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The International Society

Introduction

One of the most important debates in post-Rawlsian philosophical 
reflection focuses on the limits or boundaries of our obligations of 
justice. As a good initial approach to the discussion, we can say that 
the debate deals with the question: do we have obligations of justice 
towards non-members of our political community? Or, somewhat 
rephrased along Rawlsian lines, what is the scope of the application of 
the principles of justice? The theoretical dispute has been explored by 
two major traditions of moral and philosophical thought that are 
widely referred to as ethical universalism and ethical particularism. In a 
nutshell, particularist thinkers argue that membership in a commu-
nity (be this political or ethical) – as well as our particular relation-
ships (for example, family or friendship) – determine the existence 
and content of our moral obligations; universalists30 instead claim 
that boundaries and contingent factors of the moral personality, 
such as our cultural membership, our place in history, our personal 
attachments, or the relationships we are embedded in, are morally 
irrelevant to determine the existence of duties. Likewise, whereas 
universalists advance moral impartiality (this is a significant coinci-
dence between consequentialist and deontological ethics) as a condi-
tion of morality, particularists reject impartiality and claim that it is 
repudiated thoroughly by common-sense morality.

To an important extent this dispute between particularism and 
universalism can be understood as a disagreement about an essen-
tially contested concept: moral agency. In what follows, I will not 
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engage in the debate over the nature of obligations that arise from 
any particular conception of moral agency for I believe that it is 
 possible to approach the debate about the existence of global (cosmo-
politan, transnational) duties of social justice from a different 
perspective. In particular, I will try to explore the idea that obliga-
tions of justice can be derived from a different moral unit: the 
 international system. Therefore, my main concern is not explicating 
why individuals, as moral agents, have obligations of justice – spe-
cifically, distributive obligations – to strangers. Nor will I attempt to 
prove wrong that individual moral agents have special obligations to 
compatriots in order to validate the idea of cosmopolitan obligations 
of justice. Rather, what I propose is to render a different way of 
reflecting about global justice by focusing on the constitutive char-
acteristics of the current international system of states to find out 
what sort of duties it validates, so to speak, pragmatically. Moreover, 
this chapter will try to offer a description of the international system 
that may help us to reconstruct a normative framework immanent in 
international interaction. This will be the first step prior to account-
ing for the circumstances of justice in the international society and 
defending the validity of states as primary subjects of justice arrange-
ments, which I will develop in the next chapter.

The underlying assumption of my approach is that there is an 
international ethical sphere that gives rise to rights and duties 
between states on non-contractual grounds. Moreover, there are 
shared moral understandings in the international society of states 
that provide a normative framework to assess actions and substanti-
ate duties of international justice. Particularly, I will try to explicate 
that during the prevalence of the Westphalian international society – 
an ideal-type of the society of states ruled by the value of autonomy – 
a normative framework of essentially negative duties governed 
 international interaction; whilst in the current post-Westphalian 
 society – that is, an international society characterized by interde-
pendence – a new normative framework, based on positive duties, 
has emerged. What is more, among the types of duties that stem 
from the prevailing international society, there are, distinctively, 
duties of social justice between states.

My approach, needless to say, will not be a theoretical account 
capable of rendering the scope of justice precise (i.e. it will be 
 unqualified to determine exhaustively whether obligations of social 
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justice are either national or global). That is not my purpose. My 
intention is simply to demonstrate that there are circumstances of 
justice in the international system that allows us to engage in 
 speculation about positive duties of justice without relying on the 
existence of an international basic structure. Put another way, I take 
for granted that there are different situations or relations that raise 
questions of social or distributive justice, and that the international 
system presents us with one. In sum, I propose, on the one hand, to 
shift the moral unit of analysis from the individual to the interna-
tional system of states and, on the other hand, to reject the concept 
of the basic structure as the primary subject of justice. My driving 
intuition is, therefore, that the international system needs to be 
approached from a perspective different from that currently 
employed by cosmopolitan approaches. The fact that the interna-
tional structure does not resemble the configuration of the domes-
tic major social institutions (for which Rawls elaborates his 
principles of justice) does not mean that there are no other possible 
ways to validate global duties of social justice. Thus, my theoretical 
framework will seek to set the foundations of an account of duties 
of social justice between countries that discard both the notion of 
a hypothetical contract and the idea that the primary subject of 
social justice is the basic structure. What I purport to do is to spec-
ulate about duties of social justice for the international case beyond 
the mainstream cosmopolitan approaches analyzed in the previous 
chapter. This move will frame the discussion in terms of interna-
tional political theory.

It is well known that mainstream international relations theories, 
such as Realism31 and Pluralism,32 have chiefly been interested in 
explaining the international system from a positivist-oriented per-
spective; however, a significant number of theorists, drawing upon 
various intellectual traditions, have pointed out the need to address 
ethical inquiries of international relations.33 This task of evaluating 
the international system from a normative perspective has been car-
ried out by a somewhat fragmentary International Political Theory.34 
This discipline has traditionally focused on a particular set of ques-
tions such as the just war, the right of intervention and, lately, human 
rights issues, which are analyzed from the perspective of justice. 
International political theorists, as Chris Brown says, “share with 
International Relations theorists a central concern with the state, but 
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couple this with a concern that inter-state relations be understood as 
potentially governed by relations of justice” (Brown, 1997, p.280). 
Though, certainly, most international political theorists have engaged 
in the normative analysis of international justice from a point of 
view that frequently sidesteps issues of distributive justice, my 
approach seeks to explicate why obligations of social justice between 
states can be properly justified under the current system.

My central aim in this chapter is, then, elaborating an account of 
the international system capable of showing how its normative 
framework has changed over the last years, which has paved the way 
for positive duties between states. This will be the first step in order 
to validate obligations of social justice of a transnational nature. 
Unquestionably, approaching this issue from the level of the interna-
tional system has not been a conventional mode of speculating about 
global justice. For classic international relations theories have not 
engaged in this problem directly. However, I believe that it is relevant 
to investigate whether the international system can effectively offer 
a sound alternative to address the problem of global injustice that 
could overcome the theoretical problems that we have identified in 
the first chapter of this work.

The Westphalian and post-Westphalian international 
society: Two ideal-types of non-anarchic systems

Let us begin by asking whether, in a context characterized by the 
absence of a global Leviathan, states have any kind of duties to each 
other. To put this matter simply, we want to know how normative 
principles of conduct or obligations between states can be grounded 
in a prototypical state of nature, which inhibits the development of 
a common normative framework capable of assessing the righteous-
ness of actors’ behavior.

