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Could global government be the answer to global poverty?
Cosmopolitan thinkers challenge the widely held belief that we owe

more to our co-citizens than to those in other countries. This book offers a
moral argument for world government, claiming that not only do we have
strong obligations to people elsewhere, but that accountable integration
among nation-states will help ensure that everyone can lead a decent life.

Luis Cabrera considers both the views of those political philosophers
who say we have much stronger obligations to help our co-citizens than
foreigners and those cosmopolitans who say our duties are equally strong
to each but resist restructuring. He then outlines his own position, using
the European Union as a partial model for the integrated alternative and
advocating instituting EU-style supranational government, development
aid and free movement of persons in the Americas and other regions.

Over time, Cabrera argues, the transformation of the global system into
a cohesive network of democratic institutions would help ensure that
anyone born anywhere could lead a decent life. This book will appeal to
all those interested in political philosophy and the processes and potential
of globalization.
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Preface

This is a book about world government. It offers a moral argument for
helping the global impoverished improve their lives through progressive,
democratically accountable integration between states. But it is not only a
book about world government. It also is concerned with the forces of eco-
nomic integration that increasingly have impact on all our lives. It is con-
cerned with the kinds of pragmatic, near-term changes that could make
bodies such as the World Trade Organization more transparent and demo-
cratically accountable, and especially with the ways such changes could
promote near-term improvements in the lives of the least affluent.

As a former staff reporter for The Associated Press in Seattle, I covered
the watershed protests at the 1999 World Trade Organization ministerial
meeting. Like the local police, ministerial planners and those who watched
the clouds of tear gas rise on their television sets, I was stunned by the
organization and sheer size of the convergence. Some 50,000 activists filled
the streets. Delegates from more than 120 WTO member states, who had
themselves converged on Seattle in hopes of deepening the global trade
constitution through a new round of negotiations, were shut out of their
own opening ceremonies. Police began shooting pepper spray and canis-
ters of tear gas into the crowds, and suddenly the World Trade Organi-
zation, a formerly obscure international regulatory body, became global
headline news.

I had already been working for some time as a graduate student on the
project that would become this book, and I had been immersed in the
activist literature on corporate-led globalization. My reaction to the liter-
ature, and then the protests, was one of mostly bewilderment. I wondered
why most demonstrators I interviewed were demanding that trade nego-
tiators call off the new round and go home, rather than demanding that
civil society be allowed a seat at the table. Why weren’t there more groups
calling for the WTO’s supranational powers to be used to help improve
the lives of those in less affluent states by linking membership benefits to
observance of labor and environmental standards, as well as core human
rights? Many groups were, of course, demanding specific reforms, includ-
ing the kind of democratic accountability that could help to put more



rights concerns on the table. But the overall message from the street
seemed to be that the WTO, NAFTA, and other agents of economic
integration should be “nixed,” rather than “fixed.” My conviction has
grown in the years since that economic integration, at the regional and
global level, opens significant possibilities for improving the lives of those
in less affluent states. I also have become more firmly convinced, as large-
scale protests against international economic bodies have continued
worldwide, that the kind of message civil society actors send about eco-
nomic integration is crucial.

This book, however, is not concerned solely with the anti-corporate-
globalization movement. It is concerned with establishing or highlighting
rights that all persons have to adequate resources and life opportunities,
and with the kinds of institutions that could ensure fulfillment of such
rights, e.g., a fully global, democratic government in the very long term.
Movement toward such institutions can begin now, in the globalization
debates that are playing out every day in newspapers and classrooms, at
negotiating tables and in the streets. One thing I have hoped to accomplish
with this work is to help promote a shift of focus in the debates, away from
dismantling the WTO, NAFTA and similar bodies, and toward ways in
which we might realize more transparent, more democratically account-
able international governance. Such a shift would help enable people in all
states to influence the decisions that increasingly affect their lives. It would
create possibilities for the interests of those in less affluent states to be
better represented at the global level in the near term, as well as create
momentum for much deeper transformations over time.

All royalties from this book go to the nonprofit, transnational Border-
Links organization: www.BorderLinks.org.
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Introduction
The Jericho road

Near the end of his life, the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., became a con-
scious cosmopolitan. He began to question US involvement in Vietnam, to
ask how it was that strangers so easily could become enemies and take up
arms against each other. Further, he questioned why those born into some
countries lived so relatively well, while those born into less favored states
lived in absolute poverty, confronted daily by the specters of disease, star-
vation and death. That situation, he decided, demanded action, and not
just a small increase in foreign aid, but sweeping structural change in the
global system.

One day we must come to see that the whole Jericho road must be
transformed so that men and women will not be constantly beaten and
robbed as they make their journey on life’s highway. True compassion
is more than flinging a coin to a beggar; it is not haphazard and super-
ficial. It comes to see that an edifice which produces beggars needs
restructuring.1

Where King cites compassion, most normative political theorists would
cite justice. And, in the years since King’s death, theorists increasingly
have questioned the justice of an international system in which birthplace
tends to play so large a role in life chances. This cosmopolitan approach to
distributive justice holds in part that moral boundaries and political
boundaries do not coincide, and that obligations to redistribute resources
do not stop at state borders.2 However, while cosmopolitans say that the
scope of our moral concern should be global, most do not advocate the
kind of global restructuring that King demands. They exhort individuals in
affluent states to act as the Good Samaritan did in rendering aid, but they
generally do not call for comprehensive changes in the global system to
achieve their aims. In other words, most moral cosmopolitans do not
believe that they are bound to advocate a strong institutional cosmopoli-
tanism that would deeply transform the global system. Most call for more
modest changes, from allowing privileged loan and market access to poor
states, to formalizing some voluntary system of transfers from richer states



to poorer. Some explicitly reject a strong institutional approach, arguing
that it is not necessary, and perhaps not feasible, to transform the global
institutional framework wholesale.3 Others, the limited institutional cos-
mopolitans, support a partial restructuring. They reject a full world state
but do call for movement toward some strong supranational institutions,
meaning those above the state that could obtain compliance from states in
some legal or distributive areas.4 A final group, the cosmopolitan demo-
crats, demand somewhat deeper near-term institutional changes, but for
reasons primarily of democratic accountability in a globalizing system,
where polities are viewed as rapidly losing their power to set domestic
policy in many areas.5

The approach defended in this work is strong institutional cosmopoli-
tanism. My central claim is that full acknowledgment of the demands of
moral cosmopolitanism also should commit us to strong institutional cos-
mopolitanism, specifically, to the creation of a network of strong demo-
cratic institutions above the state. The fully integrated institutional form
would be a democratic global government capable of ensuring that any
person born anywhere can lead a decent life. If full global government is
not achievable, even in the very long term, then the creation of democratic
supranational bodies that could ensure adequate distributions of life
resources and opportunities over more limited geographic areas still would
be a tremendous advance over the current global system.

That system of competitive, “separate but equal” states discourages
cosmopolitan distributions, and it does so at the deepest level. Observed
norms of internal and external sovereignty give rise in each state to power-
ful, mutually reinforcing biases against full acknowledgment of the inter-
ests and rights of noncompatriots. Moral exhortation in such a system is
highly unlikely to generate the charitable distributions that would satisfy
the demands of a plausible moral cosmopolitanism. The same insight will
suggest that the changes sought in the relatively near term by the limited
institutional cosmopolitans and cosmopolitan democrats are unlikely to be
fully realized. Thus, I argue that to achieve broader distributions of
resources and opportunities, we should advocate movement toward the
creation of larger democratic polities or citizen sets through projects of
just, democratically accountable economic and political integration. We
should demand that integration already occurring within such bodies as
the European Union, the North American Free Trade Agreement, and
under the governance of the World Trade Organization, be continued, but
that it also be transformed to make it more transparent, more accountable
and more democratically contestable. In the near term, that would
empower individuals within states to play an important role in shaping and
promoting integration. In the longer term, accountable integration
promises some supranational recognition of fundamental labor and human
rights, and more just distributions of resources and opportunities over
wide geographic areas. In the very long term, advocacy of accountable
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integration could lead to a global system that would reliably ensure that all
persons will have access to adequate life resources and opportunities.

I begin building the argument not by starting from a cosmopolitan posi-
tion, but by taking up what often is called the “common-sense” position
that our own co-citizens should receive strong priority in routine, tax-
financed distributions. I do this because it is such a commonly held view
both among political theorists and non-academics, and because considera-
tion of arguments for the position will provide a useful frame for my
overall argument. I also begin with non-cosmopolitan arguments in order
to meet them on their own terms. Aristotle, in On Rhetoric, notes the
advantage in being able to set the initial terms of an argument.6 Con-
versely, if arguments for priority to compatriots can be met on their own
terms, and difficulties with them can be demonstrated, arguments for a
more cosmopolitan approach should carry more weight.

So, Chapter 1 focuses on three of the most common or seemingly robust
approaches to arguing for priority to compatriots in distributions. The first,
called the complex-constitutive approach, argues on quasi-contractarian
grounds that distributions should be restricted to compatriots because
compatriots are similarly constituted and understand only with one
another what must be distributed and how. I argue that the approach has
difficulty sustaining its claim of similar constitution and, more importantly,
that it actually undercuts itself when it turns to universals such as equal
respect for individuals in order to avoid criticisms that it would accommo-
date injustice.

I then take up the universal-particularism approach, which attempts to
ground priority to compatriots in such universals as respect for the auto-
nomy of others. Such an approach, where respect generally is equated with
non-interference, is vulnerable to charges it does not accord sufficient
importance to the autonomy of noncompatriots, because there is no assur-
ance they will have adequate resources and opportunities to ensure even
minimal autonomy. The final approach, from intimacy, attempts to draw a
link between sentiments about what we owe to those we hold dear and
what we owe to compatriots. Such an approach has difficulty bridging the
gap between intimates and stranger-compatriots. Further, there are
important distinctions to be made among the kinds of obligations owed to
intimates. For example, most recognize that priority to intimates does not
extend to nepotism. Such insights lessen the force of claims for wholesale
priority to intimates, and thus especially for compatriots.

Chapter 2 moves to possible groundings for a cosmopolitan approach to
distributions. I first consider utilitarianism, and I argue that simple or act
utilitarianism is not subject to all of the evils commonly ascribed to it in
context of global justice. In fact, utilitarians such as Peter Singer push us to
ask important questions about the extent of our own obligations and why
we might presume that it is sometimes appropriate to take “heroic”
actions to aid compatriots but not others. However, a utilitarian approach
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to distributions still should be rejected, because it would accommodate or
possibly prescribe routinized tyranny in the name of promoting more just
distributive outcomes. More recent hybrid arguments combining elements
of consequentialist and other approaches also encounter difficulties.

In Chapter 3, I move to a rights-based or deontological cosmopolitan
approach, offering a discrete positive argument for a moral cosmopoli-
tanism view. I begin by considering the approach a number of theorists
have taken, which is to advocate a global extension of distributions within
John Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness.7 While there is much to be
learned from this approach, its emphasis on states’ economic interdepen-
dence could cause it to exclude some in the least-affluent states from dis-
tributions. I advocate instead a rights-based argument grounded in respect
for the equal moral worth of individuals, regardless of citizenship. I argue
for a conception of equal consideration that includes a right to self-
development, meaning all would have sufficient resources and opportun-
ities to form and pursue a robust life plan. Self-development, in contrast to
approaches adopted by some other current cosmopolitans, would require
fulfillment of more than “basic wants” or rights to nutrition, education and
housing. I conclude the chapter with an argument that self-development
rights should be understood to include freer movement among states in
order to ensure a more just distribution of life opportunities.

Free movement begins already to speak to the question of what sort of
institutional arrangement would be consistent with cosmopolitan distribu-
tive justice. Chapter 4 explores some ways in which the current West-
phalian states system impedes the moral ends to which cosmopolitans are
committed. In short, I present the prima facie case for a more integrated
global system. I discuss how the fragmented and particularist structure of
the current system tends to work against universal rights fulfillment. The
non-intervention and other norms observed by states in the system are jus-
tified by reference to states’ primary role: to protect and promote the
interests of their own citizens. Thus, leaders of sovereign states are
expected to act as stewards for their discrete national constituencies, to
enrich constituents as much as they can and to take actions that ensure the
long-term well-being of their own state. States’ leaders also have strong
electoral and other incentives to reject advocacy of cosmopolitan transfers.
Finally, the structure of the Westphalian system reinforces a kind of
Lockean “own-case” bias, where individuals are encouraged to view them-
selves as members of independent, morally self-contained citizen sets. This
separateness or isolation from other citizen sets reinforces a bias toward
addressing the needs or interests of the immediate citizen set first. A
global system marked by much more advanced economic and political
integration would be more likely to achieve the distributive aims of cos-
mopolitanism. It would help to create broader economic and political
communities, highlight common interests across national borders and
facilitate the creation of common governance and distributional policies.
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In Chapter 5, I begin to discuss the specific shape of a more integrated
system, up to a full global government. After reviewing some past world
government proposals, I begin addressing common objections to any
argument for democratic governance above the state, including in
supranational regions. Informed by the objections and current liberal-
democratic practice, I outline a model for a system of fully global, multi-
level, democratic rule. I then elaborate on the outline in addressing
specific objections. The first is the democratic distance objection, which
holds, in Kant’s terms, that any form of global government would be a
“soulless despotism.” It would be a system so large that representation
would be all but meaningless. I answer by giving attention to practices in
current large polities such as the European Union, which, though it does
not yet offer adequate democratic representation at the regional level,
does have in place principles such as subsidiarity—addressing governance
issues at the lowest appropriate level—that help to address concerns about
representation. In Chapter 6, I consider the related citizenship objection,
which holds that robust democracy is possible only among those who share
the same nationality. That objection does not sufficiently consider how
democratic rule may be organized around shared principles, or the ways in
which economic and other forces above the state are promoting movement
toward shared rule. Chapter 6 also takes up the armed tyranny objection,
which holds that a fully realized global governing system would simply be
too dangerous because it would establish a world without refuge from the
potential violence of an all-encompassing state. This is an important objec-
tion, and it should give us more reason to adopt a model for integration at
all levels that is less like the current nation-state, with its presumed mono-
poly on coercive force, and more like a network of democratic institutions,
each with its own internal balances, and each able to balance the others,
including in coercive forces. The related civil war objection, which holds
that institution of a global authority would lead to unceasing strife within
the global union, gives us further reason to advocate a network of institu-
tions rather than a seamless, all-powerful world state. In its fully realized
version, such a network could include a set of legal institutions with global
reach in which individuals have standing—a global court of last resort. It
also could include some form of global legislative body whose lawmaking
competencies extend only to those issues that must be addressed globally,
and a similarly empowered executive body. I emphasize again that, even if
a full global government is not achievable, it is important that we consider
its defensibility as a comprehensive system of institutions, both to critique
current institutions, to guide the evolution of bodies such as the EU and
NAFTA, and to inform our understandings of individual duties concern-
ing institutional reform.

In Chapter 7, I argue that a more just program of economic and polit-
ical integration is feasible in the near term, and that the realization of fully
global democratic integration may be feasible in the much longer term.
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I review some of the ways in which economic and other forms of globaliza-
tion already are creating dense networks of connections in some areas, as
well as promoting mutual economic sensitivity among states. Then I look
at some current theorizing about the process of “constitutionalization”
which gradually has transformed the European Union from an inter-
governmental organization to one exercising significant supranational
powers over member states. The change is especially striking in the Euro-
pean Court of Justice, which has issued rulings strongly opposed by
member states but also accepted by them. I look at a broadly similar
process underway in the adjudicative arm of the World Trade Organi-
zation, and I discuss the possibility that a route is being opened to a more
transparent and accountable global trading regime, and to more just forms
of economic and eventually political integration, up to the global level. I
conclude by discussing some of the obligations individuals at all levels of
civil society and governance should acknowledge, as well as actions they
can take, to promote movement toward a system in which anyone born
anywhere would be able to lead a decent life.
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1 Priorities

I am floored when I read about the millions that our government proposes
to spend rebuilding Afghanistan. As long as one American child goes to
bed hungry, we should not give a dime overseas. As long as one American
is out of a job, not one dime should be sent overseas. As long as one Amer-
ican child can’t read, the money should be invested here. As long as one
senior can’t pay for medication, not one dollar should leave our shores. If
we can’t care for our own, we can’t care very much, can we?1

Introduction

Finding nation-states on a map is diverting child’s play, a memory game
using the brightly colored, oddly shaped pieces of the global political
puzzle. Finding them on photos shot from satellites or space capsules is
another matter entirely.2 A river or peninsula may mark the familiar
boundary, but the illusion of state borders as immutable geographic fea-
tures is impossible to sustain. The same holds true on the surface of the
earth, where, in the absence of fences topped with barbed wire and away
from checkpoint gates, nothing much distinguishes states from one
another.3 Yet, for most people, state boundaries have strong moral
significance. A natural disaster striking one part of the country may be
viewed by unafflicted compatriots, however distant, as the highest of
emergencies, requiring the immediate transfer of resources to the
stricken area. Conversely, the same disaster striking a nearby group
across a national border likely will be viewed as a matter for beneficent
action, for transfer of the resources that can be spared or the charitable
contributions collected after compatriots have been rescued from dire
straits. The same generally holds for longer-term issues of deprivation
and need. Foreign poverty, while acknowledged as morally significant, is
viewed as appropriately addressed only after needs closer to home have
been met.

Some political theorists accept this “common-sense” view and assert
that humans simply are ethical particularists. We are born into distinct
communities that nurture us and shape our moral understandings in



unique ways. The theorist’s task, they say, is to account for the common-
sense view and ground its requirements in rigorous argument.4 Cosmopol-
itan theorists are more skeptical of the view that compatriots deserve
strong priority, including in distributions of resources and opportunities.
They reject common-sense justifications and maintain that the sentiments
which underlie priority to compatriots should be as open to question as
envy or any other ostensibly ineradicable human sentiment.5 Subsequent
chapters will explore the cosmopolitan approach, which at root views indi-
viduals, not communities or nation-states, as the primary unit of moral
concern. This chapter explores some of the most important or prominent
defenses of the common-sense view for compatriot priority. Three broad
approaches are considered, and the most prominent or formidable argu-
ments are analyzed within each approach. As will be shown, each argu-
ment encounters significant difficulties defending compatriot priority on its
own terms, that is, without being pitted against any specific positive argu-
ment for a more cosmopolitan approach.

The constitutive approach

We can begin by considering the constitutive approach to grounding com-
patriot priority. Proponents of this approach argue that, since we are par-
tially constituted by our communities, they are the natural focus of our
concern and obligations. It is incoherent, they contend, to attempt to be a
true ethical universalist, because that would require construction of a
person without roots or moral center. Moralities take shape within
communities, among individuals who are partially constituted by those
communities. Individuals both naturally and rightly give priority to others
who are similarly constituted.

The constitutive approach falls within the broad rubric of communitari-
anism, which can be characterized as an orientation to social theory that
places primary emphasis on communal obligations rather than individual
rights.6 The focus here is on what will be called the complex-constitutive
approach, as distinguished from the simple constitutive approach. The
simple approach is represented in recent works by Alasdair MacIntyre,
Michael Sandel and Charles Taylor, among others.7 It is concerned almost
exclusively with how shared understandings arise within a community and
give individuals their moral framework. The content of the shared under-
standings is not generally at issue. The simple approach has been criticized
for holding an unrealistically homogenous and static view of community,
as well as for failing to allow for any critical purchase within communities.
In other words, by holding a rigid view of shared understandings and
mostly failing to consider how race, class, gender and other markers can
figure in oppression of individuals inside constitutive communities, the
simple constitutivist ignores important moral questions.

The complex-constitutive approach, by contrast, runs in a broadly
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contractarian direction. Complex constitutivists attempt to show how
understandings may evolve so as to make communities more inclusive of
women, minorities and other historically oppressed or excluded groups.
The variant appears in its clearest and perhaps most contractarian form in
Michael Walzer’s work, but separate works by Yael Tamir and others add
nuances.8 In the complex-constitutive approach, community is fore-
grounded as a human need. For Walzer, community means primarily
culture, religion and politics. “It is only under the aegis of these three that
all the other things we need become socially recognized needs, take on
historical and determinate form.”9 Individuals join under common political
institutions to determine which goods should be provided as part of a
common life with those who share the moral understandings of that life.
As moral understandings are shaped within communities, so are under-
standings about the appropriate kinds of resources that should be subject
to distribution, the levels of distribution and the objects to which distribu-
tions should be directed, for example, to public baths rather than public
education in Attic Greece.10 Since co-citizens have been shaped by the
same moral understandings, in general, they can understand only with one
another how distributions are to be accomplished and arranged. Thus,
they owe distributive obligations to compatriots that they do not owe to
noncompatriots.

Theorists within the complex-constitutive approach are generally
explicit that the contract meant is not the Hobbesian version of
autonomous rights holders joining to create a new community de novo. 

Over a long period of time, shared experiences and cooperative activ-
ity of many different kinds shape a common life. “Contract” is a
metaphor for a process of association and mutuality, the ongoing char-
acter of which the state claims to protect against external encroach-
ment.

Thus, the concern is not only to explore how specific moral understandings
arise within specific communities, but how those understandings may
evolve over time, perhaps becoming more inclusive and expressing a more
thoroughly shared identity.

To gain a better sense of the complex-constitutive approach, it will be
useful here to distinguish it from two other prominent approaches with
which it shares a family resemblance. Both of these approaches to compa-
triot priority also will serve as critical reference points for other arguments
throughout this book. The first is mutual benefit. Mutual benefit argu-
ments defend priority to compatriots on grounds that compatriots continu-
ally are providing benefits to one another—contributing to the social
product—and can rightfully expect that they will receive priority over non-
compatriots in distributions. The complex-constitutive approach similarly
emphasizes joint production of the social product to be distributed, but it
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does not focus on benefits given or received. Thus, it avoids the common
asymmetry problem in mutual-benefit arguments, which have difficulty
showing why priority should be given to members who are less able or
even unable to contribute. In other words, the mutual-benefit argument
presumes a symmetry in contributions given and benefits received by com-
patriots that does not generally exist. Ill compatriots, those who are lesser
abled or otherwise restricted can introduce asymmetry in one direction.
Guest workers, undocumented immigrants and other resident noncompa-
triots, who may contribute greatly to the social product but receive less
than citizens in distributions, can introduce asymmetry in another direc-
tion. Arguments made in the complex-constitutivist approach do not
impose such a symmetry requirement. They emphasize the shared under-
standings that lead to a specific distribution of the social product, rather
than the balance of benefits given and received.

The second approach, which I will call assigned responsibility, also
bears a surface resemblance to the complex-constitutive approach.
Assigned responsibility, as conceived by Robert Goodin,12 refers to con-
ditions under which priority to compatriots might be defensible. Goodin
argues that, just as lifeguards are assigned life-saving responsibility on a
particular stretch of beach to eliminate confusion and promote safety, a
system of states charged with looking after their own peoples also could be
efficient and fair. Priority to compatriots would be justified on grounds
that it would be the most efficient means of discharging what are described
as our general distributive obligations to all of humanity. Compatriots
would justifiably give one another priority in distributions, under the
assumption that citizens of other states would be doing the same.
However, Goodin also argues that giving priority to compatriots would be
defensible only if each state had sufficient resources to care for its charges.
If this were not the case, significant transfers would be required from
richer to poorer states. Priority to compatriots would not be justified until
all states were roughly equal in their ability to carry out their assigned
responsibilities. As Goodin notes, states actually are vastly unequal in
their abilities to protect and promote the interests of those living within
their borders. But for the complex constitutivist, inequality between states
is mostly beside the point. The key claim in that approach is that we can
decide on the appropriate distribution of the social product only with
those who share our moral understandings, those with whom we have built
a common life. We owe priority to compatriots in distributions because
they are the ones who understand with us those things that must be priori-
tized, regardless of the total set of resources commanded by our compa-
triot set or how it compares to the resource endowments of other sets.

The complex-constitutivist approach is on the whole highly nuanced
and has produced a number of edifying arguments. However, it is vulner-
able to two important objections. The first will be called the poor fit objec-
tion. It is concerned with the tendency of complex constitutivists to
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collapse distinctions between states and the nations and other communal
groupings found within and across their boundaries. This collapsing elides
important questions about whether the shared understandings that are
said to be so crucial to setting distributive priorities are indeed shared. The
second general objection will be called undercutting. It focuses on how the
contractarian emphasis in the complex-constitutive approach actually
serves to undercut claims about the distinctiveness of different communit-
ies, and thus weakens the claim that compatriots can decide distributive
issues only with one another.

The poor fit objection

It is highly problematic, according to the poor fit objection, to speak of
shared understandings determining distributions among compatriots when
states often contain a number of disparate communities with widely
diverging understandings on central common issues.13 Not only do under-
standings differ among ethnic or national groups bound together in the
processes of state building, but class, ideological and other sharp differ-
ences within states make it difficult to sustain the claim that compatriots
can understand only with each other the distributive priorities that should
be set.

The constitutivist response is that outsiders should not think that they
can easily identify a lack of shared understandings among the citizens of
a state, because they do not share the deep historical experience of
having been constituted by that state. Outsiders “don’t know enough
about its history, and they have no direct experience and can form no
concrete judgments of the conflicts and harmonies, the historical choices
and cultural affinities, the loyalties and resentments that underlie it.”14

Thus, outsiders should not presume to intervene in the domestic affairs
of most states.15 Where distributions are concerned, outsiders would be
obliged by their own ignorance to presume that states do contain distinct
communities of shared understandings, and that the individuals shaped
morally by those communities are the only ones with an appropriate
understanding of how the resources produced by their community should
be distributed.

However, there are numerous instances where the poor fit is not so
hard to see.16 In the case of the constitutionally multinational state, which
contains two or several formally recognized, distinct historical communit-
ies, a seamless fit between nation and state is not presumed at all. Like-
wise, some intra-state groups are recognized as distinct through the
granting of some autonomy to their regions. Thus, their members are
deciding often with their sub-national group what is to be prioritized and
to whom certain distributions should be restricted according to their pre-
sumably distinct shared understandings. In short, priority to compatriots—
the state’s full citizenry—cannot be justified on constitutive grounds if the
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set of compatriots and the set of those who are partially constituted by
shared moral understandings is not co-extensive.

Anticipating or responding to the poor fit objection pushes some consti-
tutivists one step farther, toward the one-nation, one-state ideal.17 Walzer,
Tamir and David Miller are perhaps the clearest proponents of schemes
that would grant significant political control to each distinct national group,
including in current multinational states. Each theorist acknowledges the
difficulties in trying to ensure that every distinct nation, however small,
receives its own sovereign state. For example, the United States contains
hundreds of Native American tribes that are formally recognized as distinct
national groups. Walzer and Tamir propose to address the difficulty
through the devolution of sovereignty to smaller national units, combined
with supranational affiliation and organization of states, in schemes resem-
bling the evolving shape of the European Union. Thus, if it were not pos-
sible to give every nation a discrete sovereign state, it would be possible to
establish a system guided by the principle that “all nations are entitled to a
public sphere in which they constitute the majority.”18 Walzer terms the
creation of such public spheres the completion of the states system.19 It
would give many more distinct nations an arena within which their distinc-
tive way of life would be protected and in which they could decide on
appropriate objects and levels of redistribution.

I will emphasize here that, in advocating devolution, the complex-con-
stitutive approach is no longer arguing for compatriot priority. Priority to
compatriots has become priority to co-nationals. With that in mind, we
may ask where devolution halts. Do shared understandings distinct
enough to merit the restriction of distributions begin and end with
national groups, or are there still smaller groups that should be taken into
account? In other words, can even the highly elaborated and prescriptive
devolutionary response overcome the poor fit objection? There are
reasons to be skeptical. First, groups within nations may speak a different
variant of the national language, follow a different religion, have a distinct
ethnicity or history.20 Many differences can be traced to the bloodier
aspects of nation-building.21 The excluded or oppressed groups of the past
receive relatively little consideration in the constitutive approach.22 But
still they remain, partially absorbed into larger groups, scattered or surviv-
ing in pockets, complicating the question of shared understandings in a
given geographic region. We may point to indigenous groups throughout
the Americas, the Philippines, Indonesia, Australia and elsewhere; Jews,
the Rom and others in Europe, Christians in many Muslim states.23

Other complications for the move to a one-nation, one-state model
include distinctions among co-nationals that do not necessarily spring from
historical processes of state-building. Divisions of class, geography and
other factors can account for significant differences in the way individuals
are constituted, yet these are discounted in constitutivist arguments for
compatriot priority. Brian Walker, for example, has argued persuasively
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that in Western liberal democracies, gays and lesbians should qualify as
nations under most current definitions:

The stages which the gay movement has gone through on its way to
national consciousness match up, step for step, with the develop-
mental stages we know from many other nationalist movements. All
nationalisms started as “social movements.” A people set apart from
those around them by in-group attitudes and discrimination by others
comes to develop a sense of itself as having a community and a
history. At some key moment a group of intellectuals and members of
the middle class give explicit expression to this sense of imagined
community and fan its growth. A self-consciously particularist liter-
ature is developed which emphasizes the local culture. Histories are
written which project the story of the community back through time
. . . tracing the pre-history of the present moment in which it came to
consciousness. What was first seen, particularly by outsiders, as a relat-
ively minor difference of attitude or dialect comes to be seen over
time as a difference of cultures, and finally, as a distinction lying
between peoples.24

If gays and lesbians are excluded from current definitions of national
groups, then we also must exclude many other groups and return to a
much more racialized view of national identity, which most proponents of
national protections or the national model of democracy reject.25 Walzer
himself argues in an early work that membership in groups such as trade
unions, civil rights organizations and some groups opposed to military
service can create obligations among members that sometimes override
obligations to compatriots and justify forms of civil disobedience.26 More
recent works are not so explicit, but they still would accommodate such a
view, at least in more liberal societies, whose shared understandings pre-
sumably allow for the existence of smaller groups that function as primary
moral groups on some issues.

We may ask, however, whether holding up these smaller groups as the
site of shared understandings on certain issues is compatible with the
central claim in the complex-constitutive approach, that priority to compa-
triots is defensible because compatriots are the only ones who understand
with us what must be prioritized. Consider also that members of labor,
civil rights and other of the smaller groups often reach out to their coun-
terparts in other states. Extending a defense of civil disobedience by
members of such groups, we could say that it is defensible when union
members, for example, choose to transfer funds to labor-organizing efforts
in other countries rather than support impoverished or at-risk persons in
their own state.27 Likewise, it is defensible when indigenous, environ-
mental, human rights and other groups forge strong transnational connec-
tions and give support to members across national borders, rather than
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focus their resources on their full set of compatriots. In short, the argu-
ment for an “obligation to disobey” among members of sub-national
groups reveals the difficulty with establishing priority to compatriots on
constitutive grounds. If the complex-constitutive approach can establish
priority to those who share understandings about the things that must be
prioritized, it still appears to have difficulty demonstrating that the group
which shares the understandings is properly limited to compatriots or even
conationals.

Undercutting

The poor fit objection suggests problems with some applications of the
complex-constitutive approach. The second general objection reveals dif-
ficulties with the internal logic of the approach itself. I call it the undercut-
ting objection, because it holds that the complex-constitutive approach
undercuts itself by importing standards of equality and justice that are in
keeping with its social contract emphasis but are not found within the
shared moral understandings of some communities. Because of this
importing of outside standards, many of the things that make communities
distinct from one another would be disallowed. If the communities that
constitute us are not so distinct from one another, then the constitutive
approach has difficulty demonstrating that we can only understand with
members of our own community the proper objects, levels and shape of
distributions.

Recall that the constitutive approach holds that individuals have an
inborn need for community and enter into a kind of social contract with
others who understand with them those things that should have priority in
matters of redistribution. Implicit in the approach is an understanding of
individuals as contracting equals. Tamir and David Miller, in fact, are
explicit that the ongoing process of shaping the community must be open
and democratic. Such a restriction makes their arguments immediately
vulnerable to the undercutting objection, because an insistence on open-
ness and democratic institutions would require that deep and dramatic
changes be made in hierarchical societies. Walzer is less explicit that con-
struction of shared understandings must be democratic. His version of the
argument attempts to maintain its social contract language while allowing
for differences in the way understandings are constructed in societies,
including even caste societies. Those within a caste society would recog-
nize unequal but firm rights to a share of the social product. Ruled out
would be seizures by the rich or other actions that would violate shared
understandings of the appropriate distribution. But the approach “does
not rule out the inequality of the portions; it cannot require a radical
redesign of the village against the shared understandings of the members.
If it did, justice itself would be tyrannical.”28 So, instead of the familiar
liberal contract of equals, the argument attempts to accommodate unequal
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terms of contract. But it cannot simply rest there if it is to escape some of
the problems into which the more relativistic simple constitutive argument
falls. What if, for example, what we are calling shared understandings
about distributions are nothing more than the powerful using the leverage
of an unequal contract to take what they can from the rest, who have little
voice in the system? Walzer attempts to answer such an objection by
allowing for the possibility that members of lower castes could be indig-
nant at their lot, even when the higher caste members take only their
ostensibly rightful shares. Then, “it would be important to seek out the
principles that shaped their anger and indignation. These principles, too,
must have their part in village justice.”29 But such a seeking out, while it
helps to address concerns about plain oppression, poses an undercutting
problem. Walzer wants to make a clear distinction between shared under-
standings and structures of domination. Yet in the case of the caste
society, the very shared understandings in question presume an unequal
power structure. By asserting that the principles underlying anger or indig-
nation must be sought out, Walzer’s constitutive argument is calling for
some version of democratic forms. It is saying that attention should be
paid to local customs and ascriptive roles, but that the voice of all must be
sought and heard.30

The complex constitutivist must draw on some conception of equality to
try to make coherent the contractual aspect of the approach. However,
once some shared moral understandings, such as the bar to participation
by lower castes of persons, have been removed by universal ethical stand-
ards that do not spring from a particular community’s common moral
understandings, it is difficult to see how a constitutive argument can justify
priority to compatriots.31 Ultimately, the importation of democratic forms
may reveal how much of what are being called shared understandings in
the constitutive approach are based on plain power relations.32 In other
words, the complex constitutivist argument may move toward democratic
forms and liberalization of societies from implicit recognition that distribu-
tions of power, privilege and right in societies often are not based on
genuinely shared understandings. In many cases, a relatively small minor-
ity of the society has been able to impose its understanding on the rest of
the populace. The understandings, in other words, may be observed by all,
but that does not mean they are shared in the contractarian sense that all
have participated in their formation. For example, as Mill highlighted in
the context of Victorian England, women may have understood their sub-
servient role in society, but they had relatively little to do with the shaping
of that role.33 Complex constitutivists rightly attempt to avoid valorizing
the way such oppression may be internalized, the way it partially consti-
tutes those born into such a role. But they have difficulty promoting
stronger voice for the oppressed within societies without arguing for some
liberalization of those societies. Liberalization would erode much of what
constitutivists claim makes societies distinct enough that their citizens
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understand only with one another how the social product is to be distrib-
uted. Thus, the approach has difficulty justifying priority to compatriots in
distributions.

The universal-particularism approach

Suppose a brother or sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you
says to him, “Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed,” but does
nothing about his physical needs, what good is it?

(James 2:15)

Where complex constitutivists emphasize the ostensible distinctiveness or
uniqueness of national communities, those working within what I will call
universal-particularism begin with universal principles and attempt to
build from them a justification for compatriot priority. The most common
principle referenced is equal respect for others as autonomous beings. I
will focus here on a recent version of the respect argument that can stand
as an exemplar for the broader approach. Discussion of the specific argu-
ment and objections to it will highlight general vulnerabilities in universal-
particularism, which remains quite influential, represented in such works
as John Rawls’s The Law of Peoples.34 Rawls’s work is discussed in
Chapter 3 in context of positive arguments for moral cosmopolitanism.

The exemplar universal-particularist argument begins with the claim
that respect for others as autonomous equals is of fundamental moral
importance. It holds further that giving priority to compatriots does not
show disrespect to noncompatriots. In fact, in order to lead lives of mutual
respect with our own compatriots, we must provide incentives to them to
ensure that they will conform to the requirements of shared institutions, or
to compensate them for having those institutions imposed upon them.35

The argument offers two kinds of justification. One is from fair play: we
are obligated to give something to those from whom we would take some-
thing. The second is a consequentialist justification based on the benefits
of creating such goods as mutual respect and concern within the citizen
set. I will take up the former first.

Impositions

Emphasis on the imposition of shared institutions makes implicit the claim
that distributive priority is a sort of compensation for loss of freedom or
other goods. If we have not made impositions on specific individuals—
generally individuals outside our state boundaries—then we do not owe
them priority in distributions. Richard Miller gives the example of a
corporate lawyer living in a wealthy suburb of New York City and a scrap-
metal scavenger living in a slum of Dhaka, Bangladesh. The lawyer, he
says, can give appropriate respect to the scavenger while still giving prior-
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ity to compatriots in distributions, in part because the lawyer has helped to
impose no institutions upon the scavenger. There is no concern about the
lawyer having to mitigate any losses he caused to the scavenger.

