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ABSTRACT 

 

GLOBAL JUSTICE UNBOUNDED:  

SOCIAL CONNECTION THROUGH MUTUAL FLOURISHING 

 

Maria Christina Storfa       Advisor: 

University of Guelph, 2021       Prof. Monique Deveaux 

 

This thesis argues that dominant approaches to global justice are limited by underlying social 

ontologies centred on the bounded, discrete individual as the paradigm for persons, nations, states, 

and other communities. In Chapter 1, we see this relationship between justice and social ontology 

play out in the nationalisms of Michael Walzer and David Miller. In Chapter 2, we see it also holds 

true in characterizing statist approaches to global justice — both in the strong forms postulated by 

Michael Blake and Thomas Nagel as well as in the moderate internationalist versions of Mathias 

Risse and Andrea Sangiovanni. Cosmopolitanism, as I show in Chapter 3, is limited in many of the 

same ways, as our analysis of Charles Beitz, Darrel Moellendorf, and Thomas Pogge demonstrates. 

As a corrective to these approaches, in Chapter 4 appeals to Iris Marion Young’s social connection 

model as a general framework to conceive of a relational approach to global justice. Building on 

Young’s model and work by feminist care theorists — such as Virginia Held, Eva Kittay, Christine 

Koggel, and Fiona Robinson — Chapter 5 shows how a relational social ontology could enable 

normative theorists to rethink global justice along relational lines. Drawing on Martha Nussbaum’s 

capabilities approach and Axel Honneth’s recognition theory, I show how a relational approach to 

global justice enables us to orient our policymaking towards mutual human flourishing in ways that 

mainstream theories of global justice cannot.  
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0. Introduction  

When I was a kid, I grew up in two very different worlds.  

For most of the year, I lived in Austria’s capital, Vienna. Before I was born, my family had 

relocated to my father’s homeland in the early 80’s after spending years living in South America and 

Eastern Europe. We lived a very comfortable and secure life in Austria, so much so my parents sent 

me to a private school in the heart of downtown Vienna. Having served as the old residence of 

Empress Maria Theresia, the school grounds were quite extravagant: they included basketball, tennis, 

and volleyball courts, soccer fields, running tracks, enclosed pools, underground gyms, and a private 

forest where we played hide and seek. As kids, we took most of these luxuries for granted. It was 

our normal, one in which the needs and destitution of others in less fortunate circumstances did not 

often register. 

But my summers exposed me to a very different world. My mother would take my brother 

and me to visit her family in Ecuador for months at a time. I always remember my mother buying an 

array of things in Vienna to be given away upon our arrival in Quito: clothes, shoes, laundry 

detergents, backpacks, pens, crayons, teas, chocolates, spices, and medicines. Our bags were always 

stuffed to the brim with gifts. I also remember my father watching her pack in disapproval. He never 

travelled with us and resented my mother for taking us to what he called that ‘chaotic,’ ‘backward,’ 

and ‘savage’ country. His thinking was clear: this, here was ‘us’ and that, there was ‘them.’  

We mostly stayed at my grandparents’ house in Quito. Certain memories of my time there 

often return to me as an adult working on philosophical problems of global justice. I remember my 

grandfather filling his pockets with coins every time before leaving the house because he liked to 

have one for every beggar on the street. He would always apologize to each of them for not having 

more to give. There was also a busy intersection close to our home where he would buy fruits and 

vegetables from indigenous women while their young children slept on cardboard cots between the 

traffic lanes.   

In spite of the way that my grandfather always tried to bring the less fortunate close to him, 

things looked rather different in my grandparents’ home. I remember the young women who would 

work at my grandparents’ house for a meager salary. They would clean every corner of the house, 

make our beds, wash and iron our laundry, prepare our meals, water the plants, rake the garden, and 

polish the silver. Most mornings, I still remember the scrambled eggs with bacon and toast awaiting 

me at the breakfast table. But I do not remember ever once sharing a meal with any of these women. 
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They were to eat at their own table, to use their own washroom, to enter through the back door: 

there was a clear hierarchy and separation in place. It was clear that these things were not to be 

questioned.  

But I was starting to do just that: as I grew older, vague unsettled feelings about my contrasting 

experiences and the relationships and ties that were being formed between and within these opposite 

worlds were gradually being converted into explicit, critical questions about the nature of justice 

especially on a global scale. As I began to articulate these questions, it became evident that many 

others around me felt they already had clear and obvious answers. Some general lines of consensus 

about the nature of justice started to come into view:  

 

1) Justice was charity. It meant buying ‘gifts’ and giving them away. It meant getting and 

keeping enough coins in one’s pocket so one could give to others in the first place. 

2) Justice was distribution. It meant the exchange or transfer of some measurable, calculable, 

quantifiable, or allocatable good (i.e., clothes, pens, edibles, and so on). It meant distributing 

the coins in my grandfather’s pocket fairly. 

3) Justice was meant for one’s own kind: one’s family or compatriots. It was determined by 

one’s cultural or political proximity or distance. It had clear limits and boundaries that 

demarked those on the inside and those on the outside. As my father used to say: this, here 

is ‘us’ and that, there was ‘them,’ and justice is for us and not them.   

 

After having spent most of my adult life pursuing philosophical issues of justice in general (and of 

global justice in particular), I have come to realize that many such ‘everyday’ intuitions about justice 

are explicitly or implicitly at work in today’s dominant theories of global justice.  

Many of those intuitions, I have found, are underwritten by certain views about human beings 

and other edifices of human reality: that is to say, by certain pervasive but not always apparent social 

ontologies. Such ontological commitments seem to consistently and powerfully influence, if not 

determine, their attendant normative frameworks. For instance, within the global justice debate we 

often find some of the following ontological assumptions at work:  

 

1) A view of the individual as an autonomous self, who is self-determining, self-governing, self-

sufficient, and independent.  
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2) A view of the principal cultural or political unit (i.e., the nation or the state) as internally and 

externally sovereign (i.e., the projection of autonomy onto the cultural/political community).  

3) A view of the principal ontological units (i.e., the individual, the nation, the state, etc.) as 

bounded and self-contained. In other words, there are always clear boundaries - political, 

cultural, geographical, or biological - that clearly demarcate insiders and outsiders.  

4) A view of social relations as static and inert (and thus as episodic and ‘frozen in time’ as it 

were). 

5) A view of the constitutive elements of justice as measurable, calculable, quantifiable, 

dividable, separable, transferrable, or exchangeable.  

6) A view of human flourishing as something achievable by separate individuals, thus tolerating 

asymmetries between individuals and groups. 

 

Such predominant views about human beings and reality, in turn, seem to consistently and habitually 

accommodate a set of normative commitments: 

 

1) That it is good and right that principles of social (i.e., distributive) justice apply solely to 

members of a culturally peculiar normative community (i.e., the nation). 

2) That it is good and right that principles of social justice apply solely to members of a 

politically peculiar normative community (i.e., the state). 

3) That it is good and right that minimum principles of justice (i.e., humanitarian assistance, 

etc.) apply to the rest of humanity.  

4) Or, that it is good and right that principles of social justice apply to members of the global 

order.  

5) Or, that it is good and right that the global North (‘us’) fosters better institutions in the 

global South (‘them’). 

6) That it is good and right that we measure, quantify, count, and balance measures of justice 

(as in there is a clear inception and expiration date, limit, or threshold to the provision of 

justice).  

 

Insofar as ontological views shape normative ones, and normative views shape action, we should be 

concerned whether some of the prevailing and habitual ways of thinking about human beings (and 

the being of human reality) might limit our sense of just concrete responses to the many and urgent 
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problems facing us globally. If this is true to even a modest extent, the practical stakes are quite high 

for getting the theory right.1 Thus, to put it differently, unreflective norms and ontological views 

may impoverish not only our ways of thinking but our ways of doing responsibility and 

accountability and fail to reckon with our collectivity and community, interdependence and 

interconnectedness, boundedness and un-boundedness, and so on. 

  This project is in many ways a working out and coming to terms with these intuitions. But 

my purpose here is not to dismiss or invalidate these prevalent ontological and normative statements 

wholesale. Rather, the point is to remain focused on the question of what an adequate social 

ontology looks like and then on the question of what normative positions adequately reflect or 

respond to it. An adequate answer to the first is one, we will argue, that takes seriously the radical 

interconnectedness of human beings and the relational ontology this requires.  

Among the most powerful ways of testifying to this interconnectedness and the need for an 

adequate ontological and normative framework is by considering the pervasive impacts - both 

potential and already-occurring - of climate change. The environmental philosopher Stephen 

Gardiner aptly describes climate change as the “perfect moral storm” for ethical action as it 

combines three profoundly problematic factors - namely, the global, intergenerational, and 

theoretical. It is the nature of this multifaceted challenge posed by climate change which “casts 

doubt on the adequacy of our existing institutions, and our moral and political theories.”2 (xii). As 

Gardiner puts it in A Perfect Moral Storm, a full and truly meaningful response to climate change 

requires, “deep work in moral and political philosophy, since one basic component of the challenge 

is our lack of robust theory in many of the key areas, such as intergenerational ethics, international 

justice, environmental philosophy and scientific uncertainty.”3  

Gardiner’s comments are instructive for a couple of reasons. First, we should note that we 

have reached a point in history where we can no longer think about global injustices such as extreme 

poverty and inequality without also thinking about the unfolding climate catastrophe. This is the 

“deep work” we need, i.e., that which does not treat something like poverty in isolation from climate 

change as though in reality they lived in separate silos. To substantiate the importance of such a 

 
1 To fully grasp how theory shapes practice, consider the way that politicians, bureaucrats, or analysts conceive of, 
implement, and build domestic, international, or supra-national policy and institutions (and other executive and 
legislative mechanisms of governance and accountability) is of great consequence to the lived reality of people around 
the world. 
2 Stephen Mark Gardiner, A Perfect Moral Storm: The Ethical Tragedy of Climate Change, Environmental Ethics and Science 
Policy Series (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), xii. 
3 Gardiner, A Perfect Moral Storm, 399. 
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stance, consider that the World Bank reports in its poverty overview that climate change (and 

conflicts) has slowed poverty reduction progress.4 Thus, as the theorist Timothy Morton has put it, 

climate change is a “hyperobject.”5 While he means it is a “conceptual fact so large and complex”6 

that it is hard to fully comprehend, I also take it to mean it is a fact so large and complex that it 

envelops everything we do, spanning over the typical silos or echo chambers in which we so often 

theorize.  

Second, it is significant that Gardiner calls for “deep work in moral and political 

philosophy,” work we purport to do in this project on global justice. Now, even though we do not 

face the exact same challenges, they are related since many of the basic conceptual components we 

contest (in/directly) impact the way we think about intergenerational, interspecies, and 

environmental ethics. Bear in mind also that Gardiner himself questions the theoretical robustness 

of “international justice.”  

0.1. Negative and Positive Theses 

We are now in a position to summarize the overall argument of this project, which has a negative 

(critical) as well as a positive (contributory) component.  

The negative part argues that what prevailing theories of global justice regard as the proper subject, 

object, and means of justice reflect underlying presumptions and priorities associated with an individualist social 

ontology. The problem with such an approach to justice and social ontology is that it warps the way we conceive of the 

human and political community; leads us to reduce social justice to distributive justice; and leads us to misperceive our 

responsibilities of justice towards near and distant others.  

The positive part argues that an adequate theory of global justice must start with a model of human 

beings as they really are: as relational and interdependent (i.e. with a relational rather than individualist social 

ontology). On this basis, we advance that the primary subject of justice is the radically open-ended and intricate web of 

human relations, which is undergirded by a deep interdependence found(ed) in our mutual flourishing. The challenge is 

to theorize global justice from the fact that the human and political community is a heterogenous and indeterminate 

connectivity; from the fact that normative and political boundaries are permanently unstable and shifting; and thus, 

from the recognition that our responsibilities of justice are in significant ways unbounded, limitless, and indeterminate. 

 
4 “Poverty: Overview,” Text/HTML, World Bank, accessed April 22, 2021, 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview. 
5 David Wallace-Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth: Life After Warming, First edition (New York: Tim Duggan Books, 2019), 
13. 
6 Wallace-Wells, 13. 
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 The overriding aim of this project is to encourage us to examine global injustices in the 

fullness of human intertwined-ness and multifaced-ness, thereby inviting us to develop an expanded 

sense of the possible ways, extents, and qualities of recognizing and responding to injustice.   

0.2. Setting the Context 

So far, we have provided one way of explaining the motivating context for this project but there is 

another important way of doing the same. And that is to mark out some of the landscape and 

history of the debate over global justice starting with Rawls and then to anticipate the influence of 

feminist philosophers, the capabilities approach, and recognition theory have for us in relation to 

that legacy. However, before we lay out the principal coordinates of this debate and its critics, it is 

important to note that the theories we engage with is centered on Western philosophers writing on 

global justice. This Western-centric focus comes with its own sets of problems since it risks 

participating in a way of theorizing that perpetuates what postcolonial theorists have referred to as 

the “colonial matrix of power.”7 That is, these dominant theories represent “the perspective of a 

Western, white, European or European-centric elite”8 that applies its socially, culturally, and 

historically contingent convictions and values onto purportedly universal (and abstract) designs of 

global justice. The effect is that they thereby fail to acknowledge and account for a fraught history of 

imperialism and colonialism in their designs. But also, they silence and subordinate the views and 

perspectives of those who have been designated the “subject[s] of liberal [global] justice.”9 

Boaventura de Sousa Santos, for example, refers to this silencing as an act of epistemic injustice 

perpetrated by a “cognitive empire” which represses and disqualifies epistemologies (i.e., 

knowledges) of the South seeking to “represent the world as their own and in their own terms.”10 

Similarly, Arturo Escobar avers that these universal designs are nothing other than the fruits of a 

hegemonic a discourse that tries to impose “the idea of a single world, a single reality, a single form 

of the possible”11 upon the collective imaginary. In response, Escobar proposes the concept of the 

pluriverse, a space in which different realities, cosmovisions, and worlds coexist. While I do not 

directly engage with this important literature, I believe that my critique reveals and names many of 

 
7 Robin Dunford, “Toward a Decolonial Global Ethics,” Journal of Global Ethics (2017): 7.  
8 Andrew Robinson and Simon Tormey, “Resisting ‘Global Justice’: Disrupting the Colonial ‘Emancipatory’ Logic of the 
West,” Third World Quarterly 30, no. 8 (2009): 1396.  
9 Robinson and Tormey, 1396. 
10 Boaventura de Sousa Santos, The End of the Cognitive Empire: The Coming of Age of Epistemologies of the South (Durham, 
North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2018), 1.  
11 Arturo Escobar, Pluriversal Politics: The Real and the Possible (Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2020), 7. 
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the concerns that postcolonial theorists share (i.e., commitment to individualism, inability to think 

beyond the state or nation, prevalence of the distributive paradigm, etc.) by taking dominant global 

justice theorists to task on their own turf and on their own terms.  

0.2.1. Rawls’s Legacy in Theorizing (Global) Justice 

Nearly all of the contemporary debate surrounding global justice can be understood, to one degree 

or other, as stemming from or responding to John Rawls. Thus, in order to fully appreciate the 

analysis, I offer in this project, it is pivotal to lay out in broad strokes Rawls’ pivotal account of 

justice, specifically in A Theory of Justice and The Law of Peoples.  

In the acclaimed work A Theory of Justice, Rawls states that justice is “the first virtue of social 

institutions, which form the “basic structure” of society.12 In his own words: 

For us the primary subject of justice is the basic structure of society, or more exactly, 
the way in which the major social institutions distribute fundamental rights and duties 
and determine the division of advantages from social cooperation. By major institutions 
I understand the political constitution and the principal economic and social 
arrangements.13  

The reasoning behind this statement is that a society’s structure profoundly and pervasively affects 

the life prospects of individual persons, who occupy “various social positions”14 within it. 

Significantly, each social position is associated with different life expectations. These expectations, in 

turn, are determined by arbitrary “economic and social circumstances” or “starting places,” which 

are “favored” by a society’s basic structure.15 Of particular note is the following: first, our economic 

and social circumstances are morally arbitrary because they are determined by “prior distributions of 

naturals assets” which are contingent on “accident and good fortune.”16 This being so, people 

cannot be said to be deserving of their natural talents and abilities. And second, the favouring of 

certain social positions or starting places over other results in political and socio-economic 

inequalities. According to Rawls, it is the task of social justice to address these inequalities. That is, 

principles of social justice must not only assign people’s basic rights and duties but also ensure that 

the benefits and disadvantages of social cooperation are distributed fairly.   

 
12 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, Rev. ed (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), 3. 
13 Rawls, 6. 
14 Rawls, 7. 
15 Rawls, 7. 
16 Rawls, 63. 
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The question to ask then is: How do we come up with principles that are fair? For Rawls, the 

answer lies in the “familiar idea of the social contract.”17 That is, it lies in visualizing “a hypothetical 

initial situation of negotiation and choice”18 – namely, the original position – in which rational and 

self-interested persons are symmetrically placed behind a veil of ignorance. In restricting people’s 

knowledge of all kinds of life contingencies (i.e., class position or social status, natural talents or 

abilities, intelligence), Rawls aims to make possible an agreement that is not informed by personal 

bias and bargaining power. In such an initial situation thus, Rawls reasons, rational persons would 

choose the following two principles of justice:  

 

i) First Principle: “Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive total system of equal 

basic liberties compatible with a similar system of liberty for all.”19   

 

ii) Second Principle or Difference Principle: “Social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so 

that they are both (a) to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged and (b) attached to offices and 

positions open to all under conditions of fair equality of opportunity.”20  

 

Crucially, however, these principles are chosen under a weighty set of limitations: in laying out his 

theory of justice, Rawls assumes, first, that the principles of justice apply solely to a bounded basic 

structure. That is, they presuppose a self-contained and self-sufficient society. And second, he also 

assumes persons’ strict compliance. In other words, they are presumed not only to act justly but also 

to uphold just institutions.  

As we shall promptly see, these stipulations have significant consequences for the principles’ 

international/global application. In particular, if we take a society’s self-sufficiency and isolation as a 

given, we must conclude that principles of distributive justice such as the difference principle are 

inapplicable to the global realm. Indeed, Rawls reaches this very conclusion in thinking about 

international justice. In his very brief exposition on international justice in A Theory of Justice, he 

“extends” his theory to a “law of nations.” Here, principles of justice apply primarily to 

 
17 John Rawls, The Law of Peoples, 4th ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 2002), 4. 
18 Omid A Payrow Shabani and Monique Deveaux, Introduction to Social and Political Philosophy: Texts and Cases (Don Mills, 
Ontario: Oxford University Press, 2014), 250. 
19 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 220. 
20 Rawls, 72. 
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nations/states21 (as opposed to individuals) and are meant to regulate their conduct and “adjudicate 

conflicting claims among [them].”22 This being so, “the basic principle of the law of nations is a 

principle of equality … [which] is analogous to the equal rights of citizens in a constitutional 

regime.”23 Thus, in grounding his law of nations on the principle of equality, he produces a rather 

conventional and familiar sounding list of basic rights, duties, and principles, namely: the right to 

self-determination and self-defence; the duty to comply to treaties; and, the principle of just war (i.e. 

jus ad bellum and jus in bello). It should not surprise us that in listing these various rights and 

principles, Rawls steers clear of questions of distributive justice. After all, in a world of self-

contained nations, these questions are inconsequential.   

Rawls’s view that justice pertains chiefly to co-nationals, and only in a much more attenuated 

form to non-compatriots, has been hugely influential in normative global justice debates. His fullest 

account of this tiered, and nationally bounded, view of what justice demands is most fully developed 

in his work, The Law of Peoples. In it, he describes his model of international justice as an example of 

realistic utopia, in the sense that it is potentially feasible and highly desirable. In developing his 

theory, he divides it into an ideal and non-ideal part. While in the first/ideal part he extends the idea 

of the social contract in three stages, the second/non-ideal part deals with problem-ridden societies 

or peoples.  Of note here are the following factors: first, Rawls is not concerned with the well-being 

of individuals, but with the justice of peoples and societies. And second, while he speaks in A Theory 

of Justice of nations, he refers here to ‘peoples.’ Even though scholars have (rightfully) questioned this 

rather vague concept, Rawls uses it to distinguish it from “the traditional concept of states.”24 

Whereas Rawls conceives states as rational political actors in constant pursuit of their self-interests 

and power (“military, economic, and diplomatic”), he describes peoples as “reasonably just and 

decent” regimes with moral character – that is, not only do they limit their internal/external pursuits 

and interests by the reasonable, but they also act according to the principle of mutual respect and 

recognition.25  

Rawls’s division into an ideal and non-ideal part is significant for the purposes of 

understanding his impact on subsequent theories of (global) justice. Indeed, one of the main take 

 
21 While Rawls speaks here of a law of nations, he uses the terms ‘nation’ and ‘state’ interchangeably. Thus, it is unclear 
whether he distinguishes between the two of them and whether such distinction is of importance.  
22 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 331. 
23 Rawls, 332. 
24 Rawls, The Law of Peoples, 2002, 28. 
25 Rawls, 27–28. 
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away points from Rawls’s approach is that his idealized method of determining principles of justice 

abstracts away (and thereby deviates) from the actual workings of today’s highly complex, 

interconnected and non-ideal societies - workings which might be structurally unjust, exploitative, 

coercive, oppressive, and so on. In doing so, it results in, Charles Mills warns, a “distortional 

complex of ideas, values, norms, and beliefs” - here, principles of justice - which do not adequately 

reflect or respond to the realities, “interests[,] and experiences” of the majority of (unrepresented) 

people.26 But it also results in a bounded conceptualization of justice, which, as we will see play out 

in the non-ideal part of the theory, stacks the experiment in favour of duties towards fellow citizens.   

Now, the ideal part of his theory extends the idea of the social contract in three stages. In the 

first stage, liberal democratic societies agree on how to arrange its major social institutions. As 

described in A Theory of Justice, individual representatives are placed behind a veil of ignorance so as 

to choose the principle of social justice, which then “regulate the choice of political institution and 

the main elements of the economic and social system.”27 Next, liberal peoples decide on the 

principles guiding a liberal society of democratic peoples. To do so, representatives of equal and free 

liberal societies are symmetrically placed behind an adequate veil of ignorance28 in a second original 

position. In this second hypothetical situation of negotiation, the following “familiar and traditional 

principles of justice among free and democratic peoples”29 are chosen. Rawls itemizes them as 

follows:   

1. Peoples are free and independent, and their freedom and independence are to be 

respected by other peoples.  

2. Peoples are to observe treaties and undertakings. 

3. Peoples are equal and are parties to the agreements that bind them.   

4. Peoples are to observe a duty of non-intervention. 

5. Peoples have the right of self-defence but no right to instigate war for reasons other 

than self-defence. 

6. Peoples are to honor human rights.  

7. Peoples are to observe certain specified restrictions in the conduct of war. 

 
26 Charles Mills, “‘Ideal Theory’ as Ideology,” Hypatia 20, no. 3 (Summer 2005): 172. 
27 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 2. 
28 Here, ignorance implies that the representatives of liberal peoples don’t know the size of their territory or population 
and the strength of their peoples. They only know that conditions are “reasonably favorable” and conducive to a 
democracy.  
29 Rawls, The Law of Peoples, 2002, 37. 
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8. Peoples have a duty to assist other peoples living under unfavourable conditions that 

prevent their having a just or decent political and social regime.30 

 

Finally, in the third stage, Rawls extends his theory to decent hierarchical peoples with the aim to 

form a society of well-ordered peoples. Importantly, this final stage is informed by the liberal ideal 

of toleration and respect. That is, it asks how far liberal peoples are to “tolerate” non-liberal 

peoples.31 Per Rawls, the answer lies in decent hierarchical people as they fulfill two essential criteria: 

on the one side, they are inherently non-aggressive. Specifically, they seek diplomatic solutions and 

“respect the political and social order of other societies.”32 On the other side, they secure a basic list 

of human rights, enforce “bona fide moral duties and obligations,” and guide their law by “a 

common good idea of justice.”33 However, despite satisfying these criteria, it does not mean that 

decent peoples rule out inequality within their society. In effect, basic inequalities between members 

are taken for granted. For instance, since individuals are not “regarded as free and equal” members, 

they are not seen as deserving of equal representation or equal liberty of conscience.34  

Thus, in the final stage of Rawls’s ideal theory, liberal democratic and decent hierarchical 

peoples step into a third and final original position, in which their representatives are, once again, 

equally and symmetrically situated behind a veil of ignorance in order to agree on the terms of 

cohabitation. However, because decent peoples are relatively reasonable, responsible, and respectful, 

they would, Rawls believes, agree to govern the society of well-ordered peoples by the very same 

eight principles that were previously adopted by liberal democratic peoples. 

This then brings us to the non-ideal part of Rawls’s theory, where he discusses the treatment 

of (non-compliant) outlaw states and burdened societies. As regards the former, he reveals that 

outlaw states pursue their rational (as opposed to reasonable) goals through illegitimate means such 

as war and tend to violate human rights. This explains why outlaw states must count with “severe 

sanctions” if not interventions; “the denial of economic and other assistance”; and “the refusal to 

 
30 Rawls, 37. Rawls’s rather limited list includes the following human rights: “Among the human rights are the right to 
life (to the means of subsistence and security); to liberty (to freedom from slavery, serfdom, and forced occupation, and 
to a sufficient measure of liberty and conscience to ensure freedom of religion and thought); to property (person 
property); and to formal equality as expressed by the rules of natural justice (that is, that similar cases be treated 
similarly).” Rawls, 65. 
31 Rawls, The Law of Peoples, 2002, 10. 
32 Rawls, 92. 
33 Rawls, 64–65. 
34 Rawls, 70–71. 



 

 

 

12 

 

admit regimes as members in good standing in mutual beneficial cooperative practices.”35 However, 

these measures are meant to encourage outlaw societies to gradually join the society of well-ordered 

peoples.  

