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Abstract: This chapter offers a critical examination of the motivational critique of 

cosmopolitanism. While the objection that cosmopolitanism is motivationally deficient is 

common in defenses of patriotism and compatriot partiality, this chapter argues that it is often 

ambiguous, as it conflates three analytically distinct arguments. It then offers a framework 

with which to analyze each version of the motivational critique separately, distinguishing 

between the meta-normative, the ethical, and the political. Meta-normative arguments focus 

on the limits of human nature and motivational capacities; ethical arguments focus on the 

demandingness of moral requirements; and political arguments focus on the stability 

preconditions of social justice institutions. Demonstrating the flaws in the first two versions, 

it is argued that only the latter is plausible as a critique of cosmopolitanism: cosmopolitans 

have yet to explain what will maintain institutional stability, while the leading solutions to the 

problem of stability – liberalism, nationalism, and republicanism – all have anti-cosmopolitan 

implications. The chapter concludes by considering the implications of this analysis for 

cosmopolitans and their critics. 
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0. Introduction 

In his seminal work The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759/1781), Adam Smith makes the 

following observation: 

Let us suppose that the great empire of China, with all its myriads of inhabitants, was 

suddenly swallowed up by an earthquake, and let us consider how a man of humanity 

in Europe, who had no sort of connection with that part of the world, would be 

affected upon receiving intelligence of this dreadful calamity. He would, I imagine, 

first of all, express very strongly his sorrow for the misfortune of that unhappy people, 

he would make many melancholy reflections upon the precariousness of human life, 

and the vanity of all the labours of man, which could thus be annihilated in a 

moment... And when all this fine philosophy was over, when all these humane 

sentiments had been once fairly expressed, he would pursue his business or his 

pleasure, take his repose or his diversion, with the same ease and tranquility as if no 

such accident had happened. The most frivolous disaster which could befall himself 

would occasion a more real disturbance. If he was to lose his little finger tomorrow, 

he would not sleep tonight; but, provided he never saw them, he will snore with the 

most profound security over the ruin of a hundred millions of his brethren, and the 

destruction of that immense multitude seems plainly an object less interesting to him, 

than this paltry misfortune of his own (Smith 1976, bk. III.3.4). 
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Our world has changed radically in the centuries since Smith wrote these gripping sentences, 

but the general statement still stands.  Cosmopolitan theorists and philosophers argue that 

moral and political duties extend beyond the boundaries of the state and towards humanity as 

a whole (Singer 1972; Pogge 2002a; Caney 2006).  Yet, while billions in the world remain 

vulnerable to violence, disease, abuse or humiliation through no fault of their own, those of 

us fortunate enough to live in the wealthy, healthy and safe parts of the world are generally 

unmoved by the ruin of our “distant brethren”.
 
By conservative estimates (World Bank 2014, 

5), over one fifth of the population in developing countries lives on less than USD 1.25 a day, 

a level of destitution which is defined as extreme and absolute poverty. Seventeen million 

people die each year from curable and easily preventable diseases; child mortality in sub-

Saharan Africa is 174 of every 1000 births (compared to OECD’s average of 7 of every 1000 

births). As a leading cosmopolitan philosopher notes pessimistically, ‘[w]e are quite tolerant 

of the persistence of massive and severe poverty abroad even though it would not cost us 

much to reduce such poverty dramatically’ (Pogge 2002b, 30). 

For many critics of cosmopolitanism, this observation presents a strong case against the 

theory.  While many people are aware of the destitute state of the global poor, see it as a 

cause of concern and might even accept the principles of cosmopolitan morality in their 

abstract form, nevertheless, they do not act according to those principles, neither through 

personal acts of charity nor through support of institutional policies. At the same time, 

however, people tend to demonstrate concern for their own compatriots, make sacrifices for 

their homeland, and are willing to support extensive welfare policies within their own state. 

One explanation for this difference is that patriotism is ‘full of color and passion’, while 

cosmopolitanism is seen as bland, rootless, bloodless, and motivationally impotent, or at the 

very least it ‘seems to have a hard time gripping the imagination’ (Nussbaum 1996). This, in 

turn, provides us with a reason to reject cosmopolitanism as an attractive normative theory. In 

other words, people’s lack of motivation to fulfil their cosmopolitan duties is not merely a 

challenge for the practical implementation of the theory in the real world, or a demonstration 

of humans’ flawed nature. It indicates that the scope and content of people’s duties towards 

distant others might be different (and perhaps, more restricted) than what is argued by 

cosmopolitan theorists; specifically, it may indicate that partiality towards one’s compatriots 

is warranted. 

