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Abstract 

International relations is a dense web of interacting and overlapping collectives—from states, 

to intergovernmental organisations, to multinational corporations, to international non-

governmental organisations, to civil society movements, to ad-hoc collectivities like ‘the rich.’ 

To which of these groups can we properly attribute moral responsibility? This chapter starts by 

providing an account of what it takes for an entity to be a candidate for moral responsibility. It 

then suggests that—according to this account—entities that can be assigned 

responsibility include (some) states and intergovernmental organisations, while entities that 

cannot be assigned responsibility include ‘the affluent’ and ‘the West.’ 

 

Introduction 

Which entities bear responsibility in international relations? This chapter answers this question 

via four illustrative case studies: states, intergovernmental organisations, the affluent, and the 

West. Section 1 begins by distinguishing causal, retrospective, and prospective responsibility. 

The rest of the chapter focuses on the latter two, which, I assume, can be borne only by moral 

agents. Section 2 provides a permissive account of the conditions under which a collective is a 

moral agent and demonstrates that it applies straightforwardly to most states. Section 3 turns 

to a more contentious case:  intergovernmental organisations. I argue that some IGOs are moral 



 

 

agents, and so are liable to retrospective and prospective responsibility. But this conception of 

collective moral agency is not as inclusive as one might hope. In Section 4, I demonstrate that 

it straightforwardly does not apply to the affluent; in Section 5, I demonstrate that it (somewhat 

less straightforwardly) does not apply to the West. The result is that neither ‘the affluent’ (as a 

group) nor ‘the West’ can bear retrospective or prospective responsibility—though they may 

well be candidates for causal responsibility, and their members are severally candidates for 

retrospective and prospective responsibility.  

 

1. Responsibility 

There are at least three senses of responsibility-for-an-outcome: causal, retrospective, and 

prospective. Causal responsibility occurs when one thing impacts or influences another. The 

causal responsibility of groups has been investigated extensively in the long-running social 

scientific debate between methodological individualists and holists. There, the primary 

question is whether groups are eliminable from our explanations about what causes what within 

the social world. I mention causal responsibility only because—as foreshadowed above—I will 

deny that certain collectives can bear retrospective or prospective responsibility. By denying 

that, I emphatically do not deny that they can bear irreducible causal responsibility. (In Collins 

forthcoming B, I argue that ad hoc groups can bear group-level causal responsibility. See 

similarly List and Spiekermann 2013.) Causal responsibility does not entail any moral 

assessment, which contrasts with retrospective and prospective responsibility. 

Retrospective responsibility is at issue in debates about blame, answerability, and 

accountability. It is sometimes called the ‘basic desert’ sense of responsibility (Pereboom 2001) 

and is often used interchangeably with ‘blameworthiness or praiseworthiness’ (Smiley 2010). 

If an entity has retrospective responsibility, then it is an appropriate target of reactive attitudes 



 

 

such as indignation, resentment, or gratitude. Several philosophers have developed theories of 

groups’ retrospective responsibility (e.g., French 1984; Pettit 2007; Isaacs 2011). 

Prospective responsibility is evoked when entities are attributed moral obligations or 

duties. I assume that obligations and duties are grounded in moral reasons that are 

presumptively decisive in decision-making: moral reasons that their bearer should, when 

deliberating about what to do, presume are not defeated, undermined, or outweighed by other 

reasons—even though this presumption will sometimes rightly be overridden. Again, there are 

several accounts of groups’ prospective responsibility (see, e.g., Midwest Studies in 

Philosophy, 38(1)). 

I will assume that all and only moral agents can bear retrospective and prospective 

responsibility. This assumption is based on three natural thoughts: responsibility attaches to 

actions; only agents can act (or refrain from acting); and all and only moral agents can consider 

moral reasons when choosing how to act. So, a collective can bear (retrospective and 

prospective) responsibility if and only if it is a moral agent. This assumption is disputed 

(Wringe 2016; cf. Collins forthcoming A chs. 2-3; Lawford-Smith 2015). I make the 

assumption so that I can focus on its implications for international relations.  

My discussion will focus on whether a collective can itself bear responsibility—that is, 

whether a collective can bear responsibility that is distinct from the responsibility of its 

members. I assume that if this is possible, then it’ll be possible for a collective to be responsible 

for some outcome without any of the members being responsible for it (as explained by, e.g., 

French 1984; Pettit 2011). This question differs from the question of whether individuals can 

together share responsibility for some outcome (on which, see, e.g., (e.g. Björnsson 2014; 

Schwenkenbecher 2013). If the latter is possible, this doesn’t entail that individuals can share 

responsibility for something for which none of them individually has responsibility. I take 



 

 

collective-level responsibility to be more contentious—and, therefore, more interesting. So, I 

put shared responsibility to one side.1 

 

2. An Easy Case: States 

I’ll assume that, in the most general and abstract terms, a collective agent is composed of (at 

least two) human agents that are united under a rationally operated group-level decision-

making procedure, while non-agential groups are composed of human agents that are not united 

in this way. The basic thought here is: a distinctly group-level decision-making procedure is 

necessary for distinctively group-level deliberation, which in turn is necessary for the group to 

be an agent distinct from (although supervenient upon and constituted by) its members. In this 

section, I’ll say more about this conception of collective agency, primarily to demonstrate that 

it is held by the most powerful and prevalent actors in international relations: states. As we 

shall see, many (but not all) states are also moral agents. For reasons of length, my remarks 

here will be somewhat stipulative. (I develop this account of collective agency and collective 

moral agency in Collins forthcoming A, ch. 6.) 

