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ESSAY

Consummation from The Course of Empire, by Thomas Cole, 1835 – 1836. New-York Historical Society. Source: Wiki-
media Commons.

THE RENEWAL OF 
GLOBAL ORDER

MARk AMSTUTz

In September 1990, when President George H.W. Bush raised 
the possibility of a “new world order”—a global society where 

“the rule of law…governs the conduct of nations,” and “in which 
a credible United Nations can use its peacekeeping role to fulfill 
the promise and vision of the UN’s founders”1—few could have 
imagined that two decades later the contemporary international 
community would be littered with failed and fragile states, wide-
spread terrorism, and pervasive regional and global instability. 
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A glance at the internation-
al news in mid-2016 reveals a 
troubled world. Many states 
have become fragile because 
leaders have been unwilling 
or unable to develop demo-
cratic institutions, nurture a 
pluralistic political culture, or 
devise and implement policies 
that ensure domestic tranquility 
and prosperity. Corruption in 
many medium- and low-income 
states is pervasive, and religious 
and ethnic tensions are wide-
spread, accounting for much 
of the global mayhem. In Syria, 
for example, the bitter civil war 
between the government forces 
of President Bashar al-Assad, an 
Alawite Muslim, and Sunni reb-
els persists, leaving in its wake 
millions of displaced people and 
more than four million refugees. 
The rise of the Islamic State (IS) 
in Syria and Iraq poses even 
more serious challenges since 
the goal of Islamic jihadists is 
to replace existing nation-states 
with a transnational caliphate. 
In Turkey, a group of military 
officers carried out an unsuc-
cessful coup against the Islamist 
government of its strongman, 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, be-
cause of their deep opposition 
to the dismantling of secular 
democratic institutions. And 
in Libya, the failure to estab-
lish a functioning government 
after toppling the dictatorial 
regime of Muammar Gaddafi 
has resulted in a vacuum of au-
thority that has been filled by 
a variety of local and regional 
leaders, including IS militants. 
The United States helped bring 
about an independent South 
Sudan in 2011, but the new state 
has been unable to consolidate 
power because of ongoing con-
flict between its Dinka and Nuer 
tribes, as well as economic ten-
sions with Sudan, its northern 
neighbor. Meanwhile, the pop-
ulist, authoritarian regimes in 
Venezuela and Zimbabwe have 
impoverished most citizens and 

undermined the credibility of 
their respective governments. 

COLD WAR STABILITY 
While the current international 
order is increasingly chaotic, we 
should resist nostalgia, believing 
that the past half-century was 
a time of peace and tranquility. 
To begin with, the Cold War era 
involved an intense ideological 
conflict between the United 
States and the Soviet Union, 
and the proxy wars resulted in 
great suffering and destruction. 
Additionally, the superpowers’ 
large arsenals of nuclear and 
thermonuclear weapons posed 
great danger to world security. 
Despite the intense arms com-
petition between the United 
States and the Soviet Union, 
world order remained relatively 
stable. This order derived not 
from the peaceful disposition 
of the superpowers or from the 
work of international organi-
zations but from the danger 
posed by a nuclear confronta-
tion. Although the danger of an 
unintentional or accidental use 
of a nuclear weapon posed an 
existential threat throughout 
the Cold War, global order was 
nevertheless sustained through 
nuclear deterrence—namely, the 
promise of nuclear retaliation 
for carrying out major aggres-
sion. Peace was a byproduct of 
the strategy of prevention by 
threat. Defense officials referred 
to the condition as mutual de-
terrence, the consequence of 
which was “strategic stability.” 
For this reason, Cold War histo-
rian John Lewis Gaddis charac-
terized the Cold War era as “the 
long peace.”2

There was also another benefit 
from the Cold War era: super-
powers took great interest in 
their allies’ affairs as well as in 
other territories they considered 
to be within their respective 
spheres of influence. This meant 

that crises and political insta-
bility typically led major pow-
ers to try to influence events, 
lest an enemy take advantage 
of the instability and shift the 
balance of power. Thus, con-
flicts in Central American and 
Southern African states in the 
1980s were not simply indige-
nous political disputes but were 
also part of the East-West ideo-
logical battle between democra-
cy and communism. If the Cold 
War had not ended, it is unlike-
ly that Yugoslavia would have 
ruptured, that Somalia would 
have imploded, or that Germany 
would have been unified. 

Although the end of the Cold 
War brought a significant ex-
pansion in democratic govern-
ments and global economic 
prosperity in its immediate af-
termath, the collapse of the old 
order unleashed dynamics that 
have subsequently undermined 
world order. In particular, the 
post-Cold War era has spawned 
a variety of forces that have 
challenged the authority and 
capabilities of nation-states. 
Before addressing threats to 
the contemporary global po-
litical order, it is important to 
sketch briefly the fundamental 
structure of the contemporary 
international system. 