The aim of this chapter is to critically examine this line of argument against 

cosmopolitanism, which will hereafter be referred to as ‘the motivational critique’. While the 

motivational critique is a fairly common one in the theoretical literature as well as in the 

public discourse, it is not always clear what kind of critique it is. As will be demonstrated in 

the following, there are at least three ways in which this critique could be interpreted, each 

with its own guiding principle, which are conflated in the current debate. The motivational 

critique may be (i) a meta-normative claim about the nature of moral obligations and the 

impossibility of cosmopolitan motivation, (ii) an ethical claim about the demandingness of 

cosmopolitanism, or (iii) a political claim about the motivational preconditions of stable 

social institutions.  

This chapter provides a framework for discussing these versions of the critique independently 

of each other, allowing for a clear evaluation of the merit of each strand. To anticipate its 

conclusions, the chapter argues against the meta-normative and ethical versions, and 

demonstrates that the political version of the critique is the most plausible of the three. The 

structure of the chapter follows this line of argument. The first section provides a working 

definition of cosmopolitanism. The following three sections analyze the meta-normative, 

ethical, and political versions of the motivational critique, respectively. The final section 



Pre-Production Draft – Please only cite published version 

3 

 

discusses the implications of this argument for how we should think about cosmopolitanism, 

nationalism and patriotism.  

1. Cosmopolitanism: A Working Definition 

Cosmopolitanism has a long history, going back at least to Diogenes the cynic and his 

proclamation that he was ‘a citizen of the world’, through various Stoic philosophers and 

Christian theologians and major figures of the European Enlightenment, most prominently 

Immanuel Kant (see Kleingeld and Brown 2011).  It is not always clear, however, what this 

term denotes in contemporary theoretical discourse. It is used very differently in various 

disciplines, from literary studies to sociology, and even within normative political theory it 

indicates a family of ideas rather than a single, coherent concept. We need a working 

definition of cosmopolitanism to set the target for the motivational critique.  

Cosmopolitanism is interpreted in this chapter as a normative-moral theory about the scope of 

duties, obligations, and responsibilities. This definition differs from two possible alternatives. 

First, moral cosmopolitanism is not a theory about ethical identity, in that it differs from so-

called ‘cultural cosmopolitanism’, the claim that a good ethical life requires openness to other 

cultures (Waldron 1992; Appiah 2007). Second, moral cosmopolitanism does not necessarily 

entail the creation of a kosmopolis – that is, a world state, or some other form of authoritative 

supranational political and legal institutions (Caney 2006; Pogge 2007). However, while 

moral cosmopolitanism may be compatible, in principle, with multiple political and 

institutional arrangements, it is also important for our purposes that the term is not overly 

ecumenical. Thus, the kind of cosmopolitanism which is the target of the motivational 

critique is not merely an endorsement of universal morality, a generality of moral principles, 

or normative individualism (Pogge 2007). Cosmopolitans in the sense given here want to 

make a stronger claim: that moral cosmopolitanism, taken seriously, entails strong and 

stringent moral and political obligations towards non-compatriots that go well beyond the 

current international order, either through reform of the existing state system, or through a 

transformation of social relations. Employing this definition avoids Michael Blake’s recent 

charge that cosmopolitanism is a useless concept in contemporary debates, given that ‘we are 

all cosmopolitans now’ (Blake 2013). Cosmopolitanism, thus understood, is at least prima 

facie in tension with arguments supporting partiality towards compatriots or special concern 

towards one’s political community. 

This working definition also allows us to see that the empirical observation of the 

motivational critique is at least plausible. While people are more or less sympathetic to 

cosmopolitanism is the weak sense, they are reluctant to change their behavior or support the 

wide-ranging institutional changes that cosmopolitan theorists argue are necessary.  

