Proximity Principle, Adieu”

Robert E. Goodin

Assuming the right to vote is of instrumental value to those possessing it, it is
hardly surprising that those who already have it resist extending it to others.
Doing so would simply water down the power of their own votes, after all.
Such was the history of electoral reform in nineteenth-century Britain. In the
run-up to the Great Reform Act of 1832, the Poor Man’s Guardian editori-
alized, “We cannot think so ill of human nature as to think that those who
will ... have gained their own freedom will not aid us to gain ours.” But it
was not to be. “Middle-class people, once given the vote, wanted to conserve
institutions which they had formerly been inclined to attack.”” Having secured
voting rights for themselves, they were in no hurry to extend them to others.

Today, too, principled arguments for letting foreigners who are strongly
affected by our elections have a say in them are met with something akin to
slack-jawed incredulity.” People seem rigidly committed to keeping the franchise
just as it is.> Pressed for a principled reason, they sometimes say that (all but
only) those people who would be bound by a law should get a say in the making
of it. But when shown that that principle too would imply a far more extensive
franchise than at present,* people tend to back off that principle quick-smart.
Even benighted ethno-nationalist rationales for expanding the demos meet with
the same fate. In 1887, staunchly conservative A. V. Dicey (backed by James
Bryce, H. G. Wells, and Andrew Carnegie) proposed a political union of white
Anglo-American peoples worldwide. Dicey was dumbfounded when,’ despite
the celebrity of his recently published Law of the Constitution,® that proposal
gained absolutely no traction. The bottom line seems to be this: Principles be
damned; people insistently want to keep the electorate just as it is.

It is not unduly cynical to suspect that what’s at work behind all those
reactions is protection of existing privilege, just as it was in nineteenth-century
Britain. But perhaps we can, and should, try to do better than that on behalf
of those opposing our principled reasons for expanding the franchise. I think
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there is (or anyway once was) a respectable principled reason for a geographi-
cally delimited franchise of just the sort that presently prevails and people still
seem to cherish. That is the Principle of Proximity.”

In the first three sections, I show why the Proximity Principle might once have
appealed. But I conclude that proximity was only ever just a proxy for other
things that morally matter. In earlier days, physical proximity was indeed a good
proxy for those other things, and a geographically bounded franchise was morally
broadly justified in consequence.® But nowadays physical proximity has ceased
to be a particularly good proxy for those other things that morally matter, which
now warrant extending the franchise beyond traditional territorial boundaries.

Like the Proximity Principle, its more apt modern rivals — the All-Affected
and the All-Subjected Principles — pertain purely to the franchise. They tell us
who should have a vote on matters that we should settle by a vote. What those
things are, and indeed whether we should settle anything by democratic voting
and if so with what structure, must be determined by altogether separate nor-
mative principles. Those are the subject of the fourth section.

THE STATUS QUO: GEOGRAPHICALLY DELIMITED
ELECTORATES

When political theorists talk about who should properly be allowed to vote
in a state’s elections, they tellingly refer to that as “the boundary problem.”®
Boundaries are, first and foremost, lines on the map (and all too often forti-
fications on the ground). They demarcate, first and foremost, territory. They
are, first and foremost, geographical concepts. To equate the issue of who
should have a right to vote with the issue of where the geographical boundaries
should be drawn is to suggest that, first and foremost (if not perhaps exclu-
sively), locational considerations should determine who is included in and who
is excluded from the self-governing demos.

Of course, not everyone inside a state’s borders is necessarily entitled to
vote. Children are not, for one reason; foreigners just passing through are
not, for another; aliens who are permanent residents are typically not, for yet
another. And, of course, some people outside the state’s borders are entitled to
vote in that state’s elections (initially just the state’s soldiers stationed abroad
but subsequently extended to pretty much all citizens living abroad).'® So there
is no one-for-one matching of place of residence and right to vote.