THE WORLD’S 
CONSTITUTIONAL SYSTEM
Fundamentally, the interna-
tional community is a society 
of independent nation-states. 
Although the state is as old 
as humankind, the rise of the 
nation-state dates from the 
mid-seventeenth century when 
a set of peace treaties brought 
to an end the religious wars 
that had decimated central 
Europe. This collection of trea-
ties—known as the Peace of 
Westphalia—inaugurated the 
modern nation-state by giv-
ing political leaders supreme 
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international acknowledgement 
and acceptance of individual 
rights and democracy does not 
mean, however, that the world 
has necessarily become more 
democratic or that human rights 
are more secure now. Rather, it 
simply means that these values 
have become normative—pro-
viding ideals to be fulfilled. The 
emergence of more than one 
hundred human rights treaties 
in the past half-century testifies 
to the pervasive influence of hu-
man rights discourse. 

The world’s constitution—the 
United Nations Charter—is 
based on independent sovereign 
states, each equal and indepen-
dent. According to the Charter, 
the peace and prosperity of the 
world are to be advanced by 
sovereign member-states ful-
filling their responsibilities do-
mestically and internationally. 
Domestically, states are expect-
ed to protect and advance peo-
ple’s human rights; internation-
ally, member-states must honor 
the sovereign independence of 
other states by not interfering 
in their internal affairs and by 
pursuing peaceful relations. 
Aggression, as Michael Walzer 
has observed, is a criminal act 
that must be repulsed and pun-
ished.3 When threats to peace 
arise, the UN Charter specifies 
that the world’s leading pow-
ers (the Security Council) must 
determine and respond to such 
threats. 

The UN system does not specify 
how regimes should be consti-
tuted. While the UN Charter 
Preamble sets forth the moral 
purposes of the organization—
including the fundamental free-
doms of people—it is agnostic 
on the nature of government. 
Governments can be autocratic 
or democratic, parliamentary or 
presidential, military or civilian. 
What is paramount is that states 
carry out their responsibilities 

authority, including the right 
to decide the state’s official re-
ligion, within their territorial 
boundaries. 

At the time that the nation-state 
emerged in 1648, governments 
were autocratic. The signifi-
cant contribution of Westphalia 
was that it affirmed the need 
for centralized authority to en-
sure domestic peace. This de-
velopment was subsequently 
supplemented with the claim 
that a government’s chief task 
was to secure and protect in-
dividual rights. According to 
theorists, such as John Locke 
and John Stuart Mill, people 
were endowed with basic human 
rights, and these could best be 
secured through a limited, rep-
resentative government that was 
accountable to its people. Such 
accountability could best be 
ensured through the rule of law 
and periodic, free elections. The 
emergence of constitutionalism 
thus marks an important step 
in the ongoing evolution of the 
modern nation-state. Finally, 
governments greatly expanded 
their socio-economic services 
in the early twentieth century. 
Influenced by socialist thinkers, 
Western governments began 
providing limited medical and 
social services to address basic 
human needs. This develop-
ment, which greatly expanded 
the scope of government, cul-
minated with the emergence 
of the modern welfare state in 
the immediate aftermath of the 
Second World War. According 
to the new doctrine, human 
rights involved not only political 
rights but also entailed social 
and economic benefits as well. 

Although a variety of different 
nation-state systems exist in the 
contemporary world, the domi-
nant model is the liberal demo-
cratic state—a limited, constitu-
tional regime that makes human 
rights a priority. The widespread 

domestically by advancing the 
wellbeing of their own people, 
and by fulfilling their commit-
ments to other states by hon-
oring their sovereignty and 
by pursuing peaceful conflict 
resolution.

This, in brief, is the basis of the 
so-called Westphalian political 
system of nation-states. For the 
UN model to work properly, 
however, states must be capa-
ble and responsible in fulfill-
ing their duties. This presumes 
that states are both good and 
strong—that is, willing to car-
ry out their duties and capa-
ble of doing so. Ensuring that 
states are able and accountable 
involves the never-ending of 
building and sustaining humane 
nation-states. 

It is important to recognize 
that the decentralized system 
of states does not assure equal-
ity or justice. Since each state 
has the freedom to pursue its 
own economic and political 
interests, different resources, 
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capacities, and policies fre-
quently result in significant 
inequalities. Moreover, since 
UN membership does not pre-
suppose a particular type of 
government, some regimes are 
inclined to disregard liberal 
democracy, human rights, and 
religious freedom in order to 
consolidate power. Indeed, 
numerous regimes have been 
unable or unwilling to protect 
people’s human rights. As a re-
sult, both the General Assembly 
and the Security Council have 
adopted resolutions that affirm 
the conditionality of sovereign-
ty. According to the so-called 
Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 
principle, when a state is unwill-
ing or unable to halt atrocities, 
it is the responsibility of the in-
ternational community to carry 
out protective measures. 