I’ll assume there are three jointly sufficient conditions for a decision-making procedure 

to be group-level and for individuals to be united under that procedure. When these three 

conditions are met, the individuals who are united are the collective’s members. So I’ll call 

them the ‘members’ in what follows.  

First, each member is committed (even if only tacitly) to abide by the procedure’s 

results. This condition is important for enabling the collective to act in the world. After all, 

members are the physical constituents of collectives, so the collective can physically act only 

if it does so through the physical form of its members. But in order for the collective to reliably 

                                                 
1 I thank Deborah Tollefsen and Saba Bazargan-Forward for pressing me to clarify this. 



 

 

control these physical constituents, the constituents must be committed to enacting the 

collective’s decisions. This commitment is pro tanto—it can be overridden—but the 

commitment is presumptively decisive in the individual’s decision-making. Take the UK: 

citizens’ behaviour largely reflects a pro tanto commitment to abide by the UK’s decisions (that 

is, its laws). The commitment is pro tanto insofar as committed individuals might sometimes 

break laws for reasons of personal conviction, individual gain, or outright thoughtlessness. And 

perhaps the commitment is made under duress, thus not entailing any duties for members. But 

members’ duties are not at issue here: all that’s at issue is whether members are presumptively 

committed to the group’s procedure; this commitment can exist even if it was coerced (Gilbert 

2006). The general (even if not infallible) ability of the collective to determine its members’ 

actions allows the collective to act through them. Importantly, there will be some citizens and 

some residents who don’t meet this ‘commitment’ condition—for example, committed 

anarchists or children. These individuals are not members of the state in the sense relevant to 

constituting the state as a morally responsible collective agent. The state does not act through 

these individuals. (Which is not to say that they are not members for other purposes—for 

example, we might use the term ‘member’ to indicate the people that have special claims to the 

state’s resources.) 

Second, the beliefs and desires that the collective’s procedure takes as inputs—and the 

way the procedure processes those inputs to form decisions—systematically depend on the 

behaviour (e.g., deference, votes, debate contributions, etc) of members, while being 

operationally distinct from the inputs and processes that any member uses when deciding for 

herself. This condition is important for locating the collective’s agency as distinct from its 

members’ agency.  The collective’s inputs and processes are operationally distinct insofar as: 

first, the beliefs and desires that are the outputs of the group-level procedure can have different 

content than the beliefs and desires that any of the members inputs into the procedure; second, 



 

 

its method for processing the beliefs and desires (that are produced by the procedure) is 

different from the method of any one member when deciding for herself; and third, the 

decisions it produces are not the straightforward conjunction of individuals’ decisions. (On 

different kinds of group-level belief, and on the possibility of such distinctively group-level 

beliefs, see, e.g., List 2014; Lackey 2016; Mathieson 2006). 

Take the UK again. The beliefs, desires, and decisions of the UK systematically depend 

on the manifestos of political parties, the decisions of ministers, the judgments of judges and 

juries, and so on. The first two of these, at least, in turn systematically depend on the votes, 

letters, petitions, and so on of citizens (and, sometimes, some non-citizen residents). So the 

UK’s decisions systematically depend on those of its component members (though, again, 

citizens are not component members if they don’t meet the commitment condition). Although 

this systematic dependence holds, the UK’s beliefs, desires, and decisions are operationally 

distinct from those of its members, in the three ways outlined above: first, the UK can believe 

something (e.g. ‘a bespoke Brexit deal is possible’) even while many, most, or even (in theory) 

none of the members personally believes this; second, the UK’s methods for using its beliefs 

and desires to form decisions include parliamentary debates, Cabinet meetings, and so on—

these are decidedly not the procedures that members use when using their own beliefs and 

desires to make their personal decisions; and, finally, the decisions of the UK are not just 

“Theresa May decides this and Boris Johnson decides that and…” Instead, the UK resolves 

such disagreements to arrive at an unequivocal collective position (this is most clearly 

exemplified in the ‘collective responsibility’ of Cabinet (Brady 1999)). 

The third jointly-sufficient condition on a decision-making procedure’s being group-

level, and of individuals being united under the procedure, is that the enactment of the group’s 

decisions requires actions on the part of the members, where those actions are properly 

understood as attributable to the collective. This third condition will hold if there is a particular 



 

 

interplay between the first two conditions: not only are individuals committed (so that the 

collective can, by and large, determine their actions-qua-members), and not only does the 

collective make decisions in a distinctive way, but the distinctively collective decisions and the 

actions of the committed individuals converge to make some actions of members attributable 

to the collective as such. 

To illustrate, suppose the UK decides that it will teach its schoolchildren a particular 

curriculum. The enactment of this decision requires actions on the part of thousands of 

members: teachers, regulators, curriculum designers, and so on. The actions of a given teacher, 

when teaching this curriculum, are his own. But they are also properly attributable to the state, 

because they result from his commitment to abide by the state’s distinctive decision-making 

procedure. To see this, we can imagine that the state takes the position that evolutionary theory 

will be taught in biology classes. To a teacher who doesn’t believe evolutionary theory, his 

action of teaching evolutionary theory is his own—but it cannot be properly understood as due 

to his agency alone. He is acting as an organ, part, participant, or (I will usually say) member 

of the state. Without referring to the state, we cannot locate one of the decision-makers 

(alongside himself) that is behind his action, since the group’s decisions explain his action and 

he would not perform that action if acting in a non-member capacity. 

As it hopefully clear from the discussion of the UK, all states have collective agency. 