Still, those are exceptions that prove the rule. Electorates are, for much the
greatest part, geographically determined. Just as the state is defined territori-
ally so too is the demos."* From a democratic perspective, the latter might seem
to follow straightforwardly from the former. Democratic self-government
requires that we have a say in how we are governed, and if the state that gov-
erns us is geographically delimited, then who has a democratic say in that gov-
ernment should be likewise. While that logic may have held good in previous
times, it does no longer, I shall argue.
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THE RATIONALE: THE PROXIMITY PRINCIPLE

By and large, the people around us are typically like us in various ways that
may matter to us. We speak of “our nearest and dearest,” as if the simple fact
of “being near” makes them “dear” to us."* If that were all there was to the
matter, the Proximity Principle would reduce without remainder to the Affinity
Principle’? — the reason we should make decisions by voting together with
people near to us is that we like being together. Of course, that is not always
true (recall that other old adage “good fences make good neighbors”). But
maybe it’s true often enough to explain away much of the Proximity Principle’s
apparent appeal.

But there is something else lying behind the Proximity Principle that is of
much greater moral importance."* Living nearby to one another tends to have
four salient consequences. Proximity is likely to increase:

* the frequency of your interactions;
* the range of your interactions;

« the depth of your interactions; and
e the certainty of your interacting.

Of course, once again there is no strict necessity in any of that. You might
be relatively certain of having frequent, but not remotely deep, interactions
with some near neighbors on a wide range of matters. (Relations with the
people living next door are often like that.) You might be relatively certain
of having only occasional but deep interactions on a narrow range of mat-
ters with other near neighbors (your family’s mortician, for example). And
there may be others who live nearby with whom your interactions have
literally none of these features. Conversely, it’s perfectly possible for you
to be pretty certain of having frequent and deep interactions with distant
others on a wide range of matters (your grown children living abroad, for
example). So it is just contingently the case that these things are often (but
not invariably) associated with, and indeed arise from, living in close prox-
imity to one another. Still, the generalization may be true enough in a wide
range of cases.

Each of those features is of consequentialist concern. Each taken sepa-
rately (still more all of them taken together) is likely to make interactions
with those living nearby generally more important to you in purely conse-
quential terms."S Again, it’s perfectly possible for a one-off, unlikely inter-
action on some narrow matter (with your oncologist, for example) to be
much more important to you, both objectively and subjectively, than other
interactions that are more frequent, certain, and wide-ranging. So, again,
there is no strict necessity in it. Still, it’s a relatively safe generalization that
interactions displaying these features — which interactions with those living
nearby ordinarily do — are ordinarily more important to us, for purely con-
sequentialist reasons.
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The “Mutual Interest in What One Another Does” Rationale

That, in turn, constitutes a prima facie case for us making decisions shaping
the nature and content of those interactions jointly, in one way or another.
That need not necessarily be through explicitly joint decision processes, still
less by taking a vote. Nevertheless, if it matters a fair bit to me what you do,
and it matters a fair bit to you what I do, then there is likely to be some consid-
erable scope for each of us to improve the outcome from our own perspective
by making our decisions at least partially in light of one another’s preferences.
It may be no more than a matter of realizing mutual benefits through simple
coordination. Or it may be a matter of gains from trade where our preferences
are more divergent.

The point is simply that where it matters to us what others do (as it typically
does where people in close proximity are concerned), we are likely to want to
make something more like a joint decision as to what each of us will do, in light
of the preferences of each for what the others do. One way of accomplishing that
is by sharing with one another decisional power (voting rights being one partic-
ularly salient form) over enforceable rules that shape the actions of all of us.*®

That is the first broadly consequentialist argument for thinking that those in
close proximity to one another should form a single decision-making body (at
least for certain purposes) in which each has a say.'”

The “Efficiency” Rationale

The second argument for that proposition builds on the efficiencies of having
some regularized procedures for making decisions that are binding on a set of
people who are relatively certain to be recurringly involved in relatively fre-
quent, deep, and wide-ranging interactions with one another. The argument
here is akin to Coase’s theory of the firm and Simon’s theory of the employ-
ment relationship.'® The root idea in both cases is that instead of buying inputs
into our production process (including workers) on a spot market, it can some-
times be more efficient to internalize the production of those inputs within our
own firm. That provides a rational for “hiring rather than buying” in the case
of Coase’s firm, and for entering into a long-term employment contract with
workers (rather than hiring day laborers at the employment exchange) in the
case of Simon’s employment relationship.