Clearly, the current Westphalian 
global order is under significant 
stress, with state failure being 
one of the major impediments 

to a stable international com-
munity. In World Order, for-
mer Secretary of State Henry 
Kissinger argues that revital-
izing the nation-state is a crit-
ical task in renewing world 
order. This task, he suggests, 
involves two dimensions—the 
management of power (his-
torically through the balance 
of power) and the quest for le-
gitimacy. “Any system of world 
order, to be sustainable, must 
be accepted as just,” he writes.4 
In view of the growth of failed 
states and the rising threats to 
the nation-state, the renewal of 
global order remains a major 
challenge. 

TANGIBLE THREATS TO 
THE NATION-STATE 
One factor that has undermined 
state sovereignty is globaliza-
tion. Economic globalization, 
facilitated by technological ad-
vances and the declining cost 

of international transport, has 
contributed to a dramatic rise in 
world trade. And because of the 
increasing specialization of pro-
duction, the cost of manufactur-
ing goods has plummeted, giv-
ing workers the opportunity to 
purchase more and better goods. 
Financial globalization has also 
made possible the transnational 
movement of capital and finan-
cial resources, contributing to 
increased international lending 
and more foreign direct invest-
ment. Additionally, the increas-
ing technological interdepen-
dence, made possible by the 
Internet, has also undermined 
the capacity of government to 
regulate transnational flows of 
goods, services, and knowledge. 
While most states have always 
maintained some openness to 
other states, globalization has 
challenged the capacity of gov-
ernments to regulate their ter-
ritorial borders. To a significant 
degree, borders are now more 
porous, and sovereignty is less 
robust. 

Another development that has 
contributed to the decline of 
state sovereignty is the rise of 
transnational problems. Such 
concerns include drug cartels, 
human trafficking, money laun-
dering, terrorism, pandemics, 
climate change, and the pro-
tection of endangered species. 
Because of increased interna-
tional mobility, which facilitates 
the spread of disease and illicit 
activities, confronting global 
issues cannot be carried out 
successfully by one country. 
Cooperation and coordination 
among relevant states is es-
sential. As a result, addressing 
global issues must be spear-
headed not only by international 
governmental organizations but 
also by specialized nongovern-
mental organizations. 

Third, the nation-state is be-
ing undermined by the rise of 

Destruction from The Course of Empire, by Thomas Cole, 1836. New-York 
Historical Society. Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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Islamic radicalism. Two aspects 
of this movement have been 
especially problematic. First, 
Islamic radicalism has justified 
the use of terror to advance its 
goals of undermining the ca-
pacity of the liberal democratic 
state. The massive attacks on 
the World Trade Center and the 
Pentagon in 2001 demonstrat-
ed the extent to which Islamic 
terrorists were willing to sac-
rifice their own lives to cause 
widespread destruction in open, 
democratic societies. Since the 
9/11 terrorist attacks, Islamic 
radicals have continued to car-
ry out destructive attacks on 
civilians throughout the world 
in order to foment climates of 
fear and advance their agen-
das, including within Western 
democracies, such as Belgium, 
Britain, France, and Spain. In 
the second aspect, Islamic rad-
icals have not only sought to 
undermine the liberal state but 
to replace it with a caliphate—a 
global monistic religious order. 
While the rise of the Islamic 
State in Syria and Iraq remains 
a relatively minor contemporary 
development, its impact poses 
a major threat to the contem-
porary global order of secular 
nation-states. 

Finally, the nation-state is being 
threatened domestically by the 
declining capacity of govern-
ments to address and resolve 
major problems. Regardless of 
how well one considers the over-
all economic and social health of 
the American people, there is a 
widespread perception that U.S. 
government institutions have 
failed to address and resolve 
persistent national concerns. 
Although the nation’s large fed-
eral debt has continued to rise 
inexorably, the government has 
been unable or unwilling to 
bring spending under control. 
Similarly, efforts to address 
the long-term sustainability 
of its national health care and 

retirement systems have proven 
ineffective to date. And despite 
the presence of more than 11 
million unauthorized aliens liv-
ing in the country, the govern-
ment has been unable to devel-
op a coherent and enforceable 
immigration system that meets 
the needs and wants of citizens 
while also ensuring that its im-
migration laws are enforced 
fairly and expeditiously. 

In The Fourth Revolution, 
John Micklethwait and Adrian 
Wooldridge argue that part of 
the problem of modern democ-
racies is that they have attempt-
ed to do too much. The scope 
of government is too large, and 
some of their services are in-
efficient and even ineffective. 
As a result, they argue that the 
state should do fewer things 
and do them well.5 In short, if 
confidence in government is to 
be restored, the authors argue 
that the states should be “rein-
vented” by implementing major 
reforms that both reduce the 
scope of the state and increase 
institutional effectiveness. 