At first glance, it seemed difficult to prove that in a representation 
as such there could be any valid or legitimate justification to base 
obligations. Yet, not only political theorists35 but also actors of the 
international system have recognized that political communities do 
owe certain things to one another – an assumption widely accepted 
for centuries, at least, since the establishment of the Peace of 
Westphalia (1648), which brought into being the Modern European 
state system.36
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The system established after the Treaty of Westphalia, which put 
an end to the ascendancy of the Holy Roman Empire over the Western 
Christian world, redefined the understanding of the legitimate 
source of authority and the distribution of power. Indeed, to an 
important extent, the modern international system can be under-
stood as an extension of the European system of international 
 relations that emerged after the Peace of Westphalia. In essence, the 
Westphalian system of international relations was arranged by the 
idea that the scope of sovereignty should be grounded along the 
perimeters of particular territorial political units. These units were, 
then, conceived as the primary loci of supreme authority, as opposed 
to the supranational authority of the institutions that made up the 
politico-religious conglomerate of the Holy Roman Empire. Although 
it is difficult to classify them all in the same way inasmuch as their 
characteristics varied geographically and over time, for analytical 
simplicity it will be convenient to refer to these territorial political 
communities, generically, as states (i.e. political communities that 
claim for themselves internal and external sovereignty). Accordingly, 
it is sound to say that the political units that make up the Westphalian 
model of international relations are sovereign states. It is important 
to stress, though, that the notion of sovereignty of the Westphalian 
model is fundamentally an assumption about the right of states to be 
free from external interference. That is, it is recognized that states are 
the ultimate source of authority regarding domestic issues and no 
other secular or religious authority can rightfully supersede them 
without their sovereign’s consent.

In his work on the meaning of the concept of sovereignty, Stephen 
Krasner (1999) has rightly defined Westphalian sovereignty in terms of 
autonomy. According to his elaboration of the concept, there are four 
main understandings of the notion of sovereignty (i.e. international 
legal sovereignty, Westphalian sovereignty, domestic sovereignty, 
and interdependence sovereignty). Westphalian sovereignty – Krasner 
affirms – “refers to political organization based on the exclusion of 
external actors from authority structures within a given territory” 
(Krasner, 1999, p.4). Thus, the concept of Westphalian sovereignty 
refers to what is conventionally known as external  sovereignty. 
Westphalian sovereignty and international legal sovereignty,37 along 
with Krasner’s typology, refer particularly to issues of authority and 
legitimacy, as opposed to the issues of control of both  domestic38 and 
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interdependence sovereignty.39 This  difference determines distinc-
tive logics to comprehend political outcomes in a system. Drawing 
upon an institutional conceptualization of the logics of action by 
which human behavior can be interpreted, developed by James March 
and Johan Olsen (1989, 1998), Krasner claims that both Westphalian 
sovereignty and international legal sovereignty are associated with 
the “logic of appropriateness” (i.e. actions are assumed to be rule-
based). In other words, in contrast with the so-called “logics of conse-
quences,” which understands action as the product of a rational 
calculus (given a set of preferences), the outcomes of political and 
social environments characterized by the  logics of appropriateness 
are explained by rules, roles, and identities. The logic of appropriate-
ness, according to the approach Krasner draws upon, “involves cogni-
tive and ethical dimensions, targets, and aspirations. As a cognitive 
matter, appropriate action is action that is essential to a particular 
conception of the self. As an ethical matter, appropriate action is 
action that is virtuous” (March and Olsen, 1998, p.951).

In particular, following Krasner, the logic of appropriateness 
associated with Westphalian sovereignty could be understood as 
the rule or principle of non-intervention.40 Krasner, nonetheless, 
notes that in the history of international politics this basic norma-
tive assumption of interaction has not been respected by domestic 
political elites: “[t]he multiple pressures on rulers have led to a 
decoupling between the norm of autonomy and actual practice. 
Talk and action do not coincide” (Krasner, 1999, p.8). This alleged 
discrepancy leads Krasner to conclude that “organized hypocrisy” 
has been a characteristic of the system of international relations 
arranged by the idea of Westphalian sovereignty. Moreover, his 
main contention is that the international system is an environment 
in which the logics of consequences prevails over the logics of 
appropriateness; that is, outcomes in this system can be better 
understood as the product of a rational calculating behavior than 
as the result of principled conduct.

For the moment, I shall not address the problem of compliance 
with the normative framework regarding the violation to the princi-
ple of non-intervention that Krasner identifies; it suffices to say that 
evidence of violations to international interaction does not corrobo-
rate the inference that norms are extensively disregarded.41 Rather 
my interest here is to point out that the notion of Westphalian 
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 sovereignty gives rise to a body of commonly recognized norms that 
shape the confines of rightful action. This shared recognition of the, 
as it were, pre-political authority of norms allows us to challenge the 
idea that the international system is strictly anarchical.

Historically, this normative background has allowed nation-states 
to agree not only on a corpus of international law, but also on an 
essential qualification of inter-state relations: legitimacy. Although, 
certainly, there is no effective authority to enforce rules (i.e. there is 
no monopoly of coercive power), still actors can rely upon the con-
cept of legitimacy to challenge other states’ foreign policy. Moreover, 
legitimacy constitutes a referent that sets clear limits to states’ pos-
sible courses of action. Thus, the fact is that, as Thomas M. Franck 
affirms in his study of international legitimacy, “rules are not 
enforced yet they are mostly obeyed” (Franck, 1990, p.3). This is 
explained by the power of the idea of legitimacy in international 
relations and foreign policy. Following Franck, then, I argue that 
legitimacy42 plays an important role in understanding actions in the 
international system beyond the international Realist paradigm, 
which has overemphasized the role of self-interest and the alleged 
existence of a state of nature.

International relations have been consistently embedded in a 
 normative structure that places great importance on the idea of legit-
imacy to judge international actors’ interactions, and which 
 penalizes – both formally (when there are multinational institutions 
to do so) and informally – deviations. Hence, regardless of the absence 
of a global Leviathan, there have been systemic mechanisms that 
hinder morally defective actions. Nation-states can act normatively 
and, most importantly, they are forced to incorporate ethical consid-
erations in foreign policymaking. The idea of the immediacy of 
national interests, consequently, needs to be pondered against the de 
facto normative background operating in the international system. 
Even a strictly power-seeking foreign policy would have to include in 
its maximizing calculus the costs of being perceived as illegitimate 
by the international system’s constituted ethos. Realist assumptions 
about the nature of the international realm, I believe, need to be 
challenged by the existent normative premises of action, which 
include legitimacy. Somewhat mordantly, Franck voices his concern 
about the widespread international theorist’s disregard for the 
 normative dimension thus: “It may strike as odd, but it is probably 
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demonstrable that there is even more of a fashion for ‘hard-nosed 
realism’ among academics, and especially among those specializing 
in the international rule system, than in the foreign ministries” 
(Franck, 1990, pp.6–7).

To an important extent, the idea of legitimacy, along with shared 
understandings about rightfulness and justice, frames international 
interaction between state actors. It is arguable, then, that outcomes 
of interaction can be explained satisfactorily by assuming falsely 
that the absence of a worldwide sovereign authority hinders the 
development of an effective normative framework. Indeed, concepts 
such as legitimacy and norms are extremely relevant to understand 
not only why the international system is not anarchic, but also how 
actors are effectively constrained by the ethical structures. 
Accordingly, my main assertion is that, following the Grotian tradi-
tion of international relations and the international political theorist 
Hedley Bull43 (1977), the Hobbesian interpretation of the  international 
realm as a pre-social (or anti-social) condition where effective duties 
and rights cannot possibly develop is unsound. For the actors’ 
 recognition of criteria of legitimacy sets the international system 
apart from a prototypical state of nature.

