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Cosmopolitanism, Political
Obligation, and the
Welfare State
George Klosko
University of Virginia, Charlottesville

While we generally take it for granted that governments should provide
social welfare and other benefits to their citizens, justification of these
services depends on special moral requirements people owe to their compa-
triots, as opposed to inhabitants of other countries, who may be far more
needy. While widely discussed defenses of compatriot preferences can be
seen to be flawed, the latter may be justified through a public goods argu-
ment. Security and other public goods are not only necessary for acceptable
lives but are provided through the cooperative activity of compatriots, coor-
dinated and enforced by the state. Because the necessary public goods
require general cooperation throughout society, all individuals who are
required to comply should have rights to participate in decisions about the
form in which they are provided. Because these political rights must be sub-
stantive rather than merely formal, they justify requirements of distributive
justice and so compatriot preferences.

Keywords: cosmopolitanism; compatriot preferences; political obligation;
public goods

Although special obligations owed to one’s fellow citizens are sup-
ported by basic moral intuitions, there are powerful arguments against

them. An immediate problem is the apparent arbitrariness of nationality.
For the vast majority of people, this is an accident of birth. If justice
requires elimination of morally arbitrary inequalities, it is difficult to
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explain why it is wrong to assign advantages on grounds of differences in
race, gender, ethnic background, and the like, but not wrong to do so on the
basis of nationality.

The specific difficulty on which I focus is justifying redistribution within
individual wealthy countries, as opposed to between rich and poor countries.
If all lives count equally regardless of where people live, the problematic
nature of preferences for wealthy compatriots is seen clearly against the
backdrop of global poverty. At the present time, approximately 60% of the
population of Rwanda lives on less than $1.00 a day. The figure for Niger is
61%, for the Central African Republic 66%. In Nigeria, almost 71% of the
population lives on less than $1.00 a day. The figure for sub-Saharan Africa
as whole is 41.1%.1 In 2006, per capita gross national income (GNI) in
Rwanda was $250 per person, in Niger $260. The figure for the Central
African Republic was $360, for Nigeria $640. In comparison, 2006 per
capita GNI in Luxembourg was more than $76,000. On this scale, the US
ranked tenth, with per capita GNI of almost $45,000. Sweden ranked
twelfth, at approximately $43,500.2 In spite of these enormous differences,
much of the revenue from taxes in a given rich country, for example, Sweden
is used to raise the standard of living of relatively unfortunate inhabitants of
that country. However, as these figures strongly suggest, the same tax rev-
enues would bring about vastly superior consequences if used to alleviate the
more severe deprivation of inhabitants of desperately poor countries.
Although significant redistribution is a prominent feature of all states we are
likely to regard as legitimate, justifying this requires convincing defense
against the above and other related cosmopolitan objections.3

Although much has been written on compatriot preferences, both for and
against, at the present time, I do not believe they have received satisfactory
defense. A suitable account must meet two main conditions (to which I will
refer as the “two criteria”). First, it must identify specific, significant dif-
ferences in relationships between people within and between individual
countries that justify according moral precedence to the former. To use
Simon Caney’s term, a suitable account must establish a “disanalogy” prop-
erty.4 While, as we will see in the following section, theorists have
identified important differences, these do not satisfy a second condition:
demonstrating clear connections between these differences and redistribu-
tive preferences. In particular, we will see that, in widely discussed articles,
Michael Blake and Thomas Nagel do not satisfy this criterion and that this
calls into question the particular disanalogy on which they focus.5

It seems obvious that a suitable case for preferences will turn on special
relationships compatriots bear to one another. As relationships between
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parents and children and husbands and wives generate special moral
requirements, something similar may be true of relationships between fel-
low citizens. This essay presents a public goods argument. I focus on
people’s need for a range of public goods, bearing mainly on security in dif-
ferent forms from different threats, if they are to lead acceptable lives.6 The
special relationships I examine are between citizens as joint producers and
consumers of essential public goods, with their activity in this regard coor-
dinated and enforced by the state. Construed in this light, these compatriot
preferences are the obverse of political obligations. Because of the special
relationship she bears to state X, a given individual, Smith, is required to
obey X’s laws. But her obedience comes at a price. It is in exchange for
benefits, especially security, the state provides, which are provided only to
people who are required to obey. In Leviathan, Hobbes describes a “mutu-
all Relation between Obedience and Protection.”7 On this, I believe, he is
largely correct, and nothing comparable to domestic protection is provided
in the interstate realm.8 Fellow citizens’ collective role in providing essen-
tial public goods is a disanalogy property that satisfies the first criterion.

Once again, the second criterion concerns establishing requirements in
regard to distributive justice. Because the essential public goods I have noted
require general cooperation, all affected individuals should have rights to par-
ticipate in decisions about the form in which the goods are provided. Because
these political rights must be substantive rather than merely formal, they jus-
tify requirements of distributive justice and so compatriot preferences.