INTANGIBLE THREATS TO THE 
NATION-STATE 
The nation-state is also being 
undermined by changing values 
and beliefs. One of the import-
ant changes is the shift in values 
resulting from economic and 
social modernization. According 
to Robert Inglehart, modern 
societies are concerned with ma-
terial values, such as econom-
ic growth. Once countries be-
come economically prosperous 
and their people achieve a high 
level of security and economic 
well-being, their concerns shift 
from objective, instrumental 
values to subjective, post-ma-
terialist values.6 This shift, 
which occurs because people in 
post-modern society have more 
resources and leisure to reflect 
on how to maximize meaning in 

life, weakens society’s concerns 
with material interests. Instead, 
people take up more individu-
alized, subjective interests that 
undermine communal solidarity 
and nationalism. 

A second threat—one associ-
ated with economic progress—
is the shift in allegiance from 
the nation to the international 
community itself. This devel-
opment is especially noticeable 
among prosperous, well-educat-
ed urban elites, whose political 
concerns begin to shift from 
narrow, national concerns to 
transnational issues and prob-
lems. As a result, progressive 
elites begin adopting a globalist 
or cosmopolitan perspective of 
the world—one that de-empha-
sizes states and gives primacy 
to transnationalism or even 
supranationalism. Unlike the 
nationalist perspective, which 
regards the nation-state as the 
foundational community for 
nurturing social and political 
bonds, globalists view the world 
as a coherent moral community 
rooted in the equality and dig-
nity of all human beings. Since 
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the current world system of 
states fosters inequalities and 
injustices, globalists believe that 
a more humane global order can 
be advanced by shifting author-
ity from the state to civil society 
organizations and transnational 
institutions. 

The most significant experiment 
in transferring authority from 
the state to an international 
organization is the European 
Union. The EU, which originally 
emerged as a way to facilitate 
trade in order to inhibit war, 
has gained increased political 
influence through its unelect-
ed, bureaucratic institutions 
that regulate the movement 
of money, goods, and people 
across member-states’ territori-
al boundaries. This experiment 
in “pooled sovereignty,” to use a 
term coined by Henry Kissinger, 
has brought about significant 
social and economic integration, 
but the effort to circumscribe 
the state has begun to backfire. 

The EU project currently faces 
a number of major problems. 

First, there is a growing concern 
that the EU institutions are un-
democratic and do not represent 
the values of citizens. Second, 
EU institutions have been un-
able to adequately address and 
resolve major economic and 
social problems, including per-
sistent high unemployment in 
the region, significant economic 
inequalities between northern 
and southern states, and major 
financial problems in Greece, 
Italy, and Spain. Third, the ex-
plosive migration of refugees 
from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, 
and elsewhere into prosperous 
European countries threatens 
the open immigration system 
established by the EU. Finally, 
the recent decision by Britain 
to exit the EU (Brexit) further 
undermines confidence in the 
ongoing efficacy of the suprana-
tional European project. 

Third, identity politics can 
also impair the solidarity of 
nation-states. Fundamentally, 
identity politics seeks to cele-
brate a group’s religion, ethnic-
ity, gender, or related attribute. 

Such politics may be appropri-
ate as means of overcoming 
persistent discrimination. But 
when it becomes institutional-
ized, it can threaten the moral 
coherence of nations. For ex-
ample, the intractable animos-
ity between Protestants and 
Roman Catholics in Northern 
Ireland and the deep dis-
trust between Sunni and Shia 
Muslims in Iraq illustrate the 
dangers of a politics rooted 
in identity. Similarly, the po-
litical divisions among tribes 
and clans in African countries 
also illuminate the challenges 
of building peaceful, coherent 
communities when particular 
political and cultural identities 
predominate. 

Finally, the emergence of 
concepts like diversity and 
multiculturalism, which are 
widespread among educated 
Western publics, can also pose 
a threat to communal solidarity. 
The problem with such con-
cepts is that, by celebrating the 
unique attributes of a group’s 
gender, religion, ethnicity, and 
culture, they impair commu-
nal solidarity and become a 
source of conflict and division. 
At a fundamental level, the no-
tions of multiculturalism and 
diversity capture the need to 
acknowledge and accept the 
variety of people’s diverse cul-
tural backgrounds and different 
ethnicities and religions. In a 
democratic society, what mat-
ters is the fundamental equality 
and dignity of persons, not their 
religion, ethnicity, or culture. 
Thus, when multiculturalism is 
used to celebrate the distinctive 
features of particular groups 
and cultures, it can undermine 
the unity of a community. When 
the notion of multicultural-
ism first emerged in the l980s, 
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. argued 
that such a belief was a threat to 
a democratic nation because it 
elevated cultural diversity above 