In his major work The Anarchical Society (1977), Hedley Bull points 
out that far from international anarchy, the modern international sys-
tem is characterized by order. Indeed, he affirms that in practice there 
is an international society (or a society of states) that provides order – that 
is, a pattern of international activity that upholds the society’s funda-
mental goals – to international politics. An international society, Bull 
asserts, “exists when a group of states, conscious of certain common 
interests and common values, form a society in the sense that they 
conceive themselves to be bound by a common set of rules in their 
relations with one another, and share in the working of common insti-
tutions” (Bull 1995 [1977], p.13). The most important goals or values 
that Bull identifies in the modern international society are: the pres-
ervation of the system; the goal of maintaining the independence or 
external sovereignty of individual states; the maintenance of peace; 
and a complex of basic goals for which any social arrangement aims, 
which includes the limitation of violence, keeping of promises, and 
the stabilization of possession by rules of property (Bull, 1995 [1977], 
pp.16–18). However, Bulls argues that this list is certainly not exhaus-
tive and it can also be arranged in a different way.
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In what follows, I would like to draw upon Bull’s concept of society 
of states or international society to elaborate a distinction between 
two conceptual constructs or ideal- types44: the Westphalian and the 
post-Westphalian international society. The aim is to discover the 
types of norms they give rise to in accordance with the common 
values embedded in their interaction. The central assumption is, 
consequently, that any change in the values upheld by the members 
of the international society will have an impact on the types of 
norms that shape interaction. Moreover, the transformation of the 
constitutive values of the society will define the nature of duties of 
international justice. It is important to mention that the ideal-type 
of the Westphalian society of states bears an important resemblance to 
Bull’s notion of the modern society of states. Yet, I rearrange the com-
mon values or goals of the society of states in order to accentuate the 
role of external sovereignty (i.e. Westphalian sovereignty) in deter-
mining the specificity of the shared normative framework. Thus, 
although to some extent I agree with the delineation of central val-
ues proposed by Bull, I believe that it is possible to characterize the 
modern international society to which he refers by focusing mainly 
on the first two primary values: (a) the preservation of the system 
and of the society of states itself, and (b) the protection of external 
sovereignty. The third and the fourth goals suggested by Bull are 
universal values present in any historical configuration of interna-
tional or domestic relations. In other words, the maintenance of 
peace and the primary goods of any social arrangement, defined by 
Bull, are not distinctive values of the modern international society.

On the other hand, there is a major difference between the 
 ideal-type of the society of states that I develop here and Bull’s mod-
ern society of states, which sets both approaches apart in terms of 
their normative dimension. In particular, it refers to the role of the 
notions of order and justice. Bull’s The Anarchical Society (1977) strug-
gles to accommodate both concepts in a consistent way. The prob-
lem, as I see it, is that he fails to incorporate the notion of justice in 
the understanding of the society of states due to an undeveloped 
analytical treatment of order, which is treated both as a fact and as a 
value. As Harris points out: “His writing treated order as a value but 
neither situated it within an ethical explanation nor isolated it from 
a specific (as distinguished from a general) location among subsist-
ing facts” (Harris, 1993, pp.726–727). Thus, when treated as a fact, 
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order is a pattern of activity that sustains elementary, primary or 
universal goals of the society of states (Bull, 1995 [1977], p.16); when 
assumed as a value, order is a value prior to justice. Bull argues:

Order in social life is desirable because it is the condition of the 
realization of other values [...] International order, or order within 
the society of states, is the condition of justice or equality among 
states or nations; except in a context of international order there 
can be no such thing as the equal rights of states to independence 
or of nations to govern themselves. (Bull, 1995 [1977], p.93)

This ambivalence is aggravated by Bull’s remark that order should 
not be taken as an overarching value. So he leaves us with an unsat-
isfactory account of the proper role of order in his notion of interna-
tional society. Moreover, the potential tensions between order and 
justice are not addressed appropriately because Bull endorses a plu-
ralist conception of the international society, which supposes that 
cultural heterogeneity cannot allow moral consensus between states 
beyond the mutual recognition of sovereignty and the principles of 
non-intervention. Wheeler and Dunne (1996) have explored how, 
over his fruitful career as an international relations theorist, Bull 
struggled to accommodate successfully both order and justice. 
Though the idea of a thicker moral consensus between states was 
very appealing to Bull, he consistently refused to embrace a theory 
that could support justice over order:

Bull’s doubts about whether it was possible to mount a  philosophical 
defense of justice led him to make the case for justice in terms of 
its contribution to order. The reason he buttressed this appeal 
with the claim that all states have an interest in order was that 
this would be more persuasive to Western states than a simple 
appeal to moral solidarity. (Wheeler and Dunne, 1996, p.106)

My account of the society of states seeks to reappraise the role of justice 
and order as follows. Firstly, order is only treated as a backdrop for inter-
national interaction based on shared understandings. It is only a con-
ception that opposes the notion of international aparchy (understood 
as a lack of any authoritative referent in the international system capa-
ble of restricting agents’ actions). Consequently, the conception of 
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order in the society of states aims only at representing the fact that 
states are capable of identifying common shared understandings 
that frame their interactions. It does not necessarily mean stability. 
Bull defines order as a “pattern of action,” which brings connota-
tions of regularity and hence predictability; my approach, on the 
other hand, defines it as a premise of morally meaningful action. 
Secondly, justice is a value of the international society that sets the 
boundaries of legitimate action. What justice is can be presented in 
the well-known abstract formula: giving to each what is due. And 
“what is due” is  determined by the values and expectations that 
bond a social  arrangement. It is worthy of note that as the values 
change so does the substantive meaning of justice.

The previous clarifications about the differences between Bull’s 
society of states and the one submitted here concerning the notions 
of order and justice are necessary to provide a theoretical back-
ground that could account for change in the values commonly held 
in the international society, which, correspondingly, give rise to a 
distinctive type of duties of justice. To recall, the purpose is to 
explicate the characteristics and predominant values of the two 
ideal-types (i.e. the Westphalian and post-Westphalian interna-
tional society) in order to discern the nature of duties of justice 
appropriate for each construction. Moreover, I suggest that the cur-
rent international  system is a society of states that has experienced 
an important change, which has brought about a new normative 
framework.

The Westphalian international society

The Westphalian society of states is a system that has been con-
structed to protect the external sovereignty of states. This concern, 
accordingly, has arranged a normative framework that aims at pro-
tecting what I consider to be the cardinal value of this model: auton-
omy (i.e. the capacity of self-rule of the territorial political units). In 
this respect, what distinguishes the Westphalian society of states is 
the shared understanding that autonomy is valuable and norms and 
institutions are built upon this foundation. In particular, it is impor-
tant to mention that the value of autonomy substantiates the idea of 
justice of Westphalian norms, and sets the limits of legitimate 
action of states. The value of autonomy provides the foundations for 
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a  normative framework constructed upon the principle of  non-inter-
vention, which becomes the central settled norm that shapes interna-
tional interaction.

