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This chapter examines the challenge that claims for global justice have been said to pose for the nation, and the value of national self-determination in particular. A debate has arisen between defenders of global justice and defenders of national self-determination, with the latter camp sometimes arguing that although some forms of global justice are valuable, the call for global equality, if realised, would seriously endanger any meaningful form of self-determination (and as such, global egalitarianism must of necessity be ‘post-national’ in form). Section I sets out the apparent opposition between the two positions. Section II looks a little closer at the arguments of defenders of self-determination and examines just why, on their view, their concerns rule out global egalitarianism as a theory of global justice. Section III shows how the view that a concern for national self-determination rules out global egalitarianism as an account of global justice is mistaken for a number of reasons, as I have argued in more detail elsewhere (Armstrong, forthcoming). Actually global egalitarians are able to carve out space for self-determination in a variety of ways. Section IV concludes by asking whether they should. It is argued that there are good reasons to reserve room for legitimate forms of self-determination. But my argument will give limited relief to nationalists, because the forms of self-determination that are likely to be valuable to individuals worldwide are likely to only partly overlap with national forms of government.

I
The Challenge of Global Inequality
We live in a massively unequal world, in which the gulfs in access to resources, health care and educational opportunities between nations outstrip those applying within even the most unequal of nations (World Bank, 2006). Partly as a response to that fact, recent years have seen the emergence of a sophisticated literature on issues of global distributive justice, which has debated the justice of international trade, the distribution of natural resources, and the justice of climate change, as well as the distribution of responsibility for responding to poverty and ‘underdevelopment.’ Not surprisingly, one of the liveliest debates within ‘international’ or ‘global political theory’ concerns the normative significance of the nation, or of the nation-state. But here opinion is sometimes sharply divided. On the one hand, some global egalitarians or cosmopolitans have suggested that we should not suffer inferior life-chances – and possibly a life of desperate poverty - simply because of the ‘brute luck’ of being born in Angola rather than Australia. For the most thorough-going cosmopolitans all principles of distributive justice are universal in scope, and it appears difficult on this position to carve out any space for national variation, given that such variation will impact unequally on the life-chances of individuals born into such nations in the future. If national membership in the contemporary world operates a lot like feudal status in the ‘pre-modern’ world, admitting some to a modern nobility and consigning others to a modern form of serfdom, we might be expected to object to this modern hierarchy just as strongly as we rejected the earlier one (Carens, 1992). The challenge to the autonomy of nations appears - at first sight at least – robust. At the extreme, global egalitarian justice might then leave no room for national self-determination at all; it might be of necessity post-national.

On the other hand, we find in the literature on global justice a number of dissenting voices which claim that our membership of nations (and sometimes nation-states) has a good deal of normative significance (e.g. Miller, 1995). Perhaps nations are ‘ethical communities’ with an intrinsic value which cosmopolitans or global egalitarians have failed to recognise. Perhaps nations make social justice and democracy possible, with the implication being that those goals will be mere chimeras in the absence of the ties of solidarity that bind fellow nationals together. Perhaps it is the very specific affective or institutional ties between co-citizens or co-nationals which render egalitarian justice appropriate in the first place, rather than any simple appeal to shared humanity – in which case the demand for global equality simply does not arise. Defenders of self-determination have also gone on the offensive, alleging that global egalitarian justice would require powerful global institutions – and possibly even a world state – and that its strictures would be incompatible with national autonomy or with global cultural diversity more broadly. Indeed, some critics have reprised Kant’s argument that a world state would either lead to despotism or descend into civil war, and argued that this provides a reason for real caution over the claims of global equality (see, for instance, Rawls, 1999, p 36).