Desolation from The Course of Empire, by Thomas Cole, 1836. New-York Historical 
Society. Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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communal solidarity.7 In his 
view, the U.S. motto—e pluribus 
unum (from many into one)—
captured the correct balance 
between plurality and unity. It 
did so by emphasizing the need 
to move from diversity to soli-
darity, from plurality to unity. 
The problem, then, with multi-
culturalism and diversity is that 
they can undermine the moral 
coherence of community. When 
used to describe the plurality of 
cultures, religions, and ethnic-
ities, such concepts are useful 
because they acknowledge the 
diversity of God’s world. But as 
an ideology, they can undermine 
the fundamental moral imper-
ative of proclaiming human 
equality. 

THE CHRISTIAN FAITH & THE 
NATION-STATE
How should Christians view 
the nation-state? Is the glob-
al system of states consistent 
with a Christian worldview? 
Although the Bible does not pro-
vide guidelines for how states or 
the world should be organized, 
it provides general principles to 
structure moral reasoning on 
public affairs. This journal’s re-
cent foreign policy declaration, 
in its summer 2016 issue, bears 
importantly on these questions, 
and I will continue along its 
trajectory. To begin with, God 
has instituted government to 
provide social order within hu-
man communities. From a bib-
lical perspective, government 
is divinely ordained in order to 
promote domestic peace and 
foster communal justice. The 
state is not simply a human con-
struct but an institution rooted 
in God’s fundamental created 
order. In Romans, Paul writes 
that persons should be “subject 
to the governing authorities. For 
there is no authority except from 
God” (Rom. 13:1). And the writ-
er of 1 Peter declares: “Be sub-
ject for the Lord’s sake to every 

human institution, whether it 
be the emperor as supreme, or 
to governors as sent by him to 
punish those who do wrong and 
praise those who do right” (l Pet. 
2:13-14). Christian philosopher 
Nicholas Wolterstorff argues, 
based on a careful review of 
Scripture, that government is 
divinely instituted “as part of 
God’s providential care for his 
human creatures.”8 

Although the dominant political 
community in the world today 
is the nation-state, the Bible 
does not specify what type of 
political organization should be 
normative. Scripture neverthe-
less provides a number of basic 
principles that can guide polit-
ical reflection about states and 
the international community. 
Some of the most important in-
sights about social and political 
life come from Christian anthro-
pology. From a Christian per-
spective, human nature involves 
two dimensions—the dignity of 
persons and the universality 
and persistence of sin. Because 
human beings bear God’s image, 
they are worthy of respect and 
are entitled to dignity. Although 
people differ in their capabilities 
and resources, they are funda-
mentally equal, regardless of 
gender, income, social class, or 
education. Given the inherent 
worth of persons, political theo-
rist Glen Tinder argues that the 
“idea of the exalted individual” 
is one of the most important 
elements of Christian politi-
cal thought.9 It is an important 
belief, he suggests, because it 
provides the justification for 
human freedom and the claim 
of individual rights. Thus, since 
people matter, a state’s legitima-
cy will depend in part on how 
well it protects human dignity 
and secures human rights.

A second dimension of Christian 
anthropology is the totality 
and universality of human sin. 

According to Scripture, the cor-
ruption of humans is total, af-
fecting all people and all of a 
person’s being. Since sin taints 
reason, human judgments are 
necessarily imperfect and pro-
vide at best a proximate guide 
to ethical action. This does 
not mean that morality can-
not contribute to justice but 
only that human actions will al-
ways be subject to partiality and 
self-interest. One of Reinhold 
Niebuhr’s most lasting contri-
butions to Christian political 
ethics was his belief that moral 
ideals and progressive ideolo-
gies could never fully overcome 
the pride and self-interest as-
sociated with individual and 
collective action. Modesty and 
humility were therefore essen-
tial in pursuing morally inspired 
political initiatives. 

Since a Christian view of human 
nature acknowledges both the 
inherent dignity of persons and 
the pervasive nature of sin, the 
challenge in state building is 
how to devise a government that 
governs effectively yet remains 
accountable to its citizens. 
James Madison, whose views of 
government were deeply influ-
ence by Christian assumptions 
of human nature, describes the 
central challenge of state build-
ing in “The Federalist No. 51” as 
follows: the great challenge in 
creating an effective state is “you 
must first enable the govern-
ment to control the governed; 
and in the next place oblige it to 
control itself.” Fundamentally, 
then, a Christian view of the 
state will necessarily call for a 
government that is both capa-
ble and beneficent, strong and 
good. Government must have 
the coercive power to ensure ac-
countability for wrongdoing and 
to advance communal wellbeing. 
But government must also be 
self-limiting in order to remain 
subject to the law. 
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Since the protection of human 
dignity is fundamental, a con-
stitutional democracy based 
on principles of popular sov-
ereignty, limited government, 
rule of law, and consent has 
considerable advantages over 
other forms of government. This 
is so because a constitutional 
regime is more likely to advance 
and protect human dignity than 
a dictatorship. To be sure, de-
mocracy is not a perfect system. 
As Winston Churchill noted in a 
speech to the British Parliament 
in 1947, democracy was the 
worst form of government ex-
cept for its alternatives. In his 
wise reflection on democracy ti-
tled The Children of Light & the 
Children of Darkness, Reinhold 
Niebuhr makes a compelling 
case for such government, ob-
serving that “man’s capacity 
for justice makes democracy 
possible, but man’s inclination 
to injustice makes democracy 
necessary.”10 

