My reply, 
succinctly put, is threefold. First, any political issue in Taiwan might well serve as 
an illustrative case for NPP. On this basis, the subject chosen is more or less 

arbitrary. Second, secession provides a meaningful illustration in the context of 
current Taiwan politics given the prominence of the Taiwanese independence 
movement and long-standing crisis of Taiwan’s national identity—complex 

political issues that can be traced back to the Japanese colonial period. Third, for 
anyone familiar with Taiwan history, Kinmen has a geo-political history distinct 
from that of Taiwan’s main island. That special history forged a unique culture on 

Kinmen. Moreover, scholars point out that the cultural difference, particularly on 
the perception of the Chinese government (i.e., Chinese Communist Party), 
challenges the mutual trust between Taiwan’s central government and Kinmen’s 

local authority given China’s recent hostility towards Taiwan (Lin & Chen, 2020; 
Shen, 2025). This feature provides a pro tanto reason to consider Kinmen a 
potential candidate for secession within Taiwan’s politics. Of course, this does not 

negate the utility of other areas of Taiwan for this thought experiment. 
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creation mode. Section III illustrates my proposal for NPP—a 

methodological account based on the idea of practice-dependence. 

Arguing that this form of methodology can be conducted from a 

national perspective, I describe this way of doing NPP the “national 

practice-dependence approach.” To illustrate my account of NPP, I 

consider what the Taiwanese people should do in the face of Kinmen 

secession. Section IV will specify the value of NPP, how it extends 

the discipline, and why it must be supplemented by other 

perspectives, such as global justice and/or those of minority groups. 

II. Against the Constructive Group Approach 
to NPP 

Can there be such a thing as a NPP? Ruey-Lin Chen provides 

a conditional affirmative answer. Specifically, NPP can emerge if a 

group of researchers are able to form a group agent dedicated to 

developing NPP, which derives solely and creatively from this 

group, rather than a particular past tradition. It should be noted that 

Chen’s (2018) theory attempts to address concerns about the 

subjectivity of Taiwanese philosophy rather than NPP. Yet, since the 

scope of reasoning is capacious enough to include the issue of NPP, 

I shall develop a Chen-style argument for NPP and show why the 

approach is problematic. 

A modified Chen-style argument for NPP, juxtaposing 

Taiwanese philosophy and NPP, might take the following form. 

First, if Taiwanese philosophy/NPP exists, philosophers must be able 

to think of some feature (i.e., Taiwan-ness/N-ness) that distinguishes 

their discourse from others, ensuring that they are doing Taiwanese 

philosophy / NPP rather than, say, Chinese or French philosophy. 

Second, the entity in question, regardless of culture, ethnicity, or 

nationality, assumes the subjectivity of Taiwanese philosophy / NPP. 

Third, because Taiwanese philosophy / NPP refers to a collection of 

theories produced by researchers working on Taiwanese philosophy 

/ NPP, the subjectivity of Taiwanese philosophy / NPP can be 
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understood as the (collective) subjectivity of those researchers, 

which, Chen argues, is determined by the distinctiveness of their 

collective agency. In other words, if a group of individuals (who 

study Taiwanese philosophy / NPP) formed a group independent of 

other research groups, they would gain collective subjectivity, which 

would then confer subjectivity on Taiwanese philosophy / NPP. 

Chen argues that the group should be characterized by a shared self-

consciousness that the group is conducting specifically and distinctly 

Taiwanese philosophy / NPP, a collective intention to do so, 

autonomy of action, and independent judgement on what Taiwanese 

philosophy / NPP is. 

I make no comment on the conditions required for the 

subjectivity of an academic group. My primary concern is the 

potential for a categorical mistake if we take the theory to advocate 

for the substitution of the subjectivity of NPP with the subjectivity 

of researchers working on NPP. This is problematic in two respects. 

First, there is semantic vagueness when the argument begins with a 

search for the subjectivity of NPP and yet ends up defining that 

concept via the subjectivity of those studying NPP. I concur with 

Chen that, if one studies NPP, one’s reasoning assumes or even 

affirms the subjectivity of NPP. However, when he clarifies that his 

sense of subjectivity is a truly existing entity, he asserts that the 

subjectivity of NPP is defined by the constructive group of 

researchers capable of exercising group agency. This definition is 

supported by only one statement: “Taiwanese philosophy amounts 

to the intellectual outcomes of the researchers on Taiwanese 

philosophy, where the subjectivity of the former comes from the 

subjectivity of the constructive group of Taiwanese philosophy” 

(Chen, 2019: 66). As Taiwanese philosophy includes Taiwanese 

political philosophy as an instance of NPP, we can replace the 

subject of the statement by NPP. However, what does Chen mean 

by “comes from”? If he means that the subjectivity of NPP is 

synonymous with the subjectivity of the philosophers doing NPP, 

then clearly this is a semantic error, for NPP is not a group of 
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philosophers studying NPP, but a specific form of philosophical 

study. Moreover, the subjectivity of NPP is a meta-philosophical 

inquiry about “what NPP is” whereas the subjectivity of a group of 

philosophers doing NPP, as Chen has shown, is an ontological 

concern about their group agency. 

Second, Chen may attempt to justify this ontological ground 

by emphasizing that the collective subjectivity of those creating NPP 

determines the ontological status of the subjectivity of NPP; as one 

could interpret a meta-philosophical issue through an ontological 

lens. However, this contention still fails, for the subjectivity of NPP 

is based on a set of beliefs, while the subjectivity of the philosophers 

practicing NPP is posited on a group qua group existing over and 

above individual members. As previously shown, NPP refers to 

intellectual outcomes delivered by those working on NPP. Since the 

outcomes are a collection of beliefs, the subjectivity of NPP arises 

from the subjectification of those beliefs rather than a group of 

philosophers holding those beliefs. While the subjectivity of a group 

of philosophers can be characterized by group agency, it would be 

bizarre to characterize the subjectivity of NPP itself in this way; the 

subjectivity of NPP would be better characterized by another 

abstract entity, such as narrative or culture. Therefore, even if we 

interpret Chen’s argument ontologically, the categorical mistake 

persists. 

Surely, I may fail to understand Chen’s theory accurately as he 

may hold that beliefs, doctrines, philosophies, etc. do not have 

subjectivity because those entities are simply objects while only 

people can possess subjectivity. Talking about the subjectivity of 

Taiwanese philosophy / NPP, therefore, is no more than talking 

about the subjectivity of researchers studying it. With such 

understanding in mind, my criticism might just miss the shot. 

However, if we believe that some non-human entities, such as art 

works, cultures, or studying subjects could have subjectivity, we 

might suggest the following re-interpretation of NPP: Once an 

academic group establishes its group agency and becomes 
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independent of others, the subjectivity of their research subject (i.e., 

NPP) emerges as a necessary, derivative, and end product of the 

group’s accomplishments (i.e., a collection of theories). This re-

interpretation takes NPP to be a social fact. According to the 

standard model of social ontology, the concept of a social fact 

should satisfy at least the conditions of reflexivity, performativity, 

and collective intentionality (Guala, 2007: 961). 