Of course, not all states have ordinary citizens as members (in the technical sense of 

membership at issue here): dictatorships and aristocracies, for example, will include a much 

narrower group of humans as members that meet the three conditions just outlined.  

The idea that states are agents accords with the views of prominent international 

relations theorists (e.g., O’Neill 1986; Erskine 2001; Wendt 2004), and with the long tradition 

of realism in international relations theory. According to realism, states are rational and self-

interested agents, who pursue their own power, preservation, and self-interest in perpetual 



 

 

tension with other states. Realism assumes that states are agents. But realism doesn’t impute 

responsibility to states, because responsibility requires moral agency. Yet in international 

political practice, states are treated as moral agents. For example, UN summit documents 

regularly attribute to states both prospective and retrospective responsibility (for discussion of 

how responsibility operates in the UN summit documents on the Sustainable Development 

Goals, see Bexell and Jönsson 2017).  

Do states have moral agency? Moral agents are agents that can deliberate about, and act 

on, morally good reasons. Such deliberation and action plays a crucial role in prospective 

responsibility (an entity must be able to deliberate and act upon morally good reason if it is to 

fulfil its obligations) and in retrospective responsibility (we typically blame and praise only 

those entities that can deliberate and act upon morally good reasons). There is no conceptual 

roadblock to a collective being a moral agent. After all, human moral agents can recognise the 

morally good reasons that apply to agents other than themselves. If a collective’s members are 

human moral agents, and so can recognise such reasons, then they will be able to (i) design a 

collective’s decision-making procedure such that the procedure countenances the input of the 

morally good reasons that bear on the collective’s decision-making, and then (ii) operate the 

procedure so it processes those reasons in the way morality demands of the collective, such 

that the collective forms its own intentions to act in response to those reasons.  Of course, it’s 

unlikely that any collective will respond to morally good reasons infallibly, but if infallibility 

were the standard for moral agency, then no human would be a moral agent. Our conception 

of moral agency should not require moral perfection, so this is not a conceptual roadblock to 

collectives’ moral responsibility.  

However, if a collective is constitutionally incapable of taking morally good reasons as 

inputs and processing them, then the collective cannot be held morally responsible: it can 

neither bear obligations nor be blameworthy. This is the same for individuals: children, for 



 

 

example, cannot process moral reasons, so lack obligations and blameworthiness. To be sure, 

in the case of a collective that’s not moral responsibility, the founders or perhaps present-day 

members might be responsible as individuals for the fact that the collective lacks moral 

responsibility. But the collective itself cannot be blameworthy for that fact, or have an 

obligation to fix that fact. Thankfully, ‘being constitutionally capable of taking morally good 

reasons as inputs and processing them’ is a low bar for a collective to meet. It requires only 

that (i) members are permitted (by the collective’s decision-making procedure) to put morally 

good reasons as inputs into the procedure, and (ii) the collective has the minimal material and 

structural resources to deliberate upon those inputs. (For a similar, but more stringent, account 

of collectives’ moral agency, see Hindriks forthcoming.) 

If members are not permitted (by the procedure) to present morally good reasons to the 

collective, then their attempts to do so will result in ‘stonewalling’ by the collective. The 

collective is then the moral equivalent of a psychopath: rational, but amoral (Hindriks 

(forthcoming) also draws this analogy. The Nazi party might be an example of such a 

collective). To picture this, imagine sitting on a committee and raising a consideration outside 

the committee’s remit. While you have tried to present this consideration to the committee, the 

committee’s constitution does not permit it to be considered—so the committee is 

constitutionally incapable of acting on that consideration. If the procedure does not permit 

morally good reasons to serve as inputs to the collective’s deliberation, then the collective will 

not be able to act on such reasons. But if morally good reasons can be input into the collective’s 

procedure, and if those inputs are in fact put into the procedure, then the collective will 

deliberate upon them—using such mechanisms as inter-member debate, member reflection 

established collective practice, and so on. Such deliberation is not algorithmic or automatic: a 

collective’s use of its procedures to deliberate upon morally good reasons is thus similar to the 



 

 

deliberation of human moral agents. It can be held prospectively and retrospectively 

responsible for the results of its deliberation.  

How can a state have moral agency? By having fora in which members are permitted 

(by the group) to input morally good reasons into the group’s decisions and within which 

deliberation on such reasons occurs. Examples of such fora include petitions and protests that 

are then discussed in the legislature; parliamentary debate in general; and election campaigns 

with subsequent voting (the slogans for which regularly appeal to citizens’ moral sensibilities). 

By having such fora, a state is not just a collective agent, but also a moral collective agent. 

That said, states need not be democratic to be moral agents: conditions (i) and (ii) for moral 

agency are multiply realisable. Even a dictatorship or aristocracy can be a moral agent—just 

not one of which ordinary citizens are members.  

However, it’s possible that not all states are moral agents. This is because—arguably—

not all states have decision-making procedures that permit their members to put morally good 

considerations as inputs into the procedure. Swaziland or the DPRK are perhaps examples of 

states that are agents. After all, even in an absolute monarchy—where the state has just one 

member, in the sense outlined above—that member’s decision-making processes will differ 

when he is acting qua head-of-state than when he is acting qua individual. But such states are 

not moral agents, that is, capable of acting on morally good considerations or reasons. If a 

group’s decision-making procedure has immoral goals as its absolute priority (the goal of 

maintaining the power of the leader, say), then feeding morally good inputs into the procedure 

may not be permitted by that procedure. Another way to say this is that morally good 

considerations are ruled out by the state’s constitution. The state is a psychopath.2  

                                                 
2 Erskine (2001, 82-3) considers but ultimately rejects a similar conclusion for “quasi-states.” 

“Quasi-states” are moral agents on my criteria, which are more permissive than Erskine’s. 