Since God’s love is universal and 
impartial, how should love of 
one’s nation be reconciled with 
the love of strangers from for-
eign nations? When love of one’s 
nation—nationalism—becomes 
excessive and disregards the 

interests of those beyond one’s 
territorial boundaries, it can 
foster inequality and injustice. 
Since social bonds contribute to 
human wellbeing, nationalism is 
desirable when it fosters social 
trust and communal solidarity 
and when citizens contribute 
to the common good of the na-
tion. But when nationalism be-
comes the highest good, it can 
hinder the development of just 
relationships within the country 
and impair peaceful, stable re-
lations with other peoples. For 
Christians, defining the scope of 
legitimate nationalism is there-
fore a challenging task—one 
that involves allocating commit-
ments to the church, one’s na-
tion, and the world itself. While 
allegiance to God is absolute, it 
is not always clear how to appro-
priate the claims to each tem-
poral community. The divine 
command to give to Caesar the 
things that are Caesar’s and to 
God the things that are God’s is 
fundamental. But this principle 
does not solve the problem of 
how to appropriate satisfactorily 
the demands among competing 
loyalties. This is especially the 
case in defining legitimate alle-
giances to the nation and to the 
international community. 

In light of the above, how 
should Christians regard the 
international system based on 
nation-states? Historically, the 
Roman Catholic Church sup-
ported a universalist concept of 
the world, one that went back to 
Constantine and the fusion of 
religious and imperial authori-
ty. Thus, when the nation-state 
emerged in the mid-seventeenth 
century, the Vatican strong-
ly condemned the rise of sov-
ereignty and the fracturing of 
global society. The Protestant 
Church, by contrast, supported 
this development since it pro-
vided a way of ending religious 
wars that had decimated Central 
Europe. Despite Catholic oppo-
sition to sovereign states, the 
nation-state became institu-
tionalized and widely accepted 
in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries and now provides the 
political foundation for the in-
ternational community. 

Two divergent perspectives—
globalism and nationalism—
nonetheless still continue to 
influence how religious elites 
think about global order. For 
some Christians, the universal-
ist message that the Church is 
a global community where all 
believers are “one in Christ” 
encourages them to support a 
cosmopolitan global society. 
A cosmopolitan world is one 
where people are viewed as “cit-
izens of the world” rather than 
citizens of specific nation-states. 
In such a world, people’s wellbe-
ing takes moral precedence over 
the interests of states. For glo-
balists, the hope for building a 
more coherent, peaceful world is 
a task that will necessarily entail 
building stronger transnational 
bonds through civil society or-
ganizations and transnational 
associations. 

For other Christians, the decen-
tralized system of nation-states 
is not only morally legitimate 
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but is also preferable to its al-
ternative. Although a fractured 
system presents a number of 
challenges in maintaining peace 
and fostering international jus-
tice, the state system provides a 
means of nurturing social soli-
darity within political communi-
ties, fostering accountability be-
tween people and government, 
and sustaining a tolerable order 
through the balance of power 
among states. Those who defend 
the existing communitarian sys-
tem rightly claim that people 
achieve their human fulfillment 
through participation in proxi-
mate communities, including 
friends, families, churches, as-
sociations, neighborhoods, cit-
ies, and states. Social bonds are 
not created and sustained with 
abstract promises but through 
tangible behaviors that mani-
fest love and solidarity. We can 
dream of a better, more cohesive 
global order, but in the mean-
time, sovereign governments 
must carry out the responsi-
bilities of maintaining order 
and securing fundamental free-
doms. I have argued elsewhere 
that, in addressing international 
migration concerns, a commu-
nitarian perspective offers a 
morally preferable approach to 
a cosmopolitan perspective.11 
Jonathan Haidt, a psychologist, 
has similarly suggested that a 
nationalist perspective is prefer-
able to globalism in understand-
ing contemporary challenges in 
world politics.12

Christians can hope for a more 
coherent world, but the present 
challenge is how to strengthen 
world order to ensure peace and 
prosperity within and among 
nations. Since any effort to 
strengthen contemporary world 
order must build on existing 
political institutions, not the 
dreams of a future internation-
al community, the task at hand 
is how to strengthen fragile 
states and how to assist others 

in fulfilling their responsibilities 
toward their own people and to 
the international community 
itself. Thus, the task of renew-
ing world order will necessarily 
entail nation-states.