The first condition says that social facts are beliefs about 

beliefs. One’s acknowledgement of NPP, for instance, depends on 

the conception of NPP in which one believes. In other words, NPP 

makes sense only if one believes that it exists and corresponds to a 

particular definition with which one identifies. In addition, social 

facts are malleable because our beliefs about them may vary across 

different contexts. A nation may be used to hold a belief that NPP 

must be consistent with their past cultural tradition. However, when 

they decide to separate themselves from that past culture and place 

greater value on the form of their political institutions, and 

particularly the relevant political ideals, which better represent their 

nationality, the nation discards the previous conception and 

embraces a new one, in the form of political institutions. Granting 

the malleability of social facts implies the second condition, i.e., 

performativity, which asserts a positive correlation between beliefs 

and actions. That is, social facts must lead to action, performed by 

the people who hold the relevant beliefs. The definition of NPP, 

therefore, is illustrated by what the interlocutors do when they use 

the idea for communication. The last condition, i.e., collective 

intentionality, is necessary for social facts because beliefs about 

social facts must be shared by several people in order to produce the 

social facts. Moreover, such sharing makes “we-mode” sentences 

(“we believe that . . .”) comprehensible, in contrast to an I-mode 

sentence (“I believe that . . .”). We-mode sentences usually denote a 

group that exists over and above the individual members, rather 

than an aggregate of individuals. This elucidates the statement “we 

believe Taiwanese political philosophy has no need to take Chinese 
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culture as its basis,” for listeners understand that the claim is not 

based on the notion that all Taiwanese individuals share this belief. 

Instead, it is a prescription or suggestion made for all the researchers 

working on Taiwanese political philosophy as a group. 

These three conditions taken together provide an alternative 

to Chen’s theory. The emergence of NPP as a social fact depends on 

whether a group of individuals holds beliefs about NPP, engages in 

academic activities related to NPP, and identifies NPP as a distinct 

discipline. The identification with NPP not only makes the idea of 

NPP widely shared by those undertaking this work, but also 

manifests the collective intentionality of the group. Studying NPP 

meets the conditions of reflexivity and performativity, because 

philosophers deliberate different conceptions of NPP and then 

address various political issues confronted by the nation. All of this 

demonstrates that NPP is a system of beliefs about the idea of NPP, 

evolving through continued academic endeavor. 

Interestingly, the relation between social facts and belief-

holders illuminates a way of understanding NPP other than group 

construction. Given the relation between reflexivity and 

performativity, beliefs about NPP are best illustrated by the 

performance of NPP philosophers, i.e., theories of NPP. How do we 

distinguish between theories of NPP and (say) general theories of 

political philosophy? I believe the answer lies in the “norm” of 

theorizing, which indicates concern with how philosophers should 

formulate theories in order to qualify their work as NPP, prompting 

us to consider what methodology NPP philosophers should follow, 

if NPP is understood as a specific way of doing philosophy. 

III. The National Practice-Dependence 
Approach to NPP 

Recall my definition of NPP: A critical examination of the basic 

framework underpinning a nation’s political life. But what 

framework can underpin a nation’s political life? I find the idea of 
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“practice” helpful, which John Rawls (1999) defines as “any form 

of activity specified by a system of rules which defines offices, roles, 

moves, penalties, defenses, and so on, and which gives the activity 

its structure” (20). Tariq Modood and Simon Thompson (2018) also 

propose the similar idea normative practices, arguing that a political 

issue constituted by the relevant social relationship, political 

institutions, and social goods is in fact situated in “networks of 

norms strongly associated with particular sets of practices” (344). 

We can thus imagine that a nation is first encouraged by certain 

political problems to investigate how to resolve the problems. 

During the investigation, they also think of the practices that 

structure the problems. They may ask, for example, what constitutes 

the problems and why addressing the problems is valuable to them. 

The conception of practice implies that if practices substantially 

shape the issues at hand, it is essential for the nation to examine 

these practices thoroughly. The examination is crucial because 

modifying the practices may resolve the problems; alternatively, any 

solutions should consider the practices to deliver a viable 

prescription. 

Given the description above, NPP now amounts to a critical 

examination of the practices underpinning a nation’s political life. 

This revision leads me to propose a methodological account that 

follows Andrea Sangiovanni’s idea of practice dependence from a 

national perspective. Practice dependence is a method of doing 

political philosophy, advocating 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” 

(Sangiovanni, 2008: 138). 2  Given that the method requires 

theorists to interpret the purpose of the relevant practice, a national 

perspective means that the interpretation should be based on 

 
2  Following Sune Laegaard’s (2017) account, there is no reason to limit the 

application of practice dependence to principles of justice. In other words, the 
method can also apply to claims about non-justice issues such as legitimacy, 

citizenship, or democracy, etc. 
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features of a nation’s nationality, such as their public culture or 

political values. I put these two ideas together and argue for the 

national practice-dependent approach to NPP (hereafter NPD). NPP 

is created when theorists employ practice-dependence approach and 

interpret the practice from a national perspective to address the 

political issues of a nation. 

Two things need be clarified at the outset. First, my concern is 

how to create NPP adequately. Since the subject is prefixed by a 

particular nation, say Taiwanese, it inevitably originates from, or is 

limited to, the political development of one single nation. However, 

the way of creation should not be conflated with application. That 

is, my proposal does not advocate that NPP is applicable only to the 

problems of the original nation. I will say more about this in the last 

section when specifying the value of NPP. Second, I do not claim 

that my proposal is the only or the best method to construct NPP; 

rather, I suggest that NPD can develop NPP into a promising 

discipline. Let me now begin with the basic argument for NPD. 

Premise 1: A nation’s political practices, especially their 

political institutions should be considered as the 

primary target of theorization in NPP. 

Premise 2: Practice-dependence reasoning is necessary to 

derive the normative principles for the issues that 

arise in their relevant institutions. 

Premise 3: To distinguish NPP from political philosophy in 

general terms, philosophers should formulate and 

justify principles based on a reconstruction of the 

nation’s public cultures or political values, as these 

cultures or values significantly shape institutions. 

Premise 4: When one employs Sangiovanni’s three-stage in-

terpretive model and aligns the interpretation with 

a national context, which I call the national 

practice-dependence approach to NPP (i.e., NPD), 

the approach can satisfy premises 2 and 3. 
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Conclusion: Therefore, NPP originates from the use of NPD, 

envisaged to derive normative principles for a 

nation’s political problems. 

As illustrated, if NPD is a valid method of constructing NPP, 

the premises above are true. My subsequent task is to demonstrate 

the truthfulness of the premises. 

A. Nations and Political Institutions 

To what extent are political practices the main target of 

analysis in NPP? It is evident that political practices may be imbued 

with national and nationalist elements. There are many examples of 

the connection between nations and political practices, such as the 

scheduling of public holidays, educational programs in schools, the 

designation of official languages, and the structures of political 

institutions. Most political practices can be associated with or 

conditioned by state apparatus, and therefore, it is worth asking 

whether we have normative reasons to maintain this mutually 

influential relationship. Should we continue to uphold the nation-

state model in politics? In response, I argue that, because national 

self-determination generates some mutual benefits that exist 

between nations and their states, NPP philosophers have good 

reason to focus on political practices (and institutions in particular) 

as long as the nation-state remains the predominant form of political 

organization worldwide. In what follows, I utilize Miller’s account 

of national self-determination. 