2. The Meta-Normative Version 

Even if we were to concede the behavioral assumptions at the heart of the motivational 

critique, however, it is not at all clear why the normative conclusion follows. Simply 

asserting that the way people actually behave is the way they ought to behave is a 

philosophical fallacy. Even if we accept that normative theory should be constrained by some 

facts about the world, capitulating to bad behavior, however empirically grounded, is a 

mistake (Estlund 2011). In other words, the motivational critique must provide some 

explanation of why and how the lack of cosmopolitan motivation constrains cosmopolitan 

justification. The arguments discussed here, which will be grouped under the heading ‘The 
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Meta-Normative Version’, hold that there is a fundamental link between humans’ 

motivational capacities and their moral duties, because cosmopolitan motivation is in conflict 

with human nature, the normative prescriptions of this theory do not apply. 

Consider the following three examples, drawing on the philosophical maxim of ‘ought 

implies can’. First, Alasdair MacIntyre, in his famous essay ‘Is Patriotism a Virtue?’ (1984), 

argues that moral impartiality, the kind endorsed by cosmopolitans, is a flawed ideal. It is 

incompatible with what he calls ‘the morality of patriotism’, where each member of the 

nation sees herself as part of a thick moral community to which she owes allegiance. The 

poverty of liberal impartiality becomes clear, MacIntyre argues, when the needs of the 

political community cannot be reconciled with individual self-interest.  Second, James 

Griffin, in his critique of impartialist ethical theories, explicitly endorses a motivationally 

sensitive version of the ‘ought implies can’ principle. ‘Since ought implies can’, he argues, 

‘what lies outside natural human motivation does not even enter contention for being a moral 

requirement’ (Griffin 1990, 17; Griffin 1998, 87–93).  And finally, while not explicitly stated 

as such, David Miller’s argument against ethical universalism, in which universalist moral 

theories such as cosmopolitanism are held to have an implausible account of ethical 

motivation, also seems to implicitly assume a motivationally sensitive version of ‘ought 

implies can’ (D. Miller 1995, 49–81; cf. Wellman 2013, 41–46; For similar claims about 

motivation and ‘ought implies can’, see Flanagan 1994; Carens 1996; Southwood 2015). 

Let us accept, for the sake of argument, the maxim ‘ought implies can’ and its application to 

motivational capabilities (but see Stern 2004). As a general factual claim about the limits of 

human motivation, however, it seems highly doubtful that this account can sustain anti-

cosmopolitanism. History teaches us that people can be persuaded, inspired, manipulated, 

indoctrinated, brainwashed, or coerced, to do any number of things. We know of people who 

were willing to greatly endanger themselves and their families greatly in order to protect 

complete strangers, as well as of people who turned their family in to the secret police out of 

ideological conviction (see for example MacFarquhar 2015). Some of these actions may be 

unstable, costly, unlikely to succeed, or indeed morally repugnant, but they nonetheless seem 

at least possible. In any case, given that historical examples of people acting in extremely 

impartial and altruistic ways exist, it is not clear how the claim of ‘motivational 

impossibility’, of the kind that violates ‘ought implies can’, is sustained (see Erez 2015). 

A different route to supporting the meta-normative version is through meta-ethical moral 

sentimentalism. Michael Slote has defended a powerful version of this position (Slote 2007a; 

Slote 2007b). Slote seeks to integrate virtue ethics with care ethics through the tradition of 

moral sentimentalism, and argues that the notion of empathy offers the criterion for moral 

evaluation. The standard of morality is the virtuous individual, which, for Slote, is the ‘fully 

empathic individual’: an act is right only if it expresses or reflects fully developed empathic 

concern on the part of the agent. However, a fully developed empathic concern is not the 

same as a universally equal empathic concern. Slote recognizes that the human capacity for 

empathy is naturally limited. Empathy, he argues, is partial for considerations of distance, 

vividness, immediacy and personal connection (Slote 2007b, 33). For our purposes, it is 

important to note that for Slote, while the fully empathic person will not be indifferent to 

people from other countries, ‘our belief in the virtuousness of greater concern for the good of 

(the people of) one's own country seems to need no grounding in other ethical considerations; 

it is an attitude that makes sense to us, that seems preferable to treating all countries alike’ 

(Slote 1998, 182). 