THE RENEWAL OF 
NATION-STATES
In view of the legal and moral 
legitimacy of nation-states, how 
should developed democracies 
help foster a more stable and 
humane global order? More 
specifically, how can major pow-
ers contribute to strengthening 
fragile states and improving 
the human rights capabilities 
of others? 

The process of developing and 
sustaining capable nation-states 
involves two distinct tasks—
state-building and nation-build-
ing. The first involves building 
governmental institutions re-
quired to make, change, and 
enforce rules within its territo-
rial boundaries. State building 
involves the creation of institu-
tions that are both effective and 
legitimate—that is, they have the 
capacity to carry out assigned 
tasks and have the support of 
the people. This endeavor en-
tails creating values and institu-
tions that enable a government 
to function. Historically, moral 
ideals and political concepts 
like individual rights, religious 
freedom, self-determination, 
and free elections have provided 
the foundation for democratic 
systems. This is followed by the 
creation of institutions, such as 
independent courts, represen-
tative legislatures, and elected 
executives. 

The second task—nation-build-
ing—involves nurturing a peo-
ple with shared political ide-
als and common aspirations. 
Given the dynamic nature of 
nationality, developing and sus-
taining a national identity is 

a difficult and never-ending 
quest. How individuals become 
a nation who shares political 
ideals typically presupposes a 
people with a similar language, 
a common culture, and shared 
history. Without a binding com-
mitment toward a communi-
ty, there can be no nation—no 
sense of a “we,” to differentiate 
from “them.” 

This task, a far more difficult 
one than state-building, is chief-
ly an indigenous process that 
proceeds slowly through time. 
Historically, states preceded the 
creation of nations. Typically, 
political leaders with access to 
military force established con-
trol over a specified territory, 
and in time people within that 
territory developed common 
values and a shared political 
identity. In the early twentieth 
century, President Woodrow 
Wilson challenged this tradi-
tional process by proclaiming 
the inherent right of a people 
(nation) to pursue political 
self-determination. In time, the 
claim of political self-determi-
nation was accepted as a central 
premise of the contemporary 

Providence_fall16_beta.indd   30 11/29/16   8:26 AM



31

international system. Despite 
its broad support, this claim 
poses a threat to existing states 
composed of different national 
groups, tribes, clans, and reli-
gions. The dismemberment of 
the former Yugoslavia in the 
1990s resulted when its di-
verse peoples—Serbs, Croats, 
Muslims, and others—demand-
ed self-determination. It is also 
the ongoing tension within Iraq 
between different Islamic sects 
and also between Arabs and 
Kurds. 

Although scholars have sought 
to understand the process by 
which capable democratic states 
develop, the subject remains 
pretty much a blank slate. As 
Francis Fukuyama has noted, 
our knowledge of how to cre-
ate “self-sustaining indigenous 
institutions” is limited.13 What 
is clear is that national iden-
tity is not fixed but evolves as 
ideas shift and living patterns 
change. Similarly, the creation 
and sustenance of institutions 
is similarly dynamic, subject to 
both development and decay. 

In the mid-1970s, some com-
mentators worried that Britain’s 
institutions would be unable 
to resolve the country’s major 
social economic problems. But 
once Margaret Thatcher became 
prime minister, she reinvigo-
rated the country’s institutions, 
resulting in a renewed confi-
dence in the state. The economic 
and social transformation of 
Singapore—essentially a small 
territory, much of it swamp-
land—similarly attests to the 
importance of skilled political 
leadership and accountable in-
stitutions. Despite its multi-eth-
nic composition and lack of nat-
ural resources, Singapore has 
become one of the most modern 
and effective nation-states. To 
be sure, Singapore lacks some 
of the liberties associated with 
modern democracies, but its 
strong and accountable insti-
tutions have brought about im-
pressive social, educational, and 
economic outcomes.

U.S. FOREIGN POLICY 
IMPLICATIONS
How should the United States 
respond to the wars, terrorism, 
and ethno-religious disputes 
undermining states in many 
regions of the world? First, 
the United States should resist 
the temptation of healing frac-
tured nations. Nation-building 
in deeply divided territories is 
too complex to be undertaken 
by external forces. The United 
States should help and advise 
governments on how to foster 
inclusive, pluralistic politics, but 
such a task cannot be undertak-
en in a short period of time. To 
nurture pluralism and toleration 
within society requires time, 
education, and the adoption of 
modern, instrumental values. It 
is chiefly an indigenous process.