There are three reasons a nation might desire independent 

statehood. The first is to better implement social justice. There is an 

intuitive and natural sentiment in national communities that asks 

members of a group to care for one another—co-nationals can 

directly or indirectly benefit from this. Miller emphasizes that each 

member of a nation has an obligation to protect or promote the basic 

needs and interests of other members, as nations are obligation-

generating communities. Nonetheless, nations are not like a family 

in which every member is familiar with each other, but rather “large 
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and impersonal communities, so in order for these duties to be 

effectively discharged, they must be assigned and enforced” (Miller, 

1995: 83). In other words, when a nation successfully controls state 

apparatus or institutional resources, social justice can be achieved 

more easily. The second reason for endorsing national self-

determination is that it better protects national culture. National 

culture is a constituent of personal identity, which should not be 

altered arbitrarily. In addition, culture has a public dimension. Any 

national culture may be threatened by other national cultures and/or 

non-cultural factors such as commercial considerations or 

globalization. Therefore, Miller (1995) claims, “if you care about 

preserving your national culture, the surest way is to place the means 

of safeguarding it in the hands of those who share it—your fellow-

nationals” (88). Thirdly, national self-determination expresses and 

supports collective autonomy. Miller illustrates this in a colonial 

context. A colonized nation might argue for national self-

determination, not only in domestic issues, but also claiming equal 

international status as a metropolitan state: “[I]t was not absurd for 

people to expect that they would have a greater sense of control over 

their destinies when ruled by local oligarchies than when ruled by 

imperial power” (90). If we see colonization as a violation of 

collective autonomy, national self-determination can be regarded as 

the pursuit of collective autonomy. In other words, because 

independent statehood guarantees a nation the freedom to govern 

and guard the interests of fellow nationals, it is also the best way to 

achieve collective autonomy of a nation. 

There are also three characteristics of well-functioning states 

that may persuade us that a state is presumably mono-national. First, 

a well-functioning state requires citizenship and citizens sharing the 

same nationality are more likely to fulfil such an expectation. While 

co-nationals share similar beliefs, common language(s), and inhabit 

the same public culture, mutual trust and solidarity are easily 

cultivated: “[S]ince adhering to the rules the state proposes will 

usually have costs, each person must be confident that the others 
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will generally comply—and this involves mutual trust” (Miller, 

1995: 91). The French government thus educates its citizens on the 

importance of secularism, equality, freedom and fraternity. These 

are French ideals and policies advocated to protect French culture. 

This particular sentiment (i.e., mutual trust and solidarity) assists 

states in pursuing cooperative practices relevant to justice. As such, 

the second characteristic (that is, distributive justice) can be more 

easily achieved in mono-national states (assuming that we accept 

Miller’s definition of a nation; of particular relevance here is the 

criterion of common goals). If a state comprises two or more 

nations, the dominant nation may allocate most resources to its 

fellow nationals and discharge unreasonable duties to those from the 

weaker nation(s), again suggesting that mono-national states are 

more socially just. Finally, flowing from these first two 

characteristics, Miller believes that mono-national states enhance 

deliberative democracy. He indicates that “the reason given in 

political debate should be sincerely held, and not merely adopted as 

an expedient way of promoting sectional interests” (96); and that 

“citizens should be willing to moderate their claims in the hope that 

they can find common ground on which policy decisions can be 

based” (97). The form of a mono-national state meets these 

conditions by uniting their citizens in mutual trust and reciprocity, 

through which the majority opinion or consensus may be peacefully 

achieved, and the minority will be respected, avoiding the violence 

of majoritarian rule. 

I have shown that both nations and political institutions have 

normative reasons to sustain the form of nation-state. The value of 

national self-determination tells us that a nation would like to use 

state apparatus to manifest their nationality whereas the state takes 

nationality as an instrument by which to rally citizens for political 

ideals or common goods. This implies that NPP can identify the 

political institutions through which a nation effectively governs as 

the focal point of philosophical inquiry. I now move on to the next 

concern: What method is needed to analyze and then derive 
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normative principles for the issues that arise in such political 

institutions? 

B. Practice-Dependence Reasoning and Normative 
Principles 

I argue that practice-dependent reasoning is necessary to 

analyze the political institutions in which a nation resides. 3 For 

some features of political institutions are independent of morality, 

but legitimately condition the contents and/or scope of normative 

principles. The argument proceeds in two steps. First, I sharpen the 

idea of practice-dependent reasoning, as a method of political 

philosophy in general terms, by comparison with its counterpart, 

that is, practice-independent reasoning. I also specify guidelines for 

developing a practice-dependent theory. Second, I account for the 

features of institutions that could be better unfolded by practice 

dependence. This amounts to the reason for practice dependence as 

a foundational method of NPP. Such ideas constitute the 

background knowledge of NPD, which is to be addressed in Section 

III.C.  

(A) Practice Dependence vs. Practice Independence 

Clearly, some structures of social practices determine 

normative judgements. For instance, differences in the legal systems 

of Taiwan and China correspond to different political 

cultures. However, it is less clear whether these differences are 

simply matters of application, reflecting different means or 

approaches to realize (say) the same conception of justice (practice-

independence), or whether the differences derive from something 

deeper, showing that the two societies uphold two distinct 

 
3 Sangiovanni suggests that “practice” encompasses both social conventions and 

political institutions. Since I have pointed out that NPP concentrates on the form 
of nation-state, I now use “practice(s)” to mean a nation’s political institutions for 

the rest of this article. 
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conceptions of justice by virtue of their different political cultures 

(practice-dependence). 

Practice-independent reasoning posits that the justifications of 

first principles4 should be distant from the practice or institution to 

which it may apply. Such reasoning thus theorizes primarily about 

what “general” principles for action should be undertaken 

independently of the practices they aim to govern, being applied to 

“particular” cases as a separate enterprise. In other words, even 

though some cases may pertain to the same moral issue, and so 

should be governed by the same principles, how to realize the 

principles in particular practices differ from one case to another. 

Therefore, proponents of practice independence usually limit 

themselves to abstract moral reasoning for general principles and 

leave the application to policymakers, given their expertise in 

empirical science. Practice-dependent reasoning, by contrast, 

predicates the justification of first principles on the form of the 

relevant practice, under which the ideal mode of practice is firstly 

specified as the higher norm, and then considers how general 

principles should be incorporated into the norm. Proponents of 

practice-dependence argue that the so-called general principles prior 

to the infusion of practices are indeterminate to be the first 

principles for political problems. Therefore, theorists should tend to 

the contextual facts constituting the political issues and analyze 

which facts are legitimate to condition the formation of first 

principles. Political philosophers, in this sense, should not only work 

with political scientists but also help them to identify which facts are 

morally valuable and which should be modified. 