At this point I would like to make a brief excursus to introduce the 
notion of settled norm that I borrow mainly from Mervyn Frost’s the-
ory of international ethics. The idea is, then, to distinguish my under-
standing of what a norm is from the frequently employed notion of a 
norm as a “behavioral uniformity.” That is to say, as far as this study is 
concerned, norms are not regular practices that help to predict out-
comes of social interaction. Rather, norms are defined essentially by a 
moral component that introduces a sense of obligation.45 Norms, 
according to this understanding, “[r]ather than representing ‘average’ 
behavior in a statistical sense, [...] are regularities commonly believed 
to oblige general conformity by the members of the state system” 
(Raymond, 1997, p.218). Thus, a settled norm should not be under-
stood as an inexorable pattern of action, but as a commonly held 
moral understanding that demands a special  justification when it is 
violated (see also Sikkink and Finnemore, 1998, p.892).

Indeed, the way in which certain shared moral understandings are 
violated by states – that is, clandestinely or through elaborate decep-
tion – provides, as Frost correctly points out, a prima facie proof that 
a norm has been settled (Frost, 1996, p.106). Regarding the settled 
norm (or principle) of non-intervention that characterizes the 
Westphalian model, it should be clear that actual violations do not 
contradict the normative authority of a shared understanding. Frost 
puts it as follows:

that many states infringe the norm prohibiting one state from 
interfering in the domestic affairs of another state does not 
undermine [the] contention that non-interference is a settled 
norm [...] It would undermine [the] assertion if it could be shown 
that states do not even attempt to provide special justifications 
for their interferences in the domestic affairs of other states. 
(Frost, 1996, p.105)

Frost argues that there is a body of norms in international relations 
that define a specific domain of discourse, which is an area of discus-
sion that incorporates settled rules generally recognized by the 
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 participants of the system. He then advances the idea that the 
 primary good of the modern domain of discourse is the preservation 
of the system of sovereign states. In fact, his understanding of the 
system resembles the ideal-type of the Westphalian society presented 
here insofar as its normative framework aims at safeguarding states’ 
sovereignty (i.e. the autonomy of these territorial political forma-
tions). I appraise Frost’s conceptualization of the modern domain of 
discourse with more detail when I deal with the content of duties of 
transnational justice, so I shall say no more about Frost’s outmoded 
representation of the international system. Suffice it to say that I 
challenge the idea that contemporary international relations can 
comprehensively be characterized in accordance with the idea of 
Westphalian sovereignty – in short, I raise the issue of the existence 
of an emerging set of settled norms (i.e. transnational norms) that cre-
ates tensions within the system, so it is appropriate to talk about a 
different model of the international sphere: the post-Westphalian 
society of states.

Now, according to the body of settled norms of the Westphalian 
international society, states ought not to intervene in the internal 
affairs of other political communities insofar as intervention is con-
sidered to be illegitimate or a violation of just international relations. 
The value protected by this normative principle is clearly the 
 autonomy that states are supposed to have. Historically, since the 
consolidation of the society of states that followed the Peace of 
Westphalia and, then, centuries later with the expansive processes of 
decolonization, non-interference in states’ domestic issues became a 
 constitutive principle of the international system. This cardinal set-
tled norm, rooted in the idea of autonomy, shaped international 
interaction and provided a backdrop against which transgressions 
could be morally framed in terms of their illegitimacy. It is, then, the 
case that the existence of an overarching center of political power 
has not been a necessary condition for the establishment of a sphere 
of right capable of evaluating the justice of international interac-
tions. In particular, regarding the Westphalian international society, 
it is important to note that, given the role of autonomy as an 
 overarching value of the system, the normative framework gave rise 
to a particular type of duties of justice: negative duties. These duties, 
which analytically have the form “do not do X,” characterized the 
ethical structure of a system that aims at protecting the autonomy of 
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states. Specifically, negative duties of justice in a Westphalian society 
stipulate definite prohibitions to interfere in the domestic issues of 
other states. Historically, states may have certainly violated this 
 general obligation; yet, they are obliged to give reasons to justify the 
transgression (normally through the use of another shared value).

On the other hand, although the notion of positive duties is not 
altogether strange in the Westphalian society of states (for example, 
the international humanitarian law46) its role is marginal. For the 
most important set of Westphalian norms are negative duties that 
are designed to enforce the value of autonomy of the units (i.e. sov-
ereign states). Moreover, values, the nature of the actors, and the 
system are not exempt from change, which, straightforwardly, has 
an effect on the make-up of the settled norms. That is, the normative 
framework that sets the limits of legitimate action in the interna-
tional system is not permanently fixed, but varies according to new 
circumstances.

My main contention here is that a reconfiguration of the values 
and settled norms brings about a distinctive form of duties of justice. 
It follows that duties of justice in the international system do not 
have to be negative per se. For the value they protect may well change 
over time, which generates a different form of obligation. The idea 
advanced by my framework is that international relations can no 
longer be understood according to the model of the Westphalian 
society of states. Though still crucial to make sense of an important 
number of practices of international relations, and to comprehend 
the content of settled norms of international interaction, autonomy 
is being increasingly challenged as a leading value of the system by 
other values. As a result, it is possible to talk about a new model of 
international relations: the post-Westphalian international society. 
This model, I believe, recognizes the existence of positive duties of 
international justice between states as legitimate. But let us elaborate 
the structural conditions that are determining the displacement of 
the value of autonomy and, consequently, the emergence of a fresh 
normative framework of the international system.

The post-Westphalian international society

Up to this point, the argument has attempted to show three things: 
first, that the international system cannot be represented as a state of 
nature inasmuch as actors extensively recognize a common set of 
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moral understandings that influence their behavior; second, the 
Westphalian model of international relations is assembled by the 
overarching value of the autonomy of states, which is embodied in 
the notion of freedom from external interference; and third, duties 
derived from a normative system arranged in accordance with the 
idea of Westphalian sovereignty are essentially negative. Then, I 
introduced the assumption that shared values and norms change 
over time. Accordingly, I suggested that the international society has 
been transformed; although still relevant to understand inter-state 
relations, the notion of autonomy is being challenged by the nature 
of current interaction. Moreover, it is possible at present to speculate 
on legitimate new norms; specifically, positive duties of justice 
between countries. My purpose in this section is precisely to flesh 
out an argument that attempts to demonstrate that there are new 
circumstances of international interaction that have led to a rear-
rangement of the systemic values that assemble the international 
system. The conclusion is that duties of social justice between coun-
tries are justified in the new model of international relations.

There are two main factors that redefine the make-up of interna-
tional society and thus displace the Westphalian model: (a) the 
expansion of human rights-discourses, and (b) interdependence. 
These two factors are neither exhaustive nor mutually exclusive. 
Nevertheless, I believe that this rough classification is useful to 
understand the most important issues at stake that are shaping a new 
international society: a post-Westphalian international society. In 
what follows I will explicate how these issues, likewise, are trans-
forming the normative framework so as to constitute an essentially 
different model from the Westphalian ideal-type grounded on the 
value of autonomy.