In the debate about global justice, then, global egalitarians have been charged with failing to recognise, or accommodate, the importance of communities’ right to make their own collective decisions. David Miller has labelled his own distinctive approach to global justice a ‘political’ as opposed to a ‘cosmopolitan’ one, and clearly means by this distinction to suggest precisely that the cosmopolitan or egalitarian account pays much too little attention to the fact that individuals are born into national communities that have meaning for them and that have a plausible claim for political self-determination (Miller, 2008a, p. 383; a slightly different distinction between the two approaches is also put forward by Nagel, 2005). The cosmopolitan focus on principles of distributive justice means that it is somewhat denuded when it shifts its gaze onto a world where citizens of particular communities both do, and should be able to, make collective decisions that shape their collective futures (see also Walzer 2004, pp. 131-40). Recent years have also witnessed an increased emphasis on the importance of national responsibility, accompanied by the claim that global equality would be unattainable if we took seriously the idea that nation-states can properly be held responsible for their own choices (Rawls, 1999; Miller, 2007). But this argument for national responsibility in turn depends on a more fundamental argument, the one that I am really interested in here: the argument that national communities have a right to economic and political self-determination, and that this itself places serious limits on the scope for global distributive justice. For Moore (2006, p. 657) this means that ‘political communities [such as nations] cannot be regarded as simply an obstacle to the achievement of global justice’; to the contrary, ‘any valid theory of global justice should be developed in a way that can give appropriate due to the moral value of political communities’. 

The suspicion that securing global equality would require us to seriously limit the self-determination of independent ‘peoples’ was also prominent in John Rawls’s last book. Instead of principles of global egalitarian justice, Rawls endorsed a much less demanding ‘duty of assistance’, which he still believed sufficient to secure the conditions for political autonomy, enabling peoples ‘to be able to determine the path of their own future for themselves’ (Rawls, 1999, p. 118; though see Armstrong, 2009a). Some critics of global equality believe that our only obligations towards non-nationals are humanitarian or charitable ones, whereas others believe we have rather stronger duties of justice towards the world’s poor. But they all agree that the objective of such duties cannot be the attainment of global equality, and a primary reason for their reticence is this concern to defend national self-determination. The choice between the ‘distributive’ view of the global egalitarians and the ‘political’ view of defenders of the nation-state on this view appears rather stark (Owen, 2009). The task of this chapter is to assess just how stark the opposition really needs to be. Must we take the concerns of Miller, Moore, Rawls and so on at face value, or is the apparent conflict between ‘distributive’ justice and national ‘politics’ in fact rather more complex?
II
Global Equality versus Self-Determination?
The leading contemporary defences of national self-determination emphasise the way in which membership in national communities provides ‘an anchor for self-identification’ (Margalit and Raz, 1990, p. 448). Our identities and also our moral horizons are bound up with the national community we belong to. In one important sense national cultures can be said to secure the conditions for individual autonomy; they do so by providing a background against which the individual can make choices about her life. In fact ’the autonomous ideal of a self-choosing, self-forming being presupposes some conception of value according to which the life is constituted, and this conception of value is provided by a national or societal culture’ (Moore 2006, p. 639). Individual well-being depends upon worthwhile goals and relationships, which are themselves largely determined within the context of ‘encompassing groups’ such as national communities (Margalit and Raz, 1990, p. 448; see also Miller, 1995). Whereas theories of distributive justice rightly emphasise individuals’ opportunities to pursue valuable goals, they should also pay due attention to the role of national cultures in defining those goals, and providing a background of shared values by which individuals can orient their lives in an otherwise complex and unpredictable world. 


The special ties between fellow members of a nation are also said to make possible a number of key political projects which would be impossible – or at least much more difficult – in their absence. For one thing, participation in a common national culture may be ‘essential for generating solidarity’ within modern welfarist states, and getting people to accept the sacrifices required of them. For another, ‘some sense of commonality or shared identity may be required to sustain a deliberative or participatory democracy’ (Kymlicka 2001: 265, 268; see also Miller, 2000, pp. 81-96), perhaps by encouraging the development and exercise of citizenly orientation towards the common good. In that sense, although global egalitarians have bemoaned the restriction of social justice to the nation-state, they have failed to understand just how important the bonds of nationality are to making it a reality. If we are moving into a ‘post-national’ world, then we must accept that we may be moving into a world where equality and social justice, too, are consigned to history (Miller, 1999, pp. 260-1).