Again, as an empirical-psychological claim, Slote’s account is sound. Psychological research 

tends to support Batson’s famous ‘empathy-altruism hypothesis’, according to which higher 
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levels of empathy make it more likely that people act altruistically beyond considerations of 

cost-benefit (Batson 1991). Unfortunately, Slote’s theory makes it impossible to differentiate 

between morally relevant and irrelevant sources for empathic bias.  To illustrate this point, 

one can think of a certain attribute of people which would trigger a different emphatic 

reaction, but that we would want to say is morally irrelevant. For example, assume that 

people have different empathic reactions when responding to members of their own ethnic 

group or members of other ethnic groups: they are more altruistic towards members of their 

ethnic group than they are to outsiders. Some studies in evolutionary psychology show that 

this ‘ethnic nepotism’ may be quite common, and might even have evolutionary advantages 

(Rushton 1989; Greene 2014). Nevertheless, even if these controversial findings are true, the 

morally appropriate response to this bias cannot be to simply concede these emphatic 

reactions, but to try to transcend them or at least mitigate them. Given Slote wants to deny 

that we have more stringent moral obligations to our own race, it is not clear how he can do 

so without also arguing against all other kinds of partiality, including those we usually find 

acceptable. His attempts to solve this puzzle provide three incompatible accounts (Slote 

2007b, 33–36): he claims that his argument is about idealized empathic agents, that empathic 

concern could be counterbalanced by harm to others, and that empathic concern is compatible 

with (a more limited) care for strangers (for a full discussion of these responses and their 

shortcomings, see Held 2011). 

This final point is crucial. Even if the meta-normative version were successful in linking 

motivational capacities and moral duties, it is difficult to see how it can refute 

cosmopolitanism and at the same time affirm patriotism. After all, the objects of patriotic 

concern are often just as abstract and constructed as those of cosmopolitan concern. While 

empathy might play a part in personal relationships, our relationship with the absolute 

majority of our compatriots is anything but personal – we are likely never to meet most of our 

compatriots in person, and our ‘relationship’ is heavily mediated by institutions, more or less 

formally and explicitly (Billig 1995). In other words, if national identity can extend empathic 

concern to millions of strangers (or, in the case of some states like China and India, billions 

of strangers), why can’t the same be done on a global scale? Even if there are limits to 

people’s motivational capacities – specifically to their altruistic capacities – it is not clear 

why these stop at the border. 

3. The Ethical Version 

A second version of the motivational critique is framed in ethical-normative, rather than 

meta-normative terms. The problem with cosmopolitanism, according to this version, is not 

so much that it requires individuals to be motivated in a way that is beyond human 

capabilities – as we saw above, this kind of argument will be very difficult to sustain – but 

rather that it requires them to act in a way that is unreasonably demanding. As such, it is a 

special case of a familiar critique in moral philosophy, commonly known as the 

‘overdemandingness objection’ (Chappell 2009). According to this objection, usually 

directed at versions of utilitarianism, there is a limit to what morality can require from us. 

The demandingness of any moral principle is defined in relation to the agent’s personal point 

of view (Nagel 1991; Scheffler 1992).
 
This point of view is agent-relative: it refers to the 

agent’s desires, inclinations, self-interest, concerns or projects. The moral point of view, on 

the other hand, is general and agent-neutral, i.e. impartial between the agent’s interests and 

projects and all other interests and projects. The demandingness of a moral theory is therefore 

defined as the gap between the personal and the moral point of view, representing the level of 

sacrifice or costs that an agent who complies with the requirements of morality will have to 

incur in relation to her interests, personal projects, and particularistic concerns. Theorists who 
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subscribe to the ethical version do not want to reject universal morality for egoism or blind 

allegiance to one’s group, but instead want to offer a moderate position: cosmopolitan 

morality must accommodate a certain degree of partiality towards one’s compatriots, love of 

country, and national identity (Nathanson 1989; D. Miller 2005). The challenge for the 

moderate position, however, is to be able to draw the line between reasonable demands and 

unreasonable, excessive demands.  At what point can we say that cosmopolitan morality 

demands too much? 

There are two simple answers to this question. First, the demandingness of a moral 

requirement can be assessed by balancing the loss to the agent against the benefit to those 

affected by her action. In Peter Singer’s famous thought experiment, if you are capable of 

saving a life at a cost of sacrificing something of lesser importance, you are morally obligated 

to do so (Singer 1972, 231). The moral value of the life you can save outweighs the cost of 

saving this life. Alternatively, demandingness can be defined solely with regards to the cost 

to the agent, and requirements arriving at more than a certain cost threshold defined as overly 

demanding. For example, in a more recent talk Singer has suggested that individuals in 

affluent countries should donate ten percent of their income to charity (Singer 2011). 