One objection that may be lodged against such a fair-play justification is
that the emphasis on imposition of common institutions inside the state
elides discussion of the relatively rich package of benefits and prerogatives
that come with membership in a well-off state. That is, if priority to com-
patriots is justified on grounds that compatriots are asked to make many
sacrifices for one another and suffer some degree of hardship or at least
high opportunity costs in agreeing to submit to common institutions, we
should inquire into the nature and level of the sacrifice. We should ask
how much can be justified by appealing to a concept of justice as recipro-
city when the reciprocity is confined to a closed system, as represented by
a sovereign state, and when those inside the system are much better off in
absolute terms than many outside the system. In such a situation, pre-
sumed moral obligations to give priority to compatriots could be seen as
little more than a shield allowing the comfortable to ignore hard questions
about obligations they may owe to others whose needs are more pressing.
Respect in the universal-particularist sense could be little more than the
sort of empty well-wishing criticized by the biblical James in the epigraph
to this section.36

But let us dig a little deeper. We can observe that the mutual-respect
argument does not consider the initial distribution of membership that
ostensibly determines distributive priorities and limits. The distinction
between compatriot and foreigner is central, yet there is little considera-
tion of the defensibility of the initial move that establishes the distinction,
or of continuing moves to restrict membership. In fact, there is an inherent
circularity in a mutual-respect argument. It cannot justify the creation of
distinct sets of members and non-members, because it justifies restriction
of distributions based on the impositions already being made on
members.37 It rejects noncompatriot obligations almost as firmly as the lib-
ertarian rejects any obligation to redistribute resources except for
common security and infrastructure needs, yet even libertarians such as
Robert Nozick acknowledge that the initial acquisition of resources must
be interrogated if we are to judge the legitimacy of current distributions.
No one can claim to be entitled to a holding if it was not acquired by justi-
fiable means in the beginning, before it was transferred by whatever
number of just transactions to the current holder.38 The mutual-respect
argument does not question the initial circumscription and restriction of
membership. It essentially justifies priority to compatriots by pointing to
the fact that individuals are compatriots, thus it cannot speak to whether
establishing a system of compatriot priority is defensible.39

By way of stark illustration, consider the way in which most slave
owners in the United States were outraged when an economic system and
distinct plantation culture collapsed after their human property was taken
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from them without recompense. By contrast, slave owners were compen-
sated in Britain and its domains. The Emancipation Act, which took effect
on August 1, 1834, ordered payment of 20 million pounds sterling as com-
pensation to slave owners for the freeing of 780,000 slaves.40 Such payment
would be consistent with the mutual-respect argument’s emphasis on
impositions. However, an argument to compensate for the costs of impos-
ing new social institutions cannot speak to the rightness or wrongness of
the old institutions. It can address only the obligations that arose as indi-
viduals operated in what was viewed as good faith under the old system.
The slave analogy is not exact, of course. But it usefully highlights that,
though a web of obligations has been spun from the operation of a system,
the existence of such obligations cannot speak to the justice of the system
itself. In the context of compatriot priority, if the initial moves to restrict
distributions are not defensible, a moral shadow is cast over resulting com-
mitments. Each move by persons in rich states to fulfill presumed distribu-
tive obligations to compatriots, while on the face of it an ethical act, may
actually be a violation of larger obligations to distribute. Of course,
without some positive argument for broader distributions, we cannot be
certain that giving priority to compatriots is morally wrong. But without
some justification for the initial distribution of membership, or justification
for the structural features of a system of sovereign states in which compa-
triot priority remains the norm, the mutual-respect argument cannot
demonstrate that compatriot priority is morally defensible.41

Side-effects

The second, consequentialist, emphasis of the mutual-respect argument is
on the potential negative effects of failing to meet distributive needs close
to home. If compatriots are not given priority, it is claimed, then the relat-
ively disadvantaged in the state will become alienated from the system and
refuse to cooperate with their advantaged compatriots in pursuit of
broadly shared goals. “Rather than being based on mutual respect and
trust, people’s relations of interdependence with compatriots would often
be based on resentful fear or servility.”42 So, the effect of expanding distri-
bution to noncompatriots would be to hurt vital relationships among com-
patriots.

The fair-play aspect was deontological, concerned with the moral right-
ness or wrongness of failing to compensate compatriots for impositions.
The side-effects aspect is concerned with the bad practical consequences
of failing to give priority to compatriots in distributions, and one critique
that can be made of the side-effects claim focuses on its consequentialist
character. Giving emphasis to negative side-effects presumes that tending
to the needs of compatriots first will strengthen domestic bonds or
produce other valuable consequences. But if such positive consequences
are to be cited as the justification for establishing a system of compatriot
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priority, they must be weighed against the potential positive consequences
that would be produced by some other system. Consider again the case of
former slaves. Nineteenth-century US social critic George Fitzhugh
argued against emancipation in part because of the negative effects it
would have on class relations between those Southerners who possessed
full citizenship rights.

Our citizens, like those of Rome and Athens, are a privileged class.
We should train and educate them to deserve the privileges and to
perform the duties which society confers on them. Instead of, by a low
demagoguism, depressing their self-respect by discourses on the equal-
ity of man, we had better excite their pride by reminding them that
they do not fulfill the menial offices which white men do in other
countries.43

Emancipation would be expected to depress the men’s self-respect further,
besides adding utility losses from suddenly being made to compete with
former slaves for employment, as well as losses from a range of other dis-
location or adjustment pressures. However, we can be highly skeptical that
the sum of utility lost by the men would outweigh that gained by those
freed from human bondage, even considering the hardships and oppres-
sion faced by so many former slaves in the post-Civil War era. The analogy
again, might seem to stretch too far. But consider the utility to be gained
by the global impoverished from even a small extension of distributions. In
fact, in the global context, where some 2.8 billion subsist on the equivalent
of $2 per day or less, we can be even more skeptical that the utility created
by giving compatriots priority will outweigh that from extending distribu-
tions.44 Marginal utility considerations suggest that the absolutely impov-
erished will realize much greater utility or value from the same amount of
resources, compared to individuals in an affluent state.45 The scales will
likely tip to the poor if the interests of all individuals are given equal
consideration, as they are in a universalist argument such as the one from
mutual respect.

The mutual-respect argument, like some others that attempt to justify
particular obligations through reference to universal moral principles, also
aims at showing that there is “a psychologically inevitable limit on trust
and respect.”46 In other words, we can hope to maintain with compatriots
the relations of mutual trust and respect that enable distributions, but not
necessarily with noncompatriots. The claim runs into immediate difficulty
when we consider the varying sizes of states. It would seem inherently
problematic to claim that current state boundaries coincide with psycho-
logical limits on mutual trust and respect when states range from tiny
Lichtenstein and Seychelles to such behemoths as China and India.
Further, while shared political arrangements can help to promote trust
among individuals through repeated interactions and distributions of
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public goods, the promotion of trust and mutual respect through shared
institutions also can be seen at work in supranational arrangements such
as the European Union, where citizens of member states may now live,
work and run for local office in most other member states. I do not claim
that the EU is or will become a nation-state, but significant interactions
and distributions are facilitated by EU institutions. The evolving and
expanding European integration project is discussed in some detail in sub-
sequent chapters.

The “common-sense” importance of claims about a domestic limit on
trust and respect should not be underestimated, however. Such claims tap
deeply into popular sentiment about taking care of our own, as exempli-
fied by the letter to the editor that serves as the epigraph to this chapter,
where “As long as one American is without a job, not one dime should be
sent overseas.” As noted above, most individuals do seem to feel strongly
that compatriots should have priority in distributions. There likely would
be a significant backlash if immediate and massive transfers of aid were
made from well-off states to the global poor. Such concerns would cer-
tainly inform any plausible approach to achieving broader distributions.
However, it is important to draw distinctions between pragmatic policy
application and moral obligations. Citing resistance by current stakehold-
ers to proposed changes in a distributive regime does not demonstrate the
existence of a psychologically inevitable limit on trust and respect that
conforms to state boundaries, nor can it demonstrate that the resistance
offered as proof of such a limit is morally justified. Again, consider the dis-
tributions of citizen membership—voting rights, full property rights—
finally extended to former slaves and women in the United States. As the
quotation from Fitzhugh above helps to suggest, many in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries contended that there was a limit on the kinds
of extensions of citizenship that could be offered to the disenfranchised
groups. It was held that the dominant group would not accept an extension
of full membership to the subordinate groups, and also that such an exten-
sion would greatly harm class and other relations among whites them-
selves. Roughly similar arguments have been offered in recent debates
over the integration of the openly gay or lesbian in the United States
armed services. Unit cohesion and morale will be damaged, according to
the official justification for the “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy, if military per-
sonnel are made to serve beside openly gay and lesbian individuals.47

However, citing recalcitrance on the part of those who already hold unre-
stricted membership, and offering it as proof of a psychological limit, does
not address the moral questions about equal respect or membership that
are at stake, and it does not speak directly to whether there are moral
obligations that are not being fulfilled.

In sum, it appears difficult for the universal particularist to sustain a
claim that non-interference in the affairs of noncompatriots is all that
equal moral respect requires. As we saw, the claim that respect for others
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could be reduced to acknowledgment of their right to autonomy appeared
hollow when the worth of such autonomy minus even the most minimal
guarantees to life resources was questioned. Difficulties with the argument
were compounded by a circular justification for the limiting of member-
ship in the distributive set. The supporting “side-effects” argument was
not more successful at grounding priority to compatriots. Its consequen-
tialist form left it open to a counter-argument that the value gained by
taking a cosmopolitan approach to distributions could far outweigh that
gained under a system of priority to compatriots.

The intimacy approach

The final approach I will consider to grounding compatriot priority is the
one from intimacy. Intimacy arguments build from what their proponents
see as a widespread intuition that we have special obligations to our
friends and family members. These obligations from intimacy are linked
by various means to corresponding obligations to compatriots. I discuss
here the way in which any such argument will face a leap from intimate to
compatriot. Such a leap is difficult to make because of dissimilarities
between close, personal relations and the more impersonal relations we
share with most of our compatriots. Further, even if we assume that an
argument from intimacy could make the leap to priority to compatriots,
the more basic question of what we owe to close friends and family is more
complicated than many arguments from intimacy presume.

One way in which some supporters of the approach have tried to link
intimates to compatriots is to cite group loyalty.48 In loyalty arguments, the
aim generally is to show that individuals take much of their moral motiva-
tion from loyalties to groups, and that it does little good to speak categori-
cally of justice when the motive force behind individual action is not
primarily adherence to universal principles of justice. Andrew Olden-
quist’s well-known loyalty argument can serve as an exemplar. He begins
with the common “intimate-in-distress” scenario. In Oldenquist’s version,
a father is confronted with the simultaneously imminent drowning of his
daughter and another young woman. His daughter has average talents,
while the other young woman is a budding scientist likely to contribute
great things to humanity. Most would expect the father to save his daugh-
ter if he could save only one, Oldenquist says, and “The contempt we feel
for traitors is not unlike what we feel for the father who lets his daughter
drown.”49 The father errs if he allows a weaker loyalty, what Oldenquist
and Richard Rorty describe as a loyalty to the entire human race, to over-
ride what should be a more basic loyalty to his own daughter. In other
words, it is inappropriate to apply a universal utility calculus, or cost–
benefit analysis, when the well-being of intimates is in question.

However, the contempt we are said to feel for a traitor—and the corre-
sponding loyalty we are expected to display toward compatriots—actually
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is based in a form of utility calculus. We are to understand that our loyalty
to groups, especially the state, is necessary to maintain overall group via-
bility. The alternative is alienation experienced by individuals and a debili-
tating lack of cohesion in the nation or nation-state.50 Just as the universal
particularist would urge priority to compatriots in order to encourage their
compliance in institutions, so would the loyalist emphasize the need to
promote a sense within individuals of loyalty or societal ownership. Thus,
for the loyalist, the reasons why we should be loyal to compatriots are
actually quite different from the reasons why we should be loyal to inti-
mates. We are expected to act in the interests of those we love out of
reflexive emotion, regardless of the utility that will or will not be realized
by our actions. We act in the interests of compatriots for more calculated
reasons. If that is the case, then the critique of the side-effects argument
above will apply to loyalty arguments for compatriot loyalty. That is, we
cannot assume that the good realized through restricting distributions will
outweigh the good realized through transfers to noncompatriots. The
benefits of large-scale transfers to those in the least-affluent states could
easily outweigh the benefits of preventing alienation in highly developed
states.

Other theorists have gone beyond a presumption of reflexive aid to inti-
mates, attempting to make more explicit the sources of familial obligations
and extend them to arguments for compatriot priority. Some emphasize
the ways in which we are shaped by our families. Mervyn Frost, for
example, argues that:

We could not be the selves which we are and which we value, were it
not for the love we receive from, and the love we give to, the other
members of the family. We are partially constituted by the common
will that exists in the family.51

Frost attempts to extend his constitutive logic to compatriots by way of
recognition, arguing that we achieve recognition as individuals in constitu-
tive relationships with compatriots in much the same way we do from
family members, and it is mutual recognition of intimates and compatriots
that does much to constitute us as the people we are. Similarly, Tamir
argues that:

When faced with an exclusive choice of alternatives between helping
strangers or members of my group—be it my family, my community,
or my nation—I have a stronger moral duty to help those to whom I
feel close than to help strangers.52

The poor fit and undercutting critiques would apply to such “family consti-
tutive” arguments when they are extended to the national level. It also
should be reinforced that, for most persons, all but a tiny portion of the
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compatriot set will remain strangers. The feelings of closeness, the experi-
ences of nurturing and mutual recognition that seem strong enough to
justify giving absolute priority to loved ones will be highly attenuated or
absent when extended to the tens or even hundreds of millions who share
our citizenship.53 Further, constitutive family arguments actually tend to
reduce to mutual benefit. That is, they generally focus on the beneficial
aspects of family membership. Frost is explicit that when he speaks of
mutual constitution within a family or state, he is speaking of both as
ideally or properly conceived.54 So, we do not presumably owe special
obligations to those family members who have mistreated us, however
much that mistreatment may have figured in constitution of character.
Likewise, obligations would not be owed to family members who are
strangers—the parent who abandons an infant child. As Randall Kennedy
puts it,

I will rightly give the only life jacket on the sinking ship to my mother
as opposed to your mother, because I love my mother, (or at least I
love her more than yours). I love my mother, however, not because of
a genetic tie but because over time she has done countless things that
make me want to love her.55

The focus of the family-constitutive argument is not on the plain genetic
tie with relatives, or the citizenship ties with compatriots, but on the mutu-
ally beneficial relationships we ideally will have with each. If that is the
case, then the family-constitutive argument is essentially a mutual-benefit
argument for priority to compatriots. It will face the same difficulties in
justifying priority to those compatriots who contribute relatively little to
the social product, as well as in excluding from some distributions those
resident noncompatriots who make significant contributions.

Distinguishing between obligations to intimates

Even if intimacy arguments have difficulty making the leap to compatriots,
there still is good reason to investigate claims made on grounds of inti-
macy in narrower settings. Demonstrating that there are difficulties even
with the intuitive claims for strong priority to intimates will help set the
stage for a more cosmopolitan approach. I argue here that many claims for
special obligations to immediate family members are misleading. That is,
they do not distinguish between the different kinds of obligations we may
owe to intimates. The oversight is reinforced by “intimate in distress” sce-
narios, which, while they may show that blood is thicker than consequen-
tialist justice in emergencies, give us poor guidance in setting the
appropriate scope of routine, tax-financed distributions.

Let us return to the drowning scenario. We can note first that the father,
when he acts disloyally, is acting according to a first-order impartialism. For
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the first-order impartialist, morality requires a rejection of all special
obligations. William Godwin often is held up as the exemplar first-order
theorist. In a much-cited argument, Godwin holds that, faced with a choice
between saving the Archbishop Fenelon and his own father from a fire, he
should save the archbishop, because Fenelon’s ability to contribute to
society overall is greater.56 Variations of the scenario now are used to
show precisely the opposite, that most people would feel justified in saving
their own family members first.57 We need not attempt to say which of the
girls should be pulled from the water to see that the drowning scenario
actually can divert us from considering crucial distinctions about the kinds
of obligations family members may owe to one another. In intimate-in-dis-
tress scenarios, it is immediate concern for a loved one that is at issue. The
father is expected to save his daughter because he loves her, is concerned
for her, wants to see her live at that moment more than he wants to pay
heed to any neutral considerations of justice. Personal concern of that kind
has been developed over the life of the child, and it is encouraged by
myriad experiences of care, tenderness, frustration and pride connected to
a specific individual. Most persons probably could be expected to give
reflexive priority in an emergency to those they love. However, in more
ordinary situations, deep concern for a specific other does not necessarily
justify priority, as rules against nepotism can show. In many nation-states,
relatives are restricted from distributing social goods—meant here to
include public contracts, public jobs, preferential treatment from public
institutions—to relatives simply because they are relatives. What is
significant about such prohibitions is that they make a clear distinction
among the kinds of obligations owed to family members. Love, attention,
and concern for family members certainly are allowed, but the large-scale
funneling of resources or granting of opportunities by state agents to
family members and friends is not.58 To illustrate, let us consider the same
two young women applying for a single position at a public agency where
the father serves in a senior administrative position. We can even presume
that the women are much closer in ability, so that it is not clear which one
would get the job on her own. Should the father use his influence to help
ensure that his daughter gets the job? I will suggest that, unlike the father
who chose to save the more talented young woman over his daughter, the
father who allows the selection process to operate impartially will not be
held up as an object of contempt. In fact, his commitment to fairness might
be considered laudable or even not particularly noteworthy. The con-
sequences of his actions in the two cases would be quite different, of
course. Presumably, the daughter in the employment scenario could find
another job. We need not try to account in full for the conception of
justice that underlies the presumed unfairness of nepotism to see the
importance of making distinctions among the kinds of obligations owed to
intimates. Progressive taxation revenues used to support public higher
education and other “equalizing” institutions and, somewhat more contro-
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versially, steep inheritance taxes,59 also point to ways in which priority to
intimates is sometimes mitigated in the interest of some broader concep-
tion of fairness. In addition to the resources we expend in providing
decent opportunities to our own children or other intimates, we are
expected to transfer some of our resources to help ensure that non-
intimates will have similarly good life opportunities. In sum, the intimate-
in-distress scenarios, which are intended to demonstrate how deeply most
parents care for their children, do not necessarily point us in the direction
of justifying priority to compatriots. A parent’s love and concern for a
child are expected to be boundless, but parents are limited in the ways
they may promote their own children’s welfare, just as individuals may be
limited by considerations of justice in the ways they can promote compa-
triots’ welfare.

In this context, one final type of intimacy argument should be con-
sidered. Similar to Goodin’s assigned responsibility, the argument holds
that priority to intimates is defensible on grounds of efficiency. Martha
Nussbaum has expressed it most clearly, in calling for a more cosmopol-
itan approach to education and obligations.

None of the major thinkers in the cosmopolitan tradition denied that
we can and should give special attention to our own families and to
our own ties of religious and national belonging. . . . But the primary
reason a cosmopolitan should have for this is not that the local is
better, per se, but that this is the only sensible way to do good.60

Just as Goodin would assign lifeguard states to look after individuals, so
would this kind of intimacy argument hold that priority to family members
and compatriots is an efficient, sensible arrangement to ensure that all are
well looked after. The chief objection to such an approach would be that it
does not ensure that all families will have the resources needed to care for
their members. Recall that in assigned responsibility, priority to compatri-
ots will be defensible only if all states are well endowed and well able to
care for their charges. The same logic would apply to families.61 It also
should be noted that, as in Goodin’s argument for priority to compatriots,
the ideal distributive conditions under which priority would apply corres-
pond little to the current distributions of wealth. States are not equally
well endowed with resources to care for their citizens, and parents have
widely disparate control over resources, ability and desire to care for their
assigned children. In such a situation, the assigned-responsibility model
applies to families imperfectly or not at all.

None of this is meant to be construed as an argument for first-order
impartiality. No claim has been made that intimates should not have
priority in distributions of certain goods. But hopefully this discussion has
demonstrated that the questions involved in priority to intimates are
more complex than some intimacy arguments suggest. Scenarios aimed at
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highlighting personal concern on the part of parents do not usefully
address nepotism and other common fairness issues. The sphere of inti-
macy, in other words, is not immune to considerations of justice.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have discussed three broad approaches to arguing for pri-
ority to compatriots in distributions. Proponents of the complex constitu-
tive approach attempted to demonstrate that, since compatriots are
partially constituted by their communities, they share a unique community
understanding about the shape and scope of distributions. The approach
was vulnerable to the poor fit and undercutting objections. The poor fit
objection pointed to ways in which there is often a mismatch between
nation and state, complicating claims for unique community understand-
ings among the citizens of a state. The undercutting objection discussed
how the social contract emphasis that helps the complex-constitutive
approach avoid charges of plain oppression actually undercuts claims
about the distinctiveness of communities’ shared understandings, since it
would in effect prescribe some liberalization and imposition of democratic
principles on the construction of community values.

Universal-particularism began with universals, generally some under-
standing of mutual respect, to argue for compatriot priority. The exemplar
argument considered held that appropriate respect is shown to noncompa-
triots when they are left to lead their own lives without interference. Com-
patriot priority was said to be justified because compatriots would be
shown disrespect if they were not compensated for the shared institutions
imposed on them. However, an emphasis on imposed institutions ignored
the relatively rich package of benefits available to most compatriots in
affluent states. Further, emphasizing fair compensation for impositions
could not speak to the initial fairness of the move that circumscribed mem-
bership, excluding others from distributive benefits. Finally, an emphasis
in universal-particularism on the bad practical consequences of failing to
give priority to compatriots opened it to a consequentialist counter-
argument. The value or utility created by giving priority to compatriots
likely would be outweighed by the value created in adopting more
cosmopolitan distributions, especially since those in less affluent states
would be able to realize a greater utility gain with the same distributions.

The intimacy approach began with common sentiments about the
obligations we owe to intimates and attempted to demonstrate that we
owe similar distributive priorities to compatriots. Each intimacy argument
considered had difficulty making the leap from intimate to stranger-com-
patriot. Loyalists were shown to be giving too little attention to differences
between reflexive emotion for intimates and the more calculated reasons
for loyalty to compatriots. Constitutive arguments that began by looking
at relations between intimates did not escape the poor fit and undercutting
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objections, and they tended to collapse into problematic mutual-benefit
arguments. Finally, many arguments within the intimacy approach were
shown to be giving too little attention to distinctions between the kinds of
obligations we may owe to intimates. Rules against nepotism help to
demonstrate that, though we can certainly be expected to love and nurture
those closest to us, we are limited by considerations of justice in the ways
we are permitted to advance their interests.
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2 Consequences

Introduction

Critiques of arguments for compatriot priority are not sufficient, of course,
to justify a more cosmopolitan approach to distributions. For that, some
sort of positive argument must be offered. Versions of such an argument
are considered in this and the next chapter. It will be appropriate to begin
here by developing more precise definitions of cosmopolitanism in
general, and moral and institutional cosmopolitanism in particular. These
definitions will help to frame the discussion and give a better sense of what
is at stake in cosmopolitan distributive arguments.

Cosmopolitanism as a conception or ethic has roots that dig nearly as
deep as democracy, and it has come to mean almost as many things to
commentators. In its Stoic beginnings, cosmopolitan meant citizen of the
world, or one who adopts the broadest possible moral orientation. Stoics
held that “We should view ourselves as fundamentally and deeply linked
to the human kind as a whole, and take thought in our deliberations, both
personal and political, for the good of the whole species.”1 In recent years,
the cosmopolitan label has been used to describe views ranging from those
demanding acknowledgment of universal rights and a fairly stringent
package of corresponding obligations on all persons,2 to those advocating
moderate patriotism and accommodation of nearby forms of difference.3

Others define cosmopolitanism as a guiding individual ethos to be
embraced as fully and overtly as any nationalism or other group identifica-
tion.4 Still others see cosmopolitans as those whose geographically expand-
ing preferences in material goods are empirical proof of a more polyglot
world and sense of individual identity.5 This work is concerned primarily
with cosmopolitan approaches to distributive justice, where distributive
justice is understood as a set of principles to be used in determining a just
distribution of benefits and burdens among a set of persons.6

I will follow the fine definitions of moral and institutional cosmopoli-
tanism offered by Charles Beitz and adopted by Brian Barry and others.7

For Beitz, moral cosmopolitanism is that approach to distributive justice
which is impartial, universal and accords the interests of all individuals,
regardless of citizenship or compatriot status, equal weight.



[Moral cosmopolitanism is] . . . a doctrine about the basis on which
institutions and practices should be justified or criticized. It applies to
the whole world the maxim that choices about what policies we should
prefer, or what institutions we should establish, should be based on an
impartial consideration of the claims of each person who would be
affected . . . It aims to identify principles that are acceptable when
each person’s prospects, rather than the prospects of each society or
people, are taken fairly into account.8

Moral cosmopolitanism can be employed to assess the justice of rights
regimes, distributive regimes, the operation of international institutions,
including the essential features and workings of the global economic
system.

A distinction should be noted that has appeared in the recent literature
between “radical” and “mild” moral cosmopolitanism.9 The mild moral
cosmopolitan is said to affirm global principles of distributive justice but
also be open to accepting some form of priority to compatriots. The
radical cosmopolitan would reject special obligations to compatriots. I will
treat the radical variant as moral cosmopolitanism in general.10 Mild
cosmopolitan arguments tend to encounter the same kinds of difficulties as
more straightforward arguments for compatriot priority. Recall the discus-
sion of Nussbaum’s claim that giving special attention to family members
or compatriots was not in tension with the cosmopolitan tradition but was
in fact “the only sensible way to do good.” Such a claim would be consis-
tent with a mild cosmopolitan approach. It was shown to be problematic
because there was no mechanism to ensure that families or states all would
have sufficient resources to care for their charges. Goodin’s assigned
responsibility model might then seem to be a more promising version of
mild cosmopolitanism, since it would establish distributive obligations to
all persons, regardless of citizenship, but also would allow for priority to
compatriots when all individuals are adequately cared for. Leaving aside
the empirical question of whether all states eventually would be able to
adequately care for all of their citizens, we can still question whether
Goodin’s model can account for the potential importance to individuals of
free movement between states in pursuit of life opportunities. That ques-
tion is addressed in Chapter 3, and I believe that the discussion of this and
the following two chapters will reinforce the appropriateness of treating
“radical” cosmopolitanism as moral cosmopolitanism in general.

If moral cosmopolitanism is concerned with assessing institutions and
practices according to how well individuals fare within them, institutional
cosmopolitanism is much more prescriptive. The institutional cosmopol-
itan advocates some form of Martin Luther King’s restructuring of the
global edifice, some deep transformation to bring states under the
authority of just supranational institutions, including possibly the institu-
tions of a global government. Such restructuring is intended to ensure that
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appropriate benefits and burdens will be provided to and borne by all
persons, regardless of citizenship. Beitz and Barry both argue that there is
no necessary link between moral and institutional cosmopolitanism.11 Both
assert that the cosmopolitan should remain agnostic about the shape the
global system should take, measuring the moral defensibility of systemic
features by how well cosmopolitan aims are promoted within the system.
As noted in the Introduction, my claim ultimately will be that an under-
standing of the full implications of attempting to achieve moral cosmopol-
itan distributive aims in the current system should make us proponents of
a specific kind of institutional cosmopolitanism. Before a defense of that
claim can be offered, however, we must have some firm grounding for a
moral cosmopolitan orientation to distributive justice. We can begin by
considering consequentialism, which remains one of the most prominent
approaches to grounding or justifying the adoption of a cosmopolitan
view.

Consequentialism and moral cosmopolitanism

Consequentialism, understood in simplest terms as an approach to moral
theory that assesses whether a choice is correct by looking at the con-
sequences of the choice,12 was discussed briefly at several points in
Chapter 1. Goodin’s assigned responsibility would be an example of a con-
sequentialist argument, since it focuses on the presumed consequences of
observing priority to compatriots in a global system in which all states can
adequately care for their citizens. The side-effects arguments considered
also were consequentialist, focusing on the potential negative con-
sequences of failing to give distributive priority to compatriots. By con-
trast, a deontological argument focuses on moral rules that should not be
broken, even if the consequences of breaking them may appear beneficial
overall. The deontological approach is exemplified by Rawls’s well-known
claim that “Each person possesses an inviolability founded on justice that
even the welfare of society as a whole cannot override.”13

I will focus first on utilitarianism, which remains probably the most
influential consequentialist approach, though there is a trend in the recent
literature to subsume it within discussions of consequentialism broadly
conceived.14 It will be useful to begin with narrower or simple utilitarian-
ism, because any argument for cosmopolitan distributive justice will have
to address difficult questions about just how much we can be asked to sac-
rifice for others, and utilitarianism does more than perhaps any other
approach to push those kinds of questions to the fore. The utilitarian
approach is characterized by three main features: (1) it is consequentialist;
(2) it assesses consequences in terms of their utility, with utility being
defined in a number of ways; and (3) it aims at maximization of utility,
without reference to how much utility that specific individuals within the
set in question may or may not have.15 I will presume probably the most
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prevalent recent understanding of utility as the satisfaction of rationally
informed individual preferences—those preferences based on full informa-
tion and correct judgment.

Utilitarianism, or consequentialism more generally, has some strong
surface affinities with a moral cosmopolitan approach, as the discussion of
the side-effects arguments in Chapter 1 suggested. Scheffler, among
others, argues that the utilitarian simply is bound to be a cosmopolitan,
since utilitarianism weighs the interests of all persons equally, regardless
of their memberships or affiliations.16 Some other theorists, including
prominent early utilitarian Henry Sidgwick, have attempted to show that
observing compatriot priority actually will create more utility, and thus
that the utilitarian should not advocate cosmopolitan distributions.17 Sidg-
wick focused on the distribution of membership, arguing that freer immi-
gration could significantly lower the standard of living in affluent states,
besides rendering “hopelessly difficult” their moral and intellectual cul-
tures and damaging the efficiency of their political institutions.18 However,
as in the side-effects discussion, we can be skeptical that the overall benefit
lost by the affluent would outweigh that gained by immigrants from poor
states, whose earnings and overall material quality of life could be
expected to dramatically improve.

Goodin’s scheme, as we saw, represents another consequentialist argu-
ment that would attempt to justify compatriot priority under certain cir-
cumstances. If for the sake of argument we assume a system in which all
states are equally capable of caring for their own citizens, then giving dis-
tributive priority to co-citizens might maximize utility, i.e., the efficiency
with which general distributive obligations can be discharged. We would
be hasty to conclude, however, that consequentialist or more narrowly
utilitarian arguments will lead to an institutional scheme like Goodin’s,
where states as we know them would be left in place. According to utilitar-
ian logic, if some scheme that effectively eliminated us–them compatriot
status would more effectively discharge obligations, then that would be
preferred. Of course, the potential costs of any scheme would have to be
weighed against its benefits. What is most salient here is that the utilitarian
would not see state borders as having intrinsic significance in the weighing
of costs and benefits. Given that fact, and the unlikeliness of all states
becoming equally well able to care for all of their citizens, it is plausible to
suggest that some utilitarian or more broadly consequentialist approach
would support a moral cosmopolitan orientation to distributive justice.

If we presume that utilitarianism can ground a moral cosmopolitan
approach, then the salient issue becomes how it stands up to scrutiny as a
systematic moral theory. Two objections are considered here. The first
holds that the “moral heroism” required within utilitarianism is unfair to
those in affluent states, who would find themselves unable to pursue the
projects that help give their lives meaning. This objection also is referred
to as the one from supererogation or demandingness, but I will use the
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term moral heroism to reinforce that the usual emphasis is on demands for
ostensibly heroic action by those in affluent states. The second objection
holds that utilitarianism, in its focus on maximizing some specific utility,
could require more terrible sacrifices where those in less affluent states are
concerned, and not merely in isolated cases. I argue that the moral
heroism objection is significant but not so strong or clearly damaging as is
often claimed. Consideration of it encourages us to ask significant ques-
tions about the level of sacrifice that could justifiably be asked of those in
affluent states. The second objection should cause us to reject utilitarian-
ism. That rejection cannot be read, however, as a wholesale rejection of
consequentialism. I do, in the final section of this chapter, raise some com-
plicating issues in regard to recent hybrid attempts at justifying a limit to
obligations. Those complicating issues are significant enough, and the
recent consequentialist turn to including deontological elements telling
enough, that ultimately we should look to more fundamentally rights-
based approaches to determining the appropriate scope of distributive
justice.

A utilitarian argument for cosmopolitan distributions

A natural starting point is Peter Singer’s act-utilitarian argument calling
for significant international transfers from individuals in affluent states.19

Still defended by Singer in its essential features, it is perhaps the best-
known utilitarian argument for cross-border transfers, and it continues to
generate intense debate.20 The argument is cosmopolitan in that it does
not accord political boundaries intrinsic moral significance. In fact, it is
explicit that such boundaries and the relationships that persons may
develop within them of compatriot, neighbor, relative, do not cancel
obligations to redistribute. Transportation and communications technolo-
gies are said to have reached the point where distance is a consideration of
little consequence, and helping a person on the other side of the world is
not much harder than helping someone on the other side of the street.

The argument builds from a simple analogy. A child is drowning in an
ornamental pond on a university campus. A passing instructor who stops
to save the child will muddy his clothes and make himself late for lecture,
but we are to understand that the sacrifice is insignificant compared to the
amount of good realized. The insignificant sacrifice, Singer maintains, is
morally no different than sacrificing some amount of income to alleviate
the plight of those mired in absolute poverty.21 In fact, he would require
that those in affluent states give until giving any more would make them
worse off than those they are helping. Singer believes the requirement is
morally defensible, but he also acknowledges a limited side-effects objec-
tion holding that the requirement is so demanding it could be counterpro-
ductive, causing possible donors to give less because they know themselves
incapable of discharging their full obligations.22 He thus offers a “weak”
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version of the argument in which individuals are required to sacrifice only
to the point at which they begin to give up things of moral significance.23

Initially, Singer suggested that the amount of sacrifice required under the
weak version would be around 10 percent of income for a middle-class
person in an affluent state, a level supported by some other consequential-
ists.24 More recently, he has argued for setting a level of contribution, at
least initially, as low as 1 percent in order to encourage many more
persons to make transfers.25 Whatever the amount might ultimately be—
and I will offer some reasons below to think that it could justifiably be set
higher than 1 percent—Singer presents a utilitarian argument with clear
cosmopolitan implications.

The moral heroism objection

The first objection runs as follows: utilitarianism demands so high a level
of sacrifice from the relatively affluent that they would be unable to
sustain their core life projects, the activities that imbue their lives with
meaning, if they discharged their full obligations. In other words, utilitari-
anism does not consider the cost to the individual who is called on to make
sacrifices. Bernard Williams, still one of the clearest articulators of the
objection, would reject Singer’s stringent obligations in the name of indi-
viduals being able to maintain their integrity of identity.26 In a later,
related critique, Samuel Scheffler observes that all moral theories except
pure egoism require that we sacrifice some individual wants in order to
promote some moral end or live in accordance with moral norms and
rules. The problem with simple consequentialist approaches such as utili-
tarianism, he says, is that the weight individuals assign to their personal
projects naturally is out of proportion with the impersonal good the pro-
jects may bring about, and yet utilitarians would demand that we devote
our energies to acts in strict proportion to the amount of the good the acts
will bring about. Many others have weighed in with the general criticism
that simple utilitarianism asks too much.27 In effect, it would demand
heroism or saintliness of us all, and we cannot justifiably be forced into
sainthood.

The weak version is Singer’s nod to such criticisms. That version does
not emphasize the proportionality in contributions that so concerns Schef-
fler. But Singer does not accept the heroism objection on its own deonto-
logical grounds. As noted above, he offers the weak version on the
consequentialist grounds that requiring so great a sacrifice from so many
people might actually result in less than full maximization of the good.28

Individuals are by no means barred from giving more, he says, and they
rightfully will feel obligated to do so. I will bracket for now Singer’s more
recent shift to setting required transfers initially at a level of only 1 percent
of income. The standard is offered as part of what he describes as a prag-
matic scheme of increasing the amount of humanitarian aid from the
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United States to less affluent states. Here, for the sake of a discussion
about what individuals could be justifiably asked or exhorted to give, I will
presume something much closer to the 10 percent standard. A 10 percent
requirement, though far less than likely would have been demanded in
Singer’s initial formulation, still might be viewed as much more of a contri-
bution than individuals should be asked to make. Certainly, when taxes
and living expenses are deducted from the income of an average person in
a relatively affluent state, an additional 10 percent could represent much
of that person’s disposable income, making it difficult to sustain some life
projects.29 Thus, the well-off might still attempt to reject the demands of
the global impoverished on the grounds that their own autonomy and
ability to lead a self-chosen life would be too greatly restricted. The two
sides would be left at an impasse.30

Basic wants utilitarianism

This is an appropriate place to introduce the cosmopolitan sub-group of
“basic wants” utilitarians. Proponents of this approach argue that aiming
toward the rational satisfaction of preferences should lead us to the view
that minimal food, health, education and other requirements should be
met for all persons, regardless of birthplace.31 However, they also say that
attempting to fulfill wants or interests beyond the minimum would give
rise to a number of problems and is not morally required. Thus, the basic
wants approach is a potential answer to the moral heroism objection.
Heroic action likely would not be required to satisfy only the basic wants
of all persons in the world, and required contributions could fall far below
10 percent. Singer, for example, argues that transfers of only 1 percent
would be enough to meet every person’s basic wants.32 Thomas Pogge
offers a broadly similar conclusion, though on deontological grounds.
Pogge advocates the creation of a “global resources dividend” of as much
as 1 percent of global social product to be distributed to the world’s needi-
est.33 Such a dividend could amount to about $300 billion per year, he cal-
culates, enough to greatly reduce global suffering.

The basic wants approach attempts to justify its halt at a similar
minimum by drawing a strong distinction between satisfaction of basic
wants and what are called secondary wants. Basic wants or interests which
should be protected would include food, shelter, health care and some
education.34 Secondary wants are taken to be those things that individuals
can obtain only within a societal context and which are necessary to
sustain culturally specific practices or roles. Obligations by the well-off
to satisfy secondary wants are said to be much weaker than obligations to
satisfy basic wants. As Charles Jones argues:

It is difficult to satisfy the non-basic wants of individuals in far-away
countries, whereas it is relatively easy to satisfy basic wants in those
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countries. Consider the undeniable interest persons have in obtaining
cultural goods. That interest is protected and promoted by ensuring
that the distinctive cultures of different societies function effectively;
but the functioning of a culture is in general best left to those who
participate in sustaining it. This suggests that promoting this particular
interest is best achieved by leaving cultural matters to insiders. Out-
siders are more likely to misinterpret features of unfamiliar cultures,
with the likely consequence of cultural impoverishment when they act
on those misinterpretations. Promotion of basic interests, whose vari-
ation is much less wide-ranging across societies, is accordingly easier
to achieve.35

Jones specifically offers basic wants as an answer to the moral heroism
objection.36 Satisfying basic wants, he argues, does not demand so much
that well-off individuals will be forced to sacrifice their core life projects,
and yet obligations to others still will be fulfilled. Utility, measured in
terms of a reduction in global misery, will be greatly increased. I will
suggest, however, that given the same sorts of marginal utility considera-
tions discussed above and in Chapter 1, utilitarian reasoning would not
permit a halt at satisfying basic wants. Consider the individual in a less
affluent state who has received just enough from an affluent donor state to
ensure minimal access to food, shelter, education and health care. Now
consider the gain in utility that the same person could realize with enough
additional resources to purchase a fuller course of education. More school-
ing, let us say to the completion of twelfth grade in a state where the
minimum functional education is to the eighth grade, is likely to be a
significant boost to that person’s overall life chances. We can weigh the
gain against the additional utility realized from the same amount of
resources by an average person in an affluent state—someone near the
median in income, education, access to important life goods. It is unlikely
that the person in a well-off state will receive more utility than the pupil in
a poor state from the resources necessary to complete the pupil’s high
school education.