If national self-determination is important, the next step is to show that it conflicts with the demands of global egalitarianism. Here its defenders have shown great certainty. On the one hand, Moore (2007, p. 258) argues that global egalitarianism ‘fails to protect the collective and cultural dimensions of life, which people often value’. But if national culture is so important – perhaps because of its connection to identity, autonomy or social justice – it must be permissible for individuals to take actions to preserve it (Miller, 2009). On the other hand, if we accept the need for self-determination, we must also accept the consequences: as soon as we grant countries some measure of economic self-determination, ‘we are conceding the possibility of their adopting different policies and goals that will inevitably result in potentially significant inequalities’ (Mandle, 2006, p. 622). For these critics we should embrace instead an account of global justice in which ‘there is no fundamental challenge to the idea of state autonomy, and no attempt to achieve global uniformity, in the sense of people everywhere enjoying the same bundle of rights, resources, and opportunities’ (Miller, 2007, p. 21).
III
Against a Simple Opposition
Despite the certainty of its defenders, any assumption that a respect for national self-determination rules out a commitment to global egalitarianism must be rejected, for three reasons. The first is that global egalitarians are able to compromise their values without abandoning them; the second is that in many cases they will be able to accommodate some self-determination without even compromising on their values (see also Armstrong, forthcoming); the third, finally, reminds us that in a world in which nation-states appear to be a durable reality, in many instances the two commitments will be served by the same kinds of policies or institutions.
Balancing values?
First, then, global egalitarians do not categorically cease to be global egalitarians once they place any independent value on national self-determination. Rather obviously, being an egalitarian does not require someone to deny that any other ideals have value; it merely demands we believe that one distribution being more egalitarian than another provides one argument in favour of it. So a global egalitarian need not endorse equal distributive outcomes; she need only claim that ‘the value of global equality exerts some moral pressure toward limiting the range of outcomes that may be produced by national self-determination’ (Wenar, 2008, p. 409). The suggestion that we might face a choice between either equalizing life-chances or securing self-determination should not disguise the fact that many shades of both will be simultaneously achievable; and accepting some such shade does not imply the abandonment of egalitarianism. After all, we do not cease to be egalitarians at the domestic level the instant we admit that there are other important values – such as the autonomy of family life – that might need balancing with our egalitarian commitments; nor need egalitarians face a choice between renouncing their egalitarianism and embracing some degree of self-determination.

Unsurprisingly, global egalitarians themselves have been rather divided on the question of whether some national distributive variation – the inevitable outcome of according nations self-determination – is permissible. The general strategy of Tan (2004) has been to draw out the compatibility between ‘general’ duties to all of humankind and ‘special’ duties towards our fellow nationals, and his answer is cautiously affirmative. Moellendorf (2006a, p. 316-7) has also stressed that his aim is to set out the demands of global equality, not to deny that these will need to be traded off against the value of self-determination in many cases. Others have been less willing to allow such constraints on their egalitarian principles. Thus, Caney (2005) has admitted there is some purely instrumental utility to a degree of self-determination, in the sense that the institutions of the nation-state may be necessary to achieve egalitarian ends. But when the values run into conflict, the position appears to be that our egalitarianism should trump any instrumental commitment to self-determination. Whilst Caney is right that the nation is likely to be instrumentally useful in pursuing egalitarian goals, the final section inquires whether this goes quite far enough, or whether it gives too thin an account of the utility of self-determination.
Compatible values?
Furthermore, some forms of global egalitarianism will be compatible with some degree of national self-determination, and insofar as this is true, no compromise between the two values is necessary. Global egalitarianism is a heterogeneous school of thought, and identification with it does not preclude disagreement over a range of important issues (see Armstrong, 2009b). It does seem fair to say that a very demanding global egalitarian account such as global luck egalitarianism (which condemns any and all inequalities arising from ‘brute luck’ factors such as nationality, and accepts only those inequalities arising from individual choice) will leave precious little room for national self-determination (though see Fabre, 2007). But that is a quite distinctive position; it applies a very single-minded egalitarian principle to a very broad range of goods or relations, and as such would hardly be compatible (without trade-offs) with any local autonomy even within nation-states. But many other egalitarian principles will leave conceptual space for national variation (Armstrong, forthcoming); I will briefly set out two ways in which this might be so. 