Before proceeding, I should address an important moral issue. A com-
plete account of compatriot preferences must explain not only these require-
ments themselves but duties owed to the global poor. A complete argument
would be in two stages. The first establishes the relevant moral requirements
in regard to compatriots; the second balances these against duties to the
global poor. In this essay, for reasons of space and scope, I address only
the first step. Whatever we ultimately decide about requirements owed to the
global poor, these must be weighed against the special duties to compatriots
that are our primary concern. In the literature, many scholars hold that the
global poor are owed duties of charity rather than of justice. We are required
to meet their most pressing needs, to ensure their physical survival, but are
not required, as with duties of justice, to raise them to some level of equal-
ity with inhabitants of wealthy countries.9 Although there are notorious
problems in weighing competing moral requirements against one another, if
this position is correct, then compatriot preferences in the form of require-
ments of justice will largely justify the present distributive practices of
wealthy countries. However, according to an alternative view, the global
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poor are owed duties of justice.10 This view requires far more toward allevi-
ation of inequalities between countries, as opposed to merely within them.
But again, this overall subject I must set aside. A clear explanation of com-
patriot preferences is sufficient for one essay.11

Discussion is in six sections. In Section I, I review prominent arguments
in the literature both for and against favoring compatriots in order to point
out difficulties in satisfying the two criteria. In Section II, I present the
public goods argument noted above. The first justification I present, the first
“moral ground,” is “the equal participation rule,” discussed in Section III.
This stems from requirements to support cooperative schemes that provide
security and other essential public goods inside individual countries. As
noted above, with all individuals required to cooperate in providing essen-
tial public goods, all should have equal rights to participate in decisions
concerning their provision. Section IV extends the position developed so
far, addressing the nature of these requirements, in terms of one particular
theory of political obligation, based on the principle of fairness. As we will
see, appeal to fairness establishes two additional moral grounds, which are
presented in Section V. Section VI presents brief conclusions.

The arguments establishing the first moral ground and the second and
third are obviously closely related. Since the second and third grounds
depend on a particular theory of political obligation, if one does not accept
this theory, implications for compatriot preferences do not follow. The
argument for the first ground relies only on what I view as uncontroversial
sociological facts. Since these do not require acceptance of a particular
account of political obligation, they may be convincing to people who do
not accept political obligations grounded in the principle of fairness. Thus,
while the argument for the second and third grounds is dependent on that
for the first, the reverse does not hold.

I. Disanalogy Properties and the Two Criteria

A review of recent discussions indicates difficulties scholars have had
establishing compatriot preferences.12 At the present time, the most promi-
nent proponent of a non-cosmopolitan perspective is John Rawls.13 Very
briefly, viewing society as a cooperative venture for mutual advantage,14

Rawls argues that justice centers on fair distribution of the advantages and
disadvantages that result from social cooperation. Rawls contrasts duties of
justice, which are owed only to people with whom one stands in coopera-
tive relationships, especially concerning society’s major institutions or

246 Political Theory

 at UNIV OF VIRGINIA on April 19, 2009 http://ptx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ptx.sagepub.com


basic structure, with other moral requirements that are owed to people gen-
erally. The latter, so-called natural duties of justice, include duties not to
harm other people and of mutual aid. But Rawls does not believe the nat-
ural duties include requirements to redress distributive inequalities. Along
similar lines, he believes the natural duties are limited by cost qualifiers.
For example, the duty of mutual aid is a requirement to help “another when
he is in need or jeopardy, provided that one can do so without excessive risk
or loss to oneself.”15 Thus, the natural duties fall short of demands for
equality that are central to justice.

Rawls’s approach may be criticized for failing to satisfy the first criterion
noted above. Scholars argue that the interstate realm too is characterized by
beneficial cooperative relationships. A classic statement of this view is
advanced by Charles Beitz, according to whom, “States participate in com-
plex international economic, political and cultural relationships that suggest
the existence of a global scheme of social cooperation.”16 Beitz argues that
similarity between intrastate and interstate cooperation is supported by the
voluminous transactions that cross national borders. Examples include com-
munications, travel, trade, foreign investment, and multinational corpora-
tions, while a network of global institutions has arisen, including the World
Bank, World Trade Organization, and International Monetary Fund. Other
considerations, both political and economic, could be noted. As a result of all
these factors working in tandem, the economies of many countries are depen-
dent on circumstances beyond their borders and beyond their control. Beitz
recognizes that these similarities should not be pushed too far. They are lack-
ing especially in the absence of effective decision making and enforcement
agencies in the international realm.17 This is a point to which I will return. But
even with this qualification noted, the significance of international coopera-
tive relationships is beyond dispute—and has grown enormously since 1979,
when Beitz’s book was first published. Because of the existence of strong
cooperation in the international realm analogous to that within states, Beitz
argues for principles of economic justice, and so the difference principle, in
that realm as well.