Proponents of halting at basic wants argue that culturally relative
information problems make it extremely difficult to determine whether
trying to satisfy secondary wants actually will increase aggregate utility.
But information problems would not interfere greatly with efforts to
increase utility through improvements in such all-purpose goods as educa-
tion, kind and quality of health care, or quality of shelter. For example,
immunizations and occasional check-ups might be considered the
minimum in health care, but more comprehensive care could bring great
reductions in discomfort, early mortality and overall quality of life. Just as
everyone could be expected to have a rational preference for minimal
health care, so all could have a preference for and realize great gains in
utility from having more than their minimal wants satisfied. Likewise,
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minimal shelter in a very poor state could mean a bare structure without
electricity or running water. A very small step up in comfort, funded by
those in an affluent state, would increase the utility of those sheltered by a
great amount, while the same amount of resources expended on a person
in a well-off state likely would not realize the same gain. In addition, there
is no necessary presumption that those in the affluent state are dictating
the kinds of shelters that should be built, or the precise way in which life-
extending health care should be delivered, etc. In other words, the
problem of cultural specificity may be further addressed through a focus
on functioning spaces rather than specific commodities. Thus, “there may
be more agreement on the need to be entertained, or to have the capabil-
ity to take part in the life of the community, than on the form that enter-
tainment must take, or on the particular way the life of the community
may be shared.”37 In provision of basic commodities and enabling higher-
level functioning in a range of spaces, a larger transfer of resources could
mean tremendous improvements for those living in less affluent states. I
will return to the question of the adequate minimum for all persons in life
resources and opportunities when I begin to outline my own cosmopolitan
argument in the next chapter.

Moral heroism and distance

If a halt at basic wants is problematic in a utilitarian framework, then the
basic wants approach does not help to deflect the moral heroism objection.
However, the force of the objection still can be mitigated, I will argue,
because it relies for much of its persuasiveness on an implicit argument
from distance. In supporting this claim, again, I will presume a contribu-
tion of around 10 percent from the average person in an affluent state. I do
so to fully explore the implications or defensibility of a heroism cut-off,
not because my argument takes the same shape or seeks the same action
from affluent individuals as Singer’s or others within utilitarianism. For
reasons that are explored most fully in Chapter 4, we should not expect
that, in the current states system, exhorting individuals to give charity will
achieve the distributive ends moral cosmopolitans seek, though, as Singer
consistently has argued, a very small percentage increase in transfers could
greatly improve the lives of millions.38 Further, there are good reasons to
move away from an approach that would seem to require those in affluent
states to independently expend energies in simply determining the extent
of their own obligations, weighing each supermarket purchase or coveted
luxury item against the good that might be realized through giving the
money to a charitable organization. Domestically, redistributive institu-
tions help reduce information, compliance and other costs, and they help
to relieve individuals of much of the burden in time and energy that con-
cerns critics of Singer’s and similar schemes.39 But even if institutional
restructuring, rather than charitable transfers, is the focus of my argument,
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I still must acknowledge that transfer requirements from those in affluent
states are likely to rise under any plausible cosmopolitan distributive
scheme. If just, democratically accountable integration could be achieved,
dislocation pressures would increase in affluent states, especially if freer
movement of workers were permitted. Thus, the consideration of a cut-off
for moral heroism is necessary for both moral and institutional cosmopol-
itan approaches. If it can be shown that the moral heroism objection is not
so damaging to a presumed 10 percent obligation, or even a more stringent
one, then the case is made that much stronger for the likely lower levels of
obligation that would be required under a more incremental, institutional
approach.

So, the claim again is that distance is implicitly doing most of the work
in arguments for a moral heroism cut-off. Emphasis on the personal pro-
jects of those in relatively affluent states inflicts upon us a myopia similar
to that in the mutual-respect argument of Chapter 1. That argument
peered closely at the possible harms or limitations of freedom that
accompanied the imposition of institutions upon compatriots, but its gaze
was fuzzy when turned to the initial distribution of membership, or the
structural features of a continuing system that encouraged giving priority
to compatriots. It could not justify firm geographic boundaries on distribu-
tions by essentially pointing to current distributive practices within those
boundaries. Similarly, the fact that a project gives a life meaning and helps
to establish the core identity of the person who pursues it cannot, by itself,
demonstrate that the distributive scheme which enables or accommodates
the project is just. Slave owners, to return to that example, wrote their
memoirs, composed poetry and oversaw the creation of magnificent homes
and gardens in their considerable leisure time. Individuals today pursue
leisure and career activities in affluent countries that require relatively
enormous amounts of expenditure, while most of those in impoverished
countries find their choices much more limited.

It is relatively easy or natural for those in affluent states to focus on
their own projects and felt obligations to compatriots. The absolutely
impoverished seem distant. Even if they are just across a border, their
need is often only dimly felt. That is not to suggest that affluent-state
residents are wholly ignorant of the deprivation faced by so many in the
world. Oxfam and many other relief and development organizations work
extremely hard to spread their message, and they do raise and distribute
many millions of dollars in food, medical and other aid. Persons in affluent
states such as the US will find it hard to entirely avoid the informational
commercials that have become a fixture on late-night television, the glossy
brochures, free address labels and bumper stickers mailed by the dozen to
potential donors’ homes. Even so, it is relatively easy for even the well-
meaning in affluent states, even those who are dedicated to addressing and
alleviating domestic poverty, to ignore more distant need or to give it only
limited attention.40 An anecdote will help to illustrate this. Michael
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Harrington, preparing to attend an academic conference in India, related
being torn about whether or not to take his tennis racket. “I could not see
myself boarding a plane, carrying a tennis racket, on my way to what could
be before me the heart of darkness, the horror.” Once, there, he was
indeed confronted by his fears, in the form of crowds of beggars following
him at all times. “I have tried every strategy I know for dealing with
them—to give, which brings a new line of supplicants; to say no, which
means that they would follow, pleading in a kind of singsong chant.”
Taking refuge in his hotel, he said he felt trapped by “that militant, coun-
terrevolutionary poverty that, on its knees to the West, waited just outside
the door, and frightened and sickened me and reached out to my heart.”41

The fact that Harrington enjoyed tennis in his affluent homeland does
not, of course, demonstrate that he was not concerned about overseas
poverty while there. However, the difficulty he had even imagining
engaging in personally rewarding leisure pursuits when directly con-
fronted by absolute deprivation helps to illustrate how easily we can come
to prioritize that which is most visible to us. Broadly similar feelings of
dismay are reported by student visitors to border Mexico, for example,
those on first-time day research trips to some of the least-affluent neigh-
borhoods of Nogales, Sonora.42 They may live only a few hours’ drive
from the border, but until the students walk among the shanties patched
together with tin and scrap wood, many without plumbing, without elec-
tricity and housing whole families in the space of a master bedroom on
the other side of the border, they have difficulty conceptualizing the
absolute need of those in less affluent states. Singer is correct, I believe,
to emphasize that distance too often leads us to inaction where moral
requirements are concerned. It has not been shown, again, that the travel-
ers to India or Nogales have a firm obligation to transfer resources to
their impoverished noncompatriots. However, the examples do begin to
suggest that, directly confronted by suffering on a massive scale, we will
find it more difficult not to weigh the needs of others, if not equally, at
least more heavily against our own.

Let us pursue the point about distance further by asking more directly
what an individual might be asked to sacrifice in order to aid others. I will
suggest here that a 10 percent transfer would not be properly character-
ized as heroic, or a standard that only saints can be expected to routinely
achieve. For example, the tithe remains a widely accepted standard of
giving in church communities, and observant Christians often are exhorted
to exceed 10 percent.43 Consider the answer given by New Testament
scholar D.A. Carson to a reader of Christianity Today who inquired about
the scriptural basis of the tithe.

Christians will want to acknowledge with gratitude that they are mere
stewards of all they “possess.” Moreover, New Testament ethics turn
not so much on legal prescriptions as on lives joyfully submitted to
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God . . . So, why not aim for 20 percent in your giving? Or 30? Or
more, depending on your circumstances?44

Truly heroic actions can involve supreme sacrifices, with individuals
putting their own safety at risk or being willing to fall into near impover-
ishment themselves in order to aid others. Let us, then, presume a
“heroic” transfer requirement somewhat more stringent than 10 percent. I
will not attempt to set a percentage. Instead, we can presume that what-
ever the percentage, it will be demanding enough that an individual will
have to delay a core life project, for example, the pursuit of a rewarding
career. In fact, for most persons in affluent states, the pursuit of a career
that offers a good salary, creative and other rewards is at or near the top of
important life projects. So, the question would become whether indi-
viduals can be asked to delay or scale back the pursuit of such a project to
serve the urgent needs of others. Put in these terms, I think we can more
readily see what is at stake. In fact, we can see that the kinds of sacrifices
that might be asked of the relatively affluent in utilitarianism are not so
rare as the moral heroism objection implicitly claims.

For example, most states still either have a military draft or have the
infrastructure in place to be able to quickly institute one in time of need.
Individuals who are drafted are asked essentially to hold their core life
projects in abeyance for two years or longer in service to their compatri-
ots. They may even be ordered to make the ultimate sacrifice on the bat-
tlefield. It could be argued that a requirement to suspend core projects for
military or other national endeavors is not a zero-sum sacrifice, because it
contributes to the overall national good, which contributes to the indi-
vidual’s well-being, broadly understood. It enables pursuit of the very life
projects in question. Certainly in some military contexts there would be a
strong component of self-interest, especially in a direct assault on one’s
homeland. But often the reasons for military involvement are less clearly
connected to the immediate interest or physical safety of the state, and
thus of the individuals within it. Consider that, with the exception of the
bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941 no wars were fought on US soil in the
twentieth century. US citizens were ordered to battle in Europe (World
War I), Korea, Vietnam, and other areas for strategic reasons that some-
times were murky to the troops on the ground and those at home asked to
support them and possibly to have to endure their loss. The same observa-
tion could be made in the aftermath of the terror attacks on New York
and Washington, DC on 11 September 2001. US troops were deployed to
Iraq, a state that did not appear to have direct links to the attacks or pose
an imminent threat to the United States or its interests.45 The reasons for
war are often complex or even difficult for those doing battle to discern. In
the case of a war whose justification is less than clear, it becomes more dif-
ficult to sustain an argument that soldiers are sacrificing themselves from a
self-interest understood as connected to the interests of their state.46
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Soldiers, of course, are not the only ones called to make sacrifices in
behalf of their compatriots. Depending on the scale of social welfare pro-
grams in place, individuals in some states are routinely required to sacri-
fice half or more of their total income, limiting or otherwise modifying the
projects they might pursue had they been born into a state with a less
comprehensive welfare regime.47 Further, in times of crisis, states often
commandeer additional resources, restrict consumption of vital goods,
and otherwise demand sacrifices that can interfere greatly with life pro-
jects. I do not claim that such large sacrifices are routinely required of
individuals in affluent states, or that all citizens contribute at the levels
asked or advertised in times of emergency,48 but there is precedent for
them. A key point to consider, then, is not so much that a utilitarian such
as Singer would require individuals to transfer money that would other-
wise be spent on desired luxuries, but that he would expand the set of
persons on whose behalf we would be expected to sacrifice. We might be
required to more directly treat absolute impoverishment as a global crisis,
an emergency demanding immediate attention and some level of sacrifice
from all of those in a position to be donors.49 This, of course, raises a
number of questions about whether global poverty can be treated as a
relatively short-term crisis akin to most wars, not to mention a host of
practical questions about creating the global political will necessary to
mobilize a massive response. Regarding the first, it is not implausible to
think that the kind of large-scale crisis response common in major wars
would be able to make considerable inroads on global poverty in a relat-
ively short time. Consider the UN goal of halving extreme poverty and
hunger by 2015. The World Bank estimates that achieving the goal will
cost $40–$60 billion in additional aid each year. That would be the
equivalent of around $100 annually from each adult in a developed
country—significantly less than 1 percent of income overall.50 Of course,
the prospects are probably dim for achieving the kind of global mobil-
ization that usually is mounted for a state crisis, including after natural
disasters such as earthquakes, hurricanes, widespread flooding. In fact,
the number of undernourished persons worldwide actually increased by
about 18 million in some five years after states committed to reducing
poverty at the 1996 UN World Food Summit.51 As noted, Chapter 4
explores some specific reasons why international transfers are inhibited in
the current system. Again, even under an approach that seeks to trans-
form that system through global institution building, distributive demands
on individuals in affluent states could be expected to increase. The discus-
sion here should have helped highlight that individuals often are called to
make personal sacrifices for others, including at levels higher than
Singer’s 10 percent. They also are asked to hold some core life projects in
abeyance, at least for relatively short periods of time. What they are
generally not asked or expected to do in the current system is make such
high-level sacrifices for noncompatriots.
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The impermissible sacrifices objection

If the moral heroism objection is not so damaging to utilitarianism as it
might at first seem, it does help point us in the direction of a potentially
stronger objection that springs from the same general source. This
objection holds that utilitarianism could demand large or even horrific
sacrifices of the impoverished to maximize the favored end, because it is
not concerned with the distribution of utility, only with increasing the
overall sum of utility.52 In other words, utilitarianism offers no inherent
constraints on the use of intolerable means. J.J.C. Smart, in a widely
read defense of utilitarianism, acknowledges that “It is not difficult to
show that utilitarianism could, in certain exceptional circumstances,
have some very horrible consequences.”53 His consolation is the excep-
tionality of the circumstances. Smart contends that real-world situations
where, for example, putting one person in misery so that ten others
could be better off would be extremely rare. Philip Pettit likewise con-
tends that charges that utilitarianism would permit rape, torture or
murder if those acts would increase utility “is on target, but it is only
relevant of course in horrendous circumstances.”54 And Goodin
attempts to show that the kinds of frightening scenarios offered by
critics as reasons to reject utilitarianism lose much of their force when
utilitarian principles are put in their rightful place at the heart of public
policy formation.

Utilitarian calculations may well require us to violate people’s rights,
in certain extreme cases; and individuals might find themselves in just
such an extreme case from time to time. But governments, which by
their nature must make general policies to cover standardized cases,
will not find themselves responding to those rare and extreme cases.
In legislating for the more common, standard sort of case, public
policymakers will very much more often than not find that the require-
ments of the utility principle and those of Ten Commandment deon-
tologies will dovetail nicely.55

I want to suggest that just the opposite may be true. If utilitarian principles
drove macro policies, the potential for horrific sacrifices would be multi-
plied rather than diminished.56 For example, Singer advocates, if neces-
sary, a global policy of imposing population controls on poor states as a
condition of aid. He justifies this by arguing that:

while our aid will prevent some people from starving now whatever
the rate of population growth in the country, if the people we save
have several children, and so contribute to a situation in which their
children, along with many others in the country, are starving in
20 years’ time, we have not, on balance, prevented starvation.57
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Note the sole concern is with reducing starvation. The acceptability or
unacceptability of the means used is gauged only by how effective they will
be in maximizing the utility in question. Singer’s example is of a voluntary
contract: receiving payment for agreeing to undergo sterilization. He men-
tions the possibility that poor states could offer incentives to encourage
voluntary sterilizations. Hard questions should be asked about whether
such a contract would be voluntarily entered, given the extreme poverty of
one set of contractors.58 However, there is an even more pressing issue.
That is, there is nothing in the consequentialist logic of utilitarianism to
inhibit non-voluntary programs aimed at achieving certain ends. China, for
example, has practiced restrictive, non-voluntary population control since
adopting its “one-child” policy in 1979. Chinese policymakers seem to
have followed at least a quasi-consequentialist logic, attempting to maxi-
mize the desired end of population reduction with regard mainly for effi-
ciency, rather than the moral legitimacy, of the means used. The one-child
policy “caused millions of coerced abortions; about a third of Chinese
women are now sterile, owing to the ubiquitous, coerced implantation of
ghastly steel-ring IUDs.”59 There are no injunctions within utilitarianism
against using such means if they are found to be the most efficient ones to
maximize a desired end.

It should be noted here that shifting focus to maximizing the utility or
well-being of specific persons, rather than increasing overall utility in a set
of persons, does not significantly weaken the impermissible sacrifices
objection.60 I will bracket the question of whether an individual-centered
approach can be justified within utilitarianism, as its vulnerabilities to the
objection will usefully underscore concerns with the more standard
approach. There is nothing in either approach to prevent the use of harsh
means. In fact, it may not be possible to truly maximize some individuals’
utility without using harsh or severely restrictive means. For example, con-
sider a person who has great natural facility for mathematics and little
artistic talent, but whose desire to pursue an artistic career is very strong.
She can achieve a relatively low level of well-being as a dedicated and per-
petually starving artist, but she will achieve more financial stability and
overall more well-being in a career such as mechanical engineering that is
more closely matched to her talents. A utilitarian approach—we can
imagine well-meaning but disciplinarian parents making the choice—
would dictate that she become an engineer, even if she did not choose that
path independently. At a broader level, policymakers tasked with maxi-
mizing the well-being of specific individuals might indeed be expected to
establish some system of childhood aptitude examinations and firmly
channel young people into careers for which they appear best suited. That
could be the most efficient way of maximizing individual utilities. Most
deontological theorists, of course, would object to the loss of personal
autonomy under such a scheme and recommend that it be rejected simply
on those grounds. But there is nothing within utilitarianism to dictate a
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halt at restricting personal autonomy. Harsher, more intrusive policies
could be applied—as in forced sterilization in China—if they would maxi-
mize individual utility. Those chosen to undergo sterilization might ulti-
mately realize more utility by devoting their energies to pursuits other
than rearing children. The salient point is that, even in an approach that
attempts to give due respect to the individual by maximizing each person’s
utility, the primary concern is with efficiency. There is no inherent limit to
the kinds of means that can be used.

The individual approach would seem to have at least one advantage
over the standard aggregating approach. That is, it would be highly
unlikely that the death of an individual would increase that individual’s
utility, whereas a macro policy might easily increase overall utility by
allowing some to die. Consider the following scenario: some macro policy-
maker, perhaps an administrator at an international relief agency, is faced
with the choice of distributing a set amount of resources between two
states.61 The first state is very badly off. It has little in the way of economic,
political or physical infrastructure, and the amount of aid available is
enough only to do a minimal amount of lasting good, though it will keep a
relatively large number of people from starving to death in the near term.
The second state also is poor, but it has a workable political and economic
infrastructure, and the basic wants of most of its people are met. Even
after taking marginal utility into account, the policymaker calculates that
the allocation of all of the resources to the second state will produce more
utility, especially since some resources can be invested there in economic
and development enterprises that will pay dividends over time. The choice
for the utilitarian policymaker would be to give the resources to the
better-off state, regardless of the fate of those in the worse-off state.62

While we cannot be certain that such a policy of triage, or allocating
scarce resources to those who will be able to make the best use of them, is
the one that would be chosen, the point remains that there is nothing
within utilitarianism itself to restrict the means that may be used. Indi-
viduals may be sacrificed—in part, as with the moral heroism objection, or
in whole—to maximize a specific end.

Hybrid consequentialism

Similar concerns about sacrifices, though usually sacrifices made by those
in affluent states, have prompted a number of consequentialists to reject
utilitarianism or act consequentialism in favor of various other forms.
These have included rule, satisficing, and most recently hybrid consequen-
tialism, which attempts to combine elements of consequentialism and
deontology. The literature on these and other forms of consequentialism is
vast, and it is not possible to offer here any sort of comprehensive
review.63 Instead, I will look briefly at some recent hybrid arguments, since
those represent the most common or influential attempts now to address
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the moral heroism objection. Hybrid arguments respond to the objection
by attempting to establish some better justification for individuals in afflu-
ent states to limit the sacrifices they are required to make. They retain an
emphasis on considering the consequences of actions, but the justification
for limiting sacrifices is non-consequentialist. In other words, unlike in
Singer’s weak version, such limiting is not presented as the way to produce
the most utility under threat of a donor backlash.64

Recall Scheffler’s concern regarding the proportionality of demands in
simple consequentialism. Proportionality requires that we devote energies
to acts in strict proportion to the amount of the good the acts will bring
about, regardless of how much we may want to give more attention to our
own projects or concerns. By contrast, hybrid consequentialism includes
an “agent-centered prerogative,” according to which we are justified in
giving disproportionate attention or energy to our own projects.65 For
Scheffler, the justification for such a prerogative is the significance of per-
sonal independence, or the personal point of view, as an intrinsic feature
of human moral personality.66 Some significant criticism of this hybrid
approach has centered on Scheffler’s argument against also including
agent-centered restrictions, or prohibitions on actions that agents can take
in pursuing their own projects or interests. Critics note that the agent-cen-
tered prerogative is offered as an answer to a moral heroism objection,
and yet the lack of restrictions on agents could allow them to harm others
to further their own interests. For example, if a hybrid approach permitted
an individual to refuse to pay some large sum of money to save some other
person, that same agent should be permitted to kill a relative in order to
inherit the same amount.67 The criticism is important, and Scheffler has
acknowledged that cases such as the murdered relative may arise, though
he continues to defend his version, in part on grounds that most persons
would realize the “catastrophic consequences” of adopting the view that it
is acceptable to blithely kill to advance one’s own good.68 A more central
concern with Scheffler’s hybrid account may actually be with the way it
attempts to justify its limit to obligation. The approach cites the import-
ance of personal independence or moral agency as reason to set a limit to
obligation. At the same time, it does not fully consider the ways in which
limiting the obligations of those in affluent states can place stringent limits
on the ability of those in less affluent states to exercise personal independ-
ence or moral agency. The criticism recalls that of the universal-particular-
ist approach. Scheffler’s hybrid consequentialism would have difficulty
addressing why, for example, all persons in the world should not be sus-
tained at some lower level of personal independence—able to pursue
some limited range of personal projects—instead of allowing some to
pursue more robust lives while others are able to secure only the basics for
survival, and often not that. It certainly is true that individuals assign dis-
proportionate value to their own life projects, but Scheffler’s hybrid
approach has difficulty showing why we should effectively limit the set of
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individuals whose interests will be counted to those who were born into
relatively affluent circumstances.

We can close by considering one influential recent hybrid account that
is offered as a corrective to Scheffler’s approach. Issues raised by this argu-
ment will help to frame some of the central cosmopolitan concerns of
Chapter 3. The argument, offered by Tim Mulgan, attempts to overcome
the moral heroism objection by arguing for a hybrid approach that would
limit the obligations of the affluent while ensuring that the basic wants or
needs of all others are met. Mulgan would justify satisfying only the basic
wants or needs of the distant impoverished by drawing a distinction
between what he calls the realm of need and the realm of reciprocity.
Obligations to impoverished noncompatriots are placed in the realm of
need, mainly because we are not presumed to be in reciprocal relation-
ships with them. Only their basic needs must be satisfied, and thus the
obligations of the relatively affluent, while likely still significant, will be
much less than under simple consequentialism.

The emphasis on reciprocity, or interaction with approximate equals,
distinguishes Mulgan’s approach from the basic wants utilitarianism con-
sidered above. There, a halt at basic wants was ostensibly justified by
reference to cultural differences that would greatly complicate the satisfac-
tion of higher-level wants. In Mulgan’s account, our relationships with
those approximate equals with whom we interact regularly in “goal-based
communities” such as nation-states are ostensibly distinct enough from
relationships to distant, impoverished noncompatriots that they belong to
different moral realms, governed by different obligations. While it does
not collapse into basic wants utilitarianism, Mulgan’s argument would be
vulnerable to some of the points raised in Chapter 1. Its emphasis on
approximate equality of compatriots leads it into the same general diffi-
culty faced by a mutual-benefit argument: presuming that compatriots
should be given priority in distributions because they provide benefits to
one another. Asymmetry in contributions complicates claims about equal-
ity or reciprocity among compatriots. In addition, insights about poor fit
between nation, state and sub-national groups provide a significant chal-
lenge to claims about the nature of “goal-based” communities of compatri-
ots. Mulgan’s hybrid consequentialist approach, though highly nuanced,
will have the same difficulties justifying strong priority to compatriots as
the arguments considered earlier.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I argued that some claims about moral heroism or demand
were likely too strong, and that relatively large individual sacrifices were
not so rare as some critics of utilitarianism would suggest. What is rarer is
an expectation that such sacrifices should be made on behalf of non-
compatriots. The impermissible sacrifices objection demonstrated that a
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utilitarian approach to distributions could have potentially more serious,
possibly horrific, consequences. Utilitarianism, according to its own logic,
and especially when applied to macro policy choices, could dictate the
oppression of individuals, as in the China forced sterilization example, or
the unnecessary sacrifice of human beings in order to increase the well-
being of others, as in the two-country triage scenario. The hybrid altern-
ative offered by Mulgan attempted both to answer the moral heroism
objection and ensure that all in the world would have basic wants satisfied,
but it was vulnerable to some of the critiques discussed in Chapter 1 and
could not justify a halt at satisfaction of basic wants or needs. The persis-
tent objections from moral heroism and impermissible sacrifices do not
demonstrate that no consequentialist or hybrid approach could be justi-
fied. But they should be enough, especially in the case of impermissible
sacrifices, to encourage us to explore some more straightforwardly rights-
based approaches.
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3 Moral reciprocity and
self-development rights

Introduction

A number of recent theorists have argued that an emphasis on respect for
the individual should lead us to moral cosmopolitanism, not to the kind
of universal-particularism discussed in Chapter 1. Most prominent and
perhaps still most influential are those who begin with John Rawls’s theory
of justice as fairness and argue that it should have been applied globally,
rather than restricted to single, presumably self-sufficient domestic socie-
ties.1 Most societies, they say, cannot be characterized as self-sufficient in a
globalizing system, where movement of goods, services, capital and
information is decreasingly affected by political boundaries. Like those
within Rawls’s single society, states and the individuals within them now
are embedded in a single scheme of cooperation, and principles of distrib-
utive justice are appropriately applied to them. I will call this set of argu-
ments the Rawlsian interdependence approach.

As earlier noted, Rawls did extend his political thought to the inter-
national arena, offering a universal-particularism argument against
cosmopolitan distributions. A brief look at the difficulties encountered by
Rawls’s specific argument will help to frame a discussion of the Rawlsian
interdependence approach, on the way to revealing some significant
overlap between the two. After discussing difficulties with the interdepen-
dence emphasis in Rawlsian interdependence, I will argue for a broadly
similar deontological approach to distributive justice, but one that
emphasizes key distributive rights all persons should be viewed as possess-
ing regardless of their states’ levels of activity in the global economy or
other state characteristics.

Rawls’s rejection of cosmopolitanism

A very brief sketch of Rawls’s theory of justice as fairness will be appro-
priate here. In the theory’s hypothetical contracting situation, individuals
are placed behind a “veil of ignorance” about their own talents, wealth
and position. They choose the principles of justice by which they will live



while ignorant of whether they will be in a favored position or in the least-
favored societal position once the veil is lifted.2 Thus, they are expected to
choose a distributive scheme that would work to improve the position of
the least advantaged. The difference principle that Rawls believes would
be produced holds that social inequality—differences in wealth and other
basic life goods—is permissible as long as it works to the advantage of the
worst-off group. Progressive taxation, where income is redistributed from
the more affluent to the worse-off in a society, is an example of that sort of
scheme, though justice as fairness likely would be more stringently egalit-
arian than most systems now in place.3

In The Law of Peoples, Rawls argues against a cosmopolitan extension
of his scheme. The veil of ignorance, for example, is not simply dropped
over the eyes of all in the world. Rawls dismisses that approach as too
narrow, as presuming in advance that only liberal-democratic societies are
morally acceptable.4 Instead, he opts for an original position whose
participants are single representatives of societies or peoples, both hierar-
chical and liberal. I have discussed the law of peoples at some length else-
where.5 What is most salient here is that Rawls would reject cosmopolitan
distributions for the same reasons he prescribes toleration for “decent”
hierarchical peoples or societies, meaning those that allow at least some
limited form of representation for all, but not the full package of civil and
political rights associated with liberal democratic regimes. Societies, like
individuals in liberal-democratic states, are presumed to have freely
chosen their political and economic systems. Toleration is prescribed for
decent hierarchical societies on the grounds that it would be disrespectful
for outsiders to attempt to liberalize them.6 Similarly, although there
would be some minimal duty of international assistance, there would be no
higher-level distributive duties because a society is considered sufficiently
respected when it faces the consequences of the presumably freely made
choices that lead it to prosperity or far less material wealth. Thus, Rawls is
offering an argument from the universal-particularism approach, specifi-
cally a variant of the mutual respect argument.

To illustrate the argument, Rawls gives first the example of two peoples
who begin at the same level of wealth and population. One people decides
to increase its savings rate and industrialize, while the other does not.
Decades later, the industrializing, thrifty people is much more wealthy.
“Assuming, as we do, that both societies are liberal or decent, and their
peoples free and responsible, and able to make their own decisions, should
the industrializing country be taxed to give funds to the second? Accord-
ing to the duty of assistance there would be no tax, and that seems right.”7

A second example is of two like peoples who differ in their treatment of
women. One society is able to achieve low population growth and increase
its wealth over time. The second society does not slow population growth
“because of its prevailing religious and social values, freely held by its
women,” and it falls behind the first.8 Again, there is presumed to be no
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duty of assistance from the first society to the second. The less affluent
people is instead owed toleration, or a hands-off respect for its ostensibly
freely chosen institutions and resulting level of welfare.

Like the mutual respect argument considered in Chapter 1, Rawls’s
argument is open to the objection that the respect it cites may be hollow,
an indefensible shield against transfer demands. Even more significant,
however, are difficulties with the assumption that entire peoples do choose
with a unified voice. That is especially true in the case of decent hierarchi-
cal societies.9 Such societies in the law of peoples frame would accommo-
date a lack of full information about exit options for individuals, lesser
citizenship rights for minorities, and other barriers that make implicit
claims of unified choice less plausible.10 Individuals may have only
extremely diluted corporate representation, but all within a decent hierar-
chical society are said to be justifiably bound to the fate delivered by pol-
icies pursued, including policies that greatly limit the resources and
opportunities available to each.

The issue becomes more complicated when we consider democratic
societies, whose policy choices could be more plausibly described as
collective. Does the global community have a strong responsibility to
transfer resources to, for example, Argentina, which was among the most
developed states in the Western Hemisphere in the early twentieth
century but suffered a dramatic reversal after it began pursuing an eco-
nomic policy centered on import-substituting industrialization?11 The
policy was chosen by leaders elected in an essentially democratic, if
corporatist, political system, and the presumption that all members of
Argentine society should in some measure be held responsible for policy
choices may seem less objectionable. In fact, individuals in a democracy
may themselves feel more responsible for the actions of their leaders
because of their greater participation in selecting them and helping to
shape policy in various ways. For example, during the Vietnam War, hun-
dreds of thousands of Americans gave significant time and energy domes-
tically to halting their country’s participation. They felt compelled, in part,
because a sense of collective responsibility, and a sense that if they did not
speak out their silence could be construed as consent.

However, a wartime example also helps to demonstrate some of the dif-
ficulties with presuming a blanket collective responsibility on the part of
democratic citizens. The individuals speaking out so strenuously against
the war could exercise only limited, if eventually quite significant, influ-
ence on the policy process. As is highlighted in discussions of the “paradox
of democracy,” even in the most robust liberal democracy, a large portion
of the populace may vehemently disagree with a course of national action
and yet have little input on policy formation if their party or bloc loses an
election.12 Ordinary citizens also may have only small voice in the policy
choices that shape their state’s economic fate. For example, Argentina and
other Latin American states owe tens of billions of dollars to international
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lenders because of choices made by elites dating back to the 1970s. Much
of the borrowing, as well as the lending, has been criticized as irresponsi-
ble, given the often questionable dispensation of the funds by elites and
the handicap which massive debts now place on economic development in
the region. As economist Douglass North argues in context of how institu-
tional arrangements arise and are shaped within societies, “Institutions are
not necessarily or even usually created to be socially efficient; rather they,
or at least the formal rules, are created to serve the interests of those with
the bargaining power to devise new rules.”13 The plain assumption of
unified policy choice in even mature representative democracies is prob-
lematic. That is not to say that individuals can never be held partially
responsible for the consequences of collective choices, especially in those
cases where a failure to object can facilitate genocide or aggression,
internal or external. Nor is it to dismiss the genuine power of shared,
liberal-democratic rule to enable individuals to give input on the policies
that affect their lives, or the need for citizens to press leaders to make wise
choices within existing constraints. But societies do not choose in the way
that individuals do. Presuming that all individuals should be held respons-
ible for their societies’ choices—essentially as if they had made the choices
themselves—does not consider enough variables, especially in regard to
the increasingly constrained economic policy choices open to states in an
integrating global economy.14

Finally, and most importantly in the context of moral cosmopolitanism,
holding a society collectively responsible for its economic success gives too
little consideration to the interests of later generations who had no
involvement in the choice of policies that put a society on the path to
comfort or relative destitution. The difficulty with unified choice is
revealed most clearly when we are asked to presume that individuals born
into a less affluent society are rightly limited to the opportunities available
there because of choices, including reckless or ill-informed ones, that were
made before their birth. As Beitz observes, that could be seen as analo-
gous to holding children in domestic society responsible for the misguided
or unfortunate choices of their parents.15 Rejecting such an understanding
of collective responsibility at the domestic and international levels will
lead us to a much more universalist or cosmopolitan framework.

There is a distinct but related issue that should be noted, since it must
be addressed by any argument for extending distributions globally. That is,
even those who are persuaded that cosmopolitan distributions are appro-
priate might resist making the transfers because they presume that the
leaders of some less affluent states will follow irresponsible development
policies, or that the transfers will be diverted and will not ultimately
benefit those in need. Thus, even if it is not presumed that individuals
should be held responsible for policy choices as if they were personal
choices, some would suggest that cosmopolitan distributions will do little
good unless significant institutional changes are made. Those and other
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reasons for advocating institutional change instead of individual charitable
contributions are the central concerns of the next chapter.

The Rawlsian interdependence approach

Proponents of the Rawlsian interdependence approach critique the essential
state-centrism of the law of peoples and its rejection of cosmopolitan distrib-
utive justice. Most seek to include all individuals in a global distributive
scheme marked by relatively high levels of transfers, e.g., schemes where the
difference principle would be applied. Charles Beitz has offered perhaps the
most influential Rawlsian interdependence argument.16 He calls for transfers
from richer states to poorer, and for some limited changes in the world eco-
nomic system, on the interdependence grounds noted above. International
obligations would include a duty to share natural resources, since the initial
global distribution of oil, minerals and other resources was arbitrary among
states. A similar approach is adopted by Thomas Pogge. But Pogge, who
was characterized earlier as a limited institutional cosmopolitan, also argues
for deeper institutional changes to answer egalitarian concerns. He advo-
cates a scheme of multilayered global institutions that would spread political
authority both above and below states, though not a fully integrated global
government. Authority in certain issue areas, for example, global environ-
mental policy, would be shifted to the global level.17 Final authority to set
policy on more local issues might be shifted downward, to the sub-state
level.18 A number of others have yet different conceptions of how a Rawl-
sian international system might look, but all argue that Rawls should have
given more consideration to a global extension of justice as fairness.

We can learn an enormous amount from arguments within the Rawl-
sian interdependence approach, and it should be considered in any discus-
sion of the appropriate geographic limits to the distributions of benefits
and burdens. However, Rawlsian interdependence ultimately strays from
its emphasis on equal consideration for all individuals because of a tend-
ency toward the kind of state-centrism, or emphasis on collectivities, that
its proponents criticize in The Law of Peoples. There are two main ways in
which this state-centrism is evident. The first is that emphasis on state
interdependence raises the possibility that some individuals in isolated or
less interdependent states could be left out of the global distributive loop.
The second objection is that a related emphasis on interdependence, or
the interaction, of individuals and peoples within states actually could lead
to greater restrictions on distributions of resources and opportunities than
is currently the norm in most liberal states.

Interdependence and isolated states

Most theorists who pin their arguments on interdependence of states are
following at least implicitly the Kant of “Theory and Practice,” who held
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that a social contract or principles of justice are applicable only among
those “who cannot avoid mutually influencing one another.”19 Rawls, in
his domestic application of justice as fairness, draws on Kant and Hume
for his conception of the appropriate circumstances of justice. He pre-
sumes with them that significant interaction among participants must be
present to justify imposition of a common scheme of distributive justice.20

Rawlsian interdependence theorists work to establish that states influence
one another at a similarly significant level.21 However, if the creation of a
common scheme of distributive justice is justified by mutual influence
between states, then individuals living within those states that are not
embedded, or not deeply embedded, in the common scheme of coopera-
tion may not be considered the appropriate subjects of global justice. In
fact, states participate in the global economy at widely varying levels,
depending on the development, diversity and orientations of their indi-
vidual economies. Autarkic or nearly autarkic states are not so uncommon
in recent history, and tyrannical states often close out the rest of the world
in important ways. Further, while all states may be affected by such
environmental threats or “impositions” as global warming, they are
affected at varying levels. And within states, marginalized minorities or
nations may be geographically or socially isolated in ways that could
prevent significant mutual influence.

The early Beitz suggested that the social cooperation requirement
should not be interpreted too strictly. He argued that even such marginal-
ized groups as the slaves of ancient Greece belonged to a system of social
cooperation, though their position was greatly disadvantaged and they
could not be called willing participants.

It would be better to say that the requirements of justice apply to insti-
tutions and practices (whether or not they are genuinely cooperative)
in which social activity produces relative or absolute benefits or
burdens that would not exist if the social activity did not take place.22

I say more below about the oppressed domestic group. Here, let us con-
sider the economically autarkic or otherwise isolated state. We can begin
with a recent Rawlsian interdependence argument from Debra Satz, who
does presume that there are some economically isolated or marginalized
states that do not qualify as interdependent, and that persons living within
those states are justifiably excluded from higher-level cosmopolitan distri-
butions.

