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For anything that it might be thought the state ought to be doing, there is the matter of for
whom, to whom, or among whom it ought to be doing that thing. In other words, if the state
has moral obligations, it has those obligations to some individuals and not others. I argue that
there is no way to determine whom those individuals are other than by thinking about how the
state could have arisen out of a state of nature. There is no set of individuals who, due to their
intrinsic nature, are the sole proper objects of the state’s moral obligations. What makes
someone an object of the state’s obligations is that that individual engages in the kind of
activity out of which the state might have arisen. State of nature thought experiments are our
way of determining what kind of activity that is.

I argue, further, that when it comes to determining the objects of individuals’ obligations there
is no need to engage in this kind of thought experiment. So my initial thesis supports a radical
additional thesis about the separateness of morality and political philosophy. Facts about
political philosophy are only derivatively true; they’re true in virtue of following from some
more fundamental truth about how the state could have arisen out of a state of nature. Most of
the interesting facts about morality, by contrast, are non-derivatively true.
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