 
4 By first principles, I follow Sangiovanni (2008) whereby they refer to principles that 

“are not themselves derived from the application of other principles of justice to 

particular circumstances” (137, n. 1). In other words, a first principle for (say) the 
distribution of wealth in Taiwan not only determines which distributive policy the 
government should adopt but also provides the fundamental justification for such 

a policy. See the first footnote in Sangiovanni (137, n. 1).  
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Let me take principles of secession as an illustration of the two 

approaches. Christopher Heath Wellman (2005) argues that any 

group may secede as long as it, and its remainder state, are large, 

wealthy, cohesive, and geographically contiguous enough to form a 

self-sustaining state. He derives this principle through practice 

independent reasoning, in which (1) a state’s political legitimacy is 

justified iff (that is, if and only if) it succeeds in securing peace and 

security in society; (2) the right of secession manifests the value of 

collective autonomy, where the value is deontological; (3) in 

consequence, states should not deprive people of the right if the 

exercise of which is consistent with the conception of political 

legitimacy. The effect of such justification is twofold. First, the 

principle is justified without reference to specific practices. Second, 

Andrew Altman and Wellman (2009: 60) concedes that a world like 

ours should not employ the principle with immediate effect because 

existing practice, i.e., the current form of international orders, lacks 

necessary mechanism to substantiate the principle without self-

destruction. This shows that practices do not affect justification (that 

is the principle per se) but the application of principles (expressed 

as actions or policies that ought to be implemented). By contrast, 

Allen Buchanan (2004) employs practice dependence to address the 

issue. Even though he holds a similar conception of political 

legitimacy as Wellman, he emphasizes the practice of international 

law to be a necessary constraint on justification. He argues that (1) 

because secession is the political movement that international law 

can legitimately govern, a principle for secession must respect the 

core value of international law; (2) the protection of basic human 

rights is the core value of international law, corresponding also to 

the reason for political legitimacy; (3) the support for international 

law depends on international recognition of existing states; (4) a 

more permissive account, such as Wellman’s, would reduce support 

for international law from existing states, because those states 

oppose recognizing seceding states, which could easily threaten their 

territorial integrity; (5) therefore, in order to protect and manifest 
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international law, secession is justified iff a state violates the 

claimants’ basic human rights. As illustrated, practice-dependent 

reasoning argues that justifying a normative principle cannot be 

detached from the contexts of its application. 

I do not intend to engage in the debate on which form of 

reasoning is best for political philosophy in general. My primary 

goal here is to argue that practice dependence is a distinct method 

of doing political philosophy. The contrast, however, does show the 

dedication of practice dependence to explore and analyze the 

normative elements embedded in political institutions, which are 

hardly discerned by practice-independent reasoning. To close this 

subsection, let me use Sangiovanni’s (2008: 142-144) three-stage 

interpretative model to illustrate the guidelines for practice 

dependence: 

(1) Identification: Theorists identify a common subject for 
analysis. 

(2) Interpretation: The interpreter first aims to understand the 
objectives and significance of the institution under 
examination. By assuming the perspective of the 
participants, the interpreter works secondly to reconstruct 
the reasons that may lead them to uphold its fundamental 
rules, procedures, and standards. 

(3) Justification: Theorists work on a particular first principle 
for the institution by integrating the product of the 
interpretation with the conceptions of justice that we all 
regard as pro tanto justified. Using Sangiovanni’s 
terminology, philosophers at this final stage “mediate” 
between the ideal norm of the institution and a set of valid 
conceptions of justice in order to derive a particular first 
principle for the target issue. 

While theorists in the last stage engage in normative reasoning, 

the first two stages are given over, in a sense, to the descriptive, in 

which theorists identify the scope of the target institution and 

observe the purposes of the institution and why the participants 
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therein would uphold it. I will explain shortly which elements of 

institutions matter and why they contain normative force. At the 

moment it is worth noting that the interpretive stage is not purely 

descriptive because questions regarding what is the right practice to 

structure the target subject, and how we should understand that 

practice, are no doubt part of theorization and so disputable 

amongst theorists. Once this is granted, that interpretation also has 

normative dimension, not only opens the potential of my proposal 

for NPP but also avoids some charges against practice dependence. 

I will account for this point when introducing NDP. 

(B) Why Institutions Matter 

In what sense is practice-dependence reasoning necessary to 

analyze the political institutions in which a nation resides? To 

respond, I appeal to Andreas T. Schmidt’s (2024) analysis to show 

that certain features of political institutions can generate normative 

reasons for action and moreover, they can be characterized 

nationalistically. Social practices, including political institutions, 

play a crucial role in influencing the behavioral dispositions of 

individuals, shaping the causal and ontological aspects of their 

actions, and establishing internal norms within these practices. 

Understanding these dynamics necessitates an investigation into the 

underlying structures that characterize these social practices. 

First, political institutions shape the behavioral dispositions of 

their participants. Behavioural disposition amounts to the intention 

to undertake certain actions. The example Schmidt gives is abiding 

by the rule of law, suggesting that citizens of a state would not 

question constantly whether they would benefit from breaking the 

law. Another example is a publicly funded healthcare system, under 

which citizens would likely consider the right to healthcare as a basic 

human right and require the state to protect that right. Thus, a 

principle of justice must take people’s behavioral dispositions into 

account in order to be valid and realistic. Thus practice-dependent 
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reasoning is necessary to uncover the dispositions fostered by 

political institutions. 

Second, political institutions condition the actions of 

participants causally and ontologically. Our actions are determined 

causally by the institutions in which we live because, given the 

behavioral dispositions stated above, an individual can foresee the 

prospective actions of other people and decide how to respond, thus 

determining the likely success of cooperation. If a principle of justice 

required the support of a cooperative system and yet the society to 

which the principle applied lacked such a system, the principle could 

not be successfully applied—nor would such an application be 

justified. Political institutions also condition our actions 

ontologically. That is, many actions have social meanings developed 

by political institutions. For instance, money translates into wealth 

and/or social recognition to us, pushing us to earn more. Such an 

endeavor is only possible in a state that has established financial 

systems upholding economic values and mechanisms, such as 

taxation and free trade. Therefore, if a principle of justice demands 

all individuals to treat one another as global citizens and is applied 

to any existing state, the principle would hardly be justified (without 

a global government or federation to materialize the idea of global 

citizenship). 

Third, practice-internal normativity inheres in political 

institutions and largely determines our actions. This normativity has 

four features. The first two are, namely, that when political 

institutions are constituted by institutional principles this not only 

specifies “who has standing, liberty, or even authority to make 

which decision in the practice” (Schmidt, 2024: 434) but also 

implies the political values inherent in the institutions. Democracy 

is a case in point. It not only states who has the right to vote (i.e., 

universal suffrage), but also signifies the value of procedural fairness. 

The third and fourth features are the normative expectations (that 

political institutions normally create legitimate expectations for 

people to conform with certain actions, which are associated with 
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certain moral or political values), and mechanisms of normative 

entrenchment and negotiation. Political institutions consist of 

mechanisms for communicating and reinforcing institutional 

principles and normative expectations. Let me use the recent 

housing policy in Taiwan to illustrate the last two features. 

As a matter of national culture, for Taiwanese people holding 

real estate not only symbolizes wealth, but also represents stability, 

respectability and responsibility. Many Taiwanese regard 

homeownership as a basic social need or even a pre-condition for 

marriage and/or reproduction. Given the surge in the cost of 

housing, the Taiwanese government issued a series of housing 

subsidy policies to help middle-aged citizens acquire properties. 