 

 

Crucially, this is consistent with thinking that other entities—whether individual or 

collective—have obligations to make that state into a moral agent. For example, dictators may 

well have obligations to do so. After all, states’ leaders are moral agents—constitutionally 

capable of having morally good considerations bear on their decisions. So, they are capable of 

bearing responsibility for the actions performed by the states they control. Even if the state’s 

leader is a psychopath, other agents can bear obligations to act upon the state and its leader to 

render the state a moral agent. To be clear, I have not here argued that such obligations always 

exist. I just mean to emphasise that such individually-held obligations (and blameworthiness 

for not discharging them) are not ruled out by the fact that the relevant state is not itself a moral 

agent. If such individually-held obligations exist, then individuals can (and, often, should) be 

held blameworthy and culpable when the non-moral-agent state causes harm.  

 

3. A Harder Case: Intergovernmental Organisations 

The above notwithstanding, my conception of group agents is permissive—more permissive 

than other prominent conceptions (for example, the conceptions of List and Pettit (2011), 

whose ‘group agents’ exclude dictatorial groups; Rovane (1998), whose ‘group persons’ must 

have a unifying project; and French (1984), whose ‘corporations’ have unchanging policies). 

To picture the permissiveness, imagine a group of five friends at the beach. Numerous 

decisions must be made: where to lay their towels, where to go for lunch, and so on. Such a 

group is likely composed of humans that are united under a group-level decision-making 

procedure. The procedure is likely conversation-based consensus. This procedure can become 

established simply by each member’s taking a conversational and consensual stance to the 

various decisions—each asking the others where they would prefer to go for lunch, and why, 

until all agree. Such a procedure can be rationally operated, just so long as the group doesn’t 

decide, for example, both to get burgers for lunch and not to get burgers for lunch. By taking 



 

 

part in the conversations (which can be done simply by staying silent to indicate indifference), 

each member tacitly commits to abide by the procedure’s results. (This example illustrates 

another way in which my account is more permissive than List and Pettit’s: they focus purely 

on groups that have formal ‘aggregation functions.’ The group of beachgoers has no such 

formal function.) 

The group has different beliefs and desires, and processes them differently, than the 

members. This is what makes its beliefs and desires distinctively group-level. For example, 

Laura might prefer sushi for lunch, but upon learning the preferences of the others, partake in 

the consensus over burgers. We can even imagine that all members aim to please all others, but 

all are wrong about what the others want, so they end up using conversation-based-consensus 

to go somewhere none of them wants to go. Here, the group desires something (having pizza, 

say) that none of the members desires. Thus, the collective forms desires in a way none of the 

individuals does when forming her desires. And because no member can unilaterally decide 

that the group will have pizza for lunch, its decisions are not the straightforward conjunction 

of individuals’ decisions. 

Finally, the enactment of the pizza-for-lunch decision requires that members act (by 

walking to the pizza place). These actions are attributable to the group in the following sense: 

the explanation of why any one of the individuals is walking to the pizza place requires 

referring to the fact that she’s a committed member of a group that has decided to have pizza 

for lunch. She goes to the pizza place for lunch, but this action also partly constitutes the 

group’s action of going there for lunch. The same considerations that led us to classify the UK 

as an agent also lead us to classify our beachgoing group of friends as an agent. 

I emphasise this application because it has implications for international politics. 

Specifically, collective moral agency extends to some groups in international politics whose 

decision-making processes involve informal diplomatic wrangling, power-play, self-interest on 



 

 

the part of members, and case-by-case bargaining amongst members. This includes some 

intergovernmental organisations (IGOs).3  

An IGO is a group created by agreement between states, whose members are the states 

who made the agreement (or organs of those states), where that founding agreement determines 

the group’s aims and operations (Union of International Associations 2015; ILC 2011, 2). 

Additionally, an IGO has a permanent secretariat, staff, and/or headquarters.4 The IGO’s 

continued identity depends upon temporal continuity in the broad structure of the secretariat, 

the staff relations, and the headquarter operations. This doesn’t mean that a new IGO comes 

into existence every time there are changes in which individuals make up the IGO, but that 

sufficiently significant changes in the role structure would lead to a change in identity.  

IGOs might aim to be maximally inclusive, such as the United Nations (UN) or 

International Criminal Police Organization. Or they might select members regionally (e.g. the 

African Union or European Union), or historically or politically (e.g. the Commonwealth or 

the Francophonie). IGOs are hugely diverse—even more diverse than states. In what follows, 

I’ll focus on those in the UN system, alongside the clearest cases of IGO agents, such as NATO, 

the European Union, the World Bank. My aim is to show that at least some IGOs are moral 

agents, not that all are.5 

                                                 
3 The idea that IGOs are agents accords with public international law (Crawford 2012, 169–

70). I’ve argued elsewhere that moral agency applies to even more informal groupings, such 

as some ‘coalitions of the willing’ (Collins 2014). 

4 I add this condition because it rules out the G7 and G20 are not IGOs. While this deserves 

argumentation, it allows me to focus on the strongest examples, to demonstrate that at least 

some IGOs are moral agents.  