Human rights

The emergence of human rights-discourses is a contemporary phe-
nomenon of global scale that has gradually changed the normative 
framework of the world since the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (1948) was proclaimed by the General Assembly of the United 
Nations. At no other point in human history have the concept of 
basic rights of the individual been so widely studied,47 supported48 
and institutionalized49 internationally. Human rights concerns have 
thus expanded the scope of international law, created new 
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 international institutions of governance, and shaped countries’ for-
eign policy. Similarly, human rights issues have increasingly 
 amalgamated a global network of civil society initiatives that pro-
mote values such as the respect for human dignity, which advocate 
for rights of children, indigenous peoples, women, and other groups 
that suffer from social exclusion. By and large, human rights issues 
infuse meaning into the daily activities of both governments and 
civil society organizations.

Although we are still very far from a situation in which one could 
fairly say that basic human rights are generally respected across the 
world, it is beyond doubt that the current condition offers a more 
suitable framework to tackle violations to the human dignity that 
basic rights aim to safeguard. Not only do domestic and interna-
tional institutions of governance provide legal mechanisms to 
enforce human rights, but also there is a developing awareness of 
the uncontested legitimacy of individuals’ basic rights, which 
explains both the increasing involvement of particular individuals 
in the promotion of human rights, and the need of non-democratic 
states to address this normative issue in one way or another. Respect 
for human rights has become a settled norm of the international 
society. Thus, it is important to stress that a growing moral consen-
sus on the legitimacy of human rights has developed over the last 
sixty years, which has had an important impact on domestic legisla-
tion and foreign policy of states. This is not to say that the establish-
ment of this new set of shared moral understandings has been 
exempt from conflicts, and that respect for human rights is firmly 
secured. For this has been a process that, together with other issues 
connected with international justice, has sometimes left a sense of 
disappointment. Moreover, though some governments have failed 
to comply with human rights conventions and resolutions that bind 
their states, there is widespread consensus about the validity of 
human rights. As Harold K. Jacobson affirmed more than twenty 
years ago, the point is that “broad agreement on goals have been 
achieved, not that the goals themselves have been realized” 
(Jacobson, 1982, pp.320–321).

Accordingly, it is worthy of note that, despite the fact that institu-
tional mechanisms are still deficient, it is possible to affirm that the 
current international society is already addressing moral issues that 
are reconfiguring the make-up of the international normative 
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 framework. Consequently, the protection of human rights has 
evolved into a legitimate concern of the society of states as a whole. 
Moreover, the challenges that settled norms of human rights are rais-
ing are acute in that they defy the foundations of the Westphalian 
society of states; in particular, both human rights monitoring and 
enforcement of these rights challenge fundamental ideas about 
states’ autonomy and the system of sovereign states (Sikkink, 1998). 
To put it simply, the effective adoption of norms of human rights 
places constraints on the exercise of state sovereignty in two ways. 
First, domestically, governments are compelled to recognize the 
legitimacy of supranational structures of governance in charge of 
protecting human rights. That is, internal sovereignty is challenged 
by the fact that states are required to recognize the authority of 
supranational jurisdictions, globally (for example, the International 
Criminal Court) and regionally (for instance, the European Court of 
Human Rights and the Inter-American Court of Human Rights). 
Second, states’ external sovereignty is challenged by the novel idea 
that intervention is legitimate when human rights are extensively 
violated in any particular sovereign state.50

As a result, Westphalian settled norms have been shaken by the 
emergence of a new set of normative categories that aim at setting 
limits to the autonomy of the states regarding human rights issues. 
Indeed, as pointed out by Nardin and Slater (1986) the tension 
between the principle of non-intervention and the concern for 
human rights is one of the more difficult problems of international 
morality (see also Fixdal and Smith, 1998). It is, then, the case that 
the notion of states’ autonomy that defined the Westphalian inter-
national society is being fractured by another value that sets limits 
to the idea of sovereignty: individual human dignity. The conse-
quence is that states’ duties to safeguard the overarching value of 
autonomy of the Westphalian society of states conflict with duties of 
“humanitarian intervention” triggered by extensive violations 
of human rights such as genocide and crimes against humanity. 
Hence, the confrontation is not only about two contesting values of 
the society of states, but it is also, in a fundamental way, a clash 
between two distinct types of duties: negative and positive duties of 
international justice. Whereas in the Westphalian model, autonomy 
imposes, through the principle of non-intervention, constraints to 
action on the part of states, the post-Westphalian society’s ethical 
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structure contemplates duties to perform certain actions, including 
in extreme cases waging war against repressive regimes. Accordingly, 
the scope of just war principles has been expanded beyond the cate-
gories of the traditional Westphalian society of states. It is now the 
case that the justice of war can be justified on moral grounds other 
than the sovereign states’ right of self-defense.

It is quite true that actual interventions based on human rights 
violations have been sporadic and cast out by prudential reasons. 
Yet, it is important to recognize that, regardless of effective fulfill-
ment of the alleged duty, a new type of reasoning regarding interna-
tional justice has emerged, which redefines the way in which 
international society needs to be understood. For it is now revealed 
that positive duties can be justified legitimately according to norma-
tive criteria consistent with the set of values that assemble the soci-
ety of states. We are, therefore, witnesses to the emergence of a 
post-Westphalian international society where positive duties of inter-
national justice have a place in the ethical speculation about interna-
tional relations. Consequently, the most important modification 
that the conception of sovereignty in the twentieth century has 
undergone is the downfall of its paradigmatic character of absolute as 
classically portrayed by an intellectual tradition inaugurated by Jean 
Bodin’s work. Nation-states through the mediation of international 
institutions are directly obliged by these emerging settled norms to 
act whenever systematic violations of human rights take place. 
Likewise, nation-states are morally responsible for not doing some-
thing when extensive human rights violations can be prevented.

Take the example of the Rwandan genocide in the 1990s. Although 
it may be difficult to allocate definite moral responsibilities for the 
failure of the international community to intervene and stop the 
massacre that was taking place, it seems clear that inaction is not 
morally justified according to the contemporary international nor-
mative framework. Centuries or decades ago, tragedies like the 
Rwandan genocide certainly occurred, yet apart from an elementary 
(and quite obvious) sense of moral scandal, no compelling positive 
duty to intervene was felt by the international community as a 
whole. For example, it seems clear that the Nazi Holocaust, which 
sought to exterminate, among others, Jewish, Roma and Sinti peo-
ples, and people with disabilities, could have never become a reason 
to wage war against Nazi Germany in an international society 
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 normatively arranged in accordance to Westphalian principles. It 
was, indeed, the threat to the states’ sovereignty that the German 
expansion represented what made, to the Allies’ eyes, the war just. 
This is not the case, however, nowadays. In fact, there is certainly a 
sense of moral shame amongst the international community for fail-
ing to intervene when serious human rights violations occur, which 
cannot be explained without assuming that state actors accept thor-
oughly the validity of an ethical reasoning that imposes positive 
duties of international justice. This explains why Belgium, Rwanda’s 
former colonial power, and South Africa, the major geopolitical 
power of the African continent, have expressly apologized for their 
inaction to prevent the massacre of an estimated 800,000 human 
beings (Tutsis and moderate Hutus).