These policies reflect a particular conception of residential justice: 

The right to residency depends on the satisfaction of a need to own 

a property. As a result, we see that Taiwanese citizens initially held 

a particular cultural idea about real estate, raising the rate of home 

ownership. When housing prices started to surge, the people 

expected to increase their buying power for the sake of the 

residential justice mentioned above. This expectation is illustrated 

to be normative. When the government issued the housing subsidy 

policies, it reinforced that particular account of residential justice; 

yet it also initiated further discussion on whether people should 

continue to hold this idea of the original social meaning of real estate 

and of residential justice. All this communication and deliberation is 

possible because political institutions contain mechanisms of 

negotiation and entrenchment designed to support those activities. 

As illustrated, some features of political institutions determine 

the justification of first principles for political issues, and most of 

them cannot be identified if theorists do not refer to what’s 

happening inside institutions but rely on a priori moral reasoning. 

Recall that nations and the political institutions they govern 

mutually influence one another. A nation’s politics, i.e., the basis of 

NPP, is hence reflected in its political institutions. Given that 

practice dependence is a necessary tool to analyze the institutional 
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(and derivatively, national) elements in question, I now move on to 

the specific guidelines for developing NPP. 

C. A National Perspective on Interpretation 

I argue that the development of NPP can follow Sangiovanni’s 

three-stage interpretative model, where the interpretation should be 

conducted from a national perspective. This is the national practice-

dependent approach to NPP (i.e., NPD). I firstly introduce the 

guidelines for NPD and specify the significance of a national 

perspective. Secondly, to strengthen the argument, I utilize the 

method to address a Taiwanese political problem, namely, what 

principle of secession the nation should follow. 

(A) The Three-Stage Interpretative Model from a 
National Perspective 

Modified from Sangiovanni’s original model, NPP can be 

created when theorists employ NPD to address a nation’s political 

problems. The guidelines for NPD are stated as follows: 

(1) Identification: Theorists identify a nation’s political 

problem. 

(2) Interpretation: The interpreter specifies the institutional 

and national context in which the problem is situated. By 

“national,” I mean that the interpreter must reconstruct 

the institution that can be linked to the nation’s public 

culture or political values. Moreover, the interpreter 

should articulate the significance of that problem to the 

nation. This includes, but is not limited to, the importance 

of the issue compared to other political problems, what 

the minority views within the nation are about the 

problem, and what potential responses the nation may 

take against possible resolutions to the problem. 

(3) Justification: Theorists work on a particular first principle 

for addressing the problem by integrating the product of 
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the interpretation with the general moral principles that 

we all deem pro tanto justified. 

It is notable that while the interpretation in Sangiovanni’s 

theory depends on the observations of theorists, NPP must conform 

to a national perspective, meaning that the interpretation should 

reflect a nation’s public cultures or political values. Furthermore, 

while the original practice-dependent political philosophy focuses 

primarily on justifying first principles for particular cases, NPP 

should also theorize and emphasize the significance of the political 

issue to the nation. This condition distinguishes NPP from political 

philosophy in general terms. NPP first distinguishes itself from 

political philosophy in that the latter can be formulated using 

reasoning that is either independent of practice or reliant on it, 

whereas NPP is confined to practice dependence alone. Secondly, 

NPP holds a slightly different goal from the original form of practice 

dependence when it not only argues for what a nation should do 

regarding a particular case but also contextualizes the prescription 

within a particular narrative of the nation’s historical background. 

It is because, if NPP represents a political philosophy focused on the 

political life of a nation, this life, which encompasses both historical 

and future dimensions, necessarily suggests a specific narrative 

regarding that nation. When discussing the importance of a 

particular political matter for a nation, political theorists typically 

ground their arguments in a certain narrative that embodies a 

political vision they advocate for that nation. This, I would say, 

provides an identity for NPP independent of political philosophy in 

general. To better illustrate this proposal for NPP, I now consider 

to what principle of secession the Taiwanese people should adhere 

for a hypothetical Kinmen independence. 

(B) Applying NPD to Secession in Taiwan 

Secession, or the independence/unification issue, has been a 

thorny political problem in Taiwan since 1949, after the KMT 

government, which represented the Republic of China (ROC), fled 
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to the island. The literature on secession presents two arguments. As 

previously shown, one supports the primary right principle, arguing 

that a group can secede for the sake of collective autonomy without 

government consent. The other supports the remedial-right-only 

principle, stating that secession is only justified when basic human 

rights or the interests in basic justice are violated by the host state.  

The application of NPD to the issue, I believe, can, first and 

foremost, clarify the meaning of secession to the Taiwanese people. 

By attending to the form of the political institutions in question, we 

find that the issue should not be understood as it normally is, namely 

in terms of the relations between China and Taiwan, but as a 

domestic political issue within the jurisdictional boundaries of the 

Taiwanese government, if the idea of secession refers to its classic 

understanding, i.e., state-breaking. The normative concern under-

lying secession is about the conflict between a region’s claim to self-

determination and the host state’s political authority, where the 

scope of the authority is limited to the jurisdiction that the state 

substantially governs. Given that China cannot exercise political 

authority over the jurisdiction in Taiwan, and vice versa, the 

relations between the two entities do not conform to the classic sense 

of secession, thus demonstrating that cross-strait relations go beyond 

the scope of secession. 

If we wanted to examine principles of secession in the context 

of Taiwanese politics, we could consider Kinmen as a hypothetical 

case in point. Given the definition of a nation given earlier, I shall 

regard the Kinmen people as a nation. According to NPD, we should 

first identify the institution governing secession in Taiwan and then 

analyze its purposes. However, there are no such institutions in 

Taiwan, and no constitutional right to secede. A better way of 

approaching the issue, I believe, might be an investigation of the 

relations between the Kinmen local government and the Taiwanese 

central government. I illustrate the following features, based on 

sociological studies and feature articles (Ho & Lee, 2022; Lin & 

Chen, 2020; Shen, 2025).  
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First, most Kinmen residents hold a national identity distinctly 

different from the people of Taiwan (as the name of the main 

island). Historically, Kinmen has always been a county within Fujian 

province, connected to Chinese history before the Common Era, 

whereas the island Taiwan became part of the territory of the 

Chinese Empire (i.e., Qing dynasty) only after 1683, and was then 

ceded to Japan as a colony from 1895-1945. While most Taiwanese 

hold a deep connection with Japanese culture and assert that Taiwan 

is a nation distinct from both Japan and China, the Kinmen people 

sustain a strong affiliation with Chinese history and culture, and 

thereby considering themselves Chinese. Further, Kinmen people 

take “Taiwanese” to denote those who are resident on Taiwan 

island, rather than a nationwide identity, which is a significant 

contrast with the political mainstream in Taiwan, which continues 

to identify Taiwan as the ROC. 

Second, the political development of Kinmen has been very 

different from Taiwan even since 1945, when the Taiwan and 

Kinmen islands began to share a common jurisdiction outside the 

People’s Republic of China (PRC). Kinmen was a military reserve 

against the PRC under the Martial Law curfews until 1992, even 

though the central government abolished martial law in 1987 and 

began the process of democratization. In determining public affairs, 

Kinmen people exhibit a different conception of governance when 

compared to their counterparts on Taiwan island. For example, they 

tend to show less resistance to clientelism and place significant 

importance on the views held within their local social networks. 