Certain dimensions of equality are relevant only to people who relate
to one another in institutional contexts—for example, a concern for
equality of power arises in the workplace or in the family but not on
the football field. . . . the absence of significant relationships between
American citizens and certain groups of Pacific Islanders who live
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outside the world’s economy does not generate a basis for substantial
equality of resources. . . . When distributive inequality in resources
does not lead to domination, marginalization, or status hierarchy, it is
unclear that egalitarians should be concerned with it rather than
ensuring the minimum threshold of resources needed by human
beings (including Pacific Islanders) to function as humans. In my view,
the answer to the question “equality of what?” depends on the ques-
tion “equality between whom?”23

The argument, like some in the universal-particularism approach, emphas-
izes imposition of burdens. Unlike that approach, and unlike a straight-
forward Rawlsian interdependence argument, it includes a requirement
that the basic wants of persons in isolated states be met. I will not argue
here against the inclusion of a basic-wants requirement, because it does
not affect the question of whether islanders are rightly excluded. In fact, a
requirement that the islanders be provided with the minimum actually will
throw into higher relief the central objection to excluding such groups
from higher-level distributions. That is, individuals are being denied fuller
distributions of resources and especially life opportunities simply because
their states are economically isolated. The potential moral arbitrariness of
a state’s exclusion, and by extension the arbitrariness of individuals finding
themselves within an excluded state, is not given full consideration.24

To make the objection somewhat more concrete, consider the differ-
ences in life opportunities between the isolated islanders and a resident of,
say, the island of Guam. The fortunes of war and expansionism, geography
and opportunity came together in 1898 to bring Guam into the orbit of the
United States, where, with the exception of three years under Japanese
occupation during World War II, it has remained as an unincorporated
territory.25 The isolated island, perhaps smaller, less endowed with natural
resources or on a less advantageous military route in the Pacific, remains
relatively untouched. Today, Guam is semi-industrialized, semi-black-
topped, still bristling with US military installations and idyllic enough in its
villages and remaining seaside communities. It reports a median house-
hold income of more than $40,000 per year, including US military
employees,26 and its citizens are also US citizens, free to relocate to the
economically more diverse mainland. The isolated islanders, meanwhile,
presumably are spending their time growing or catching food and other-
wise living their lives with those resources immediately available. It is the
plain fact of membership in, or exclusion from, the global economic
system that determines the levels of resources and opportunities available
to the two populations. Membership in the system was determined largely
by chance, but that membership carries great moral significance if we
presume that those states not enmeshed in the world economy are exempt
from some considerations of global distributive justice.

Considering the Guam–US relationship also allows us to connect the
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issue of exclusions more closely to impositions. Do the impositions that
the Guamanians’27 mainland compatriots have made on them—in this case
the dramatic imposition of military bases and more than 3,000 military
personnel—justify the distributions of resources and opportunities they
enjoy that the isolated islanders do not? Certainly some compensation is
due for such extensive takings of resources on the island, and in fact the
bases generate about $400 million annually for the local government.28

Whether compensation should extend to full citizen membership and
other material benefits of US affiliation is not immediately clear. In the
case of the Philippines, which also became a US colonial holding after the
1898 war, independence was attained in 1946, but the United States con-
tinued to hold vast tracts of land for military bases. The Philippine govern-
ment was compensated monetarily for the presence of the bases until
refusing to renew base leases in the early 1990s. Until that time, some dis-
tributions of opportunities and memberships were extended to limited
numbers of Filipinos, including the opportunity to serve in the US military
and some immigration access. Whatever the extent of the impositions
made on the Guamanians and compensation given them, however, what is
most salient here is that the isolated islanders are excluded because of con-
tingent factors. An impositions argument would perhaps be more persua-
sive if the islanders could unilaterally elect to join some larger framework
and take on a schedule of impositions corresponding to some schedule of
rewards. Those in the isolated island–state cannot by themselves elect to
assume such obligations and, unlike the citizens of Guam, they cannot
independently decide to move to some more affluent, more economically
diverse and affluent mainland in search of broader opportunities. Because
they live in a state that is not significantly interdependent, they as indi-
viduals will have limited opportunities in a Rawlsian interdependence
approach.

An objection from arbitrariness of impositions and exclusions can apply
also to interdependence arguments focusing on harms visited on states by
the routine operation of the global economy. These may include pollution-
related harms, or harms associated with the ways in which the global eco-
nomic structure can limit the policy choices available to states’ leaders, as
noted above. Pogge has consistently drawn attention to such harms, and
they are significant in a number of ways.29 Again, however, individuals
within those less affluent states not affected by specific global externalities,
or affected at lower levels, could find themselves excluded from distribu-
tions for essentially contingent factors. If their states were neither deeply
embedded in the global economy nor deeply harmed by it, they likely
would be considered justifiably excluded from distributions.

Consider also the ways in which the economic and other policy
decisions of relatively small groups of elites can place a state anywhere on
the interdependence scale from full involvement to near autarky. For
example, the ardent Stalinist Enver Hoxha progressively cut off Albani-
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ans’ contact with the outside world over four decades, until by 1985 they
lived in a state that had virtually no relations with the West and mostly
antagonistic relations with its former Soviet and Chinese patrons. For the
most part, Albanians were not even permitted to pass beyond their
national borders, and their state had only minimal trade with others.30 By
the criteria the early Beitz gives, and to which Pogge and others adhere,
Albania likely would not be considered interdependent with other states. I
do not believe it could be shown to be in a state of social cooperation,
even if we follow the loose interpretation that includes Greek slaves. The
slave or oppressed citizen analogy would perhaps be better applied to
states drawn into the world system on unequal terms, for example, a state
such as Chad with a primary goods economy (cotton, cattle) that is
extremely sensitive to swings in global prices.31 Albania might be more
accurately represented as a misanthropic hermit, rejecting society and
living as self-sufficiently as possible. However, the hermit state is not an
isolated individual who can be said to have chosen that lifestyle or orienta-
tion to the rest of society. In the case of a state, the elites who decide
which way policy will turn are making decisions for millions of individuals.
In Hoxha’s Albania, Pol Pot’s Cambodia, and Idi Amin’s Uganda, for
example, it was decisions by elites that effectively cut off individual cit-
izens from much of the rest of the world. Under the interdependence argu-
ment, the mass of persons within those states might be excluded from
egalitarian distributions, no matter their own preferences or needs. In fact,
we saw a similar dynamic at work in states such as Iraq, Libya and North
Korea through the 1990s and into the early years of the new millennium,
where the actions of a relatively few elites provoked years of severe inter-
national economic sanctions.32

Domestic interaction and immigration

Besides potential exclusions, we should consider how an emphasis on
interdependence or group interaction actually could lead to more restric-
tive policies on distributions of membership than most liberal states cur-
rently maintain. Such considerations should inform the design of any
multi-level governing project, including the fully global one discussed in
Chapters 5 and 6. Pogge, who with Moellendorf gives greatest current
emphasis to interaction or interdependence, would create new political
entities in part according to the levels of mutual influence or interaction
that groups have. At the global level, where he presumes all states to be
economically interdependent, justice would require such moves as creating
institutions to collect and distribute the Global Resources Dividend. At a
more local level, and at an unspecified higher level of interaction, Pogge
would advocate a dispersal of sovereignty to “nested territorial units. . . . In
such a multilayered scheme, borders could be redrawn more easily to
accord with the aspirations of peoples and communities.”33 Interaction
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would be an important feature of determining which smaller groups would
be able to exercise sovereignty. In fact, interaction is so important in the
account that those groups of persons who meet its minimum threshold
would be justified in seceding from existing states and forming their own,
provided their group is numerous enough to make a separate entity viable.
Additionally, groups could vote, by simple majority or supermajority, to
join a larger unit, as long as their own unit is contiguous with the larger
one—another requirement springing from the emphasis placed on the
existence of interaction. The implicit assumption is that groups which
share a boundary cannot avoid influencing one another.34

Interaction, or interdependence, works both ways, however. While
those who have a significant amount of interaction could choose to join
together in a quasi-independent political entity, they also could choose to
restrict the ability of others to join their grouping based on a lack of past
interaction. This actually results in a form of de facto cultural protection-
ism, because those with whom we have the highest levels of interaction
generally will be members of our own group. Consider Pogge’s response to
a well-known constitutive argument made by Walzer. In it, Walzer asserts
that immigration controls should be maintained only at the national level,
in order to avoid the creation of “a thousand petty fortresses,” or
provinces, towns and neighborhoods that can exclude whomever they
chose.

To be sure, Walzer is right to claim that the value of protecting cohe-
sive neighborhood cultures is better served by national immigration
control than by no control at all. But it would be much better served
still if the state were constrained to admit only immigrants who are
planning to move into a neighborhood that is willing to accept
them. Moreover, since a neighborhood culture can be as effectively
destroyed by the influx of fellow nationals as by that of immigrants,
neighborhoods would do even better, if they had some authority to
select from among prospective domestic newcomers or to limit their
number.35

Pogge suggests that such a devolution of authority to control immigration
actually would help avoid the creation of petty fortresses by giving local
communities greater autonomy within the state. Note, however, the ways
in which the interaction approach displays a circularity similar to that of an
impositions claim. The right of communities to restrict membership is
based on the fact of their current members’ high level of interaction, which
itself will spring from mostly ascriptive membership.36 In essence, the fact
of interaction is offered as justification for exclusions to preserve or
promote similar interaction among group members. A move to preserve
even neighborhood cultures based on interaction should give us further
pause, because it raises the possibility that exclusions based on race, ethni-
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city or other markers would be justified. It still is the case in many areas
that individuals of one racial or ethnic group interact—live, work, play—
almost exclusively with others who belong to their group. Emphasis on
interdependence, and by extension high levels of interaction at the sub-
state level, could have the unfortunate result of providing justification for
some “redlining” of neighborhoods and other historic and discreetly
continuing practices used to exclude minorities from resources and geo-
graphic areas.37 In his defense—and there is much to learn from Pogge’s
work—I believe Pogge’s interest in demonstrating that cosmopolitanism is
not in deadly tension with cultural pluralism may have led him to overlook
such a consequence.

In sum, the Rawlsian interdependence approach would appear to move
toward the same kind of state-centrism criticized in Rawls’s law of
peoples. Proponents of Rawlsian interdependence, while concerned to
take into account the interests of all persons rather than only representa-
tives of societies, create the potential for various kinds and levels of exclu-
sion through their strong emphasis on state interdependence. A related
emphasis on interaction of individuals in sub-state groupings could lead to
further exclusions of individuals, including some that would go beyond
exclusions considered justifiable in most current liberal-democratic states.
Such concerns should cause us to move toward an alternate approach to
distributive justice, one that resembles Rawlsian interdependence in key
respects but does not impose an interdependence or interaction require-
ment.

The moral reciprocity approach and self-development

Pogge and others drew on an aspect of Kantian thought to argue that indi-
viduals must have relatively high levels of interaction before principles of
distributive justice applied among them. Kant also is the source of the
alternate, moral reciprocity approach to global distributive justice, which I
will argue offers solid grounding for a general moral cosmopolitan stance
on distributions. Further, I will work to show here that observance of
moral reciprocity should lead us to a specific global understanding of equal
opportunity: the view that all persons are entitled to distributions of
resources and opportunities sufficient to enable them to form and pursue a
robust life plan. In shorthand, the claim is that all persons have rights to
self-development. Chapter 4 discusses corresponding obligations on all
persons to work toward a global system in which such rights can be better
secured. The moral argument of this chapter does not depend on a pre-
sumption that fully adequate distributions of resources and opportunities
can be achieved immediately or in the near term. However, as the
discussions of marginal utility have indicated, relatively minor, near-term
changes in the global distributive regime could mean significant improve-
ments in the lives of the least affluent.
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Moral reciprocity is applied most directly as a critique of an interdepen-
dence requirement by David Richards. He advocates an alternative
approach to extending principles of distributive justice globally, one build-
ing on Kant’s emphasis on respecting others as plain moral equals.

In Kantian terms, moral argument invokes our capacity to think self-
critically about our lives and to take personal responsibility for them
as beings capable of freedom and reason; we identify others as
persons by their having the like capacity; and in reasoning morally
and acting accordingly, we treat others in terms of principles we and
they would reasonably accept, thus expressing respect for their
human dignity . . . the idea of equality that is relevant to the deeper
analysis of the concept of justice is the same idea of treating persons
as equals as is relevant to moral argument generally. Accordingly,
the moral idea of reciprocity, which invokes this idea of equality, is
not that of reciprocal actual advantage, but the ethical idea of treat-
ing persons in the way one would oneself reasonably like to be
treated.38

Richards alludes at the end to a version of the biblical Golden Rule, but
with the important inclusion of the term “reasonably.” Reasonable action
here is that which takes into account the justifiable claims of other
persons. It is contrasted with rational, self-interested action, whether for
perceived mutual advantage or for the sole advantage of one actor.39

Richards’ immediate aim is to show that the Rawlsian original position
should not be limited to those individuals who happen to live in a state
that is deeply interdependent with others in the global economy. Rather, it
should include all persons. Application of principles of distributive justice
in this sense does not require the demonstration of the existence of a
mutually beneficial cooperative enterprise, group interaction or any
similar empirical condition. The approach is similar to that adopted by
Mill in The Subjection of Women.40 For Mill, recognizing women’s equal
rights was a matter of plain justice for moral equals. It was not a question
of justice as actual reciprocity for favors or harms done, justice as devising
fair rules to apply to a scheme of existing social practices, and certainly not
justice as mutual advantage. It would not have been immediately advanta-
geous to most men to recognize women’s equal rights to resources,
opportunities, offices of power, and other social goods. The imperative on
men was to respect women’s status as moral equals, to stop reinforcing
long-cemented social injustices, and in fact to help remove them. Global
justice similarly is a matter of respect for moral equals. It requires a will-
ingness or ability to practice moral reciprocity, which in Richards’ argu-
ment would mean the ability to imagine a fair original position.

Richards favors the Rawlsian original position, globally applied,
because it can lead to an enlargement of the moral imagination, to
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consideration of what it would be like to be relegated to various initial
starting points, possessed of varying degrees of wealth, access to resources,
opportunities for self-development. The claim that one can accurately
imagine another’s world view has, of course, been challenged.41 But the
primary end sought by moral theorists is not the objective validation of an
interpretation. Rather, exercises such as the Rawlsian original position
encourage us to consider the needs, interests and core concerns of others.
Moral reciprocity, as outlined by Richards and the more recent Charles
Beitz,42 would give all humans equal consideration in the initial situation.
It is understood that participants in a global original position would not be
likely to choose principles of justice that would put them at severe
disadvantages if they happened to emerge from behind the veil of igno-
rance into an isolated state. Richards, for example, argues that those in his
modified original position would choose a truly global difference principle,
on the way to a distributive scheme that would enable them “to have a
decent opportunity and capacity to pursue a life of personal dignity on
whatever terms they define their rational good.”43

Use of the Rawlsian original position, including a global extension, does
raise special issues or problems. But in fact, reference to it may be as
little necessary to the moral reciprocity approach as economic inter-
dependence.44 We can appreciate the empathetic moral understanding that
is the aim of the original position without relying on the actual device, or
more specifically its veil of ignorance. For example, Barry takes steps in
this direction when he advocates an initial situation where individuals do
have knowledge of their own identities and interests, and where their
moral motivation is, as in Richards’ scheme, a desire to justify their actions
on reasonable grounds to others.45 Ultimately, an emphasis on observing
moral reciprocity should lead us to a moral cosmopolitan position, one
which holds that principles of distributive justice should include all
persons, regardless of their state memberships.

Global equal opportunity and self-development rights

Here I will draw on theories of equal opportunity to demonstrate why a
moral cosmopolitanism grounded in moral reciprocity should lead us to
advocate the fulfillment of self-development rights.46 Equal opportunity
can be viewed as progressing through three broad levels, from careers
open to talents, to correction for social inequalities, to correction for social
and natural inequalities.47 At the first level, distributions are considered
just if they are achieved within a free market of producers and consumers
striving to satisfy their wants. The second level would add significant cor-
rection for unequal social starting places, because there it is presumed that
“those who are at the same level of talent and ability, and have the same
willingness to use them, should have the same prospects of success regard-
less of the initial place in the social system.”48 At the third level, there
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would also be correction for unequal distributions of talents and abilities,
presumed to be as arbitrary from a moral point of view as social inequal-
ities. Second-level equality of opportunity corresponds roughly to self-
development rights.

The first-level conception dates back at least to the French Revolution.
It requires that the economic structure in which individuals pursue their
own careers and interests be procedurally fair. There is self-ownership, in
the sense that each person’s labor power belongs to that person, rather
than to some lord or slave owner, and none are assured of a position by
lineage, although there will be unequal starting points. For example,
those whose families have accumulated wealth are entitled to receive it
essentially in full, if that is the wish of family members. There is no invol-
untary redistribution of wealth to correct for unequal social starting
places. In the context of global distributive justice, first-level equal
opportunity bears important similarities to a non-cosmopolitan moral
outlook. But in fact, careers fully open to talents would be a more robust
conception of equal opportunity than now obtains in the global system. If,
as I will argue, a halt at careers open to talents is not defensible, then the
limited opportunities many individuals have in the global system is even
more suspect.

Robert Nozick remains probably the most notable proponent of first-
level equal opportunity.49 His rejection of corrections for social inequal-
ities is based on an equal-respect argument building expressly from the
idea of self-ownership. Since individuals own themselves, they cannot be
used as means to an end, even if that end is the ostensible common good.
Thus, they are entitled to whatever they justly acquire in a procedurally
fair, voluntary system of exchange. Recall from Chapter 1 Nozick’s insis-
tence that the initial acquisition of a resource must be just for any resulting
transfer to be considered just. Following Locke, he holds in part that any
initial acquisition of a resource is just if we have left “enough and as good”
for others. The enough and as good proviso is taken to be satisfied in a
market economy, where latecomers may not have access to precisely the
same kinds of material resources as those who came earlier, but they can
achieve the same level of material wealth. Thus, Nozick concludes that if
we own ourselves and have justly acquired our own resources, we cannot
be required to distribute those resources except for very limited societal
security and infrastructure needs.

Many have noted the difficulty in demonstrating that self-ownership
necessarily corresponds to near-absolute ownership of all that one acquires.
In fact, the enough and as good proviso may be insufficient to satisfy equal
respect when we take into account the significant loss of autonomy and
other important social goods it would allow.50 But perhaps even more
important again is the problem of equating equal respect or consideration
for others with non-interference. In Nozick’s account, and in general at the
first-level of equal opportunity, it is presumed that the handicapped, the
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extremely impoverished and those who suffer crushing illnesses or other
blows they cannot be said to deserve, are sufficiently respected when
the more fortunate offer them non-interference. But equating equal
consideration with non-interference is hollow in this context because it
presumes an empirical equality among humans that does not exist. Only if
all were substantially equal in their powers to acquire goods—not per-
fectly equal, but having some chance to succeed in the market competi-
tion—might it be justifiable to claim that self-ownership leads to near
absolute title over those goods. If we do not presume that all are substan-
tially equal, then we must ask how the less fortunate can acquire the
means to life if the more fortunate do not transfer some resources to
them.51 The severely handicapped may not be allowed to use the non-
handicapped as means in a first-level scheme, but nor are they being
treated as morally important ends in themselves if they cannot obtain the
means to survive.

As noted, the current global system actually includes much greater
restrictions on equal opportunity than a first-level conception would allow.
Careers are not fully open to talents. To be sure, some individuals of great
ability are able to enjoy material success regardless of their birth state.
Highly skilled entertainers, athletes, technical workers and others will find
opportunities open to them. The current global system is a partial merito-
cracy, where careers are open to those of tremendous or rare talents. It is
not a straightforward meritocracy like that described at the first level,
because the opportunities available to persons of more ordinary talents
are often slim. If a halt at the first level is not morally defensible, then the
defensibility of the current distribution of opportunities in the global
system is even more open to question.

A second-level conception of global equal opportunity, corresponding
roughly to self-development rights, is the minimum necessary to satisfy
moral reciprocity. In other words, it is the appropriate understanding of a
moral cosmopolitan approach to distributive justice grounded in moral
reciprocity. A defense of that claim can begin with more concrete explo-
ration of the luck, or “accident” of birth, to borrow Mill’s phrase, in the
current global system.52 The discussion of the isolated islanders centered
on the ways in which their exclusion from distributions appeared unfairly
contingent. Consider the significant role contingency plays in the life
chances of those born into the current system. We may assume that,
before their birth, humans are pure potential. They are the potential
promised by their own genetic make-up, and they have the potential to be
reared anywhere in the world. It simply is the luck of birth that will
determine whether they land in Burundi, where per capita income is about
$100 per year, equal to $610 in US purchasing power; or in Japan, where
per capita income is $33,550, equal to about $26,070 in US purchasing
power.53 Similarly, the birth lottery gives each potential human roughly
a one-in-seven chance of entering life severely undernourished in a

Moral reciprocity and self-development rights 61



developing or transitional state, and a lesser but still significant chance of
becoming one of the six million children age five and under who die each
year of hunger-related causes.54 Finally, about two in five can expect to be
born into a state where average purchasing power is at or below the World
Bank poverty line of about $735 per year. Around one in six will be fortu-
nate enough to land in a state classed by the bank as high income, where
per capita PPP is at least $9,076 per year.55 Nothing the potential humans
do or fail to do will have impact on the place of their birth or the stacking
of the statistical deck for or against them. Individuals simply are born as
members of an affluent or less affluent state.56

The picture would be quite different under second-level equal
opportunity, where persons of equal talents, capabilities and drive would
be expected to have more equal chances of success.57 There is, as should
be expected, divergence on just how equal chances should be interpreted
and what kinds and levels of correction are required over the course of a
life. For example, the equal opportunity literature offers a range of
answers on how much weight should be given to the issue of desert.58

Some argue that initial social inequalities are to be corrected precisely
because they are undeserved. These “luck egalitarians” also generally
argue that inequalities which result from an individual’s poor but ade-
quately informed choices are deserved. Some luck egalitarians say there
is no moral obligation to correct for the bad consequences of those
choices. Richard Arneson asks, for example, whether we would be more
obligated to try to save from a sudden mountain blizzard a group of
blameless schoolchildren, a group of careful, experienced mountaineers,
or a group of drunken amateurs imperiled through their own reckless-
ness. He concludes that the voluntary choice of the mountaineers to
accept the climbing risks, as well as the reckless actions of the amateurs,
significantly lessen the force of their claims to aid.59 Of course, we may
question why the claims of the reckless, foolish or otherwise culpable in
more general cases should be rejected, rather than simply requiring them
to help pay the costs of rescue. Other luck egalitarians do argue that it is
difficult to make good choices, and some margin for error should be
granted so that a bad choice does not too easily become a disastrous one.
Theorists operating in the separate, “capabilities” approach do not
emphasize the question of desert or individual choices. Instead, they
look to individuals’ capabilities to achieve important functionings as
human beings.60 Equal consideration, they say, means enabling all indi-
viduals to achieve a robust level of functioning and recognizing that
helping some persons to achieve that level will require more resources
than helping others.

A key point to note here is that all approaches would require correction
for unequal social starting places at least through an education that can
equip an individual to pursue a meaningfully self-chosen life plan. In the
roughest concrete terms, such a conception of equality of opportunity
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would require that all individuals, regardless of social status at birth, have
an equally good chance, consonant with their congenital health, their
native intelligence, drive and taste for acquiring knowledge, of completing
that level of education or training that would enable them to pursue
options from a reasonably broad menu of choices for meaningful, fulfilling
work.61 Education, in the broadest sense of self-development, is the all-
purpose good that enables individuals to form, pursue and revise their own
life plans. Some of the severely handicapped could not, of course, achieve
a level of life functioning that would allow them to form and pursue their
own life plans. However, they can be enabled to function as fully as pos-
sible, given their unique capabilities and talents, even if such functioning
requires larger amounts of resources. I presume also that a plausible self-
development conception would require that individuals have equal access
to the goods and services necessary to development of their own character
and abilities, including equally adequate nutrition, clothing, educational
and health facilities:

These goods and services are basic in the sense that without them,
individuals cannot develop their capacities and abilities, or even
acquire the motivation to want those capacities and abilities to come
to fruition. . . . This developmental conception requires that every indi-
vidual have the same chances of access to those basic goods without
which full development as a person is impossible.62

The self-development approach bears important similarities to the func-
tioning or capabilities approach. In fact, I believe it helps to reveal import-
ant overlap in the luck egalitarian and capabilities approaches. Both would
require at minimum that all individuals be prepared to make important
life choices, to have the education and skills necessary to be able to form,
pursue and revise their own life plans, in accordance with their own
abilities and drive, regardless of their initial social circumstances. The dif-
ferences between the two approaches beyond individuals’ initial self-
development are significant.63 For example, Sen, Nussbaum and others in
the capabilities approach criticize Dworkin’s “resourcist” luck-egalitarian
argument for failing to recognize that the handicapped, pregnant women,
etc., need different and often larger bundles of resources than others. Cap-
abilities theorists are criticized for moving too far toward perfectionism in
human development. Nussbaum, Lane and others do offer relatively com-
prehensive lists of functionings that all humans should be enabled to
achieve.64 It is beyond the scope of this work to attempt to settle the
higher-level debates in the domestic or global context. However, I will say
something about how it can be defensible to argue that moral reciprocity
requires correction for global social inequalities but not some third-level
correction for inequalities of natural ability.65

The third-level conception, best exemplified by a distributive regime
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guided by the Rawlsian difference principle, holds that natural inequalities
are as morally arbitrary as social inequalities. The second-level conception
thus is said to be incomplete.66 It gives insufficient attention to the arbi-
trariness involved in the distribution of talents that leaves some persons
much better poised for success in society. However, a problem with an
approach that corrects for natural as well as social inequalities is that it
may give too little weight to important differences between individuals. In
other words, it could prescribe equal outcomes, rather than equal chances
for individuals to develop according to their unique identities.

Recall that the difference principle requires an equal division of the
social product among all persons unless allowing inequalities would raise
the social floor.67 An equal baseline division of resources ostensibly is justi-
fied, because the societal and natural factors that would contribute to
individuals achieving unequal levels of success under the first- and second-
level conceptions of equal opportunity are considered morally arbitrary.
Such a conclusion, however, runs the risk of establishing a deterministic
framework in which no action taken by a person can be claimed as the
person’s own, and the autonomy that is central to equal respect for indi-
viduals is not fully valued or allowed expression. In declaring so much
about individual differences to be morally arbitrary, the third level may
leave too little room even for differences in personal ambition.68 Indi-
viduals, even if they are equally well endowed with talents and abilities
and have had identically good life opportunities, can be expected to have
differing levels of drive and personal aims. Barry gives the example of two
law school students, one of whom chooses to work in a large corporation,
the other in a more relaxed rural practice. The urban lawyer likely will
achieve a higher income than the rural one, but there is nothing objection-
able in that if the rural lawyer has exercised an informed, meaningful
choice of career path in accordance with a life plan based on her own
talents and proclivities.69 In addition, those lacking ambition easily could
take advantage of a system of equal division, free riding on the efforts of
others. At the third level, the lack of a “talent” for ambition could be con-
sidered as arbitrary as the lack of other natural talents, and individuals
could be compensated for it. Because the third level presumes that so
much of what is distinctive about individuals is traceable to morally arbi-
trary factors, there may be too little left that is distinctive about them to
sustain a robust conception of individual autonomy. Thus, some distribu-
tive mechanism like the difference principle may not be an adequate
expression of equal respect or moral reciprocity for individuals qua indi-
viduals. That is not to suggest that some form of progressive taxation
cannot be legitimately implemented. Even minimal correction for social
inequalities requires large-scale redistributive transfers at the domestic
level. But a conception of distributive justice that would view virtually all
differences between individuals as morally arbitrary would seem to leave
too little room for individuals to express their unique selves.
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The case for free movement

We can return now to the second level and round out the picture with a
discussion of the importance to individuals of freer movement across
borders. My specific reading of second-level equal opportunity, or self-
development rights, has been that all persons should be viewed as entitled
to resources and opportunities sufficient to form and pursue a robust life
plan. Here I will argue that the limited opportunities available in many
states give us strong reason to advocate freer movement of persons across
borders. Let us return to the isolated islanders and imagine now that,
because some university from an affluent state wishes to establish a
campus on the island to study sea life or for other of its own purposes,
some educational opportunities are made available to the islanders.
Perhaps enrollment is opened to a few of them as compensation for the
imposition involved. A number of young islanders enroll. Those who
progress through a full course of study can be expected to emerge
equipped with the skills, knowledge and credentials to effectively pursue a
broad range of career and life options. However, because they are not in a
colonial relationship, or some supranational arrangement like the Euro-
pean Union, they still have no easy immigration access to a larger, more
economically complex society. They generally are limited to the options
that are available on the isolated island. A few of the very bright or tal-
ented may be able to leave the island via postgraduate education overseas
or some other activity where high ability and intellectual promise are
rewarded. But the bulk of those who are able to develop their abilities to a
high level and form their own life plans likely will be frustrated in their
attempts to pursue those plans, because the opportunities open to them
are very limited on the island. Overall, I am suggesting again that birth-
place in a less-favored state should be viewed like any other social inequal-
ity. Besides the plain transfers of resources that a cosmopolitan approach
to distributive justice prescribes, we should insist on a broadening of
opportunities, so that ultimately any person born anywhere will have a
broad menu of life options from which to choose.70

The importance of being able to move in search of better opportunities
domestically is widely recognized among those theorists who begin with
equal respect or consideration for individuals. In fact, one of the
characteristics of a liberal state is free internal movement of citizens.71

Such an understanding was enshrined in Article 13 of the UN Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, which states that “Everyone has a right to
freedom of movement and residence within the borders of each state.”72

The article also says that all individuals have the right to leave and return
to their own states, though it does not speak to an obligation on the part of
other states to accept any persons who wish to emigrate. Thus, there is
a kind of rights vacuum into which global émigrés fall.73 Within
liberal states, free movement is considered an important component of
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individuals’ abilities to pursue their own life plans. Internal boundaries are
routinely crossed in pursuit of educational, employment and recreational
opportunities. Individuals may also relocate because they do not want to
spend the greater part of their energies in fighting local oppression that
has a severe impact on them. I am thinking in particular of racial, religious
and sexuality-based intolerance, which, with the exception of discrimina-
tion against sexual minorities, may be formally disallowed in a liberal state
but have ways of sustaining themselves.74 Individuals also can move to
escape floods, drought, or other natural disasters. A commonly cited
example is the outflow of emigrants from 1930s’ dust bowl Oklahoma. No
longer able to earn a living on their land, the Oklahomans were able to
move in search of more stable life prospects. Most endured real hardship
in their moves and resettlement, but they were not barred from moving
and thus were not limited to those very meager opportunities for sustain-
ing life that they suddenly found in their home region.75

In liberal states, individuals are presumed to have the right to move as
they wish in pursuit of their own life plans. That is not to suggest that they
must be enabled in other, much more expensive ways, to pursue the lives
that suit them. The self-development approach emphasizes the provision
of a sufficiently broad menu of life options for all persons. Those with very
expensive tastes would have the option to pursue those vocational and
financial activities that would enable them to indulge, but nothing in the
argument for self-development rights should be construed as saying that
individuals have a right to be provided with very expensive goods and pur-
suits that match their particular tastes. I say more on that below.

To close this section, I want to reinforce the importance of including
freer movement among necessary life opportunities by returning briefly to
Robert Goodin’s assigned responsibility model. Recall that Goodin’s
model emphasizes equal resource endowments for states, but it does not
give emphasis to free movement by individuals between states. Let us now
apply assigned responsibility to a pair of existing states, say, Luxembourg
and France. And let us say that there is no free movement between the
two states, though in actuality both are part of the European Union’s
Schengen region, and their citizens can work or live in either state. We can
further presume that the yearly incomes of the states’ citizens are roughly
the same, as are their levels of health care, access to education and other
important life goods. The assigned responsibility approach would say that
general obligations to those in both states had been satisfied, and that
giving priority to compatriots would be justified. But what the model does
not take into account is the potential importance of a broad menu of
options in enabling individuals to pursue their own life plans. If assigned
responsibility permits priority to compatriots in distribution of member-
ships, then it may also be restricting individuals’ access to an adequate
range of opportunities to pursue their unique life plans.

The choice of Luxembourg and France should be a giveaway. Luxem-
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bourg has a population of more than 425,000 living in an area of just 999
square miles. France’s population of more than 60 million lives in an area
of more than 210,000 square miles. The menu of work and life options
from which French citizens may choose is much broader than that avail-
able to citizens of Luxembourg. The French citizen has a wide range of
educational and training options, and a range of careers from which to
choose within France. The citizen of Luxembourg chooses from a much
more limited set, especially where work options are concerned, because
the comparatively tiny size of the state dictates limits on the kinds of eco-
nomic activities that can be pursued.76 The assigned responsibility model
does significant work in demonstrating why we should view general obliga-
tions to all persons as more pressing than special obligations to compatri-
ots in circumstances of vast global inequality. But if it is to include
distributions of material resources, it also should include adequate distrib-
utions of the opportunities and memberships that enable individuals to
make use of those resources in pursuing their life plans. Of course, the
model might be modified to emphasize priority to residents, rather than
compatriots. Equally well-endowed states could be tasked with promoting
and protecting the interests of all who live within their borders at any
given time. As a consequentialist argument, however, it still would be
subject to the objections raised in Chapter 2. For example, the argument’s
emphasis on efficiency might lead to the adoption of oppressive popu-
lation-control or other policies to promote more efficient discharge of
general obligations.

The question of when a menu of life options becomes adequately broad
has, I think, no obvious answer. I cite France as an example, and yet, large
numbers of French citizens work in other EU states, as do citizens of
Germany and other relatively large, economically complex EU members.
We might be tempted to say that a state as large and varied as the United
States should provide an adequate menu of life options. But US citizens
may have a strong desire to pursue their educational and vocational activ-
ities elsewhere. In fact, an individual’s desire to travel far in search of life
opportunities may be the “expensive taste” that is most easily satisfied.
The question is not whether others should be required to make larger dis-
tributions to enable individuals with expensive tastes to indulge. Rather, it
is one of permitting individuals who wish to explore the broadest possible
range of life options to do so. There would seem little moral difference
in allowing a French citizen to move to Luxembourg, but not to other
parts of the world in pursuit of self-development. There are significant
practical issues to address concerning free movement, of course, and the
argument here does not suggest that states’ borders immediately should be
opened. Free movement has emerged over time in the European Union,
accompanying other processes of economic and political integration.77 We
can expect that, if free movement and broader networks of distribution
could be realized in other regions of the world, say, North America,78 it
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would be in a similarly gradual fashion, and that it could in fact take
significantly longer than in Europe. Such issues are addressed in sub-
sequent chapters. Here, the key point is that if economic and political
integration eventually did become broadly advanced, and affluent states
were not overwhelmed by a short-term rush of immigrants from less afflu-
ent regions, then it would be relatively inexpensive to permit individuals to
roam as far as they desired in pursuit of life opportunities. The menu of
options available to all persons could be made quite broad.

Culture and universality in self-development rights

I want to conclude by returning briefly to toleration, or cultural protec-
tions, in the context of self-development rights. What implications do such
universal conceptions of rights have for orientations to cultural variation?
Recall the argument in Chapter 2 that citing cultural protections was not
sufficient to show that distributions should be halted at minimum fulfill-
ment of basic needs or wants for the absolutely impoverished. I argued
there that the goods in question were not necessarily culturally specific
and could be provided at much higher levels, with a great gain in utility for
the globally impoverished. The self-development conception of rights
focuses similarly on all-purpose goods that any person can be expected to
want. There is no imperative to impose a specific scheme of goods, or to
bring all persons to an exactly equal level of development or resources. In
fact, citing cultural differences, far from serving as the justification for
wide disparities in the resources and opportunities available to individuals,
can obscure important questions about oppression within states, especially
where some are deprived of important life goods. Such questions were
explored in the complex-constitutive sections of Chapter 1. Recall that the
complex-constitutive approach was vulnerable to an undercutting objec-
tion. Its attempt to seek out the voices of individuals or sub-groups within
cultures was consistent with the application of universal principles, but not
with an approach that would attempt to justify compatriot priority on the
grounds of cultural differences between states or societies. The discussion
in this chapter suggests that such a seeking out of unheard voices is
entirely appropriate as an extension of moral reciprocity. For example,
Nussbaum, in an instructive discussion of global equality for women,
argues that the traditional norms of some societies should not be viewed
by outsiders as fixed moral points, impregnable to analysis or moral criti-
cism.

Cultures are scenes of debate and contestation. They contain domin-
ant voices, and they also contain the voices of women, which have not
always been heard. It would be implausible to suggest that the many
groups working to improve the employment conditions of women
in the informal sector, for example, are brainwashing women into
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striving for economic opportunities . . . Where they do alter existing
preferences, they typically do so by giving women a richer sense of
both their own possibilities and their equal worth, in a way that looks
more like self-realization . . . than like brainwashing. Indeed, what may
be “Western” is the arrogant supposition that choice and economic
agency are solely Western values.79

Questions about communal identity are further explored in Chapter 6, in
the context of possibilities for trans-state democracy. Here, I will reinforce
that moral reciprocity as discussed in this chapter would demand that all
individuals be enabled to exercise meaningful choice, that they have the
education, resources and life opportunities necessary to choose the shape
they want their own lives to take. Individuals in all cultures can be
expected to want and make use of resources and opportunities far exceed-
ing the level guaranteed under a basic wants approach. Difficulties in
understanding different cultural practices, or the ostensible need for
strong cultural protections, do not provide a robust defense of a scheme in
which some persons, by dint of fortunate birth—including birth as a male
in many states—are able to form and pursue their own life plans, while
others less fortunate have only enough to sustain life and limb.

Conclusion

This chapter has considered three deontological approaches to global dis-
tributive justice. The first, Rawls’s law of peoples, argued for a global ori-
ginal position in which representatives of discrete societies would choose
global principles of justice. Rawls argued that cosmopolitan distributions
would not be chosen, since mutual respect would dictate that the presum-
ably unified choices of peoples be respected, including requiring them to
live with the economic consequences of those choices. The unified choice
assumption was critiqued, as was Rawls’s implicit presumption that those
born into less affluent societies should be held as responsible for the policy
choices of their forbears as if they had made the choices themselves.

Those working within the Rawlsian interdependence approach likewise
criticized the state-centrism of the law of peoples, arguing that in an inter-
dependent world that effectively comprises a single scheme of coopera-
tion, distributions should be extended globally. But that approach strayed
from its initial emphasis on equal consideration for individuals, because
those in isolated or less-interdependent states could be excluded from dis-
tributions for essentially arbitrary reasons. The related emphasis on inter-
action of individuals in sub-state groupings could have led to further
exclusions of individuals.