An analogous argument might apply to establishing relations of politi-
cal authority among people who live in close proximity to one another and,
because of that, are relatively certain to have frequent, deep, and wide-ranging
interactions with one another. Such people could, of course, enter into bilat-
eral negotiations with each of their neighbors on each occasion disputes or
opportunities for mutually beneficial cooperative action arise. But if such occa-
sions recur frequently, it is far more efficient to develop some standing rules
that will be applied relatively automatically on each occasion as appropriate.™
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The same efficiency argument also tells in favor of applying such rules to all
those among whom such situations are likely to recur.

This is not yet an argument about whom to give a vote to. So far, it is merely
an argument concerning the scope of political authority. It says merely that,
purely for reasons of efficiency, people who live proximately to one another
should be governed by the same political authority, insofar as their living
proximately to one another gives rise to relatively certain, frequent, deep, and
wide-ranging interactions recurring among them that it would be mutually
advantageous for them to regulate through some system of rules that is com-
mon to all of them.*®

But suppose we also think, for some other sorts of reasons,*" that people
should have a democratic say in the making of the rules governing them. Then
that, combined with this argument about the scope of political authority, gives
rise to the proposition that everyone governed by that authority should have a
right to a vote on what laws are enacted by that authority. And insofar as the
earlier argument justified extending the scope of that authority to people who
live in relatively close proximity to one another, this argument provides justi-
fication for also giving a vote to people who live in relatively close proximity
to one another.?> That is the second broadly consequentialist argument for the
Principle of Proximity.

What the Two Rationales Have in Common

Different though these rationales are in other respects, in both cases their jus-
tification for giving a right to vote to people who live geographically near to
one another hinges on the contingent truth of an empirical proposition about
the likely consequences of living in close proximity. Both rationales crucially
assume that the interactions among people living in close proximity are empir-
ically likely to be different (more frequent, more wide-ranging, deeper, more
certain) than with others living at greater distances.

Where that empirical proposition holds true, those would indeed be good
arguments for making decisions together with those living in close proximity
to you. But everything depends crucially on whether, and to what extent, that
empirical presupposition holds true. Once perhaps it did, but it largely does
no longer.

THE WANING SIGNIFICANCE OF PROXIMITY

Imagine a world of closed communities hemmed in by imposing natural bar-
riers that prevent individuals from interacting closely with anyone living more
than 1,000 miles away. But suppose that they interact intensively with every-
one within that distance. Suppose, too, that (either in consequence of that same
natural necessity or as a matter of deliberate policy) the political authorities
govern those communities in such a way that nothing they do affects or is
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affected by anyone else outside their territory. Think, perhaps, of Japan in the
period just before Commodore Perry’s arrival.*3

In cases like that, the Principle of Proximity, the All-Affected Principle, and
the All-Subjected Principle would all point in the same direction. As per the
Principle of Proximity, people would interact in the requisite way only with
people relatively near to them on the islands of the Japanese homeland. As
per the All-Affected Principle, what happens in Japan affects only people in
Japan. As per the All-Subjected Principle, the laws of Japan are applied only to
people in Japan. So all three principles dictate that, insofar as Japan aspires to
be a democracy (which, of course, it did not in that period), everyone in Japan
should be entitled to vote in Japanese elections. But none of those principles
would say that anyone outside of Japan should be so entitled.**

Globalization and Action at a Distance

Just how empirically realistic is that scenario, however? One might easily
imagine it to have been true in some mythic past. One might — until one reflects
upon all the great empires of antiquity. One might imagine that things were
more like that in the Middle Ages.*> But even then, there were clear excep-
tions. It’s not just the Carolingian Empire and the Hanseatic League. Even the
Vikings ranged from Greenland well into Asia Minor, not just as marauders
but also as settlers governing their extended community according to shared
ancestral traditions and norms.*® In short, we are all too often tempted to
think that “everything changed with globalization,” and that that happened
only within living memory. But globalization of a recognizably contemporary
sort can clearly be found much earlier — certainly in the nineteenth century, if
not before.?”

In any case, globalization is now firmly upon us. In myriad ways, we have
increasingly great capacity, increasingly utilized, to impact the lives of others
far away.?® Interdependence is the order of the day.*® Action at a distance,
which Einstein in another context dubbed “spooky,” is now a fact of daily life.

