Nation-state frame is constitutively exclusive – teaches us to look the other way in the face of global inequity
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A clear distinction must be made, therefore, between the reality  of  social inequality and the political  problem of social inequality. National boundaries draw a sharp distinction between politically relevant and irrelevant inequality. Inequalities within national societies are enormously magnified in perception; at the same time inequalities between national societies are faded out. The ‘legitimation’ of global inequalities is based on an institutionalised ‘looking the other way’. The national gaze is ‘freed’ from looking at the misery of the world. It operates by way of a double exclusion: it excludes the excluded. And the social science of inequality, which equates inequality with nation-state inequal-ity, is unreflectively party to that. It is indeed astonishing how firmly global inequalities are ‘legitimated’ on the basis of tacit agreement between nation-state government and nation-state sociology – a sociology programmed to work on a nation-state basis and claiming to be value-free! My point is that while the performance principle legitimates national in-equality, the nation-state principle legitimates global inequality (in another form). How? The inequalities between countries, regions and states are ac-counted politically incomparable. In a perspective bounded by the nation state, politically relevant comparisons can only be played out within the nation state, never between states. Such comparisons, which make inequality politically ex-plosive, assume national norms of equality. Yet that is precisely what the national gaze fades out: the more norms of equality spread worldwide, the more global inequality is stripped of the legiti-mation basis of institutionalised looking away. The wealthy democracies carry the banner of human rights to the furthest corners of the earth, without noticing that the national border defences, with which they want to repel the streams of migrants, thereby lose their legitimation. Many migrants take seriously the pro-claimed human right of equality of mobility and encounter countries and states which – not least under the impact of increasing internal inequalities – want the norm of equality to stop short at their fortified borders. Put in other words, the conception of social class, based on principles of nationality and statehood, mis-leads analysis. Most theorists of class, including Bourdieu (1984), who thought so extensively about globalisation in his final years, identify class society with the nation state. The same is true of Wallerstein (1974, 1980, 1989), Goldthorpe (2002) and, incidentally, also of my individualisation thesis.
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