Moreover, the central government conferred the authority to 

further communications between Kinmen and mainland China on 

the local government, which resulted in the policy of mini-three-link 

transportation. The local government of Kinmen, compared to other 

local governments in Taiwan, has greater independence in managing 

its own affairs. 

Third, Kinmen is greatly reliant on China in economic terms, 

due to its proximity to mainland China. This reliance encompasses 
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water supply, telecommunications, traffic, tourism, business, and 

goods. This has also resulted in different economic policies between 

Kinmen and Taiwan. That is, when the central government wanted 

to reduce economic dependence on China to enhance national 

security, Kinmen had little willingness to do so because such a policy 

would undermine its economics at a fundamental level. 

Lastly, theorists should consider the significance of the Kinmen 

secession to the Taiwanese people as a nation. Given the limited 

space of this article, I will concentrate just on one single aspect: The 

interplay between the political ideals driving the Kinmen secession 

and some other political issues. As illustrated, it is self-determination 

and political legitimacy as two guiding principles for secession. It is 

also noteworthy that the literature on secession normally assumes 

the theoretical setting in which the host state and a group of its 

citizens are two primary players in question. Such a default, 

however, does not fit in with the Taiwanese politics. In the 

Taiwanese context, the influence of third party, the US and China 

in particular, is significant. Moreover, this significance goes beyond 

the traditional dynamics of geopolitics, as Taiwan is not a typical 

sovereign state with full legal rights under international law, but 

rather a de facto, unrecognized state.5 This international framework 

provides both the United States and China with a plausible 

justification to intervene in any possible secessionist movements 

emerging from Kinmen. 

Taking the politics of de facto states into account makes the 

evaluation of self-determination and political legitimacy in the 

Kinmen case more complicated. For instance, if the Taiwanese 

government wanted to prove Taiwan as a qualified sovereign state, 

which is the status that every de facto state desires, it should 

demonstrate its supreme authority over Kinmen, meaning that any 

outside participation should be avoided unless specifically requested 

 
5 The concept of de facto / unrecognised states can refer to Nina Caspersen (2012) 

and James Ker-Lindsay and Mikulas Fabry (2023). 
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by the central government. However, there is a dilemma. On the 

one hand, the Taiwanese government is aware that if the case were 

addressed without China’s engagement, they would be worried 

about Taiwan’s national security. Because, if Kinmen were 

integrated with the PRC, the island would be established as a 

military staging ground for an offensive against Taiwan. On the 

other hand, if the central government invited China to cooperate on 

the question of Kinmen secession, the PRC would surely take this 

opportunity to force Taiwan to relinquish its sovereignty over 

Taiwan, Kinmen, and other islands. In this case, it would seem that 

the Taiwanese people must give up their pursuit of sovereignty in 

order to respect the self-determination of the Kinmen people and 

secure Taiwan’s national security. Of course, Taiwan can seek 

support from the United States. Yet the US is unlikely to engage in 

direct confrontation with China unless it perceives significant 

benefits in doing so. Excessive dependence on the United States may 

result in a chaotic and inequitable political environment in Taiwan, 

as the support is obtained at the expense of the island’s collective 

autonomy and self-governance. 

As illustrated, although there is no political institution in 

Taiwan to regulate the secession of Kinmen, we can refer to its 

historical and political development to identify the specific norm of 

the political practice that helps us determine which principle of 

secession ought to apply. In addition, the analysis starts to go beyond 

the traditional framework of secession when theorists try to identify 

the significance of the case for the Taiwanese people. In what 

follows I summarize the reasoning above and consider which 

principle would be justified in its application: 

(1) We find several principles for secession pro tanto justified. 

The primary right principle argues that a group can secede 

for the sake of collective autonomy without government 

consent whereas the remedial-right-only principle defends 

that secession is justified only when basic human rights or 

the interests in basic justice are violated by the host state. 
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(2) As the Kinmen people already constitute a proper nation, 

we should respect their national identity, which is distinctly 

different from that of most Taiwanese.6 

(3) Given the interpretation of the practice, the local 

government is entitled to protect the public culture of the 

Kinmen people, including their political values and 

economic vision. 

(4) One form of the primary right principle says this: 

Whenever a state houses two or more nations and their 

national differences cannot be reconciled peacefully, 

secession should be deemed a legitimate means to address 

the conflict if it would not pose a great danger to the state 

viability of the host state. 

(5) Suppose the Kinmen people were determined to claim 

secession and unification with PRC. Within the traditional 

framework of secession, it appears that the primary right 

principle is justified when applied to the case. Moises Vaca 

and Marc Artiga’s (2021: 19) argument also shows that the 

principle can be executed without chaos if both seceding 

and seceded states comply with certain moral constraints 

such as democratic determination, equal recognition for 

minority nations, fair terms on political and economic 

interactions after secession. 

(6) However, it is shown that the Kinmen case does not square 

well with the typical framework of secession when 

theorizing the significance of secession to the Taiwanese 

people. It is because the traditional political theories on 

secession fall short of taking de facto states into account. 

Given the politics of de facto states, philosophers should 

 
6  Surely this proposition is valid only if the Taiwanese people do not identify 

themselves as Chinese. I assume this for the sake of the argument. However, the 
recent opinion poll seems to suggest that most of the Taiwanese hold a distinct 
national identity from the Chinese. See Election Study Center, National Chengchi 

University (2026). 
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not only analyze the dynamics between self-determination 

and political legitimacy but also consider how these 

political ideals work within various forms of intervention 

and what form of intervention can be morally justified in 

case of secession. 

The argument above is merely illustrative of NPD, rather than 

a full-fledged principle of secession to address a prospective 

secession issue in Taiwan. To complete this task, a thorough 

understanding of international politics and international law, which 

my argument lacks, is undoubtedly necessary. Moreover, it does not 

justify, conclusively, any principle to which the Kinmen case should 

adhere but points out the lack of theoretical resource in extant 

secession theories when NPD situates the problem in the national 

context (i.e., the politics of de facto states). In other words, the 

previous conclusion on Kinmen independence is only provisional 

and open to challenge if different research or theories are 

considered. Despite all this, I hope that the illustration sufficiently 

highlights the role of contextual factors in influencing the 

justification of the normative principle that addresses a nation’s 

political problems. 

IV. The Value of the National Practice 
Dependence Approach 

Before closing this article, let me illuminate the value of my 

proposal for national political philosophy. The value of NPD is 

defended through two layers, consisting of positive claims and 

responses to some potential charges. 

A. Positive Support for NPD 

First, I argue that NPD can make the philosophy more realistic 

and the principles more action-guiding because the method values 

and then tackles questions of political feasibility, by which I denote 

our moral intuition that “ought” implies “can,” meaning that what 
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justice requires of us cannot go beyond our ability or capacity. 

However, certain assertions such as, “I break the law because I am 

compelled to prioritize my self-interest over the welfare of others” 

should not dictate the principles of justice. Pablo Gilabert and Holly 

Lawford-Smith (2012: 813) distinguish soft constraints (economic, 

institutional, cultural and some motivational factors that are less 

determinate or sometimes controversial to place limits on what 

justice demands) from hard constraints (the conditions) such as 

physical laws and logic that always constrain the ideal of justice. 

NPP, theorized on the basis of NPD, provides an account of soft 

constraints by identifying those that could be legitimately imposed 

on the principles governing the nation’s political development. 