However, these two models – the relative costs and the agent-based and model – are 

implausible as candidates for the demandingness objection. The agent-based model lacks 

responsiveness to differences in circumstances, and is therefore either extremely demanding 

or, more likely, insufficiently demanding. Suppose that you are only required to sacrifice ten 

percent of your income, but that an additional penny can save the life of ten people; it would 

seem perverse to argue that you are not, morally speaking, obliged to donate that penny. The 

relative costs model is more responsive to different circumstances: it will justify increasing 

demands as the situation becomes more severe, but will relax them when there is no sacrifice 

to be made. The upshot of this, however, is that, with the assumptions of impartiality and 

universality at the basis of cosmopolitanism, this model seems unable to set a limit to what is 

required of the agent. Given the vast inequality between the global rich and poor, defining 

demandingness by relative costs will likely generate an extremely demanding moral 

requirement (Murphy 2003, 66–67). 

To break the impasse between agent-centered and relative-costs models of demandingness, 

some have suggested hybrid models that incorporate certain features of each model into the 

other. Richard Miller (1998) suggests that the duties imposed by cosmopolitan theory should 

be understood as imperfect duties, committing the agent to a certain disposition but allowing 

a degree of latitude and judgement in exercising these duties. Thus what we owe to 

compatriots is different to what we owe to distant others. Brad Hooker (2000) argues that the 

cost to be taken into account when evaluating moral principles is not just the cost for any 

individual agent, but the social cost that complying with the rule would generate if everyone 

complied with it. Liam Murphy (2003) suggests that since cosmopolitan duties should be 

understood as collective duties, the sacrifice required of each individual is no more than what 

will be required of her if everyone else did their share. And Samuel Scheffler (2002), 

endorsing ‘moderate cosmopolitanism’, argues that since ethical norms ought to be 

‘motivationally accessible’ any plausible moral theory must include options, or agent-

centered prerogatives: one is allowed to give more weight to one’s own interests, including 

associative obligations to one’s political community. 

Despite the relative attractiveness of these models, they still fail to support the ethical 

Version of the motivational critique, for two main reasons. First, we can challenge the 

validity of these models or the normative conclusions they supposedly support. Even if we 

accept the validity of the demandingness objection in an ideal world (but see R. Goodin 
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2009), but maintain that it is irrelevant to the actual world given the severe injustice of the 

global order. To use an extreme example, it is undeniable that the abolition of slavery 

involved a cost to the slaveholders, but it seems perverse to claim that this cost in any way 

diminished the injustice of slavery or the imperative of abolishing it. The demandingness 

objection, even in the hybrid models described above, depends on our intuitions over what 

will be too burdensome for us to do. However, these intuitions depend on the way we were 

socialized. If we were socialized in a more cosmopolitan way, we would not see the sacrifices 

required by cosmopolitan theory as excessively demanding (Braddock 2013). And even if 

what is sacrificed by cosmopolitanism is of objective value, the severity of global poverty 

constitutes such moral catastrophe that such sacrifice will be justified (Ashford 2011).  

It seems plausible, therefore, that under extreme conditions – when the prevalent norms of 

society are deeply morally objectionable, as was the case under slavery or in cases of moral 

catastrophe which force tragic choices – the threshold for demandingness will be dissolved. 

But even if cosmopolitans are reluctant to make such extreme claims about the global order, 

their argument is not susceptible to the Ethical Version for a second, more compelling reason. 

Most contemporary cosmopolitans employ a ‘division of moral labor’ (Nagel 1991, 53–53, 

60–62; Rawls 1993, 268–269), maintaining that the requirements of cosmopolitan morality 

are restricted to a specific domain – namely, social justice – and are applicable not to 

individuals, but to social and political institutions. Since duties of social justice are 

constrained to institutions – mainly states – this mediates the burden of these duties for 

individuals, who are now able to live their personal lives in ways which are consistent with 

the ground projects to which they are committed  (Pogge 2007). While some cosmopolitan 

philosophers frame their theory in terms of individual morality, the majority of liberal 

cosmopolitans have adopted this division of labor for their theories in order to resist the 

charge of demandingness.  