5 I thank Richard Collins for pressing IGO diversity and encouraging the “some” claim. 



 

 

 In considering the possibility that IGOs are moral agents, one should not be concerned 

that the members of IGOs are collective agents. Any group with its own decision-making 

procedure is an agent that can make decisions, have goals, and perform tasks distinctly from 

its members. Some of these decisions, goals, and tasks might involve membership in a supra- 

group agent. This reveals the possibility of many levels of ‘nested’ agency: the US State 

Department is a member of the US, which is a member of the Security Council, which is a 

member6 of the UN, and so on.  

Are IGOs agents? They have members, which are agents (in this case, states). In joining 

the IGO, each member explicitly agrees to abide by the procedure’s decisions (or at least, to 

abide by most of them: states can enter “reservations” when signing treaties, but when the 

reservations arise they can be treated in the way lawbreakers were in the above discussion of 

states). The members are given roles by the procedure, usually in the form rights and duties 

listed in the IGO’s founding and subsequent treaties. These membership-based rights include 

a right for the member to have influence over the collective’s decisions, under the procedure. 

Yet the IGO’s decision-making procedure is different from the procedure any one member uses 

when deciding for itself—often, an IGO’s procedure is ‘negotiation and consensus amongst 

members.’ The IGO’s decision-making procedure chooses actions the IGO will perform, 

member roles jointly sufficient for those actions, and an allocation of these roles amongst 

members. At the most general level, the actions might be the maintenance of international 

                                                 
6 In the sense defined in Section 2—there is also a natural sense in which only states are 

‘members’ of the UN.  



 

 

peace and security,7 the facilitation of cooperation amongst states’ law enforcers,8 and so on; 

at a more specific level, the actions might be calling for restraint in civil wars, or training states’ 

criminal investigators; even more specifically, it might be the issuing of a resolution regarding 

a particular conflict. Some IGOs are, therefore, agents.  

What’s more, the procedures of at least some (perhaps not all) IGOs permit members 

to bring morally good reasons to bear on the IGO’s decisions. This permission—even 

encouragement—is implicit in the general actions described above: ‘maintaining peace and 

security’ and ‘facilitating cooperation’ require concern for the interests and perspectives of 

multiple agents. Indeed, many IGOs were set up specifically to bear retrospective or 

prospective responsibility. Consider, for example, the IGOs that are charged with enforcing 

various declarations, conventions, and covenants—such as the Human Rights Committee, the 

United Nations High Commission for Human Rights, the Human Rights Council, or the 

International Criminal Court. The moral outcomes at which these documents aim could not be 

produced if not for the relevant IGO, because each member state requires assurance that other 

member states will do their bit toward the moral outcome—otherwise, any state’s performance 

of its own tasks would be inefficacious. What’s more, no single state could have a prospective 

responsibility to, say, progressively realise the fulfilment of everyone’s human rights—because 

no single state could do that (Collins 2016). Analogously, we can imagine a friendship group 

in which no member can, on her own, afford to buy enough pizza for the whole group. So if 

there is a prospective responsibility to produce the collective-level outcome (whether human 

                                                 
7 The most general aim of the United Nations, 

<http://www.un.org/en/documents/charter/chapter1.shtml>. 

8 The most general aim of the International Criminal Police Organization, 

<http://www.interpol.int/About-INTERPOL/Overview>. 



 

 

rights or pizza), it had better be an intention held by the collective itself (whether IGO or 

friendship group)—on pain of violating the principle that ‘‘ought’ implies ‘can.’’ Once a 

relevant IGO is in place, there is an over-arching procedure that can organise states towards 

such collectively-attainable outcomes—and so, can bear prospective responsibility for doing 

so (and retrospective responsibility for not doing so). Indeed, many IGOs positively endorse 

this conception of themselves as responsibility-bearing collective agents—most prominently, 

the UN and the EU (on the EU’s self-presentation as a moral actor, see Aggestam (ed.) 2008; 

Mayer 2017; on the UN’s, see Bexell and Jönsson 2017). 

This idea—that some IGOs are moral agents—accords with a growing consensus 

amongst international relations scholars. Thus Kjell Engelbrekt (2015) points to the ease with 

which the Security Council’s structure enables it to shirk its responsibilities. Anthony Lang Jr 

(2003) argues that the Security Council bore retrospective responsibility for the fall of 

Srebrenica, via its construction of ‘safe havens’ that were not protected. Lang argues that (1) 

the structure of the Security Council—more so than the actions of any individual members—

led to safe haven resolutions, and (2) the culture of the UN led commanders to make mistakes. 

Michael Barnett (2003) similarly argues that the UN’s “cultural landscape” played a crucial 

role in the 1994 Rwandan genocide. The point to appreciate when considering these arguments 

is that the UN’s structure, constructions, and cultural landscape are group-level features—

they are not just the aggregation of the features of its members.  

Similar arguments concern IGOs other than the UN. For example, Paul Cornish and 

Frances V. Harbour (2003, esp. 121-3) argue that NATO undertook prospective responsibility 

to halt ethnic cleansing in Kosovo. More broadly, Desmond NcNeill and Asunción Lera St. 

Clair (2009) analysed the financial clout, economic expertise, delegated authority, and moral 

authority of various intergovernmental organisations: the UN Development Programme, the 

World Bank, UNESCO, and the Inter-American Development Bank. Their analysis took the 



 

 

starting point that “international organisations have a [prospective] responsibility to ameliorate 

poverty, [and] they also have a [prospective] responsibility to rise above the states that created 

them—should this be necessary in order to achieve their purpose.” (2009, 10-11) My analysis 

vindicates this starting point.  