Now, in comparison to outlaw states, burdened societies are “not expansive or aggressive.”36 

Instead, “they lack,” Rawls writes, “the political and cultural traditions, the human capital and know-

how, and, often, the material, and technological resources needed to be well-ordered.”37 Because of 

their “burdened” state, well-ordered societies have a duty to assist them. However, this duty does 

not entail principles of distributive justice. And the reason for this is that differing levels of wealth 

are contingent on the political culture of society. In a nutshell, it does not seem fair to tax the well-

off and wealthy with distributive measures if burdened societies are to blame for their own 

misfortune. In Rawls’s own words: 

the wealth of a people and the forms it takes lie in their political culture and in the 
religious, philosophical, and moral traditions that support the basic structure of their 
political and social institutions.38  

Thus, the purpose of assistance is not to address socio-economic inequalities between states. Rather, 

the aim or “target” is to assist burdened societies in “[realizing] and [preserving] just (or decent) 

institutions”39 which, in turn, allows them to join the society of well-ordered peoples. Reaching this 

target, however, does not mean that ‘formerly’ burdened societies have been lifted from poverty. It 

simply means they are able to “manage their affairs” reasonably well on their own – that is, it means 

they are able to be politically autonomous and self-determining. Finally, once the target has been 

reached, assistance becomes superfluous and is cut off as the justice and stability of society is 

guaranteed.   

 Having sketched out Rawls’s theory of justice, we will be better able to understand the 

underlying themes in the first three chapters of this dissertation. While chapter one does not 

explicitly engage with Rawls, its communitarian bend can be read as a response to Rawls’s political 

liberalism, which advances the conception of an unencumbered self without any regard for 

important shared and communal values. In contrast to nationalist theorists’ take on justice, chapters 

 
35 Rawls, 90–91. 
36 Rawls, 106. 
37 Rawls, 106. 
38 Rawls, 106. 
39 Rawls, 107. 
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two (statism) and three (cosmopolitanism), we will see, expand and build on Rawls’ theory in 

important ways.  

0.2.2. Feminist Theory & the Concept of Relationality 

Much of the critical work I carry out in this project is deeply indebted to feminist philosophy. While 

feminist philosophy is anything but a monolith, spans numerable traditional philosophical fields, 

waves, and traditions, I am primarily influenced by feminists working as normative and political 

theorists. In many ways, this work would not be possible without the contributions of philosophers 

such as Susan Moller Okin, Eva Federer Kittay, Virginia Held, and Christine Koggel (just to name a 

few). Each have in their own way critically questioned Rawls’s liberal conception of the self, his use 

of conceptual tools such as the original position or the veil of ignorance, and his dismissal of familial 

justice by his relegation of it to the private sphere (whereby the private-public dichotomy is 

perpetuated and reinforced). Given the central role of Rawls in the literature on (global) justice, their 

interventions can be regarded as offering important reconceptualizations, and normative alternatives 

to Rawls that compel us to think differently about matters of justice at quite fundamental levels. 

 One concept that takes centre stage in the development of my argument is the idea that 

humans are relational beings. As Martha Nussbaum elaborates in Frontiers of Justice, human beings are 

social animals whose “need and capacity, rationality and animality, are thoroughly interwoven.”40 To 

put it differently, we are “enmattered”41 or embodied beings who are “fundamentally interdependent 

and finite, or limited:”42 that is, we depend on others to survive and flourish. We spend great 

portions of our lives depending on others’ care to meet and protect our most basic needs and 

vulnerabilities as well as “for [our] sense of self and understanding of the world [we} live in.”43 The 

idea that we realize ourselves in relation with and to others, while intuitively correct and theoretically 

robust, has not been taken seriously at a radical level when it comes to ethical and political 

theorizing, especially at a global scale. The concept of the relational self stands in strong contrast to 

the model of self typically presupposed in ethical and political theorizing: one that portrays it as 

 
40 Martha Craven Nussbaum, Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership, First Harvard University Press 
paperback edition, The Tanner Lectures on Human Values (Cambridge, Massachusetts; London, England: The Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2007), 278. 
41 Nussbaum, 278. 
42 Ruth E. Groenhout, Connected Lives: Human Nature and an Ethics of Care (Lanham, Md: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 
2004), 33. 
43 Groenhout, 35. 
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fundamentally isolated, separated from others, and capable of self-governance and self-

determination.   

 In great part, the recognition of human dependency and interconnectedness is found and 

developed in care ethics. And to the extent that care ethics provides valuable insights that let us 

clearly see and work out the notion of relationality, it plays a significant role as the argument of this 

project unfolds. Indeed, its significance lies largely in the fact that care ethicists’ feminist relational 

accounts of subjectivity lay bare how “hegemonic forms of masculinity associated with radical 

individualism”44 have been constitutive of social ontologies that denigrate and devalue relations of 

interdependence and interdependency. Thus, taking as my point of departure a non-masculinist 

form of subjectivity that is centred on humans’ shared vulnerability and mutual need for care can 

help us change our perceptions of and response to interconnectedness in important ways.  

Having said that, it is important to note that this is not a work in care ethics; that is to say, I 

do not purport to advance a global ethics of care. While the scope of this introduction does not 

allow me to fully explore the challenges of globalizing care and substituting it for an ethic of justice, 

we can enumerate a few. First, in its early iterations by philosophers such as Nell Noddings and Sara 

Ruddick, care ethics focused on the primal bond between mother and child, taking the act of 

mothering as a template for caring. However, to define caring as a practice that is innate to women 

risks validating and perpetuating oppressive and patriarchal traditions. It poses this risk by 

entrenching the belief that women belong in the private sphere of care and men in the public sphere 

of justice. In general, the idea that women realize and express themselves through relations of care 

was bolstered by the empirical work of psychologist Carol Gilligan, who claimed that girls and 

women respond to moral problems and quandaries ‘in a different voice.’ However, to suggest that all 

women speak with the same (‘different’) voice provides the impetus for attributing a fixed essence to 

women, resulting (once again) in oppressive and exclusionary ways of theorizing and practicing. 

Finally, a crucial concern - especially for the prospects of globalizing care - is that care ethics focuses 

on the needs of particular others. As Held so keenly puts it, care ethics prioritizes, “compelling 

moral salience of attending to and meeting the needs of particular others for whom we take 

 
44 Fiona Robinson, The Ethics of Care: A Feminist Approach to Human Security, Global Ethics and Politics (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 2011), 35 
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responsibility.”45 The problem with such an “ethics of particularism”46 is that it seems to strain 

against the applicability of care in the global sphere at a fundamental level. 

Nonetheless, it is worth pointing out that a select number of care ethicists have made 

significant advances “towards a new understanding and application” of care “in the context of 

[domestic and] global social relations.”47 Joan Tronto, for example, argues in Moral Boundaries and 

Caring Democracy that justice and care are co-constitutive. While Tronto does not apply principles of 

care towards the global realm, Fiona Robinson and Sarah Clark Miller have offered insightful and 

constructive approaches towards globalizing care. Robinson, for instance, challenges the notion that 

‘care’ is inherently parochial in nature. Thus, she reasons in Globalizing Care that we need a “critical 

ethics of care” to contemplate and address the plethora of global issues facing us today. She writes:  

An era of globalization is indeed one that is characterized by new relationships and 
profound interdependence; it is also, however, characterized by radical differences, 
perceptions of differences that are affected by power relations, and patterns of 
exclusion. An ethics for such an era cannot remain at a distance, adopt a ‘view from 
nowhere,’ or remain behind a ‘veil of ignorance,’ viewing global actors as autonomous, 
equal participants in contractual political, economic, and moral relations. An era of 
global interdependence demands a relational ethics which places the highest value on 
the promotion, restoration, or creation of good social and personal relations and gives 
priority to the needs and concerns of ‘concrete’ rather than ‘generalizable’ others.48 

And referring specifically to her brand of critical ethics of care, she further writes:  

Thus, a critical ethics of care begins from a relational ontology; it highlights the extent to 
which people ‘live and perceive the world within social relations,’ while, at the same 
time, recognizing that people use relationships to construct and express both power and 
knowledge. This approach, like orthodox versions of feminist care ethics, values and 
promotes an understanding of morality characterized by sustained and focused moral 
attention arising out of the attachments and connections between concrete persons; 
where it differs from some accounts of the ethics of care, however, is in its explicit 
recognition ‘the potential for violent domination and inequalities in all social 
relationships.’ … An account of ethics which is based on the feminist ideas of care, but 
which also takes account of the social relations and institutional arrangements, norms, 
and structures through which perceptions of difference and moral boundaries are 

 
45 Virginia Held, The Ethics of Care: Personal, Political, and Global (Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 
2006), 10. 
46 Robinson, The Ethics of Care, 30. 
47 Fiona Robinson, Globalizing Care: Ethics, Feminist Theory, and International Relations, Feminist Theory and Politics 
(Boulder, Colo: Westview Press, 1999), 1. 
48 Robinson, 46. 
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created can serve to advance the ethics of care beyond the ‘personal’ and the ‘private’ 
and to highlight its relevance in large-scale, institutionalized, or cross-cultural contexts.49 

The gist of Robinson’s argument, with which my dissertation aligns, is that abstract and 

universalizing principles of justice are inadequate for addressing the array of issues facing today’s 

global world. Rather, what is required is an ethics that is attentive and responsive to the concrete 

experiences and contexts (i.e., social, institutional, or structural) of other persons who might be 

suffering or enduring some kind of need.   

 Clark Miller, on the other hand, goes some distance in reconceptualizing the extent and 

nature of our responsibilities of justice. In promoting a cosmopolitan theory of care (“cosmopolitan 

care”), she presses for a global duty to care, which is sensitive and responsive to the needs of 

“concrete others in their distinct cultural situations and through local understandings.”50 The duty to 

care is thus incompatible with discharging one’s duty ‘in abstracto’ as if a person’s needs existed and 

originated in a socio-cultural/political vacuum. It calls for a sharpened moral attunement and critical 

awareness for the specific circumstances of concrete persons in need, the institutionalization of 

oppressive power structures, and the caregiver’s “involvement in [the perpetuation] of such forms of 

oppression.”51 

 This coarse overview allows us to see that while our aim here is not to develop a global 

ethics of care, care might still present an important coordinate or touchstone in developing a 

relational approach to global justice. However, even if there might be good reasons for “employing 

concepts of care”52 in, first and foremost, the conceptualizations (and, in turn, realization and 

discharge) of global responsibilities of justice (that is, in a full-fledged account of global 

responsibility) I focus on thoroughly exploring the degree and extent of human relations, which, I 

argue, opens up a new “range and quality”53 for thinking responsibility (of justice) towards ‘close’ 

and ‘distant’ others. To explore the theme of human relationality and its implications for justice, I 

rely on the work of Iris Marion Young, who developed and reconceptualized the idea of social 

connection as it relates to responsibilities of/for justice. In general, Young encourages us to move 

away from traditional theories of justice, which claim “universality, comprehensiveness, and 

 
49 Robinson, 110. 
50 Sarah Clark Miller, The Ethics of Need: Agency, Dignity, and Obligation, Studies in Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 
2011), 130. 
51 Miller, 132. 
52 Sarah Clark Miller, “A Feminist Account of Global Responsibility,” Social Theory and Practice 37, no. 3 (July 2011): 412. 
53 Karen Houle, Responsibility, Complexity, and Abortion: Toward a New Image of Ethical Thought (New York, NY: Lexington 
Books, 2014), 144. 
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necessity” by abstracting from the concrete realities of social life - that is, “from [actual] social 

situations, institutions, or practices.”54 As such, Young’s social connection model invites us to 

ground our theorizing about justice in a social ontology that recognizes (heterogenous) collectivity, 

connectivity (or interconnectedness), and (social) dynamism.   

0.2.3. Toward Mutual Flourishing: Capabilities Approach & Recognition Theory  

While Rawls’ legacy and care ethics provide the first two coordinates for understanding the 

contextual motivation of this project, Nussbaum’s capabilities approach and Axel Honneth’s theory 

of recognition provide the third and last. I lean on these approaches to illuminate and elaborate the 

depth of human interconnectedness, which, I argue, is grounded, at the most fundamental level, in 

our mutual flourishing. To elaborate on the idea of mutual flourishing, I first avail myself of 

Nussbaum’s approach, which starts from the assumption that individuals require certain basic 

opportunities or freedoms – simply, capabilities – to lead a life “worthy of human dignity.” Per 

Nussbaum, this entails meeting a threshold level of basic human functioning or flourishing, which 

allows people to pursue their conception of the good. In particular, I study Nussbaum’s baseline to 

consider what human flourishing looks beyond basic functioning and how it entails mutual 

flourishing. Thus, I conclude that human flourishing is not merely the attainment of a threshold level of 

opportunity or a state of substantial freedom. Rather, it is realization of core capabilities in a distinctively human 

way.  

 Finally, the positive (contributory) part of my argument also relies on Honneth’s recognition 

theory. Departing from an intersubjective framing of justice, which diverges from the traditionally 

liberal emphasis on individuality and personal autonomy, Honneth claims that humans depend on 

practices of reciprocal recognition in order to realize themselves as moral and political agents. In 

other words, personal self-realization is contingent on having one’s basic human needs for love, 

respect (legal equality), and solidarity (social esteem) met. This being so, Honneth reasons, social 

justice can only be achieved if these distinct spheres of recognition are “respected and recognized.”55 

Whereas Honneth primarily argues that the intersubjective fabric relies primarily on relations mutual 

 
54 Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference, Paperback reissue (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 
2011), 4. 
55 Axel Honneth, “The Fabric of Justice,” in The I in We: Studies in the Theory of Recognition (Cambridge [UK]; Malden, MA: 
Polity Press, 2012), 48. 
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recognition, I take his argument a step further by showing that relations of mutual recognition 

presuppose relations of mutual flourishing. 

0.3. Chapter Outline 

Chapter 1 examines nationalism in relation to global inequality and poverty and its emphasis on the 

nation as the primary normative and political community within which claims of social justice arise. I 

explain and disclose the underlying ontological positions at work in two forms of nationalism. The 

first is Michael Walzer’s strong form of nationalism, according to which only ‘thick’ moral 

communities bound by shared spheres of meaning and a common way of life ground relations of 

social and distributive justice. As such, it leaves only a thin humanitarian conception of the 

community at the global level where only minimalist justice (“justice-right-now”), or charity applies. 

The second is David Miller’s more moderate form of nationalism, which sees the nation as the 

utmost in ethical significance and as something that generates special responsibilities and obligations 

to fellow nationals. We shall see how in each, albeit in different ways, an implicit, but persistent 

commitment to a reductive pattern of thinking that aligns with the model of the bounded individual 

results in theories of justice that maintain a disposition to, as Robinson puts it, ‘keep strangers 

strange and outsiders outside.’ The positions of Walzer and Miller, we shall see, can be read as a 

projection of the autonomous, unencumbered, or sovereign self (with temporally and spatially 

simple and unambiguous identities) upon the nation. The nation, so conceived, becomes something 

at the global level whose relations are secondary, as if inhabitants of lone islands, rather than as 

thought of in its relatedness and interaction with others.  

Chapter 2 assesses two coercion-based statist approaches to global justice that differ as to 

the reason why state coercion demands equality as a principle of justice. For Michael Blake’s, the 

restriction or violation of individual autonomy calls for distributive principles of justice; for Thomas 

Nagel, the simultaneous and involuntary subjection to and authorship of coercive practices generate 

claims of social equality. Further, even though both authors concur on the political and normative 

peculiarity of the state, their views also diverge on the political nature of the international sphere. 

Mindful of both authors’ distinct accounts of (state) coercion and social justice as well as their 

respective construals of the political and moral sphere and/or community, we inquire into the 

feasibility of their principles of global justice. Two moderate ‘internationalist’ approaches advanced 

by Matthias Risse and Andrea Sangiovanni are examined, which each focus on how justice is 
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grounded in different institutional contexts at the domestic, international, and trans-national level. 

Common to both these internationalist approaches is the normative primacy of the state for 

justifying principles of social justice. In the end, we shall see that none of these forms of statism are 

able to conceptualize domestic and/or global justice in ways that overcomes the atomistic and 

separationist tendencies of an individualist social ontology. 

Chapter 3 looks to the cosmopolitan approaches to global justice especially in light of the 

legacy and (re)interpretation of Rawls. For the purposes of this chapter, I focus on a particular 

version of cosmopolitanism - namely, moral cosmopolitanism, which takes the individual as the 

ultimate unit of moral concern. Specifically, I discuss the works of different forms of ‘moral 

cosmopolitanism’ in Charles Beitz, Darrel Moellendorf, and Thomas Pogge, all of whom advance 

relational approach to justice. However, I argue that none of these scholars are able to adequately 

capture the depth of our human relationality. This is the case because their respective cosmopolitan 

approaches, like nationalist and statist approaches, are founded on an individualist social ontology 

that results in deficient and reductive principles of justice. In doing so, I highlight the problematic 

role of what Young famously referred to as the “distributive paradigm” in light of which we can see 

how predominantly distributive principles tend not only to reify but also obscure the deeply 

relational and complex nature of human interdependence and connection on the global (as well as 

local) plane.   

Chapter 4 begins to lay out elements of a relational theory for global justice that serves as a 

corrective to the limitations of the approaches we have diagnosed thus far. Here, I appeal to 

Young’s social connection model and her conception of structure in its relation to injustice. We shall 

see that certain assets of Young’s approach allow us to conceive, in ethical terms, our dynamic, non-

isolating social-political and biospheric interconnectedness. However, Young’s emphasis on the 

oppressive aspects of predominant social-structural processes comes at the expense of recognizing 

how other - marginalized, invisible, or emergent - processes connect us and ground claims of justice. 

Moreover, I begin to lay out how we are inextricably intertwined through relations of mutual 

flourishing, which breed responsibilities of justice. Finally, this chapter also resists the argument that 

a model resting on a relational ontology is incompatible with theorizing principles of justice, which, 

per tradition, presuppose the general other as opposed to the concrete other.   

The final chapter develops the concept of mutual flourishing in the context global (in)justice 

based on a relational social ontology. I argue that the shared fate of humans and ecosystems, made 

so evident in the face of the converging crises of our time, needs to become a central first principle 
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for normative theorizing about the demands of global justice. This positive contribution is made by 

appealing to and expanding upon Nussbaum’s capabilities approach and marrying certain key 

aspects of it with insights from Honneth’s recognition theory. I suggest that we must conceive of 

different orders of flourishing. First order or individual flourishing is basically partial, incomplete, 

and unsustainable without second order flourishing, which is achieved in relation to our 

social/political existence and relationality. Second order flourishing (of a group, political community, 

and even civilization as a whole) reinforces the conditions for first order flourishing and its 

completeness. Examples related to climate change illustrate the cogency of mutual flourishing as a 

normative first principle of global justice and attests to the need for a relational social ontology that 

attests to the reality that true connection is everywhere. This normative framework enjoins us to 

reconceive our responsibilities of justice, which, in turn, forces us to reconceive our understanding 

of political community and their boundaries. 
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1. Chapter One: Nationalism & the Global Community as ‘A Thousand 

Petty Fortresses’ 

On January 20, 2017, Donald J. Trump took the oath of office to become the 45th president of the United States. In 

his inauguration speech, he touted a deeply populist and nationalist message. Speaking of a ‘carnage’ that had been 

ravaging the nation and its people, the aggrieved Trump promised to make America great again by putting American 

interests first. After years of “[enriching] foreign nations at the expense of American industry, [subsidizing] the armies 

of other countries … [and] spending trillions and trillion dollars overseas,”1 it was time to bring back justice and 

prosperity to the American people. That is, it was time to bring back “wealth, strength, and confidence” to the country 

by, among other things, protecting its borders and geo-political integrity - and thereby that of American workers and 

families - from “the ravages of other countries” and an unhinged global system of trade and movement.2 In concrete 

terms, this turned out to mean the tightening of border controls and toughening of immigration policies, the exiting of 

global partnerships and agreements such as the Paris climate accord, the cutting of funding to key international 

institutions such as the World Health Organization, and the (proposed) slashing of foreign aid by 20 or 30 percent. 

Trump would later justify his foreign policy in a speech to the United Nations as follows:  

Like my beloved country, each nation represented in this hall, has a cherished history, culture and 
heritage, that is worth defending and celebrating, and which gives us our singular potential and strength. 
… The future doesn’t belong to globalists. The future belongs to patriots.3  

Trump’s nationalist agenda should not have been a surprise in the international community. After all, it continued a 

recent global trend in the rise of neo-nationalism, of which Britain’s exit from the European Union became its most 

poignant exemplar. After the gradual erosion of economic stability due, arguably in large part, to unhinged global free-

market capitalism and the recent refugee crisis that some worried would threaten European identity and stability, there 

had been a resurgence of cultural and historical sentiments and affinities. There was an increased sense that, as Trump 

voiced it, a people’s culture, heritage, and history imparted a special bond and world of meaning (i.e., identity) to them. 

The narrative that roots and ties to ‘native’ members of one’s cultural or national community mattered started to exert 

more gravity on normative-political deliberations, lending credence to those who avow that it is right to care more about 

one’s fellow citizens than foreigners. Justice, on this view, was meant for one’s own first and foremost and the sorts of 

things that directly supported them: roads, factories, goods, wages, and jobs. 

 
1 “President Trump’s Inaugural Address, Annotated,” NPR.org, accessed May 27, 2021, 
https://www.npr.org/2017/01/20/510629447/watch-live-president-trumps-inauguration-ceremony. 
2 “President Trump’s Inaugural Address, Annotated.” 
3 “President Trump’s Inaugural Address, Annotated.” 
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However, as we shall see in this chapter, such inclinations to turn inwards correspond to an impoverished 

understanding of the depth and breadth of one’s entanglements beyond the bounds of the community or nation. Such an 

understanding, it turns out, is premised on an atomistic and self-enclosed conception of the community that is untenable 

in the face of global reality. 

1.1. Introduction 

This chapter embarks on an in-depth examination of the nationalist argument with respect to global 

inequality and poverty. Specifically, it focuses on the nation as the primary normative and political 

community within which claims of social justice arise. The argument is laid out in two parts: that is, I 

explore a stronger and weaker version of nationalism. To lay out the strong argument, I discuss in 

the first section Walzer’s defense of justice as spheres of justice. According to Walzer, justice 

“presupposes a bounded world”4 whose central sphere is the cultural community sustained by a 

common life. Here, I identify three overarching communities: the thick moral community, the 

political community, and the morally thin humanitarian community. In view of this taxonomy, I 

show that Walzer’s first two communities are the primary loci of social justice since distributive 

principles are derived from and rooted in complex historical and social processes and ties. Given 

that these processes and ties are missing in the humanitarian or global community, Walzer defends a 

more limited, circumscribed form of justice (i.e., “justice-right-now”), which is best described as a 

form of humanitarianism or charity.  

In the next section, I continue with David Miller’s slightly more moderate approach. In 

tandem with Walzer, Miller conceives of justice as inherently bounded. Here, we also find three 

representative communities, of which the nation is the community of utmost ethical significance. In 

particular, Miller claims that the special normative status of the nation calls for principles of social 

justice that apply exclusively to “fellow-nationals.” 5 In the global sphere, Miller, conversely, 

proposes to implement a global minimum of justice, which consists of a limited list of human rights. 

Even though Miller’s global minimum seems more robust than Walzer’s, I shall argue that it 

represents a humanitarianism that is based on a reductive and, at times, inconsistent understandings 

of the self, the human community, and the relationships that constitute them. 

 
4 Michael Walzer, “Achieving Global and Local Justice,” Dissent 58, no. 3 (2011): 31, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/dss.2011.0058. 
5 David Miller, On Nationality, Oxford Political Theory (New York: Clarendon Press, 1995), 11. 
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In the third and concluding section, I succinctly lay bare the ontological assumptions 

underlying these philosophers’ approaches. I assert their conception of the moral/political 

community is undergirded by an individualist social ontology that results in a view on responsibilities 

that places a strict normative boundary between the national and the global and upholds our 

disposition to “to keep strangers strange and outsiders outside.”6 Finally, I contend that this 

apparent insider/outsider dichotomy leads nationalists to misconstrue the morally and politically but 

also spatially and temporally complex nature of human relations and, as such, the bounds (and 

grounds) of our obligations to distant others. Above all, this mis-construal forces us to unpack the 

salience of relationality and interdependence, a salience that invites us to think more broadly about 

the relationships and connections that constitute us and are integral to our individual and communal 

well-being. In short, it necessitates and clears the way for a relational conception of global justice.    

1.2. Walzer’s Pillars of Strong Nationalism  

This section takes up Michael Walzer’s contribution to statist and nationalist approaches to global 

justice. While Walzer has not written much directly on global justice, I believe that his demarcation 

of spheres of justice (and morality) is instrumental to understanding the underlying structure of 

contemporary nationalist approaches to global justice – in particular, severe global poverty and 

inequality. Now, while his work anchors our initial inquiry, I also refer to Alasdair MacIntyre’s 

thoughts on patriotism and virtue to further illustrate the extent of Walzer’s ‘bounded-ness.’ 