The moral reciprocity approach held that all individuals should be con-
sidered the proper subjects of distributive justice, regardless of their states’
embeddedness in the global economy. I argued that such an approach was
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more consistent with respect for the individual and would lead to a moral
cosmopolitan view that, in practice, would mean advocacy of fulfilling all
persons’ self-development rights: access to resources and opportunities
sufficient to enable them to form and pursue a robust life plan. Further, I
argued that sufficient opportunities should be understood to include freer
movement across borders to broaden the menu of life options available.
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4 The cosmopolitan imperative

Introduction

If all individuals, regardless of their birthplace or citizenship, have rights
to adequate resources and life opportunities, how are those rights to be
fulfilled? The answer offered in this chapter is that such rights can most
reliably be guaranteed through a strong institutional cosmopolitan
approach to distributions. Recall that institutional cosmopolitanism advo-
cates some restructuring of the global system to bring states under the
authority of just supranational institutions, while moral cosmopolitanism is
seen more as a doctrine to assess institutions and political practices. Moral
cosmopolitans such as Beitz argue that there is no necessary link between
the two approaches. A commitment to moral cosmopolitan principles does
not commit one to advocating integration between states. Beitz offers the
still-emerging global human rights regime as an example of how moral
cosmopolitan principles can be applied independent of an institutional
approach:

human rights doctrine does not prescribe any particular institutions
(or set of institutions) for the world as a whole. Instead, it specifies
minimum conditions that any institutions should satisfy. Accordingly,
human rights doctrine does not rule out the possibility—indeed it
trades on the hope—that its institutional requirements can be satisfied
within a political structure containing nation-states more or less as we
know them today.1

I argue here that such a hope likely will be misplaced where the rights in
question are economic rights corresponding to cosmopolitan distributions.
Cross-border distributions will be much more likely in a global system that
is significantly more economically and politically integrated than the
current Westphalian system of sovereign states. The Westphalian system’s
structural features give rise to and reinforce powerful biases against the
kinds of distributions that moral cosmopolitanism demands. The gradual
creation of a more integrated, more democratically accountable global



system would help to encourage the view that much larger sets of persons
have interests in common that should be protected and promoted in
common. It would help to transform the perceived zero-sum character of
trans-state distributions, and it would help to discourage defection from
distributive schemes by individual states, whose citizens would have strong
incentive to maintain privileged access to markets, low tariffs and the
other benefits of economic integration. Ultimately, we should want to see
all states embedded in regional organizations broadly similar to the Euro-
pean Union, where routine, tax-financed distributions are made to less
affluent states or sub-state regions, and individuals are able to move across
political boundaries in pursuit of educational, employment and other
opportunities for self-development. We also should want to see, in the
longer term, all regional organizations embedded in some form of demo-
cratic global government, in the service of ensuring the fulfillment of self-
development rights for all persons, regardless of birthplace or citizenship.

Subsequent chapters address the specific kinds of governing institutions
that could help to secure self-development rights. Here the concern is with
making the initial case for institutional cosmopolitanism. I want to empha-
size that the discussion here is not meant as an exercise in utopia building
or purely ideal theory, but as a pragmatic inquiry into the normative
underpinnings of the Westphalian states system. By interrogating the
current system of sovereign states, we can identify ways in which it fails to
serve large numbers of individuals according to plausible conceptions of
human rights. I do not claim that moral concerns cannot be addressed at
all within the system. Substantial amounts of food, medical and other aid
are distributed daily to some of the world’s poorest.2 I argue, however,
that hard questions continually will arise for the moral cosmopolitan in the
states system, and that many reasonable rights claims, including those for
self-development rights, are highly unlikely to be accommodated in that
system.

The Westphalian system

We can begin with a description of the specific norms of sovereignty that
have evolved in the Westphalian system. I do not presume that state
sovereignty is or ever has been indivisible or absolute.3 I do presume,
however, that states generally observe and especially claim sovereign
rights, and that states’ leaders retain considerable latitude to act domesti-
cally. Westphalia refers to the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia, which ended the
Thirty Years War and marked the transition to a system in which state
borders were viewed as impermeable and individual rulers as the final
arbiters on matters within their own borders. Most commentators on the
Westphalian system note two key features: internal and external sover-
eignty. To say a state is internally sovereign is to say its executive, judicial
and legislative institutions have final authority over its own people. A
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Native American reservation in the United States would be an example of
a political entity that does not exercise supreme jurisdiction in its own ter-
ritory, as would be the remaining colonies and overseas territories of the
colonial states, and increasingly the member states of the European Union
in certain aspects. External sovereignty refers to the independence of the
state itself in the global system. Sovereign states are considered equal in
the system, and they are the direct subjects of international law. An exter-
nally sovereign state can enter a treaty as an equal with other state signa-
tories. It can press claims in the International Court of Justice or join an
international organization such as the United Nations.

The UN, in fact, has done perhaps more than any other body to make
explicit the norms of sovereignty in the Westphalian system, detailing
them in its charter, resolutions and in documents produced by its agencies.
For example, the sovereign equality of states, as expressed in the UN
Charter and affirmed in UN Resolution 2625 of 1970, holds that “All
states enjoy sovereign equality. They have equal rights and duties and are
equal members of the international community, notwithstanding differ-
ences of an economic, social, political or other nature.”4 Embedded in sov-
ereign equality are principles holding that each state’s territorial integrity
and political independence are inviolable, and that each state has a duty to
respect the legal personality of other states. That leads to a strongly
worded prohibition on intervention in a state’s domestic affairs.5 Obser-
vance of the norm has been loosened recently in cases of large-scale
human rights violations,6 but direct intervention by other states remains
very much the exception, and states, or state leaders, retain considerable
latitude to independently order their internal affairs.

Another key principle of sovereignty is that no state can be subjected to
binding adjudication without its consent. This norm, also expressed in Res-
olution 2625, is significant in any discussion of entities such as the Inter-
national Court of Justice, which has jurisdiction only when state parties
agree to submit disputes to it, and in context of the recently created Inter-
national Criminal Court, considered below. Finally, a principle that would
fit more clearly in the category of internal sovereignty is that of exclusive-
ness, which holds that states have exclusive territorial jurisdiction over
legislative, judicial and administrative functions. All these principles,
taken together, comprise the framework of norms that broadly structures
interactions between states in the Westphalian system. When we say that
states are considered sovereign within the system, we refer to the prin-
ciples of sovereign equality, territorial integrity, non-intervention, exclu-
siveness and consent to adjudication. States in the Westphalian system are
considered externally equal and independent, and internally supreme. It is
within this general system that the moral cosmopolitan, or any advocate of
universal human rights, is obliged to work.
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Sovereignty and universal rights

“Sovereignty,” Harold Laski famously proclaimed, “is incompatible with
the interests of humanity.”7 My claim is more that sovereignty is in signific-
ant tension with humanity, or moral cosmopolitanism. In this section I
offer examples of instances where rights fulfillment has been or could be
frustrated because norms of sovereignty enable domestic elites to block
outside scrutiny or action. Discussion of the examples is not meant to be
construed as decisive. Rather, considering some specific ways in which pre-
rogatives of sovereignty are used or have been misused will lead us toward
an “ideal states system” that aims to correct abuses. Even in the ideal, I
will argue, deep tensions would remain between norms of sovereignty and
a moral cosmopolitan approach to distributions.

It is appropriate to begin here with the International Criminal Court
(ICC). The ICC does not deal directly with questions of global distributive
justice, but in structure and aims it is significantly similar to the narrowly
mandated supranational legal institutions proposed by limited institutional
cosmopolitans such as Pogge, who calls for “more world government,” but
not a fully realized world state.8 The International Criminal Court “aims
to prevent a set of crimes that, potentially and in fact, encompass the vio-
lation of fundamental human rights of large numbers of individuals. It thus
forms one piece of the effort to achieve the global protection of human
rights.”9 It attempts to achieve such protection through a global system
containing more than 200 nation-states. Examining the specific limitations
of the ICC, including the leeway states’ leaders retain to avoid prosecu-
tion, will point us toward more general difficulties with attempting to
achieve moral cosmopolitan aims in a sovereign states system.

Backers of the ICC have enjoyed notable success in securing the partici-
pation of states, including briefly the United States, which more recently
has been the court’s most vigorous opponent.10 The US became a signa-
tory to the treaty on 31 December 2000, under the Clinton administration,
but did not ratify the treaty. In 2002, the Bush administration formally
withdrew over stated concerns that Americans could be targeted for mali-
cious prosecution because of the country’s active role in world affairs. The
US has since pursued bilateral agreements with numerous states exempt-
ing Americans from possible ICC prosecution for acts committed in those
states. In July 2003, the Bush administration suspended $48 million in aid
to thirty-five countries that had failed to sign such agreements.

Despite the US opposition to it, more than ninety states have ratified
the 1998 treaty establishing the court, and its principals were in place by
late 2003, when newly installed chief Prosecutor Luis Moreno Ocampo of
Argentina was studying the more than 600 complaints already filed to
determine which to prosecute. More than 100 of those complaints were
indeed filed against US forces in Iraq, but they were discarded without
examination of merits.11 Because neither Iraq nor the United States were

74 The cosmopolitan imperative



party to the ICC treaty, they could not be prosecuted under its terms. I do
not suggest that US troops or other agents should have been prosecuted.
The point to highlight is that by restricting prosecutions to those states
that have actually ratified it, the treaty observes the Westphalian principle
of external sovereignty that prescribes respect for the independent legal
personalities of states, as well as the norm of non-intervention. Where
appropriate, humanitarian intervention in states would still be possible of
course, but prosecutions afterward presumably would not be conducted by
the ICC.12

In addition to the ability of non-signatories to remain outside of the
court’s jurisdiction, the ICC treaty allows signatory states to declare them-
selves exempt for seven years from war crimes prosecution. And, the UN
Security Council is empowered by the treaty to demand postponement of
ICC prosecutions for renewable one-year periods.13 The ICC must also
rely in significant ways on the cooperation of states in which individuals
would be sought for prosecution. Prosecutors will have to depend in most
cases on local law enforcement to arrest and detain those charged. They
also will need the cooperation of local authorities to protect witnesses
both before and after they give testimony against compatriots charged
with genocide or war crimes.14 That is not to say that the ICC will not be
able to achieve compliance in many cases from compatriots of those prose-
cuted. Pressure may be brought to bear through concerted force of inter-
national opinion, selective inducements or progressive sanctions, and
internally weak states may turn to the court for help in pursuing powerful
domestic aggressors. However, the points raised here should highlight
sources of tension. The court is mandated to help protect the rights of all
individuals, but states’ leaders have considerable power, grounded in
norms of sovereignty, to see that their citizens are not under the court’s
jurisdiction or to otherwise impede prosecution.

Similarly, the history of the larger United Nations organization can be
read as a history of the tensions between the universal spirit that animates
its charter and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and efforts by
its state members to protect their autonomy and prerogatives of sover-
eignty. Examples run from the successful efforts of some states to expunge
from the Universal Declaration a right to food,15 to the UN’s being
hobbled through the 1990s by the refusal of its largest obligor, the United
States, to pay its dues because of the displeasure of some in the US Con-
gress with specific policies.16 The UN throughout its history has struck an
uneasy balance between its cosmopolitan spirit and its character as a state-
based organization.17

Let us turn to tensions specific to international distributions. As noted,
the leeway states’ leaders have to order internal affairs in the Westphalian
system can lead to the domestic direction of international aid away
from those most in need.18 This is an important issue for the moral
cosmopolitan, who would exhort individuals within affluent states, or their

The cosmopolitan imperative 75



governments, to significantly increase transfers. Because of the principles
of sovereignty that generally are observed within the states system, the
most basic subsistence rights of individuals within states may go unful-
filled, even when the international community makes significant resource
transfers. That was the case in Bangladesh in the mid-1970s. Though the
international community responded to calls for famine assistance in
amounts exceeding $1 billion per year, much of the aid failed to reach
those most in need. Funds were diverted by the Bangladeshi regime to
powerful urban interests and rural elites, while large numbers of the rural
poor starved to death. Aid agencies did set increasingly stringent imple-
mentation requirements, but their means of ensuring compliance with the
requirements were quite limited, or so blunt as to be considered too
harmful, as in the case of withholding aid.19

Another, more recent, example may illustrate the tensions more
starkly. In the Sudanese civil war during the late 1980s and early 1990s,
both the regime and opposition forces denied international food aid to a
large portion of the population for strategic military reasons.

In 1988 alone, more than 250,000 southern Sudanese died from starva-
tion as the military leaders on both sides refused to allow food to
reach civilian populations believed to be loyal to one side or the other.
The greatest numbers of the dead were women, children and the
elderly.20

The regime, under strong pressure from the United States and other
states, did agree in 1989 to allow food aid to reach its intended recipients.
However, starvation tactics resumed the following year, as both sides pre-
vented food aid from reaching the hungry and actually attacked relief
planes and trains. In addition, regime leaders adopted the stance that
there was no food crisis and refused to formally request aid from inter-
national agencies, effectively denying it to individual citizens.

The Bangladesh and Sudan cases are egregious examples of elites
within states taking advantage of the prerogatives of external and internal
sovereignty to either subvert beneficence-based aid to their own purposes
or to perpetrate injustices on their own citizens. They offer clear cases
where principles of sovereignty have been in tension with principles of
human rights. Because of the widespread observance of norms of external
sovereignty that prescribe mainly non-interference in the internal affairs
of other states, the international community has only limited means by
which to influence those affairs. Individuals within states do not, except on
some issue areas in the European Union, have the ability to directly chal-
lenge the policies or actions of their states in a supranational forum where
compliance with judgments is the norm. In most of the world, foreign aid
may be targeted and, in some cases, sanctions applied, in attempts to
ensure compliance or bring relief to those who most need it. But states’
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leaders retain significant internal leeway with which to act, including in
ways that may cause great harm to their citizens.

An ideal sovereign states system

Defenders of the Westphalian system could argue that such cases as
Bangladesh and Sudan are outliers, or gross subversions, of the principles
that give the sovereign states system its foundational moral significance.
Especially in the Sudan case, they could say, the regime is not entitled to
the protection offered by observance of the norms of sovereignty, because
it has subverted the moral purpose of a sovereign states system. That
purpose, broadly, is for a state to protect and promote the interests of its
citizens. Michael Walzer, whom, as we have seen, is a staunch proponent
of the view that states have intrinsic moral significance, would argue in
favor of international intervention in cases “when the violations of human
rights within a set of boundaries is so terrible that it makes talk of
community or self-determination or ‘arduous struggle’ seem cynical and
irrelevant, that is, in cases of enslavement or massacre.”21 It is important,
then, to consider an ideal sovereign states system. If cases of citizen
neglect or persecution are unacceptable subversions of the Westphalian
system, then sovereignty may not be in essential tension with humanity,
and the case for advocating strong institutional cosmopolitanism will be
weakened.

We can return to the Charter of the United Nations, this time viewing it
as a set of guidelines for constructing an ideal states system. Such a system
would be comprised of separate but formally equal and sovereign nation-
states, each non-aggressive toward the others, each attempting to ensure
fulfillment of a robust package of economic and social rights for its cit-
izens, and each attempting to realize absolute gains in welfare through
cooperation and peaceful exchange. The foundation of such an ideal
system would be the understanding, in the words of the Commission on
Global Governance, that “Sovereignty ultimately derives from the people.
It is a power to be exercised by, for, and on behalf of the people of a
state.”22 In such a system, states, or the leaders of states, are assiduous
stewards of their citizens’ interests. They are concerned with protecting
and promoting the welfare of all of their citizens, and they are limited only
by the level of resources at their command and their state’s overall level of
economic and institutional development. Thus, sovereign states are viewed
as collective benefit organizations, rather than mutual benefit organi-
zations. They exist to protect and promote the rights and interests of all
citizens, not just those who are able to make symmetrical contributions in
a mutual benefit scheme. The prerogatives of sovereignty are tools to be
used in the service of furthering the state project. Where, in such a model,
would tensions arise between humanity and sovereignty, between the
norms of Westphalia and the demands of moral cosmopolitanism?
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Westphalian biases against cosmopolitan distributions

My answer focuses on three mutually reinforcing biases against cosmopol-
itan distributions that naturally arise within the Westphalian system.
Even in the idealized version, these biases will be powerful inhibitors to
achieving the kinds of international transfers necessary to secure self-
development rights for those in less affluent states, and also to realize
transfers at much lower levels. I will state the biases briefly, then consider
what might be called the standard argument for global government, based
on a global interest in ending warfare. Highlighting the differences
between my argument for integration and the more common world
government argument will help to frame a fuller discussion of the biases,
and of the difficulties of attempting to secure global rights fulfillment in a
sovereign states system.

The first bias arises from the normative foundations of Westphalia.
Non-intervention, formal legal equality and other norms of sovereignty
are grounded in a presumption that the state’s primary role is to promote
the interests of its own citizens. States or state leaders would be subverting
their mandates if they distributed resources overseas at a level consistent
with a plausible moral cosmopolitanism. Thus, there is a strong “founda-
tional” bias toward tending primarily to the needs and interests of the
citizen set. The second “electoral” bias is concerned with the ways in
which states’ leaders themselves have strong incentives to distribute
resources to powerful internal constituents, rather than sending resources
overseas. This bias is present in democratic and, with some modification,
in hierarchical states. Finally, and more specific to sets of ordinary citizens,
a kind of Lockean “own-case” bias is reinforced by the structure of the
sovereign states system. Decisions about the appropriate level of overseas
distributions are made by the donors themselves. Those in affluent states
essentially are judges in their own cases about the appropriate levels of
transfers they should make, and their perceptions of their own obligations
may be skewed.

The most effective way to approach a fuller discussion of the biases will
be to explain what sort of argument I am not attempting to make. That is,
I do not contend that global distributive justice is a collective-action
problem, or that states or state leaders should find it in their interest or
mandates to make cosmopolitan distributions. Political thinkers dating
back hundreds of years have argued that states actually should find it in
their interest to integrate, regionally or at the global level, in order to
eliminate the scourge of war.23 The need has become especially urgent
since the development of nuclear weapons, according to proponents of this
“collective-action warfare” approach to world government. The approach
generally presumes the kind of global background condition described in
the realist paradigm in international relations. In realism, or more prop-
erly neorealism, states are said to be unified, rationally self-interested
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actors operating in an anarchic, self-help system, as opposed to one
marked by extensive and significant networks of interdependence. In the
warfare approach, states are said to need a Hobbesian “power to keep
them all in awe,”24 i.e., a suprastate governing body capable of transform-
ing a dangerous, anarchic system into a stable, highly ordered one. Even in
an ideal sovereign states system, proponents likely would say, leaders’
interests in promoting the welfare of their own citizens could lead them
into conflict over resources, territory or other issues. Therefore, states
should find it in their interest to cede their warmaking powers to some
larger body capable of effectively policing them all and enforcing a
genuine international law. In Rousseau’s words, “The only thing we
assume on their behalf is enough intelligence to see what is useful to them-
selves, and enough courage to achieve their own happiness.”25

But in fact, if it is plausible to think that state leaders should find it in
their self-interest to try to prevent warfare, it also should be plausible to
think that they can cooperate to achieve some sort of inter-governmental
solution to reducing stockpiles of nuclear weapons, etc., that would make
the ostensible need for a world government far less pressing.26 This is not
to say that the states of the world have negotiated a peaceful end to their
differences, that such an end is in sight, or that the warfare argument
offers a fully accurate characterization of the global system and interac-
tions between principal actors.27 Rather, the claim is that, in the same way
states are motivated to address global environmental and other joint con-
cerns cooperatively, they should be motivated to try to overcome their
collective action warfare problem through bilateral negotiations, the cre-
ation of specific multilateral institutions, or by a host of other means short
of ceding sovereignty to a world state.28

In keeping with the neorealist orientation of the warfare approach, we
can turn to the prisoner’s dilemma for insights about cooperation among
states. Two kinds are particularly salient here: a one-shot game and an
iterated game with no defined end point, where players are allowed to
communicate. In the one-shot game, defection is the dominant strategy.
Self-interest leads a player to defect by squealing on a criminal partner to
receive a lighter sentence. In the international arena, defection by a state
could mean it steps up arms production in the hope of gaining the edge on
a rival. If both prisoners follow the dominant strategy and defect by
squealing, both will receive longer prison sentences than if they had main-
tained silence. If both states defect in the arms race version, then both
continue diverting important resources to arms production and likely
increase tensions and the chances of warfare, an outcome neither is pre-
sumed to want. However, in an iterated game with no predetermined end
point, cooperation actually is the dominant strategy. A player who defects
in one round can expect defection from the other player in the second
round, and so on, leading to a series of less-favored outcomes. Players
learn over time the value of cooperation, especially if they are able to
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communicate with one another.29 The generally iterative, open-ended and
communicative nature of international relations makes it that much more
plausible to argue that common problems may eventually be solved
through inter-governmental coordination and cooperation, even if we do
not fully accept the neorealist view of the international system.

But again, the self-interest argument is not so readily available to the
moral cosmopolitan who wishes to extend distributions beyond state
borders. Those in affluent states will not generally find it in their self-
interest—or their considered moral duties, as the Lockean own-case bias
discussion will show—to make the distributions required by moral cos-
mopolitanism. Let us consider more fully the first, foundational bias. In
the Westphalian system, the interests of states are presumed to be bound
to the interests of their own citizens. The interests of those citizens give
states their moral standing and justify recognition by other states of norms
of territorial integrity, non-intervention and internal sovereignty. The
moral imperative on states’ leaders in such a system is to promote the
interests of their citizens. Thus, if leaders were to adopt a moral cosmopol-
itan approach to distributions and attempted to extend routine, high-level
distributions to noncompatriots, they would be subverting their individual
mandates. They would be neglecting the interests of their own citizens to
tend to the perhaps more pressing needs or interests of the citizens of
other states.30 They also could be weakening the very foundations of their
sovereign prerogatives. Recall Walzer’s claim that leaders who subvert
their mandates by tyrannizing their own people are not entitled to the
non-intervention and other protections of a sovereign states’ system. It
could reasonably be asked whether leaders who are tending to overseas
needs to the neglect of some of their own citizens’ needs or concerns are
likewise jeopardizing their entitlements to the prerogatives of sovereignty.

The second, electoral, bias focuses more directly on the personal incen-
tives that state-level policymakers have to give more weight to the con-
cerns of their own constituencies. Leaders in both democracies and more
hierarchical regimes can be presumed to have an interest in staying in
power, and more broadly in being able to implement their policy agendas.
That interest reinforces the tendency for leaders to give more relative
weight to the interests of those who determine whether they will achieve
their aims. In democracies, a vital set of interests to be considered is that
of the electorate, which determines at regular intervals whether leaders
will be rewarded with continued incumbency, or with continued success
for their party and broad policy interests.31 And, of course, the influence of
powerful economic and other interest groups must also be considered. In
more hierarchical regimes, the primary interests taken into account are
those of powerful elites in government, industry, the military. In either
case, resistance can be expected to proposals that would shrink the pool of
resources available domestically through large-scale transfers overseas.
Leaders of sovereign states, especially those outside of the European
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Union who have no formal obligation to transfer resources in a supra-
national arrangement, have powerful personal incentives to reject full
cosmopolitan distributive demands, as well as much more limited
demands.

Finally, and I think most importantly, we can identify a tendency for
ordinary people to reject the demands of moral cosmopolitanism, even if
they acknowledge some obligations to transfer internationally. The tend-
ency can be traced in large part to a Lockean “own-case” bias reinforced
by the sovereign states system.32 Individuals are encouraged by the for-
mally observed norms of the Westphalian system to view themselves as
members of discrete, independent citizen sets. This separateness or isola-
tion from other citizen sets naturally promotes a bias toward tending to
the needs or interests of the citizen set, a bias that is reinforced by mostly
inward-looking systems of national public education, and of course
systems of rule that halt at the state level.33 Locke argued that one of the
great difficulties of the state of nature was the tendency for even well-
meaning individuals to take their own sides in a dispute, regardless of what
the evidence might suggest to an impartial observer. The need for an
impartial third party, or judge, was offered as a significant reason why indi-
viduals should eventually decide to leave the state of nature and form a
civil union. Locke’s insight actually becomes more telling when applied to
states, in which questions concerning the justice of cosmopolitan distribu-
tions may not even be raised or debated because those whose interests
would be served are unlikely to be at the table.

Lockean own-case bias shares important characteristics with the
“common-sense morality” discussed in Chapter 1.34 Recall that common-
sense morality is said by many non-cosmopolitans to arise naturally as the
baseline morality within sovereign states. In fact, the reasons why it
appears so widespread or natural may have much to do with the structure
of the current states system and its tendency to reinforce economic and
related nationalisms. In this context, we can consider the continuing
failure of all but a few developed states to meet the UN target of transfer-
ring 0.7 percent, or 7 cents of every 10 dollars, in gross national income. In
fact, official development aid, as opposed to military aid, from developed
states has fallen in percentage terms, from 0.33 percent of combined GNI
in 1985 to 0.23 percent in 2002.35 Some specificity here will help underscore
the point about just how much states may be willing to give in the current
system. The United States transferred 0.13 percent of GNI for develop-
ment aid in 2002, lowest among the 22 highly developed states tracked by
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. The US
actually was first in overall development aid delivered, at nearly $13.3
billion, which represented some 23 percent of the $58.27 billion total for
the affluent states. In descending order of contribution percentage,
Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Netherlands and Luxembourg were the only
states to meet the 0.7 percent goal, with Denmark transferring 0.96.
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Among states with gross domestic products of at least $1.4 trillion, none
registered higher than France’s 0.38 percent, or $5.49 billion. The United
Kingdom gave 0.31 percent, or $4.92 billion; Germany 0.27 percent, or
$5.32 billion; Japan 0.23 percent, or $9.28 billion; and Italy 0.20 percent, or
$2.33 billion.36 The amounts may still seem impressive, but not all of the
aid is targeted at regions needing it the most. In fact, in the case of the
United States, less than half of development aid goes to low-income states,
as opposed to strategically important middle-income states such as
Egypt.37 The aid that does reach low-income states is far below what
would be sufficient to help many secure even minimal subsistence stand-
ards for all of their people, as UN Secretary General Kofi Annan and
other non-state advocates for the global impoverished have emphasized.38

Recall that the World Bank estimates it will take additional contributions
of as much as $60 billion per year from affluent states to only halve
extreme global poverty and hunger by 2015. Prospects for the kinds of dis-
tributions that could achieve more robust human development—say for
the $300 billion per year that Pogge estimates his Global Resources Divi-
dend could produce—would not appear bright. The structure of the West-
phalian system helps to ensure that there is no impartial judge to settle
questions of appropriate transfers, at least not one that can obtain firm
compliance with decisions made. In most cases, debates over transfer
levels are held exclusively among the potential donors, giving rise to a
powerful form of own-case bias and significantly inhibiting movement
toward more cosmopolitan distributions.

Some do argue that states should find it in their self-interest to make
significant transfers. Pogge, for example, cites increasing threats of
terrorism, epidemics, illegal drugs and unauthorized immigration from
lesser-developed states as evidence that developed states should have
compelling interests in aiding them.39 Poverty and related ills in less afflu-
ent states do indeed have an impact on richer states. A plausible argu-
ment can be made that affluent states make some of their contributions
from an enlightened self-interest in achieving a more stable and just inter-
national order. However, transfers at the level required by a moral
cosmopolitan approach likely would far outweigh the benefits derived for
citizens of the states making the transfers. In fact, affluent states typically
have responded to the threats from less affluent states with increased
enforcement and interdiction measures aimed at the specific threats,
including through inter-governmental cooperation, rather than by primar-
ily addressing the root causes.40 Leaders of sovereign states are tasked
with finding the most effective means of promoting and protecting their
citizens’ interests. Programs targeting specific threats to those interests
are more cost effective, and therefore more clearly presentable as in the
interest of the polity, than making the larger transfers and probably con-
siderable sacrifices that would be necessary to address the threats at their
roots. If targeted enforcement generally is adequate to protect the
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citizens of an affluent state, then there will be little reason to make large-
scale transfers.

The same general self-interest critique may be applied to the approach
of the cosmopolitan democrats, who argue that trans-state democracy is
needed because of the decreasing power of states to protect or promote
the interests of their citizens in the face of economic globalization. I will
view the cosmopolitan democrats’ approach as one variant of limited insti-
tutional cosmopolitanism, probably the one falling closest on a continuum
to strong institutional cosmopolitanism. The approach is nicely thumb-
nailed in the following from David Held:

In a world of intensifying regional and global relations, with marked
overlapping “communities of fate,” democracy requires entrenchment
in regional and global networks as well as in national and local poli-
ties. Without such a development, many of the most powerful regional
and global forces will escape the democratic mechanisms of account-
ability, legitimacy and considered public intervention.41

Held and other cosmopolitan democrats do not advocate creating a full
global government. But Held is clear that some institutions must be
created or newly endowed with strong supranational capabilities to secure
democratic rule for individuals within states in the face of increasingly
powerful processes of economic globalization.42 Held’s institutional pre-
scriptions would include the creation of a new International Human
Rights Court, compulsory state submission to the jurisdiction of the Inter-
national Court of Justice, and the creation of an additional UN chamber
where the interests of individuals as members of a global civil society,
rather than as citizens of rivalrous sovereign states, would be represen-
ted.43 Longer-term prescriptions include creating a global parliament
connected to a network of regions, nations and localities and possessing
some independent power to raise revenue; an interconnected global legal
system, and a progressive transfer of states’ coercive capabilities to
regional and global institutions.

Many of Held’s institutional prescriptions would be those of a plausible
institutional cosmopolitan. My approach differs in that it does not presume
that the pressures from the globalizing economy are sufficient to cause
states’ leaders to submit in the near term to the compulsory jurisdiction of
the International Court of Justice, or cede some of their internal sover-
eignty to a UN chamber that would include their own citizens. Such broad
changes may be possible in the much longer term, if states have become
increasingly embedded in supranational organizations and gradually have
come to address a broader range of issues in common. Chapter 7 explores
possibilities for gradually realizing a global project of democratically
accountable political and economic integration.

In sum, ethical particularism is foundational in the Westphalian system.
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The norms of internal and external sovereignty observed by states are jus-
tified by reference to their role in protecting and promoting the interests
of their own citizens. The perceived separateness of citizen sets helps to
create and reinforce electoral and own-case biases against cosmopolitan
distributions. Some significant transfers of food and other aid are made by
states, but they are much smaller than the extension of routine distribu-
tions that would be demanded by moral cosmopolitanism. Hopes for
broader distributions and improved life chances for the least affluent are
frustrated at many turns in the current system.

An integrated alternative

If the Westphalian system impedes cosmopolitan distributions because it
encourages an inward-looking stance, then a more integrated system
should promote cosmopolitan ends. It should promote the view that much
larger sets of persons have interests in common that should be protected
and promoted in common. In a more integrated system, mechanisms for
obtaining compliance with state distributive obligations also should be
more varied and more effective. And democratically accountable integra-
tion should allow individuals within states to have more significant input
on the policies that have impact on their lives at the state and supra-
national levels. Amartya Sen, among others, has made a compelling case
that political rights, when their full exercise is allowed, are vital to securing
economic rights.44

We can turn to the European Union as a partial model for the integ-
rated alternative. I say partial because union-wide democracy remains
underdeveloped in many respects,45 and it should not be presumed that the
European template should or easily could be laid over the rest of the
world. That said, the union is extremely significant as an example of a
system in which the dynamics of regional economic and political integra-
tion have opened spaces for the promotion of more cosmopolitan distribu-
tive outcomes, as well as the securing of a narrow but robust package of
individual rights recognized above the state. In the EU, trans-state distrib-
utions have been formalized through “structural fund” transfers aimed at
stimulating development and lessening the impacts of integration, mainly
within less affluent states.46 Since 1993, additional “cohesion fund” distrib-
utions have been made to aid development in the historically least affluent
EU states: Spain, Portugal, Greece and Ireland.47 Accompanying this
growth in distributions of resources has been increasing distribution of
opportunities in the form of free movement, granted first to workers and
gradually to all citizens of participating member states. Citizens have
gained the right to live and work across the union, and to stand and vote in
local and EU elections.48 Citizens of member states also have gained
independent legal standing and the right to challenge some actions of their
states in the European Court of Justice. For example, a 1982 ruling found
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British workplace gender-equality laws discriminatory and ordered them
modified to comply with supranational law, despite the vigorous legal
defense and protests of the British government. A later ruling resulted in
the UK being forced to compensate women discharged from military
service because of pregnancy, and the court has ruled a number of other
times against the express wishes of member states.49 That is not to say that
the ECJ does not consider the impact on member states of its rulings,50 or
that the court, which has focused on cases related to trans-state economic
activity, is designed to be a model defender of human rights or a
cosmopolitan distributive scheme.51 However, the legal standing of indi-
viduals above their states, itself secured over time in the ECJ, has enabled
individuals to contest and occasionally defeat unreasonable rejections of
rights claims by their own states.

Overall, integration has helped to expand the set of persons whose
interests are promoted in common in Europe. It has resulted in some
significant transfers of material resources to less affluent member states, as
well as transfers of broader opportunities to persons in those states. EU
distributions of resources and opportunities are likely not at a level suffi-
cient to satisfy moral cosmopolitanism. However, the person born into a
poor region of the historically least-affluent EU states is less handicapped
by starting point than in the past. In fact, a convergence has been docu-
mented among EU member-state economies. From 1986 to 1999, per
capita gross domestic product in the four poorest states rose from 65
percent to 78 percent of the overall EU average.52 Convergence has not
been uniform, and the least affluent substate regions, including overseas
dependencies, continue to lag.53 However, free movement opens a range
of opportunities to individuals in the poorest regions, and significant distri-
bution of resources from more affluent EU states continues to underwrite
development in those regions. Similar distributions of resources and
opportunities will be available to the citizens of the ten additional states
that were approved in 2003 to accede to full EU membership in May
2004.54 Unlike the isolated Pacific islanders, those in Cyprus, the Czech
Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovakia
and Slovenia can expect steadily increasing access to important life
resources and opportunities because of their states’ involvement in a
supranational integration project that has made a commitment to develop-
ment in all member states.

A more fully elaborated version of the integrated alternative is offered
in the next chapter. The discussion here has been intended to give insight
into the concrete features of an existing supranational system where a
more cosmopolitan approach to distributions has emerged. In such
systems, broader polities are created, helping to reinforce an understand-
ing that the interests of broader sets of persons should be promoted in
common. Some of the tensions identified between sovereignty and human-
ity are significantly lessened over time. This brings us back to the central
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claim of this chapter, that the moral cosmopolitan also should advocate
institutional cosmopolitanism. Because of the inherent tension between
the Westphalian system and universal rights fulfillment, the cosmopolitan
should advocate progressive, democratically accountable integration, on
the way to establishing a global system in which the self-development
rights of all persons will be fulfilled. That is the “cosmopolitan imperative”
of the chapter title. Of course, the imperative or obligation to advocate
integration is not limited to cosmopolitan political theorists. In the final
section, I discuss how all of us can approach the fulfillment of obligations
that correspond to self-development rights,

An obligation to create just institutions

The argument for an institutional cosmopolitan approach to securing self-
development rights is informed by a broader, ongoing discussion about
how we can speak comprehensibly about any universal economic rights.
Critics of such rights concepts charge that they are not comprehensible
because of difficulties in determining the assignment of universal, or
imperfect obligations.55 If I have a right to be fed, they ask, which specific
person has an obligation to feed me? If a donor is not presumed to be
matched to a specific recipient, the donor ostensibly would find herself
with duties to all persons in the world, facing a bottomless pit of obliga-
tion. However, an approach that views universal duties as appropriately
discharged through institutions can answer the objection in two ways.
First, institutions help to convert general, imperfect obligations into
perfect and directly assignable ones. Each person can assume a duty to
help create institutions or contribute to the maintenance of existing ones
that are empowered to secure individual rights. Second, an institutional
approach promotes contribution on fair terms, helping to eliminate the
need to impose heroic or untenable sacrifices on any one person or group.

Consider how an institutional approach is commonly adopted in the ful-
fillment of such rights as physical security. All are said to have a right to be
secure in their physical persons, but it is not plausible to hold individuals
singly responsible for ensuring the safety of others. Not all of us are
equipped to serve as law enforcement officers or to otherwise take part in
physically imposing order. However, we can be held responsible and
assume easily assignable duties as members of a community. We can con-
tribute to the law enforcement and legal institutions that help to ensure
that all are more secure in their persons and property.56 As Nussbaum
observes:

Any political and legal order that is going to protect people against
torture, rape and cruelty will need material support. There will need
to be lawyers, courts, police, other administrative officers, and these
will need to be supported, presumably, by a system of taxation.57
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Similarly, we can contribute to the creation and maintenance of institu-
tions capable of securing self-development rights over progressively larger
geographic areas. Now, it might be argued that the two cases should not be
compared because physical security is a negative right—a right to be left
alone—whereas a right to self-development is a positive right whose fulfill-
ment requires specific actions or contributions from others. However, the
distinction breaks down when we give due emphasis to the fact that
neither set of rights can be protected without contributions to institutions.
In both cases, there are “positive duties” to contribute to institutions that
can promote the recognition and protection of key rights for broad sets
of persons. Overall, institutions help to make universal obligations
comprehensible and assignable to specific individuals, and an institutional
approach can help to better ensure that our attempts to fulfill universal
rights obligations will have the intended effects.

An institutional approach also provides greater relief from potentially
stringent distributive demands. Recall that critics of simple utilitarianism
argued that so much could be demanded of donors in affluent states that
they would be unable to focus on their core life projects. If we view obliga-
tions as properly discharged through institutions, the force of that critique
diminishes. Not only will it be more likely that the universal rights in ques-
tion will be fulfilled, but if the institutions have sufficiently broad reach
and compliance capacity, donors will not be expected to give to the point
of exhaustion. They will find themselves more able to develop and pursue
their core projects.58 As Thomas Nagel notes, “That is why charity has
been largely superseded in domestic political arrangements, at least for the
most basic requirements of life, by various schemes of redistributive taxa-
tion, public benefits, and mandatory social insurance.”59 Domestic institu-
tional distribution has removed the need for constant weighing of
obligations to compatriots, who are generally presumed to be protected by
the welfare state. Exhortations to give charity remain common, but they
are most often not aimed at the basic social welfare infrastructure. If
broader obligations similarly were fulfilled through a supranational institu-
tional scheme, the burden on any one group of donors would not be so
great.60 Such a scheme still would be likely to require transfers at a higher
level than a strictly domestic scheme, but an institutional approach should
help to ease many concerns about demandingness or a need for moral
heroism.

Besides the ways in which an institutional approach answers concerns
about the assignment of duties and moral heroism, it also helps to rein-
force that the fulfillment of universal rights is a question of justice, rather
than beneficence or charity. An exhortation to charity may result in bene-
ficial transfers of wealth, but it generally does not lead to the reform of
institutional structures that may be contributing to the problems that make
charitable transfers necessary. Recall Martin Luther King’s declaration
that “an edifice which produces beggars needs restructuring.” Pogge offers
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a powerful argument in a related context, noting that the injustice of
slavery itself would not have been abolished by a program of buying and
freeing individual slaves. The institutional causes of the injustice had to be
addressed.61 In general, a beneficence approach not only allows the
holders of resources to determine when an appropriate amount has been
given, as in the Lockean own-case bias discussion, but it may do little to
effect significant change in a global system that consistently has produced
absolute deprivation on a massive scale.