Global interdependence

The most important development regarding the characteristics of 
the current international society is a multifaceted phenomenon that 
has been gradually known as interdependence. The term “interde-
pendence” has been abused in international relations discourses by 
both scholars and diplomats. For many, contemporary phenomena 
have been explained or justified by the alleged existence of interde-
pendent relations between the actors of the system. Hence, the con-
cept has become an easy target for its critics, notably theorists of 
mainstream traditions of international relations theory, whose aim 
is to challenge the idea that the nature of the system of interna-
tional relations has changed since the end of World War II. Moreover, 
not only the lack of consensus about the meaning of interdepend-
ence in  contemporary international relations, but also the dispute 
about the most adequate indicators to measure its evolution has 
obscured the usefulness of the concept. The result, not surprisingly, 
is an important degree of skepticism about the explanatory power of 
interdependence within some traditions of international relations 
theory, and a quite palpable absence of normative analyses regard-
ing the implications brought about by the existence of an interde-
pendent world.51

The arrival of Keohane and Nye’s works, Transnational Relations and 
World Politics (1972) and Power and Interdependence (1977), represented 
an important step towards defining the concept. Moreover, Keohane 
and Nye developed an ideal-type, “complex  interdependence,” aimed 
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at challenging the outmoded realist view of world politics.52 Yet, 
despite the indisputable significance of their investigation – which 
tries to bring realist and liberal perspectives into an integrated analy-
sis – the theoretical treatment of their proposed ideal-type of “com-
plex interdependence” is, as they have recognized, incomplete and to 
some extent tautological (Keohane and Nye, 1987, pp.737–738). Thus, 
the diagnosis that Holsti presented, just after the publication of Power 
and Interdependence, about the lack of an appropriate theory of inter-
dependence remained correct. Indeed, “[t]he major preoccupation of 
scholars has not been to develop a theory of interdependence, but 
rather to describe the extent of interdependence” (Holsti, 1978, p.517). 
Certainly, Keohane and Nye’s contribution to the literature on inter-
dependence is important as they succeeded in shifting the focus from 
the strictly technical issue of measurement to theoretical questions 
associated with the conceptualization of the notion –  even though, 
as a matter of fact, they “did not pursue complex interdependence as 
a theory, but as a thought experiment about what politics might look 
like if the basic assumptions of realism were reversed” (Keohane and 
Nye, 1987, p.737). Unfortunately, their conceptualization of interde-
pendence is largely presented in terms of international organization 
(Shaw 2000), which makes it more useful for explaining bargaining 
outcomes than exploring pressing issues of transnational politics and 
morality in a new set of circumstances characterized by the erosion of 
the Westphalian sovereignty. By the same token, in a context of com-
plex interdependence, cooperation between actors is uncertain.53 
This view of interdependence differs significantly from the work of 
political theorists such as Charles Beitz (1979), whose purpose is to 
employ the concept of interdependence, mainly explained in its eco-
nomic dimension, to account for normative principles in a context 
defined by cooperation.54 As we have seen earlier in Chapter 1, Beitz’s 
argument in his Political Theory and International Relations (1979) 
attempts to demonstrate that global interdependence indicates the 
existence of an appropriate scheme of social cooperation that justifies 
the establishment of Rawlsian global distributive principles. Beitz 
explicates:

States participate in complex international economic, political, 
and cultural relationships that suggest the existence of a glo-
bal scheme of social cooperation. As Kant notes, international 
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 economic cooperation creates a new basis for international 
 morality. If social cooperation is the foundation of distributive 
justice, then one might think that international economic inter-
dependence lends support to a principle of global distributive 
 justice similar to that which applies within domestic society. 
(Beitz, 1999a [1979], p.144)

Though especially significant to the speculation of the hitherto 
unexplored normative consequences of interdependence, Beitz’s 
work turned out to be an unsuccessful attempt to associate 
 interdependence with global principles of justice. For his conceptu-
alization of international economic interdependence, as some sort of 
idealized cooperative scheme aimed at justifying ad hoc Rawlsian 
distributive principles, has been proved to be inaccurate. In his later 
writings, as pointed out in my analysis of Rawlsian cosmopolitan-
ism, Beitz drops the emphasis on interdependence to favor a cosmo-
politan approach grounded in a Rawlsian conception of individual 
moral personality, which is not sufficiently grounded to support glo-
bal principles of distributive justice.

Mindful of the relevance of the concept of interdependence to 
make sense of normative change in the current international soci-
ety, my approach seeks to present a conception of interdependence 
capable of accounting for duties of justice beyond, on the one hand, 
the moral neutrality of Keohane and Nye’s “complex interdepend-
ence” and, on the other hand, the difficulties posed by the Rawlsian 
 cosmopolitan paradigm. Hence, my conceptualization of interde-
pendence begins with the following premises. First, interdepend-
ence should not be equated or confused with a scheme of cooperation, 
but it is a process of transnational social integration that erodes the 
idea of states’ self-sufficiency. Second, interdependence is a feature 
of the international society as a whole and not a relational attribute 
of single states’ interaction. Although there are particular relations 
of interdependence between specific countries covering an impor-
tant variety of issues (for example, regional trade agreements or 
security alliances), which define a precise set of sensitivities and 
vulnerabilities, bargaining capabilities, power distribution, and 
other outcomes of interaction, this type of interdependence is only 
a subset of a larger systemic phenomenon.
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Global interdependence is a conception of the structure of the 
world that puts the emphasis on the existence of a significant extent 
of dynamic density (i.e. the degree of concentration of individuals and 
communities). It is important to mention, though, that the term 
“dynamic density,” introduced by sociologist Emile Durkheim, refers 
not to physical concentration but to social and moral concentration 
of individuals and groups of individuals. Durkheim defines it “as a 
function of the number of individuals who are effectively engaged 
not only in commercial but also moral relationships with each other, 
that is, who not only exchange services or compete with one another, 
but also live their life together in common” (Durkheim, 1982 [1895], 
p.136). Moreover, the notion of dynamic density aims at describing 
a social fact characterized by relationships that affect the collective 
existence of individuals and communities. Durkheim uses the con-
cept of dynamic density to explain how societies change; in particu-
lar, how traditional “mechanical societies,” characterized by the 
resemblance amongst the members, are transformed into modern 
“organic societies” where the division of labor gives rise to a new 
type of social solidarity, which is a consequence of the mutual 
dependence of increasingly differentiated units.

Contrary to Kenneth Waltz (1986), who employs Durkheim’s con-
ceptual categories as developed in The Division of Labor in Society 
(1893) to characterize the international system as a “mechanical soci-
ety” in order to justify the static nature of the system, I argue that 
important transformations are taking place in the nature of the inter-
national society, which allow us to assert that the ethical order is 
changing (i.e. new norms have been settled). In what follows, then, I 
shall not develop a critique of Waltz’s unsatisfactory interpretation of 
the international system, which seems to misuse Durkheim’s concep-
tual framework (see Ashley, 1986; Ruggie, 1986; Barkdull, 1995). 
Rather, my purpose is to present a sketch of how interdependence, 
defined by the notion of dynamic density, is expressed in the 
 post-Westphalian international society and, similarly, to suggest that 
a new international normative framework is gaining legitimacy.