1.2.1. Walzer on Moral Minimalism and Moral Maximalism 

Before we are able to fully appreciate the implications of Walzer’s theory of justice for the task at 

hand, it is helpful to explore his distinction between moral minimalism and maximalism. In Thick and 

Thin, Walzer (1994) associates moral minimalism with the most rudimentary and basic in us – 

namely, our shared humanity.7 Despite identifying shared humanity as minimalism’s anchoring point, 

Walzer does not presuppose here the recognition of a comprehensive and all-embracing 

commonality or mutual identification. At stake is rather the recognition of a partial commonality – 

by which he means a commonality that does not bear the full consequence of recognizing a 

stranger’s culturally, socially, and historically embedded world of meanings. This necessarily ‘partial’ 

 
6 Robinson, Globalizing Care, 39. 
7 Michael Walzer, Thick and Thin: Moral Argument at Home and Abroad (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1994). 
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or limited recognition is thus best phrased in negative terms or injunctions. Simply put, minimal 

morality is about the rejection of “gross injustices.”8 which are immediately accessible and 

recognizable. In Walzer’s own words:  

[Minimalism] depends … most simply, perhaps, on the fact that we have moral 
expectations about the behavior not only of our fellows but of strangers too. And they 
have overlapping expectations about their own behavior and ours as well. Though we 
have different histories, we have common experiences, and sometimes, common 
responses, and out of these we fashion, as needed, the moral.9  

Now, what brings all people together, per Walzer, are situations that border on the unbearable and 

unspeakable – that is, situations that invariably and instantaneously bring forth in us feelings of 

aversion and rejection. Thus, while we cannot expect strangers to appreciate, much less proactively 

care for, cultural norms and practices they are unfamiliar with, we can expect them to be appalled by 

extreme human suffering. It is this shared sense of horror and aversion that allows us to fashion a 

set of minimal moral standards.10  

Moral maximalism, in contrast, refers to people’s social embedded-ness. That is, it attests to 

the fact that human beings are social animals whose lives take on shape, value, and meaning in 

concrete times and places. In fact, since life is thickly embedded in “history, culture, religion, 

language, and so on”11, morality must also be understood as fully resonant with a particular way of 

life. Being “thick from the beginning,” moral minimalism is nothing other than a thin reiteration of 

morality’s maximalist character. As Walzer so eloquently puts it: 

[Minimalism] is neither objective nor unexpressive. It is reiteratively particularistic, and 
locally significant, intimately bound up with the maximal moralities created here and 
here and here, in specific times and places.12  

Thus, rather than serving as a universal foundation or basis for our actions, it is simply ‘what is left 

over’ when morality is temporarily abstracted from its thickness in moments of crisis.  

At this point, two things are of note. First, in establishing the distinction between minimal 

and maximal morality, Walzer simultaneously draws the partitioned contours of the moral 

community. The second and closely related issue is that the partition of morality and its community 

 
8 Walzer, 33. 
9 Walzer, 17. 
10 Walzer, 10; Walzer, “Achieving Global and Local Justice,” 5. 
11 Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice: A Defense of Pluralism and Equality (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 82. 
12 Walzer, Thick and Thin, 7. 
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results in local maximalism and global minimalism – a differentiation that inadvertently raises 

questions regarding the feasibility of a theory of justice in the global sphere.  

1.2.2. Walzer’s Spheres of Moral Community   

Before anything else, let us return to the way Walzer draws – in visible continuity of morality’s 

distinction - the contours of the moral community, which quickly make evident that the idea of a 

sole, all-encompassing moral community is misleading. Walzer’s moral community is marked by a 

division into different spheres, each of which, in turn, represents a separate kind of community. 

Taking a closer look, there are three overarching/representative communities worth identifying and 

typifying for the purpose at hand, namely: 1) the thick moral community, 2) the humanitarian or thin 

moral community, and 3) the political community.  

To start with, given that morality is thick from the beginning, a moral community is 

primarily brought and held together by shared history, culture, religion, and language – in short, by a 

shared world of meanings. For MacIntyre, who is relatively faithful to Walzer here, morality “is 

learned from, in and through the way of life of some particular community.”13 As such, the moral 

community is always “incarnated in some specific community”14 In fact, it is only within a particular 

community that we are “constituted” and “maintained” as moral agents who perceive themselves 

and their lives as part of a larger story or narrative.15 What this teaches us then is that there are as 

many (thick) moral communities or spheres as there are groups of people acknowledging a shared 

history or narrative. And with each of these thick moral communities comes a distinct set of moral 

rights and obligations which reflects the shared identity of its members and constitutes their moral 

agency.   

In order to fully understand the contours of Walzer’s thin moral community, it is useful to 

consider next his notion of the political community. Given that it tends to overlap with the thick 

moral community, it needs to be clarified how, if at all, they differ from one another. So, what 

exactly is the political community? And, how does a political community relate to morality’s thick 

and thin concerns? As we shall discuss shortly, Walzer believes that justice requires the recognition 

of different distributive spheres whose distribuenda are reflective of particular social, cultural, and 

historical relations. Despite the inevitable porousness of boundaries, he insists that justice 

 
13 Alisdair MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?” (The Lindley Lecture, Lawrence: University of Kansas, 1984), 8. 
14 MacIntyre, 8. 
15 MacIntyre, 10. 
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“presupposes a bounded world”16 whose central unit is the political community. This is so because 

“the political community is probably the closest we come to a world of common meanings. 

Language, history, and culture come together (come more closely together here than anywhere else) 

to produce a collective consciousness.”17 And even if it is a matter of course that this consciousness 

is neither fixed nor permanent, its underlying “sensibilities and intuitions” allow the community to 

persist and flourish through time and space. Without needing to delve much further, we can already 

see that Walzer’s political community is always – and necessarily so – a morally thick community. In 

fact, we might even go so far as to argue that for Walzer the former presupposes the latter. After all, 

it is in the political community where common meanings, to which we appeal in “matters of [thick] 

morality”18 are worked out and enforced. To put it differently, it is where a people’s common life 

takes on concrete shape and meaning and the needs underlying their rights and duties become 

intelligible and “socially recognized, take on historical and determinate form.”19 However, if we are 

right, Walzer’s interweaving of communities is in deep tension with his most important claims, 

namely that (thick) morality and justice presuppose a bounded world. Given the inevitable 

porousness of boundaries, the political sphere, as today’s globalized world has made more obvious 

than ever, is constituted by a web of different meanings: that is, it is composed of a web of historical, 

cultural, religious, and (very often) linguistic relations. These, in turn, come together to form what 

we might call a mosaic consciousness that allows a multicultural political community such as Canada 

to persist over time and space.  

Yet, assuming – theoretically at least – that the thick moral community is indeed a separate 

human sphere as Walzer would have us believe20, there are two distinctive features worth pointing 

out about Walzer’s political community. First, a political body such as a country is able to preserve 

communal identity and cohesion through “organized or legally enforceable admissions policy.” After 

all, if we were “to tear down the walls of … states” and freely admit non-citizens, we would, Walzer 

avers, create a world “with a thousand petty fortresses.”21 And if, in turn, all those fortresses would 

be torn down, “the result would be … a world of radically deracinated men and women.”22 Such 

 
16 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 31. 
17 Walzer, 28. 
18 Walzer, 28–29. 
19 Walzer, 65. 
20 In Spheres of Justice, for example, Walzer points out that political and cultural/historical communities do not always 
coincide. In particular, he thinks here of communities or groups where the “sharing of sensibilities and intuitions” takes 
place in much “smaller units” such as a familial network. Walzer, 28–29. 
21 Walzer, 39. 
22 Walzer, 39. 
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men and women, however, would be radically reduced human beings. In fact, to borrow from 

MacIntyre in “Is Patriotism a Virtue?”23, such deracination would not only symbolize “the 

dissolution of social [and political] bonds” but also of morality as we know it. In other words, it 

would endanger, if not dissolve, the ties that, according to both philosophers, underlie our moral 

agency. The other feature particular to a political community is its control over territory. To 

illustrate, Walzer argues that countries are territorial states with rights to “territorial jurisdiction.”24 

Now, what makes the bond between “people and land” or ‘community and territory’ so significant is 

that, on the one hand, land is the initial determinant of a community’s membership. On the other 

hand, the bond shapes not only the collective’s distinct identity but also imbues a space and its 

resources with special meaning and purpose.25  

If we look at what has been described so far, we can clearly see what, according to Walzer 

constitutes a political community. Most importantly, we can also make out what holds those who 

“inhabit [a] particular [political] community” together.26 That is, we start to understand the nature of 

their distinctive bond, a bond which relates them to one another and separates them from 

others/outsiders. First of all, we have learned that political members’ bond is sustained by a common 

life that is rooted in a history or narrative that is, among other things, culturally, socially, religiously, 

and linguistically distinct. It is under the conditions of this shared life and history that they are 

constituted as moral and political agents with concrete rights and duties.27 And as we shall discover 

in a moment, it is also this historical and social concreteness upon which justice depends and to 

which individuals and communal bodies appeal in asking themselves, “What do we owe one 

another.”28 For if they do not understand the history of their community and togetherness –their 

relatedness – they “will not understand what they owe to others and what others owe to them,” 

MacIntyre argues.29 Second, we have also found that membership is determined by the protection 

and enforcement of boundaries through admissions policies, the control and administration of 

 
23 MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?,” 18. 
24 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 43. 
25 For example, the bond between “land and people” turns a space into a human place and a resource into a social good. 
26 MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?,” 12. 
27 Since according to Walzer the creation and maintenance of “common meanings” is deeply political, matters of 
morality must be seen as matter of politics. Therefore, our moral agency generally implies our political agency.  
28 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 85. 
29 MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?,” 18. On this point, Walzer writes that the question, What do we owe one another, 
becomes intelligible or, for that matter, meaningful “given the community [we] actually inhabit” Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 
85. Along the same lines,  MacIntyre writes that “understanding what is owed to and by me and understanding that the 
history of the communities of which I am part is on this view one and the same.” MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?,” 
16. 
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territory, and the distribution of power to one another so as to “avoid sharing it with anyone else 

[i.e. strangers].”30 

Before we move on to Walzer’s third and last type of community, I want to explore a final 

though crucial feature of our previous two communities. So far, our discussion has shown that 

individuals are “brought into being and maintained as moral and political agents only through [the 

common meanings] afforded by”31 these distinctive communities. In other words, according to 

Walzer, membership allows individuals to take on concrete identities that carry distinct or special 

responsibilities and privileges. This is so because membership offers access to key social goods such 

as:  

power, honor … divine grace, kinship and love, knowledge, wealth, physical security, 
work and leisure, rewards and punishment, and a host of goods more narrowly and 
materially conceived – food, shelter, clothing, transportation, medical car, [and] 
commodities of every sort. 32  

Only through “sharing in all [these culturally and historically] social goods that communal life [and, 

thus, membership] [make] possible”33 are we able to lead fully human lives. Deprived of the 

community and its social goods then, human beings are, as MacIntyre puts, “unlikely to flourish.”34 

While we shall not attempt an exhaustive analysis of “flourishing” until much later in the project, we 

may for now say that it is symptomatic of a characteristically human life. That is, a life that a human 

‘agent’ would characterize as, say, meaningful, intelligible, dignified, and decent. Or, in fact, a life 

that, given Walzer and MacIntyre, might figuratively and literally be described as ‘full-filling.’  

Finally, this leaves us with Walzer’ thin, or humanitarian, moral community. Recall that 

Walzer’s concept of morality revealed itself to be maximalist or minimalist in kind; specifically, while 

morality is thickly embedded in a particular way of life, it can be temporarily abstracted from its 

thickness in moments of crisis to encompass “all men and women everywhere.”35 It is this state of 

abstraction that Walzer calls “moral minimalism.” The thin moral community is, for Walzer, 

“humanity itself … the entire globe.”36 Yet, what is the bond that holds this all-encompassing 

 
30 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 31. 
31 MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?,” 10. 
32 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 3. 
33 Walzer, 63. 
34 MacIntyre, “Is Patriotism a Virtue?,” 10. 
35 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 29–30. 
36 Walzer, 29–30. 
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human community together, if at all? In an attempt to answer these questions, we can take clue from 

Walzer’s Thick and Thin:  

Humanity … has members but no memory, and so it has no history and no culture, no 
customary practices, no familiar life-ways, no festival, no shared understanding of social 
goods. It is human to have such things, but there is no singular human way of having 
them. At the same time, the members of all the different societies, because they are 
human, can acknowledge each other’s different ways, respond to each other’s cries for 
help, learn from each other.37 

No doubt, the essential point is that in the thin moral community there are no “social and [thick] 

moral ties” that binds members together. Without these ties, which, as we have discovered, are a 

central dimension of the communal – that is, moral and political – life, what holds humanity as a 

community together then is “the moan of naked suffering.”38 Above all, the crux of membership 

here is embodied in “the pathetic figure of a person to whom humanity is denied”39 and in the 

speechless spectator who is overcome with shock and aversion. And, to remind ourselves, these are 

figures that are momentarily abstracted from their particular lives and histories and united under the 

banner of humanity. While Walzer insists that in these fleeting moments ‘humans’ can acknowledge, 

respond, and learn from each other’s cries and ways of being, the central problem is that, without a 

set of common meanings to which members can appeal to, their scope for acknowledgment and 

response is grimly limited. Thus, in light of Walzer’s assertions, what we must really conclude then is 

that a community without a history or culture – without a common understanding of life and the 

things that fill it and enables its members to flourish40– can only qualify as a figurative or, at most, 

aspirational community. It enables us to see that Walzer’s thin moral or humanitarian community 

does not constitute a socially, culturally, historically, and materially concrete community. Barren of 

any deep and lasting roots in time, the ‘members’ of this figurative/aspirational community cannot 

truly understand what is owed to and by them. For example, any claims to justice, which, per 

Walzer, are rooted in complex historical processes that result in distributive arrangements, have no 

foundation in this minimal moral sphere – as we shall promptly see, they are meaningless. Instead, 

the ‘members’ of Walzer’s humanitarian community are left with and held together by a catalogue of 

“negative injunctions” - that is, a set of standards or “NOs” that decidedly reject “[…] murder, 

 
37 Walzer, Thick and Thin, 8. 
38 Jacques Rancière, Disagreement: Politics and Philosophy (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1999), 126. 
39 Rancière, 126. 
40 In fact, we might argue per Walzer’s definition that there is no flourishing in the thin moral/humanitarian community.  
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deceit, torture, oppression, and tyranny” - that under the time constraint of the “right now” fades 

from view as quickly as it emerges, taking with it humanity’s feeble and elusive bond.41  

1.2.3. Walzer on Maximalism of Justice, & (Minimal) Global ‘Justice Right Now’ 

Having elaborated the characteristic features of each community, we are now in a position to come 

back to the second issue regarding Walzer’s partition of morality, namely: justice. Given what has 

been said so far, it hardly surprising that, for Walzer, justice is a maximalist concept. In Spheres of 

Justice, he famously argues that justice is a human construct that is created and conceived through 

social processes, which are spatially and temporally situated. To be even more exact, he describes it as a 

construct that is primarily distributive in nature. This is so because “human society is a distributive 

community … [we] come together to share, divide, and exchange.”42 Crucially, for Walzer, 

distribution “has to do as much with being and doing as with having, as much to do with production 

as with consumption, as much to do with land, capital, or personal possessions.”43 It “has to do” 

with the social goods that we collectively create and imbue with meaning, which, in turn, shapes and 

defines a community’s sense of self and way of life. Social goods, in this sense, are two-sided: on the 

one hand, they are conceived and produced by the members of a particular community. On the 

other hand, they mediate members’ relations to each other and strangers, thereby also making 

membership one of “the primary good[s] we distribute to one another.”44 Bearing in mind that social 

goods are reflective of and intrinsic to a political community’s self-understanding, it should not 

surprise us that “distributive criteria and arrangements are intrinsic to [social goods themselves]”45 

and, as such, to the loci of their creation. Viewed in this way, each social good or bundle must 

thereof belong to its own distributive sphere with its own distributive principles. And as we shall see, 

this has important moral and political implications: for once, it requires that we regard each political 

community as a separate sphere of justice, hence ruling out a theory of global distributive justice. It 

additionally requires regard for the countless distributive spheres within each community, a matter 

that, for the purposes of this inquiry, we shall leave aside. 

 
41 Walzer, Thick and Thin, 9. 
42 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 3. This is hardly a surprising claim to make as most political theorists conceive of global justice 
as social justice – by which they specifically mean the distribution of resources and opportunities. 
43 Walzer, 3. 
44 Walzer, 31. 
45 Walzer, 8. 
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In view of this distributive diversity, Walzer proposes the principle of “complex equality.”46 

Concretely, this principle is meant to accommodate people’s intricate social relations, which, in turn, 

are “mediated by the goods [people] make, share, and divide among [themselves].”47 In doing so, it 

allows for an approach to equality (and justice) that is able to “mirror” the diversity of social goods 

and their distributive criteria, thereby allowing equality to be defined by the particular meaning(s) of 

each social sphere. This approach stands in stark contrast to what Walzer identifies as “simple 

equality”48 which is today’s prevailing principle of equality. As the name already gives away, it 

presupposes that the distributive principles of a single sphere be applied universally, both within and 

outside the bounds of a political community. The assumption being here that “equality [can be] 

multiplied through [a] conversion process, until it extends across the full range of social goods.”49 

For Walzer, the problem with such a conversion lies in the fact that it allows for the permeation and 

domination of different spheres of meaning and value. Indeed, it is this risk of “dominance and 

domination” that motivates Walzer to insist on a theory of justice and equality that upholds diversity 

and promotes boundaries.50 To summarize it in Walzer’s own words:  

Complex Equality requires the defense of boundaries; it works by differentiating goods 
just as hierarchy works by differentiating people. But we can only talk of a regime of 
complex equality when there are many boundaries to defend; and what the right number 
is cannot be specified. There is no right number. Simple equality is easier: one dominant 
good widely distributed makes an egalitarian society. But complexity is hard: how many 
goods must be autonomously conceived before the relations they mediate can become 
relations of equal men and women?51 

Now, it is owing to justice’s maximalist and equality’s complex character that Walzer refrains from 

offering a theory of global justice. Instead, he proposes in “Achieving Global and Local Justice” a 

global campaign against (urgent) human suffering. This campaign falls under what Walzer describes as 

“justice-right-now”52 – namely, a minimalist articulation of justice that is abstracted from any 

consequential notion of time. Because even if “justice-right-now” is grounded in a type of suffering 

that is presently being endured, it is divested of any deep ties to the past or future. This divesture, 

however, has considerable consequences: first, it suggests that Walzer’s “justice-right-now” takes 

 
46 Walzer, 18. 
47 Walzer, 18. 
48 Walzer, 14. 
49 Walzer, 14. 
50 Walzer, Thick and Thin, 32. 
51 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 28. 
52 Walzer, “Achieving Global and Local Justice,” 43. 
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place in a temporal vacuum that is emptied of our reality’s historical, cultural, and linguistic 

complexity which, to remind us, is constitutive of a “common life whose interests and ideals”53 

provide content to diverse principles of justice. Absent such common life, a comprehensive theory 

of (global) justice remains impossible. Second, it further suggests – and unsurprisingly so - that 

Walzer’s minimalist ‘theory’ is solely relevant in Walzer’s humanitarian community which, as we 

learned above, is only a figurative and/or aspirational community. Seen from this viewpoint, it 

explains why “justice-right-now” is, in great part, comprised of a catalogue of negative injunctions 

which mainly relies on individuals’ intuitions and feelings that something is wrong and needs to be 

done; feelings that might or might not result in concrete remedial actions.54 

Yet, to avoid reducing his minimalist theory of global justice to a set of gut reactions, Walzer 

posits two special features: one is humanitarian and the other is political. While we have used the 

term “humanitarian” to describe Walzer’s thin moral community as one whose members are held 

together by a feeble and elusive human bond, Walzer means by humanitarianism a natural duty to 

help others. To be even more exact, he defines it as a universal “duty of mutual aid.”55 In contrast to 

the much thicker and stronger duty of “mutual provision” – a duty which falls under the scope of 

distributive justice – mutual aid extends across political (and also cultural, religious, and linguistic) 

frontiers”56 to “all humankind.”57 While it, no doubt, sheds some light on the nature of our human 

bond and motivation, it remains elusive as Walzer’s definition reveals very little about the extent of 

people’s obligations in “Achieving Local and Global Justice”. Admitting so himself, Walzer writes: 

Exactly how much individual men and women, or their governments, are required to 
give of their time, energy, and money, I am not able to say. Philosophical argument 
doesn’t lend itself to that kind of precision.58  

In spite of this admission, a rough guideline might be found in Walzer’s Spheres of Justice where the 

shape and extent of “positive assistance” is determined by the urgency of a party’s need and “the 

risks and costs of giving it” – in particular, the risks to a person’s or community’s character and 

integrity.59 As long as the latter are negligible, individuals or collectives are obliged to do or give as 

much as is morally required to relieve suffering – especially, poverty which Walzer calls “the primary 

 
53 Walzer, 42. 
54 Walzer, 43. 
55 Walzer, 43. 
56 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 33. 
57 Walzer, “Achieving Global and Local Justice,” 44. 
58 Walzer, 44. 
59 Walzer, Spheres of Justice, 33–35. 
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condition of human suffering” and “the first object of our natural duty to help.”60 At first glance, 

these guidelines might seem to entail a quite demanding and open-ended duty of mutual aid or 

positive assistance. Still, there should be no misunderstanding: for, if we look closely at them, we 

quickly realize that there is perhaps no clearer testimony to the elusive and feeble nature of Walzer’s 

humanitarianism. Nothing in fact indicates this more than the inherent limitedness of Walzer’s 

minimalism, which, we have learned, is “intimately bound up with … maximal moralities”61 and 

constrained by the “right now.”62 Thus, without a more elaborate theory of global justice, questions 

such as “How much ought we to give?” or “How much is too much help?” are bound to be curbed 

by a maximalist understanding of costs, risks, and urgency but also a decontextualized notion of 

time. 

1.2.4. Minimalist Justice as a Liability Model  

At this point, however, one might challenge our reading of Walzer and point to the theory’s second 

feature – namely, the politics of mutual aid (or justice-right-now). For Walzer, the importance of the 

political lies in its ability to bridge the gap between the intuitive and concrete. On the one hand, it 

allows us to translate feeling or intuition into a concrete (remedial) action by designating duty-

bearers or agents of justice. For, although Walzer describes mutual aid as a universal duty, it is 

imperative, he insists, to ascertain, first (and foremost), who is responsible for helping and, second, 

who is capable of helping. On the other hand, relief requires that those in charge have the “political 

knowledge,” “forethought,” and skill to efficiently assist distant others – an undertaking that can be 

notoriously complex and enormous.63 The theory’s political feature, thus, gives us reason to believe 

that Walzer’s minimalist articulation of justice offers not only an adequate response to human 

suffering but also a more adequate portrayal of the human bond. Yet, this belief, I argue, relies in 

part on a troubling if not reductive understanding of responsibility and relatedness – namely, 

culpability: 

Whenever human agents are involved, we are … required to follow the causal chain, to 
examine the history of malevolence or negligence and consider the responsibilities of all 
the men and women in the chain – including ourselves, if we find ourselves there.64   
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Now, the problems with a framework of justice that is mainly based on culpability are manifold. In 

her prolific work on social justice, Iris Marion Young (and, before her, Marion Smiley), for example, 

takes sharp aim at what she identifies as a “liability model of responsibility.”65 A liability model, she 

argues, assumes the blameworthiness of an acting party: that is, it “[seeks] to identify” who has 

caused a harm “for the purposes of sanctioning, punishing, or exacting compensation” from them.66 

A liability-based model, however, is inadequate for issues of structural injustice as injustices are 

produced by processes in which a large web of people cause harm by (inter-)acting together in 

coordinated and uncoordinated fashion; and they do so by simply following a set of accepted norms, 

rules, and procedures.67 Young rightly claims that it is misguided if not impossible to “trace” back 

harmful effects to a “particular perpetrator” in cases of structural injustice.68 With that in mind, she 

suggests replacing the liability model with a social connection model of responsibility. In a related 

move, Smiley tries to suss out the relationship between blameworthiness and responsibility. While 

acknowledging the role of blameworthiness in our assessment of past events, she alerts us to the fact 

that “judgments of causal responsibility” – that is, judgments of culpability – are not so much about 

figuring out who directly contributed to a harmful outcome. Rather, they are grounded “not only in 

our configuration of social roles, but in the interests, power relations, and structures of community 

that support such roles in practice.”69 Simply put, judgments of culpability are subject to a complex 

web and configuration of relations.     

For the time being, however, I want to bring out two basic problems in particular. To do so, 

we must first return to Walzer’s notion of time. Notice that Walzer’s concern with causal chains 

seems to contradict our initial criticism of his theory’s temporal spectrum. In particular, we accused 

Walzer’s minimal theory of a temporal vacuum with no real or consequential ties to the present or 

future. We should note that Walzer’s incorporation of time is extremely limited. To illustrate: 

whereas local or maximal (distributive) justice requires a long-term view of time – that is, a view that 

accounts for the temporal embedded-ness of complex and long-lasting relationships – minimal 

(remedial) justice relies on a short-term view of time. Crucially, such a short-term view entails 

divesting a problem like poverty of its intricate and multifaceted nature – that is, of its structural 
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character. Similar to the reconstruction of a crime, the purpose is to present a time frame within 

which a problem’s origin, perpetrator, and victim are clearly posited. Poverty, for example, is treated 

as a self-contained event with a clear beginning and end – an event that is abstracted from time over 

the long run. Thus, what we find in Walzer’s minimalism is a self-contained if not spherical 

conception of time. I shall argue, however, poverty defies such a conception of time. Instead, it is 

best understood as the culmination of longstanding and ongoing patterns and relations of structural 

inequality/injustice.   