Finally, an emphasis on institutional transformation, rather than on
individual contributions, can highlight important questions about harm.
Unless we give scrutiny to systems of property rights, economic rules and
distributive schemes broadly construed, we may find ourselves participat-
ing in unjust institutional schemes and thus daily committing injustices,
even though we may be doing no more than pursuing a career and helping
to provide for a family.62 Pogge has long argued for a strong negative duty
against contributing to unjust institutional schemes. The emphasis in his
work on how individuals may unintentionally cause harm through partici-
pation in an institutional framework is important both analytically and
rhetorically. It is important analytically because it helps draw attention to
ways in which the global economic playing field is not level and individuals
in economically complex and powerful states can exercise important, even
if not wholly intended, influence over those in less affluent states. Rhetori-
cally, an emphasis on duties not to harm helps to add a sense of urgency to
rights claims. The emphasis helps to ensure that we view ourselves as
“causally and morally, intimately involved in the fate of the poor.”63 We
may be contributing to a system which continues to produce great inequal-
ities in part because of its structural features, including a general restric-
tion of immigration and the lack of a global redistributive mechanism. We
may be contributing to moral wrongs even if we are not directly engaged
in acts considered morally wrong.

In sum, a focus on institutions demonstrates how imperfect duties may
be transformed into perfect and assignable ones, and how individuals can
discharge their duties by helping to transform existing institutions or
create new ones capable of ensuring rights fulfillment. Such an approach
would not only help to secure rights, but it would allow individual donors
some respite by routinizing transfers and ensuring more full compliance. I
will note that I have not directly addressed the duties that the absolutely
impoverished have to contribute to the improvement of their own circum-
stances and the similarly situated worldwide. That issue deserves develop-
ment, since it raises important concerns about avoiding paternalism. Here,
I will suggest that the most effective way to avoid oppressive policies in an
integrating system will be to emphasize that those in less affluent states
should be viewed not as the subjects of charity but as global co-citizens,
engaged in a joint project of addressing problems common to an evolving
global society. The structure of the integrated alternative, where broader
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sets of interests gradually come to be viewed as appropriately protected in
common, should help to promote a co-citizen view.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have argued that the moral cosmopolitan also should
advocate strong institutional cosmopolitanism. I discussed how the West-
phalian framework gives rise to powerful, mutually reinforcing biases
within states that inhibit cosmopolitan distributions. In a more economic-
ally and politically integrated system, where broader polities were created,
the interests of more persons would be jointly promoted, and the chances
for fulfillment of self-development rights greatly increased. The European
Union offered concrete examples of ways in which integration has
increased trans-state distribution of resources, freed the movement of
persons across borders, and generally helped to improve the life chances
of those born into less affluent member states. I argued that all persons
have a duty to contribute to similar positive changes elsewhere. Specifi-
cally, we should view our duties as ones to promote institutional trans-
formation, or the creation of new institutions, in order to better secure
self-development rights. The fully elaborated claim is that all have a
duty to promote just, democratically accountable economic and political
integration among states, in the interest of ensuring that all persons will
have access to resources and opportunities sufficient to form and pursue a
robust life plan. That is the cosmopolitan imperative.
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5 Democratic distance

Introduction

If some form of democratic global government capable of securing self-
development rights for all persons should be considered as a long-term
aim, then objections to it also must be considered. I want to emphasize
that, even if it does not seem possible that a global government could be
created, however long the time horizon, discussion of the objections is
important, because any objection against global government proposals
likely will have some force against proposals for less extensive sets of
supranational institutions, including even those to make NAFTA look
more like the European Union in the near term.1 So once again, the exer-
cise here should not be viewed as one of purely ideal theory or utopia
building, but as an exploration of some significant issues related to the
advocacy of economic and political integration between states.

The chapter is structured as follows: first, I provide context for the
objections with a brief review of world government proposals, emphasiz-
ing the world state “heyday” of the 1940s. Then I outline what is meant by
a democratic, multi-level global government, with emphasis on principles
of supremacy and subsidiarity. Following that, I consider an objection
holding that a world government would simply be too large for democratic
rule, and I discuss how that and related objections should influence our
understanding of the appropriate forms for integration, from the regional
to the global.

The world state ideal

As earlier noted, world government, or the related concept of world cit-
izenship, can be traced to the writings of the Stoics some 2,500 years ago.
Diogenes, the contemporary of Aristotle who declared himself a citizen of
the world, is often credited with coining the term kosmopolites, “citizen of
the cosmos,” from which cosmopolitan is derived.2 Aristotle himself may
have been the author of a letter to Alexander supporting the creation of a
global polis.3 The letter’s authorship has been questioned, but Dante



Alighieri notes his debt to Aristotle several times in De Monarchia, where
he presents his own argument that “universal peace is the most excellent
means of securing our happiness,” and that such a peace can be best
achieved through universal monarchy.4 The ancient Hindu and Chinese
traditions address both the world state and world citizenship. In China,
fifth-century BCE philosopher Mozi, is reported to have said, when asked
the way to “universal love and mutual benefit,” that it was “to regard
other people’s countries as one’s own.”5 More recently, in the nineteenth
century, world unity was espoused outside the West by such prominent
figures as Persian prophet Baha u llah, founder of the Bahai faith; by
Japanese constitutional lawyer Azusa Ono, and Chinese scholar K’ang
Yu-wei.6 But the concept has had its fullest airing in the Western tradition,
where scholars or proponents of the world state or world citizenship have
included Pierre Dubois, Erasmus, Duc de Sully, Emeric Cruce, William
Penn, Abbé de Saint-Pierre, Jeremy Bentham7 and Kant. Below, I con-
sider Kant’s specific argument against the institution of a single global
state.

In the first half of the twentieth century, the most prominent advocate
of the world state was the novelist and social critic, H.G. Wells.8 His
thought informed much of the work on world government that appeared
following World War II, when the ideal enjoyed an unprecedented popu-
larity. The heyday of the world state, which lasted roughly from 1944 to
1950, came in part because of the devastation caused by the war, and in
part because of the terrible new dangers of nuclear weapons, as noted in
the previous chapter. World federation proposals were surprisingly
common during this time.9 Even US President Harry Truman, speaking to
a university audience in Kansas City in 1945, said, “It will be just as easy
for nations to get along in a republic of the world as it is for us to get along
in the republic of the United States.”10 In 1946, some 23,000 reader groups
were formed to discuss Emery Reves’ world government argument in The
Anatomy of Peace. The book appeared in condensed form in two issues of
Reader’s Digest, which organized the groups.11 Perhaps the most striking
evidence of the popular currency of world government during the heyday
is that, in late 1949 and early 1950, the US Senate Subcommittee on
Foreign Relations was considering no fewer than eight proposals on world
or regional federation. In the same time period, 19 US senators and 120
representatives backed a resolution stating that a fundamental objective of
US foreign policy should be the transformation of the United Nations into
“a world federation open to all nations with defined and limited powers
adequate to preserve peace and prevent aggression through the enact-
ment, interpretation, and enforcement of world law.”12 As Yale political
scientist Percy Corbett observed in 1950:

What is unique today is the careful attention being given to world
government and other plans for large-scale political union even in the
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highest governmental circles here and abroad. In recent years this
movement for world federation has spread with gathering force to the
far corners of the earth. What was once the dream of poets and philo-
sophers has become a serious factor in politics—something to be reck-
oned with by those who formulate and execute foreign policy.13

It also was during the heyday that Albert Einstein made his oft-quoted
statement that he would rather face the risks of global tyranny under a
world state than global nuclear war in a world of competing states. Ein-
stein helped establish the Emergency Committee of Atomic Scientists,
whose members staged a vigorous public campaign for world government
as the only effective means of eliminating the potential horrors of nuclear
weapons.14 Similarly, Bertrand Russell argued for a world federation of
states to control the nuclear threat. Russell’s federation would have been
comprised of an essentially new set of states whose borders would have
been redrawn to make all states roughly equal in population. Each would
have been able to exercise most of the current prerogatives of internal sov-
ereignty, but they would have been required to submit external disputes to
a restructured and much stronger United Nations.15

The end of the world state heyday came with the advent of the Cold
War, the “Red Scare” in the United States and the dangers faced by any
individual whose beliefs could be construed as less than patriotic.16 Some
proponents of a world state scaled back their plans to an “Atlantic Union”
of the United States and European democracies,17 while others distanced
themselves from the supranational altogether. Interestingly, some of the
backlash to the world federation movement of the heyday parallels criti-
cisms today of organizations such as the World Trade Organization. Con-
sider this excerpt from a February 1950 editorial in the San Francisco
Examiner:

World government would enable foreign countries to write our laws,
commandeer our defenses, tax or confiscate our resources and try our
citizens before alien tribunals. . . . To elevate another flag beside our
own would be only the first step toward repealing the Declaration of
Independence and nullifying the Constitution of the United States.18

Popular support for the concept of world government has not since
approached anything like the levels of the late 1940s, though it still does
have some surprisingly prominent supporters, including venerated US
television newscaster Walter Cronkite.19 In academic circles the concept of
a full world state has served recently as mainly a utopian or “idealist” foil
for neorealist scholars of international relations. Some political theorists
and international legal scholars in the 1960s and 1970s did give the concept
serious attention and worked out elaborate models of world government,20

but their work was relegated mainly to the fringes of the disciplines.21 As
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noted, the tendency for economic globalization to erode some aspects of
local democratic control has prompted some scholars recently to advocate
the creation of relatively limited global parliaments or otherwise call for
some dispersal of sovereignty, though not a full global government.22

Others have begun to criticize the lack of serious discussion about some
form of global government as a possible outcome of current global eco-
nomic integration.23 However, in current mainstream political theory and
international relations, the fully realized world state generally is dismissed
without much discussion.

One of the primary aims in addressing specific objections in this and
the next chapter is to demonstrate that the reasons in favor of maintain-
ing the Westphalian status quo, or of moving to a limited supranational
scheme, are less compelling than those in favor of creating a global
scheme with the potential to much better secure universal rights. In other
words, the discussion is aimed at demonstrating that global government
would be desirable as a long-term institutional goal. The aim of Chapter 7
is to show that the gradual creation of some form of global government is
feasible in the long term, and that a similarly structured democratically
accountable integration is feasible on a more limited scale in the nearer
term.

The democratic distance objection

This objection holds that the enormous scale of a single global government
would render representation and other aspects of democracy hopelessly
problematic. Like so much that is salient to cosmopolitan theory, it can be
traced to Kant, who argued that his proposed confederation of states to
promote global peace would be rationally preferable to joining all states
under one power, because “laws lose more and more of their effectiveness
as the government increases in size, and the resulting soulless despotism is
plunged into anarchy after having exterminated all the germs of the
good.”24 Many critics since have emphasized the soul-less despotism aspect
of Kant’s argument, asserting that representation in a global state would
be so diluted as to be practically meaningless, giving globally promulgated
laws and policies the quality of uncontestable edicts from afar and above.
Critics also usually presume, with Kant, that power in a global government
would be concentrated at the top, and legislators would be called on to
represent vast numbers of people, with predictably poor responsiveness to
their constituents’ interests or understanding of their policy needs. As
Michael Doyle argues:

If the maximum effective size of a legislature is about 500, a global
constituency would have to be of the order of 8 million persons. . . .
Since modern states may already be too large for effectively liberal
politics, global government cannot be a liberal aim.25

Democratic distance 93



The democratic distance, or size, objection raises important points about
democratic representation and accountability that should be considered by
any advocate of global government or smaller integration projects, and it
should help to shape the kinds of institutions proposed. I do not believe it
is a decisive objection against global government in general, because of the
ways in which intermediary democratic bodies can help to ensure robust
representation and accountability, as well as some ways in which substate
groups can actually achieve more robust representation of their interests
in a supranational organization.

The integrated alternative elaborated

To begin to address the democratic distance objection, I will offer a more
detailed sketch of what could be considered a democratic global govern-
ment. I will lean toward specificity, one informed by the distance objec-
tion, by principles common to constitutional liberal democracies, and by
current and evolving institutional practice in the European Union. First,
we can presume that limits on a democratic supranational government
would be enshrined in binding documents, either in a written constitution
or in an evolving corpus of treaties and judgments by supranational courts.
The European Union, after some fifty years of supranational integration in
the latter mode, moved in 2002 to create a single, binding document. By
July 2003, the Convention on the Future of the European Union had pro-
duced a full draft, which needed ratification from the fifteen existing and
ten acceding member states.26 As in the EU draft document, which pro-
claimed a commitment to the “values of respect for human dignity, demo-
cracy, equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights,”27 we can
presume that the common civil and political rights of individuals promoted
in liberal democracies would be codified, including voting and being able
to run for office, exercising freedom of expression, assembly and associ-
ation. In contrast to EU practice, I will presume that supranational
parliamentary bodies, as the direct representatives of the people, ulti-
mately would have primary or at least coequal policy making respons-
ibility with other governing branches. The European Parliament has been
gaining in powers and may eventually have coequal powers, but at present
it is a junior partner in policymaking. As in the EU, individual citizens of
all member states could be expected to have the right to directly challenge
rulings or policies of lower bodies to higher bodies, including challenging
the actions of nation-states in supranational courts.

The global system could be composed of partially sovereign, semi-
autonomous units. I say units because, in the context of a more integrated
system, we need not think only in terms of states and regional organi-
zations composed of states. Substate regions and municipalities likely
would have an important role to play, as they increasingly do in Europe.
Above regions could be historic states, and above states, democratic

94 Democratic distance



supranational regional organizations. Above supranational regional
organizations would be the global governing bodies, with representatives
elected and public servants drawn from all regions. As in the EU, vertical
governance could be complemented by horizontal networks or webs
of authority and representation that include inter-governmental co-
ordinating bodies, associations of substate governments and other actors,
and issue-specific governance initiatives involving government and
non-governmental organizations.28

We can view relations between all vertical levels as guided by principles
of supremacy and subsidiarity. Supremacy refers to the binding nature of
the laws, judgments and policies produced by successively higher levels of
government. In general terms, supremacy is necessary to help ensure that
the fundamental rights of individuals within states and other governing
units are respected, as well as to ensure adequate governing capacity at the
higher levels. It has been established in European integration through a
series of cases in the European Court of Justice.

Clearly the principle is vital if the EU is to function properly, since if
member states had the power to annul EU law by adopting or giving
precedence to national law, then there could be no uniform or consis-
tent EU legal order: states could apply national law when EU law was
distasteful or inconvenient to them.29

Supremacy is balanced by a principle of subsidiarity, which dictates that
issues should be addressed and policy set at the lowest appropriate level.30

Subsidiarity was formally enshrined in the EU in 1993, and in the 1999
Amsterdam Treaty the principle was clarified in a way that is significant
here. That treaty states that a supranational EU institution must demon-
strate that action above the member states is required on any specific
issue. The institution or agency can argue that the specific act of gover-
nance should be shifted upward to realize benefits of scale, or that the
issue is beyond the effective control of individual member states. Such a
requirement in the global context could mean that lower governing bodies
would lodge a formal jurisdictional challenge against higher bodies, which
could significantly address concerns about a soul-less, despotic world state
unilaterally imposing its legislative will from the center upon a far-flung
polity. Supremacy of the highest bodies would obtain in those areas where
its necessity could be demonstrated, for example, trans-state pollution or
regulation of the global trade and finance infrastructure. Subsidiarity could
give democratic polities at all levels the ability to contest unreasonable
actions by higher bodies:

The principle seems to reflect the same normative ideals as demo-
cracy: policies must be controlled by those affected, to ensure that
institutions and laws reflect the interests of individuals under
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conditions where all count as equals. Only when these considerations
counsel joint action is central authority warranted.31

In addition, even when central authority is warranted, there is nothing
inherent in multi-level governance requiring that the higher authority
must dictate the means used by sub-units to achieve broader goals.32 Local
authorities would be able to employ the policy means most likely to be
effective in their regions, consistent with achieving the broader policy
goals.

We can assume that there would be a global executive branch of some
form, in addition to a judicial branch and parliament. However, I believe
we should resist any urge to try to give a blueprint detailing the full role of
an executive-branch presiding officer or commission, electoral procedures
for members of parliament, the number and tenure of justices on a high
court, etc. We can be open to diverse specific shapes that institutions might
take and practices they might adopt in an ongoing, evolutionary process of
integration. What can be expected and demanded of all bodies is that they
observe respect for core civil, political and economic rights, that they
include mechanisms for transparency and accountability, and that there be
some effective balance of power between institutions, as well as strong
forms of accountability from leadership to citizens. In sum, the model
that has begun to emerge is of a multi-level constitutional system of
representative democratic government. Laws, rules and judgments made
at the highest level are binding, according to a principle of supremacy.
Relations between governing bodies are guided by a principle of subsidiar-
ity, where policy set above may be challenged on grounds that it would be
more effectively or appropriately or efficiently set at a lower level. Indi-
viduals have formal legal standing to directly challenge governing bodies,
allowing them to contest possibly unreasonable actions by policymakers
and governing agencies at all levels. What in this model might be objec-
tionable in terms of democratic distance?

Citizen efficacy and substate groups

First, the critic might say that even if intermediary bodies did help to keep
democratic institutions as close and accountable to citizens as possible,
individuals would have to have some dealings with the highest-level insti-
tutions, and they undoubtedly would feel powerless to contest decisions
made at those levels, besides feeling alienated by the enormous scale of
democracy and representation. Robert Dahl, for example, has recently
expressed doubts about the possibility for genuinely democratic trans-state
rule, saying that the opportunities for citizens to give meaningful input,
especially at the global level, would be extremely limited.33 However, as
Michael Doyle notes above, some democratic states already are enormous.
Dahl would suggest that the European Union, at a post-expansion popu-
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lation approaching 400 million, is too large for effective democracy. But
then, what can be said for the continuing democratic prospects of a state
such as India, with its demos of already more than a billion?

In fact, on key issues such as perceptions of citizen efficacy, Dahl’s
earlier work, among other studies, suggests that there is little correlation
with perceived efficacy and the size of a democratic state. Citizens do tend
to believe that their effectiveness, or their overall ability to press claims, is
much stronger at the local than the national level. But the citizens of small
democracies such as the Netherlands do not feel significantly more effect-
ive in their dealings with their own national government than do citizens
of a large democracy such as the United States. Instead, factors including
the level of education in a state, the democratic or non-democratic nature
of its political institutions and political culture, appear to have a much
greater influence on how citizens expect to be treated by national govern-
ment bureaucrats and how effective they believe they will be in achieving
their aims.34 In Size and Democracy, which stands as the most comprehen-
sive exploration of issues related to democratic distance, Dahl and Edward
Tufte argue that robust democracy needs both very large and very small
units. Small units enhance the effectiveness of individual citizens in press-
ing their interests, while large ones are more likely to have the governing
capacity to achieve aims important to citizens.35 Small units do have appar-
ent advantages: they tend to be correlated with higher voter turnout and
some other kinds of civic involvement.36 But the kind of multi-level system
under discussion here could help to address concerns about both demo-
cratic distance and governing capacity. It would increase capacity at the
supranational level while devolving some policymaking powers to lower
levels, guided by a principle of subsidiarity. It would have the ability to
address concerns about large problems such as transnational pollution,
crime and human rights, while also keeping governing processes as close as
possible to the individual.37

In the European Union, substate entities have acquired some notewor-
thy voice and influence above their respective states, especially with the
operational launch of the Committee of the Regions in 1994. The commit-
tee, according to its own biographical description, was created out of “con-
cerns that the public was being left behind as the EU steamed ahead.
Involving the elected level of government closest to the citizens was one
way of closing the gap.”38 Before the accession of the ten new EU states it
had 222 members, with plans for accommodating up to 350 after accession.
Members represent regions, cities and municipal areas in the committee,
which meets five times per year as a quasi-parliamentary body. The com-
mittee is still largely seen as underdeveloped in its representative capacity,
since it has only advisory powers in relation to the main EU institutions.39

But its indirect powers to influence European Commission legislation have
been expanding through consultation requirements. In addition, more
than 150 substate regional and local governments now maintain offices in
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Brussels, where their staff members lobby at the supranational level and
gather and share information with one another.40 Some powers to allocate
structural funds and set local policy also have been transferred to regions
by member states. For Hooghe and Marks, such developments are indic-
ators of a significant dispersal of authority taking place in the EU, one that
has given mayors, municipal and sub-state regional leaders increasing
leverage in pressing the interests of their own constituents.

Subnational governments are no longer constrained to dyadic political
relations with national state actors. They have direct access to the
European Commission, they mobilize directly in Brussels, they are
formally represented in a European assembly, they interact with each
other across national borders, and some participate in the Council of
Ministers. This multiplication of channels for subnational mobilization
is part of a broader transformation in the European Union . . . from
state-centric to multi-level governance.41

The devolution of some important distributive and administrative tasks to
substate regions, as well as participation by various local governments at
the supranational level, is key. It helps to suggest that when polities and
local governing units are embedded in supranational institutions, they can
have more, not less, democratic voice and autonomy. Multi-level gover-
nance could operate in a similar way on a much larger scale, helping to
provide more avenues for pressing key rights and representing interests.

It might be objected that, while the integration of Europe has opened
possibilities for more vigorous local representation, as well as giving indi-
viduals some formal standing above the state, it also has made them
vulnerable to rights violations originating at the supranational level. Two
responses can be made. First, as the discussion above indicates, we need
not presume that all laws and regulations must be issued as edicts from
above in a supranational system. Observance of a principle of subsidiarity
helps to check tendencies toward inappropriate or unjust interference
from supranational policymakers.42 Second, it is actually more likely that
individual rights protection will be greater the more avenues of appeal
individuals have, especially if they are members of an ethnic, national or
other minority within a state or substate region. An oft-cited example is
the civil rights struggle of African-Americans in the American South
during the early and middle parts of the twentieth century. A courageous
and dynamic social and legal movement gradually led to the recognition of
core rights for African-Americans at the federal level, and it was higher-
level authorities who finally ensured that those rights would be guaran-
teed, against the resistance of many authorities and stakeholders in the
segregated society at lower levels.43 Of course, there can be no ultimate
guarantee that a supranational judicial or other institution will not over-
step its bounds or make an egregious mistake in the case of an individual
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or group, any more than there is such a guarantee against abuses within a
state. However, the expansion of democratic rule above the state can
provide significant pressures for the maintenance of democratic rule
within states, in addition to providing more formal avenues for individuals
to challenge policies and actions by the agents of government.

Majority tyranny and trans-state factions

Those lodging the democratic distance objection also could be expected to
raise more general concerns about tyranny of the majority in a global
government. They might fear that powerful factions would be able to
impose an oppressive majority will on the global polity, excluding the
minority from fair policy consideration. These kinds of concerns give us
reason to look more closely at the beneficial role that horizontal trans-
state factions could play. We can gain insight into the importance of such
factions by looking first at the role of ideological and affinity groups striv-
ing for power and control in the domestic arena. In James Madison’s
account in Federalist 10, factions were declared both lamentable and
inevitable. It would be impossible to remove the causes of factions,
Madison said, unless individual liberties were undermined or all citizens
could somehow be given the same opinions on all issues. The cures, of
course, appeared far worse than the disease. Instead, Madison proposed
that the cure for factions would be more factions, or an active network of
civil society groups engaged in open democratic competition. The more
subsidiary groups into which a society is split, the more robust that
society’s democracy will be and the less prone to majority tyranny. The
“virtue” of the tendency toward factions grows with the size of a demo-
cracy. The larger the polity, the greater its diversity of ideological and
affinity groups, and the less damage extreme factions generally can cause.44

In a large trans-state democracy, the presence of many trans-state factions
should help lessen the chances of plain majority tyranny, as well as pos-
sible tensions between states, sub-state and supra-state governing bodies.
We could expect to see formation of myriad kinds of trans-state factions,
from sub-state governing bodies in formal associations and networks of
cooperation, to factions comprised of labor, environmental, business and
other interest groups. In fact, in the European Union, the full list of
business, non-governmental and other trans-state actors routinely pressing
their interests in Brussels tops 3,000, and many have Europe-wide mem-
bership.45 Political parties, whose members do sit by party rather than
national affiliation in the European Parliament, also are contributing to
a healthy pluralism and are expected by many to increase in their
representative and informal powers as the European Parliament continues
to grow in power.46 Finally, the many sub-state governmental actors
noted above can be viewed also as trans-state factions, especially in the
roles they play as members of horizontal associations pressing common
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interests. Examples include the Association of European Frontier
Regions, the Association of European Regions of Industrial Technology,
and the Four Motors of Europe.47

Similar trans-state factions can be expected to play important roles in
a global democracy. International non-governmental organizations, or
INGOs, defined as private, voluntaristic organizations operating in at least
two states, already have developed vast trans-state networks of individuals
and groups. The number of INGOs worldwide has grown from 1,255 in
1960 to some 28,775, with about 75 percent of those operating at the trans-
state regional level and more than 7 percent classified as fully global in
scope.48 The largest, Amnesty International, claims a membership and
donor list of more than one million in some 7,800 chapters across more
than 100 states and territories.49 It has exerted significant influence in
scores of cases involving politically-motivated imprisonment and other
rights abuses. Human Rights Watch and many other groups have become
powerful players in lobbying states and mobilizing individuals across
borders. INGOs have increased their lobbying visibility through recent
fora held alongside major UN gatherings. Also notable in recent years
have been the mass protests against the perceived agents of economic
globalization—the World Trade Organization, International Monetary
Fund, the proposed Free Trade Area of the Americas.50 The anti-
globalization movement so quickly gained in size and visibility in large
part because of widespread perceptions of a severe global democratic
deficit. The movement offers insights into the way factions could operate
in a global democracy, forming joint lobbying fronts to press for change
from supranational institutions, and contributing to a climate of “healthy
competition” across states and in supranational organizations at the
regional and global level. Some scholars have suggested that INGOs and
other actors below the state already are providing a “functional equival-
ent” to democracy in the global system by lobbying states and inter-
governmental organizations, and otherwise transmitting the preferences of
individuals within states.51 In Chapter 7, I work to reinforce the crucial
roles that trans-state actors in civil society can play in promoting the integ-
rated alternative. The discussion here highlights ways in which trans-state
factions can promote a beneficial democratic pluralism across boundaries
in a supranational project, lessening the chances for an overwhelmingly
powerful faction to arise or exercise undue influence.

Tyranny of the impoverished global majority

Some still might fear that a distinct kind of majority tyranny would emerge
in a global democracy that no amount of healthy factional competition
could avert. They might expect that individuals in poorer states, whose
numbers would far outstrip those in affluent states, would form a trans-
state coalition able to impose its will on the rest of the world. The poor

100 Democratic distance



could become a majority, pressing demands so steep as to ruin affluent
states or, more likely, to imperil any chance of maintaining a trans-state
democratic union. Similar fears influenced the design of the United
Nations, specifically the granting of permanent Security Council member-
ship and vetoes to the five most powerful nation-states at the time of its
founding: the United States, the former Soviet Union, Britain, France and
China. Majority tyranny fears were increasingly expressed in the UN
after widespread decolonization in the 1960s, when membership of less-
developed states grew until they were able to exercise a consistent major-
ity in the General Assembly. In 1974, the “Group of 77” less-developed
states used their numbers to press demands for a New International Eco-
nomic Order. The new order, informed by dependency theory, included
changes favoring less affluent states in interest rates, shipping costs, insur-
ance and influence in the International Monetary Fund and the World
Bank. The initiative was strenuously resisted by the United States, the
Soviet Union and other more developed states, and by the mid-1980s it
had been effectively defeated. More recently, less developed states have
pressed for strong UN recognition of a right to development in the Inter-
national Bill of Human Rights. This also has been resisted by the United
States, among other affluent states.52

How should fears about a majority tyranny of the less affluent inform
an institutional scheme for global democracy? I will suggest, first, that
there is little reason to believe that demands by the leaders of less affluent
states for measures to aid their citizens are unreasonable. The dependency
framework on which the New International Economic Order was con-
structed generally is more valuable in its rhetorical power than its ability
to analyze economic development problems and prescribe appropriate
solutions, and charges by affluent states of hidden neomercantilist agendas
in the NIEO may have been on target in several areas.53 However, the less
affluent states’ demands for an equitable global economic structure speak
to the core concerns of a cosmopolitan approach to distributive justice.
Those born in poorer states can generally expect far fewer resources and
opportunities for self-development than those born in affluent states. Like-
wise, it probably would not be unreasonable if, in a full global govern-
ment, those in poor states used their majority to pass measures resulting in
large transfers of material resources from the global affluent, on the way
to securing self-development rights for more persons. However, such a
move would require immediate, significant and unaccustomed sacrifices by
those in affluent states. It likely would be perceived as majority tyranny.
Recall the discussion of how Singer has progressively scaled back his dis-
tributive demands. His initial argument exhorted those in affluent states to
give until they made themselves as badly off as those they were trying to
help. The second version exhorted us to transfer about 10 percent of
income, acknowledging that too-stringent demands could actually result in
smaller overall transfers. The most recent version seeks only initial
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contributions of 1 percent of income, though he still urges us to consider
giving much more. The scaling back of demands, or at least expectations
about what those in affluent states actually will be willing to give, acknow-
ledges the difficulties with achieving dramatic sudden changes in transfers.
Such difficulties can be expected whether the transfers are charitable or
tax-supported ones made through institutions. In a global government,
those in affluent states, even if they were not morally justified in rejecting
transfer demands from a global parliament dominated by the less affluent,
could force a crisis of legitimacy.

The potential conflict is important, and some advocates of global
government have attempted to address it. A common solution offered by
those who want to see the near-term transformation of the United Nations
into a world state is that the UN General Assembly must be restructured
to include some scheme of weighted voting by, for example, economic
contribution.54 Other suggested checks include requiring some superma-
jority for such sweeping proposals as the NIEO.55 Or, redistributive pro-
posals could be subject to a veto mechanism to be exercised by some
consensus bloc of states that would be deeply affected by them. Such
procedural checks on majority power might be compatible with demo-
cratic institutions informed by the self-development conception of rights,
although the balance between safeguards against majority tyranny and
mechanisms that could allow rejections of just distributive demands would
be precarious.

It is important to note, however, that the majority tyranny issue is
raised in the context of a world system that would look very much like the
current one, except that the United Nations or some new global parlia-
ment would have the powers of a world government. I have offered some
reasons to believe that such a change would not be possible, besides being
undesirable. Further, I will suggest that the kind of majority tyranny dis-
cussed here likely would not be as significant a concern by the time any-
thing approaching a global government could emerge. As detailed in the
final chapter, I take a broadly functionalist reading of the possibilities for
large-scale supranational economic and political integration, where richer,
more economically complex states pursuing their own interests gradually
will become more embedded in supranational institutions at the regional
and ultimately the global level. Less developed states, and especially the
least developed, likely would not be an immediately integral part of any
global supranational system. They would be admitted only gradually,
as they met economic and political benchmarks. In that case, the threat
of poor states enforcing unreasonable demands on rich states through
a global democracy would be significantly smaller. The seeming con-
sequence of such an empirical chain, of course, is the continuation of wide-
spread absolute poverty and a failure to serve the very individuals whose
needs make the advocacy of democratically accountable global integration
so pressing.
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However, there is little reason to presume that such states would be
required to be “fully developed” before being admitted to an expanding
system, or that they would not receive significant development and other
assistance to achieve benchmarks. The European Union, for example, has
long offered forms of associate membership to prospective members.
“Typically, association agreements include highly preferential access to
EU markets . . . economic and technical cooperation of various sorts,
financial aid from the EU, political dialogue.”56 In fact, the ten states
acceding to full membership in 2004 began their formal affiliation in an
association agreement that offered them extensive assistance with market
adjustment, economic liberalization and the meeting of democratic stand-
ards. Albania and the states of the former Yugoslavia also have begun
early movement toward possible membership, and have received EU assis-
tance in several areas.57 We could expect a broadly similar approach in a
much larger body. Though some of the absolutely impoverished whose
needs make the development of the integrated alternative so pressing
would be the ones excluded at first, their exclusion would not be long term
or complete. In addition, individuals in middle-income states like the ten
new EU members could expect to see their states admitted more quickly,
enabling them to achieve important near-term gains in access to resources
and life opportunities.

Conclusion

This chapter has offered a fuller version of the integrated alternative to
the Westphalian states system and considered one important set of objec-
tions to it. It began with a selective survey of past works on world govern-
ment and the related concept of world citizenship, giving emphasis to
the heyday of the 1940s, when even the US Congress had before it a
number of world federation proposals. Then the integrated alternative was
described as a multi-level system of constitutional liberal democracy,
where current states and sub-state governing bodies would be embedded
in supranational regional organizations, those organizations would be
embedded in a global organization, and trans-state actors and governing
authorities would create important horizontal linkages. The system would
be guided by principles of supremacy and subsidiarity. Supremacy is
intended to provide higher-level bodies with the authority necessary to
protect individual rights, democratic governance and other important
social goods; subsidiarity is intended to balance the authority of higher-
level bodies and restrict it to those issues that cannot be effectively
coordinated at lower levels. The democratic distance, or size, objection
was addressed through consideration of the ways in which intermediary
bodies operating in a system guided by subsidiarity could help ensure
robust representation. The potential benefits of factional competition were
offered as ways both to allay fears of plain majority tyranny and to lessen
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the potential for deep, divisive conflict between governing bodies at the
various levels. Finally, majority tyranny was discussed in context of a pos-
sible global majority of the poor. The force of that objection was lessened
when the likely gradual evolution of any global integration project was
considered, along with the ways in which associate membership in the
global body could help less affluent states achieve economic and demo-
cratic benchmarks and ultimately be admitted to full membership.
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6 Citizenship, armed tyranny and
the democratic peace

Introduction

This chapter considers three other common or potentially significant
objections to global government. The first holds that strong national senti-
ment is necessary to democratic rule, the second that the threat of armed
tyranny from the top would be too great, and the third that civil war would
be endemic in a global governing system. As with the democratic distance
objection, each will help to inform an understanding of the appropriate
principles around which to construct a global or much more limited supra-
national project. Discussion of each will also lead to specific elaborations
of possible institutional forms and distributions of authority.

The citizenship objection

We can begin with the citizenship objection. It holds that robust trans-
state democracy is not possible, because individuals need a shared national
identity to fully function as democratic co-citizens.

Democracy implies the existence of a people who feel bound together.
It is this sense of a shared fate and mutual responsibility that leads
minorities to accept majority decisions, for example, and perhaps
more importantly, motivates majorities to take into account the
opinions and concerns of minorities rather than excluding them
altogether.1

The question for the advocate of trans-state democracy becomes, then,
whether it is plausible to believe that sentiments besides nationality can
sufficiently bind a democratic polity.

The citizenship objection, while similar in respects to arguments for
compatriot priority considered in Chapter 1, is worthy of independent
consideration, not least because nationalism is such an enduring and
powerful force in the global system. The advocate of supranational
government at any level must acknowledge the significance of national



sentiment to most persons and consider how such sentiment can be accom-
modated or mitigated. I will suggest that, although national sentiment is
politically significant, claims for it being necessary to democracy are over-
sold. Some joint sentiment is necessary to motivate the sacrifices required
by democracy, but it is not clear that the sentiment must be nationally
based. Further, continuing movement toward a pan-European democratic
practice gives insight on the kind of robust trans-state democracy that may
be possible in the relatively near term: one enabled not by nationality, but
by a commitment to shared democratic principles and political culture.

Nationality, by itself, would be a very thin motivating force for the sac-
rifices sometimes required in a democracy. Even most proponents of the
national model of democracy acknowledge that national sentiment must
be bolstered by material distributions to enable effective democratic rule.
Recall the emphasis on impositions in the universal priority approach,
where priority to compatriots was said to be necessary in order to legitim-
ate the imposition of institutions on them. Oldenquist, who offered a
loyalty argument for priority to compatriots, was even more explicit that
the loyalties of the poor must be vigorously inculcated through distribu-
tions and other means, lest poverty and alienation result in a disaffection
that leads them to stop participating democratically. Much of the polity-
binding work in democracies is presumed to be done through distributions
of resources, and through the distribution of opportunities that equal cit-
izenship can open. That should lead us to consider once more the distribu-
tions already being made across state borders within the European Union.
Both material resources and opportunities, via free movement, are being
distributed at significant levels in the EU region. Distributions of both are
scheduled to be extended to individuals in the ten less affluent acceding
states as those states become more integral parts of the union. Distribution
of material resources and opportunities may well be necessary to bind a
polity and enable shared rule, but national sentiment does not appear
necessary to enabling such distributions.

A more central difficulty for the citizenship objection is that the entities
it characterizes as national communities may actually contain subgroups
that also qualify as nations. In Chapter 1, we saw how, though co-nationals
may share some history, culture, language and other traits in common,
subgroups within nationalities often are distinct in significant ways.2 There
may be deep divisions between those in rural areas and those in the cities,
between classes, religious groups or those subscribing to different political
ideologies. Some of the differences appear distinct enough to argue that
subnational groups that are not separated from the larger group by lan-
guage or ethnicity—as in the example of gays and lesbians—represent dis-
tinct nations according to the same definitions of nationhood offered by
those raising the citizenship objection. If subgroups should themselves be
classified as nations, then we may already have numerous examples of
transnational democracies. I will not attempt to make a detailed defense of
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that assertion, but the existence of “subnational nations” does complicate
claims for national sentiment as a natural and necessary precondition of
democracy, as does the existence of a range of formally multinational
states. The sentiments enabling democracy in a state may be much less
national than proponents of a national model suggest.

In fact, there is some reason to believe that genuine trans-state demo-
cracy, or a robust trans-state citizenship, may emerge in the relatively near
term in the European Union. As earlier noted, the Maastricht Treaty for-
mally created a European citizenship, with accompanying rights to vote
and stand in local and EU elections, and affirmation of the rights of EU
citizens to live and work in other member states. The treaty also affirmed
that all EU citizens are guaranteed the rights specified in the European
Convention on Human Rights, and that they have the right of petition to
the European Parliament, as well as to appeal to an ombudsman created
by the treaty.3 Some see EU citizenship as a limited but still significant
expansion of individual rights, while others suggest it is a step on the way
to genuine supranational democracy and some citizen identification with
the larger union.