We may grant that considerations along these lines tell against focusing
on differences between intrastate and interstate cooperation alone. However,
the two realms clearly do differ in regard to a quality peculiar to the former.
As Beitz notes, this is effective coercion. States are sovereign authorities,
able to enforce their dictates against internal opposition. In much discourse
in politics and sociology, the standard definition of the state is Max
Weber’s, which focuses on its claim to a monopoly of legitimate force.18
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Whatever the degree of economic—and to some extent political—cooperation
it possesses, the international arena is not characterized by institutions that
either do or claim to monopolize legitimate force.

In their important articles, Nagel and Blake attribute intrastate requirements
of justice to state coercion. Blake attributes the need for justice to the existence
of coercive institutions within states. Beginning with liberalism’s concern to
promote autonomy, he argues that coercive measures are incompatible with
autonomy. In limiting people’s options, they reduce people’s ability to make
their own choices.19 Coercion therefore requires justification. It could be legit-
imized if people subject to it consented or would consent under appropriate
circumstances. Egalitarian distribution along the lines of Rawls’s difference
principle is required in order to bring about the necessary consent, especially
from those individuals who fare most poorly. In Blake’s words,

We have to give all individuals within the web of coercion, including those
who do most poorly, reasons to consent to the principles grounding their sit-
uation by giving them reasons they could not reasonably reject—a process
that will result in the material egalitarianism of the form expressed in the dif-
ference principle, since justifying our coercive scheme to those least favored
by it will require that we demonstrate that no alternative principle could have
made them any better off.20

According to Blake, it is the existence of a coercive scheme inside states
and its nonexistence outside that grounds requirements of justice in the for-
mer but not the latter.21 He argues for less demanding requirements in the
international realm, the need to address absolute deprivation, as opposed to
requirements of justice, which concern relative deprivation.22

This is obviously a brief and simplified account of Blake’s position, but
it should be adequate for our purposes. I believe his argument fails to sat-
isfy either criterion. In regard to the first, if coercion triggers demands for
distributive justice, then it is not clear why these are not also generated in
the international realm. If we follow Blake in defining coercion broadly in
reference to circumstances that reduce “the will of one person to the will of
another,”23 then actions of many states, such as driving hard bargains in
trade negotiations and their actions in international economic organizations
such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, could well qual-
ify as coercive in regard to people beyond their own borders. If this is true,
duties of justice are owed to people in other countries as well.24

Blake’s problems with the second criterion are as follows. Presumably
because of his deep concern with justification and consent, he focuses more
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attention on means through which subjects could be induced to consent to
coercive systems than on the nature of such systems and what they are
intended to achieve. Blake notes that the coercion that interests him is man-
ifested in institutions such as criminal law, which no one could reasonably
reject. What he does not provide is a clear account of why such institutions
cannot be reasonably rejected. In spite of his concern with autonomy, Blake
does not sufficiently explore the fact that complex and interlocking coercive
systems are necessary if people are to lead autonomous lives.25 The state’s
contribution to autonomy comes into his discussion mainly as a paradox:
“Since we cannot eliminate the state given the (paradoxical) importance of
government for the protection of autonomy, we seek instead a means by
which the content of that legal system might be justified by hypothetical
consent.”26 I believe this is somewhat backward. Central to the nature of the
state and so its role in limiting autonomy is that it creates conditions in
which alone autonomy can be achieved. Its contribution in this area is not
only why the state cannot be eliminated but also why there is little difficulty
justifying it. There is no paradox here. Because of its contribution to auton-
omy, coercion can be successfully justified to even the poorest members of
society, without having to appeal to concerns of economic equality.27

If we accept the points in the previous paragraph, we can identify a gap
between coercion and distributive justice in Blake’s argument. Because of his
concern to secure the consent of people subject to coercion, Blake invokes dis-
tributive justice. But why is this step necessary? In Blake’s discussion, dis-
tributive justice functions almost as a bribe. It is intended to induce people to
consent; no other reason for its invocation is provided.28 I believe the gap here
can be filled through invocation of political rights. What I mean by these is the
familiar list of democratic rights. These include rights to free speech and asso-
ciation, to participation in choosing political officials, and ability fairly to
compete for positions. Introducing these into Blake’s argument would begin to
make the relevant connections clear.29 In order to get people to consent to coer-
cive systems, it should only be necessary for them to understand the essential
purposes such systems fulfill. Granted such knowledge, people would volun-
tarily impose such schemes upon themselves, while voluntary imposition
would largely eliminate the conflict between coercion and autonomy with
which Blake is concerned. As Rousseau says in the Social Contract, “At
Genoa, the word Liberty may be read over the front of the prisons and on the
chains of the galley-slaves.”30 However, even if Blake recognized the need for
self-imposed coercion, his argument would still require an account of how
political rights necessitate distributive justice, and so distributive preferences.
We will return to this additional step below.
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Similar problems are seen in Nagel’s argument. He follows Rawls in argu-
ing that requirements of justice exist only within sovereign states; only nat-
ural duties of assistance are required outside of states.31 Like Rawls, Nagel
argues that justice is a requirement of society’s basic institutions, but not any
institutions. As with Blake, the institutions in question are coercive.32 Nagel
argues that the state, unlike other forms of association, is non-voluntary.
Ordinarily, we do not have a choice whether to join it, while an “institution
that one has no choice about joining must offer terms of membership” that
meet high standards33—higher than those provided by natural duties. An
additional factor is the peculiar nature of coercion in democratic societies. In
democracies, individuals are not only subject to state coercion, but through
representative institutions, are also its authors. According to Nagel, it is the
double-sided nature of state coercion that triggers requirements of justice:

A sovereign state is not just a cooperative enterprise for mutual advantage.
The societal rules determining its basic structure are coercively imposed: it is
not a voluntary association. I submit that it is this complex fact—that we are
both putative joint authors of the coercively imposed system, and subject to
its norms, i.e., expected to accept their authority even when the collective
decision diverges from our personal preferences—that creates the special
presumption against arbitrary inequalities in our treatment by the system.34

I agree with Nagel that the factors he identifies are central to compatriot
preferences. However, as indicated above, I do not believe his account satis-
fies the second criterion. Once again, exactly how does coercion trigger
demands of justice? It is not self-evident that the complex fact Nagel presents
entails distributive justice, and he does not explain the connection. I believe
a solution can be supplied. As with Blake, the gap between coercion and dis-
tributive justice may be bridged through introduction of political rights. The
need for these is especially clear in Nagel’s case. The fact that the state acts
in our name obviously generates requirements that people be able to partici-
pate in the decisions to which they lend their names. But once again, even
adding this step leaves us without clear connections to distributive justice. I
believe these are readily supplied. Whether this requires economic equality,
distribution according to the difference principle, or some other standard is a
question I will avoid. But once the need for political rights is accepted, an
argument along these lines will justify distributive priority to compatriots.

The above discussion indicates the limitations of both cooperation and
coercion alone in accounting for compatriot preferences. Modern states exist
in complex webs of economic and other relationships with other countries.
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If cooperation alone is to justify compatriot preferences, then the nature of
cooperation within states must be sharply distinguished from that between
them. Blake’s and Nagel’s appeals to coercion appear to take us part of the
way to an acceptable solution. But once again, they do not provide clear
accounts of exactly how coercion requires distributive justice.As I have indi-
cated, this gap may be filled in two steps. First is appeal to political rights.
As we will see in the following section, in modern nation-states, effective
coercive institutions require the cooperation of many millions of people, of
the citizenry as a whole. In addition to focusing on citizens as subjects of
coercion, we must move beyond Blake and Nagel and recognize their role in
providing it, and so, as argued below, also recognize the need for general
rights to participate in determining the form in which coercion is provided.
The second step, moving from political rights to compatriot preferences,
involves conditions that must be fulfilled in order to make sure the requisite
political rights are not only formal but effective.

II. Security and Other Essential Public Goods

Not only do states possess distinctive coercive institutions, but their
proper functioning is bound up with a kind of cooperation essentially absent
from the international realm. As indicated above, the key connections center
on provision of security. Nagel and Blake make relatively little of the fact
that the coercive institutions on which they focus are intended largely to pro-
vide security, while it is only through a form of cooperation peculiar to state
institutions that security is possible.35 Focusing on provision of security
within individual states allows us to satisfy the first of the two criteria.

Connections between security and the need for the state are famously
drawn by Hobbes. As Nagel points out, Hobbes was a pioneer in distin-
guishing morality inside and outside the state.36 Contending that require-
ments of justice depend on the existence of law, Hobbes claimed that the
power of the sovereign was necessary to trigger requirements of justice,
while the absence of sovereign power in the international realm left it a state
of nature, in which the “notions of Right and Wrong, Justice and Injustice
have there no place.”37 As indicated above, Hobbes believed that obligations
to obey the sovereign can be traced back to the protection he provides.

Although I do not follow Hobbes otherwise, I believe that it is in this ter-
ritory that morally significant differences between the intra and interstate
realms are found. Like Hobbes, I assume that decent lives in society require
provision of such benefits as law and order, protection from external
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aggressors, and also basic public health and environmental protections. It is
unfortunately the case in recent years that protection from terrorist organi-
zations, especially ones that seek weapons of mass destruction, is an
especially pressing need, probably greater than protection from hostile
nation-states. Cumulatively, protection from terrorism and the other benefits
I have noted make for a secure overall environment. The baseline from
which my argument proceeds is that, in the absence of such an environment,
life would not be supportable. It is not necessary to go as far as Hobbes in
envisioning the horrors of a stateless condition, but along with the main-
stream of traditional liberal political theory, I assume the necessity of the
state.38 Although we are able to imagine other means through which a secure
environment could be achieved, self-help, market based, or other, essentially
anarchistic arrangements could not provide the necessary public goods.39