Moreover, apart from the frequency of economic transactions, the 
intensity of mutual dependence between countries, and the expan-
sion of networks of global communication, I want to stress that there 
are systemic elements in the international society that have activated 
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a growing awareness of the existence of a human community. 
Accordingly, this recognition of common ties established by interde-
pendence reconfigures the type of settled norms that are recognized 
as valid. Interdependence, therefore, is understood here as an 
 increasing fusion of social groups and issues that originate common 
moral foundations. What emerges from this process is not coopera-
tion in a strict sense, but solidarity. For I assume that cooperation is 
a concept that describes action of prototypical self-interested indi-
vidual agents that are linked merely by contingent relations, whereas 
solidarity describes a systemic quality of a social arrangement formed 
by mutually constitutive relations.

In particular, I argue that global interdependence is bringing about 
important changes associated with the development of a particular 
type of solidarity (i.e. transnational solidarity), which is becoming 
an important value of the international society. It is important to 
stress, then, that I am not concerned with demonstrating the view 
that interdependence is growing in the world as measured by the 
number of economic transactions, such as trade. Whether the world 
is comparatively less or more interdependent in terms of the number 
of economic and financial transactions than it was thirty years or a 
century ago55 does not affect the basic tenet of the argument, which 
is that the dynamic density of the international society is radically 
different from the society of states corresponding to the Westphalian 
society. The dynamic density of the post-Westphalian society is 
characterized by an important degree of inter-connectedness between 
actors across economic, social, political, ecological and cultural 
issues, an extensive body of shared understandings about the mean-
ing of systemic dependence, and a growing recognition that there is 
a community of destiny for humankind. Moreover, the dynamic 
density in the post-Westphalian model is paving the way for the 
articulation of the value of solidarity within the normative and 
 institutional framework. But let us flesh out the characteristics of 
current interdependence, which redefine the ethical foundations of 
the international society.

There are three major areas in which global interdependence finds 
expression in the post-Westphalian international society: political, 
economic and environmental. Similarly, these areas are potential 
sources of systemic instability, which demand normative  considera-
tion at the global level.
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Political interdependence

To some extent, the idea of political interdependence is already 
present in the Westphalian international society insofar as the 
 existence of any state depends on the recognition of other states. 
This kind of political interdependence, which I call constitutive, is a 
basic type of mutual dependence of states that grants a status of 
political equality. Consequently, constitutive political interdepend-
ence  establishes an ethic of reciprocity amongst equally sovereign 
states, which has repercussions in the way they expect to be treated. 
Yet, apart from this type of political interdependence, there is a char-
acteristically different type of political interdependence in the 
 post-Westphalian international society: organic political interde-
pendence. This kind of interdependence stems from the erosion of 
states’ self-sufficient political means to secure some of their primary 
functions – specifically, the enforcement of domestic laws and the 
provision of security and justice. As an illustration of these new cir-
cumstances, take the case of current threats to national security such 
as terrorism and global crime (for example, counterfeiting, traffic of 
arms and drugs, money laundering, human trafficking, high-tech 
crime, and so on). No longer can states accomplish their purposes 
associated with the provision of security to their populations  without 
the active collaboration of other states. A UN report on collective 
security56 has put it as follows:

Today’s threats recognize no national boundaries, are connected, 
and must be addressed at the global and regional as well as national 
levels. No State, no matter how powerful, can by its own efforts 
alone make itself invulnerable to today’s threats. And it cannot be 
assumed that every State will always be able, or willing, to meet its 
responsibility to protect its own peoples and not to harm its 
neighbors. (AMSW, 2004, p.9)

States have become politically interdependent because their actual 
territorially-based powers have been overcome by the nature of 
 contemporary challenges. In particular, the incapacity of states to 
enforce laws independently is clearly exposed in domains where sci-
ence and technology play a crucial role. Thus, for example, contem-
porary issues such as genetic engineering and the protection of 
intellectual property rights prove that isolated states’ action cannot 
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guarantee the enforcement of their local applicable legislations. 
There is organic political interdependence between nation-states 
because they cannot provide substantive protection of rights relying 
exclusively on their discrete sovereign powers. This fact, however, 
does not mean that states have been overcome irremediably. States 
can still be agents of justice and be able to provide security and 
 well-being to their populations as long as they reconstitute them-
selves politically upon different moral foundations. In order to do so, 
however, states need to recognize the significant degree of dynamic 
density of the international society, expressed by the commonality 
of challenges, threats and purposes, which require transnational 
normative and legal settlement beyond the Westphalian value of 
autonomy. That is, the only way to re-establish the moral standing of 
state formations under current circumstances is through the 
 recognition of transnational norms of interaction based on solidar-
ity (I will develop this point further in Chapter 4). The notion of 
solidarity is relevant here because it is meant to convey the idea that 
states are mutually obligated to support one another in securing 
their purposes. In fact, in its origins, the term solidarity in the Roman 
Law refers precisely to a joint responsibility – that is, an obligatio in 
solidum – to pay a debt regarded as common, so “[e]veryone assumes 
responsibility for anyone who cannot pay his debt, and he is con-
versely responsible for everyone else” (Brunkhorst, 2005, p.2). 
Moreover, the idea of organic political interdependence gives rise to 
an ethics of co-responsibility insofar as states’ purposes cannot be 
properly achieved autonomously.

Furthermore, the new circumstances that characterize the post-
Westphalian international society, in which co-responsibility estab-
lishes a particular body of settled norms divergent from the 
Westphalian overarching value of autonomy, correspondingly, pave 
the way for the legitimacy of potential positive duties between coun-
tries. That is, states are compelled to look beyond the settled norms 
of Westphalian sovereignty – as well as the corresponding negative 
duties – and recognize the legitimacy of positive duties between 
states that could guarantee not only the stability of their political 
formations, but also the coherence of the international society as a 
whole given the current degree of dynamic density.
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Economic interdependence

The next form of interdependence is economic and it has been largely 
explored by the literature on “globalization.”57 Irrespective of its rela-
tive extent, as compared to other times, contemporary economic 
interdependence is indisputable: no country could prevail nowadays 
in conditions of effective autarchy. Economic self-sufficiency is sim-
ply impossible given the structural characteristics of modern tech-
nology and prevailing modes of production. Moreover, the emergence 
of a transnational information society sets contemporary interde-
pendence apart from previous modes of international mutual 
dependence. Hence, technological developments are pushing the 
integration of the world towards a single system. As pointed out by 
Douglas Kellner:

The transmutations of technology and capital work together to 
create a new globalized and interconnected world. A technologi-
cal revolution involving the creation of a computerized network 
of communication, transportation, and exchange is the presup-
position of a globalized economy, along with the extension of a 
world capitalist market system that is absorbing ever more areas of 
the world and spheres of production, exchange, and consumption 
into its orbit. (Kellner, 2002, p.287)

Thus, local societies become interconnected by a complex 
 technological infrastructure that cannot be severed by an act of sov-
ereign will. Though sometimes imperceptible, dense networks of 
 technological interdependence support the functioning of national 
economies and their integration into the world economy. Technology 
has become so specialized that no single country could successfully 
produce all the techniques (for example, computing software) neces-
sary for the production of goods and services.