The action at a distance that has come to characterize today’s globalization
may well be driven largely by socioeconomic actors. But states, even when they
are not the prime movers, are often essential facilitators; and insofar as they are,
what one state does affects a great many people outside its borders. Whenever
that is the case, the All-Affected Principle would dictate that all those world-
wide who are significantly affected by a state’s policy should have a say in the
making of that policy. Add to this all those who are directly affected by a state’s
policy in waging war, dumping agricultural surpluses, and so on. That is why
scholars rightly suspect that, given the realities of the globalized world, the All-
Affected Principle, systematically applied, would have seriously expansionary
effects on the franchise, at least in all the major countries of the world.3°

The increased capacity for action at a distance, both on the part of would-be
perpetrators of offenses against a state and on the part of the state in resisting
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them, has also given rise to an increasing tendency for states to write their laws
in such a way that they apply to people who are neither that state’s citizens
nor in that state’s territory.3" Details vary from state to state, of course. But
most states claim at least some rights to criminalize, within their own legal
code, actions of distant foreigners that would undermine the state’s security.
For a quaint example, states have conventionally claimed a right to prose-
cute anyone found counterfeiting their currency or their seal, wherever that
counterfeiting occurs.3* For a contemporary example, states often now claim
a right to prosecute the planning, assisting, or carrying out of acts of terrorism
by anyone anywhere in the world — generalizing the long-standing right that
states claimed to prosecute people of whatever nationality engaging in piracy
anywhere in the world.?? Given those facts about state practice — the juris-
dictional claims that they make, the range of people they purport to bind by
their laws — a great many foreigners abroad should, under the All-Subjected
Principle as well, have a right to vote in the making of such a state’s laws (at
least on those laws).

Implications for the Proximity Principle

What gives both the All-Affected and the All-Subjected Principles those expan-
sionary implications for the franchise are new capacities for (and realities of)
action at a distance. It simply is no longer necessarily the case, if ever it was,
that we are only strongly affected by the actions of people geographically prox-
imate to us. It is no longer necessarily the case, if ever it was, that we are sub-
ject exclusively to the laws of the state with authority over the physical space
that we inhabit.

Those new realities mean that the empirical assumptions upon which the
Proximity Principle rests can no longer be taken for granted. It is simply not
necessarily true that we are most certain of being most frequently impacted in
the deepest and most wide-ranging way by our interactions with those who are
physically proximate to us.

Proximity was only ever a mere placeholder for those other features that are
(or, rather, used to be) strongly but only contingently associated with it. Those
features, and what follows from them, are what really matter morally. Physical
proximity, as such, does not. Insofar as proximity has now become disassoci-
ated from those other features, and is no longer a good proxy for them, we no
longer have any good reason to confine our political jurisdictions or our dem-
ocratic electorates to people who live physically proximately to one another.

Abandoning proximity as a poor proxy, we are forced back to judging
those matters in terms of the features that really matter — the frequency, depth,
range, and certainty of interactions among people. If we systematically have
interactions with distant others of requisite frequency, depth, range, and cer-
tainty (and if we think our collective affairs should be run in a democratic way
at all), then we ought to extend a right to vote in our elections to those distant
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others for precisely the same reasons the Principle of Proximity used to tell us
to extend such a right to our near neighbors.34

It is an empirical question to what extent distant others really are affected
in these relevant respects by the laws enacted by any given state. Distant oth-
ers will, of course, be more affected in these respects by some laws more than
others. The same is, however, true of citizens in any existing state. They are
more strongly affected by some laws than others, but we nonetheless think
they should have a right to a vote, the same one vote, on all of their state’s
laws. Below I shall argue that we may want to apply the same principle within
expanded jurisdictional authorities of the sort I propose.

Or, again, it may turn out that distant others are not affected in the relevant
ways by a large enough proportion of a state’s laws to justify giving them a
right to vote on all the laws enacted by that state.?’ Even so, there may well be
a case for giving the distant others a vote on specific sorts of laws that do sys-
tematically affect them in the relevant respects. Federal systems with devolved
authority over some matters do that all the time. There may well be a good
case for constructing any expanded jurisdictional authority on the same model,
as I shall also argue below.