To summarise the points of this and the previous section, the framing the motivational 

critique in terms of individual morality could yield very minor success, if at all. The plasticity 

of human nature rules out plausible ‘ought implies can’ constraints on the one hand, while on 

the other hand the demandingness objection remains impotent against the severity of global 

claims under a cosmopolitan scope and against the institutional and political nature of 

contemporary cosmopolitan theory.   

4. The Political Version 

Given this consideration, this section turns to defend what can be called the ‘political version’ 

of the motivational critique (see Erez 2017). Unlike the meta-normative and ethical version, 

the political version is limited to the sphere of political relations, and more specifically to the 

ideal of social justice – understood as the regulating principle of relations between 

individuals who are sharing some sort of political institutional scheme. In order for a 

conception of social justice to be fully justified, it needs to be stable. Any specific conception 

of social justice needs not only to demonstrate how it is preferable to competing conceptions 

in terms of the end-state – that the distribution of advantages and disadvantages supposed by 

the ideal is more equal, or more efficient – but also to show that, once the ideal of social 

justice is implemented, it will be maintained over time. Stability is thus a consideration for 

the ideal in two ways: first, other things being equal, a stable ideal is preferable to a less 

stable ideal; and second, if an ideal cannot be shown to be stable once achieved, this is a 

serious defect in the theory and a reason to reject it. 
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In what way would any particular conception of justice fail to be stable? The problem of 

stability arises when the requirements of justice clash with one’s pursuit of rational interests 

(Rawls 1971; McClennen 1989). This clash is inevitable because of the pluralist nature of 

different individuals’ interests and moral judgments in a liberal society. Because of the 

limitation on practical reason, even rational people acting in good faith can disagree in their 

moral judgments.  Thus clashes between the requirements of justice and one’s pursuit of 

rational interest are inevitable even in the most ideal scenario. Given the potential clash 

between the justice and rational interest, each individual in society is faced with a 

‘generalized prisoner’s dilemma’: while each could potentially maximize their interests by 

regulating their behavior in accordance with the principles of justice, each is faced with the 

temptation to defect, or free-ride, to improve their position at the expense of others when 

their interests are not compatible with justice. This results in sub-optimal social welfare.  

For a conception of social justice to be stable, therefore, it must be able to motivate people to 

endorse it as regulative of their behavior, that is, as superior to their strategic, self-interested 

reasons. Insofar as cosmopolitans are interested in questions of distributive justice, they argue 

that the ideal of social justice, justified within the state, should be extended beyond the state 

(Beitz 1999; Moellendorf 2002; Pogge 2002b; Caney 2008). The political version disputes 

this cosmopolitan conclusion: as this motivation is not available globally, cosmopolitans’ 

aspiration to globalize social justice would be unstable, and thus otiose. The challenge here is 

to demonstrate what facilitates the stability of social justice within the state, and why this 

same solution is not available to cosmopolitans. 

The problem of stability is of course not a new one in political philosophy, and canonical 

thinkers have identified various strategies by which people could be brought to see the 

requirement of justice as rational from their self-interested point of view (Krasnoff 1998). 

Plato’s solution to this problem is to suggest that a false image of the world could be 

presented in which the demands of justice would seem rational. For example, people could be 

told that as a divine command, they ought to donate half of their earnings to charity every 

year. This would be the strategy of the ‘noble lie’. Hobbes’ solution, alternatively, is to 

secure mutual assurance through external imposed coercion.  In the Hobbesian state, the 

threat of forceful coercion by the sovereign adds negative incentives for each individual to 

obey the law, and thus cooperation could be regulated and stable as each individual fears 

being forcefully punished for not complying.  But both of these solutions will fail the test of 

political legitimacy. As legitimate alternatives to the Platonic and Hobbesian solutions, we 

can consider three competing solutions of the stability problem in contemporary political 

theory. 

The first of these is the liberal-statist solution, famously defended by John Rawls (Rawls 

1993; cf. Weithman 2010). What maintains stability in Rawls’s well-ordered society is the 

shared conception of the citizen, which is limited to the political domain and is thus 

compatible with various reasonable conceptions of the good life. Rawls believed that by 

sharing a political culture, each individual could confirm this shared conception of the citizen 

from his own comprehensive doctrine of the good of the person. For liberals this would 

obviously be an easier task, as they would conceive the political conception as intrinsically 

good. Other, non-liberal citizens could also affirm the political conception, either from 

substantive reasons or instrumentally as the best way to promote their view of the good.  