Similarly, the expansion of international trade seems to be an irre-
versible process and, progressively, it is fostering the cohesiveness of a 
global economy by integrating national markets horizontally. 
Moreover, it is clear that current transnational economic relations 
give rise to a corresponding sphere of right at the international level, 
whose function – at this primary level – is to settle conflict of interests 
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between partners both peacefully and cost-effectively. This is the 
rationale behind the creation of an increasingly complex network of 
organizations of global governance and multilateral economic insti-
tutions. Thus, the existence of a dense web of economic exchange 
affecting social outcomes globally fosters the creation of norms aimed 
at assessing the fairness of interactions, which is a  necessary stage to 
guarantee the reproduction of the global economic system. For the 
existence of potential exploitative economic relations between coun-
tries cannot guarantee the stable expansion of the global economy. 
Furthermore, normative categories conceived to address problems 
such as the fairness of global economic interaction push the redefini-
tion of the scope of states’ responsibilities beyond the Westphalian 
ethical structure. Hence, the prima facie responsibility of actors over 
the functioning of the economic system emerges as a legitimate issue 
of the international society. This is the case of the larger economies of 
the planet, whose internal sovereign policies can alter the equilib-
rium of the global economy, as well as the prospects of individual 
developing economies. As an illustrative example of that, consider 
the case of some developed countries’ agricultural  subsidy policies 
which, by affecting the international prices of certain goods (for 
example, cotton, sugar and grains), bring about adverse outcomes to 
the economies of the developing world. The problem, and indeed 
degree of responsibility, is amplified by the rich countries’ advanta-
geous positions in the world’s financial  institutions such as the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), which press developing coun-
tries to open domestic markets in order to gain access to financial 
resources. Within a strict Westphalian model of international rela-
tions, internal policies such as subsidies to agricultural exports would 
be morally neutral insofar as they would not violate the principle of 
the autonomy of states. Nation-states would be liable exclusively in 
terms of their positive interference in the internal affairs of other 
countries. Yet, if we assume the existence of  interdependence, the 
normative assessment of this kind of action changes insofar as states 
can inflict harm on other states, which induces the idea of a potential 
responsibility which has to be assessed ethically.

Ecological interdependence

An important sphere in which interdependence has become crucial 
is linked to the sustainability of the relationship between the human 
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species and the planet. On the one hand, there is an obvious interde-
pendence to guarantee a sustainable exploitation of natural resources, 
which is related to the problem of the diminishing biodiversity of 
the Earth.58 The devastating effect of one side of modern technology 
has revealed the unity of the global ecosystem. No longer can 
 particular ecosystems be thought of as discrete units which can be 
protected independently, so issues of responsibility come to light as 
regards the duties to prevent global harm caused by the domestic 
overexploitation of natural resources. This has been recognized by 
the Convention of Biological Diversity (1992) that followed the Earth 
Summit in Rio de Janeiro:

States have, in accordance with the Charter of the United Nations 
and the principles of international law, the sovereign right to 
exploit their own resources pursuant to their own environmen-
tal policies, and the responsibility to ensure that activities within 
their jurisdiction or control do not cause damage to the environ-
ment of other States or of areas beyond the limits of national 
jurisdiction. (CBD, Article 3)

Individual nation-states are unable to safeguard their ecological 
resources successfully without the active participation of other 
states. Thus, not only contaminants such as chemical pesticides, fer-
tilizers and industrial pollutants, but also the consumption habits of 
rich countries affect the global ecosystem.59 The effects associated 
with the overexploitation of natural resources, as well as the inten-
sive use of polluting technologies, go beyond place and time. This 
brings to the fore issues of transnational and transgenerational jus-
tice inasmuch as some current practices cause preventable harm in 
the lives of others. Hence, ecological interdependence broadens the 
scope of due responsibility, and consequently the nature and con-
tent of both transnational and domestic obligations of justice. A 
sovereign country that decides autonomously either to overexploit 
its biological resources or to approve highly polluting practices 
should be morally accountable for the damage caused globally. An 
international normative framework founded on the principle of 
autonomy proves, therefore, to be insufficient to assess the wrong-
fulness of certain sovereign actions that alter the sustainability of 
the global ecosystem.
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On the other hand, a different type of interdependence of the 
world is revealed through the transnational nature of human health 
risks such as pandemic diseases. This problem has been heightened 
by the increased mobility of persons. Amongst the global health 
issues, certainly, AIDS represents the most important challenge 
nowadays by virtue of its high mortality rates, regional  distribution, 
and the fact that a cure has not yet been found. However, other 
viral diseases such as the Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), 
the Ebola virus, and different types of influenza viruses also high-
light the need for global responses in order to secure that each indi-
vidual state can effectively protect itself from human health risks. 
Thus, it is apparent that particular polities cannot rely on their 
national health mechanisms to guarantee some sort of immunity 
from global human diseases. This explains to some extent the cur-
rent rich countries’ concern about the alarming expansion of AIDS 
in Africa.

To recapitulate, the post-Westphalian international society, char-
acterized by the different types of interdependence discussed above 
(i.e. political, economic and ecological) discloses one fact: the 
intensity and concentration of common issues faced equally by 
national societies, which reveal the existence of an extensive, dense 
network of active interconnections between societies that make up 
a shared social life. Thus, the degree of dynamic density of the con-
temporary international society sets the foundations for a norma-
tive framework different from that constructed upon the 
Westphalian society of states. Hence, not only interdependence dis-
closes the exhaustion of the ideal of self-sufficiency of the states, 
but also it explicates the emergence of a transnational solidarity. By 
the same token, it is simply implausible to think that individual 
nation-states can endure as effective political formations for the 
provision of justice without the active solidarity of other states. 
Accordingly, these new conditions of interdependence reveal that 
the principle of autonomy and derivative negative duties cannot 
account for a conception of international justice capable of  securing 
the stability and welfare of both particular political systems (i.e. 
nation-states) and the world as a whole.

Now that I have developed a conception of the international soci-
ety that reveals the emergence of positive duties between states under 
the conditions of world interdependence, it becomes necessary to 
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establish the specific circumstances under which duties of social jus-
tice are justified. That is, as a subset of positive duties, distributive 
obligations of justice require a special substantiation to demonstrate 
that they should now be regarded as part of the international norma-
tive framework. I shall, then, turn in the next chapter to examine 
with more detail the circumstances of justice that allow us to affirm 
that the international society should contemplate some sort of 
 distributive obligations between countries. Similarly, I shall defend 
the idea that the states are morally relevant units of any potential 
 distributive arrangements of global justice.