Following Young’s understanding of structural injustice and social connection then, we 

should think of poverty as embedded within a network of different processes, practices, and actions 

that reach into a tangled past and uncertain future and thereby blur the lines of culpability and 

responsibility. As Susan Murphy suggests in Responsibility in an Interconnected World (2016) it would be a 

mistake to assume that the alleviation of poverty requires simply the fulfillment of a (reparative) 

duty. For instance, the performance of a duty rarely comes with a clear cut-off point such as the 

provision of sufficient resources to meet their most urgent needs and help themselves. In 

performing our duties of assistance – whether reparative or remedial – cut-off points are 

continuously shifted as actions are taken that may cause other types of harm, intended and 

unintended. That is, even if we set questions of culpability aside, the challenges of assisting distant 

others in need efficiently and foresightedly are made more difficult by “the quandary concerning which 

instruments of assistance actually work and more problematically, what happens when instruments 

do not work [or do so in unforeseen ways].”70 This is why Murphy insists that we must approach 

poverty with a (temporally) open framework. In fact, a framework in which poverty embodies an 

ongoing relationship and its alleviation “[marks] the beginning of a special relationship rather than 

the complete fulfillment of a moral duty.”71 This further explains why Murphy argues that the 

practice of assistance, alleviation, or reparation entails engaging in an ever-changing and expanding 

web of interconnected moral duties and requirements.72  

The need for what we might call an open-ended practice of poverty assistance, alleviation, or 

reparation becomes even more evident in the study of chronic poverty. David Hulme and Andrew 

Shepherd take issue with the contemporary analysis and presentation of poverty which, they claim, 
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has been predominantly conceived as a homogenous phenomenon.73 Rejecting such a 

conceptualization, they distinguish between transient and chronic poverty. While the former is seen 

as a transitory state of being that is best addressed by short-term policies and market-centred 

interventions that neatly respond to income- and consumption-based quantification of poverty, the 

latter is best characterized as a long-lasting (i.e., five years and onwards) and inter-generational 

experience. Chronic poverty, they argue, is caused by multiple, wide-ranging (but often neglected) 

factors that call for prolonged, multifaceted, and chiefly structural remediation.74 In a prior case 

study of a household in Bangladesh, for example, Hulme describes how a family slides into chronic 

poverty due to a mixture of mutually reinforcing factors such as “failures of public and private 

healthcare provision, a lack of social safety nets, a weak labor market, and governance failure […] 

with regard to inheritance.”75 Hulme’s case study perfectly exemplifies how chronic poverty is a 

deeply structural and, as such, a relational phenomenon/problem; one that demands policies of 

prolonged “social protection”76 and “large-scale public investment in physical [and social] 

infrastructure”77 in order to help the chronically poor to build core human assets. To quote Maia 

Green and Hulme:  

The concept of chronic poverty, as characterized by duration, is particularly useful, not 
so much as a means of identifying the poorest, but for highlighting the outcomes of the 
entrenched social relations that work to produce the bundle of effects that make up 
chronic poverty. … By viewing poverty in dynamic terms, it helps reveal the social and 
political processes that make people poor and keep them poor.78   

This quote illustrates well the inherently dynamic and relational nature of poverty. Importantly, it 

stresses that poverty – in particular, chronic poverty - is the outcome of “entrenched” “political 

processes” or relations that defy short-sighted and short-term intervention policies. So, in drawing 

out the intricate, interwoven, and, at times, intractable causes of poverty, it also becomes clear that a 

fruitful response to poverty – that is, its eradication or alleviation – will also depend on transformed 

and continuously transforming social and political processes.   
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Finally, closely linked to Walzer’s problematic appeals to time and culpability is a second 

difficulty. Whereas the focus on culpability revealed a significant flaw in Walzer’s limited conception 

of time and, thereby, poverty, both concepts reveal significant limitations in his theory’s ontological 

presuppositions. To put it differently, Walzer’s treatment of time and culpability brings to light an 

ontological conception of the person or self and relationships that contains conflicting and 

contradictory assumptions. While I shall develop my ontological critique in subsequent sections and 

chapters, we can tentatively sketch out some of Walzer’s inconsistencies which should lead us to 

reject his theory and social ontology as impoverished and inadequate. We showed earlier that 

individuals in Walzer’s thick communities are inherently sociable and embedded in relationships. For 

Walzer, the deeply relational nature of the thick moral or political community, we learned, shapes 

individuals’ “interests, projects, and goals” which, in turn, are “constitutive of [their] self-concepts 

and identity.”79 Individuals thus are deeply encumbered selves who are situated as embedded in 

communities with distinctly complex and idiosyncratic relationships.  

Though Walzer seeks to defend and incorporate this complexity into his overall theory, his 

minimalist articulation of justice proves resistant. Outside the bounds of the thick moral/political 

community, the self is reduced to the “moan of suffering” and relationships are stripped of their 

complexity. This ‘minimization’ proves a grave limitation for the following reasons: first, despite 

acknowledging that some ties – i.e., social, economic, political, etc. – span cross frontiers, Walzer 

fails to reveal or explore the depth and richness of these ties in terms of their empirical but also 

moral and political implications. Instead, they are condensed to familiar binaries which divide the 

thin moral community into acting subjects and acted-upon objects, treating ‘doctors’ and treated-

upon ‘patients’, harming culprits and harmed-upon victims, and so on. Not only do these 

problematic and hierarchical binary relations exacerbate poverty-related issues such as coercion or 

domination (which, in fact, is one of Walzer’s main concerns), but they also prevent us from 

seriously considering the broader geo-political and geo-economic context.80 Yet, in ignoring this 

context, Walzer cannot provide, for instance, an adequate approach to problems of structural 

injustice which reveal that persons are in an “ongoing process of engagement with others.”81 In other 
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words, they are ‘locked’ in a process that emerges and materializes in “a network of activities and 

relationships”82  that are “incomplete, tentative … ongoing, ever-changing, and extensive in reach 

[relationships that are not tied to a narrative].”83 Second, and closely connected, this inadequate 

understanding of people and their relations to one another leaves us with a piecemeal/fragmented 

version of justice which fails to explore the underlying connections between problems and their 

solutions. And, as such, it has deep implications for the way we relate to ‘distant others’ and the 

duties we owe to them.  

1.3. Miller’s Nation as a Community of Ethical Significance  

So far, I have urged that in order to address global (in)justice, we need to reconsider Walzer’s 

‘strong’ nationalist answer – in particular, his understanding of selfhood, relationships, time, and 

complexity. Now, while in many respects similar to Walzer, David Miller offers us a slightly more 

moderate approach. In what follows, I will discuss the role of the nation in Miller, which is 

described as a community of ethical significance. Nations, as we will see, are “contour lines in the 

ethical landscape” which determine what is owed to “fellow-nationals” and “human beings as 

such.”84 I will further show how Miller’s emphasis on (national) boundaries leads him to propose a 

multilayered approach to justice in which boundaries give rise to conceptually and substantively 

distinct levels of justice. Of special interest, for us, is Miller’s exploration of the global plane. Despite 

calling for a global minimum of justice, his focus on human rights denotes a clear departure for 

Walzer’s justice-right-now approach and represents, in theory, a more robust humanitarianism.  

 

1.3.1. Miller’s Forms of Community & their Principles of Justice 

As we turn to Miller’s understanding of nationality, we must continue to focus critical attention to 

the shape of the moral/political community. Thus, in deciding on the adequacy of a nationalist 

approach to global injustice, we must continue to bear in mind how the moral (and political) 

community is divided, who it encompasses, and what rights and obligations it entails. For, even if 

nationalists are unified in their division of the human community, there are, at times, slight 

variations in their interpretations or articulations of specific communities such as the political one, 
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whose contours tend to get blurry and hard to discern at times. In our discussion of Walzer, we 

learned that the community is divided into three different ‘spheres’. We find here a similar division: 

first, Miller refers to the significance of an ethical community such as the nation. Second, he stresses 

the distinctive nature of the political community or, as he calls it, “scheme of political co-

operation.”85And third, he points towards the humanitarian community in his exploration of the 

global minimum.  

To begin with, let us consider the significance – ethical and otherwise - of the nation or, to 

be more exact, nationality. According to Miller, nationality describes a type of community or status 

that is constituted by five distinguishing features. Primarily, a national community is founded on a 

shared set of beliefs which are transmitted and enmeshed through collective acts of imagining such 

as cultural artifacts. In other words, a nation’s existence depends on members’ shared belief that 

they have relevant characteristics in common and, thus, “belong together.”86 This belief, in turn, is 

strengthened by the “wish to continue life together [my emphasis].”87 The wish for continuity brings 

us to a second central feature – namely, the ‘presence’ of a historically continuous identity. 

Individuals, Miller argues, need to be able to trace their identity back in time and to appropriate past 

events as their own. As important as the past and future are to the constitution of nationality, so is 

Miller’s third feature: the existence of an active identity that continuously reaffirms itself by engaging 

in joint endeavors. Fourth, he points to a nation’s connection to a geographical place or homeland. 

More often than not, historical continuity requires, Miller claims, a community’s connection to a 

space – a space whose distinctive cultural imprint demarcates it from others. Finally, he points to a 

nation’s common public culture. By this final feature he means a community’s understanding of how 

its members are to conduct their lives together.88 Importantly, it conveys a shared understanding and 

way of life that is constantly publicly reshaped by rational reflection and discussion.  

Taken together, these five features give rise to a national community and identity that is 

intrinsically valuable to its holders. For its members, the nation presents them with “the opportunity 

to place their individual lives in the context of a collective project that has been handed down from 

generation to generation.”89 Crucially, it offers people the ability to fulfill a basic human need which 
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is to identify oneself in “social terms, as standing in … particular relationship[s]” to others.90 In 

plainer language, it is intrinsically valuable to people’ self-understanding an identification. This being 

so, nationality – that is, one’s shared “historic identity” and “way of life”91 - must invariably be 

understood as giving rise to special responsibilities or obligations to compatriots.   

In Boundaries and Allegiances (2008), Samuel Scheffler offers further support for Miller’s ethical 

particularism. Scheffler explains that interpersonal relationships and group affiliations play an 

integral part in our lives and common-sense morality. Most people, he argues, interpret and 

experience morality as being able to participate in and commit to rewarding relationships. These 

relationships, in turn, give rise to stronger or “associative duties” which prioritize the interest of 

one’s associates over that of others. To put it in Scheffler’s own words:  

Interpersonal relationships could not play the role they do in our lives, and in some 
cases could not even exist, unless they were treated by the participants as providing 
[reasons for unequal treatment].92 

And further:  

To value one’s relationship [and affiliation] to another person non-instrumentally is, in 
part, to be disposed, in contexts that may vary depending on the nature of the 
relationship, to see that person’s needs, interests, and desires as, in themselves, giving 
one presumptively decisive reasons for action, reasons that one would not have had in 
the absence of the relationship.93  

Thus, given the role that special social ties play in human life, they “do not merely permit” but 

“require” that the interests of those close to us receive differential if not preferential treatment.94 

Yet, such a treatment, Scheffler points out, “constitutes a departure from” equality - that is, a 

departure that most commonly  results in and “exacerbates” inequalities.95 In other words, it results 

in principles of social justice that reflect the special normative status of people’s “particular 

interpersonal relationships and group affiliations.”96 To return to our question at hand, special 

responsibilities to one’s compatriots, then, do not only reveal the inherent value of one’s affiliation 

 
90 Miller, 142. 
91 Miller, On Nationality, 42. 
92 Samuel Scheffler, Boundaries and Allegiances: Problems of Justice and Responsibility in Liberal Thought (New York, NY: Oxford 
Univ. Press, 2001), 163. 
93 Scheffler, 163. 
94 Scheffler, 79. 
95 Scheffler, 120. We should note here that for Scheffler this departure speaks to broader problems or tension in 
liberalism – namely, the reconciliation of “egalitarian values with a particularistic account of our moral responsibilities.” 
Scheffler, 73. 
96 Scheffler, Boundaries and Allegiances, 114. 



 

 

 

41 

 

and commitment to the nation, but also “the dense web of customs, practices, implicit 

understandings, and so forth”97 that has been internalized by its members/associates and provides a 

self-contained “infrastructure of responsibility.”98  

So far, we can conclude that Miller’s proposed features constitute nationality as a collective 

project (of identity) whose ethical significance clearly distinguishes it from other groupings and 

collectives such as the entire human community. In being the source of a special bond that holds 

individuals together as a nation, these features draw a sharp line or boundary between those who 

belong and those who do not. In keeping with Walzer’s terminology, nationality must, thus, be seen 

as a thick moral community in which generic or basic obligations – i.e., obligations that are mostly 

negative in nature - are overlaid with concrete meaning.  Another way of putting this is that a 

nation’s inherent motivational and reciprocal ties as well as its public culture, which offers a stable 

source of identification and justification, help to fix members’ responsibilities and afford them with 

moral sustenance and strength. To put it in Miller’s own words, obligations are “an artifact of the 

public culture of a nation.”99 And it is in this context of (communal/national) membership and 

public culture that equality, which, as we learned from Scheffler, is central to distributive justice, 

takes on meaning. In fact, the centrality of membership as a condition for demanding substantive 

equality in particular – by which is meant the equal distribution of rights, resources, and positions - 

seems to explain why special responsibilities have to do in great part with matters of social justice. 

Thus, not unlike Walzer’s theory, we find in Miller a sphere-like conception of justice and equality 

whose principles necessarily exclude outsiders.   

Now, having established the contours of the ethical community, we are well placed to carefully 

examine Miller’s political community. Despite its multifacedness, Miller’s account of the political 

community can be broken down into three steps. First, in On Nationality, Miller insists on 
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distinguishing the “ethical significance” of membership in a nation from “the membership in a 

scheme of political cooperation” such as the state.100 Specifically, he writes:  

In this investigation we must guard against one possible source of confusion. We have 
on the one hand groups of people who share a national identity … On the other hand, 
we have people who are involved in common schemes of political co-operation, in the 
sense that they are subject to the same set of laws, contribute to one another’s welfare 
through schemes of taxation, and so forth; the most familiar case is those who are 
citizens of the same state.101  

This means that while a thick ethical community such as the nation is held together by a host of 

identity-fostering features, a purely political community is held together by a set of cooperative 

practices and coercive institutions. Thus, in the latter case, people’s rights and obligations, which, to 

some extent, mirror the nature of members’ (i.e., citizens’) relationship to and with one another, 

“[stem] simply from their participation in a practice from which they stand to benefit, via the 

principle of reciprocity.”102 In other words, in a purely political community, what is owed to and by 

citizens is proportionate “to his or her contribution.”103  

Let us try to imagine how the rights and obligations of citizenship might look if citizens 
were tied to one another by nothing beyond the practice of citizenship itself, and were 
motivated by the principle of fairness. They would insist on strict reciprocity. In other 
words, each would expect to benefit from the association in proportion to his or her 
contribution, taking as a baseline the hypothetical state of affairs in which there was no 
political cooperation between them.104   

Following this logic of reciprocity, Miller believes, it is hard to see how (re)distributive principles of 

justice “as we commonly find [them] in contemporary states”105 would gain traction in a strictly 

political community or scheme of cooperation. After all, in a community where the social bond was 

(strictly) based on the transaction of goods and services, obligations would not be felt or 

experienced as special. Instead, their strength and reach would be limited to the provision of fairness 

– in the sense of proportionality - and basic security. In fact, Miller explains that the current 

“practice of citizenship” includes obligations with extensive “redistributive elements”- that is, 

elements that follow the logic of need and interest (as opposed to the logic of strict reciprocity) - 
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because citizenship is overlaid with “prior” obligations of nationality.106 As a consequence, 

nationality – and, as such, the thick moral community – might be best understood as prior to the 

political community.  

Now, while we have gathered that the national and political community might coincide, we 

should not conclude that the former is essentially apolitical. Thus, the second point worth bearing in 

mind is that the nation is a community with inherently political tendencies and aspirations. To be 

more exact, Miller emphasizes in On Nationality that the nation embodies an association of people 

“with an aspiration” and “good claim” to be “politically self-determining.”107 Indeed, nationality’s 

‘special’ obligations, which by definition must be bounded, are linked to the quest if not claim to 

political self-determination. As Miller puts it, “they are linked together in such a way that it is 

difficult to feel the force of [one] without acknowledging the [other].”108 After all, if a nation gives 

rise to a common identity whose intrinsic value supports the community’s special ethical status, it 

should come as no surprise that it also holds up the claim for self-determination.  

At this point, it has become clear that the nation is a bounded community with political 

affinities. And though this predisposition does not seem to require the establishment of a state, 

Miller’s account of the nation’s political constitution changes over the course of his work. Up to 

now, we have established that the nation and the state constitute two separate entities: while they 

may overlap, they each constitute a distinct type of community with its own rights and duties. Yet, in 

Justice for Earthlings, Miller shifts his focus from the nation to the nation-state as common identity “by 

itself is not sufficient to [anymore] to bring principles of justice into play.”109 He explains that it 

represents only one of three “modes of human relationship, each of them relevant to distributive 

justice.”110 Only in combining common identity with cooperative practice and political coercion, 

both of which are ideally to be found in the (“ideal-type”) nation-state, is it possible to “yield 

necessary and sufficient conditions for bounded distributive justice. Viewed in this way then, the 

boundaries between the nation and the state – that is, between the moral and political community – 

cease to be distinguishable if not relevant.  
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Finally, this brings us to our third and most comprehensive community – namely, the 

humanitarian community. Though comprehensive – i.e., it encompasses all humans -  in scope, it is, 

as Miller’s description gives away, minimalist in content: to be exact, for Miller, this final community 

is governed by a “global minimum.”111 Despite sharing some crucial similarities with Walzer’s moral 

minimalism, Miller’s more detailed  minimum differs (from Walzer’s) in one key aspect: it consists of 

a limited list of human rights whose moral urgency is supposed to put everyone under an universal 

obligation to help and protect people in dire need. Yet, to be universally applicable, Miller argues, 

the list must also be universally justifiable. For this reason, Miller proposes to ground his list on 

basic human needs - that is, needs that have to be met if serious (or existential) harm is to be 

avoided.112 Included are the need or right to food and water, clothing and shelter, physical security, 

health care, education, work and leisure, and freedom of movement, conscience, and expressions. 

Owing no doubt to the (deeply) injurious and restricting nature of harm, it serves as a baseline that 

allows us to distinguish what is “essential” for life (i.e., survival) from what is “non-essential” (i.e., 

personal preferences or desires).113 This is why, for Miller, the absence or presence of harm refers to 

a person’s (in)ability to lead a minimally decent or flourishing life. This being so, Miller asserts that the 

focus must remain on basic needs as opposed to societal needs, which are required for a decent and 

flourishing life in a particular society. To be more exact, societal needs must encompass more 

expansive rights of citizens (or members), including fair distribution of (economic) benefits and 

burdens.114 

1.3.2. Limitations to Miller’s Conception of the Global Minimum 

If we apply Miller’s logic, we are merely left with the concept of harm as the binding glue in the 

community of humankind. The problem with Miller’s emphasis on avoiding harm and, by extension, 

interference in others’ pursuit of life is that it precludes any notion of a community of humanity; 

indeed, it “[can] be interpreted as facilitating a culture of indifference and neglect.”115 At this point, 

one might of course object that Miller’s account of the global minimum does not depend on the 

 
111 Miller, National Responsibility and Global Justice, 163. 
112 Miller’s approach appears to echo Shue’s account of basic rights, as noted by Simon Caney, Justice beyond Borders: A 
Global Political Theory, 1. publ. in paperback (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2006), 136.  
113 Miller, National Responsibility and Global Justice, 180. 
114 In fact, since citizens’ rights concern “conditions of political legitimacy,” Miller claims that most civil and political 
rights cannot be grounded in basic human needs and, as such, must be excluded from a universally applicable list of 
human rights. Miller, 167.  
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notion of freedom as a negative liberty and non-interference. After all, Miller’s human rights call for 

the provision of goods and services and, thus, go beyond a purely negative principle. Yet, despite 

raising a sound point, Miller’s take on culpability and outcome responsibility complicates if not 

neutralizes such a response, as we shall see shortly.116  

A further difficulty with the focus on harm which is “intimately linked” to the language of 

basic human rights is that it reduces concrete persons to generalized and abstract others in the 

universal humanitarian community. Even though Miller advances in his discussion on nationality a 

view of the self as delineated through deeply historical, cultural, epistemic, and sentimental 

connections, he puts forward here a view of the self as a “single, clamorous”117 human being, 

divested of all personal and social connections and relations. Deeply evocative of Michael Sandel’s 

critique of liberalism’s individualism/atomism, Miller thus “seeks to maintain” a vision of 

community as relationally intertwined and of individuals as socio-culturally encumbered while at the 

same time promoting a global minimum which “requires a constituent concept [of community and 

personhood]” that his prior vision precludes.118 This conceptual tension reveals, to borrow from 

Fiona Robinson, a world whose “complex networks of personal and social relations” – networks 

within and beyond the boundaries of the nation-state – are reduced to “a world made up only of 

[abstract] men and [concrete] citizens.”119 And as I shall argue in subsequent chapters, this reduction 

also “maintains and upholds our disposition to ‘keep strangers strange and outsiders outside’”120, a 

disposition that prevents us from seeking and forming alternative and novel communities. Yet, in 

denying the multiplicity of actual and potential communities, we foster a rigid either/or thinking 

which constrains shared moral understanding, cooperation, and justice.121   

Finally, what does Miller’s global minimum tell us about human flourishing? Concretely, when 

is a person said to be flourishing for Miller? We ask these questions because, as we learned in 

Walzer, human flourishing is integrally bound to people’s moral agency and their (‘legitimate’) 

demands of justice. Recall that Miller is interested in human individuals leading a minimally decent life 

 
116 Fiona Robinson contends in Globalizing Care that the language of rights - in our case, human rights – is “dependent on 
the notion of individuality.” Robinson, 62. As such, they are “intimately connected to the view of freedom as negative 
liberty, and in the international context, to claims regarding non-interference and non-intervention.” Robinson, 62. 
117 Annette Baier, “Cartesian Persons,” in Postures of the Mind: Essays on Mind and Morals (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1985), 237. 
118 Robinson, Globalizing Care, 66. 
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by which he means a life free from ‘basic’ harm. Now, a minimally decent life is to be understood as 

“something less than a flourishing life.”122 And further: 

To live a flourishing life means being able to develop and exercise whichever capacities 
someone deems to be most important – there are many ways to flourish, and in general 
they cannot be combined, so a person must choose which form of human excellence 
she wants to achieve. The conditions for minimal decency, by contrast, are the same for 
everyone in a given set of social circumstances.123  

It is not unusual, of course, to view flourishing as a context-sensitive concept. For example, in laying 

out her capabilities approach, Martha Nussbaum argues that in view of liberalism’s core tenets of 

freedom and personal autonomy, we must leave room for “diverse possibilities of flourishing.”124 

Yet, Nussbaum’s approach requires that a person reach a threshold level of functioning at which a 

“a person’s capability becomes … truly human, worthy of a human being.”125 In other words, it 

requires that a person lead a minimally flourishing life – that is, a life that is “fully human rather than 

subhuman … [and] worthy of the dignity of the human being.”126 While there are no doubt many 

ways of interpreting the meaning of leading a meaningful, intelligible, dignified, and full-filling life, we 

shall borrow from Nussbaum (for now) and define it as follows: in its most general and minimal 

form, human flourishing presupposes “a social and political being, who finds fulfillment in relations 

with others.”127 To be even more exact, we are deeply needy as well as morally intelligent beings who 

“[want] and [need] to live with others.”128 Indeed, basing her account on an Aristotelian “conception 

of the human being,” Nussbaum insists “that it would be odd to imagine the human being 

flourishing outside a network of [political and social] relations, such a notion may even be a 

contradiction in terms, since these relations seem a part of human flourishing.”129 We might thus 

provisionally conclude that a minimally flourishing life – that is, a fully/characteristically human life 

– is one that is “full of” or “filled with” multifaceted and varied relations. And, even if we can be 

relatively clear and definite on the general shape that a characteristically human life must take, the 

 
122 Miller, National Responsibility and Global Justice, 181. 
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conditions of its content – i.e., the nature of people’s relations - will “vary from place to place,” 130 

society to society, context to context thus allowing diverse ways of flourishing.  

Miller and Walzer seem to share a similar view of flourishing. Recall that Miller insists that a 

shared life is central to a person’s sense of self; for him, nationality is valuable because it enables 

people to find basic human fulfillment in concrete relations with others – in a dense human “web of 

customs, practices, implicit understandings, and so forth.”131 Yet, in excluding societal needs from 

the global minimum, Miller also excludes the idea of humans’ inherent and intricate sociability from 

his conception of flourishing in the humanitarian community, a move which limits the scope and 

content of justice in the global sphere. Even if we admit that the inclusion of social needs in Miller’s 

account of basic needs speaks to the fact that human beings are “biological and social creatures,”132 

the predominant reference to harm and essential functioning (i.e., biological survival, physical 

security, mobility, etc.) suggests that Miller’s notion of human sociability in the global realm is deeply 

impoverished. Even further, we might argue that the needs of humans as “complex persons with 

multifaceted identities, ties, and commitments” are thus reduced to the needs of autonomous, “pre-

social individuals - members of the community of humankind.”133 Thus, we find here the same 

conceptual tension (if not ontological misunderstanding) we described above: while we are taken to 

flourish as concrete individuals in the context of the national community, we are considered to 

flourish only as abstract ‘others’ in the “universal ‘community’ of humankind.”134 Abstract others, 

however, cannot be said to make meaningful demands of justice on thickly embedded and concrete 

‘others’ (i.e., co-nationals). Thus, Miller ends up offering a notion of flourishing but also selfhood 

and community that is riddled with inconsistencies and incoherencies. Still more, these limitations 

prevent Miller (and others) from advancing an approach that broadens our understanding of the 

scope and content global justice, both in terms of the questions it raises and in terms of the 

responses and attitudes it requires. Against this, I defend (in subsequent chapters) a notion of 

flourishing that starts from a boundary- and custom-defying relational ontology– one that allows us 

to re-consider the meaning of connection and interdependence and, as such, the nature of 

transnational moral responsibility.  
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1.3.3. Prospects for Justice in Miller’s Global Human Community  

Having explored some of the major contradictions in Miller’s approach, we can now consider 

whether there can be justice in the universal community of humankind and, if so, how its principles 

are to be applied. We saw that, for Miller, justice is a context-sensitive concept, whose normative 

content depends on the nature of the relations between persons; in particular, on “the morally 

relevant features of a set of social relationships.”135 We further learned that, in contrast to the global 

sphere, three central features or, rather, modes of relating (i.e., common identity, cooperation, and 

coercion) converge at the level of the nation-state. Notwithstanding the presence of transnational 

cooperation or coercion, these three features as per Miller, never appear in combination with one 

another. For example, Miller points out that there is no common transnational identity or reference 

group which would allow for “broad agreement … on the currencies of justice – the specific types 

of benefit and cost whose distribution is seen to raise questions of fairness.”136 And, even though he 

admits that there is economic cooperation across borders, he is also quick to note that current trans-

/international economic institutions are not regulated by a coercive central power whose distributive 

policies reflect agreed-upon principles of justice. In the absence of such convergence, it seems 

misguided to speak of social justice at the transnational level. In Miller’s own words:  

I will assume that global justice should be understood as demanding universal 
protection of human rights and fair terms of interaction between nation-states. … in the 
case of social justice, I assume that it embraces comparative principles of opportunity 
and equal access to medical care for those with similar needs.137  

One of the principal reasons why social justice entails the convergence of these features or modes of 

relating is that the distribution of benefits and burdens, resources and opportunities, is comparative 

in nature. That is to say, in seeking some type of equality or fairness - a state which distributive 

justice always seems to require – we invariably need to compare, say, the allocation of goods 

between two people within a society. Yet, to do so requires that we can “rely on a common set of . . 