Yet this analysis will be contentious. Surely, one might think, IGOs are run by their 

members (states). So IGOs can make only the decisions that states permit. Yes, IGOs can and 

sometimes do provide “warrants,” “approval” or “legitimacy” to states’ actions (as Harbour 

(2004, 67) argues in defence of their status as moral agents). But they are not the ones executing 

the actions and their instructions are not always authoritative. Thus Crawford asserts that, 

“[u]nlike states, international organizations do not possess general competence: they may only 

exercise those powers expressly or impliedly bestowed upon them” (2012, 184) and Chris 

Brown argues that Security Council authorisations are “not the exercise of discriminating moral 

judgment by the council acting as a collective body, but … the operation of political judgments 

based on calculations of interest. … [m]uch of the time, because of the veto [powers of the five 

permanent members], they [the UN and Security Council] will simply be unable to act.” (2001, 

92) We should therefore be sceptical of IGOs’ agency—let alone their moral agency. Or so the 

thought goes. 

Other IR scholars make more circumscribed, but still pessimistic, remarks about IGOs’ 

agency. Abbott and Duncan Snidal (2009) suggest that IGOs have independent capacities only 

insofar as the IGO can bring in third parties (such as NGOs or private actors) to act as 

intermediaries between IGOs and those actors (usually states) that IGOs wish to influence. 

Similarly, Frances Harbour (2004) looked at six cases of humanitarian intervention and found 

that in none did states base their decisions on IGOs’ evaluations. And Gareth Evans points out 

that “[s]tates remain, for better or worse, and will be for the foreseeable future, the primary 



 

 

actors in international affairs. Intergovernmental organizations can only decide if their member 

states agree and can only act if their member states deliver…” (2008, 196). 

Clearly, IGOs’ moral agency is constrained: IGOs rely on members to enact the IGO’s 

decisions; members sometimes resist bringing morally good reasons as inputs to IGOs’ 

decisions; IGOs are set up by members; and IGOs cannot act in any and all circumstances. 

How much of a problem is this for IGOs’ capacity to bear responsibility? Not much of one. 

After all, individuals also face these constraints: individuals rely on their later temporal parts 

to enact present decisions; individuals have recalcitrant desires that sometimes prevent moral 

considerations from being considered by the individual (even if the individual would overall 

prefer to be moral); individuals are set up (raised) by other individuals; individuals cannot act 

in many circumstances. So if these constraints must be overcome in order for an entity to be a 

moral agent, then we jettison individual moral agency.  

Perhaps one thinks that individuals don’t face these constraints to the extent that, or in 

the way that, IGOs do. Even if that’s right, it’s still true that all collective agents face exactly 

these constraints. So if we jettison IGO moral agency, then we jettison all collective moral 

agency. One might accept this, and reason via modus tollens: given that IGOs are not collective 

agents, perhaps there are no collective agents—whether IGOs, states, beachgoers, or anything 

else. But this neglects three important facts about (some) IGOs’ capacities. These capacities 

together demonstrate that IGOs are not problematically tethered to their parent-states, and 

therefore that they don’t face the kinds of constraints that would warrant scepticism about their 

agency, and therefore that we needn’t use their lack of agency as a premise in an argument 

against collective agency in general. 

First, IGOs often make possible the multilateral coordination that is necessary for states 

to reliably bring about moral states of affairs. Often, IGOs do this by acting as fora within 

which states can coordinate their actions. For example, IGOs might intentionally provide states 



 

 

with the physical and administrative apparatuses states need to provide each other with the 

requisite assurance that they will φ if others φ. The fact that IGOs intentionally opt to offer 

such apparatuses points towards a special capacity of IGOs: the capacity to encourage and 

facilitate states’ use of IGOs’ apparatuses in this way. This is a matter of IGOs guiding and 

managing states, not vice versa. 

Second, such inter-state coordination will sometimes require that IGOs don’t just 

intentionally provide the forum for decision-making, but that IGOs are the decision-maker 

itself. Again, these are situations where the IGO guides states, rather than vice versa. Some 

outcomes require that multiple states agree on how they will decide, before the time for decision 

comes. This is more than just an agreement on a particular decision: it is the setting up of a 

group decision-making procedure to which they are all committed, which will come into effect 

under conditions on which they all agree, which will be used to make many future particular 

decisions. The use of such a procedure is the IGO making a decision. This is particularly clear 

in majoritarian IGOs, such as the Security Council and the World Health Organisation.  

Third, any given state cannot be guaranteed that the IGO will make the decision the 

state wants it to make. The quotations above suggest that each state is more powerful than the 

IGO. In fact, states together determine the scope of IGOs’ powers. The power of any one 

state—even a powerful state like the United States—is weaker than that of the IGO, within the 

IGO’s scope of decision-making. Powerful states can of course ‘veto’ certain IGO decisions 

(notoriously those of the Security Council), but they still are not guaranteed to have their 

preferred action permitted (Woods 2003; Grigorescu 2007, 296–7; Steffek 2010). IGOs’ 

decision-making procedures are a result of complex and lengthy negotiations between 

members, with the result that members are often required to perform actions that they would 

not perform in the absence of the IGO (as demonstrated by Harbour’s (2003) discussion of 

compromise in IGOs). The capacity to make decisions and distribute roles against the will of 



 

 

any one state gives an IGO a decision-making capacity that is distinct from the sum of 

members’ capacities—and, once again, shows that (in some contexts) states are tethered to 

IGOs, not vice versa. 

