
comparative scholars wishing to use Gervasoni’s book as
a guide to a broader inquiry into subnational democracy
will probably want to follow up on his labor-intensive
efforts to track the actual practices of subnational govern-
ments rather than opting, as he seems to recommend in the
book’s penultimate chapter, for the shortcut of measuring
electoral competitiveness.
Finally, the book provides rather little speculation

about the general conditions under which we should
expect the correlation between fiscal flows and non-
democratic practices to occur. The concentration of
economic activity in Buenos Aires and the extent of
transfer dependence and public sector dominance in the
small provinces of the Argentinian periphery are rather
extreme in comparative perspective. It is not clear
whether we should expect similar authoritarian tenden-
cies in, for instance, Wyoming or Mississippi, the
relatively transfer-dependent Canadian Maritime prov-
inces, local governments in the south of Italy, or, for
that matter, among subnational governments in much of
Africa, where local taxation is often minimal. Perhaps it is
the case that extremely high absolute levels of transfer
dependence and public sector dominance are required for
the argument to work or that there are some other un-
specified scope conditions; for instance, relating to levels of
discretion in local public procurement and hiring.
These scope conditions are important, because the

book raises some interesting and perhaps disquieting
questions about the future of subnational democracy in
the era of globalization and increased geographic concen-
tration of wealth. As private sector jobs disappear outside
of knowledge-economy hubs, the public sector has
become responsible for large and increasing shares of
employment in the economic peripheries of many
countries, and these public sector jobs are often sub-
sidized by transfers from the urbanized economic core.
Schools, public hospitals, nursing homes, and local
governments are already the largest employers in many
rural areas. If this trend continues, other countries may
come to look more like Argentina in the years ahead on
the key dimensions explored by Gervasoni. If his
argument applies broadly, one might worry that eco-
nomic divergence across regions will be associated with
divergence in democratic practices within countries.

Immigration and the Politics of Welfare Exclusion:
Selective Solidarity in Western Democracies. By Edward
Anthony Koning. Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2019. 307p. $67.50

cloth, $29.96 paper.
doi:10.1017/S1537592719004444

— Markus M. L. Crepaz, The University of Georgia
mcrepaz@uga.edu

Edward Anthony Koning’s new book examines variation
in the politics of immigrant-excluding welfare reforms

(IEWRs) over time and across three countries—Sweden,
Canada, and the Netherlands—all of which have experi-
enced significant immigration in the past two decades. The
book’s main finding is “that the politics of immigrant
welfare exclusion are more about general opposition to
immigration and multiculturalism than about concerns
over the economic effects of immigration and the sustain-
ability of the welfare state” (p. 5). Justifying IEWRs by
emphasizing the economic costs of immigration, the
author concludes, “seems to be little more than a façade
for hiding ideological objections to immigration and
ethnic diversity” (p. 202).

The data consist of interviews with parliamentarians
and civil servants, and the book includes analysis of
public opinion surveys, data on immigrant use of welfare
services, parliamentary debates, party manifestos, and
policy documents. The author systematically applies three
questions to each of the three country case studies to
explain the politics of IEWRs. First, how are official
statements about the economic costs of immigration
framed? Second, what role do national identity and the
specific welfare state regime play in the “translation” of
public opinion into the production of IEWRs? Third,
does the domestic, EU-specific (for Sweden and the
Netherlands) and international law environment (for
Canada) systematically mediate how far IEWRs can be
advanced?

In Sweden, the politics of IEWR’s unfolds against the
background of a universalist welfare regime and an
egalitarian political culture that is compassionate and
frames migrants as being in a “lamentable” (p. 78)
position. Economic facts of the costs of immigration play
a subordinate role, and national and international legal
obligations tend to favor even more inclusion, leading to
an “absence of IEWRs in contemporary Swedish politics”
(p. 108). In Canada, the economic costs of immigration
play an equally subordinate role. Canadian judges’ power
of judicial review and its common law tradition combine
with the federal nature of Canada’s welfare system to
conspire to stop attempts at imposing IEWRs, leading to
a stable immigration policy. Canada’s history as a pro-
immigration country, its constitutionally protected mul-
ticulturalism, and its generally successful integration of
migrants, in combination, have led to few attempts at
implementing IEWRs. In the Netherlands, however,
migrants’ dependence on the welfare state is framed as
them having a penchant for drawing benefits—a frame
that is advanced by the Partij van de Vrijheid (PVV), an
anti-immigrant party. Moreover, Koning claims that the
Netherlands’ reputation as liberal and open to diversity
no longer applies. Instead, immigration and multicul-
turalism have “led to a more exclusionary conception of
Dutch national identity” (p. 168). The Netherlands
“has almost reached the limit of how far it can re-
alistically go in excluding immigrants from the welfare
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state” (p. 193); indeed Dutch policy makers would have
gone further if they had not been “bound by national
and international legal prohibitions on differential
treatment” (p. 210).