The connections between security and compatriot preferences turn on a
particular view of the state, as a cooperative scheme that provides necessary
public goods. It is important to recognize that many of the necessary goods
are public in two senses. They conform to the traditional definition of
public goods, in that benefits such as law and order, national defense, and
public health provisions are characterized by non-excludability and non-
rival consumption. More than this, their existence requires mandatory pat-
terns of activity throughout society that affect virtually all citizens. Citizens
do not have the option of not participating. In keeping with Blake’s and
Nagel’s discussions, submission to the relevant institutions is not voluntary
but, rather, constitutes the centerpiece of citizens’ political obligations.
Insofar as the necessary cooperation is coordinated by law, citizens are
required to obey the law. It is only through general adherence to the law that
an environment of law and order is able to exist. Similarly, defense from
external aggression requires cooperation of large numbers of citizens in
military organizations, working in defense establishments, and supporting
defense through tax revenues. Circumstances are similar with other essen-
tial public goods. Production of all these goods requires mandatory
schemes, supported by state coercion. Citizens are jointly organized in
cooperative enterprises, which all require for acceptable lives. The funda-
mental well-being of each inhabitant of the relevant territories depends on
the cooperation of his or her fellow inhabitants.

Focusing on provision of essential public goods in the intrastate realm
appears to leave open an obvious objection: public goods are provided in
the international realm as well. But to this objection there are also obvious
responses. To begin with, international arrangements such as those listed on
page 247, are as a rule voluntary. States benefit by joining them, which of
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course differs from the pattern of benefit associated with public goods.
Still, certain products of international cooperation could be viewed as
public goods. For instance, although trade and currency agreements directly
affect only their participants, they contribute to an overall environment con-
ducive to commerce, which could be viewed as a public good. However,
while the public goods noted in regard to the intrastate realm are necessary
for acceptable lives, such interstate public goods are not similarly neces-
sary.40 Their benefits are primarily economic, while, if rich countries that
benefited from them were as a result required significantly to redistribute
their wealth to members of participating poor countries, it is not clear that
participation would still have net benefits for them. A second important dif-
ference is that international public goods along these lines involve direct
cooperation by states rather than by their individual members. Individual
participation is mediated by states, and so, as a rule, individuals in country
A do not interact directly with those in B.41 Without direct joint interaction,
it is not clear why all individuals should have rights to participate in joint
decision-making procedures of the kind discussed below. The decision pro-
cedures relevant to each individual in regard to the global public goods
under discussion are those of his or her own political system. Accordingly,
while it will be seen below how production of essential public goods by
individual states gives rise to requirements for redistribution inside them, it
seems unlikely that anything similar follows from global public goods.42

This account of global public goods should, however, be qualified in an
important respect. Changing conditions, especially in regard to the world envi-
ronment, may well give rise to global public goods that are essential to accept-
able lives and require general cooperation throughout the world. The clearest
example concerns the threat of global warming and the possibility of severe,
general restrictions on energy consumption necessary to combat it. Given the
magnitude of the threat to people in all countries and the general nature of the
steps that it may require, this or similar threats could significantly alter the situ-
ation in regard to global public goods and, as a result, give rise to significant
redistributive requirements across national borders. Something similar could be
true of measures necessary to combat various diseases or perhaps threats from
nuclear proliferation or global terrorism. However, the argument of this essay is
predicated on circumstances that presently exist, and so on the belief that, how-
ever likely such threats are to emerge, they are not currently sufficiently severe
to generate the relevant global public goods. An argument for compatriot pref-
erences, as with many topics in political philosophy, presupposes a certain back-
ground of general facts and conditions. Should these elements change, then the
special moral requirements owed to compatriots may change as well.43
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A final point in regard to essential public goods produced in the intrastate
realm concerns connections between the cooperative schemes under discus-
sion and existing states. It is a central fact of the modern world—since the
rise of recognizable nation-states in the sixteenth century44—that these
public goods have been provided by the state, while this has probably con-
stituted the state’s main justification. In view of the state’s monopolizing
force within particular territories, for many centuries there has been rough
correspondence between national boundaries and the areas that are covered
by state-provided protection. Accordingly, the cooperative schemes under
discussion in this essay are governments. While I do not believe anarchistic
means could provide the necessary public goods, I do not rule out their sup-
ply by other political forms. The assumption of responsibilities now gener-
ally borne by states by such entities would require a transfer of moral
requirements to these entities. Accordingly, the compatriot preferences that
interest us are owed to fellow citizens, not qua fellow citizens but as fellow
participants in cooperative schemes that provide public goods without which
we could not lead acceptable lives. In the wake of a reordered political land-
scape, compatriot preferences could be based on goods received from dif-
ferent institutional structures and so owed to different populations.