Moreover, NPD analyses and addresses a nation’s political concerns 

in a respectful manner, and this could make the principles (theorized 

within the framework of NPP) more action-guiding, for it conditions 

the development of moral reasoning through adherence to norms 

that arise from national communities or the institutions they govern. 

Instead of insisting that a nation should follow morality rigidly, it is 

more reasonable to anticipate a blend of moral principles with the 

legitimate mutual obligations arising from political collaboration. 

This conception of justice is likely to make people more willing to 

comply with what justice demands. 

However, one may contend that a nationalist interpretation is 

dangerous, because some elements of nationalism are biased or even 

wicked. For instance, if a nation favors partiality or annexation, 

would it be right to ask that nation to follow a conception of justice 

combined with its nationalist leanings? To address this concern, let 

me account for the second value of NPD, namely the identification 

and preservation of the moral elements in national communities. 

The moral elements of nationality derive from the concept of 

a nation as a moral community. Nations can be recognized as moral 

communities, in that one may give more weight to the interests of 

co-nationals than to those of non-nationals. First, it is beyond 

question that national identity is an important source of personal 
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identity in the modern world, which significantly constitutes the 

context of individual living and well-being, influencing one’s 

thinking and decision-making. Thus, denying or arbitrarily altering 

one’s national identity can be taken as depriving or violating an 

important constituent of personal identity and consciousness. 

Secondly, nationality binds compatriots together and so creates 

mutual trust and solidarity, with which reciprocity can be enhanced. 

That co-nationals communicate with each other more smoothly than 

with non-members and their public culture is a strong foundation of 

social, public and political practices, which are important parts of 

co-nationals’ daily lives. As defined by Miller (1995), (national) 

public culture refers to “a set of ideas about the character of the 

community which also helps to fix responsibilities” (68). This is to 

some extent a consequence of political debate and its manifestation 

relies on mass media. For instance, North Americans value 

individualism and self-reliance, whereas the Swedish people value 

social solidarity and equality. US society therefore emphasizes 

individual efforts contributing to social affairs and thus demands the 

protection of personal freedom. By contrast, Swedish society 

construes their membership obligations in terms of coordination and 

equal treatment and so focuses on whether the social structure 

incentives cooperation and whether policies treat citizens fairly. 

Miller argues that public culture is objective in the sense that it is 

formed through critical and public debate among fellow nationals. 

That is, each member of the nation has an equal right to contribute 

to shaping public culture. Since it is not determined arbitrarily, nor 

by an individual, we should not perceive it as subjective. It is thus 

plausible that some demands derived from national public cultures 

become moral obligations, which shows that nations are obligation-

generating communities. Thirdly, as suggested by Margaret Moore 

(2001: 32-35), issues of nationality are primarily normative rather 

than self-interested. Empirical evidence shows that the political 

practices of states privilege certain nationalities while 

disadvantaging others (i.e., national minorities). For instance, the 
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regulation of an official language, or the viewpoint on national 

history may benefit a specific nationality. As such, we are concerned 

with questions of legitimate state action: Can a state be neutral to 

nations on political issues? How can unequal levels of concern in 

political practices about nations be justified? Since the moral 

significance of nationality is identified, we have sufficient reason to 

demand fair treatment for different nationals from government. 

Therefore, national community is morally valuable because: 

(1) national identity is important to personal identity; (2) national 

communities offer mutual trust and reciprocity to co-nationals; (3) 

public culture is the basis of moral obligations generated by nations; 

and (4) the concern about nationality is primarily normative. 

Granting these characteristics allow us to consider NPP as 

worthwhile research, and to secure the distinction between NPP and 

political philosophy in general. Moreover, the argument above 

implies how theorists should interpret practice from a national 

perspective. First, they should refer to the moral components of a 

nation’s public culture. Second, theorists should attend to the 

harmony or conflict between various nations within a common 

jurisdiction. 

However, one may continue to press theorists of NPP by the 

following charges. Although nations as communities are morally 

valuable, surely not every dimension of nationality is morally 

valuable. If a nation holds biased or immoral views, say slavery is 

permissible, would NPD make justice bend to immorality? The 

charge may raise another, relevant concern: Is NPP/NPD a form of 

moral relativism given that a principle may be justified in one society 

not others due to contextual variations? To address the charges, let 

me proceed to the second part of the explication. 

B. Replies to Criticism 

I first respond to the concern about moral relativism. By moral 

relativism, I mean all normative principles are practice specific. 

Hence there are no general, cross-context moral principles in reality. 
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NPD, I argue, does not hold this view. It should be noted, the 

components of NPD, prior to justification, are general moral 

principles (relevant to the political issue) and a set of institutional 

and national facts (that have normative force to condition the 

justification of principle). These are two forms of “premise” on 

which a principle is based. The role of practice is twofold. First, it 

helps philosophers to determine which general principles, amongst 

the others, should apply to a particular case. Second, it identifies 

some normative elements from the practice to modify general 

principles, if necessary. Since the form and content of the principle 

do not “totally” derive from the practice, NPD does not stand with 

moral relativism. Moreover, because NPD does not see the product 

of the interpretation specific to its corresponding practice, the 

justification of a specific principle can take place also in other 

practices as long as they share the same normative elements. For 

instance, it is likely that most de facto states may share a similar form 

of the secession principle, provided that philosophers can create one 

that differs from the traditional framework for such unique political 

entities. In other words, the vision of NPP I propose holds the 

following commitment: NPP philosophers, like any proponent of 

practice dependence, believe that general moral principles cannot 

cover all normative considerations necessary for a national case, 

therefore institutional and national contexts can fill this gap, with 

principles for a nation’s political problems derived by NPD. Clearly 

this stance is not moral relativistic. 

However, critics may still be concerned about some relativist 

fashion with which NPD aligns. This connects to the first charge, 

contending that justice would be more or less compromised given 

that the method encourages the modification of general moral 

principles. At worst, NPP could make justice bend to slavery. 

In general, I argue that NPD is incapable of justifying grave 

injustices such as slavery. First, suppose that slavery is akin to killing 

innocents and could never be justified by reference to general moral 

principles. Second, we would consider whether the result of the 
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interpretation would regard slavery as a normative element, 

constraining the general principles, arrive at an answer that is a clear 

no. It is because the interpreter, while examining a certain practice, 

does not accept all its elements at face value; instead, they refine and 

choose the morally significant parts to develop a morally ideal norm 

for the practice and consequently, mediate between the general 

principles and the ideal norm of the practice. If the interpreter has 

recognized a general principle which takes slavery as plain wrong, it 

is hard to imagine that he or she would suddenly overthrow that 

previous moral commitment when identifying slavery in the 

practice. Therefore, a quick response to the charge is that grave 

injustice would not be morally justified because such practices 

contradict any general moral principle and the moral commitment 

of the theorists who uphold that principle. 