. understandings to tell us” what qualifies as equal and fair. It requires that “there really are not 

relevant differences between the people among whom [the comparison and] distribution is being 

made” – differences that stem from distinct “cultural and political ties.” Indeed, in the absence of a 
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common cultural or political denominator, “we are left with no way of determining when, in fact, a 

distribution of [rights, resources, and opportunities] qualifies as an equal distribution.”138 For 

example, Miller shows that an equal distribution of resources is unfeasible in the global context 

because it is impossible to compare their value, which is determined by such factors as “political 

decisions,” “cultural [meanings],” and other “forms of human behavior.”139 This explains why, 

according to Miller, “claims of equal treatment” – i.e. substantive equality – presuppose membership 

in a group or community, the most popular being “citizenship in nation-states.”140  

Now, if we follow Miller’s logic and rule out global egalitarianism as a feasible option, what 

kind of justice, if any, can be said to hold globally? That is, can we secure justice in the community 

of humankind independently of a fair distribution of advantages and disadvantages, independently of 

substantive equality? Miller suggests that we must pursue an understanding of global justice that is 

‘basic’ in nature. In plainer language, global justice must concern itself with matters that transcend 

the spheres of comparison, matters such as basic needs, “absolute poverty[,] or deprivation.” Even 

though he concedes that “we may still be [derivatively] concerned about the effects of large [socio-

economic] inequalities”141 Miller insists that the only principle of justice we can pursue in the global 

realm is one of formal equality: viz., “equality between people who are in all relevant respects the 

same.”142 Based on what has been said so far, it should be apparent that, for Miller, the only way in 

which people are indistinguishable from one another is in their need to meet certain “essential 

features of human life” such as the necessity  “to take in water, … breathe in oxygen,” or engage in 

other core human activities.143 This also explains why Miller adopts a global minimum – a minimum 

which, as it turns out, is “due to every human being as a matter of justice.”144 So although global 

justice cannot mean global equality, it can (and should) nonetheless mean the protection of core 

human needs and rights – that is, the promotion of the global minimum. 

Taking the global minimum to capture the demands of global justice, however, poses a new 

set of problems. In our discussion of the global minimum, we discovered that the presence of 

certain basic needs impedes humans from leading a minimally decent life, a condition which Miller 

describes as morally deplorable and urgent. This moral urgency, Miller claims, triggers a universal 
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obligation “to come to the aid of those whose [basic] rights are imperiled.”145 Yet, as it turns out, it is 

with just this claim that we shall need to be concerned. For, the concession of such an obligation 

does not tell us on whom this obligation falls and how, let alone to what extent, it shall be met. To 

quote: “There is, however, a large normative gap between identifying a state of affairs as intolerable 

and identifying agents, individual or collective, who have a responsibility to remedy it.”146 Before we 

address this normative gap, it is important to first clarify what kind of responsibility we are working 

with. While we have described it as universal, it remains unclear whether our obligation to help 

others in need is an outcome responsibility – “the responsibility we have for gains and losses 

resulting from our actions” – or a remedial responsibility – “the responsibility we have to relieve 

harm and suffering when we are able to do so.”147 Otherwise put, we need to learn whether we are 

under a universal obligation to aid when we have caused a morally intolerable situation – that is, 

when we caused ‘essential’ harm or whether we are universally obliged to help when we are simply 

capable of doing so. Now, even though Miller stresses that we need to understand the alleviation of 

morally intolerable harm as a remedial responsibility, he swiftly qualifies, if not neutralizes, his 

assertion by putting significant limitations in place. Specifically, he identifies four practical limitations 

in meeting the above-mentioned list of human rights, namely: i) limits of human agency; ii) limits on 

the type of demands than can be placed on other agents; iii) the violation of the provider’s human 

rights; and iv) resource scarcity.148 Further, Miller stresses that a morally deplorable situation such as 

extreme poverty does not necessarily call for remediation by a third party; we must first elucidate the 

causes of poverty and wealth, then weigh the ability of third parties (i.e. rich countries) to assist 

strangers in need, and consider the extent to which remedial responsibilities/deeds should be shared 

with others (specifically poor countries).  

For Miller then, establishing the presence of harm or basic needs is not enough. If we are to 

reckon adequately with the facts of need and responsibility, we must learn why a situation requires 

remediation in the first place and whether someone is to blame for it. For example, Miller notes that 

one (principal) way to address poverty and global justice has been to approach it as a macro-level 

problem, placing much focus on the workings of the global economic order (see Thomas Pogge). 

Albeit powerful and important, this approach, Miller contends, does not seem adequate for thinking 
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about poor people’s, communities’, and countries’ agency. Specifically, he warns against negating 

distant others’ ability to be held accountable by placing too much responsibility on the global order.  

[The international/global] order is far from perfect, and indeed it is not difficult to 
identify reforms that would make it easier for societies staring from a position of 
economic disadvantage to improve their prospects through inward investment and 
trade. But even with the imperfect order that we have, many societies have already 
achieved advances and that, at the very least, suggests that (outcome) responsibility for 
the condition of those that remain cannot be simply attributed to that order and the rich 
societies that uphold it.149   

As with Walzer, Miller’s global minimum turns out to also rely on a liability model of 

responsibility, one that obscures the deeply relational and structural nature of poverty. Indeed, 

this reliance is unavoidable given that Miller posits a world that has clearly divided lines, 

separating the ethically significant and meaningful from the ethical wasteland of bare life.  In 

doing so, however, he posits a theory of (global) justice that not only misperceives but also 

misconstrues the extent of human connectedness but fails to capture the intricacies of our 

global reality.   

1.4. Conclusion: Implicit Ontologies in Walzer & Miller  

So, in this chapter, we learned that, according to nationalist thought, justice – in particular, 

social or distributive justice – is born in contexts of meaning. Justice reflects a world of 

common meanings that is and can only be experienced in concrete and felt relationships. 

Indeed, all meaning, we saw, is created through social and cultural interaction. Walzer, to 

recall, said that individuals’ interests, goals, and life plans, which are constitutive of their self-

identity, are shaped by a community’s particular way of life – a way of life that, in turn, results 

from the confluence of culture, history, language, and so on. Each community, with its web of 

distinctly complex and idiosyncratic relationships, forms its separate sphere of justice. For 

Walzer, justice is thus premised on the distribution of meaning – of distribuenda that reflect a 

particular social, cultural, and historical sphere – which presupposes a bounded or self-

contained world. Miller, on the other side, holds that a nation fulfills people’s basic need to 

identify oneself with others: that is, the need for self-understanding through and with others. 

It is these relationships that give rise to demands of social justice. Outside of the bounds of 
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the community or nation then, justice is reduced to either justice-right-now or a global 

minimum of justice. The global, to some extent, symbolizes or stands for the deracination of 

man and the dissolution of moral value and social justice. As a consequence, what we are left 

with is a minimum that oscillates between justice as the curtailment of human life to its bare 

minimum,150 justice as compensation for blameworthy behavior (justice as liability), and/or 

justice as some shade of humanitarianism.   

Throughout the chapter, I have also shown that Walzer’s and Miller’s minimalist 

model of (global) justice is not able to account for or respond to poverty as a deeply relational 

and structural problem. This failure or, one might argue, misrecognition is in great part due 

the reduction of “what is a complex world composed of overlapping networks of personal and 

social relations to a world made up only of ‘men’ and ‘citizens’.”151 The irony here is that 

Walzer’s and Miller’s community-based models are best understood as a refutation of a 

traditional liberal view of the self. Rooted for the most part in a Kantian deontological model, 

traditional liberalism posits the “priority of the self over its ends [and values.” That is, it 

portrays “the human subject as a sovereign agent of choice”, who, unencumbered by the 

vagaries of the human condition (i.e., social arrangements, affiliation, loyalties, etc.), chooses 

‘his’ ends, aims, and purposes freely and willfully. This portrayal, thus, captures the 

quintessential ‘autonomous man’ or person who, through the powers of self-creation, self-

determination, self-possession, and self-legislation, chooses who he is and what he wants or aspires to 

have. The liberal self, thus, is a radically free and ‘un-situated’ self. Such a view of the self, 

however, has extensive consequences for “politics and justice,”152 namely: it results in a notion 

of justice and political organization that is unresponsive to the fact that we are deeply socially 

embedded and situated creatures. It obscures the fact that the human subject is constituted by 

a web or relationships, affiliations, and attachments. For Sandel, this unresponsiveness results 

in a vision or construction of justice such as Rawls’s “that embodies deontology’s liberating 

vision and allows it to unfold.”153 In other words, it engenders a vision that posits justice prior 

to all other values, goods, and human circumstances, which, to some degree or other, inform 

our sense of self as individuals and collectives. 
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Now, despite their communitarian bent, I believe that Walzer’s and Miller’s approach 

embodies a similarly ‘traditional liberal’ or, rather, atomistic vision. While they criticize the 

vision of the radically un-situated, sovereign agent of choice, who always stands 

distinguishably prior to and separate from human circumstance, they conceive of the 

community or the nation as a similarly sovereign, self-contained/bounded, and separate agent. 

The ‘community’ then is thought of as the secluded if not lone inhabitant (i.e., Robinson 

Crusoe) of a purportedly deserted island.154 Yet, if it is non-sensical to think of the self as 

isolated and prior to the relationships that constitute it, then the same must hold for the 

community. To put it differently, if the individual is constituted in relationships, then this state 

of ‘relatedness’ cannot stop at the bounds of the community: that is, we must not only 

conceive of the individual as in relation and interaction with near and distant others, but we must 

also conceive of the community as in relation and interaction with collective and individual others. 

Not unlike our claims regarding the individual self, the community or nation cannot be 

posited as prior to and independent of human circumstance and the conditions of existence – 

in this case, the conditions of our global existence. As a consequence, we must think of 

“connection [as] more primary than separation [and disconnection]” at not only the individual 

and local, but also the collective and global level.155 And this being so, we must further discard 

the communitarian or nationalist “focus on pre-existing, established communities.”156 Instead, 

we must replace it with a vision of the community as ever-evolving, “porous [,] and non-self-

transparent,”157 as “a function of [boundary-defying and boundary-constituting] social 

relations and processes.”158 That is, we must replace the nationalist vision of community as 

culturally, politically, socially, and morally coherent, self-enclosed and pre-established with a 

vision of community whose bounds and identity are constantly being challenged and shifted 

by the in- and outflux of diverse people driven by transnational economic and political 

processes, environmental and human crises, and countless human interactions.    

In conclusion, the nationalist approach paradoxically falls prey to an individualist 

social ontology, an ontology that, at its core, it tries to avert and replace. Despite cautioning us 

against tearing down the walls of the nation(-state) and, thereby, creating a thousand petty 
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fortresses, Walzer and Miller cannot steer clear of erecting countless petty fortresses 

themselves. In the end, their community/nation-centred approaches end up creating a world 

full of petty fortresses, only that here the fortresses are built around the bounds of ethically 

thick community, the nation. As I will demonstrate in the following two chapters, 

relationships must not only provide the context but also the substance for our normative 

conclusions about justice.  
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2. Chapter Two: Statism, Coercion, & the Autonomous Self 

In its Pulitzer-Prize-winning episode “The Out Crowd,” the weekly public radio program This American Life reports 

on the effects of Donald Trump’s “Remain in Mexico” on asylum seekers. In its prologue, the host, Ira Glass, takes 

us to a “makeshift camp in Matamores, Mexico, right over the border from Brownsville, Texas.”1  Nestled at the 

border between two big countries, the camp is haphazardly made up of hundreds of donated Coleman tents, which are 

intended for light weekend camping. Without access to any type of water system or sanitation infrastructure, the 

campers rely on daily donations of water bottles and a handful of porta potties. Food is organized by group of 

volunteers, all teachers, who have made sure that a plain breakfast is delivered to the inhabitants of the camp each 

morning by a local restaurant. In addition, they have arranged for different parties to bring and serve dinner five times 

per week. And finally, without much support from either the American or Mexican government, a lone nurse, Helen 

Perry, and a few relief workers provide medical assistance to the thousands of people stuck there. Perry explains to the 

reporter on the ground that, in her many years of work in refugee camps, the conditions at Matamores are by far the 

worst she has ever encountered.  

The picture here is tragically simple. Neither the United States nor Mexico want to take 

accountability for the tens of thousands of asylum seekers, who have fled their homes and families in the hope of 

a dignified life. Both governments are interested in protecting their borders and maintaining the integrity of their 

public. Thus, the idea here is a well-known one: the enforcement of border law emphasizes the reigning ideal of 

a nation-state’s boundedness sovereignty. Indeed, the United Nations’ inability to intervene speaks to the 

workings of this ideal in the international order.  

However, what the makeshift tent city in Matamores so tragically evinces is that the border is no 

longer a boundary that rigidly separates us and clearly demarcates who belongs and who does not. Here, the 

border has become a living and lived space, one that is unfolding in novel and improvised ways. Indeed, Glass’s 

narration lays bare how these makeshift camps, which have popped up all along the Southern border since the 

Trump administration signed the “Remain in Mexico” policy into effect, are places or sites of active 

relationship. They are marked by an influx and outflux of locals, migrants, volunteers, and patrol officers that 

reveal the deep entanglement and non-separability of human living 

If anything, the cloud of relations that only grows and complicates ever faster at the border between 

Mexico and the United States urges us to question one of liberal theory’s most dominant political, and moral 

ideals - namely, the ideal of autonomy. In general, the central idea here is that an individual person is self-
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sufficient, self-determining and self-governing. Crucially, this ideal is not conceptually bound to a person’s agency 

as it is projected onto the modern sovereign state and the global order. The problem with this ideal is that it 

profoundly and directly informs policy makers’ and theorists’ derivation of principles of justice despite the deep 

entanglement of human and political living. However, if the separateness of our lives is a sham, then the work 

of theory is to produce a model of justice that critically questions our purported separability and adequately 

reflects our dynamic and shifting interconnectedness.   

2.1. Introduction 

In the previous chapter, we explored the role of the nation as the primary normative, cultural, and 

political community in which claims of (social) justice arise exclusively. By studying the contours of 

Walzer’s and Miller’s moral and political communities, we were able to highlight the shortcomings of 

their ontological presuppositions. While their nationalist starting point revealed an ontology that had 

strong relational, communitarian, and collectivist elements, the impermeably bounded nature of 

these elements (and others) proved to have exclusionary, atomistic, and antagonistic traits. This 

ontological two-sidedness resulted not only in a mis-construal of (communal) boundaries, 

relationality, and connection but also in flawed accounts of political legitimacy and responsibility. 

Moreover, it significantly limited the approach’s capacity to respond to pressing global issues such as 

poverty. I now want to pursue a similar line of argument and inquiry: turning our attention to 

statism, we will trace the borders of its moral and ethical landscape in order to bring to light the 

approach’s conception of global justice (i.e., its scope and content). In particular, this chapter aims 

to carefully examine the social ontology behind statism and ask whether its principal ontological 

units (i.e., the autonomous individual and self-determining state) impede us - both theoretically and 

practically – from properly and efficiently responding to acute global problems and harms. Crucially, 

such an examination lets us ask whether their ontological assumptions allow statists to misconstrue 

our relationships and, as such, responsibilities to assumedly ‘distant’ strangers.  

Following the previous chapter’s layout, our discussion of statism is divided into two 

approaches. First, I tackle what I have identified as the strong version. To do so, I examine the 

works of Michael Blake and Thomas Nagel, both of whom advocate coercion-based accounts of 

statism. While both scholars agree on the normative peculiarity of the state and the prevalence of 

coercion as the conditions that prompt demands of social justice, I show that they disagree not only 

on the reasons as to why state coercion demands equality as a principle of justice but also on the 
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political nature of the international sphere. Thus, mindful of their distinct accounts of (state) 

coercion and social justice as well as their respective construals of the political and moral sphere 

and/or community within and beyond the state, I inquire into the feasibility of principles of global 

justice.  

In the next section, I move on to the moderate approach. Here, I grapple with the works of 

Matthias Risse and Andrea Sangiovanni, both of whom label themselves as internationalists, whose 

analysis focuses on different institutional contexts at the domestic, international, and trans-national 

level. Despite deriving principles of justice from these diverse contexts, both theorists continue to 

emphasize – in statist-like fashion - the normative primacy and peculiarity of the state, which “play a 

crucial role in the justification of” distributive justice.2 Whereas Risse argues that the need for this 

justification is based on the state’s political and legal immediacy and its cooperative and reciprocal 

nature, Sangiovanni premises it on the reciprocal relations among cooperating citizens and residents. 

Finally, bearing in mind that they allow for distinct principles of justice depending on the 

associational or institutional context, I ask whether this moderating move is able to conceptualize 

the relation of states and citizens in ways that overcomes the atomistic and separationist tendencies 

of statism. 

2.2. Statism & Coercion: Blake’s & Nagel’s Strong Answer(s)  

2.2.1. Moral Community & Autonomy  

While our discussion of nationalism concluded there are three types of communities, the boundaries 

of which aligned with the “value of some forms of culture (i.e., the important of social tradition, 

value of local community for equality, etc.),”3 we learn in this section that Blake’s approach to and 

conception of community is informed by individual liberalism. That means, boundaries must, before 

all else, align with the ‘value of’ moral equality. Bearing this in mind, it is easy to see why, for Blake, 

the (thin) moral community4 not only encompasses all of humankind but also presumes the equal 

moral worth of each member. Crucially, promoting such equality, Blake believes, requires (and 

 
2 Andrea Sangiovanni, “Justice and the Priority of Politics to Morality,” Journal of Political Philosophy 16, no. 2 (2008): 137, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9760.2007.00291.x. 
3 Michael Blake, Justice and Foreign Policy, First Edition (Oxford, United Kingdom ; New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 15. 
4 I speak of a thin moral community here because Blake’s domestic political community (i.e. the state) is best described 
as normatively thick.   
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implies) that “all human beings have the moral entitlement to exist as agents, and therefore have 

entitlements to those circumstances and conditions under which this is possible.”5 To exist as an 

agent, however, means nothing other than to be an autonomous agent, who is fundamentally self-

governing and self-determining. Borrowing from Joseph Raz, Blake states that autonomy demands 

that a person be able to decide over one’s life, by developing and “[pursuing] self-chosen goals and 

relationships.” To do so, it further entails “the abilities to form complex intentions…and the forms 

of rationality to follow through on what those intentions require.”6 Describing autonomy as 

authorship over one’s life, Blake, nonetheless, qualifies his definition by adding that he is defending 

a moderate or political version of autonomy: that is, it is meant as a value that should principally 

govern “the public realm of political life and coercive legal institutions.”7 As such, autonomy does 

not merely imply “the exercise of practical reason” in the pursuit of one’s life goals but also the 

participation in “reflective deliberation about what values and ideals” should be “endorsed and 

pursued” in the private as well as public realm. That is, it calls for reflective deliberation in a person’s 

private life and democratic deliberation in the “creation and maintenance” of the state and its 

institutional/legal structure.8  

Now, we should note that Blake’s basic adherence to individual liberalism and autonomy 

demands a commitment to impartiality in the moral community. This is why he stresses that his 

starting point is one of global impartiality – necessarily so, since, as explained above, every person is 

equally entitled to “live as [a] rationally autonomous [agent].”9 Yet, it is the very commitment to 

impartiality – that is, to the impartial observance of equality - that ultimately, Blake believes, calls on 

us to treat people differently given their context or circumstances.  For example, if citizens are 

legally obliged (that is, coerced) by their government to pay taxes, then the principles of autonomy 

and impartiality require that the government supports them by making a bundle of social goods and 

benefits available to them. Importantly, it does not require that the government makes the same 

bundle available to non-citizens: “as circumstances become more complex”10 impartiality may 

require that we treat people differently if differently situated. Thus, differential or ‘unequal’ 

treatment is not only compatible with but necessary when dealing with matters of social/distributive 

 
5 Blake, Justice and Foreign Policy, 21. 
6 Blake, 21. 
7 Blake, 22. 
8 Blake, 25. 
9 Michael Blake, “Distributive Justice, State Coercion, and Autonomy,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 30, no. 3 (Summer 
2001): 271. 
10 Blake, 261. 
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justice. Indeed, we will promptly see that Blake’s take on impartiality and equality crucially results in 

a differential approach to justice, one that limits distributive justice to the domestic political sphere.   

In contrast to Blake, Nagel, in his widely cited “The Problem of Global Justice”, does not 

offer us a clear image of the moral community. At various points, he gestures at some basic 

commonalities, the most distinguishing being that we all share the same basic interests (i.e., survival) 

– a commonality which allows us to put ourselves in other people’s shoes. As it turns out, it is the 

ability to put ourselves in other people’s shoes that is instrumental to the ‘minimal morality’ 

governing our relations in Nagel’s moral community: 

The minimal humanitarian morality governs our relation to all other persons. It does not 
require us to make their ends our own, but it does require us to pursue our ends within 
boundaries [my emphasis] that leave them free to pursue theirs, and to relieve them from 
extreme threats and obstacles [my emphasis] to such freedom if we can do so without serious 
sacrifice of our own ends.11  

There seems to be a tension in Nagel’s conception of minimal humanitarianism between his 

endorsement of human life and autonomy. On the one hand, Nagel, not unlike previous theorists, 

seems to imply that our relations “to all other persons” in the moral community are based on a 

conception of life at its bare minimum. That is, they are informed by a joint outrage at egregious 

violations of human integrity such as (inhumane) violence, severe coercion, enslavement, and rescue 

from immediate danger.12 On the other hand, Nagel’s focus on negative rights, which he describes as 

“[setting] universal and pre-political limits”13 seems to endorse Blake’s autonomy-centred view. The 

quoted passage’s emphasis on freedom from interference, in particular, suggests an understanding of 

membership that is rooted in our autonomy and independence from one another. Yet, Nagel’s 

implicit commitment to autonomy does not presuppose, as Blake would have it, an endorsement of 

equality. In fact, Nagel, whose argument is deeply influenced by Thomas Hobbes, asserts that “[a 

comprehensive] value of equality has [no] purchase” in the moral community.14 This is so because 

“we are [only] required to accord equal status to anyone with whom we are joint … in contingent 

particular associations.”15 In other words, for Nagel, the comprehensive status of equality is 

 
11 Thomas Nagel, “The Problem of Global Justice,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 33, no. 2 (Spring 2005): 131. 
12 Nagel, 131. 
13 Nagel, 127. 
14 Nagel, 133. 
15 Nagel, 133. 
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preceded by “the imperative of securing basic rights”, which is still to be understood as “a condition 

of universal concern”– that is, as much lower threshold of equality.16  

What do the respective emphases on autonomy and negative freedom reveal about the 

authors’ and their theories’ ontological presuppositions? For Blake, autonomy is understood as the 

ability to decide over one’s life. That is, he presupposes that all persons are (and, by extension, ought 

to live as) “rationally autonomous agents, capable of pursuing plans of life in accordance with 

individual conceptions of the good.”17 What we have here then is a description of the individual as 

self-determining, self-making, and self–governing. Feminists have long argued that the traditional 

liberal construction of (individual) autonomy reflects a “fundamentally individualistic and 

rationalistic” conception of the person.18 Following Mackenzie and Stotlar, we can suggest that 

Blake’s “[attribution of] autonomy to individuals” treats individuals as “atomistic, or separate, or 

radically individualistic,” or as deeply isolated.19 This assumption is rooted and, in great part, 

confirmed in Blake’s revealing foregrounding of individual citizens as property owners. While he 

denies that the moral right of property can ground the right to exclude foreigners, he does not 

dismiss it either. Instead, he simply argues that the question of exclusion must be supplemented by a 

juridical interpretation of the modern state.20 What matters is that the admission of a new resident 

engenders a “new legal relationship,” one that obliges current citizens to maintain “the legal and 

political institutions” that uphold the rights of newcomers. Yet, these institutions, as we shall 

promptly examine in greater detail, are coercive in nature because their rules and practices invariably 

interfere with the autonomy of their citizens. Crucially, legal and political institutions are maintained 

by coercively determining property ownership and enforcing taxation.21 The basic importance of this 

correlation is that the autonomous person is, literally and figuratively speaking, a property owner. 