There are signs that the change of attitude is slowly taking hold. Euro-
barometer polls since 1982 have found that about half of all EU cit-
izens “sometimes” or “often” feel a sense of European identity.
Europeans still see themselves primarily as citizens of one member
state or another, but increased mobility is changing their perceptions.
As the barriers to movement around the EU are taken down, Euro-
peans have fewer reminders of the differences that divide them, and
so they will tend to see other Europeans less as “foreigners” and more
as partners in a joint venture. The gradual removal of border checks
has been an important psychological step in that direction. Another
step will come as Europeans see living in other parts of the EU less as
emigration and more as a free choice based on factors such as employ-
ment, opportunity and personal preference.4

Free movement and the right to local political participation are particu-
larly significant. The fact that an individual from any member state has the
right to vote and stand for office in municipal elections opens some possi-
bilities for the practice of a trans-state democracy. I do not claim that
political hopefuls are fanning out across EU territory in search of likely
ridings, or that “European” will become most people’s primary political
identity.5 But the right to vote and hold office in another nation-state is a
formal institutional encouragement of democratic practices not based
exclusively in the nation. Free movement opens the possibility that polities
will themselves increasingly include individuals who do not share the same
nationality but do come together to decide on policies affecting their
shared geographic and political space. Free movement also is significant
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because, with the codification of EU citizenship, those who move do so as
formal equals in most respects. Citizens of member states often do receive
greater protections under their own state’s laws, and states can set length-
of-residency and other migrant restrictions on local voting and candida-
cies.6 However, the European Court of Justice has in several decisions
affirmed the civil and property rights of internal migrant workers and their
families.7 The protection of the court, coupled with the rights protections
noted above, means that the differences and associated problems likely
will be far less than those that have accompanied differentiated citizenship
solely within states: the ghettoization and racist targeting of Turkish guest
workers in Germany, the frequent ill treatment of migrant Mexican farm-
workers in the United States.8 A more equal citizenship allows individuals
to press rights claims against local governments, employers or individuals,
and it can help to ensure more equal treatment. Assuming Turkish acces-
sion to the EU would be possible, it would not end racism against Turks
living and working in Germany—some 2.5 million of a German population
of 82 million9—but it would grant them EU citizenship and thus enable
them to seek some more robust legal protections, while also expanding the
European democratic arena.

Returning to nationality more narrowly, it might be suggested that the
EU is merely engaged in a larger project of forging a common identity
from disparate groups in ways similar to the nation-building projects of the
past. The union certainly emphasizes the familiar trappings of nationalism:
the distinctive flag, the “national” anthem (Beethoven’s Ode to Joy). But
democratic expansion, including expansion of citizenship and the increas-
ing powers of co-decision exercised by the European Parliament, has been
driven more at the institutional level by the perceived need to reduce the
EU democratic deficit than the need to create a nation of Europeans who
will be willing to make, in the name of shared nationality, the sacrifices for
one another necessary to sustain democracy.10 The deficit provides strong
incentives for individuals to come together and address common threats as
a common polity. Flags, songs and logos, while they may give individuals
tangible references on the way to being able to imagine a larger commun-
ity, are not of course sufficient to create or bind a polity. In fact, the emer-
gence of a democratic deficit, or responses to it, provides a significant
challenge to the thesis that democracy must be based on shared national
identity.11 David Miller, who is perhaps the most enthusiastic proponent of
the nation-based model of democracy, in fact acknowledges that security,
economic and some other issues may now be more appropriately
addressed at the supranational rather than national level, with specific ref-
erence to the European Union. However, he does not address the import-
ance of democratic control of supranational economic policy. He presumes
that states will transfer policymaking authority to a higher body if they
find themselves unable to address some larger economic issues in a global-
ized economy. But he does not presume—and could not, according to his
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nation-based citizenship framework—that the higher body would be
accountable to individuals within states.12

The suprastate economic and other pressures Miller describes demon-
strate the existence of strong common interests that cross national bound-
aries and help to promote the creation of constituencies on specific issues,
regardless of differences in nationality. It is only by clinging to the idea
that all forms of robust democratic citizenship must be nation-based that
we are forced to conclude that policymaking above the nation-state must
be conducted in a technocratic black box that is not accountable to trans-
state constituencies, or that individuals can see their interests accommo-
dated only through their national democratic institutions. As former
Brazilian President and noted political economist Fernando Henrique
Cardoso asserts, “We must squarely confront the fact that there is a deficit
of democratic citizenship at the international level and insist that
progressive democratic governance expand beyond the domestic scene.”13

Common pressures from above can help to create momentum for common
efforts to coordinate policy at the supranational level.

Civic nations

If we do not presume that democracy must be firmly based on ethno-
national sentiment, then we must say what can bind a transnational demo-
cratic polity. Perhaps the most promising recent answer has been to move
toward a model of popular governance built on common liberal-democratic
principles, institutions and political culture. The most prominent advocate
of this civic nationalism, or cosmopolitan patriotism, has been Jürgen
Habermas, who rejects the claim that there can be no robust EU demo-
cracy because there is no unified, cohesive European people.14 Habermas
argues that national consciousness is not some irreducible moral substrate,
but that it developed with and depended on modern democracy. He cites
such multicultural states as the United States and Switzerland as proof that
a political culture is not wholly rooted in the same language or cultural
practices.15 The argument is not that the multicultural United States consti-
tutes one nation.16 Instead, the common democratic political culture
present there and in some other states enables robust forms of democratic
engagement and contestation among persons of disparate backgrounds.
Habermas sees the pieces in place for an enlarged democratic conscious-
ness in the European Union, including an active trans-state civil society, an
emerging region-wide public sphere, and a European political culture
developing in part with the practice of EU citizenship.17

The development of a trans-state public sphere, and participation in it
by the range of individuals affected by common public policies, can help to
create and reinforce important kinds of social solidarity not rooted in
national sentiment.18 Habermas, among others, has stressed the import-
ance of putting in place an EU constitution to detail shared principles and
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practices, and especially to lend the integration project “that power of
symbolic crystallization which only a political act of foundation can
give.”19 As we saw in the previous chapter, the process of creating a Euro-
pean constitution has been formally underway since 2002. The draft docu-
ment produced by the European Convention, headed by former French
President Valéry Giscard d’Estaing and including representatives of all
member, acceding and candidate states, details a comprehensive, multi-
level, explicitly pan-European political frame whose operation “shall be
founded on the principle of representative democracy.”20 It also reinforces
the commitment in existing EU treaties to the promotion of a common cit-
izenship, union-wide recognition of core individual rights, including free
movement, and a formal right for all EU citizens “to participate in the
democratic life of the union.”21

The fate of the convention draft, and its final form, were being negoti-
ated by an inter-governmental committee more directly representing the
interests of member states, and it was not clear which more detailed provi-
sions would survive. However, the commitment to promoting individual
rights and greater accountability has been consistent in the recent corpus
of EU treaties and policy. What the constitution, even in draft form, does
is give the historically rather amorphous concepts of European citizenship
and European polity a dramatically concrete expression. Like the constitu-
tion of a state, it provides symbolic purchase and an elegant single state-
ment of the principles and practices to which a set of persons, a single
polity, is willing to commit. It captures the ethos of an emerging pan-
European political culture and offers a frame around which a shared
democratic sphere of continental scope could be built.

Even if inter-governmental wrestling over specific provisions were to
delay the adoption of a single constitution—consensus was needed, after
all, from the leadership of twenty-five separate states—actual democratic
practice has been growing gradually more robust and more representative
of individuals within member states. The previous chapter noted some ways
in which sub-state governments are increasingly representing their con-
stituents’ interests at the supranational level. The growing power of the
European Parliament, discussed below, also is noteworthy. Some advocates
of constitutional patriotism or civic nationalism point to the concomitant
development of pan-European political parties and trans-state networks of
activists and interest groups as a sign that the EU political sphere is matur-
ing. And, as Justine Lacroix argues, the further maturation or elaboration
of a common sphere need not wholly exclude national sentiment. Those
belonging to or consciously representing varied national cultures can
engage in debate and contestation about the character of the shared supra-
national culture. Such debate can contribute to the formation of a unique
common culture, one rooted in and accountable to liberal-democratic prin-
ciples,22 but not defined by principles alone. There would be room for local
variation consistent with both universal principles and historic practice.
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Important considerations remain concerning the practical challenges of
realizing shared rule in settings marked by multiple languages and cultural
practices.23 But it must be acknowledged by supranational skeptics that
such challenges are far from rare in today’s multinational, multilingual
democratic states. For example, in the Philippines, besides the official lan-
guages of Filipino (Tagalog) and English, large numbers of residents speak
each of seven major dialects.24 Objections like the one emphasizing
national sentiment in citizenship tend to ignore the many similarities
between the building of national and transnational political communities.25

The most significant difference may be that the violence and oppression of
sub-groups that accompanied the building of most nation-states is rejected
by those advocating the extension of shared rule across current state
borders. In sum, the constitutional patriotism or civic nationalism
approach points to a plausible alternative to a democracy that is based
consciously—though even then never exclusively—on the ethno-nation.
Habermas and others working in the approach give us a useful frame for
appreciating the emergence of a public sphere and democratic culture in
the European Union, and for seeing how both could be encouraged,
enlarged and deepened on the way to the creation of a robust supra-
national democratic practice.

The armed tyranny objection

If the objections from democratic distance and national sentiment should
not deter us from pursuing progressively larger projects of accountable
integration, we still have not considered what many would say is the
primary objection to fully global government: armed tyranny. Most critics
assert that a world state would simply be too powerful. Its control of the
global coercive apparatus would pose far too great a risk of tyranny, and
the tyranny could be a far worse one than the world has yet seen. As
Walzer argues:

If the outcome of political processes in particular communal arenas is
often brutal, then it ought to be assumed that outcomes in the global
arena will often be brutal, too. And this will be a far more effective
and therefore a far more dangerous brutality [if a world state is
created] for there will be no place left for political refuge and no
examples left of political alternatives.26

Indeed, if we presume that a global government must take a rigidly hierar-
chical form, then the potential for armed tyranny appears significant. But
such a form is not recommended here, and the points raised by the armed
tyranny objection do much to inform the view that a multilevel democracy
would be the desirable form of a global government. The objection gives
us strong additional reason to favor an integrated set of governing bodies
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guided by a principle of subsidiarity, keeping control of institutions,
including those exercising coercive power, as close and accountable as pos-
sible to those whom they serve.

It is not difficult to see why critics have presumed that coercive and
political power could be highly concentrated in a world state if we recall
the kinds of world government proposals that have been most prevalent.
Consider also the terrifying portrayals of world states in such classic and
enduring science fiction novels as Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We. There, the
numbered but not named citizen-characters, whose “heroic ancestors
subdued the entire terrestrial globe to the power of the One State,” see
the minutest details of their daily existence dictated from above.27 As
noted in Chapter 4, most fully elaborated global government proposals
have relied on an essentially Hobbesian or realist view of the international
system: an anarchy where state actors continually are striving after power
as protection against other states. Those who adopt such a view also tend
to offer a Hobbesian solution to global ills, where the global covenant
must be backed by a global sword. Einstein, for example, argued that
international initiatives such as the Kellogg–Briand Pact of 1928, intended
to delegitimize war as a means of policy, were doomed to failure without
the global sovereign’s sword. Errol Harris offers a recent version of essen-
tially the same argument.28 We considered some ways in which the Hobbe-
sian, or collective action warfare argument for world government is
vulnerable, in addition to reasons why we need not imagine that a global
political system will have a high concentration of power at the top. I will
note again that the warfare approach to world government expects the
world state to emerge in the relatively near term. I would expect the con-
cerns raised about armed tyranny to be pressing if global government were
launched at some constitutional convention in the near term. Laying the
template of a world state over the current global system would do little to
address the root causes of historic and ongoing conflicts, and current states
could have a strong incentive to defect from hasty and sweeping
agreements to demobilize or disarm. It is difficult to imagine a global
government presiding over states more or less as we know them in the
Westphalian system. But a democratic system of the kind discussed here
could address concerns about the potential for armed tyranny in two key
ways. First, it would include the familiar checks and balances present in
constitutional democracies that help to guard against misuse and concen-
tration of power, in addition to further checks provided by the multiple
levels of governance in a supranational system. Second, it would be guided
by the principle of subsidiarity, including in the control and use of armed
forces, opening the way to a dispersal of forces across regions.

A number of theorists, including some who are not explicit advocates of
global government, have suggested that the separation of powers common
in constitutional democracies would be able to play the same kinds of
checks and balances role in a global democracy. “This functional approach
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is in fact the way we deal with the potential for tyranny at the nation-state
level: we do not protect against government tyranny by requiring states to
split up into smaller units.”29 Besides the horizontal checks common
between governing branches in states, a multilevel system would split up
governing competencies. The operation of a strong principle of subsidiar-
ity, where the higher bodies would be required to demonstrate that a spe-
cific issue should be decided at their level rather than at lower levels,
would create many more checks on power and balances of power than is
currently the case in many constitutional democracies. To maintain demo-
cratic legitimacy, higher bodies would have to be able to provide argu-
ments for jurisdiction based in formal legal or constitutional principles.
Something like that process has emerged in the European Union. The EU,
in fact, poses a conundrum for any argument that would suggest that the
sword, or at least the threat of the sword, is necessary to enforce com-
pliance with orders from above. As earlier noted, the European Court of
Justice has, over the past several decades, issued judgments that opposed
the clearly pressed interests of member states. Some of the decisions, for
example on gender equality, have been costly to states, which have had to
both change practices and offer compensation to those individuals whose
rights were found to have been violated. But the EU has no centrally con-
trolled coercive apparatus designed to enforce compliance from member
states.

The troops will not leave their barracks in Brussels or Luxembourg to
suppress a revolt in Westminster . . . the real “police powers” are not
troops but mobile capital, trade, businesspersons, bankers, workers
and consumers. It is not some international version of the security
state which holds the UK in line. The costs of exit, even selective exit,
are high. This disciplining mechanism stands behind the institutional-
ization of Europe.30

Further, the Commission, the ECJ, and the European Parliament serve to
balance each other’s powers in significant ways. For example, in perhaps
the most dramatic display of the increasing powers of the parliament,
which was not even directly elected until 1979, its members responded in
1999 to a corruption scandal in the European Commission by essentially
forcing the resignation of the Commission leadership, the 20-member
College of Commissioners. Recall that the Commission performs execu-
tive-branch functions in the EU, and that its formal and effective powers
have far exceeded those of the parliament. However, after audits found
evidence of corruption in the EC bureaucracy and lax oversight from the
College of Commissioners, all including Commission President Jacques
Santer resigned under threat of a parliamentary motion of censure.31

Those kinds of checks, along with the comparatively much stronger checks
provided by the court, and multi-level balances of political power guided
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by the principle of subsidiarity, suggest ways in which a supranational
system can guard against concentration of power and thus against forms of
armed tyranny.

Just as governing power need not be concentrated at the top, we should
not presume that the highest-level governing bodies must have a mono-
poly on the legitimate use of force. Assuming again that something
approaching a fully global governing system could eventually emerge, the
application of subsidiarity to the question of armed forces, both police and
military, likely would result in a dispersal of forces among the regions,
where each suprastate region maintained forces capable of responding to
armed violence in its region or as needed elsewhere. The global-level gov-
erning bodies also could maintain a military force to be deployed in crises,
to augment regional forces in actions involving aggressive states or sub-
state units, or to help oppose aggressive or expansive suprastate regions.
In fact, what might be seen as an antecedent to such a global-level force
has been proposed at various times in context of the UN’s peacekeeping
mandate. In 1995, UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali called for
the creation of a standing “rapid reaction force” that would be composed
of specially designated and trained troops stationed in their home coun-
tries but committed to responding immediately to the call of the organi-
zation.32 The proposal met with predictable resistance from powerful
states, but it has resonated with many in civil society, especially in light of
the 1994 Rwanda genocide that was permitted in part by UN member
states’ reluctance to rapidly commit their own troops. The final report of
the Carnegie Commission on Deadly Conflict, for example, supported the
creation of a similar UN rapid response force of up to 10,000 troops, to be
drawn from member states of an enlarged Security Council.33 Likewise,
the Commission on Global Governance urged the establishment of a UN
volunteer force, also to be controlled by the Security Council, and able to
“back up preventive diplomacy with a measure of immediate and convinc-
ing deployment on the ground.”34

More recently, and on a supranational regional level, the European
Union has been developing its own rapid reaction force, composed of
troops drawn from member states. In 1999, member states formally agreed
to create a force of up to 60,000 troops, deployable within 60 days and
capable of sustaining a deployment for at least one year.35 In June 2003,
members agreed to send a 1,400-strong peacekeeping force to the Congo,
replacing a smaller UN force there.36 The EU force, while not necessarily
identical to the regional forces sketched above, gives some tangible idea of
how such forces might operate in cooperation with forces at the global
level. It also can be noted that the coercive bodies controlled at the
regional and global level need not all be combat oriented. They could
include deployable policing and strictly peacekeeping units, helping to
ensure that appropriate responses would be made to various kinds of con-
flicts. The European Union also has taken steps in this direction. For
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example, in December 2003, the EU replaced military peacekeepers with a
policing force in Macedonia. As part of broader stabilization efforts in the
former Yugoslavia, the “EUPOL Proxima” force’s mandate was to help
Macedonian authorities “develop their police forces to the highest Euro-
pean and international standards through monitoring, mentoring and
inspecting the management and operations of the police.”37 A similar EU
policing force was deployed in Bosnia-Herzegovina in January 2003. In the
UN context, Robert Johansen has argued persuasively for the creation of a
standing police force that could be deployed to troubled regions in place
of military combat forces drawn from UN member states.38 As in the case
of the EU forces, such a permanent, non-military, professionalized police
force could help to bolster local law enforcement’s ability to maintain
order, as well as help to ensure that local officers are following interna-
tionally recognized human rights standards.

Overall, the armed tyranny objection raises significant points that
should perhaps give us most reason to favor a decentralized system guided
by subsidiarity and marked by significant checks at all levels. It should lead
us to advocate a dispersal and balancing of global coercive authority, as
well as movement toward the development and deployment of non-
combat-oriented forces where possible. As the discussion here helps to
reinforce, there is nothing inherent in the concept of global government
that requires the kind of concentration of power that most concerns those
raising the objection. In fact, the kind of supranational system outlined
here would include greater separation of powers than is standard in the
nation-state, as well as a wider range of checks on and balances of power
at the various levels.

The civil war objection

The civil war objection holds that the world state should be rejected
because its very prospect “would be an invitation to prepare for world civil
war.”39 If a world state were actually created, nationalisms would flare,
communities, states or sub-state regions would demand secession or refuse
to participate in the larger body, and peoples with a desire to break away
would be oppressed in the name of maintaining an unsound union. I will
note first that this objection rests for much of its force on the power of
strong national sentiment. In fact, I believe its argument is parasitic on the
citizenship objection and presumes that conflict will be inevitable because
individuals will tend to reject self-rule that is not based on the nation. I
will not repeat the critique of the national model of democracy, but I will
add to it with a brief discussion of democratic peace theory, which gives
insight into the prevalence of peaceful, stable relations between demo-
cracies and suggests that the threat of warfare would not be so pervasive in
a multi-level democratic global government.

The theory of the democratic peace, which draws on Kant’s insights in
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“Perpetual Peace,” holds that democracies almost never will wage war
with one another. That claim has been as exhaustively and rigorously
researched as perhaps any in the social sciences, and it has withstood chal-
lenges remarkably well. Scholars have found that, though democracies go
to war almost as much as hierarchical states, they are far less likely to
engage in rivalries40 or coercive diplomacy with other democracies.
Instances of actual war, defined as armed conflicts causing more than 1,000
casualties, between advanced liberal democracies are virtually non-
existent.41

Kant argued that shared democratic norms and empowered democratic
citizenries would lead democratic leaders to settle their differences by
non-military means. A host of recent scholars have adopted and expanded
on these insights about democratic political culture and democratic struc-
ture, or constraints on leaders. Some trace the peace to domestic pressures
exerted by a citizenry that has absorbed liberal-democratic norms from an
early age and is extremely reluctant to make war on another society that
observes the same principles of respect for the individual and popular
rule.42

People living in a democracy know that the citizens of other demo-
cracies share norms of limited self-government, civil liberties, and
democratic transparency. They expect their government, consequently,
to find appropriate modes of nonviolent conflict resolution in the
event of an interstate dispute. Thus, the range of legitimate reasons to
use force is greatly restricted between democracies.43

Policy constraints on leaders may also include the preferences or actions
of opposition elites and other forces in domestic government.44 Some
argue that democracies are particularly formidable opponents in war, and
that is the main reason democratic leaders avoid fighting one another.45

Others suggest that the answer lies not only in the common democratic
political culture and the set of leader incentives to which it gives rise. They
would add the economic cooperation common among democracies as a
necessary factor, leading ultimately toward some form of Kant’s pacific
union of states.46 Bruce Russett and John Oneal offer detailed evidence to
show that, though democracy alone reduces the chances for any form of
conflict between states, the addition of economic interdependence and
close joint participation in an international organization greatly increases
the prevalence of peaceful relations. The three factors form a “Kantian
Triangle” that serves as a powerful inhibitor of conflict escalation between
democracies.47 Such findings are particularly salient to discussion of the
relations between states and other units in the kind of supranational
system being considered here.

The case of the EU, once again, can give insight into the possibilities for
creating and sustaining a larger supranational union. It is a testament to
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the EU’s success as an integration project that one of its foremost found-
ing purposes now seems almost taken for granted by most persons: pre-
venting the outbreak of war among historic European enemies. Even
those scholars who take up the European case in context of the democratic
peace now appear more concerned with whether the theory will hold
among the new democracies of central and eastern Europe, sometimes
including Russia, than whether France and Germany will once more draw
battle lines. Profound economic integration, followed of course by some
political integration, has made even the threat of warfare among EU states
potentially quite costly. The growth of robust democracy in formerly hier-
archical states such as Germany has contributed to the vitality of the
integration project, and it has allowed for the emergence of powerful
domestic forces with an interest in maintaining the peace.

Further, the presence of a strong and growing union of democracies has
helped to promote democratization and stability in nearby states. For
example, when Portugal in the mid-1970s faced a potential revolution that
could have crushed its young democracy, domestic proponents of popular
rule received “pledges of solidarity, economic aid, and political support
from a number of EC member states. Once democracy had been estab-
lished, its consolidation was inextricably linked to the project of European
integration.”48 EU affiliation also has contributed in significant ways to
democratic consolidation in the ten acceding states, both through increas-
ing trans-state party linkages and formal democratization requirements for
accession.49 Under the Copenhagen Criteria, acceding states were required
to demonstrate that they were sufficiently democratic, that citizens rights
were respected and the rule of law was observed; they had to show that
their markets were functioning effectively and could withstand the
competitive pressures of accession and openness; and they had to demon-
strate that they were willing and able to implement the acquis communi-
taire, or full body of EU law and regulation.50 As noted earlier, similar
promotion of stability, democratization and respect for human rights is an
aim of EU links with the states of the former Yugoslavia, among others.

Likewise, though at a much weaker level in the near term, the expan-
sion of NAFTA to the rest of the Americas holds some prospect for
increased democratic consolidation and the spread of generally peaceful
interrelations. The realization of stable liberal democracy cannot, of
course, be predicted for all states in the region, but the thirty-four signato-
ries to the Free Trade Area of the Americas framework agreement in
April 2001 did formally commit themselves to upholding democratic prin-
ciples. Assistance from the more affluent members in consolidating demo-
cracies in the region can plausibly be expected to grow with increasing
economic ties.

The empirical evidence that no established democracies have fought
one another is compelling. The theory is not without its challengers, and
several scholars have attempted partial or wholesale rejections.51 But we
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need not defend every claim made on behalf of the democratic peace to
see how the theory identifies important processes at work inside demo-
cracies that can discourage armed conflict with other democracies. Such
processes, in conjunction with the greater economic interdependence,
mutual institutional cooperation, trans-state faction formation and greater
individual mobility that would be present in a democratic global govern-
ment, suggest ways in which the threat of nationalistic civil war could be
significantly lessened.

That does not render moot important questions about possible seces-
sion demands of individual groups from the global governing system, or
about hierarchical or other states that would refuse to join. In fact, we
should consider it likely that, even if accountable integration were pursued
over a long term, we would see a system in which not all states were
members. Nothing in the argument here suggests that the larger union
would be justified in forcing any state to join. However, it would be
expected to offer encouragement and inducements to non-member hierar-
chical states to recognize fundamental political rights. In the case of
oppression in non-member states, proportionate responses would be justi-
fied, up to and including armed intervention in the case of clear and severe
internal tyranny.52 The issue of appropriate responses is, in fact, compli-
cated by the presumption that states which would not join the union would
be hierarchical. There is some evidence to suggest that sanctions are less
effective when applied to hierarchical states, because their leaders are less
accountable to their subjects than in democracies.53 If it is generally the
case that sanctions against hierarchical states do not achieve compliance,
then that would seem to lower the threshold at which humanitarian inter-
vention would be an appropriate response. The question is a difficult one,
not least because of the strong intuitive appeal of toleration for others
that Rawls employed to justify rejection of cosmopolitan distributions.
However, in many recent cases of genocide or other grave and widespread
rights violations—Bosnia, Rwanda, Liberia—the question has not been
whether intervention is justified, but whether states will be willing to act
on behalf of those being grievously misused. It is possible that, in a more
integrated system including the kinds of transnational peacemaking,
peacekeeping and policing forces described above, and where there is
precedent for such forces deploying in defense of broader publics and
generally observed principles of human rights, that the bar to such deploy-
ments outside of the union would be lower.

Secession is a thornier issue for the concept of a global government, in
part because it raises many side issues. First, I will note again that seces-
sion demands could be much more rare in a global network than at
present, because of increased autonomy for sub-state polities and the like-
lihood that equal regional citizenship, free movement of persons and
trans-state faction formation would lessen the appeal of strong national-
ism. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to elaborate the specific circum-
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stances under which secession from a global democratic network would be
justified,54 but some general considerations springing from the self-devel-
opment conception of rights would apply to all such cases. Would, for
example, secession of a national group, or even an entire region, signific-
antly damage the ability of the intact supranational system to ensure rights
fulfillment for all persons in the system? Likewise, would it threaten rights
fulfillment for some individuals in the seceding area, including rights to
freedom from oppression or exploitation as members of a minority group?
If democracy in a state or sub-state entity were subverted by some
domestic group which then sought to secede, that would seem clear
grounds for intervention by the larger network. In such a case, there would
be no question about whether secession truly represented the will of those
living in the area. In the case of a still-democratic political body that
wished to secede, we could expect any such demands to be vigorously con-
tested by other members of the union, who could emphasize to those in
the discontented state the steep costs of non-membership, besides offering
appropriate concessions and material incentives. Exit costs could be
similar to those in the current European Union: a loss of preferential trade
ties, material distributions, access to technology and joint research cap-
abilities. Citizens of a unit that did secede might find themselves on the
isolated island, with only limited resources and opportunities for self-
development.

A multilevel democratic system of states, sub-state entities and supra-
national bodies would not be free of the threat of secession, or secessionist
or other kinds of civil war. But there are reasons to think the threats
would be mitigated. Regional citizenship and greater autonomy for sub-
units would help lessen the appeal of strong nationalism. Leaders of demo-
cratic states or substate units within the union would be unlikely to engage
in conflict with their counterparts because of the domestic pressures and
other variables identified in the democratic peace literature. Likewise,
they would be reluctant to press hard for secession if the costs of exiting
included domestic economic hardship and exclusion from networks of
trade, finance and investment.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined three more of the most common or potentially
damaging objections to the desirability of a global government. I have
argued that none of the objections is decisive, but that consideration of
them helps to reinforce the undesirability of creating a rigidly hierarchical
global state with a global monopoly on coercive power. The citizenship
objection, along with the earlier one from democratic distance, helps us to
see the importance of creating intermediary democratic bodies and
designing local, trans-state, regional and global democratic institutions
that encourage formation of interest groups, political parties and other
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“healthy” factions at all levels and horizontally, across borders. The
tyranny and civil war objections give us further reason to favor a balanced,
multi-level democratic system where power, including coercive power, is
not highly concentrated at the top.

In sum, what I will suggest has emerged from this and the previous
chapter is the form of a desirable global government. It is a multi-level,
constitutional system where substate units and states are embedded in
genuinely democratic suprastate regional organizations, and those organi-
zations are embedded in a democratically accountable global government.
Governing bodies at each level have discrete responsibilities, and each
body is accountable to constituents. We could expect to see the lower
bodies retain as much local control as possible, according to a principle of
subsidiarity. But individuals would have continual recourse to higher legal
and legislative bodies, allowing them to challenge unreasonable actions by
elected or other officials. The kind of institutional system described here
offers the promise of securing self-development rights over broad areas
while averting the threat of a global tyranny and lessening the power or
attractive force of strong nationalism. If such a global supranational
system is not fully achievable, even in the very long term, realizing the cre-
ation of similar, smaller supranational bodies still could help secure self-
development rights for huge numbers of persons within less affluent states.
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7 Possibilities

Introduction

In this final chapter, I address the question of feasibility. If a fully global
supranational system could be desirable, why should we believe that it is
possible to create one, even in the very long term? Likewise, why should
we believe that the kind of near-term, democratically accountable supra-
national integration that might lead to a more profound transformation is
possible? I work to show here that significant positive change is achiev-
able in the relatively near term, and that a more comprehensive trans-
formation of the global system is feasible in the longer term. I emphasize
throughout that whether the economic integration already underway will
be transformed into a more accountable integration depends crucially on
the kinds of popular pressure brought to bear on domestic leaders and
supranational organizations. It depends on the kinds of rights protections
that leaders in all states demand or are pressed to demand in supra-
national bodies, and on the response from the workers and others in afflu-
ent states who increasingly are feeling dislocation pressures as integration
deepens.

The argument is developed as follows: first, to give context and support
claims made about economic integration already underway, I examine
some processes of globalization, or ways in which the global economic
system is becoming more tightly knit. Then I discuss a broadly functional-
ist approach to explaining the transformation of the European Union
into a highly developed, highly institutionalized supranational body. The
approach gives important insights on the tendency of economic integra-
tion, once launched, to deepen and expand. It suggests that integration
opens crucial spaces where pressure may be applied on supranational
organizations for the recognition of important civil and economic rights,
on the way to more democratic governance. I consider applications to
NAFTA and the World Trade Organization, and I close by placing the
argument in the context of current globalization debates and calling for
specific actions by activists, workers and leaders in promoting the integ-
rated alternative at all levels.



Globalization

I am most concerned here with economic globalization: the dramatically
increased volume and speed of cross-border flows of goods, services and
capital, facilitated by technological advances and increasingly prominent
institutions of international governance such as the WTO. My overall aim
in this section is to emphasize some ways in which states already are
embedded in a global economy. To repeat, I do not presume the “end of
sovereignty,” or that nation-states will not remain the primary global
actors for the foreseeable future. Nor is it presumed here that the current
age of globalization is unique in history.1 But I do presume that globaliza-
tion is significant in the ways in which it has changed the character of the
global economic system and channeled or effectively limited states’ policy
options in some areas. I will begin with some specific details about a more
integrated global economy.2

• Trade: the value of world merchandise exports increased from about
$2.03 trillion in 1980 to more than $6.45 trillion in 2002.3 Global trade
has expanded much more rapidly over the past three decades than
global output, though most trade still is conducted between the most
developed states, in addition to China and some emerging markets in
Asia and Latin America.4

• Investment: inflows of foreign direct investment grew from about $55
billion in 1980, to $208 billion in 1990, to $1.39 trillion in 2000. FDI
tapered in the global economic slump of 2002–3 to $823 billion and
$651 billion, respectively, but similar decreases were seen in the reces-
sions of the early 1980s and 1990s.5

• Currency trading: with the loosening of rules on currency trading, the
volume of such trades has increased from $15 million per day in 1973,
to about $190 billion daily in 1986, to more than $1.2 trillion per day
since the late 1990s.6

• Tariff reductions: since 1940, and through eight rounds of trade negoti-
ations in the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trades (now the
World Trade Organization), average tariff levels on manufactured
goods among industrialized states have fallen from 40 percent to
around 5 percent,7 though agricultural tariffs remain relatively high.

Mutual economic sensitivity among states is growing as a result of the
expansion and increasing intensity of trade and investment. Even those
within the most powerful, most affluent states have felt acutely the effects
of the denser, more fluid global economy. As former US President Bill
Clinton observed,

because money and management and production are mobile and can
cross national borders quickly, we face unprecedented competition
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from developing countries as well as wealthy ones. . . . a textile worker
in Carolina has to compete against the textile worker in Singapore,
perhaps to sell sweaters in Germany.8

A general trend over the past six decades toward more open trade relations
and a more homogenous global economic system has been facilitated or
encouraged by such suprastate institutions as the World Bank, the Inter-
national Monetary Fund, and the GATT/WTO.9 The mission of the World
Bank has been to serve as a lender to less developed states for development
projects, while the IMF’s most salient current role is as lender of last resort
for states in economic crisis. It has been the target of protest and sustained
criticism from groups in civil society for conditionalities attached to loan
packages to less affluent states. Conditionalities require recipient states to
make often dramatic moves in the direction of economic liberalization, with
resulting high domestic unemployment and other dislocations.10 While the
World Bank and IMF have focused their efforts on less developed states,
the reach of the World Trade Organization is much broader. It works to
reduce tariffs and other trade barriers among its membership of now more
than 145 states, and its powers to obtain compliance are relatively strong. In
the 1994 Marrakesh Agreement establishing the World Trade Organization,
sometimes called the constitution of the global economic system,11 states
surrendered what had been effectively a veto power on dispute-panel find-
ings under the GATT. Under new WTO rules, a consensus against a dispute
panel finding is required to overturn the finding, and a new Appellate Body
hears appeals to rulings.12 The decisions of the dispute bodies are binding on
member states, and enforcement measures include authorizing injured
states to impose steep tariffs on imports from the rule breakers. For
example, in December 2003, a WTO panel authorized $2.2 billion in penal-
ties against the United States in a complaint brought by the European
Union over steel tariffs, prompting the Bush administration to drop the 20-
month-old tariffs.13 Likewise, the EU was penalized with $116 million per
year in retaliatory tariffs over its refusal to drop a ban on hormone-treated
beef from the US and Canada. That decision often is cited by activists as
proof that the WTO is a grave danger to laws protecting people and the
environment, though the case is more complex than is often portrayed.14

WTO membership continues to expand, and members continue to push for
more expansive trade liberalization within the body, including demands for
developed states such as the US to reduce its agricultural subsidies, and
demands by developed states for the strengthening of intellectual property
rights in developing states. Progress on the Doha round of trade talks,
launched in 2001, stalled in late 2003 over differences on agricultural subsi-
dies and other issues. However, similar setbacks have not been uncommon
in GATT/WTO history, including in the lengthy (1986–94) Uruguay Round
that created the organization. Efforts were underway to restart formal Doha
negotiations.
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Other regional bodies coordinating trade, and also constraining states’
behavior in some areas include of course the European Union, but also
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). NAFTA includes
Mexico, Canada and the United States, and as earlier noted, negotiations
have been underway to create a Free Trade Area of the Americas encom-
passing the entire hemisphere except for Cuba. The existence of trade
organizations does not, by itself, represent decisive movement toward a
profoundly integrated system, and resistance by Brazil in particular was
dampening some enthusiasm about the near-term prospects for dense
economic integration in an FTAA. However, as will be discussed, the
medium- and longer-term potential for NAFTA/FTAA to exercise powers
broadly similar to those of the EU may be significant. Elsewhere, the Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation forum, the Association of South-East
Asian Nations (ASEAN), Mercosur in Latin America and the Southern
African Development Community, among many others, also aim at redu-
cing barriers to regional trade. In fact, the proliferation of regional and
bilateral free trade areas has been one of the most notable recent develop-
ments in global political economy.15

I do not include the United Nations or its subsidiary organizations in
this discussion for reasons that were touched on in Chapter 4. The UN
remains essentially an inter-governmental body whose rules, declarations
and resolutions are advisory to, rather than compulsory on, member
states. That is not to diminish the vital role of UN agencies in providing
immediate relief, development aid and other services to millions world-
wide. We can expect UN-affiliated organizations such as the International
Labor Organization to continue to serve as important promoters of rights
and norms, and perhaps eventually to provide means by which trans-state
actors can apply pressure to states or supranational organizations. I say
more on that below.