This book enables a much deeper understanding of the
drivers of selective solidarity, rather than perpetuating the
notion that welfare retrenchment happens in toto.
Particularly impressive is the focus on how the discourse
on the economic costs of immigration is constructed. It is
rare that such framing effects are systematically examined
to shed light on the politics of selective solidarity.
Investigating the intricacies of social rights across time
and space for different categories of migrants can be
challenging, even tedious work. This book succeeds
admirably by tracing the processes of the politics of
IEWRs, combining rich detail without losing sight of the
overall theoretical framework. To my knowledge this is
the first book to examine welfare chauvinism at such
a fine level of granularity in a comparative perspective and
across time.

Yet the very approach this book takes also makes it
susceptible to a variety of critiques. For instance, concepts
such as “national identity” or “political culture” feature
prominently in explanations as to why IEWRs are success-
ful or not. One could quibble whether these concepts are
used in too reductionist a way or a bit too cursorily. This is
not to say that variations in political culture and national
identity might not have the asserted effects on IEWRs.
However, it is simply assumed that these concepts have the
expected effects, but the precise mechanism remains
underspecified. The author does attempt to shore up these
assertions by marshaling quotes from personal interviews
with parliamentarians and civil servants, but this is thin ice
to skate on, particularly given when the interviews were
conducted. The ones for Sweden and the Netherlands
were conducted in the winter and spring of 2011, and
most of the interviews for Canada were conducted in the
summer of 2011. For a book that is published in 2019,
these interviews are outdated, especially given that the
Mediterranean refugee crisis unfolded in the fall/spring of
2015–16 and had a profound effect on how the Dutch and
Swedes perceived migrants and immigration. Fortunately,
the other types of evidence such as election results,
parliamentary debates, public opinion surveys, and other
policy documents are of more recent provenance, making
the empirical findings more credible. Finally, it is not clear
which of the three explanations—framing of economic
costs of immigration, national identity and political
culture, or the domestic/EU/international legal environ-
ment—are more or less important in explaining the
politics of IEWRs across the three cases. Although the
author makes a plausible argument about the weights that
each of these claims contribute to the overall outcome, it is
still based on a good bit of his interpretation of the
evidence.

These critiques notwithstanding, this is an impressive
contribution. It follows Karl Deutsch’s dictum that “truth
lies at the confluence of independent streams of evidence.”
By examining and weighing different types of evidence,
and applying a variety of methods, Koning’s triangulation
strategy succeeds in telling a convincing story of the central
drivers of IEWRs. This book is a welcome departure from
the burgeoning literature on welfare chauvinism, which
too often relies almost exclusively on public opinion
surveys. By emphasizing the interconnections of national
identities, welfare state regimes, the framing of the
economic costs of immigration, and political party dy-
namics, this book weaves a rich tapestry of policies that
unfold over time and are then carefully compared based on
a theoretically derived framework that is applied equally to
all three cases. It will be enjoyed by those who study the
dynamics of change in the social rights of immigrants in
a comparative setting.
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— Sara Niedzwiecki, University of California, Santa Cruz
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Latin American countries struggle with high levels of
inequality, clientelism, and insecurity, partly because of
weak institutions that are unable to provide basic services.
Many academic and media outlets focus on these
challenges for development. Against this backdrop, the
two books reviewed here tell a success story. They
examine the causes of successful state capacity building
in Brazil. In When Democracies Deliver: Governance Re-
form in Latin America, Katherine Bersch accounts for
effective public sector reform in Brazil (and failure in
Argentina), and in Movement-Driven Development: The
Politics of Health and Democracy in Brazil, Christopher
Gibson explains the causes of health improvements. Both
authors agree that developing institutional capacity takes
time, so they trace policy development over more than two
decades. They also both agree that successful institutional
reform has to happen within the state. For Bersch, the
agents of change are “insider” technocrats, whereas for
Gibson they are activists in the state (“pragmatic publics”).
Both books should be mandatory reading for anyone
interested in the long-term process of building successful
state capacity amidst adversity.
Bersch is interested in explaining when and how Latin

American states develop strong, accountable, and trans-
parent institutions. This is a crucial question because
stronger institutions deliver better and more services to

296 Perspectives on Politics

Book Reviews | Comparative Politics

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592719004444 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:sniedzwi@ucsc.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592719004444