Second, the United States 
should provide limited assis-
tance in state-building. Such aid 

should help fragile, legitimate 
governments with strengthening 
their political organizations and 
mediating institutions, such as 
labor unions, professional asso-
ciations, religious organizations, 
business enterprises, and educa-
tional institutions. Since strong 
states depend on a vibrant civil 
society, external assistance can 
help strengthen non-govern-
mental organizations that serve 
important social and economic 
sectors of society. 

Third, the United States should 
support domestic democratic 
initiatives where they exist, but 
it should be reluctant to carry 
out democratizing programs in 
deeply fractured communities or 
countries with underdeveloped 
political parties and weak medi-
ating institutions. As Dankwart 
Rustow noted long ago, the first 
step in developing a democratic 
society is the creation of na-
tional unity.14 Without a strong 
sense of communal solidarity, 
the competition and conflict 
endemic in democracy will de-
stroy the very community it 
seeks to serve. In short, human 
rights and individual liberties 
are important, but without com-
munal order, advancing human 
liberties is impossible. Order is 
the precondition for developing 
democratic institutions.

Fourth, the United States should 
provide foreign aid to fragile 
nations. Given the pervasive 
nature of corruption in modern-
izing societies, such aid should 
be conditional on the mainte-
nance of robust accountability 
procedures. Most assistance 
should be allocated to non-gov-
ernmental organizations to meet 
basic educational, health, and 
socio-economic needs. From 
a democratic perspective, the 
strengthening of civil society 
is indispensable in fostering 
socio-economic development. 
In order for external aid to 
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contribute to sustainable de-
velopment, however, two con-
ditions are necessary: first, the 
foreign aid initiatives must have 
strong indigenous support and 
leadership, and second, such aid 
should involve robust financial 
accountability. 

Fifth, the United States must 
continue its military campaign 
against terrorist networks 
that are undermining the na-
tion-state. In particular, the 
U.S. needs to intensify its mil-
itary campaign against radical 
Islamic movements and jihadist 
networks. To date, the greatest 
threat from Islamic radicals has 
been focused on Middle Eastern 
societies. But the growth and 
institutionalization of Islamic 
radicalism throughout the 
world has spawned many dif-
ferent jihadist groups. Such 
terrorist groups have already 
inflicted significant harm in the 
United States, Belgium, France, 
Germany, and Spain. Arguably, 
the most dangerous develop-
ment has been the rise of the 
Islamic State, which influences 
large areas of Syria and Iraq 
and parts of Yemen and Libya. 
At the time of this writing, IS 
maintains two urban strong-
holds—Raqqa and, though this 
likely isn’t the case for much 
longer, Mosul. If the spread of 
radicalism in the West is to be 
halted, the United States must 
defeat IS.

Finally, the United States needs 
to devise a strategy for strength-
ening world order. Such a strat-
egy would make the renewal of 
fragile or failed states a priority. 
The current national security 
strategy, set forth by the Obama 
administration in February 
2015, addresses a number of de-
velopments that are impairing 
contemporary nation-states.15 
But the strategy outlined in the 
document provides a broad list 
of goals but fails to prioritize 

them. Obama identifies a wide 
range of concerns, including 
nonproliferation, regional se-
curity, economic prosperity, 
trade, climate change, cyber 
security, and global health, but 
there is no coherent strategy 
to advance global order. The 
strategy emphasizes the role 
of multilateralism in pursuing 
global goods. However, little 
attention is paid to the danger 
arising from fragile states. If 
global order is important to 
the wellbeing and security of 
the American people, the next 
administration must devise a 
more compelling strategy that 
focuses on world order based 
on the renewal of nation-states. 

In sum, I have argued that 
strong, good states are essen-
tial in sustaining human rights 
and prosperity. Although the 
UN global order has no central 
authority to resolve conflict, 
the Westphalian system of sov-
ereign states has considerable 
advantages over a weak, dif-
fuse international community of 
transnational networks, global 
associations, and international 
governmental organizations. 
To be sure, the existing order 
allows significant inequalities 
in power and wealth, but when 
states are governed effectively 
they can contribute to domestic 
order and economic prosperity, 
inhibiting international tyranny. 
To advance the global common 
good, major powers must be 
powerful and liberal—that is, ca-
pable of influencing other states 
and democratic in order to fos-
ter responsible domestic and 
international behaviors. There is 
no guarantee that human rights, 
prosperity, and peace will be 
advanced in global society. But 
if nation-states are important 
in securing such global goods, 
the United States should make 
the renewal of nation-states a 
priority so that a more stable 
global order can be achieved. 

Mark Amstutz, a political 
science professor at Wheaton 
College, is the author of the re-
cent Evangelicals and American 
Foreign Policy and the forthcom-
ing Just Immigration: American 
Policy in Christian Perspective.
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