For one thing, some egalitarian principles leave more room for variation in outcomes than others. It is worth pointing out that the most robust criticisms levelled at global egalitarianism by Miller, Moore and others, relate to strong notions of equality of opportunity such as the views of Moellendorf (2002) or Caney (2001) and probably apply to global luck egalitarianism too (see Moore in this volume). But these are not the only options on the table. Mason (2006) distinguishes between ‘neutralization’ and ‘mitigation’ conceptions of equality. Whereas a neutralizing conception of equality of opportunity, for example, would seek to eradicate the influence of ‘brute luck’ factors such as nationality on distribution (and hence will be highly egalitarian), a mitigating conception might only seek to lessen the impact of such factors by securing broadly commensurable (but not fully equal) opportunities for all. Here it seems certain that a ‘mitigation’ view would leave considerably more room for national variation in distribution than a neutralization one (see also Brock 2008: 434).


Furthermore, while we should be clear that to qualify as a global egalitarian one should adhere to the view that some egalitarian principles have global scope (Armstrong 2009b); this does not rule out other egalitarian principles having more limited scope. A global egalitarian might argue, then, that the theories of distributive equality we have become so fond of should simply be globalized, without any regard for national boundaries (see e.g. Caney 2008); but she might also argue that some variety of egalitarianism is appropriate at the level of communities such as nation-states, and a further, distinct variety is appropriate globally. As an example of this Darrel Moellendorf (2006b) suggests that global economic ties call for the egalitarian distribution of one set of goods (including education, health care, housing and so on), whereas the distinctive political ties inherent at the level of individual nation-states calls for equality in the distribution of another, discrete set of goods (perhaps including income and wealth). In that second set of goods, the scope for national self-determination would presumably be relatively unrestricted.

Perhaps because of this diversity, Miller’s statement (2007, p. 74-5) that a concern for national self-determination means that global justice cannot be egalitarian is much too sweeping. He has more recently weakened this claim somewhat. Conceding that ‘weaker’ principles of equality are more compatible with national responsibility and self-determination than he had earlier suggested, he nevertheless maintains that ‘global egalitarianism rests on a mistake – essentially the mistake of failing to understand properly the social context that gives equality its value within political communities’ (Miller, 2008b, pp. 562, 566). But it is uncertain whether such a position can be defended. Miller’s argument requires us to specify some normatively important relation which applies within nations, but not outside of them. Coercion, reciprocity and shared identity have all been suggested as possible candidates, but it has been shown in each case that these relations do not neatly coincide with the borders of nation-states (see e.g. Armstrong 2009c, Caney 2008). If so, the claims of equality will at the very least spill over national boundaries.
Compatible policies?
The final point to make is that there will be many policies or institutions which might simultaneously advance the goals of global egalitarianism and national self-determination. For instance, those interested in self-determination might be expected to be show support for some forms of global equality. It may very well be that greater equality would assist poorer nations in becoming genuinely self-determining, assuming that severe inequalities will expose them to exploitation within the global economy, and marginalisation within global institutions. In The Law of Peoples (1999), Rawls argued that once wealthier peoples discharge their duty to help poorer societies establish functioning socio-political institutions, the basis for autonomy is secured and any remaining international inequalities need not trouble us. But I have argued to the contrary that great economic inequalities will frequently and predictably undermine the ability of poorer societies to maintain such institutions; the flow of health-care professionals from poor societies to richer ones, at the cost of the ability of the former to maintain functioning healthcare systems, provides just one example of this (Armstrong, 2009a). It seems implausible to draw a line between global inequalities and the autonomy of nation-states, and to operate as if the former will not continually impinge upon the latter. Perhaps Rawls’s vision provides a set of principles for a ‘vanished Westphalian world’ in which nations were economically autonomous in ways in which they no longer are (Buchanan, 2000).  However, it seems much less pertinent in the contemporary world.