The “autonomous man” as the property-owning man, however, is the most perfectly isolated and 

insulated: after all, property provides the “necessary [literal and figurative] walls” to separate and 

protect us from others. 22 Ultimately, Blake’s foregrounding is so significant because it confirms his 

 
16 Nagel, 133. 
17 Blake, “Distributive Justice, State Coercion, and Autonomy,” 271. 
18 Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar, “Autonomy Refigured,” in Relational Autonomy: Feminist Perspectives on Autonomy, 
Agency, and the Social Self (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 3. 
19 Mackenzie and Stoljar, 7. 
20 Michael Blake, “The Right to Exclude,” Critical Review of International Social and Political Philosophy 17, no. 5 (September 3, 
2014): 521, https://doi.org/10.1080/13698230.2014.919056. 
21 Blake, “Distributive Justice, State Coercion, and Autonomy,” 277. 
22 Jennifer Nedelsky, Law’s Relations: A Relational Theory of Self, Autonomy, and Law (Oxford ; New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 2011), 97. 
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underlying individualist social ontology: namely, the view of the individual as a “bounded and 

‘separative’” and atomistic self.23  

The same critique can be applied to Nagel’s conception of persons as, primarily, holders of 

negative rights or freedoms.24 Such an emphasis on negative liberty, according to Nancy 

Hirschmann, “goes hand in hand with a theory of abstract [and radical] individualism” and a 

“conception of liberty as freedom from restraints [which] entails … that all individuals are and 

should be isolated units.”25 And further:  

If men are to preserve the essence of humanity, they must preserve the essence of their 
humanity, they must preserve their freedom. Relationships threaten that freedom 
because there is no assurance that the other person will not try to harm you.26  

Hirschmann rightly concludes that Nagel’s view of individuals is shaped by a theoretical tradition 

that “ontologically and epistemologically [depended] on a conception of humans as autonomous 

individuals who spring forth fully equipped with rationality and reason, interests and passions, and 

the motor and physical capabilities to fulfill their desires.”27   

Returning to Blake’s autonomy-centred view for the moral community, we can observe that it 

is rather unclear or ambiguous how its members relate to one another. While political theorists 

writing in the primarily Kantian tradition recognize that autonomy does not preclude having special 

ties or relationships, they readily retreat into an idealized conception of autonomous persons.28 That 

is, liberal theorists tend to think of autonomy prior to relationships. This is why in conceiving of 

principles of justice – indeed, principles that are meant to guide the way we approach our immediate 

reality and organize ourselves socially and politically– are guided by the notion of the autonomous, 

rationally calculating, “self-authenticating”29 and mutually disinterested ‘man’.30  Hence, to assert or 

 
23 Nedelsky, 96. 
24 For a thorough discussion of negative rights, see my critique of Pogge in chapter three. 
25 Nancy J. Hirschmann, Rethinking Obligation: A Feminist Method for Political Theory (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992), 
38. 
26 Hirschmann, 38. 
27 Hirschmann, 51. 
28 Interestingly, Rawls, pivotal in the global justice debate assumes that rational moral agents were members of 
household, families, communities, and so on. In Political Liberalism, for instance, Rawls clearly acknowledges that “two 
types of commitments and attachments – political and nonpolitical – specify moral identity and give shape to a person’s 
way of life, what one sees oneself as doing and trying to accomplish in the social world.” John Rawls, Political Liberalism, 
Paperback ed, The John Dewey Essays in Philosophy 4 (New York: Columbia Univ. Press, 1996), 31.  
29 Rawls, 32. 
30 See chapter three for a more in-depth analysis of Rawls and the role of autonomy in liberal contract theory. The 
following is worth noting at this point: while Rawls’s model of the ‘autonomous person’ is a partial — political — 
conception of the person, it guides and determines how Rawls and scholars who have followed in his footsteps view 
principles of justice. Also, the idea that we can apply a purely political conception of the person to matters of justice 
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suggest that autonomy, as Blake seems to do, places humans in a type of meaningful (moral, 

political, or social) relation to one another is puzzling because it is the very same value that sharply 

demarcates boundaries amongst both individuals and communities. Far from indicating any form of 

connection, interdependence, or interrelatedness, Blake’s (as well as Nagel’s) view accentuates 

separation, distance, and un-relatedness – in plain, it accentuates sharply isolated and bordered units. 

Thus, to recapitulate our conundrum: on the one hand, we are left to assume that autonomy (or, in 

Nagel’s case, negative freedom) is a or “the” principal value that imparts meaning and significance 

onto members in the moral community. On the other hand, we cannot help but notice that if 

autonomy is premised on separation, then it also threatens the sustainability of any community, 

including the moral community. It does so by eroding the very foundations of community, namely 

its inherently relational and shared make-up.  

 If we - or rather Blake/Nagel - want to sustain the semblance of a (moral) community, by 

which I understand some type of interconnection, interdependence, and/or relationship, it seems 

important if not necessary that we follow Annette Baier’s suit and think of persons as essentially 

“second persons.”31 To quote Baier: 

 A person, perhaps, is best seen as one who was long enough dependent upon other 
persons to acquire the essential arts of personhood. Persons essentially are second 
persons, who grow up with other persons.32   

The important point here is that far from being isolated, self-determining, and “radically 

individualistic,” persons are best seen as “[coming] after and before other persons” who will either 

have cared for them or for whom they will have to care.33 Similarly, Seyla Benhabib invites us to 

think of “subjects of reason” – that is, rational agents – as “finite, embodied, and fragile creatures.”34 

That is to say, they/we are creatures “whose bodies can only be kept alive, whose needs can only be 

satisfied, and whose self can only develop within [a] human community.”35 While Baier and 

Benhabib help us to appreciate the inherent vulnerability and dependency of persons, it is valuable, I 

 
assumes in part that we can draw clear a boundary between the moral and political. Addressing this division of spheres, 
Joan Tronto argues in Moral Boundaries that this supposed boundary is an arbitrary and artificial one since the moral 
penetrates (and perpetuates) the political and vice versa.  
31 Baier, “Cartesian Persons,” 84. 
32 Baier, 84. 
33 Baier, 85. 
34 Seyla Benhabib, “Communicative Ethics and the Claims of Gender, Community and Postmodernism,” in Situating the 
Self: Gender, Community, and Postmodernism in Contemporary Ethics (New York: Routledge, 1992), 5. 
35 Seyla Benhabib, Situating the Self: Gender, Community, and Postmodernism in Contemporary Ethics (New York: Routledge, 
1992), 5. See also: Groenhout, Connected Lives. 
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would argue, to think of this notion of dependency even more broadly, along the lines of 

interdependence. Instead of simply thinking of dependency as something that implies some kind of 

caring by persons before us and for persons after us, we should conceive of it as a state that though 

“[shifting] never vanishes.”36 It never vanishes because persons do not only come before and after 

persons, they become and are persons in tandem with other persons. Significantly and as I shall 

develop in chapters four and five, “to flourish [my emphasis] … they must live concurrently with 

other persons.”37 In short, we are “concurrently,” necessarily, and inherently bound up with others.  

Bear in mind that my critique does not preclude recognizing autonomy as a political value. In 

fact, it is a vital political value, one that feminist philosophers who have criticized women’s 

association with the private sphere – a sphere in which they are “[supposed to] ‘reproduce’ life as 

natural, biological matter” and tend to the ‘natural’ needs of man “and other dependent for food and 

shelter”38 – vigorously champion. The importance of autonomy, however, does not preclude 

questioning the way the concept has been conceived and constructed in liberal theory. Rather, what 

is being challenged or regarded with suspicion is an overtly individualistic and rationalistic 

conception of autonomy. In acknowledging that we are dependent on others to “develop all of our 

core capacities,” we are forced to dislodge the idea of autonomy and independence.39 After all, as 

Nedelsky warns us, “parts of the dominant picture of autonomy are not really human possibilities 

and … the aspiration to achieve them … can only come at the cost of [others]” precisely because of 

our dependent nature.40 Thus, the purpose here is to (re)conceive of autonomy as “constituted, yet 

not determined by the web of nested relationships within which we live.”41 In short, autonomy is 

made available to us by others.42  

 
36 Linda Barclay, “Autonomy and the Social Self,” in Relational Autonomy: Feminist Perspectives on Autonomy, Agency, and the 
Social Self, ed. Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 58. I make a similar 
claim in chapter 1 when I discuss the need to view poverty alleviation as an ongoing relationship that may shift and 
change but never vanishes. See my discussion of relational poverty. 
37 Barclay, 58. 
38 Virginia Held, ed., Justice and Care: Essential Readings in Feminist Ethics (Boulder, Colo: Westview Press, 1995), 45. 
39 Nedelsky, Law’s Relations, 28. 
40 Nedelsky, 45. 
41 Nedelsky, 45. 
42 It should not surprise us that such a re-conception would have deep implications for the domestic state and its 
institutional structure. That is, it would call on the state to support the needs or capabilities of people in way that 
acknowledges (and assists us) in their fundamental interdependence and dependence. This explains why Tronto argues in 
Caring Democracy that justice presupposes care and, as such, the implementation of caring (democratic) institutions. While 
we can more easily see how relational autonomy affects domestic justice, I will show it also has deep implications for 
global justice. Our first step to do so will be to explore in the next section how autonomy as independence has 
influenced (1) the way statists conceive of the state and its boundaries, and (2) the way they think about justice and 
duties thereof. And as we slowly begin to unpack these implications, we will be able see how a relational model deeply 
affects the way we conceive of global justice in normative, political, and practical terms. Indeed, the following passage 
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At this time, one might object that Blake, for example, does not endorse “the atomistic “self-

made” conception of autonomy.”43 Indeed, one might contend that Blake’s account of autonomy is 

inherently social – that is, it “gravitates toward” the relational and interpersonal. To illustrate, Blake 

insists that the preservation and protection of autonomy necessitates the creation of (coercive) 

political institutions. In other words, he seems to imply that autonomy can only be fully realized in a 

communal and social context. Socialization then does not preclude and/or “impede” autonomy; de 

facto, it facilitates and promotes it. 

Though compelling at first, we do not need to look far or long to regard it with suspicion. As 

Lorraine Code so poignantly argues in “Second Persons,” it may well be the case that mainstream 

liberal theorists such as Blake do not think or conceive of autonomy “to the exclusion of 

interdependence and community.”44 Yet, even if their accounts gesture at some of its social and 

relational aspects, the abstraction of autonomy as self-sufficiency, independence, and self-

determination seems to remain the reigning ideal. Otherwise said, the above-mentioned ontological 

presuppositions continue to inform these mainstream political theories at a more abstract and 

symbolic level. Code writes:  

[The] autonomous man does enjoy the status of a character ideal in modern society; his 
mode of being is considered worthy of admiration and emulation … in practice, it often 
seems that autonomy is the central, core, or supreme value, and that values that grow 
out of community are seen as intrusions upon, or threats, to autonomy. Indeed, starting 
points and focal points shape the impact of theoretical discussion: it makes a difference 
whether one moves from autonomy to community, or in the opposite direction.45  

 
from Law’s Relations, Nedelsky offers us a promising first sketch of the link between the domestic and global: “Once 
people begin to make a habit of relational thinking, of seeing how both personal relationship and personal choices are 
inevitably shaped by wider relationship, they can see how these relationships intersect with institutions, such as family 
law (which defines marriage and stipulates spousal and parental obligations), a market economy, the presence or absence 
of state-supported child care, the presence of a “family way” (and thus norms of one or both parents in the paid labor 
force). These national (or regional institutions), in turn, interact with global markets and institutions, such as the World 
Bank, as well as with relations of economic and political power generated over centuries. For example, impoverished 
countries export their women to perform care work (sex work, childcare, and housework) for those in wealthy countries, 
many children in both sending and receiving countries receive much of their care from women who are not their 
mothers. And, as we are increasingly coming to acknowledge, all of these levels of relationship are affected – and have 
affected – still larger patters, such as global warming (for example, sever weather patterns causing migration, disruption 
of families, and increased conflict over natural resource).” Nedelsky, 21. 
43 Marilyn Friedman, “Autonomy, Social Disruption, and Women,” in Relational Autonomy: Feminist Perspectives on 
Autonomy, Agency, and the Social Self, ed. Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie Stoljar (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2000), 40. 
44 Lorraine Code, “Second Persons,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy Supplementary Vol. 13 (1987): 360. 
45 Code, 358–60. 
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Bearing Code’s words in mind then, we should note that Blake does not consider the political 

community to be a pre-condition of autonomy. That means, despite the fact that well-functioning 

(democratic) institutions guarantee the realization of autonomy, they do not come prior to 

autonomy which remains “the starting and focal point.” Not only does Blake posit autonomy prior 

to political community, but the latter also remains a site of threat, something from whose 

encroachment we need protection. After all, the inevitably coercive nature of political institutions 

implies the forceful imposition of norms and rules upon individuals which, in turn, impedes the free 

pursuit of their “self-chosen goals” and interests.46 It is this forceful imposition that represents a 

threat and requires justification.  

Similarly, Nagel believes that people’s inevitable and involuntary subjugation to a coercive 

political system that rules in their name needs to be justified to its members whose pre-politically 

given negative rights and liberties must be guarded regardless of our prior relations with other 

people. In part, I read Nagel to mean here that irrespective of the nature of our association – 

whether we voluntarily agreed to it or not, whether it is executed in our name or not, etc. – it 

represents a potential threat to our freedom.47  

Now, when the ideal of “the autonomous man”48 is used as the basis for theorizing about 

global justice, significant consequences follow. For example, in granting autonomy – or rather, a 

certain abstraction thereof – such a central place in our moral and political thinking, it significantly 

limits the way we perceive, theorize, and approach social problems and their solutions. As Code so 

forcefully puts it, “the problem is that characterizations of this abstract figure lend themselves to a 

starkness of interpretation which constrains philosophical inquiry … [and] social and political 

policies.”49 One of these constraints or limitations becomes apparent when thinking about our, to 

borrow from Code, “shriveled sense of obligation”50 and responsibility towards near and distant 

others — an impoverished understanding of (a) community and relationships and (b) social justice. 

This impoverishment is in part due to “[the] static picture of social relations [my emphasis]” that an 

 
46 Blake, Justice and Foreign Policy, 21. 
47 Liberal theory’s emphasis on property further illuminates the idea of others being a threat to our freedom. As Nedelsky 
sharply argues, autonomy is protected “by erecting a wall (of rights) between the individual and those around him.” 
Jennifer Nedelsky, “Reconceiving Autonomy: Sources, Thoughts and Possibilities,” Yale Journal of Law & Feminism 1, no. 
1 (October 13, 2015): 12. Given that property can “both literally and figuratively provide the necessary walls,” it 
becomes a central symbol of autonomy. Nedelsky, 12. This explains why Blake specifically gestures to the enforcement 
of contract/property law as an instance of interference with autonomy.  
48 Code, “Second Persons,” 358. 
49 Code, 359. 
50 Code, 359. 



 

 

 

66 

 

ideal of autonomy lays bare, in which human beings relate to each other as separable and separated 

units. As such, they are primarily defined and posited as “consumers, desirers, and possessors of 

goods,” which, in turn, results in justice being reduced to either a question of distribution or bare 

survival.51 Young, in particular, refers to this restrictive framing of social justice as the distributive 

paradigm, which applies not only to “the allocation of wealth, income, and resources” but also 

fundamental rights and duties and “intangible benefits such as prestige and self-respect.”52 

Momentarily, our analysis of political community in Blake and Nagel will exemplify this ‘reduction’ 

by showing how principles and duties of justice are principally framed in distributive terms.53 

2.2.2. Political Community, Coercion & Distributive Justice  

In what follows, we are going to take our findings of the previous section and see how they pan out 

in the political community or sphere. To do so, we are going to first offer a brief exegesis of Blake’s 

and Nagel’s views on the political community and coercion’s vital (if not constitutive) role in it. In 

particular, we shall see how coercion is tied to their accounts of social/distributive justice. Second, 

we are going to critically assess their respective views by showing how their previously discussed 

ontological/symbolic limitations constrain their understanding of the political sphere and its 

constitutive elements.  

2.2.2.1. Blake & the Political Community  

To begin with, we briefly touched upon the fact that, for Blake, the promotion and protection of 

autonomy necessitates the establishment of a political community. That is, “to guarantee 

autonomy,” Blake writes, “it is imperative to create institutions that protect [the demands of 

autonomy].”54 And further, “these institutions … coerce their citizens, who in turn must be given 

reasons and justification for their coercion.”55 Of note here is the following: first, when Blake speaks 

of the creation of institutions, he refers to the institutional background structure of a sovereign state, 

which he considers to be and remain the principal political unit.56 This means then that autonomy, 

 
51 Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference, 36–37. 
52 David Miller, 1976, 22 cited in Young, 24. 
53 According to the postmodernist critique, the problem with such a framing is that it leaves out other prevalent 
conditions of injustice such as oppression, which Young famously divides into five categories (i.e., exploitation, 
marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence), and domination. 
54 Blake, Justice and Foreign Policy, 26. 
55 Blake, 26. 
56 Blake, 46–47. 
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which is a distinct feature of the moral community, cannot fully obtain beyond the purview of the 

state and its institutions. The effectiveness of the state, however, depends on its sovereignty or, as 

irony might have it, autonomy. As it turns out, guaranteeing the autonomy of individuals requires 

protecting the autonomy of states, whose ultimate duty is to respect the rights of its citizens. Second, 

we have learned that these autonomy-guarding institutions are coercive in nature as they “replace the 

will of one individual” with the will of political agencies and institutions.57 The prevalence of 

coercion in Blake’s principal political community – i.e., the state - is significant because it 

distinguishes it from other type of collectives and potential communities. While members of the 

moral community were held together or, rather, apart by the overarching value of autonomy, 

members of the state are held together by the normatively peculiar relationship of coercion: that is, 

they are united by a legal and political system that upholds and supports their autonomy by keeping 

them liable to the “centralized coercive apparatus of the state.”58   

Despite the unifying traits of coercion, it is paramount that the state accounts for its coercive 

practices and laws and justifies them to its citizens so as to respect their moral equality. To do so, the 

state must, for one, ensure that its laws “express the equal moral standing of” its citizens and legal 

residents, but also that is laws are “created under circumstances of equal participation.” While these 

acts of accountability are necessary, they are not sufficient. Something even more substantial must 

be sought - namely, social justice. This is so because, per Blake, the direct and unmediated nature of 

its coercive practices turns the state into a first-order-site of justice. As a first-order-site of justice, 

the “prima facie conflict” between coercion and the principle of autonomy can only – and 

necessarily so – be resolved if each and every citizen is able to consent to their coercion. While this 

might not be practically feasible, Blake believes that citizens can at least be understood to 

hypothetically consent to the coercive practices of the state. From Blake’s perspective, the 

implementation of principles of distributive justice - such as Rawls’s difference principle — might or 

should be understood as an instance of hypothetical consent or, for that matter, justification. That is, 

by accepting and supporting distributive policies, citizens hypothetically consent to their coercion. In 

sum, distributive principles are best described as upholding citizens’ autonomy and, by extension, 

allowing them to participate (equally) in the government’s development of policies.59  

 
57 Blake, 8. 
58 Blake, 97. 
59 Blake, 96. 
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Following his discussion of the domestic community, Blake goes on to consider the 

international realm, which might be described as a ‘second-order’ political community (at the centre 

of which stands the interactions between states). While in the former sphere Blake was concerned 

with the state’s direct encroachment upon their citizens’ autonomy, this concern does not apply 

internationally as individuals are not exposed to a centralized coercive power such as a world 

government or state. This explains why, for Blake, the international political realm must be viewed 

as a second-order-site of justice, by which he means the following: while states are not the 

“appropriate bearer[s] of moral rights and personality,” they are nonetheless seen as “having the 

right and obligation to treat its citizens in an egalitarian manner.”60 In order to therefore function 

properly in the domestic realm – i.e., the first-order-site of justice – they may not be coerced by 

other more powerful (and wealthier) states. It is imperative, thus, that a state’s “right to self-

government” – that is, to sovereignty and autonomy – is not imperiled or interfered with.”61 What is 

noteworthy about this provision or stipulation is that it acknowledges the presence of some kind of 

coercion in the international sphere. Yet, despite acknowledging the potentially coercive quality of 

interstate power imbalances, Blake is also quick to point out that it is not only not equivalent to 

coercion on the domestic plane, but it is also experienced, if at all, in different degrees. In his own 

words: 

[In] the international arena, no institutions are comparable to the state. No matter how 
substantive the links of trade, diplomacy, or international agreement, the institutions 
present at the international level do not engage in the same sort of coercive practices 
against individual moral agents.62 

The fact that international coercive practices are not on par with state-sponsored ones, in turn, 

results in a significantly different articulation and implementation of justice in Blake’s second-order 

political community. Since states, to remind us, are not “the appropriate bearer[s]” of “[moral] 

personality,”63 they are not owed justification in the form of international principles of distributive 

principles (i.e., a global or international difference principle). Indeed, concern for relative poverty or 

wealth does not really hold on the international plane because, according to Blake, “we ought to 
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understand the relationship of states to distributive shares rather differently than we understand the 

relationships of individual agents within a state to such share.”64 And further,  

Where individual persons share coercive liability, they must have this coercion justified 
to them as agents with their own plans, projects and moral status. This, I think, means 
that relative economic shares are important domestically as part of treating peoples as 
moral equals. An unjustifiable difference in wealth might unduly undermine the ability 
of a person to make and form law with others, in a way that undermines his equal moral 
standing. … I do not think, however, that the same story can be told internationally.65   

So, what story can be told internationally? For Blake, while there is no intrinsic link between moral 

equality and material equality, certain forms of deprivation and poverty require immediate 

remediation: when poverty impedes decent human functioning and causes humans to fall beneath 

the poverty line, justice is violated. Respect for autonomy, indeed, requires that we – that is, “the 

global community as whole” – ensure that all persons “have access to those goods and political 

institutions under which they are able to live lives understood as rationally autonomous.”66 And 

while “the wealth of a state is not directly relevant” in the international sphere, “it becomes 

relevant” when a given disparity becomes an impediment to “democratic self-government” or 

functional sovereignty.67 

Up to this point, the story we have been able to tell about Blake’s account of international justice 

seems to be a familiar one in liberal theory: the international sphere is portrayed as a second-order-

site of justice that seems to imply either principles of non-interference (i.e., negative duties of justice) 

or principles of sufficiency (i.e., humanitarian duties). However, Blake stops short of simply 

endorsing a “negative thesis” of justice, which might easily be categorized as libertarian in nature. 

Instead, he claims, following Rawls’s footsteps in The Law of Peoples, that it is also our ‘positive’ 

obligation to help “democratic institutions” bud and flourish abroad.68 After all, “to truly value the 

autonomy of all humans is to work steadily for a world in which all face just democratic 

institutions.”69 He summarizes his “positive thesis” of justice as follows:  
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[All] individual persons are entitled to those institutions and circumstances under which 
they are treated as moral equals, and under which their capacity for autonomous 
functioning is maintained and protected.70  

[The] liberal states of the world have a collective obligation to ensure the creation and 
fostering of the democratic institutions abroad.71  

In the story Blake gives us here, the proposed theses of justice are not only compatible but 

complementary. Yet Blake’s negative thesis arguably contains inconsistencies: on the one hand, it 

entails the (negative) duty not to interfere with other state’s self-government; on the other hand, it 

also puts everyone – or, as Blake puts it, “the entire global community” – under a universal 

obligation or duty to ensure that severely impoverished people are able to meet their basic needs and 

rights. The humanitarian quality of the negative thesis seems to transcend the bounds of the 

international, crossing into the territory of global justice since what is of moral interest is not so 

much the relationship or interaction between different states or between a state and its citizens; 

instead, what seems to matter is the relationship between individual members of the moral 

community and everyone else, including regions, states, organizations, corporations, and individuals. 

For Blake, extreme global poverty poses a problem of global justice and, as such, pertains to 

‘another’ more expansive site of justice – one that would imply some type of global political 

community. But it is at this intersection between the international and global in Blake’s theory where 

things start to become murky, for his positive theory stipulates that it is our primary and “basic 

moral duty to support and sustain political institutions.”72 I take this to entail a return to the strictly 

international, which presumes sharply bordered institutional units (i.e., states). Might the universal 

duty to protect people’s basic rights be neutralized or even canceled out by our obligations to create 

and foster well-bounded democratic institutions? And does Blake’s account of international justice 

displace the question of global justice?  

2.2.2.2. Nagel & the Political Community  

Like Blake, Nagel considers the sovereign state to be the most basic embodiment of political 

community. Even more so, he describes it as the primary locus of political legitimacy, given that it 

“[coordinates] the conduct of large numbers of people” and is “backed by a monopoly of force” or, 
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to use Blake’s terminology, coercion.73 Yet while Blake sees the relationship between the state and its 

citizens as conflictual, Nagel views citizens as both sovereign and subject in “political society” — 

similar to Rousseau’s “general will.”74 In Nagel’s own words, members of the political community – 

that is, state – “are both putative joint authors of the coercively imposed system, and subject to its 

norms, i.e., expected to accept their authority even when the collective decision diverges from our 

personal preferences.”75 Simply put, as citizens of a state, we are the presumed – though involuntary 

– authors of coercive practices to which we are inevitably exposed and subjected. What makes this 

‘state’ of affairs so significant and particular for Nagel is that we are involuntarily joined together in a 

political association or community, in whose continued formation and execution we have to 

mutually and equally participate. At the core then, members in “political society”76 are united in their 

involuntary adherence to a political or institutional system that, in turn, designates them joint authors 

of the so-called general will.  

For Nagel, fellow citizens share a “relation that [they] do not have with the rest of 

humanity;”77 it is this distinctively strong and institutionally mediated relation that gives rise to 

“special standards of fairness and equality that fill out the content of justice.”78 So long as citizens 

are “joint authors of the coercively imposed system” 79 and expected to abide by its norms arbitrary 

inequalities within political society or community need to be remedied or rectified: “What is 

objectionable is that we should be fellow participants in a collective enterprise of coercively imposed 

legal and political institutions that generates … arbitrary inequalities.”80  Citizens’ dual engagement in 

political society makes social inequalities unfair and in need of some form of justification such as 

offered in (re-)distributive and egalitarian principles and practices. Without this, their cooperative 

involvement and association would be reduced to “pure coercion.”81 Members simultaneously accept 

the “exceptional demands” that the state makes on them and the demands that they make “on one 

other” as equal and mutual participants in the state’s institutional structure. And it is “those 

exceptional demands” that prompt (“positive”) duties and claims of social justice and equality.82  

 
73 Nagel, “The Problem of Global Justice,” 115. 
74 Nagel, 128. Rousseau’s notion of the general will both favoured a direct model of democracy and presupposed the 
bounded-ness of deeply homogenous and exclusive political communities. 
75 Nagel, 128. 
76 Nagel, 128. 
77 Nagel, 120. 
78 Nagel, 120. 
79 Nagel, 129. 
80 Nagel, 128. 
81 Nagel, 129. 
82 Nagel, 130. 