This is important, since holding an IGO responsible as a collective agent—in either the 

prospective or retrospective sense—is not the same as holding responsible the sum of the states 

that happen to constitute that IGO. This distinction is not always appreciated in international 

political practice. For example, the UN’s 1999 report on the fall of Srebrenica asserted that  

The international community as a whole must accept its share of [retrospective] 

responsibility for allowing this tragic course of events by its prolonged refusal to use 

force in the early stages of the war. This responsibility is shared by the Security Council, 

and Contact Group and other Governments … as well as by the United Nations 

Secretariat and the mission in the field. (United Nations 1999, paragraph 501) 

My analysis suggests that the Security Council, Contact Group, and United Nations Secretariat 

are all candidates for responsibility—prospective and retrspective. But the ‘international 

community as a whole’—understood as a collection of states and not identified specifically 

with the UN (or the UN General Assembly)—is not a moral agent.9 To hold this informal group 

responsible is not the same as holding particular IGOs responsible. I take up such informal 

groups over the next two sections. 

 

                                                 
9 I therefore agree with Brown (2001, 98, emphasis original) that “there is no body that acts 

for the society of states as a whole”. However, in opposition to Brown, this is not because 

UN organs are not moral agents. It’s rather because ‘the society of states’ is not an agent, and 

no agent can act on behalf of something that is not itself an agent.  



 

 

4. An Easy Non-Case: The Affluent 

My conception of collective agency is permissive. But it’s not as permissive as some might 

hope. In particular, it doesn’t include groups such as ‘the international community,’ ‘the 

affluent’ or ‘humanity.’ To settle ideas, I’ll focus on ‘the affluent.’ But my remarks apply 

equally to the international community, humanity, carbon emitters, and so on. Each of these 

groups lacks a group-level decision-making procedure. But we might try to attribute 

responsibility to them, by pointing out that they are potential moral agents. The argument 

would be roughly: (1) the affluent has the potential to become a moral agent, and (2) if the 

affluent were a moral agent, then it would bear moral responsibility; therefore, (3) the affluent 

bears (perhaps putative) responsibility for making itself a moral agent.10 One way to understand 

this is that the affluent’s becoming an agent is the means towards the affluent’s discharging its 

moral responsibility. Since the affluent has the ability to take this means (i.e., it has the ability 

to become an agent), the affluent has responsibility to take the means. The responsibility to 

take the means (become a moral agent) derives from its responsibility over the end (alleviating 

global poverty, for example). 

 The problem with this argument is that becoming a moral agent is either an action, or 

it is not. If it is an action—and if only agents can perform actions—then the affluent would 

need to be an agent before it could become an agent. But this is impossible, because no entity 

                                                 
10 Arguments of this kind are made by May 1992, 109; Isaacs 2011, 145-51; Wringe 2010, 

222. These authors could be interpreted as arguing that each of the individuals in the group 

has a responsibility with the same content, rather than that the responsibility is group-level. 

Given this possible interpretation, I am considering this argument independently from its 

presentation by these authors. I thank Deborah Tollefsen and Saba Bazargan-Forward for 

pressing the alternative interpretation of these authors. 



 

 

is an agent before it has become an agent. But in that case, the affluent cannot have a 

responsibility to perform the action of becoming an agent as a means to discharging its 

responsibilities. Alternatively, perhaps becoming an agent is not an action. Then, becoming an 

agent is indeed something that can happen to the affluent. But it is not an action, so it doesn’t 

look like something the affluent can have responsibility over.   

A different way to argue that the affluent can have responsibility is to say that each 

affluent individual is retrospectively responsible for her individual actions that casually 

interacted with certain actions of other affluent people (leading to poverty, or climate change, 

or so on), and/or that each affluent individual has prospective responsibilities that require her 

to consider, and interact with, other affluent individuals (in order to alleviate poverty, or climate 

change, or so on). That is, we might point out that individuals’ responsibilities have interrelated 

content or similar explanatory origins. This might be thought to suggest that the responsibilities 

are held by the collective as such.11  

However, inter-related content of individual responsibilities does not suggest that the 

responsibility is held by the group per se. After all, almost all prospective responsibilities of all 

agents require their bearers to react to other agents, and almost all retrospective responsibility 

of all agents are responsibilities for actions that were linked with others’ actions. For example, 

if I am retrospectively responsible for breaking my promise to you, then I have performed an 

action of promise-making, where that action is linked to your action of promise-accepting. Or 

if I am prospectively responsible for giving you $10, then fulfilling that responsibility will 

require that I interact with you (or at least your bank account). If we said that all 

                                                 
11 Young (2011, 180-1) implies something like this, though again one could make the ‘shared 

content of individual responsibilities’ rather than the ‘group-level responsibility’ 

interpretation of Young. 



 

 

responsibilities-that-are-linked-with-other-agents’-responsibilities were responsibilities of a 

group that included those other agents, then the results would be bizarre: plainly, my 

retrospectively responsibility for breaking my promise to you is not held by me-and-you; 

likewise, my prospective responsibility to give you $10 is not held by me-and-you. By the same 

token, my responsibility to contribute to poverty relief might require that I interact with other 

affluent people, but this does not mean the responsibility is held by the affluent as such. Such 

a group cannot bear responsibility for international political problems. 

 

5. A Harder Non-Case: The West 

The final group that I’ll consider is the West. Unlike the affluent, the West is united by a 

substantive common cause that’s not held by all agents—roughly, the promotion of individual 

rights and free trade. The West is what Isaacs (2011) calls a goal-oriented collective. To give 

my own gloss on this notion: each member of the group (1) holds the same goal , where it’s 

out in the open between them that the goal is held by each (though it might be held only tacitly 

or implicitly); and (2) is disposed to act responsively to one another (insofar as they encounter 

one another) to realise the goal; however, the group (3) lacks group-level procedures for 

forming decisions, intentions, beliefs, and desires that are attributable to the group as such. 