Much of Thomas Pogge’s work (for example, Pogge, 2002) has been devoted to showing how the institutional architecture of our world has been shaped to meet the interests of more powerful states, who have set terms of cooperation for poorer societies that provide many of them with vastly inferior opportunities. Miller has also shown appropriate interest in the way in which global economic inequalities convert into inequalities of power, thus skewing the terms of international cooperation. But in an argument reminiscent of Michael Walzer (1983), he rejoins that we might deal with this by either blocking the conversion of economic inequality into political inequality or by removing the economic inequalities themselves (Miller, 2007, pp. 76-7). And, somewhat implausibly, he appears to believe that the first strategy is sufficient. Whilst suggestions for how we might help poorer societies overcome their weak bargaining position – or vulnerability to exploitation - have certainly been made (for instance, by bolstering their presence in World Trade Organization talks, or providing funding for expert representation there), it is hard to imagine them being entirely successful given the size and durability of the economic inequalities involved. Instead, it is likely, on Miller’s formulation, that a direct attack on economic inequalities is inescapable. For all of the concern shown by Rawls, Miller, and Moore for protecting the ability of nations to choose their own internal distributive arrangements, otherwise diverse communities might for that very reason prefer a global order whose institutions allowed them a more equal chance to meet the needs of their own citizens on their own terms, rather than leaving them at the whim of more powerful actors.


Among the most pressing objectives of many global egalitarians is the securing of a situation where structural conditions such as trade rules and property regimes are fair, and unjust disparities in bargaining positions are removed. These do not in fact require great inroads into self-determination, but might actually secure it rather better than our current hierarchical world. It is not, after all, the claim of the defenders of self-determination I have been discussing that a given nation should be able to act in any way it likes; rather the claim is that self-determination is equally important to all nations. As such one nation’s self-determination should be extended in such a way that it is compatible with all others’ equal enjoyment of self-determination. This is what Miller calls an ‘iterative’ conception of self-determination (Miller, 1995, p. 190), and it might be served rather well by various moves towards greater equality. We might say, for instance, that the negotiation of a more balanced agreement on trade would allow developing countries much greater access to markets in the developed world; the economic progress that could be made might then facilitate the further development of state infrastructure. For Miller and Rawls such moves would not represent a concession to global egalitarianism, but a concern to establish fair terms of cooperation which is unconnected to, and uninformed by, standards of distributive justice. On their understanding such concerns essentially operate outside of egalitarian theory, and are not determined by it. Global egalitarians find this less plausible, since they see the securing of fair background conditions (which will be less likely to give rise to exploitation in the first place) as a key part of what egalitarians are after in the global context. Part of what divides supporters and critics of global equality here may, therefore, turn out to be terminology.

We have already considered the argument that defenders of self-determination might be expected to show an interest in greater global equality. The argument that the goal of self-determination for nations might be advanced by the pursuit of greater economic equality at the global level is definitely plausible, and should give us pause for thought when considering arguments that the first concern actually rules out the second. But the reverse might also be true: defenders of global equality might be expected to show some interest in national self-determination, at least in a world where nation-states look likely to be an enduring feature of political life. Certainly it is worth inquiring whether global egalitarians may have more need for the institutions of the nation-state than we might otherwise think. As it turns out, no major global egalitarians have argued in favour of a world state; they tend to be ‘moral’ but not ‘institutional’ cosmopolitans, in that sense (Beitz, 1999), and have also been rather lukewarm towards the grander arguments in favour of global citizenship. Although many of them have argued for a dispersal of sovereignty both upwards to the global level and downwards to sub-national communities (see, for example, Pogge, 2002), such visions tend to retain some role for the nation-state (on the enduring role of the nation-state, see Mann and Miller in this volume). Weak states are in many cases themselves an obstacle to equality: witness the case of the Somali fishermen whose fish stocks have been damaged by foreign nations dumping waste in their waters; the Somali state has been unable to prevent this, or indeed prevent some of the now-unemployed fishermen turning to piracy. Much more strongly, one cosmopolitan has recently argued that the nation-state provides the only institutional setting in which cosmopolitan goals will be achievable in the foreseeable future, and that the success of cosmopolitan goals will continue to depend on the mutual sympathies provided within national communities; after all ‘one can share with cosmopolitanism the concern for universal obligations and still insist that we need particular communities to get a motivational grip on people’ (Ypi, 2008, p. 55). On this view the nation-state, with its ability to inspire compliance and sacrifice, would then be a necessary component of building global distributive justice.

