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Who should pay for a state’s wrongdoings?

When states are guilty of human rights violations or other crimes, they often face calls to pay reparations to their
victims. But is it fair for the citizens of these states to share the blame for actions they had no personal involvement
in? Drawing on a new book, Avia Pasternak explains why it can be reasonable for citizens to take responsibility for
the wrongs of the past.

It is not unusual for states to be held responsible for their wrongdoings. States pay compensation for unjust wars,
as did Iraq in the aftermath of its 1990 invasion of Kuwait. They sometimes pay reparations to the victims of their
human rights violations, as did West Germany to Israel in the aftermath of the Second World War. And the
descendants of the victims of historical wrongs — from colonialism to slavery — often demand that present-day
states take responsibility for their past involvement in them.

Yet state responsibility has a troubling feature. States are corporate agents, and when they turn to the public purse
to finance their corporate liabilities, it is their flesh and blood citizens who end up paying the price. Some might think
that this is entirely justified, as all citizens share the blame for their state’s wrongdoings. But this can’t be right.
Today’s generation does not share the blame for the wrongs of the past. And even with regard to present-day state
policies, many citizens have no way to influence them, or have done what they can to protest against them. Why
should these citizens pay for their state’s wrongdoings, if they themselves don’t share any blame?

In a recently published book, | argue that the answer to this question lies in common intuitions about collective
action and the obligations that flow from it. People act together when — at a minimum — they intend to “do their part”
so that a goal they share with others is realised. We commonly think that acting with others in this way brings about
certain rights and obligations: when we contribute to a shared endeavour, we are entitled to a share of its fruits.

At the same time, we also share the responsibility to fix the wrongs that we together bring about. Furthermore, in
complex and institutional groups it is often the case that decisions reached by the group are not supported by all its
members. Yet, often, these members continue to play their role in the group, despite their reservations about a
specific policy. When they do so, they act together with the rest of the group. They are part of the “we” that enacted
the group’s decision. As authors of that group act, they bear special responsibility for its outcomes.

This familiar framework proves to be very helpful in thinking about the obligations of citizens with regard to their
state’s actions. For it suggests that, at least in democratic states, ordinary citizens are taking part in their state
policies, or acting together to enact them. After all, most citizens in democratic states play some role in supporting
their state’s ability to reach and to execute policy decisions: they contribute to the state tax system, they obey the
state’s laws, they participate in its democratic decision-making process and so on.

Ordinary citizens’ participation in state policies is often not pivotal. But we don’t have to play a pivotal role in a group
to be part of it or to share some responsibility for what we do in it together. And, as with all institutional groups,
citizens do not have to support all state policies in order to be participating in them. As long as they are supporting
their state more generally, in its capacity to reach and execute policies, they are party to the “we” who takes part in
them.

When we hold states and their citizens’ responsible for blunders and wrongdoings, we must consider the
regime type of the state in question.

Some might object that citizens don’t choose to be part of their state, so should not be encumbered with such
responsibilities. But this objection fails the test of common sense. We often find ourselves part of groups which we
have not consciously and deliberately joined — from our families to our religious affiliations. Many of us are deeply
attached to these groups, and sense that they generate important moral obligations for us.

And we are right to think so whenever we don’t view our group membership as alien to us or forced upon us against
our will. Most people don’t view their family or religious membership in this way. And many people don’t view their
citizenship in this way either. We may not have chosen it but — as attitude surveys show time and again — most
citizens, at least in real-world democracies, see their state membership as an important part of their identity. Their
participation in the state therefore generates important moral obligations.

Date originally posted: 2021-11-05
Permalink: https://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/europpblog/2021/11/05/who-should-pay-for-a-states-wrongdoings/
Blog homepage: https://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/europpblog/


https://global.oup.com/academic/product/responsible-citizens-irresponsible-states-9780197541036?cc=us&lang=en&

LSE European Politics and Policy (EUROPP) Blog: Who should pay for a state’s wrongdoings? Page 2 of 2

This model of collective responsibility in the state has practical implications. First, it explains why most citizens in
real-world democracies do indeed share the responsibility to fix the wrongs committed by their governments. As |
argue in my book, it can also explain why citizens of today share responsibility to fix the lingering harms of the past.

Second, the model also suggests that — in contrast with international legal practice — citizens of some states should
not be held responsible for their state’s wrongdoings. Consider for example the citizens of highly authoritarian
states, as was Iraq during its 1990 invasion of Kuwait. Most Iraqi citizens at the time were participating in their state:
serving in the military, taking part in political rallies, or informing on political dissidents.

But given the extraordinary levels of brainwashing and political repression they were subjected to, we should be
wary of holding them responsible for their state’s blunders. For most of them were not given the opportunity to
reflect upon their citizenship status, and for all we know, given all the horrors their state subjected them to, they had
every reason to see their membership in it as forced on them against their will.

The core conclusion my analysis leads to, then, is that when we hold states and their citizens’ responsible for
blunders and wrongdoings, we must consider the regime type of the state in question. In democratic states,
typically, most citizens willingly participate in their state and share responsibility to fix its wrongdoings. But in highly
authoritarian states it is unlikely to be so.

When the international community imposes sanctions and compensation schemes on such states, it is, in fact,
unjustly saddling their ordinary citizens. It is precisely in those cases that more careful and nuanced models of
responsibility attribution should be found, ones that “pierce the veil of the state” and go after those who do share the
blame for the state’s wrongdoing.

For more information, see the author’s new book, Responsible Citizens, Irresponsible States: Should
Citizens Pay for Their States’ Wrongdoings? (Oxford University Press, 2021)

Note: This article gives the views of the author, not the position of EUROPP — European Politics and Policy or the
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