OTHER NORMATIVE PRINCIPLES AND THEIR NATURAL
EXTENSIONS

The Proximity, All-Affected, and All-Subjected Principles all fundamentally
serve to answer the same question: “Who should be governed together with
one another, under a common body of laws?” How they are to be governed is a
separate matter. That must typically be settled by other normative principles.3®

When extending jurisdictional authority beyond tightly confined geograph-
ical spaces, as I have argued we must, we should presumably use the same
normative principles for determining how that expanded polity is to be gov-
erned as we have traditionally used for governing the existing polity. There are
three such principles of interest here. One is the principle that that authority
should be exercised in a democratic manner. Another is the principle of “lim-
ited government,” according to which there should be a private realm into
which public decisions should not intrude. Third is the principle of decentral-
ization, according to which decisions that can most effectively and efficiently
be made and implemented locally should be made locally, and higher levels
of government should do only what lower levels of government cannot (or
perhaps will not).

Democratic Decision Making

Presumably the expanded polity should be democratic in just the same
way and for just the same reasons that the current polity is or should be.
Different political theorists specify those differently. Here there is no need to
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enter into those disputes. Choose whichever democratic theory you prefer.
All T need to insist upon, for present purposes, is that you should apply those
same democratic principles to the rules of governance for new, extended
jurisdictional authority as apply to the current, more restricted jurisdic-
tional authority.

If you opt for the All-Affected Principle or the All-Subjected Principle, those
might give you an extra reason for deciding things democratically.3” But it is
an extra reason, over and above those reasons that we already have for making
decisions democratically in polities presently organized around the Principle of
Proximity. They may not be entirely superfluous, but neither are they remotely
essential.

Under either of those two principles, it might seem natural to suppose
that votes ought be apportioned according to the extent to which people are
affected by or subject to the law that is being enacted.?® If so, then insofar
as people vary in either respect, their voting power ought to be proportional
to their varying stakes in the issue.?® Many contributors to this volume seem
tempted by that thought.*°

There are fancy ways in which that might be implemented. Various schemes
for “point voting” have been devised.** The version most consonant with dem-
ocratic equality would assign each person an identical number of points per
year, which the person concerned can use to “weight” their vote on any given
proposition.4*

That is not what is done in any currently existing democracy. The rule is not
“one interest one vote” but, rather, “one person one vote.”43 Here is a way to
rationalize that practice, notwithstanding the obvious fact that people’s inter-
ests vary across different issue areas.

In representative democracy, people vote on who is to represent them on
a range of matters. Some people will have greater stakes in some of those
matters, others in others. But everyone will, hopefully, have broadly the same
stakes as everyone else across the full range of matters that will come before
the representatives whom they elect. Insofar as that is the case, giving “one
person one vote” for their representative would be vindicated.

That is essentially a “consolidation” strategy. It works because the repre-
sentatives will be deciding a wide range of matters, some more important to
some of their constituents and others more important to others in ways that
roughly balance out. Were it a special-purpose jurisdiction (a school board or
a water board, for example), that consolidation trick might well not work.
There, perhaps, we really would have to figure out some way to apportion
or weight votes proportionally to people’s differing interests in the specific
matters handled by that body. That is in some sense a violation of democratic
equality (of “one person one vote” anyway).*4 And it is one that may well not
be readily resolved by consolidating across merely a few such special-purpose
jurisdictions, since some voters may have more at stake in the matters handled
by all of those special-purpose bodies.
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Hence we might be tempted to assign points in proportion to stakes. Before
doing so, however, we had better find some good way of independently assess-
ing how great people’s stakes really are. Just asking people to say how great
their stakes are would simply invite strategic misrepresentation, designed to get
more points with which to (over)weight their votes.

From those reflections follows a clear design desideratum for the new
extended polity that I am recommending. To avoid the latter difficulties, it
would be better just to give every person one vote and leave it at that. But from
the former observation, we know that we can justify doing that only if the new
expanded polity has control over a wide range of matters across which peo-
ple’s stakes are likely to vary in a suitably counterbalancing way.

Limited Government

Whatever principle we adopt for democratically deciding those things that are
to be decided by a vote, there are some things that should not be decided by a
vote. Democratic authority is limited authority. Democratic majorities may be
sovereign in the public sphere, but there is a private sphere upon which they
may not properly intrude.