Other aspects of globalization are important, including the role of
technology. Besides speeding financial transactions and linking various
markets in a global network, computers, the Internet and emergent forms
of video and other technology are encouraging or enabling the creation of
new kinds of trans-state enterprises. Increasingly, customer service and
white-collar jobs, from information technology to human resources, are
being “outsourced” from highly developed states to sites in India, Russia
and elsewhere, contributing to criticism of some aspects of globalization
in the developed states.16 The specific possibilities opened by the Internet
and electronic mail in easing cross-border communications should be
highlighted. One of the most significant roles the worldwide computer
network may play is in easing information flows for trans-state actors
and enabling like-minded individuals to connect and almost effortlessly
communicate. Now, trans-state factions can reach hundreds of thousands
of members or potential members worldwide via electronic mail, which is
instantaneous and a tiny fraction of the cost of conventional mail. Use of
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the World Wide Web can further lower the transaction costs associated
with trans-state organizing. Individuals located anywhere in the world
can, with a few keystrokes into a search engine, locate and link to those
who share their sentiments virtually anywhere else. They can use web
sites to collect and disseminate information and, as in the case of the
remarkably well-organized protests at the 1999 World Trade Organi-
zation ministerial in Seattle, to recruit demonstrators and coordinate
mass actions. The Canadian Intelligence Service, among other agencies,
has noted the extremely effective use made of new technologies by inter-
national activists.17

We have not considered all of the aspects of economic globalization,
much less the ways in which other types of globalization are contributing
to a more homogenous global culture, where especially American movies,
television programs and retail and restaurant franchises are highly visible
in many local cultures. However, the discussion has reinforced some of the
key ways in which the global economic system has become more tightly
knit and increasingly jointly coordinated by states.18

Trans-state exchange and EU constitutionalization

If states’ economies are being drawn more tightly together, how might the
processes of global economic integration be channeled or transformed to
help secure self-development rights for those in less affluent states? In
other words, what reason is there to believe that the kind of power that a
body like NAFTA or even the World Trade Organization exercises in
enforcing compliance with trade rules could be wielded in the service of
promoting cosmopolitan distributive justice? My answer begins with
what will be called the trans-state exchange approach to integration.
This broadly neofunctionalist approach is represented in the work of Alec
Stone Sweet, Wayne Sandholtz, James Caporaso and numerous others. It
attempts, through rigorous modeling and theory building, to explain the
transformation of the European Union from a set of agreements between
independent nation-states into a supranational organization capable of
limiting or channeling states’ behavior in many areas. The approach
describes a process of “constitutionalization” in Europe, where inter-
governmental agreements have evolved into “a vertically integrated legal
regime conferring judicially enforceable rights and obligations on all legal
persons and entities, public and private, within EC territory.”19 More
recently, proponents have extended the approach to a process of institu-
tionalization, which gives more relative attention to supranational legisla-
tion and the creation of a “European space.”20 The discussion here will
focus on the narrower constitutionalization process. Insights from it can be
usefully generalized as we consider the possibilities for deeper integration
elsewhere, and for individuals to gain some voice and legally enforceable
rights above their states in supranational bodies.
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According to the trans-state exchange approach, EU constitutionaliza-
tion occurred in a predictable and measurable pattern spurred by increas-
ing cross-border trade, the formation and operation of trans-state business
and civil society factions, and states’ increasing needs to manage or respond
to such activities.

as transstate exchange rises in any specific domain (or cluster of
related domains), so do the costs, for governments, of maintaining dis-
parate national rules. As these costs rise, so do incentives for govern-
ments to adjust their policy positions in ways that favor the expansion
of supranational governance. Once fixed in a given domain, European
rules—such as relevant treaty provisions, secondary legislation, and
the ECJ’s case law—generate a self-sustaining dynamic that leads to
the gradual deepening of integration in that sector, and, not uncom-
monly, to spillovers into other sectors . . . these processes gradually,
but inevitably, reduce the capacity of the member-states to control
outcomes.21

The approach stands in stark contrast to that of inter-governmentalists,
who characterize European integration as an ongoing institutional bargain
between nation-states, where processes and policy outcomes remain essen-
tially in the control of those states.22 Trans-state exchange emphasizes the
ever-increasing pressures on states to harmonize rules and practices
upward, also shifting some powers to the suprastate level. Movement in
the system from inter-governmental to genuine supranational governance
is measured in three key dimensions: (1) transnational rule making; (2) the
autonomy of the supranational governance bodies (the European Court of
Justice, the European Commission, the European Parliament); and (3) the
presence and influence of trans-state actors. Increasing transstate
exchange and activities related to it drive movement toward the supra-
national in all three dimensions. Thus, the governance of inter-state trade
would be at the supranational end, with clear rules setting standards for
state behavior, supranational organizations enforcing standards on states,
and trans-state business and civil society actors pressing supranational
bodies for specific changes.

The approach also views supranational rules, organizations and actors
as relatively closely connected, so that

growth in one element of the supranational trio creates conditions that
favor growth in the other two. An expansion of the tasks or autonomy
of supranational organizations creates opportunities for political
action, which actors and groups will seek to exploit, thus expanding
transnational society. As societal actors adjust their behaviors in
response to new supranational rules, these rules can gradually be
locked in.23
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Such linkage between the three areas is significant, because it helps us to
understand the tensions in processes at work on the global level. There,
trade rules and some organizational structures are clearly on the supra-
national end, and trans-state actors—the protesters in the streets at WTO
and other meetings—are increasingly demanding access. It also helps us to
understand how trans-state actors may be able to focus efforts on organi-
zations that are moving toward the supranational, such as the WTO’s
Dispute Settlement Body, to most efficiently press their interests or open
channels of influence, as well as to “lock in” changes.

The trans-state exchange approach gives important insight into why a
set of supranational institutions such as the European Union is able to
obtain compliance from member states, even with actions or judgments
that are strenuously opposed by the states themselves. Such actions were
noted in Chapter 4 in the discussion of controversial rulings by the Euro-
pean Court of Justice. In fact, the court is cited in trans-state exchange as
the most powerful engine of EU constitutionalization, and the body most
responsible for the expansion of some key rights to larger sets of indi-
viduals.24 A closer look at how the doctrines of supremacy and direct
effect emerged in Europe will give insight into how the court’s influence
has grown with increasing trans-state exchange. Recall that supremacy
refers to the way in which the rules, laws and judgments of higher level
bodies are binding at lower levels. Direct effect refers, in the EU case, to
the way in which individuals have standing in legal bodies above the state
and may press claims against their states. Neither doctrine was explicit in
the founding Treaty of Rome. They emerged, especially in the case of
supremacy, in a give-and-take between member state courts and the
supranational court.25 The doctrine of direct effect was established in 1963
in the Van Gend En Loos case, in which the ECJ ruled that some
provisions of European law confer rights on individuals that must be
respected by member state authorities.26 The doctrine of supremacy was
first declared by the court in the 1964 case of Costa v. ENEL. Supremacy,
as Stone Sweet argues, was pressed by the court because it was viewed as
essential to maintaining the viability of European economic integration.
But supremacy was resisted by member state courts, which began chal-
lenging the doctrine by claiming that some supranational legislation was
violating fundamental rights enshrined in their own national constitutions.
The ECJ responded by essentially expanding the set of individual rights it
recognized—a “hugely important but wholly unintended consequence”27

of its establishment and elaboration of the doctrine of supremacy.

Without supremacy, the ECJ had decided, the common market was
doomed. And without a judicially enforceable charter of rights,
national courts had decided, the supremacy doctrine was doomed.
The ECJ could have maintained its original position, which, in effect,
held that fundamental rights were part of a national—but not
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Community—law; the courts of the Member States could have begun
to annul EC acts judged to be unconstitutional. In either event, legal
integration might have been fatally undermined.28

Some scholars emphasize the ostensible importance of judicial will in the
successful establishment and deepening of such doctrines. That includes
not only the will of the ECJ judges, who pressed for supremacy in the
interest of European Community viability, but lower-court judges in
member states who often refer national cases to the ECJ and otherwise
have worked to undermine some of the resistance of higher state courts
to supremacy, in part to expand their own powers of judicial review.
However, as Stone Sweet observes, too strong an emphasis on the inter-
ests of judges or institutional interests of courts can distort our under-
standing of the constitutionalization process, especially if it is presumed
that the interests of judges or courts point solely toward deeper integra-
tion.29 The key insight of the trans-state exchange approach, and the key to
its generalizability to other cases of integration, is that the constitutional-
ization of a supranational system will deepen and expand as trans-state
exchange increases. Even if jurists do not have an express interest in
expanding their jurisdiction to an issue area, as the ECJ did not in the area
of individual rights, they will be called on to consider cases in many new
areas as integration progresses.

Trans-state exchange and the WTO

The discussion of globalization indicated some ways in which trans-state
exchange has dramatically increased in the world system in the past
several decades. With that increasing exchange has come some movement
toward constitutionalization of the global trading regime, most promin-
ently in the World Trade Organization.30 In fact, the WTO shares two
important features with the EU: both bodies require full consensus from
members to overturn judicial resolution of a dispute, and the WTO treaty
codifies a kind of supremacy doctrine that makes its trade rules and
dispute panel judgments binding on member states. The differences
between the two bodies are many, of course. The WTO has no doctrine of
direct effect, and individuals or non-state actors cannot bring complaints
against states directly to the organization and see them adjudicated. Its
highest-level decision-making body remains the General Council, com-
posed of representatives from member state governments, and its Geneva-
based secretariat is much more limited in autonomy than the European
Commission or other EU bodies. Trade rules continue to be written by
representatives of member states, and only limited steps have been taken
toward transparency.31

That said, a look at the evolution and dramatically increasing power of
the WTO’s judicial arm should highlight the depth of constitutionalization
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that actually has occurred in some parts of the organization, as well as
point us toward possibilities for further deepening and some trans-
formation. In its early days, the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT) was little more than a forum, or “club” for trade diplomats.
States’ agents focused on resolving conflicts through back-channel negotia-
tion rather than in open, legalistic confrontation. Formal trade dispute
panels did not appear until the 1950s, and even in the early 1970s, the
dispute panel system was not in broad use. “Three factors—the rising
importance of trade, the pressure of domestic politics, and the failure of
GATT diplomacy—led to a breakdown in cohesion among the most
powerful trading states and favored the development of a litigious GATT
culture.”32 A triadic dispute resolution process, involving the two state dis-
putants and trade-panel jurists, became the norm. As global trans-state
exchange increased, both GATT rules and adjudication procedures moved
more toward the supranational end of the continuum. By the end of the
1980s, the GATT legal system included a number of features not envi-
sioned by the original treaty signatories, including dispute panels being
empowered to rule on issues of GATT law not specifically raised by
member states, panels being empowered to rule on even those cases that
had become moot because of diplomatic settlement, etc., and panels being
able to independently set standards for actions by member states that
would violate GATT rules. Around this time also, GATT panels routinely
were citing the rulings of previous GATT panels, leading disputants to
build their own arguments around GATT precedents, even though inter-
national law does not include a formal doctrine of stare decisis.33 In expan-
sion of jurisdiction and legal competencies, the GATT/WTO legal system
shows significant similarities to the European Court of Justice.

Since 1995, with the formal launching of the WTO as an international
organization, a Dispute Settlement Body has overseen adjudication, estab-
lishing panels and issuing panel decisions. A Standing Appellate Body
(SAB) of seven members, each appointed for a maximum of two four-year
terms, hears appeals of panel rulings. If a complaint is ruled valid but the
defendant state refuses to comply, then the dispute bodies may authorize
penalties, as noted above. The judgments against powerful states do not by
themselves demonstrate that the WTO has achieved a level of integration
comparable to that in the EU on any policy domain, but it does mean that
the WTO is on the supranational rather than inter-governmental end of
the continuum in its legal bodies and system of rules. Stone Sweet goes
somewhat further:

it can be argued that the WTO is a supranational constitutional polity
and that the SAB is nothing less than a constitutional court. The SAB
will be a supreme appellate jurisdiction whose function is to interpret
and apply fixed norms of reference. These norms are supranational,
and they take precedence in any conflict with national norms. The
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overwhelming lesson of the literature on constitutional courts and on
judicial politics more generally (at least within liberal, industrial
states) is that the influence of law and courts will expand with use (by
litigators, i.e. political actors.) . . . we can expect that the SAB will
gradually but meaningfully reconfigure WTO politics. The body will
engage in creative, interpretive lawmaking and also serve to dissemi-
nate and reinforce the collective, supranational interest expressed by
WTO norms.34

In fact, some creative, interpretive legal action has been in the direction of
greater access and openness to actors in trans-state civil society. The
Standing Appellate Body ruled in 1998 that panels may accept unsolicited
amicus curiae, or “friend of the court” briefs from non-governmental
organizations, many of which had tried doggedly for years to share their
views on environmental and other issues in disputes.35 Later, in a case
involving Canada’s challenge of a French ban on importation of asbestos
products, the appellate body issued formal guidelines on how NGOs could
petition to file such briefs—a significant step toward routinizing access for
trans-state actors, albeit in a very narrow range. However, the move drew
strenuous objections from Egypt and several other developing state WTO
members. The General Council responded by calling a special session on
the issue in November 2000, and afterward, the appeals panel rejected all
of the eleven petitions to submit amicus briefs that it received.36

The United States, Canada and some other developed states continue
to press for greater transparency and civil society access in dispute cases.
Such changes would, according to US Trade Representative Robert
Zoellick, “open the door to the public, and thereby open the door to
greater understanding and acceptance of the WTO.”37 Specific US pro-
posals include opening hearings for dispute and appeals panels, providing
public access to briefs and statements filed in disputes, and providing
prompt public access to final dispute rulings.38 The proposals continue to
be strongly resisted by some developing states, whose delegates have
expressed concern that NGOs and other affluent state actors will be able
to exercise undue influence on the dispute settlement process if it is
opened to them. Many developing states already receive WTO assistance
in the dispute process because they do not possess the internal technical
expertise or resources to vigorously pursue claims or defend against them.
Some developing state leaders have expressed some fears that powerful
NGOs could put them at a further disadvantage in the body. Also, lest it
appear that NGO access is being viewed here as a primary end of account-
able integration, I will note that NGOs are only selectively representative
and may not themselves be governed democratically. However, more
extensive and routine access for trans-state civil society groups, especially
those including membership in less affluent states, should be supported. It
would represent an important initial step on the way to transforming the
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WTO into a body whose institutional reach is more closely matched by the
access it provides to those affected by its policies and judgments.39 Specific
possibilities are discussed below.

The (possible) constitutionalization of the Americas

Let us now consider the regional suprastate body that is most similar to
the European Union, though at a much earlier stage of development.40

NAFTA, whose $11.4 trillion gross domestic product actually far outstrips
the EU’s expected post-expansion GDP of about $8.3 trillion,41 is marked
by significant and increasing trans-state exchange. In the first decade of its
existence, trade between NAFTA’s three members has grown from $306
billion to more than $620 billion.42 Unlike GATT/WTO, the North Amer-
ican agreement does include some social and environmental linkages to
trade through labor and environmental side agreements, though they are
relatively weak ones. Fines or retaliatory trade barriers are possible sanc-
tions under the environmental agreement, but they generally must have
approval from domestic legal systems to be implemented.43 The labor side
agreement has fewer provisions for direct NGO involvement, and it is
more limited in scope, covering only those alleged labor violations that
occur in trade-related sectors. In addition, it covers only labor protections
already enshrined in law in both states in the dispute, in effect, exhorting
states to follow their own laws. Despite their rightly criticized weak-
nesses,44 the side agreements are significant in setting precedents for
linking social issues to trade, as well in the opportunities they do provide
for civil society access, at least in allowing views to be aired. Thus,
NAFTA’s trans-state actors in labor and the environment are somewhat
closer to the supranational than the inter-governmental end of the contin-
uum in presence and influence. NAFTA’s governing Free Trade Commis-
sion, which actually consists of the three member states’ trade ministers, is
much closer to the inter-governmental end.

Besides trans-state labor and environmental actors, NAFTA includes
some direct channels of access for trans-state economic actors. Under
NAFTA Chapter 11, investors based in one member state may directly sue
one of the other two member states for actions that are “tantamount to
expropriation” of their assets in that state. Chapter 11 has drawn harsh
criticism from many quarters.45 Included as protection for foreign investors
from the seizure of assets in a member state, it has been characterized as a
tool allowing corporations in one state to attack foreign laws that interfere
with plain profit maximization—a too-generous “bill of rights” for
investors.46 Notable cases include a $160 million claim filed in 2000 by
Atlanta-based United Parcel Services against Canada Post. UPS con-
tended that Canada Post’s large-scale entry into courier services after
acquiring Purolater constituted unfair competition, since Canada Post uses
its publicly funded mail-delivery infrastructure to support its courier
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operations. The claim prompted concerns by some civil society groups that
Chapter 11 would allow corporations to target a range of public service
providers that could be seen as competitors in other states, e.g., public hos-
pitals, water treatment facilities.47 Some of those fears were allayed by a
November 2002 dispute panel ruling that significantly scaled back the parts
of the UPS claim that would be considered. However, a number of other
cases, especially those dealing with targeting of environmental regulation,
remain controversial.

Chapter 11 disputes have helped to push important questions about
economic and social rights to the fore of NAFTA and broader inter-
national law debates,48 in addition to serving as the site for the most
intense lobbying activity by NGOs, firms and other trans-state actors. This
activity has translated into some modest but meaningful gains in supra-
national access. For example, some NAFTA panels have agreed to admit
amicus briefs from NGOs,49 and the NAFTA Free Trade Commission, at
its October 2003 meeting in Montreal, affirmed that dispute panels have
the authority to accept such briefs. The US and Canadian representatives,
though not the Mexican representative, also announced an intention to
open Chapter 11 dispute hearings to the public—if the parties to the
dispute agreed.50

NAFTA proponents celebrated the tenth anniversary of the free trade
agreement in December 2003. At the same time, efforts to expand com-
prehensive, NAFTA-style liberalization throughout the hemisphere in a
Free Trade Area of the Americas were at a lull. With resistance from
Brazil in particular, delegates to the November 2003 FTAA summit in
Miami achieved agreement only on a limited set of principles, though
commitments were made to continue negotiating.51 The Bush administra-
tion responded by pursuing several bilateral trade deals with Latin
American states, as well as signing in December 2003 a Central American
Free Trade Agreement with El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras and
Nicaragua.52 Whatever the final, initial provisions of the hemispheric free
trade area, NAFTA and its offspring are key to a discussion about the
feasibility of realizing accountable integration. I do not claim that NAFTA
represents such integration in terms of the self-development conception of
rights, or that the Central American or hemispheric free trade initiatives
will achieve anything similar in the near term. However, the increasing
willingness to make some transparency concessions to civil society actors
in the NAFTA arena, as well as in ongoing FTAA negotiations,53 is in
keeping with the expectations of the trans-state exchange approach. As
trade and other exchanges have increased in volume, trans-state disputes
have arisen and their adjudication has helped promote some constitution-
alization of the NAFTA system. The increasing impact, or potential
impact, of dispute resolutions has prompted trans-state civil society groups
to pressure their own member states for changes, and some access to the
dispute resolution processes has been granted. As trans-state exchange
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and adjudication continue to expand, such pressures can be expected to
increase.

In addition, there has been some elite interest in deepening, rather than
simply broadening, integration. Mexican President Vicente Fox Quesada
has pressed for several years for EU-style structural funds to aid his
country’s development, as well as for freer cross-border movement of
workers.54 Fox’s hopes for freer immigration were dampened by the terror
attacks on the United States of 11 September 2001, but by early 2004, the
Bush administration had proposed a broad guest worker plan that also
would allow many undocumented workers to obtain legal resident status.55

Fox and other elites continue to push for deepening NAFTA in several
areas. For example, Andres Rozental, a Fox adviser and president of the
Mexican Council on Foreign Relations, calls for a stronger NAFTA
organization, including a North American Commission modeled on the
European Commission. He also advocates launching a North American
“Schengen Agreement” to promote much freer movement of labor, as
well as a region-wide customs union modeled on the European one.56 The
latter proposal has received public support from former US Ambassador
to Canada Thomas Niles, among others.57 Robert Pastor, an international
relations scholar and former director of Latin American Affairs on the US
National Security Council, has offered a separate, book-length proposal
for the creation of a North American Community modeled loosely on the
former European Community. Pastor argues that NAFTA, in its current
form, has facilitated great gains in regional trade and investment but
remains underdeveloped in enabling the benefits of a truly regional
economy to fall to all three members. Pastor’s proposed changes include
the creation of something like Rozental’s strong North American Com-
mission, a body that would be able to engage in long-term planning and
coordination in the region. The current ad hoc dispute panels would be
replaced by a permanent adjudicative body with an institutional memory
and formal recognition of case precedents. He also proposes that the three
NAFTA members coordinate foreign policy on appropriate issues, includ-
ing presenting a common trade front in international trade talks, as the
European Commission does. Finally, Pastor urges the creation of a North
American Parliamentary Group, actually the merger of two existing inter-
parliamentary conferences including the three states.

Pastor’s argument emphasizes collective action problems, or simply
concerns the three NAFTA members share, that could be more effectively
addressed supranationally, as reasons for pursuing deeper integration in
the region. Again, I am not persuaded that those sorts of common con-
cerns or threats will be sufficient to trigger the immediate launch of a
much deeper integration project in North America. However, NAFTA,
FTAA and other hemispheric regional trade initiatives represent poten-
tially powerful forces for increasing trans-state exchange in goods, invest-
ment, finance, information and services in a vast area including more than
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800 million people. The longer-term prospects for relatively deep integra-
tion in the region may be good. Market liberalization under the gover-
nance of the regional trade bodies, especially over time in a hemispheric
body, can be expected to lead to continuing pressures on various domestic
sectors, as production and capital migrate and the practices of producers in
one state are increasingly open to challenge by producers or groups in
other states. Opening markets also could lead to freer movement of
workers in various regions.58 As its critics charge, NAFTA does contribute
to an incipient democratic deficit in North America by challenging local
control in some policy areas, especially via Chapter 11 disputes. Such a
deficit encourages trans-state actors to press for greater access to and
influence on NAFTA policymaking and implementation. Thus, NAFTA
provides a framework, however incomplete, within which demands may be
pressed for deeper and more democratically accountable integration. Over
many years, we could see a much deeper constitutionalization of NAFTA,
on the way to transforming it into a democratic, multilevel organization
broadly similar to the European Union in its ability to make routine, tax-
financed distributions among states and expand opportunities for indi-
viduals in all member states. Over a much longer term, the same may be
possible in the hemisphere through an FTAA or similar bodies.

Global possibilities

What of the possibilities for achieving more accountable integration on a
much larger, even fully global scale? In the near term, the same mechan-
isms of trans-state exchange, spillover and lock-in of key aspects of supra-
national governance could continue to push integration in the global
arena. Such integration could open the way to progressively increasing
access for and accountability to civil society. The developments noted
above in WTO amicus rulings and stated commitments to greater open-
ness suggest the sorts of near-term changes that could occur, especially in
light of continuing strong pressures from trans-state civil society actors.
With such pressures in mind, I want to suggest three near-term possible
futures for the global economic system. These, of course, are not the only
possible outcomes, but given current trends, they seem three of the most
plausible. The third potentially would lay the groundwork for the emer-
gence of the integrated alternative, i.e., just, democratically accountable
supranational integration, up to a full global government in the much
longer term.

1 Smoot-Hawley and dis-integration: The growing backlash against
processes of globalization could trigger a pandemic of economic
nationalism. States could respond to domestic pressures by putting in
place a range of protections for particularly trade-sensitive or power-
ful domestic industries, and some states could withdraw from the
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WTO or regional trade bodies. In the extreme case, the backlash could
result in the kind of ultra-protectionist “Smoot-Hawleyism”59 that
seems especially to concern the WTO Secretariat, with a few states
reverting to high general tariffs and most others responding in kind.

2 Unaccountable integration: The WTO and its more powerful member
states could acknowledge the concerns of anti-globalization activists,
developing state delegates and others without fully responding to
them. The organization might continue to increase its technical assis-
tance to developing states, and it could offer them further legal assis-
tance to press dispute claims. It might also make negotiations
somewhat more transparent, releasing draft documents and allowing
more advisory input from NGOs and the International Labor Organi-
zation. But its state members would not allow firm social linkages to
trade, and it would not routinize access for actors in civil society.
Meanwhile, critics would continue applying pressure through domestic
government lobbying and street demonstrations. They might win some
localized concessions, but not the significant changes they seek, in part
because there is no consensus on whether transformation or elimina-
tion of supranational trade bodies is the appropriate demand.

3 Accountable integration: Instead of advocating the disbandment of
the WTO and other supranational bodies, WTO critics and those
feeling the effects of market liberalization form ever more powerful
trans-state factions. They lobby their own governments and continue
staging demonstrations and smaller actions until their own domestic
leaders are compelled to lobby in the trade bodies for their demands.
The WTO door is grudgingly cracked open to international NGOs,
who are granted advisory powers and gradually help to craft more
balanced rules—something like the input that EU organizations
receive from trans-state actors in policy formation. Modest social
linkages are won, and states face some threat of trade penalties for
violating labor and perhaps environmental standards. Something
similar to the charter of rights that emerged through adjudication in
the EU begins to take shape. Individuals may come to have limited
legal standing as dispute bodies grapple with precedents set by social
linkages.

Scenario 3 describes movement toward the kind of relatively near-term,
democratically accountable integration that would be a vital step on the
way to realizing the integrated alternative and expanding the fulfillment of
self-development rights. It is not an implausible scenario, given the inter-
est states have in maintaining the viability of the global trading regime and
the motivation non-state actors have to oppose a mostly unaccountable
project of global economic liberalization. But it must be strongly emphas-
ized again that realizing something like the integrated alternative in the
global system depends on the possibility that trans-state civil society
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factions will focus their efforts on the positive transformation of the
system, rather than pursuing various forms of protectionism. It will require
that states’ leaders vigorously promote integration over protectionism
domestically, that they demand greater accountability from the WTO on
their citizens’ behalf, and that they press for recognition of core individual
rights by all member states. Finally, accountable integration in the WTO
context will require a supranational leadership, including the nation-state
representatives in the General Council, that makes an honest assessment
of the ways in which the trade body is growing increasingly powerful and
yet remains largely unaccountable to those within states who are affected
by its actions. Consider the site chosen for the first post-Seattle WTO min-
isterial: Qatar, a monarchy with no constitution or political parties, and
which does not ordinarily allow demonstrations. Only a few hundred
activists were able to secure visas and clear other barriers to actually
attend the meeting, which did result in the launching of a new round of
global trade talks.60

As the third scenario suggests, the global economic integration process
may have reached a significant crossroads. In fact, it is striking how many
different observers, from different disciplines and theoretical approaches,
see the need for supranational organizations to give greater access and
make some concessions to the actors increasingly affected by economic
globalization. Even if some do not agree that it would be appropriate to
write collective bargaining or minimum wage requirements into trade
agreements, they nevertheless generally acknowledge that powerful inter-
ests inside and across states must somehow be accommodated if the global
liberalization project is to remain viable. Consider the following from
international law scholar David Leebron:

Where it is strongly supported (as for linking labor and environmental
issues with trade), such linkage can probably not be resisted
altogether. Rather, the goal must be to choose the means of linkage
that most effectively advance the policies sought to be linked . . .
without undermining the ability to reach agreement and make
progress in the other regime. Interpretive linkage holds promise in this
respect, and the WTO now seems in effect to have endorsed this
approach. With regard to the role of environmental agreements and
norms in the interpretation of GATT obligations, for example, the
WTO dispute panels have basically done an about-face. They have
moved from a wooden, formalistic approach that largely ignored the
evolution of international environmental law, to one that tries in a
nuanced way to incorporate this evolution into a dynamic interpreta-
tion of the GATT rules.61

Leebron argues for a similarly nuanced approach by actors seeking to link
social and rights issues to trade, and he urges that linkage be seen as a
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second-best solution to better developing specific international regimes in
labor, the environment, human rights.

Some policymakers in the United States and the EU have been among
those recommending over several years that social linkages be made in
the WTO.62 Former US President Clinton proposed, to the dismay of
many developing state delegates at the 1999 Seattle ministerial, that
International Labor Organization worker-protection standards be linked
to membership benefits.63 More recently, Democratic US Representative
and 2004 presidential candidate Richard Gephardt proposed a global
minimum wage plan—though the minimum would be variable by
country—to be overseen by the ILO and tied to WTO membership.64

Others have suggested that the ILO could play various oversight roles in
a World Trade Organization whose competencies would be expanded or
linked to labor and environmental protections. The ILO itself has
requested formal advisory status in the trade organization.65 For its part,
the World Trade Organization has affirmed support in principle for ILO
promotion of labor standards—specific calls include barring child labor,
providing living wages, humane working hours, gender equity, rights to
collective bargaining—but it has rejected links between any specific
standards and trade privileges.66 Social linkage continues to be strongly
opposed by most developing state leaders, who fear a loss of comparative
advantage if they are made to observe higher minimum wage standards,
etc. If the WTO became a more highly developed, somewhat more
accountable body, developing states’ concerns gradually could be
addressed as in the European Union, where less affluent members are
granted various kinds of assistance to help them meet system-wide
standards.

If we assume that such relatively near-term changes as greater trans-
parency and modest social linkages could be achieved, how might move-
ment be promoted toward much more comprehensive changes, i.e., toward
the creation of a formal, multi-level democratic system? For that, let us
turn first to the regional trade bodies and a tendency toward “competitive
liberalization,” where more suprastate regional trade bodies are created,
and existing ones are expanded or deepened, as individual states compete
for global trade and investment. The majority of global trade now occurs
within regional trade agreements, and each new project helps to create
momentum for others. For example, in 1994, just a few weeks after APEC
members announced a plan to liberalize trade and investment in the Asia-
Pacific region by 2010, leaders in the Americas declared they would move
toward the Free Trade Area of the Americas by 2005. US Trade
Representative Zoellick notes that it took the completion of NAFTA and
the increasing activity by APEC “to persuade the EU to close out the
Uruguay Round” of trade negotiations that created the WTO. In a
competitive liberalization context, the kind of give-and-take between
lower and higher governing bodies that resulted in supranational
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recognition of some individual rights in the European Union could have
significant global implications. For example, the EU can be expected to
continue demanding social linkages and other changes in the WTO. The
WTO, in turn, could demand that the EU improve its rather patchy record
of observing its rules on open markets. In fact, there is an in-built tension
between a global market-liberalizing regime and regional trading blocs,
which often are characterized as trade-diverting bodies rather than trade-
creating ones.67 EU regional trade barriers pose a challenge to WTO rules
supremacy broadly similar to the ones that were posed to European
Community supremacy by member states. The ultimate challenge to the
viability of the WTO system may be much the same, and both parties may
have to give ground, as occurred in Western Europe, where the give-and-
take resulted in recognition of EC supremacy by member states and some
recognition of fundamental rights by the European Court of Justice.

That leads me to suggest that in the medium term of approximately fifty
years, there could be significant movement toward enshrinement of a
relatively narrow range of workers’ rights, linked to WTO membership
privileges. We may even see some form of direct effect in the WTO
dispute body, first granted to firms as “corporate persons,” and then to
aggrieved “natural persons.” We also can expect to see virtually all states
become enmeshed in regional organizations such as NAFTA, with increas-
ing economic integration and some movement toward political integration
among more mature bodies. We can expect to see the continuing emer-
gence of a more robust region-wide representative democracy in the EU.
In other areas of the world, expanded and deepened integration in supra-
state regional bodies should encourage member states to view each other
more as partners in a common enterprise than as plain competitors.
Integration should facilitate the kinds of trans-state distributions already
common in the European Union, as well as the free movement among
member states that opens many more life opportunities for individuals. If
regional integration continues to grow, and the tension between regional
and global economic integration is indeed a productive one, then it is plau-
sible to suggest that we could see some much larger, perhaps fully global,
multi-level democratic government in the much longer term.68 Its creation
would be propelled by states and supranational regional bodies pursuing
their own interests in economic growth via trade and open markets, by
ever-expanding adjudicative jurisdictions in supranational bodies, and by
the formation of powerful trans-state factions—labor, business, NGOs,
sub-state governments—that are able to exercise progressively greater
influence on supranational bodies.

I will assume that a transformed WTO dispute body or some similar
body could serve as the effective judicial branch at the global level, but I
will not venture a prediction on when or exactly how a global legislative or
executive arm could emerge. I will note, however, a specific proposal for a
WTO-affiliated global parliament offered by EU Trade Commissioner
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Pascal Lamy after the 1999 Seattle protests. In remarks before the Euro-
pean Parliament, Lamy proposed the creation of a WTO parliamentary
body, initially as an annual meeting of lawmakers from WTO member
states. More closely involving elected representatives in trade delibera-
tions, Lamy said, would help improve democratic accountability in the
body. Over time, he said, a full “consultative parliamentary assembly”
could be created at the WTO.69 The effectiveness and legitimacy of a
purely consultative parliament can be questioned. However, it is signific-
ant that even a very limited global parliament emerged as a serious topic
of discussion after the Seattle meeting, where a massive and sustained
public protest involving a range of civil society actors, including US labor
interests, sent a powerful message to trade delegates and member states.70

Lamy’s proposed response should be suggestive of some ways in which
continuing pressures for accountability from trans-state actors could help
to promote deep institutional transformation over the longer term.

Fix it

I want to close by speaking more concretely about duties and the roles that
actors at all levels have played and can play to promote more accountable
integration. I noted in the Preface how globalization critics have been
divided on whether “fixing” the World Trade Organization is the appropri-
ate stance, or whether efforts should be focused on “nixing” it.71 The same
has been true of NAFTA and now FTAA, with some few groups or indi-
viduals, notably Jeremy Brecher and Tim Costello,72 supporting more
accountable integration as a way to gain leverage on regional problems and
promote “upward leveling” of labor, environmental and human rights pro-
tections, and many more painting integration as a simple loss of local
democratic control. Organized labor in the United States, which was gener-
ally opposed to NAFTA and has opposed the FTAA,73 has shown some
signs of support for more accountable integration globally. For example,
following the Seattle World Trade Organization meeting, the AFL-CIO
created a Campaign for Global Fairness which aimed, in part, at building
“international solidarity with our brothers and sisters in [economically]
emerging nations as well as developed nations to create equitable, demo-
cratic and sustainable growth.”74 The union also has supported the Inter-
national Labor Organization’s global labor standards. Such public positions
may well be seen as merely the kind of disguised affluent-state protection-
ism that concerns many in less affluent states. Even if that is the case,
however, it represents significant pressure that, coupled with pressures for
adjustment assistance from developing states themselves, could result in
concrete positive change for workers in those states. Further, even very
incremental changes in collective bargaining or wage rules, if they are truly
global changes, and if states are encouraged to comply through linkages
with trade privileges, could help to significantly raise the global social floor.
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Major human rights groups such as Amnesty International also have
taken important and highly visible positions on the character of economic
integration. For example, the group praised the thirty-four leaders who
attended the April 2001 FTAA summit for making a commitment to
democracy in the summit’s closing declaration. It also praised the Cana-
dian host government for allowing relatively broad access by trans-state
groups to negotiating delegations, and criticized leaders for failing to
include human rights provisions in FTAA.75 I have argued that all trans-
state actors should offer similarly strong support of a more democratically
accountable integration, not only because it will open the possibility of
exerting more democratic control over the processes of economic global-
ization, but because it offers the strong possibility for improvements in the
life chances of hundreds of millions of people over the near and medium
term. That is a moral component of the globalization debate that must be
made more prominent.

Again, some trans-state groups or critics focusing specifically on the
effects of economic integration have offered pragmatic, clear-sighted pro-
posals for change effected through cross-border mobilization.76 However,
much of the message that has been either transmitted or received from
street demonstrations seems to suggest that a retreat to the state is the
appropriate solution. Consider the call to repeal NAFTA and withdraw
from the WTO by Democratic US Representative and 2004 presidential
candidate Dennis Kucinich, who received strong support from groups in
the anti-corporate-globalization movement. Kucinich asserts that, because
of the power of other states to bring challenges in the WTO,

We can talk all we want about modifying NAFTA to protect human
rights and workers’ rights, but the end result will be a ruling from the
WTO like the recent one on steel telling us we are not free, that global
corporate trade agreements have the final say. We need a new start.
We must begin from scratch with decent trade agreements between
this country and each other country we trade with, agreements that
are based from the start on the needs of people and communities.77

Such a message, while probably still well intentioned, has the potential to
cause significant harm. To call for exiting the WTO, or “nixing” the entire
organization without proposing to replace it with some body that could be
used to promote more just forms of economic integration globally is to
advocate a retreat to the suspect moral framework of the stewardship
model, where the leaders of “separate but equal” states attempt to
promote the interests of their own citizens but have hugely disparate
command over resources. Strong priority to compatriots would be
observed, and movement toward securing self-development rights would
be delayed or possibly halted for huge numbers of people in less affluent
states.
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Conclusion

When Martin Luther King called for a transformation of the Jericho road,
he also declared that he was speaking as a “citizen of the world,”78 as one
who had come to realize the need of exhorting others to lift “neighborly
concern beyond one’s tribe, race, class and nation” and promote the
welfare of all in the world.79 I believe that ever more of us are enabled to
speak, think and act as citizens of the world. In an integrating system, we
find ourselves sharing concerns about international economic competition,
the global environment, and increasingly supranational governance, with
others worldwide. Media and technology advances give us, especially in
more affluent states, unprecedented daily windows on the rest of the
world, as well as the almost effortless ability to make connections across
many borders. In short, we are uniquely poised to develop the mindset of
world citizens, and as the discussion of this chapter has suggested, to begin
to act as world citizens. Yet, we cannot underestimate the force of attach-
ment to the local, the challenges all of us will face in expanding the sets of
persons whose interests we can view as appropriately protected and pro-
moted in common. In this book, I have tried to show why we should want
to adopt the broader view, what kinds of actions each of us can take to
promote its acceptance, and the tremendous positive changes it has the
potential to set in motion.

I began by highlighting tensions between arguments for compatriot pri-
ority and a more universalist approach to moral obligation. The core con-
clusion of Chapter 1 was that, if we are to take respect for all persons
seriously, it must motivate more than a policy of non-interference toward
noncompatriots, given the deprivations so many suffer in the current
global system. Chapters 2 and 3 considered some prominent cosmopolitan
approaches to distributions but found them wanting as moral arguments.
They would have allowed some individuals either to be sacrificed in
service of some greater utility, to be excluded from important distribu-
tions, or to be vulnerable to rights violations through an inappropriate
emphasis on interdependence or group interaction. I argued for a moral
cosmopolitan approach that would recognize the rights of all persons,
regardless of their states’ embeddedness in the global economy, to distrib-
utions of the resources and opportunities needed to form and pursue a
robust life plan, i.e., to fulfillment of self-development rights. That led, in
Chapter 4, to an assessment of the normative foundations of the current
states system. I discussed how the Westphalian system discourages distrib-
utions to those in less affluent states because it gives rise to powerful,
mutually reinforcing biases toward compatriots. I argued for the recogni-
tion of an obligation on all persons to transform that system through the
advocacy of just, democratically accountable integration. Ultimately, we
should want to put in place an institutional framework where the interests
of all persons will be vigorously protected and promoted. That would most
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likely be some form of democratic global government. Consideration of
common objections to global government led to the model of a democratic,
multi-level system guided by principles of supremacy and subsidiarity.

Again, whether we will see the emergence of more accountable integra-
tion at the regional or global level, and whether that will lead to a signific-
ant expansion of self-development rights fulfillment, depend crucially on
the actions of those in trans-state civil society, as well as on the actions
taken by states’ leaders and supranational bodies. All people should
demand from domestic leaders that they summon the political vision and
will to press for strong linkages between trade and rights protections in the
World Trade Organization and regional supranational bodies. The Inter-
national Labor Organization standards for collective bargaining and
improved wages would be a natural place to begin. We also should
demand the creation of adjustment programs to help less affluent states
implement and enforce the labor, environmental and human rights rules
that they should be required to accept as conditions of membership.
States’ leaders must be pressed to lobby for progressively greater civil
society access to the WTO, and they must open access to NAFTA and
similar bodies. As supranational governance increasingly affects the lives
of ordinary persons, it must be conducted with meaningful input from
them, and it must be accountable to them. As democratic accountability
grows, so can ordinary persons in member states grow in their ability to
press fair demands in legislative hearing rooms, courtrooms and ballot
booths. In the longer term, if we and those who follow continue to press
for a democratically accountable project of global integration, we can
create a system capable of securing self-development rights for an ever-
expanding circle of humanity. If it is possible to create a world where
birthplace does not determine life chances, such a world will be realized
because those who are affected by the globalizing economy, in solidarity
with those who believe that anyone born anywhere should be able to lead
a decent life, will continually demand movement toward it.
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