Yet the criticism becomes harder to refute if proponents of 

NPD are pressed to answer “how” contextual facts determine the 

justification of principle and whether those facts, i.e., the 

interpretation of extant practice, reflect a status quo bias. As Johan 

Brännmark (2019: 6) argues, if we take Sangiovanni’s theory as the 

optimal method for political philosophy, the problems of exclusion 

and masking emerge. Sangiovanni’s model assumes (1) willing and 

active participants; and that (2) the participants have equal power 

to shape the institution. All participants were presumed to act within 

the institution for reasons and within patterns that are coherent with 

the purposes of the institution. This must be the case in order to 

generate the ideal norm of the institution, conditioning the content 

and form of the first principles. The result of this idealization is 

problematic for the following reasons. 

First, the force of the practice affects unwilling or less active 

participants. However, because they are not (assumed) active and 

voluntary participants, why and how they engage in the practice is 

systemically excluded by the modelling. The model cannot take their 

social status and moral interests into account, creating a problem of 

exclusion. For example, some disabled people, particularly those less 
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capable of participating in political discourse, might be one such 

excluded group. Second, the problem of masking occurs by virtue of 

the same logic. In the model, each participant holds the same reason 

for acting (for the same purpose of the institution), so we cannot 

identify a power imbalance between agents caused by unjust 

institutional structures. For example, we cannot see how citizens as 

a whole exploit migrant workers to serve the purposes of their state. 

We also find the model incapable of dealing with intergenerational 

injustice, as it relates to (for example) climate change. Given that 

future participants are not yet present, how can the interpretation, 

which is based upon description rather than conjecture, fully capture 

the reasons for which future participants might affirm the 

institution? 

I concede that NPP, which takes Sangiovanni’s theory as its 

foundation, may systemically exclude some people in society and 

mask some injustices because of its homogenous theorizing. My 

reply to this unfortunate truth is twofold. First, NPD still possesses 

some theoretical resource to reveal the injustice in the practice. This 

means that NPP is, in a sense, capable of making a change from 

within. As Sune Laegaard (2017) pointed out, we can deepen the 

craft of interpretation by diversifying the aspects of the 

interpretation. Recall that I emphasize it is necessary for NPP 

philosophers to articulate the significance of the problem to the 

nation. In particular, the significance should not be limited to 

concerns of the majority group, but also reflect minority views 

within the nation. For instance, in the case of disabled people, we 

doubtless require perspectives from within that minority group as 

they are co-national. It is essential to actively pursue insights from 

such a minority group as their exclusion will hinder their ability to 

participate in public dialogue, which will compromise the realization 

of justice. It is also noteworthy that the specification of the practice 

is a normative work. That is, the proper scope and content of the 

practice is undoubtedly open to question. Take Brexit as an 

example—even though NPP asks theorists to interpret the practice 
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from a national, say British perspective, it is debatable, normatively 

speaking, on whether the European Union should be one of the 

target contexts, and to what extent the interests of Britons should 

be prioritized. In other words, the problem of status quo bias could 

be minimized so long as the debate on the interpretation and 

specification of the practice continues. 

My second response is advisory only. The qualification of NPP 

implies that the value of such a discipline is comparative. By 

comparative, I mean that its value varies with the identity of the 

employer. The target nation may embrace it wholeheartedly whereas 

the minority groups living with the nation may not. For political 

philosophy in general, NPP does offer a conception of justice from 

a national viewpoint. However, as philosophers have recognized, 

the form of practice dependence should be improved or 

supplemented by other kinds of theory. Sangiovanni (2008: 162) 

himself mentioned the importance of critical theories. Laura 

Valentini (2010: 414) suggests analyzing practices from the 

functions of institutions rather than the perspectives of participants. 

Both Brännmark (2019: 8) and Laegaard (2017: 99) argue for a 

Rawlsian approach using public reason to dictate the deliberation 

within a given practice. Joseph H. Carens (2000: 2) also proposes 

that theorists can attest to the product of the interpretation by 

moving back and forth between the prevalent moral intuition and 

the ideal norm of the practice. Regarding migrant workers and 

intergenerational issues, we could take into account the angle of 

global justice or cosmopolitanism that goes beyond territorial 

boundaries and generations. Otherwise, NPP may become a 

philosophy rationalizing the national interests or status quo bias 

with the sacrifice of foreign labors or future generations. 

V. Conclusion 

In this article, I have critiqued the idea of NPP by considering 

the potential and the value of such an endeavor. I first examined 

Chen’s constructive group approach, which underpins the notion 
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with the subjectivity of those studying NPP. I am not satisfied with 

this approach, given that it may imply a categorical mistake by 

equating the subjectivity of NPP with the subjectivity of the group 

conducting NPP. Subsequently, I proposed my methodological 

account of NPP, termed the national practice-dependence approach. 

The argument for NPD runs as follows. A nation’s political 

practices, particularly their political institutions, are the main targets 

of theorization in NPP, for both the state and nation have reason to 

uphold the form of a nation-state. Practice-dependence reasoning is 

necessary to derive the normative principles for the institutions in 

question because there are many features of the institutions that can 

impose sufficient legitimate constraints on the conception of justice. 

To distinguish NPP from political philosophy in general, theorists 

should help those engaged in the discipline to connect the principles 

to the nation’s public culture and/or political values, and more 

importantly, articulate the significance of the issue to the nation. 

After demonstrating the value of a national interpretation, I argue 

that Sangiovanni’s theory of practice-dependence conducted from a 

national perspective, such as NPD, can deliver a promising account 

of NPP. Therefore, NPP amounts to the use of NPD to derive the 

normative principles for guiding a nation’s political future. To 

further illustrate NPD, I used this approach to consider the 

hypothetical issue of Kinmen’s secession from the ROC. 

Given the features of NPD, I concluded that NPP is valuable 

because it concerns political feasibility and so offers realistic, action-

guiding principles. In addition, the discipline is valuable given that 

it can identify and preserve the moral elements inherent in national 

communities. However, I also emphasized the qualification of NPP. 

Even though NPD does not stand with moral relativism and is 

capable of excluding grave injustice, it is still vulnerable to the 

problem of status quo bias. This shows that the conception of justice 

proposed by NPP is comparative, varying with the identity of those 

engaged in its application. It also shows the importance of 

combining NPP with theories from other valuable perspectives, such 

as global justice and minority groups. 
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摘 要 

本文探討兩個問題：(1) 能否有民族性政治哲學 (NPP) 這門

學科？如果有，發展這門學科的方法是什麼？(2) 這個提案有多大

的價值？我首先檢視陳瑞麟的群體建構理論 (group-construction 

theory)。按該理論的建議，NPP的主體性等同於一個致力發展它的

群體的主體性。然而，這個論述並不令人滿意。因為它或者預設一

門「學科」沒有真正的主體性，又或者犯了範疇上的錯誤，把NPP

的主體性等同於建立NPP之團體的主體性。承上，我將從民族的觀

點，搭配 Sangiovanni 的實務依賴理論，提出建構NPP的一個方

法，稱為民族的實務依賴 (NPD)。NPD使NPP成為現實，因為理論

化的原則關乎政治可行性，指引我們行動。它也有助於識別和維護

一民族社群中的道德面向。然而，NPP在平衡民族利益與其他道德

利益間的分寸面臨挑戰。它的理論成果也因此要與其他觀點進行權

衡。故我的結論是：只有在同時關照全球正義和／或少數族群觀點

的補充下，NPP的價值才足以彰顯。 

 

關鍵詞：民族性政治哲學、實務依賴、民族／民族性 
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