There are various ways of delimiting and defending that private sphere.
Notions of individual rights and autonomy, privacy, and dignity typically
come into play there. And some would extend those protections to (at least
certain sorts of) associations as well as to natural individuals. Here I need take
no stand on any of those issues.*’

All that matters for present purposes is this. Insofar as we have good rea-
sons for thinking that political authority should be limited in current polities,
then those same limitations should continue to apply as we expand politi-
cal authorities in light of the new realities of globalization and action at a
distance.

Decentralization

A final normative desideratum, reflected in current practice virtually every—
where and commended by political theories of many stripes, is that govern-
ment should be decentralized. That is to say, there should be various tiers of
government, some more localized and others less so, standing in some ordered
relation with one another; and matters that can efficiently and effectively be
handled at the local level should be handled there, with higher-level jurisdic-
tions being responsible only for matters that transcend local boundaries or
cannot (or will not) be efficiently and effectively dealt with there.

This is, of course, just the principle of “subsidiarity” familiar from the writ-
ings of Althusius and the practice of the European Union.*® But that makes the
principle sound far more arcane than it actually is. Decentralization is the rule
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pretty much everywhere. Even in notionally unitary states, there is typically a
tier of local government that enjoys considerable latitude in deciding matters
pertaining to that locale alone.*”

That is just to say that, over many matters, the Proximity Principle is
still roughly right. In many respects, people are still frequently, certainly,
and wide-rangingly affected by the activities of people physically proximate
to them. Decisions governing those activities should still be made by that
smaller, geographically delimited set of people in consequence.*® With glo-
balization and increasing action at a distance, however, people are in other
respects frequently, certainly, and wide-rangingly affected by the activities
of people at considerable physical distance from themselves. Decisions gov-
erning those activities should be made by the more widespread set of people
involved.

We have already acknowledged that the Proximity Principle needs to be
relaxed in some such way when consolidating and unifying smaller political
units into much more extensive polities, sometimes straddling whole conti-
nents. As we created larger and larger political units, however, the smaller and
more local units not only remain but also retain some considerable authority
to manage their own affairs. We should follow the same practice as we move
to expand jurisdictional authority yet further.

The Shape of an Extended Jurisdictional Authority

What would the new expanded polity look like, if designed to respect those
same three normative requirements that we think rightly apply to current
polities?

First, it will be a limited government. There will be some things that no gov-
ernment, at any level, will be permitted to do. Second, it will be decentralized
government with a nested hierarchy of jurisdictional authorities. Higher levels
will have authority over only those matters that cannot or will not be attended
to effectively and efficiently by lower levels of government. Third, decisions all
the way up and down that hierarchy of governments will be made democrati-
cally, with everyone within each jurisdictional authority having a right to vote
on the decisions of that authority.

Hence, when we are expanding the jurisdictional authority and the demo-
cratic demos associated with it for some purposes, we would not be expanding
it for all purposes. Matters that are genuinely of purely local concern will still
be voted upon purely by members of that more local demos.

The only things that everyone in the extended demos would be voting on
are matters that are, indeed, of concern to them all. My proposal for a new
expanded polity merely prevents states from doing things that affect others
outside their borders, or from subjecting them to their laws, without giving
those outsiders a proper say in the making of those laws and policies.*’
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My preferred strategy for doing that, as I have said, is to create a higher tier
of limited authority in which everyone extraterritorially affected or subjected
has a vote. Assuming that there are sufficiently many and diverse matters with
extraterritorial impact of that sort, everyone can just be given a single vote for
representatives elected to make laws at that level, precisely as in current repre-
sentative democracies.’®

CONCLUSION

To recapitulate, I think the Proximity Principle constitutes the best principled
defense that can be given to justify today’s geographically delimited franchise.
But proximity was only ever a proxy for what is truly of principled concern,
and while it may once have been a good proxy, it is no longer. With global-
ization and the concomitant increase in the capacity for and reality of action
at a distance, the same factors that used to tell so strongly in favor of people
voting together with those living nearby now tell equally strongly in favor of
extending the same rights to distant others who are now similarly affected
by and subject to the laws being enacted. As we extend the polity beyond its
traditional geographically delimited forms — extending the right to vote as we
do, assuming these new polities, like the old, should operate democratically —
we can nonetheless retain traditional constraints of limited and multilevel
government.

NOTES

* This chapter benefited from discussions with Arash Abizadeh, Jeremy Waldron, and
participants at the workshops that generated this book.
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