
 

 

The Cultural Foundation of a Collective Right to Self-Determination  
 

The collective right to self-determination refers to a group having a right to govern itself more 

independently. Self-determination in the weak sense, refers to a group being entitled to more 

political autonomy within a larger state. In the strong sense, it refers to a group having a right to 

their own state or perhaps having a right to secede. This paper looks at what could potentially 

justify a group having a collective right to self-determination in the weaker sense of being entitled 

to more political autonomy on the basis of shared culture.  

 

Some arguments for why a group may be entitled to having a weak collective right to self-

determination include the idea that self-determination is required for protecting an interest in 

individual autonomy (Philpott 1995), political freedom (Stilz 2016) or national culture (Miller 1997). 

In this paper, I consider a justification which is understood to be another national culture account, 

but which I will argue does not require the culture to be a national culture, and therefore justifies 

a broader range of groups holding such a right (not only national groups).  

 

The argument presented by Avishai Margalit and Joseph Raz in “National Self-Determination” 

(1990) suggests that the case for groups having a right to self-determination is based upon the 

value of “encompassing groups”. These are pre-political groups which share, among other things, 

“a common character and common culture that encompass many, varied and important aspects 

of life, a culture that defines or marks a variety of forms or styles of life, types of activities, 

occupations, pursuits, and relationships” These groups are valuable to individuals because 

“people’s sense of their own identity is bound up with their sense of belonging to encompassing 

groups”. There groups need not be bound by a common nationality. I argue that smaller, regional 

groups may qualify under Margalit and Raz’ account, and that they should.  

 

One implication of taking this account on board is that it provides a justification for encompassing 

groups holding a right to self-determination within state borders. If that is true then self-

determination may limit internal freedom of movement, in cases where an encompassing group 

finds that migration from other communities may endanger that group’s common culture. This 

would provide a wider range of cases where freedom of movement may be limited on the basis 

of culture as smaller encompassing groups may have a stronger case for limiting movement then 

for example a state which wishes to limit movement due to fears about migration diluting national 

cultures.  