III. The First Moral Ground

Returning to our main question, exactly how does the need for particu-
lar public goods justify compatriot preferences? As indicated in the pre-
ceding discussion, the relevant connections proceed through political
rights.45 The first moral ground centers upon rights to participate in central
decisions about the workings of necessary cooperative schemes. Although
the need for essential public goods bearing on defense, law and order, and
other requirements is clear, we must recognize that these requirements may
be satisfied in myriad different ways, which are subject to dispute. Different
people, with different political opinions and overall views of the world, are
likely to disagree on preferred means. Rawls refers to the cognitive factors
underlying such disagreements as “burdens of judgment,”46 but existence of
this circumstance does not rest on his authority. I assume it is too obvious
to require detailed discussion. In regard to defense, for example, is the best
policy to have an all volunteer army or a draft? Should the country invest
in attack helicopters, long range bombers, or a space-based missile system?
Questions like these do not have clear answers, and so whose opinions
should prevail? What is true of defense also holds for law and order, the
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means through which threats to public health should be combated, and the
environment protected. Because reasonable disagreements about these
issues are not only possible but inevitable, it is necessary that acceptable
means be established to settle them. Because free and open discussion is
unlikely to resolve any of these issues, let alone all of them, it is necessary
that fair decision procedures be instituted, so they can be settled by vote.
All individuals who are required to obey should receive equal rights to par-
ticipate in decisions about how the goods are provided.47 The relevant pro-
cedures may take different forms. But equal rights of participation are
necessitated by our general belief in the moral equality of persons—which
of course provides theoretical underpinning for basic cosmopolitan objec-
tions. For some participants to have vastly greater say than others would be
a significant injustice to the latter. These considerations ground what we
may refer to as the “equal participation rule.” Somewhat schematically,

Equal participation rule:All individuals who are required to contribute to the
provision of essential public goods should have equal rights to participate
in decisions concerning the production and enjoyment of the goods.

Given our basic moral beliefs, decision procedures required by equal
participation should be democratic. Because of the size of the political
institutions under consideration, it is likely that representative democracy is
called for.48 But then again, how do we move from these points to compa-
triot preferences?

The answer centers on the distinction between purely formal and substan-
tive rights. It is not enough that the inhabitants of rich countries simply pos-
sess rights to participate in the relevant decision processes. These rights must
be able to be exercised in an effective manner. Circumstances in which politi-
cal rights are purely formal and so without real import are familiar. Standard
examples since the early days of the industrial revolution concern workers
who must work fourteen or sixteen hours a day and so have no time to enjoy
or make use of the rights they have. Along similar lines, rights to freedom of
contract mean little when workers have no alternative but to accept employ-
ers’ harsh terms. In regard to the issue at hand, if citizens lack basic education
or have no time or resources to become informed, politically active citizens,
whatever political rights they have cannot be effectively exercised. The equal
participation rule entails rights of effective participation. It is important for our
purposes that this requires, at minimum, that citizens have a certain level of
material resources. Bare subsistence is not enough. Citizens require what we
may call an adequate level of income49—adequate to allow them leisure to

Klosko / Cosmopolitanism, Political Obligation, and the Welfare State 255

 at UNIV OF VIRGINIA on April 19, 2009 http://ptx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ptx.sagepub.com


become informed about political affairs—along with sufficient education to
make it possible for them to do this and to participate actively.50

In addition to resources to make participation possible, effective political
rights require some level of equality throughout society. Obviously there
must be political equality, as expressed in familiar maxims, such as “one man
one vote,” and “all votes should be counted equally.” Citizens also require
access to necessary means of effective participation, for example, freedom of
speech and association, and must be able to engage in political activities
safely and without harassment. These points go almost without saying.

In addition to requirements of political equality is a related need for
some measure of economic equality. Because of complexities of actual as
opposed to ideal politics, I assume that complete equality is not necessary.
A certain measure of inequality is acceptable and to be expected—along the
lines of the standard of tolerable injustice that Rawls invokes in A Theory
of Justice.51 Effective equality of political rights may be ensured through
means other than equality of income. Most obvious are measures to reduce
the influence of money in political processes, for example, limits on cam-
paign contributions, campaign spending limits, or public financing of polit-
ical campaigns. If properly instituted, such measures are an adequate
substitute for equality of income, and so I will not insist on the latter here.

The implication of this line of argument is that compatriots not only may be
but must be favored in redistributive situations. Unless all citizens have
resources necessary for effective participation, they will be treated unfairly in
the schemes of cooperation to which they are required to contribute. The gaps
between coercion and distributive justice seen in both Nagel’s and Blake’s arti-
cles are bridged by the need for political rights implicit in both their arguments,
while, once again, a strong element of distributive justice is necessary to make
sure these rights can be effectively exercised and are not merely formal.