In this section I have shown that there is no simple opposition between global equality and national self-determination. There will be cases where a choice between them is necessary, but so will there be cases where the two goals are complementary, or at least not opposed. This renders any suggestion that we must make some grand choice between the two commitments insupportable. Whilst choices do have to be made between competing values, this is not a novel development for egalitarians, and certainly does not mean that they cease to be egalitarians. Quite how much space global egalitarians should clear for national self-determination is a harder question; in the following I move on to consider this in more detail. 
IV
Self-Determination Reconsidered
The argument so far has shown that global egalitarians – with few exceptions – can make space for a degree of national self-determination. But how much room should they make for it? The answer depends on whether egalitarians are prepared for distributive outcomes (and hence opportunities for future citizens) to vary according to nationality. Borrowing a distinction from Caney (2002), there are ‘mild’ and ‘radical’ approaches to this issue. Whereas the mild approach makes space for forms of distributive justice particular to the nation-state, the radical version refuses to do so. 


What we could call a ‘mild’ form of global egalitarianism maintains that there are some global egalitarian principles, but accepts that there may be specifically national principles of distributive justice or equality too, perhaps because co-nationals have special obligations to each other, or because they stand in a certain kind of institutional relationship with one another. As such it is important to clear space for certain kinds of nation-level distribution, by way of which co-nationals can pursue their own distinctive projects, in a way suitably circumscribed by the global framework of justice. Thus, Tan (2004) accepts that we can have special duties to our fellow nationals that we do not have to outsiders, and merely aims to show that these duties are circumscribed by the general duties we have to everyone. Darrel Moellendorf (2006b), too, argues that we have both global principles of equality because of the economic connections across the globe and distinctively national egalitarian principles because of the political connections between citizens of particular nation-states. Both would qualify, therefore, as mild global egalitarians. This approach can happily accommodate the nation-state, and accord it some autonomy. The approach will also, of course, face its own criticisms, including from defenders of the radical approach. For example, it will face the question whether any genuinely good reasons been given for why fellow nationals (or citizens) should have such obligations of justice to each other. The kind of reasons that have been advanced recently – for instance that fellow citizens engage in distinctive forms of reciprocity, or are jointly subject to coercive institutions – do not seem capable of discriminating adequately between citizens and non-citizens, or nationals and non-nationals. After all, relations of reciprocity, as well as coercive institutions, span the borders of nation-states (Armstrong, 2009c). There are also pertinent questions about the compatibility of the two levels of distribution. Tan argues that global principles simply make space for national partiality, and thereby suggests that they will not conflict. But this may be too confident an appraisal.

What we could call a ‘radical’ form of global egalitarianism maintains that all egalitarian principles are global in scope, and denies that there are any special obligations between fellow nationals. As such, when it clears any space at all for national self-determination it does so not because the bonds between fellow nationals have any intrinsic significance but because the institutions of the nation-state can be useful for delivering on the goals of global egalitarian justice. The defence of self-determination, such as it exists at all, is purely instrumental (self-determination can be supported precisely insofar as it serves global justice, and no further), and is likely to be pretty thin. For Simon Caney (2008, pp. 510-11), any duties a given Swede might have towards his fellow Swedes are only one component part of his general duties towards all humans, and there is nothing particularly distinctive about them. This does leave space for patriotism, but it is of an unusual form. Patriotism, on this view, could only consist in pride in one’s nation-state’s contribution to the attainment of global justice. Caney accepts that individual well-being is advanced by national membership, since as its defenders say nations provide a context of choice, a rich and varied culture by way of which individuals can orientate their lives. National self-determination in turn may be necessary to promote national cultures, as Miller suggests. But in the main he (2005, pp. 178-9) grants it only a ‘considerably restricted place in institutional design’, and wants it to serve the goals of his cosmopolitan egalitarianism alone. The quandary the radical account seems to face is this. Even Caney’s very cautious argument for some self-determination will face the problem that as soon as any room for self-determination is provided, inequalities will result which impinge upon individuals’ life-chances. How would Caney respond to such inequalities? He (2005, p. 180) declares that the pursuit of national self-determination should be ‘combined’ with other considerations, ‘like the pursuit of human rights and global principles of distributive justice’, though that is a little loose as a formulation. If we mean by ‘combining’ that the two claims are somehow weighed against each other, then we have accepted that global egalitarianism is in some instances defeasible. If, however, we mean that principles of global distributive justice place an absolute constraint on self-determination, then it is worth asking what space has in fact been reserved for national self-determination at all. 