Other examples of groups that meet (1), (2), and (3) include capitalists, environmentalists, 

human rights campaigners, and the oil lobby—all key players in international politics. To be 

clear, the members of these goal-oriented collectives each contribute to relevant collective 

agents—but there is no one collective agent to which they all contribute, so the group as a 

whole does not constitute a collective agent. 

Other international relations theorists have similarly delineated this category of 

collective. ‘The West’ is what Stephen Krasner seminally defined as a “regime,” that is, a group 

united by “implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures around 



 

 

which actors’ expectations converge in a given area of international relations.” (Krasner 1983, 

2) Crucially, the “decision-making procedures” that Krasner references here are decision-

making procedures held severally by each of the members—the procedures “converge” in that 

they have similar structures and goals, but there is one procedure for each member, rather than 

one overriding procedure that subsumes all members. Likewise, Mervyn Frost (2003, 94-8) 

analyses groups whose members are engaged in a “dispersed practice.” Within this category, 

Frost includes collectives bound together along religious, political, or linguistic lines—within 

which he includes “global civil society,” “the West,” and “capitalism” (2003, 99). I will take 

the West as a paradigm example of a goal-orientated collective (Isaacs), regime (Krasner), or 

dispersed practice group (Frost).  

What are we to say about the moral responsibility of such entities? It is tempting to 

attribute moral agency (and, therefore, moral responsibility) to them, because of their common 

goal, shared dispositions, and shared ability to deliberate about morally good considerations. 

We might naturally say the oil lobby frustrates climate legislation reform or the environmental 

movement should take more radical action, meaning to attribute retrospective and prospective 

responsibility, respectively. International relations scholars do the same: Frost points out that 

his “dispersed practice” groups are in fact treated as responsible, and sometimes treat 

themselves as responsible. Frost views such treatment as sufficient to construct or establish the 

moral agency of such entities. From a normative perspective, however, we should be wary of 

uncritically accepting ‘the way entities happen to be treated.’ Our treatment of these entities as 

agents might be inappropriate. Instead, the question I want to address is: should we treat the 

West as a responsible entity? 

From some theoretical perspectives, such treatment might make sense. For example, 

suppose ‘the West’ includes all and only those states that favour individual rights and free trade 

(rather than also including the individual members of those states). One might then think the 



 

 

West meets the conditions Michael Bratman gives for a ‘shared intention’: “[w]e each have 

intentions that we J, and we each intend that we J by way of each of our intentions that we J 

and by way of subplans that mesh.” (Bratman 2014, 103) This will be the case where J is, for 

example, ‘slow China’s economic rise.’ We might grant that the West can, in this way, have 

intentions. (Though it’s worth noting that Bratman himself eschews such applications of his 

framework (Bratman 2014, 7).) 

Still, I suggest, we should not grant agency—and, therefore, not responsibility—to the 

West per se. This is because the collective (or joint, or shared) intention was not formed by the 

group. That is, the West does not have a central core of agency—a procedure by which it can 

make official group-level decisions—at which it is possible for the group to produce that 

collective intention. Instead, the collective intention was formed simply via each agent (that is, 

each Western state) holding a certain intention, and intending to exercise it in ways that mesh 

with the others’ like intentions. The West cannot intend anything that its state-members don’t 

intend. That is to say: to be an agent (and, a fortiori, a moral agent), it’s not enough that one 

has an intention, or acts intentionally. In addition, one’s intentions must have a certain kind of 

causal history: one’s deliberation, consideration, or reflection must be what produces the 

intention. But in a group like the West—considered distinctly from NATO or the European 

Union, both of which have the kind of agency discussed in Section 3—there is no group-level 

capacity for such deliberation, consideration, or reflection. Such processes require that the 

entity acts on its own reasons, not the conjunction of the reasons held by each of the members 

of the group. But a group can come to its own reasons only if it has its own distinctive goals 

and beliefs. This means that the West, per se, cannot bear prospective or retrospective 

responsibility—though its individual members can, as can collective moral agents that include 

those members as members (such as NATO or the EU). 

 



 

 

Conclusion 

Where are we to locate prospective and retrospective responsibility in international relations? 

I answered this question by starting with the (admittedly large) assumption that all and only 

moral agents can bear responsibility. I offered a characterisation of moral agency, which I 

suggested was straightforwardly applicable to many states and (somewhat less 

straightforwardly) to some inter-governmental organisations. Things are less promising, 

however, when it comes to holding responsible a group whose members hold no goals in 

common (such as ‘the affluent’), or even groups that are united around a common cause (such 

as ‘the West’).  

Let me close with two important caveats. First, states’ and IGOs’ moral agency does 

not imply that states or IGOs are moral saints that should go unquestioned or unchallenged. 

Precisely because they have the capacity to deliberate upon morally good reasons, we should 

hold them accountable for their decisions—both good and (perhaps more often) bad. Second, 

members of non-agent groups can have responsibility (prospective or retrospective) for acting 

upon those non-moral collective agents—and upon non-agent collectives—in such a way as to 

transform them into collective moral agents. Likewise, non-members (including various moral 

collective agents) can have responsibility for such transformation of collectives. In this way, 

the fact that some entities in international politics do not themselves bear responsibility does 

not let anyone ‘off the hook’ in the long-run. Instead, by limiting our responsibility-ascriptions 

to those entities that are moral agents, we can be surer that we make demands only on those 

entities with the capacity to respond. 
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