Thus, in the well-ordered society, different reasonable conceptions of the good would be able 

to converge on a shared political conception and reach an overlapping consensus on the 

principles of justice. As there is no global public culture to sustain a conception of the citizen 

across borders, Rawls argues, there can be no cosmopolitan version of social justice. 
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Nationalism offers a second solution to the stability problem. For nationalists, the Rawlsian 

account of public culture and civic motivation is overly thin, and the public conception of the 

citizen is too abstract to motivate public spiritedness. Instead, nationalists argue that the 

stability of social justice institutions requires not just trust between self-interested actors, but 

solidarity – a willingness to sacrifice personal gains for others’ welfare and for the public 

good. What distinguishes nationalists from other critics of liberal cosmopolitanism is the 

argument that the solidarity required for the stability of social justice institutions can only be 

achieved in societies with a strong national identity. Members of society view this shared 

identity as a common good, and this in turn generates certain special obligations, not least the 

obligation to promote and sustain this shared identity. Since there is no global equivalent for 

national identity, this solution is not available to cosmopolitans. As David Miller writes, ‘it 

has yet to be demonstrated that a purely cosmopolitan ethics is viable—that people will be 

sufficiently motivated to act on duties that are likely to be very demanding in the absence of 

the ties of identity and solidarity that nationality provides’ (D. Miller 2005, 79). 

Finally, we can find an analogous argument in the Republican tradition, which can be seen as 

the middle ground position between liberalism and nationalism (Viroli 1995; Pettit 1997). 

The primary political concern, from the point of view of republicans, is freedom from 

domination by arbitrary powers, either by private actors or by public institutions. Freedom 

from domination, however, is not merely a personal status, but a common good. As an 

antidote to the abuse of political power by corrupt elites or by tyrannical majorities, 

republican theorists endorse not only constitutional and legal mechanisms, but also an ideal 

of civic virtue. Virtuous citizens do not merely obey the law, but take part in practices of 

social cooperation and deliberation, make considerable compromises and sacrifices, and are 

vigilant against the abuse of power. Within the republican tradition there are two routes to 

securing civic virtue. In one version, closer to nationalism, man is perceived as essentially a 

social and political animal, and civic virtue is thus seen as the highest rational good for the 

individual. In the second version, closer to liberalism, the common good is seen not as an 

objective pre-political good, but as the result of democratic interpretation (Pettit 1997, chap. 

6).  Republicans interpret shared identity as a public culture of particular political traditions, 

social norms, and historical examples. Given the particularism of this public culture, they 

argue, it is confined to a specific political community, and thus civic virtue is not available in 

cosmopolitan form. 

Whichever of these solutions to the stability problem we find most plausible, they all indicate 

that extending the scope of social justice beyond the boundaries of the particular political 

community will result in instability (See Erez 2017 for a defense of the republican position 

against the alternatives). Unlike the meta-normative version, these accounts are able to 

explain the difference between duties to compatriots and cosmopolitan duties; it is not the 

case that individuals are unable to care about distant strangers, but that the social conditions 

for cooperation and public motivation which exist within societies are absent from the world 

as a whole. This does not entail, however, that morality stops at the border. Indeed, all of 

these accounts maintain that certain moral duties towards distant others – most commonly, 

humanitarian duties – are not vulnerable to the motivational critique. Yet unlike the ethical 

version, these accounts focus not on individual morality, but on the stability of political 

institutions, and are thus able to address contemporary cosmopolitanism’s institutional focus. 

For these reasons, the political version is the most plausible interpretation of the motivational 

critique.  

Some objections to the political version might seem evident. First, it is simply not the case 

that compliance with social justice institutions arises from concern for the well-being of 
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compatriots, and not from the threat of coercion by state institutions. If that’s true, the fact 

that such concern does not exist beyond borders cannot be a refutation of cosmopolitanism 

(see Weinstock 1999). There is also little reason to suppose that either public culture or 

national identity, even in the republican sense, stop at the border: this seems to ignore the 

existence of national minority groups, migrants, and diasporas. These are important critiques, 

but they are not fatal to the political version. On the first point, the political version does not 

ignore the existence of state coercion, or the necessity of it to resolve collective action 

problems such as the stability of social justice institutions. However, as it is concerned with 

the legitimacy of these coercive institutions, it cannot rely on the fact of this coercion for its 

own legitimacy, and must provide an additional source. On the second point, it should be 

pointed out that neither of three accounts discussed above – liberalism, nationalism, and 

republicanism – are fully descriptive accounts of existing societies. Like cosmopolitanism, 

these are also normative ideals, albeit ones which provide an answer to the stability problem. 