 

 

 

72 

 

Upon closer inspection, Nagel presents an implausible account of citizens’ involvements 

with one another and the institutional structure. In declaring that citizens are dually engaged in the 

state’s coercive structure, he presupposes a certain type of citizen, one that is autonomous, 

independent, rational, and able-bodied. Citizens are assumed to be equally and mutually participating 

members in the state’s maintenance; yet this assumption excludes a significant portion of any state’s 

population such as the poor, sick, dependent, vulnerable, elderly, and minors. Are they not also 

owed social justice or equality? Those who lack capacities for independence would have to qualify as 

‘inside’ outsiders and pariahs, which inevitably challenges the distinction between insiders and 

outsider, members and non-members. Moreover, the feasibility of Nagel’s argument depends on a 

bounded and self-contained world. For Nagel, justice is premised on involuntary yet cooperative 

involvement and, as such, the elimination of “pure coercion.” In order to eliminate “pure coercion,” 

however, we must ensure that political power is not exercised over persons or groups who are 

coerced yet forbidden from assuming their roles as co-authors (i.e., guest workers, refugees, illegal 

immigrants, temporary residents, and visitors). Suffice to say, this is implausible given that we live in 

a world with porous and fluid borders. In fact, one might go so far as to argue that, if we accept or 

concede to Nagel’s argument, the presence of “pure coercion” implies that we have stronger – 

special – duties of justice towards non-citizens.  

More worryingly, the scope of justice is literally and feasibly limited because, according to 

Nagel, justice presupposes the existence of a sovereign state. Alluding to Hobbes’ contractualism, he 

avers that justice is made possible by the stability and predictability that a sovereign state confers 

upon its institutions. And following Dworkin, he asserts that “justice is a property of the relations of 

human beings (and also injustice, for the most part) [that] requires government as an enabling 

factor.”83 He goes on to say:  

The kind of all-encompassing collective practice or institution that is capable of being 
just in the primary sense can exist only under sovereign government. It is only the 
operation of such a system that one can judged to be just or unjust.84   

And as a consequence: “Justice [is not going to] apply to the world as a whole until the world comes 

to be governed by a unified sovereign power.”85 On an internal level, sovereignty allows the state to 

use its monopoly on legitimate force to coordinate the conduct of its citizens. Further, the notion of 
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internal sovereignty also matches up with Nagel’s political conception of justice. Referring to Rawls’ 

theory of justice, he holds that justice is “the first virtue of institutions.”86 So, while “some 

conditions of justice do not depend on associative obligations”87 – i.e., the duty not to violate or 

interfere with persons’ negative rights – justice in the primary (and most comprehensive) sense of 

the word, Nagel proclaims, is only applicable to the institutions of a centralized government that 

pervasively impact the lives of its members and structure the latter’s relations – material and 

otherwise – to one another. Here the fissures of Nagel’s argument and its underlying reliance on 

autonomy start to show, for the ability to exercise internal sovereignty is plainly contingent on a 

state’s external autonomy. A state’s internal sovereignty deeply depends on their internationally 

accepted right to autonomy and self-government; by respecting states’ external sovereignty, the 

international community allows that governments be accountable to their citizens, in whose name 

and with whose authority they enact “standards of justice.”88 Paradoxically then, justice presupposes 

a state’ autonomy. Yet, the need for autonomy – that is, autonomy in the sense of self-

determination, self-legislation, self-sufficiency, and independence89 – reveals the very lack thereof. 

That is, it reveals a state’s inherent dependency as sovereignty is conferred by others; accordingly, 

Nagel’s theory implies another yet unacknowledged sphere of justice.   

Yet, before examining whether Nagel’s political conception of justice is able to generate a 

theory of global justice, let us briefly find out whether, similarly to Blake, Nagel’s approach leaves 

room for a second-order site of justice – one that structures and regulates the interaction between 

states. Another way to pose the question is to ask whether Nagel’s political conception is applicable 

to the international sphere — or whether such a sphere exists in his schema. Despite attesting to the 

international/global web of relations and interdependencies, Nagel believes that it would be a 

mistake to take it to be evidence of the existence of an international political community, one that 

mirrors the workings of a domestic one. Absent an international sovereign authority, the 

international sphere (for Nagel) marks a political discontinuity – that is, it ceases to be a continuation 

of the domestic political community and/or sphere. That is, it ‘becomes’ an inappropriate site of 

justice.90 Indeed, for Nagel, this apparent political discontinuity is explained by fact “international 
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treaties or conventions … have a quite different moral character from contracts between self-

interested parties within a sovereign state.”91 This is so because “treaties or conventions” between 

sovereign states are seen as voluntarily undertaken pure contracts, unencumbered by a firmly embedded 

legal system and background such as “collectively imposed property and tax law,” and, as such, freed 

from any demands of justice. Here, the presumption of unconstrained autonomy precludes the need 

for justification and, consequently, justice. The international, then, is a state-of-nature-like no man’s 

land in which autonomous, self-sufficient, and rationally deliberating/calculating agents voluntarily 

enter a contract under specific terms, terms which, in theory, they control and shape. Instead of 

signaling the onset of a relationship and connection of which moral demands and responses are an 

integral part, separation and disconnection turn out to the prevailing principles of organization 

beyond the bounds of the state.  

So, what do Nagel’s claims tell us about global justice? Bearing in mind that Nagel’s political 

conception of justice rules out the presence and viability of an international political sphere and, as a 

result, the potential for a second-order site of justice, it seems a contradiction in terms to speak of 

international justice to begin with. And if there is no international sphere to speak of, it is even more 

far-fetched to assume that the global qualifies as viable sphere of justice. Thus, if Nagel’s theory 

precludes the detection and acknowledgement of an international or global (political/institutional) 

sphere, then problems such as sever global poverty do not register as instances of injustice in need 

of justification and remediation. Rather, they register as humanitarian crises that make demands on 

our benevolence or charity. In conclusion, Nagel’s coercion-based approach leaves no room for 

conceptualizing a theory of global justice.   

2.2.3. Reevaluating the Political Community: Coercion as Relational 

2.2.3.1. Projecting the Autonomous Self onto the State: Problems of Stasis 

In this section, I want to show how the ideal of autonomy and self-determination is projected onto 

the domestic and international political community/sphere, thereby resulting in an inadequately 

bounded and differential approach to justice.  

I have argued that the statist approach assumes that individuals are self-determining, self-

realizing, and self-reliant agents. In my view, the predominance of this abstract ideal has (had) a 
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deep-seated impact on the way we conceptualize and approach the political community and its 

constituents (whether individual or collective). I want to suggest, together with Genevieve Lloyd, 

that “the projection operates also in the opposite direction – from the idea of a discrete, self-

contained individual to the idea of the sovereign state.”92 The way we choose to think about the self 

models the way we think about the state, and vice versa. 

However, establishing the link between the traditional autonomous self and sovereign state 

does not quite tell us why the projection of the autonomous self onto the sovereign state matters. 

Indeed, it does not tell us why it is so deeply problematic. In our previous discussion, we learned 

that the autonomous self is a sharply bounded self whose life, body, and property erect a literal and 

figurative “wall between the individual and those around him.”93 It should not surprise us to find 

this very same bounded-ness on the political plane. When speaking of the sovereign state, for 

instance, we almost immediately associate it with a state’s exclusive control of a clearly demarcated 

territory. To be exact, we associate sovereignty with a state wielding power over all the people and 

resources within a territory. In thinking about boundedness, we have already seen how the notion of 

the “securely isolated” and bounded self is riddled with difficulties as it “fails to recognize the 

inherently social nature of human beings.”94 In the case of the state, we are faced with similar 

problems. The imposition and enforcement of state borders, for example, serve to obscure or 

downplay the relationships and connections that directly or indirectly constitute our political life and 

community. In particular, Blake and Nagel rely for their arguments on depictions of the sovereign 

state, and of communities, that are spatially and temporally static.  

Under the mantel of his self-described institutional conservatism, Blake assumes the following: 

first, for the purposes of establishing norms of justice, he accepts as a given that the world is divided 

into territorial states, whose boundaries, despite their arbitrariness, are taken to be fixed. In spite of 

acknowledging the presence of other political agents, Blake insists that states are and will remain the 

primary actors in international politics. In deliberating about the current circumstances of the world, 

Blake says: 

We are able, in theorizing, to introduce more or less the circumstances of our own 
world as things we take for granted. We should, I think, therefore think not in simple 
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terms of ideal and non-ideal theory, but rather be specific about what we are taking for 
granted and what we are imagining might be altered. …The question, then, becomes 
this: why should we assume the facts I have specified here – that states have widely 
different economic, political, and military powers? The reason, I think, is that these facts 
are unlikely to be significantly overcome during any of our lifetimes. The distribution of 
the world’s territory into sovereign states, and the inequalities in sizes and in resources 
between these states, are unlikely to be overcome in any fundamental way in either the 
short or the medium run. We have, therefore, a need for a particular form of theory: one 
which accepts the forms of institution we have, and accepts that we begin with deeply 
inegalitarian distributions of power and wealth.95  

Note in this passage how quickly Blake dispels any suggestion that his statist approach might be 

labeled as ideal theory. In fact, he insists that thinking in terms of ideal and non-ideal theory is 

misguided. What matters is what we (believe to) know and what we take for granted. Based on these 

assumptions, we can theorize about what “might be altered.” This move by Blake is important 

because it shows us, on the one hand, that he does not attempt to derive principles of justice from 

an ideal characterization of the world. On the contrary, his approach takes as its starting point the 

world as it is and as it will remain for the foreseeable future – at least, according to Blake. Yet 

Blake’s move also reveals a very static portrayal of the world, one in which change is fundamentally 

inert and self-enclosed. Most importantly, it assumes that the global order will continue to lack the 

means to “coercive enforcement” enjoyed under “domestic law.”96 Further, disparities in wealth and 

development amongst states will remain a fact of our reality and “should not be evaluated from the 

standpoint of justice.”97 Finally, states will continue to use their relative power and wealth to 

“ignore” and “act contrary” to international law. Blake’s approach thus arguably aims to defend and 

protect the status quo of our current deeply unequal and hierarchical political order.  

In Blake’s and Nagel’s work, the international sphere is perceived as a relatively passive 

background to the interactions between states, which are conceived as atomistic, self-realizing, and 

self-enclosed actors/objects. This echoes Doreen Massey’s observation that in Newtonian-inflected 

social science thinking, “space is a passive arena, the setting of objects and their interaction. Objects, 

in turn, exist prior to their interactions and affect each other through force-fields.”98 Nancy Fraser’s 

critique of the “Keynesian-Westphalian frame” — which takes the modern territorial state for 

granted as the sphere in which relations of justice play out “among fellow citizens” — is also 
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instructive here.99 Crucially, Fraser stresses that the frame is “self-insulating: the architecture of the 

interstate system protects the very partitioning of political space that it institutionalizes,”100 thereby 

excluding any meaningful transformation of the political space and the subjects/objects within it. 

Thus, we might summarize the features of the sovereign state in the following way: spatially, it is 

seen as a territory that is closed and bounded. Politically, it is taken to be a coherent and complete 

system, in which change is internal to the state’s structure itself. And temporally, it is not only prior 

to the international sphere but also insulated from its potential dynamism. As a consequence, 

sovereign states seem to be reduced to simple slices in time – that is, to “provisionally settled” 

political fortresses that seem to exist in a temporal vacuum.101 This explains why Blake, on the one 

hand, concedes that the “world’s institutional set”102 might be in the process of changing. Yet, in the 

same breath, he dismisses the significance of this potential change because today’s “institutions and 

practices will continue to dominate the realm of international politics”103 and remain the proper 

framework of normative evaluation. As such, it will continue to support a discourse of justice that 

draws a sharp line between insiders and outsider, locals and foreigners.  

As Fraser explains, the conventional frameworks that much domestic and global justice 

theory relies upon –their “organizing principles,”104 and underlying grammar have been labeled as 

normal – establish the normal context of justice.105 Fraser questions this “apparent normality” by 

pointing to the “abnormal” character of our times; not only is “the present context” one of 

“abnormal justice”, but its abnormality most likely “represents the historical norm.”106 What has 

been considered normal — say, the strict division of the world into territorial states — then might 

turn out to be “historically abnormal.”107  

Irrespective of which globalization ‘story’ we choose to tell – heightened cooperation and 

integration, or vulnerability and risk – the effect has been the same, namely: to fundamentally 

question the supremacy of the state as the appropriate basis for addressing issues of, say, distributive 
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justice, social effectiveness, or political (re-) representation.108 In effect, if we fail to question the 

territorialization of justice and continue to work in the Keynesian-Westphalian framework, we not 

only risk obscuring transborder injustices but we also risk participating in their propagation. After 

all, “boundary-setting” and “frame-setting,” Fraser insists, are “among the most consequential of 

political decisions.”109 The act of “misframing” is so consequential because it marginalizes if not 

wholly excludes those most vulnerable to and affected by the processes of globalization. And, in 

excluding them from “participating” in the discourse of and “contests over” justice, we fail to 

properly make sense of the “what” of justice and the “how” of justice.110  

Similar to Fraser, Andrew Hurrell also questions the normality of statism’s context of justice. 

That is, he questions the presumably static and fixed character of states and the passive and 

rudimentary role of what he calls the international society. Thus, in “Global Inequality and 

International Institutions,” he unequivocally contradicts Blake’s claims regarding the pre-existence 

and priority of sovereign states. Contrary to the belief that a state’s ‘right to rule’ stems from its 

inherent sovereignty or autonomy, Hurrell argues that “it is the institutional structure of 

international society that constitutes the actors and that necessarily mediates the relationship 

between the universalizing and particularizing practices.”111 According to Hurrell, state sovereignty is 

not, and has never been, a pre-existent and individual quality. Rather, it is a deeply “social quality.”112 

That is, it is a communally enacted and enforced value. Thus, even if statists such as Blake and Nagel 

continue to “stress the importance of bounded political communities,” they are “already far more 

committed” to the moral, social, and political valence of “the international community than they 

seem” or are willing to acknowledge.113  

This implicit commitment, in turn, leads us to another key aspect of a sovereign state’s 

symbiotic relationship with international society – namely, its inherently dynamic and constantly 

evolving quality. Not only has the international community - fueled by prudential, pragmatic, as well 

as moral imperatives – evolved and expanded over time, but it has also fundamentally changed the 

“organization of domestic society.”114 To elucidate, Hurrell highlights the fact that today the 
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legitimacy of a government has become contingent on the ability to fulfill “a vastly increased range 

of needs, claims, and demands.”115 Notwithstanding this heightened interdependence between 

domestic and international society, Hurrell is also mindful of “elements of deformity”116 or 

abnormality in international society such as the continued power imbalance and hierarchy between 

states. However, whereas Blake views these forms of inequality as normal and part of the system, 

Hurrell considers them to be relics of “the old Westphalian orders” that don’t reflect the reality of 

our actively changing institutional structure, both domestic and international.117  

Blake’s and Nagel’s Westphalian/Newtonian framing fails not only to reflect our boundary-

defying reality but also to acknowledge the symbiotic and dynamic relationship between domestic 

and international society. In taking state territoriality to be normative, the (mis-)framing becomes a 

further source of injustice. Both fail to grasp that the boundaries of political communities (such as 

the state) and their institutional structures are not fixed. By contrast, Fraser and Hurrell see the 

world as defined by boundaries – i.e., ethical, social, political, spatial, etc. – but ones that are 

constantly in the process of shifting and readjusting. In short, change is inherent to the world as we 

know it. Far from representing the political norm, state and political community boundaries must 

indeed be approached as historically “abnormal”, because they are fundamentally dynamic, open-

ended118, and, as such, unstable. A starting-point that fails to account for the reality and possibility of 

our political transformation in the present and future is not a reliable basis for claims about justice.  

What does it mean to say that the political community (and its bounds) is continually and 

actively changing? Recall the insight of feminist critics of autonomy, who reject the vision of human 

beings as self-determining and independent. Individuals are instead embedded in a complex web of 

relations — we are inherently social beings whose flourishing is inherently contingent on others 

coming before/after them as well as simultaneously with them. And the political space within which 

we live is similarly relational. In this vein, Massey, amongst others, challenges us to discard the 

predominant notion of political space as closed, fixed, and/or static. Instead, she encourages us to 

“conceptualize space as constructed out of interrelations, as the simultaneous coexistence of social 
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interrelations and interactions at all spatial scales, from the most local level to the most global 

level.”119 Space then is best conceptualized an (ever) expansive and intricate spread of social relations 

that is continuously being reconfigured.120  

If Massey is ‘right’ and space is best conceived as an ongoing production and spread of 

social relations, it does not exclude the construction and (re-)production of different scales of 

spaces. That is, Massey’s re-conception of space does not rule out the familial, communal, or local. 

Rather it implies the mutual and simultaneous constitution of the local and global: crucially, the local 

here is understood as differently sized nodes of “relations, connections, embodiments, and 

practices,”121 that intersect with other (i.e., regional or global) wider nodes and “geographies,”122 

thereby forming an ever-expansive web of connectivity. Far from standing in opposition to the 

global then, the local, Massey insists, is complicit in the organization, coordination, and (re-) 

production of the global (and vice versa). Of course, this does not imply that every place or locality 

has the same influence on the “levers of globalization.”123 In fact, the local connection to the global 

– its degree of connectivity and ability to intervene – may (and does) vary significantly, resulting in 

relations and practices that are “violently unequal[,] … contested,”124 and/or systemically hidden 

from view.  For example, we might think of a “global city” such as London. Despite being a simple 

dot on a map, London is one of the world’s top financial hubs, thereby “[functioning] as [an] 

essential spatial [node] of the world economy” and participating “as [a] distinctive political [actor] on 

the world stage.”125 Through its mobilization of huge financial and human resources, it actively 

participates in the production and maintenance of globalization. Or we might consider the global 

care chain, which very often involves the migration of care workers from income-poor to income-

rich countries. As Robinson shows, care work is underpaid and underappreciated as the treatment of 

migrant care workers as ‘second-class citizens’ makes evident.126 Even though the reach and effect of 

global care chains remain largely underappreciated, they result in a network of flows, relations and 

dependencies than span the globe yet more often than not remain concealed or unacknowledged.  
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In contrast to Blake and Nagel, Massey’s relational model of space is premised on a dynamic 

conception of time. By this, I do not mean to suggest that “time or temporality” does not figure in 

Blake’s and Nagel’s approaches. However, in contrast to Massey’s relational model, their approaches 

are either temporally backward-looking or (relatively) inert. That is, on the one hand, they are 

backward-looking because the onset of state sovereignty and/or political legitimacy is necessarily 

marked by a distinct instant in past time. As such, their respective arguments in favor of 

social/distributive justice inherently rely on a backward-looking ‘motion.’ On the other hand, Blake’s 

institutional conservatism and Nagel’s dismissal of “some form of [supranational] legitimacy”127 

presuppose temporal inertia. For them, our political present is to some extent closed to the future 

and its potentially disruptive, dislocating, or transforming consequences. While the possibility of 

‘change’ is not per se disregarded, its scope is limited to the internal structure of a bounded society. 

Thus, instead of denoting some form of forward-motion, ‘change’ in Blake and Nagel is in some 

way or other frozen in ‘place’ – bluntly put, it is inert ‘change.’ Now, if change indicates motion and 

motion, in turn, indicates the passing of time, then it is questionable if the statist approach, in which 

stasis and boundedness prevail, offers us an adequate understanding of politics or justice ‘in’ time or 

politics or justice ‘and’ time. Bearing this in mind, it is easy to see why thinking of space in relational 

terms allows to account for change as motion. After all, if space is defined by interrelations, then the 

“spatial spread of social relations [which] can be intimately local or expansively global, or anything in 

between,” must be understood as happening in and over time.128 This dynamic space/time unit then 

allows us to account for the past, present, and future. 

Even if we sidestep the question of space as territory, the problem remains since ‘structure’ is 

conceived as bounded and static as well. That is, a state’s structure coercively mediates the relations 

of a distinct community of individuals or, rather, members. Similarly, change is experienced as 

internal to the closed and self-determining structure itself: thus, “things may change yet without 

really changing.”129 Real change, as Massey argues, rules out a coherently closed structure or system; 

in effect, its dynamism would entail an inherent openness. Similarly, Young encourages us to revise 

the predominant conception of structure. Crucially, she leans on sociologist Peter Blau and social 

theorist Pierre Bourdieu to do so, both of whom use spatial metaphors to describe the characteristics 

of a social structure. While Blau conceives of structures as a “multidimensional space of 
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differentiated social positions,” Bourdieu speaks of “‘fields’ on which individuals stand in varying 

positions to one another.”130 For Young, then, a structure is constituted by persons’ relations to one 

another. To be more precise, she argues that persons occupy different social positions through 

which they relate to one another. Crucially, the positions we occupy are themselves formed by 

relationships. In brief, a (social) structure is the sum total of human entanglements and 

interrelations. In subscribing to a relational model, Young is, similarly to Massey, defying the 

Newtonian pull:  

It is misleading, however, to reify the metaphor of structure, to think of social structures 
as entities of social actors, lying passively around them and easing or inhibiting their 
movement. On the contrary, a social structure exists only in the action and interaction 
of persons; it exists not as a state, but as a process.131 

In stressing that a social structure exists as a process, Young offers us a model that is inherently 

dynamic and open-ended, one that changes and develops over time. As Young puts it, a social 

structure is shaped by “past assumptions, decisions, and interests.” While the effects of our past 

actions condition our immediate possibilities, we simultaneously find ourselves transforming these 

very possibilities by making new decisions and acting on them. Young’s model is not merely 

backward-looking, but accounts for an uncertain future – one that is “conditioned” by our past and 

present actions but also one that re-conditions our scope of possibilities. This does not mean that 

social structures are intangible, ethereal, or reducible to individuals’ intentions and states of mind; to 

the contrary, Young insists that structures are experienced as “objective, given, and constraining.”132 

Similarly to Massey, Young’s relational model resists the rigidity of spatial, political, and social 

boundaries, thereby challenging statism’s limited approach to justice. Indeed, part of our point is 

that a relational approach brings to the fore an expansive and ever-evolving web of relations – one 

that challenges static and closed conceptions of justice and responsibility. 

2.2.3.2. Confronting Individualist Ontology via Coercion as Relational  

Massey’s and Young’s models highlight the inherent fluidity and dynamism of space and social 

structures, thereby also revealing the permeability of boundaries. Yet, in foregrounding relationships, 

they are also able to challenge one of statists’ key tenets, namely coercion. Blake and Nagel, as we 
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saw, locate social justice in the state’s coercive enforcement of (co-authorized) rules. While it is true 

that both theories endorse an associative conception of justice – that is, they insist that members of 

a state share a distinct relation with one another due to the coercive or involuntary terms of their 

association – their purportedly associative conceptions of justice remain atomistic and separatist in 

nature. In other words, they are not able to account for relations as “multiple, cross-cutting, fluid, 

and shifting.”133 As a consequence, they fail to consider a variety of justice-generating relationships. 

This failure becomes particularly evident in their analysis of coercion: focusing almost exclusively on 

the ‘peculiarity’ of state coercion, they disregard coercive relations beyond the purview of the state.  

To illustrate the blind spots of Blake’s and Nagel’s coercion-centred arguments, it is useful to 

consider three kinds of objections raised by their critics. First, Arash Abizadeh questions the 

legitimacy of boundaries and coercion presupposed by both thinkers. Like Blake, Abizadeh 

presupposes a liberal democratic state. Yet, in contrast to Blake, Abizadeh questions the justifiability 

and legitimacy of (democratic) boundaries. While Blake (and Nagel) assume the bounded-ness of the 

democratic liberal state, Abizadeh believes that democratic theory faces a “boundary problem” 

which “consists in the fact that democratic theory is unable to specify, in terms consistent with its 

own theory of political legitimacy, the boundaries of the people that form its constituency.134 One of 

the reasons why the boundary problem is so pertinent to the question of coercion is because 

“borders are one of the most important ways that political power is coercively exercised over human 

beings.”135 Thus, contrary to the belief that boundaries clearly separate insiders from outsiders, 

members from non-members, they inevitably become a literal and figurative node of interrelation 

and interaction. In a sense, they mark the beginning of a relationship, one that Abizadeh claims is 

inevitably coercive in nature:  

Decisions about who is granted and who is denied membership, and about who controls 
such decisions, are among the most important instances of the exercise of political 
power. We should keep in mind what we are talking about here: modern border controls 
rely on a terrifying array of coercive apparatuses, ranging from police dogs, electric 
wires, and helicopters, to incarceration, deportation, torture, shooting on sight, and so 
on. The point is that, by its very nature, the question of boundaries poses an externality 
problem: while democracy claims to legitimate the exercise of political power by 
reference to those over whom power is exercised, civic boundaries, which by definition 
distinguish between members and non-members, are always instances of power 
exercised over both members and non-members – and non-members are precisely those 
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whose will, views, or interests the bounded democratic polity claims to be able 
legitimately to ignore. In other words, the act of constituting civic border is always an 
exercise of power over both insiders and outsiders that intrinsically, by the very act of 
constituting the border, disenfranchises the outsiders over whom power is exercised.136   

To paraphrase, statists view borders as demarcating the space or structure within which members 

can exercise self-determination – that is, self-determination over their individual and communal life. 