IV. The Principle of Fairness

The argument to this point can be developed further, if we pursue the
implications of one particular account of political obligation. Section III dis-
cusses citizens’ requirements to cooperate in the provision of essential
public goods, without fully explaining the specific grounds for their require-
ments. A fuller defense of compatriot preferences will result from filling this
gap, which I will do by appeal to the principle of fairness. This view of polit-
ical obligations requires satisfaction of specific conditions, which, as we will
see, provide additional support for compatriot preferences.
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It should of course be clear that if we do not accept this account of polit-
ical obligation, the connections developed in this section may not obtain.
This essay is not the proper context for a full defense of political obliga-
tions on the principle of fairness. For our purposes, then, it is necessary to
stipulate the essential adequacy of this position. I believe this assumption is
justified by the favorable attention the principle of fairness has received
from recent scholars. At the present time, it is probably the dominant
account of political obligation in the literature.52 The literature includes dis-
cussion of many objections to a theory based on this principle and possible
responses. These matters can only be touched on in this context. I must
refer the reader to my other work on this subject.53

The logic of the principle of fairness is as follows. As I have noted, if
essential public goods are to be provided, large numbers of people must
cooperate. However, because what is in fact necessary is general coopera-
tion, not universal cooperation, production of benefits is compatible with
noncooperation by significant percentages of the population. Of course, if
noncooperation becomes general, the goods will not be produced, with the
result that all people will be unable to lead acceptable lives. Because only
general cooperation is necessary, the incentive structure of the resulting sit-
uation conforms to an N-person prisoner’s dilemma. In such a situation,
according to prisoner’s dilemma logic, individuals have strong incentives
not to cooperate, and so government coercion is necessary, to ensure gen-
eral compliance. As famously expressed by Garret Hardin, what is needed
is “mutual coercion, mutually agreed upon.”54

Because indispensable public goods require general compliance, all indi-
viduals who receive the goods and need them in order to lead acceptable lives
have obligations to cooperate—political obligations based on the principle of
fairness. In order to illustrate the strength of this position, one objection I will
consider briefly is the contention that the principle is unable to generate
obligations to cooperate unless recipients accept the benefits in question.55

Very briefly, I believe the objection can be defused. The benefits that concern
us are public goods that are unavoidable as well as non-excludable. Because
of their nature, benefits such as national defense cannot be accepted; individ-
uals cannot take steps in order to attain them and will receive them whatever
they do, as long as they do not leave the protected geographical area.
However, because defense and other similar benefits are necessary for accept-
able lives, individuals would pursue them, if this were possible and necessary
for their receipt, under almost all circumstances. However, moral require-
ments to cooperate in the provision of defense and other similar public goods
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do not rest on hypothetical consent, that individuals would consent to receive
them under specified circumstances, but on the fact that they actually receive
them.56

Accordingly, I believe that moral requirements to cooperate in providing
essential public goods are incurred, if three basic conditions are satisfied.
The goods in question must be (1) worth their costs, (2) indispensable to
satisfactory lives, and (3) fairly distributed.57 Exceptions are justified if
there are morally relevant differences between particular recipients and
other people. For instance, if Grey is a pacifist, this may absolve him of
duties he would otherwise have to contribute to defense. Or, more fanci-
fully, if he were physically invulnerable and so did not require the services
that constitute defense or law and order, these services would not benefit
him, and he may not have requirements to contribute to them. But when
people receive benefits that are ordinarily viewed as essential to acceptable
lives, the facts that they actually receive them and may be presumed to need
them generates a requirement on their part to demonstrate the existence of
morally relevant differences between themselves and other people, if they
wish to be freed from their requirements to contribute.58

V. The Second and Third Moral Grounds

If we accept this brief justification of obligations under the principle of
fairness, then compatriot preferences follow from provision 3, the fair distri-
bution requirement. This provision gives rise to two distinct moral grounds.
In a modern, pluralistic society, it is inevitable that people will disagree about
proper standards of fair distribution and whether any given set of circum-
stances satisfies whatever standard is invoked. As with the equal protection
rule, I believe the only practicable way to resolve these issues is through fair
political procedures. Because the public goods in question are necessary for
satisfactory lives, they must be provided, and so the populations of the rele-
vant territories required to contribute. And so once again, all individuals
required to contribute should have equal say in deciding what the standard of
fair distribution should be and, reflexively, the nature of the decision proce-
dures themselves, through which such decisions should be made.59 In order
for people’s political obligations to be morally defensible, they must have
rights to participate in decisions about the standards of justice the relevant
institutions embody. Once again, this demand is most readily satisfied
through fair democratic procedures.
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From the considerations in the last paragraph, we are able to posit a sec-
ond ground, the “fairness rule”:

Fairness rule: In order to ensure fair distribution of the benefits and burdens
of cooperative schemes that provide essential public goods, all individu-
als who have political obligations to contribute under the principle of fair-
ness should have equal rights to participate in fair decision procedures
that address questions concerning the nature of fair distribution.

The equal participation and fairness rules drive in similar directions and
have similar implications. Like the rights discussed in reference to equal
participation, those required by fairness must be substantive, with implica-
tions along the lines of those discussed above. Thus, the equal participation
and fairness rules work in tandem to require that poorer compatriots be
raised to an economic level that affords them effective participation and sat-
isfaction of other requisites discussed above. If this line of reasoning is
accepted, then, it further supports compatriot preferences. Redistributive
policies in accordance with the fairness rule are not only acceptable but
necessary as matters of justice.