Liberals, nationalists and republicans can and do offer adjustments to politically realistic 

conditions, such as those resulting from migration, but these adjustments must be consistent 

with the motivational solution they provide. Thus, for example, nationalists and republicans 

have argued that the state has a duty to facilitate and advance the integration of migrants 

within the public culture (D. Miller 2016, chap. 8). 

5. Implications  

If the account presented so far is persuasive – that is, if the political version of the 

motivational critique is accepted – what follows from this? This final section suggests that 

there are three main implications of the argument defended in this chapter.   

First, the discussion of the motivational critique provides insights for defenders of national 

identity and compatriot partiality. As the argument defended above moves away from the 

meta-normative and ethical versions, it challenges defenses of patriotism that rely on the 

supposed naturalness and common-sense of nationalist and patriotic attitudes, and 

demonstrates how these are political constructions that may rely on implicit and unrecognized 

injustice. The political version, on the other hand, acknowledges the political and institutional 

nature of nationalism and patriotism, offering a functional and institutional justification. In 

this, we need not necessarily dismiss empirical findings on psychological in-group bias, or 

reject ethical accounts of partiality; it may indeed be the case that such a bias is more in line 

with human nature or has moral reasons to support it. But as the political version shows, that 

cannot be the end of the argument.  

Second, distinguishing between the meta-normative, ethical and political versions of the 

critique, and defending the latter independently, demonstrates the importance of considering 

motivational constraints in normative theory. As the three versions are often conflated in the 

literature, cosmopolitans have tended to focus on the respective weaknesses of the meta-

normative and ethical versions, and thus ignore or quickly dismiss the motivational critique. 

Highlighting the distinctive argument of the political version shows why questions of 

institutional stability and political motivation need be take a central position in cosmopolitan 

theory. Recent scholarship in the global justice literature has begun to make the shift from 

questions of individual morality to political and institutional normativity (Laborde and 

Ronzoni 2016; Macdonald 2016), and for these the political version can be seen as the best 

interpretation of the problem they aim to address: how can political institutions designed to 

promote social justice be stable without relying on Platonic fictions or Hobbesian force? 
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6. Conclusions 

This chapter provided a critical examination of the motivational critique of cosmopolitanism. 

By suggesting an analytical distinction between three versions of this critique, it argued that 

the meta-normative and ethical versions should be rejected, while the political version proves 

valuable. It also argued that cosmopolitans have yet to provide a convincing answer to the 

stability problem of social justice institutions, and that all three prominent solutions to this 

problem – liberal, nationalist and republican – have anti-cosmopolitan implications. The 

chapter concluded by suggesting ways in which this framework could be useful for further 

research for both cosmopolitans and their critics, arguing that the debate should move beyond 

disputed claims about the ‘naturalness’ of compatriot partiality to a normative analysis of 

political institutions and the preconditions for their effective and legitimate functioning.  

This interpretation of the motivational problem thus offers a way to break the impasse 

between cosmopolitans and their critics, as both sides of the debate will have to shift their 

attention to a new set of questions. For example, one might ask whether there exist alternative 

ways of solving the stability problem that do not involve appeals to a shared identity or a 

public culture. Some such solutions may include appeals to enlightened self-interest, as in 

multilateral agreements and forms of development aid; civic education to promote a globally-

sensitive version of patriotism; or transnational solidarity groups, for example between 

minority groups, diaspora communities or ideological movements. These alternative solutions 

will need to be evaluated according to the likelihood of their becoming realized, but also 

according to their stability as motivational mechanisms over time, as well as the normative 

costs involved in their implementation (Erez 2015). For this task, both cosmopolitans and 

their critics will have to consider the empirical literature, – in social psychology and political 

science – in more detail, to evaluate the costs and trade-offs of different institutional and 

social reforms. 
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