In the end, an assertion that individuals’ interest in political self-determination will not conflict with the distributive goals of global egalitarians would be much too optimistic. It is reasonable to suggest that individuals have an interest both in securing the material bases of their well-being (a goal advanced by the global egalitarians), and in collective self-government (with a plausible normative criterion here being the claim that individuals should be able to recognise themselves as joint authors of the institutional schemes that affect them, perhaps). But it may be that the reasons why we should support a degree of self-determination – at least in the non-ideal world - take us some way beyond instrumentally serving the aims of global distributive egalitarianism. Some good contenders are supplied by Andreas Føllesdal (2001, pp. 248-9), who suggests that political autonomy may reduce the risk of domination by other territorial units, may provide increased responsiveness of institutions to individuals’ distinctive interests, and may reduce the burdens of sharing responsibilities between large populations. None of these import any intrinsic significance to the communities we are members of (and as such as wholly compatible with moral cosmopolitanism), but they do reflect a concern with the likely effectiveness, and dangers, of concentrating power at particular levels. These are important considerations, but they are not readily reducible to serving the goals of distributive justice. Indeed, they seem to name important goals which may sometimes conflict with the goals of global distributive justice. If we accept Føllesdal’s arguments for self-determination, then he (2001, p. 238) suggests we must also accept some differential outcomes; all things considered, ‘the…poor may benefit from such subunit autonomy even at some economic cost’.

 If this is right, we will need sometimes to balance global equality and self-determination, for reasons which cosmopolitans themselves should be prepared to take seriously. About this much the critics of global egalitarianism are right. But they are wrong to suggest that this defeats global egalitarianism as a theory of global justice. Furthermore, we should also note that arguments for self-determination do not all point in the direction of autonomy for nation-states, or any mere defence of the status quo. Even if we grant an interest in collective self-government, there are good grounds in the contemporary world for reconceptualising self-determination along the lines of various levels of democratic self-government (and notably, in Føllesdal’s argument the considerations mentioned above are taken to count in favour of a form of federalism, and not a world of autonomous nation-states). The problem, as Gould (2006, p. 46) has put it, is that the regime of nation-states ‘fails to represent people’s transnational or international interests adequately, particularly concerning environmental and economic cooperation or regulation, and has no way of reflecting the multitude of actual ties and associations that are springing up across borders’. And the claim that nation-states might protect us from domination comes with a large dose of historical irony.


So even if we grant independent value to self-determination, the credentials of the nation as a vehicle for such self-determination are open to question. The purported connection between the nation and both democracy and social justice is also less than settled. There is much more to be said about the instrumental claims of Miller, Kymlicka and so on about the usefulness of nations for securing justice and democracy, an issue I have been unable to examine here. However, Owen (2009, p. 5) rightly claims that, in the accounts of defenders of the contemporary nation I have been examining, a great deal of weight is placed on ‘a wager on what the empirical conditions of maintaining social democratic states turn out to be’. While justice and democracy at the trans-national level may presently be very thin and unsatisfactory, establishing this is not the same as establishing that those concepts must be bounded within the nation-state.  For the time being global egalitarians may have need of the nation-state, but their particular belief – and hope – is that the claim that the pursuit of equality and social justice must be restricted to its borders will turn out to be a false one.  The boundaries of the nation-state in no wise determine the contours of the future.
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