
John Rawls & Nationalism 

• Do we not have special duties to those with whom

we share close economic, political, or social ties,

such as members of  the same nation?

 Virtually all states acknowledge a responsibility for health

of their citizens.

• If  we privilege national ties, what can be said about

our obligations to those who live outside our

borders?



Rawls’ Law of Peoples (3) 

1. Peoples are free and 
independent, and their 
freedom and independence are 
to be respected by other 
peoples;  

2. Peoples are to observe treaties 
and undertakings;  

3. Peoples are equal and are 
parties to the agreements that 
bind them;  

4. Peoples are to observe a duty 
of  non-intervention;  

5. Peoples have the right of  self-
defense, but no right to 
instigate war for reasons other 
than self-defense;  

6. Peoples are to honor human 
rights;  

7. Peoples are to observe certain 
specified restrictions in the 
conduct of  war;  

8. Peoples have a duty to assist other 
peoples living under unfavorable 
conditions that prevent their 
having a just or decent political 
and social regime 

 



Who is responsible? 

• Theory addressed to state actors (peoples) 

• Moral responsibility is borne by states and by 

individual citizens indirectly via state membership 



What reasons are given? 

• Follows from the duty to aid burdened societies to develop 

just political arrangements  

• Empirical evidence suggests: 

 No society without a basic level of  population health can 

satisfy Rawls’s criteria for having just political arrangements  

 Health problems are disproportionately concentrated in 

disadvantaged population sub-groups, reflecting and 

exacerbating social and economic differences between the 

members of  a society. 

 (WHO Commission on Social Determinants in Health, 2008) 



What reasons are given? 

 Everywhere the burden of  disease is high, the chance to 
survive to adulthood, when the rights and privileges of  
democratic citizenship can be exercised, differs sharply 
across social groups.  

 Deeply unhealthy societies therefore cannot guarantee 
that those with similar abilities, skills and initiative have 
similar life chances, regardless of  starting point. They also 
fail to guarantee equality of  opportunity 

 Intervening to achieve a basic level of  health is a 
particularly effective way to promote just political 
arrangements 

 Strategies for women and children’s health particularly effective 



What is the scope of the 

obligations? 

• Obligations of  international assistance (charity?) 

 Extremely important, but admit of  discretion in how & 

where obligations are to be discharged 

• Restricted in scope 

 Obligations limited to burdened societies 

 No obligations towards members of  rogue states  

• Restricted temporally & in extent 

 Obligations end when burdened societies become 

politically well-ordered 



What are the objections? 

• States not necessarily constituted of  a people; not all 

peoples have political states 

• Are citizens are adequately represented by a head of  state?  

• Nation of  birth is morally arbitrary 

• Claims of  unique importance identity, duty and attachment 

to the nation require defence  

• Thesis of  explanatory nationalism -- key ingredient in how 

a country fares is its own political culture and traditions -- 

highly contested 



CONCLUSIONS 



Lessons -1  

• Whether conceived as obligations of  justice or charity, 

responsibilities to provide international assistance are 

significant for all four theories. 

•  Even those theorists (e.g. Rawls) who see national 

borders as highly morally salient recognise the 

importance of  some supranational obligations, in 

contradiction to the popular presumption that 

domestic concerns always have priority.  

• In other words, there are limits to the scope of  

acceptable national autonomy.  

 



Lessons - 2 

• Among the range of  potential aid foci, interventions 
for health enjoy consistent prominence  

• This reflects the inherent importance of  health to 
individuals and its contribution to leading a dignified 
and fulfilling life, as well as the intimate link between 
health and development.  

• The importance of  global health is explicit for Singer, 
Pogge and Shue, while for Rawls it follows from the 
effectiveness of  health interventions in strengthening 
equality of  opportunity and thereby, just political 
arrangements.  

 



Lessons - 3 

• Despite significant theoretical disagreements, many of  

the most important current initiatives to promote 

global health can be supported by all four views. 

• An “overlapping consensus” at the level of  policy can 

thus be upheld from a variety of  moral perspectives 

and by way of  diverging views about the importance of  

national borders  



Overlapping 

consensus 



Central conclusion 

• Despite significant theoretical disagreements, four 

influential accounts of  justice offer important reasons 

to support many current initiatives to promote global 

health.  

• Ethical argumentation can complement pragmatic 

reasons to support global health interventions and 

provide an important foundation to strengthen 

collective action.  

 



Limitations 

1. We reviewed 4 theories; our conclusions reflect the 
frameworks selected for inclusion and the specific 
interpretations given these theories  

• These are the most important theories 

• Degree of  consensus is remarkable and need not be universal 
for our argument to hold 

2. Normative arguments are inherently controversial. Would 
it not be preferable to base the argument on pragmatic 
reasons for action such as enlightened self-interest, or 
protection of  common interests?  

• Arguments compatible with pragmatic ones 

• Pragmatic arguments insufficient due to current power 
imbalances 



Starting points for 

reflection & 

discussion 



Policies to consider 
(a starting point for discussion) 

1. Good global governance 

 Ensure a fair system of  global governance 

 Make health equity a core global 

development goal 

 Countries should protect and promote 

realization of  a basic level of  health 

worldwide 



 Promotion of  the human rights framework in 
international law (specifically, the right to health) 
as a reference point for assessing impact of  
policy positions 

 Strengthened national and supranational 
regulation of  financial markets 

 Reform of  key international organizations 
(World Bank, IMF) to increase transparency and 
accountability 



 Promotion of  the human rights framework in 
international law (specifically, the right to health) 
as a reference point for assessing impact of  
policy positions 

 Strengthened national and supranational 
regulation of  financial markets 

 Reform of  key international organizations 
(World Bank, IMF) to increase transparency and 
accountability 



2.  Fair financing 

 Increased development assistance (honouring 

0.7% GDP commitment), linking global transfers 

to social determinants of  health and other basic 

needs 

 Active engagement in multilateral efforts to 

mobilize new sources of  financing for 

development 



3. Policy coherence and market responsibility 

 Integrate development and health policy 

concerns into domestic and foreign policies, e.g. 

trade policy, health human resources, support for 

health research and development  

 



4. Climate change and environmental sustainability  

 Support for decisive action domestically and 

internationally on global environmental change 

 Compensation for health effects of  pollution and 

climate change  