An additional moral ground is not bound up with rights of participation.
This is the second ground required by the principle of fairness. The third
requirement for political obligations under the principle of fairness, the fair
distribution requirement, entails more than general effective rights of par-
ticipation. In addition to providing citizens voice in choosing the relevant
standard of distributive justice, overall benefits and burdens of the cooper-
ative scheme must be in accord with the standard. For ease of discussion,
we may refer to this as the fair distribution rule (FDR):

Fair distribution rule (FDR): The benefits and burdens of a mandatory coop-
erative scheme must be distributed fairly to all participants, in accordance
with a principle of distributive justice chosen by fair procedures.

To a large extent, the requirements of this rule may be readily satisfied.
Because central benefits of the schemes under discussion are public goods,
their distribution is inherently fair.60 Reasonable equality in burdens is also
possible to achieve through obvious means. Key measures include ensuring
equality before the law and fair enforcement of whatever tax system is
deemed compatible with the standard of distributive justice.

In two different respects, the implications of FDR may be more far
reaching than those of the equal participation and fairness rules. First, sat-
isfying FDR may require that compatriots be raised to economic levels
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above what is required to participate in democratic decisions. While the
other two grounds require only redistribution to ensure substantive political
rights, FDR requires that a stronger standard, fair distribution in general, be
satisfied. Once again, I have not specified what the eventual standard of fair
distribution must be, but argued that this question must be settled procedu-
rally.61 However, it is not unlikely that this will be a demanding standard, with
redistributive implications that exceed those of the first two moral grounds.

The second respect in which FDR goes beyond the other two grounds also
to some extent tells against extensive distributive requirements. There are two
points here. First, although FDR is of course generated by requirements to con-
tribute to cooperative schemes, it applies to more than the immediate products
of cooperative activity.62 In addition to the essential public goods that coopera-
tive activity directly produces, the infrastructure that these goods constitute
contributes generally to economic activity in the relevant territory. An effective
infrastructure includes protection of property, essential transportation and com-
munication facilities, commercial law, a functioning judicial system, and much
more. Without such provisions in place, the level of economic activity in
society would be vastly lower. And so in addition to direct results of mandated
cooperation to which FDR applies is further economic activity that cooperation
makes possible.63 The second point is that FDR does not require fair distribu-
tion of society’s entire output. While it is forbiddingly difficult to draw clear
distinctions between portions of Rich Country’s (RC’s) gross national product
that can be attributed to general cooperation and those that cannot, I assume that
through careful examination of RC’s economy, such a distinction can be
made—although details may be subject to disagreement. Distinction between
what we may call the “cooperation-based” and “non-cooperation-based” aspects
of RC’s economy has significant theoretical implications.

If we contend that everything produced in RC is cooperation-based, then
FDR requires fair distribution throughout the overall economy. Such an
assumption would bridge the gap between requirements of general coopera-
tive activity and overall distributive fairness. However, I do not believe it is
possible to maintain that cooperative provision of public goods is responsible
for everything, and so that individual efforts and initiative should be entirely
subordinated to it.64 The implication is that FDR runs only so far. It requires
fair distribution only of what is cooperation-based but is without effect on
what is not. This is not to say that goods and services that are noncooperation
based are entirely immune from distributive justice. Other principles may
apply, for example, consequentialist principles or natural duties of justice,
though I will not explore this possibility in this essay. At any rate, while we
may respond to cosmopolitan objections noted at the beginning of this essay
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by invoking the three moral grounds, we should recognize that these may not
overcome these objections in reference to the entire economy.65

VI. Conclusions

In conclusion, we have seen that the two criteria noted at the beginning
of this essay are satisfied by requirements to contribute to cooperative
schemes that supply essential public goods, especially public goods neces-
sary for a secure environment. As we have seen in regard to the contribu-
tions of Blake and Nagel, such cooperative schemes are peculiar to the
intrastate realm, although neither of these scholars explains exactly how
these schemes necessitate distributive justice. Moving beyond their posi-
tions, we have seen that it is because individuals are required to cooperate
in these institutions that they are entitled to special treatment by their gov-
ernments. Compatriot preferences can be justified as requirements of dis-
tributive justice that flow from these political obligations.

The compatriot preferences we have discussed proceed through require-
ments to support cooperative schemes. The first moral ground, “the equal
participation rule,” demands that people required to cooperate in providing
essential public goods have equal say in how the benefits and burdens of
their activity are distributed. Once again, distributive justice is necessary to
make sure their rights of participation are not merely formal. The second
and third grounds follow from a theory of political obligation based on the
principle of fairness. According to the second ground, “the fairness rule,” in
order for political obligations based on this principle to be defensible, all
obligees should have equal rights to participate in determining the stan-
dards of fair distribution applied to their cooperative activity. The third
ground, “the fairness rule,” requires that the products of cooperative activ-
ity be distributed fairly to all contributors.
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are necessary for satisfactory lives. Because they must be supplied, they generate far more
weighty moral requirements (although, once again, how these should be weighed against
requirements to aid the global poor is a subject I have set aside).
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