Yet, as Abizadeh’ passage shows, self-determination is not discontinued at the civic or geographical 

borders of the “democratic polity.” Rather, it indicates continued ‘determination.’ At the border, 

then, self-determination becomes ‘other-determination’, and implies the exercise of power over 

those that are branded as outsiders or non-members. In order to ‘preserve’ the distinction between 

insiders and outsiders, both ‘groups’ must continue interrelating; thus, maintaining a polity’s borders 

requires keeping ‘others’ out. To do so, however, entails ‘engaging’ with outsiders on an ongoing 

basis - in plain, it requires the continuous use of force or threat thereof. In the process of exercising 

force, a relationship is established, then, that turns the apparent distinction between insider and 

outsider ambiguous and unstable. Boundaries are thus deeply relational in nature. But what is equally 

important is that the quality of said relations is coercive if not outright violent at times. It is, in part, 

because of the complex relational arrangement of boundaries that Abizadeh argues that the “demos” 

is to be understood as unbounded: the “unboundedness” of relations, in general, and relations of 

subjection, in particular, necessitates a “principle of legitimation [that] extend[s] as far as practices of 

mutual justification can go.”137 Crucially, the scope of “practices of mutual justification” is 

contingent on the extent of relations that might affect individuals’ autonomy and equality – that is, 

on relations of coercion that are limitlessly inward- and outward-expanding.138  

Notwithstanding its instrumental if not integral role in the workings of liberal democracy, we 

saw that state coercion must be justified to morally autonomous and equal citizens. Such a 

justification, in turn, must come in the form of “comparative principles of distributive justice.”139 In 

light of this, it makes sense to assume that (outward-expanding) coercion by states but also by 

international institutions demands that they concern themselves, among other things, with relative 

deprivation beyond the bounds of the democratic polity. Blake, however, rules out such a 
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conclusion by qualifying his coercion-based argument: we must distinguish between the coercive act 

of inclusion and the coercive act of exclusion. Specifically, there is a difference between a state 

encroaching on citizen’s autonomy by, say, impeding them to emigrate or pursue any other “self-

chosen”140 plan and a state refusing to enter “a relationship of rights-protection” by denying 

admittance into its country.141 Though both instances entail some type of coercion, Blake insists that 

they are not equivalent since the former type is “law-governed state coercion.”142 That is, in contrast 

to the international system, state coercion “is legally articulated.”143 Thus, even if outsiders are 

forcefully prevented from entering a territory, it is still not the result of a “coercively enforced 

international legal system”144 Rather, it is “conducted according to an executive prerogative.”145 And 

as such, the concern for relative deprivation on the global plane continues to be misplaced.  

The flaws in Blake’s revised argument are many. First, assuming that Blake is correct and there 

is no international legal system in place, one might insist, as Abizadeh does, that Blake’ revised 

version of the argument is perverse, for he now seems to imply that coercion is acceptable as long as 

it is not “legally articulated.”146 This, in turn, results in a scenario in which ‘pure’ coercion is not only 

tolerated but also seen as justifying the dismissal of distributive justice: 

The state no longer says to foreigners, as Blake had suggested, “We do not coerce you, 
and therefore do not apply our principles of liberal justice to you”; it says, rather, “We 
do not only coerce you, but we coerce you without subjecting our ongoing coercion to 
the constraints of a legal system and the rule of law, and therefore we have no 
responsibilities of comparative distributive justice to you.” The perversity of the 
argument is clear: on this interpretation, Blake is suggesting that the fact that states 
mistreat foreigner by coercing them lawlessly, without tempering coercion with the rule 
of law, is what justifies denying them concern for relative deprivation and constricts the 
scope of distributive justice.147 

It should not surprise us that Nagel does not fare much better according to this interpretation of 

coercion theory. For, if coercion only calls for justification when exercised in the name of a people, 

then those who are coerced without having “their will actively engaged” are left vulnerable and 
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defenseless.148 Thus, as long as state coercion is “pure coercion” – that is, “without any pretense of 

accountability”149 – questions of (social) justice do not arise. They do not arise because even though 

“pure” coercion presumes some type of interrelation, it remains inconsequential: in not fitting the 

statist mold of (self-enclosed) association, it does not register as a justice-generating relationship. 

Second, Blake’s insistence that coercion on the international and/or global plane is not 

governed by law is unpersuasive. Eric Cavallero, for example, explains how the international 

property regime is expression of the legal articulation(s) of international coercion:  

International property regime: (1) constitutes and secures a significant portion of all 
property entitlements worldwide; (2) entails the regular use of coercive force directly 
against nationals of one society by international bodies; and (3) involves the ongoing 
coercive imposition of international property norms on individuals through (non-
sovereign) mediation of domestic societies which, because of the coercive nature of the 
system, have no viable exit option from the dominant regime. The absence of a coercive 
global agent claiming legitimate authority proved no reason for us to limit our concern 
with inequality to the domestic case.150  

Cavallero’s emphasis on property is apt, for Blake refers specifically to property law and taxation to 

ground his argument on coercion and distributive justice. Cavallero’s critique thus seems to provide 

clear evidence that coercion is legally regulated at the international level: per Blake’s reasoning, it 

must be seen as subjecting distant others to law-governed system of coercion that encroaches upon 

their autonomy and, as such, demanding concern for international but also global inequality. In 

similar vein, Nicole Hassoun points to the international body of legal institutions such as the WTO 

or IMF that ‘oversees’ “global markets” by “enforcing” international “property rights and rules of 

trade.” Crucially, the enforcement of these rights and rules relies on “coercively constraining” their 

autonomy by threatening them with severe “sanctions for their violations.”151   

In his defense, Nagel might argue that even if coercion is legally articulated in the 

international sphere, it is not exercised in the name of a people on the international plane — and 

therefore, justification in the form of distributive justice is misplaced. The problem with this 

potential line of argument is that exercising coercion in the name of people can take various forms. 

A. J. Julius, for example, explains that international institutions engage the will of the people by 
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encouraging their governments to act in a certain way: international institutions such as the IMF, 

World Bank, or WTO can advance their own interests by enforcing policies that direct ‘outside’ 

citizens’ interests, which the latter then have “a reason to want to come about.”152 This suggests that 

outside citizens or people are owed a special justification in the form of distributive measures.    

So far, we have tried to show the various forms that coercion can take at the international 

level. In particular, we have brought to the fore instances of coercion that have either gone 

unacknowledged (i.e., Blake) or been purposely disregarded (i.e., Nagel). Given this ‘over-sight,’ it is 

instructive to ask ourselves why these coercive relations have remained at the margins of statist 

thinking. In response, Laura Valentini suggests in “Coercion and Global Justice” that contemporary 

liberals such as Blake and Nagel work with a “interactional” account of coercion which clearly 

identifies the who and the how of coercion. Significantly, it presupposes a clear link or relation 

between the coercee and coercer, both of whom are viewed as separate agents or entities. According 

to Valentini, however, this type of interpretation is too narrow in scope as it fails to account for 

coercive practices that are perpetrated by multiple agents. Essentially, it fails to account for what 

Valentini calls “systemic coercion” which is “[exercised] through a system of formal and/or informal 

rules, enacted by a sufficient number of people.”153 Not unlike Massey’s and Young’s relational 

models of space and structure then, Valentini’s systemic account allows us to view coercion in more 

dynamic and fluid terms – that is, as a web of formal and informal, visible and invisible, linear and 

non-linear, direct and indirect relations that is crystallized in a system or pattern of practices. For 

example, if we insist on thinking of coercion as purely interactional, we are not able to capture the 

ways free market capitalism pervasively constrains and threatens people’s freedoms. Yet, it is 

precisely these types of systemic constraints that trigger “the question of socio-economic justice.”154 

Thus, it does not matter whether the coercion is accompanied by a “complex organization apparatus 

giving rise to a group agent.”155 In fact, it is the presence of freedom-restricting rules and practices 

that, paradoxically, calls for the establishment of a regulating yet (lawfully) coercing institutional 

structure, one whose first and primary virtue is justice.   

 So far then, I have showed how the projection of traditional liberal autonomy onto the 

sovereign state results in inadequate approach to justice, one that is premised on static bounded-ness 
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and self-contained coercion, which does not reflect the inherently dynamic and unbounded nature of 

political and human relations. 

2.3. Internationalism: Risse and Sangiovanni’s Moderate Statism  

Having examined the strong version of statism, we now turn to its weaker iteration in the works of 

Risse and Sangiovanni. As we shift our attention, it is important to bear in mind that both scholars 

broach the topic of justice from the lens of pluralist internationalism, meaning that they recognize 

different - relational and non-relational - grounds of justice. Notwithstanding their internationalist 

spin, I refer to their take on the state as a moderate (or weak) version of statism since they continue 

to ascribe normative peculiarity to the state. Thus, even though they do not subscribe to the rigorous 

view that “all principles of justice” apply only to the state owing to the peculiarity of the relation 

among members, they nonetheless accept that the state represents a peculiar enough relation to 

justify more rigorous and far-reaching principles of justice. Given the continued focal role of the 

state then, I believe that much of our previous critique applies to Risse’s and Sangiovanni’s theories 

as well. This being so, I will keep my subsequent discussion and critical engagement to the point.    

2.3.1. Risse & the Normative Peculiarity of the Coercive & Cooperative State 

In On Global Justice, Risse argues that the state is a normatively peculiar ground of justice due to a 

combination of immediate coercion and intense reciprocity/cooperation. On the one hand, state 

membership is characterized by profound and pervasive coercion placing burdens on those who are 

immediately subject to it. By this Risse means that the interaction between the government and 

individual members is unmediated and direct. Legally, it implies that members are directly and 

pervasively subject to the laws of the state. Politically, it implies that the state provides its members 

with their basic moral rights. On the other hand, state membership is also characterized by intense 

cooperation and reciprocity between “free and equal citizens.”156 That is, they equally and freely 

participate in the joint maintenance of the state’s basic structure. In other words, the application of 

justice presumes the “maintenance and reproduction of the state,”157 which, in turn, allows for the 

provision of primary goods. All in all, Risse’s point is that state members do indeed share a 
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distinctively strong relation, one that is immediate and reciprocal and, as such, requires an 

unparalleled justification in the form of distributive principles of justice. In Risse’s own words: 

Membership in a state is participation in its maintenance and reproduction, an intensely 
cooperative, reciprocal endeavor that is coercively regulated as capture by the two 
aspects of immediacy. The profundity and pervasiveness of coercion impose burdens on 
those who are subject to the state. They also characterize the significance that 
membership has for them. Primary goods are provided through everybody’s 
cooperation. These are ways of articulating how persons are in relevant equally and 
significantly invested in and subject to a state, and in that sense, as participants in this 
endeavor, are fundamentally alike. It is this fundamental alikeness whose content is 
describe by immediacy and reciprocity that creates a default status for an equal 
distribution of social primary goods, placing a heavy burden of proof on those who 
prefer an equal distribution.158  

Crucially, Risse argues that we do not encounter the same degree of immediacy and reciprocity 

(if at all) beyond the purview of the states. So, while his internationalist approach 

acknowledges that there is interdependence at the global level, he avers that it is markedly 

stronger at the domestic level, so much so that it makes a fundamental difference in the 

articulation of principles of justice. Per Risse’s position then, the pervasiveness and intensity 

of domestic interdependence “puts pressure on the acceptability of inequalities in social and 

material status … as well as on the acceptability of inequalities in the value of political and civil 

liberties.” This, thus, means that individuals are not equal and fundamentally alike participants 

in the global sphere. And as such, they are not owed the same reasons for social, material, 

political, and civil inequalities.  

 However, as mentioned above, the normative peculiarity of the state does not preclude 

the existence of other - both, relational and non-relational - grounds of justice, of which the 

following are of particular notice: common humanity, collective ownership of the earth, 

membership in the global order, and other self-contained “specific relations among people.”159 

such as intellectual property rights (pharmaceuticals), trade, work/labour, and so on.  

 Let me briefly elaborate on some of these grounds. To start with, Risse contends that 

there is something “distinctive [about] human life,” which generates rights and obligations. In 

contrast to other more associational grounds, however, common humanity does not give rise 

to either egalitarian rights or distributive principles of justice. Rather, the principle of common 
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humanity establishes a lower threshold at which “the physical and mental integrity of each 

person” is protected. In other words, it generates the duty to protect persons’ basic human 

rights. And per Risse, the main way to fulfill this duty is to assist in building institutions 

because the state is and remains “the primary bearer” of protecting people’s “distinctively 

human life”160  

 Next, he asserts that humankind collectively owns the earth. What Risse is trying to 

convey here is that each and every human being is a partial owner of the earth, which, per this 

definition, is a type of property we all have an equal stake in. As co-owners then, we all have a 

legitimate claim of justice to the necessary resources and space to meet our basic needs. To 

put it in Risse’s own words:  

The distribution of original resources and spaces of the earth among the global 
population is just only if everyone has the opportunity to satisfy his or her basic needs, 
or otherwise lives under a property arrangement that provides the opportunity to satisfy 
basic needs.161  

Interestingly, the notion that collective ownership is a type of association that paves the way 

for a further conception of associative rights whose protection entails a global responsibility. 

The intuitive idea here is that human rights are, in great part, associational rights. That is, they 

can be derived in two principal stages: first, their “logical foundation” can be laid in people’s 

“natural ownership rights” - after all, remember that collective ownership is an original form 

of association. Second, they can be established through today’s tight global 

interconnectedness. In fact, not unlike Pogge’s institutional cosmopolitanism, Risse points to 

the current global order as a background structure from which we can obtain basic human 

rights and global responsibilities. What is especially significant for our purposes is that Risse 

describes the global order as an elaborate property system. Per his analysis then, there is a 

pervasive commitment to property implicit in the global order as individuals are seen as 

property holders or as members of groups that hold property. By assuming such a 

commitment, Risse effectively shows that the global order is undergirded by exclusionary 

practices that foreground our separation rather than interdependence.  
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 Finally, Risse discusses a select number of “specific relations among people,”162 which 

function as grounds of justice. Despite being global in scope, these relations are best 

understood as self-contained spheres of interaction. To illustrate, Risse treats the rights to 

essential pharmaceuticals, work/labour, and trade as derived from and fixed to self-enclosed 

human practices, which result in targeted if not limited principles of principles. Contrary to his 

prior assumption of global connection, these principles fall short of reflecting the dynamic and 

fluid nature of human interrelation. Hence, the right to work, for example, entails exclusively 

and plainly the ability to earn enough money to meet your basic needs.  

 In order to fully appreciate applicability of our previous criticism of Blake and Nagel, 

bear in mind that Risse’s “graded” version of ‘statism’ is premised on the notion that shared 

state membership is a particular type of relation in which individual agents stand to the state and 

to one another. That is, what matters here then is that the state not only enforces its laws 

immediately and pervasively upon free and equal agents (i.e., ideal of autonomy) but also that 

it provides the political environment in which their freedom and equality (i.e., provision of 

basic rights) can be realized. Even though Risse does not directly speak to the underlying ideal 

of autonomy, his self-described “enlarged Rawlsian account”163 hints at the workings of an 

individualist social ontology. As matter of fact, the next chapter explores in great detail how 

Rawls’s constructivist account is based on a conception of the person as self-sufficient and 

self-authenticating. Problematically, there is little acknowledgement of the finite, vulnerable, 

and (deeply) dependent nature of human beings. Thus, while Risse’s graded internationalism 

understands individuals as standing in peculiar relations to others, he does not necessarily 

understand them as ontologically relational and dependent beings - that is, as beings who are 

constituted by their relations to others.  

To illustrate, Risse emphasizes that citizens freely and equally participate in the 

maintenance of the state. This to me suggests that Risse views cooperation as an exchange 

between equals, who freely chose to engage in this type of reciprocal transaction. The problem 

with this underlying assumption is that human beings spend great stretches of their life being 

dependent on others for basic survival and support. Their vulnerability and dependence make 

it impossible for them to equally and freely participate in the above-described cooperative 

endeavor. Indeed, depending on their life circumstances, a physically and mentally able-bodied 

 
162 Risse, 261. 
163 Risse, 29. 
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person might find their freedom curtailed by their dependency work or, as Eva Feder Kittay 

calls it, love’s labour.  

Or, consider for a moment the precarious situation of migrants stranded in 

‘provisional’ encampments along the border between the United States and Mexico. It is safe 

to say that the Trump administration’s “Remain in Mexico” program has had direct and 

profound effects on the lives of asylum seekers, whose bodily and psychological integrity - or 

autonomy - has been endangered by the policy’s mandate to return them to dangerous locations 

in Mexico to wait for their day in court. If anything, the program’s immediate legal and 

political impact on purported outsiders shows that the boundedness of state membership and, 

as such, its normative peculiarity is threatened if not undermined by the above-mentioned 

boundary problem of democratic theory.  

We can further evince the implicit workings of Risse’s individualist ontology in his 

theory’s emphasis on property ownership. Recall that Risse derives, to some extent, basic 

human rights from humanity’s collective ownership of the Earth, meaning that all humans are 

partial owners of the planet and its resources. The problem with such a strategy is that, 

contrary to its associational or relational undertones, it reinforces the ideal of the autonomous 

man - that is, the inherently bounded and separative self. After all, as our discussion of Blake 

and Nagel revealed, the property-owning person is the most perfectly isolated and insulated 

unit of moral concern since property literally and figuratively erects walls around us. Given, 

then, that property is a central symbol of autonomy, Risse further entrenches his ontological 

individualism by projecting property ownership onto the global order and its principal units as 

a key organizing principle.  

 Thus, there is a striking (and important) parallel between Risse’s internationalism and 

Blake’s and Nagel’s statism. Both models espouse a social ontology that advances an 

inadequate conception of relationality (and relationships). For this reason, Risse foregrounds a 

definition of human beings as primarily property owners, human resources (i.e., producers of 

goods and resources), and consumers and traders of goods (i.e., essential pharmaceuticals or 

trade). This definition, in turn, results in principles of justice that fall predominantly under the 

paradigm of either distribution or basic needs/bare survival (i.e., distinctive human life). 

 Finally, it is worth noting that, despite his graded approach to justice, Risse seems to 

subscribe to a rather static and inert depiction of the international and global system (i.e., the 

current inevitability of the state system). Similar to Blake, he advocates that all principles of 
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justice should be satisfied within the current state system since it is impossible if not 

irresponsible to envision an alternate system of political organization. Thus, while he questions 

the moral superiority of the state system, he nonetheless insists on its practical and prudential 

necessity. On the one hand, this subscription indicates, I would argue, a Newtonian-inflected 

understanding and theorizing of the world. Indeed, I consider Risse’s international/global 

system to function as a passive background or arena that has been divided into neatly bounded 

and separated grounds. Thus, even though he considers, as we have learned, some of these 

grounds to be associational or relational in nature, the relations are fundamentally conceived 

as contained within the bounds of each ground, thereby missing to acknowledge the inherently 

dynamic and symbiotic nature of the system and its constituent parts. On the other hand, 

Risse’s refusal to contemplate an alternative to the current state system is not simply a 

rejection of utopian ruminations. Rather, it is a failure to grasp the continuous transformation 

and rearrangement of the political arena, which is best understood as a dynamic (i.e., 

relational) ‘force field’.    

2.3.2. Sangiovanni & Reciprocity in the State  

Having established that Risse’s approach does not fare much better than Blake’s or Nagel’s 

coercion-based statism, let us briefly turn to Sangiovanni’s reciprocity-based internationalism. 

In contrast to Risse, Sangiovanni dismisses the argument that coercion demands egalitarian 

principles of distributive justice. While he admits that coercion is useful for the preservation of 

the state and its provision of basic collective goods, he insists that an egalitarian conception of 

distributive justice - that is, equality - is primarily and principally a requirement of reciprocity. 

That is, reciprocity calls on us to “limit the range of permissible social inequalities among 

individuals” through distributive policies.164 Thus, the crux of Sangivoanni’s argument is that 

egalitarian reciprocity is exclusively present in the state and its citizen/resident body. To 

quote:  

[Equality] is a relational ideal of reciprocity among those who support and maintain the 
state’s capacity to provide the basic collective goods necessary to protect us from physical 
attack and to produce a stable system of property rights and entitlements [my emphasis]. We owe 
obligations of egalitarian reciprocity to fellow citizens and residents in the state, who 

 
164 Andrea Sangiovanni, “Global Justice, Reciprocity, and the State,” Philosophy & Public Affairs 35, no. 1 (Winter 2007): 
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provide us with the basic conditions and guarantees necessary to develop and act on a 
plan of life, but not to noncitizens, who do not.165  

To paraphrase, the state provides us with the basic conditions (i.e., “a system of courts, 

administration, police, and military” 166) to pursue our conception of the good (and realize our 

life’s plans). The provision of these collective goods and services, however, is contingent on 

the cooperation of citizens and residents, who “[provide] the financial and sociological 

support required to sustain the state.”167 As Sangiovanni stresses, “[it] is they who constitute 

and maintain the state through taxation, through participation in various forms of political 

activity, and through simple compliance.”168  

Given our extensive critical discussion so far, it is easy to see how Sangiovanni’s 

principles of justice are undergirded by an individualist social ontology, one that effectively 

leaves us with an inadequate understanding of and response to the realities of our 

interconnection and interdependence. As a starting point, it is pertinent to underscore that, 

not unlike Blake and Risse, Sangiovanni derives his reciprocity-based internationalism from 

Rawls’s political conception of justice. This means that he departs from the assumption that 

persons are free and equal, the idea here being once again that they are unencumbered by the 

frailties of their own bodies and minds or the demands and needs of others. It is this 

individualist unencumbered-ness, I believe, that informs Sangiovanni’s claim that we owe a 

“fair return” to those who have submitted themselves to sustain our life as citizens, producers, 

and biological beings.”169 In other words, we owe a fair return to those who have cooperated 

and contributed towards the political, legal, and economic institutional framework in which we 

can flourish as autonomous agents. However, we have already shown on several occasions 

that a significant portion of the citizen/resident body is simply not capable of functioning and 

cooperating as citizens/residents, as producers, and sometimes even as biological beings. 

While they do not contribute to the collective goods that, per Sangiovanni, enable our 

flourishing as free and equal persons, they nonetheless depend on the support and 

contributions of others to lead dignified and fulfilling lives.  

 
165 Sangiovanni, 19–20. 
166 Sangiovanni, 20. 
167 Sangiovanni, 20. 
168 Sangiovanni, 20. 
169 Sangiovanni, 26. 
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The evidence becomes even stronger when we take into account that Sangiovanni 

emphasizes the state’s capacity to “produce a stable system of property rights and 

entitlements” as central.170 To me, this emphasis confirms that he bases his approach 

 on the ideal of the autonomous man, who secures his autonomy and independence through 

property. After all, property clearly demarcates the bounds of our individual self and, to 

borrow from Honneth, “[liberates] us from external impositions and personal dependencies 

[which] is considered an essential achievement of free societies.”171 According to this 

traditional reading of property, property, thus, grants us the material space and component(s) 

(i.e., goods and resources) to pursue our life plans as independently as possible.  

And further, bear in mind that Sangiovanni argues that one of the state’s primary roles 

is to facilitate human flourishing by protecting people from “the ever-present danger of civil 

dissolution.”172 From his perspective, a failed state, which “can no longer perform its basic 

security, extractive, and administrative functions,” is unable to protect its citizens and 

residents from “physical attack.”173 To put it plainly, Sangiovanni avers that the dissolution of 

legal, political, and administrative institutions and civil obedience would result in a return to 

the state of nature, in which life, as Hobbes famously put it, would be “solitary, poore, nasty, 

brutish, and short.”174 It goes without saying that this assumption is significant since it draws 

on a theoretical tradition that relies on a conception of the person as radically autonomous.  

As a final point, we should note that Sangiovanni does not exclusively tie principles of 

distribution to the institutional structure of the state. Rather, he claims that different degrees 

of interdependence and institutional structure will entail different kinds of (non-egalitarian) 

distributive principles of justice. Per this reasoning then, the global order, which “is sustained 

by our compliance, trust, resources, and participation” presupposes some degree of 

cooperation and interdependence. However, it lacks “the financial, legal, administrative, or 

sociological means to provide and guarantee the basic goods and services” to maintain and 

“sustain (on its own) any kind of society.”175 As such, it does not presume or enable the kind 

 
170 Sangiovanni, 19. 
171 Honneth, “The Fabric of Justice,” 37. 
172 Andrea Sangiovanni, “Solidarity as Joint Action: Solidarity as Joint Action,” Journal of Applied Philosophy 32, no. 4 
(November 2015): 354, https://doi.org/10.1111/japp.12130. 
173 Sangiovanni, 354. 
174 Thomas Hobbes, “Leviathan,” in Introduction to Social and Political Philosophy: Texts and Cases, ed. Omid A Payrow 
Shabani and Monique Deveaux (Don Mills, Ontario: Oxford University Press, 2014), 70. 
175 Sangiovanni, “Global Justice, Reciprocity, and the State,” 21. 
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of reciprocity that justifies the implantation of egalitarian principles of distribution. Instead, 

Sangiovanni appears to say that distribution in the global order is best understood as the 

building and expanding of “institutional capacity” of weak or failed domestic states. While 

there are well-established reasons that push towards institutional reform as a means of justice, 

Sangiovanni’s argument is, in part, based on the presumption that “the global order 

presupposes the existence of states.”176 Once again, the implied inevitability of the state system 

points to the predominance of an ontological and epistemological tradition that favors the 

inherently bounded and inert, leaving little room for the fluid and disruptive nature of political 

and human relations.  

2.4. Conclusion 

To recapitulate, this chapter discussed the statist approach to global justice. To do so, we 

divided our discussion into two parts. The first part broached what I labeled the strong 

version of statism. Here, the works of Blake and Nagel took centre stage. In keeping with the 

previous chapter, we started by laying out the different parts of the human community. Our 

initial discussion of the moral community revealed that, in contrast to the nationalist 

approach, the autonomous agent is the principal unit of moral concern. Blake, in particular, 

argues that humans are agents of equal moral worth, who are entitled to the circumstances 

that allow them to pursue their conception of the good. While Nagel does not directly or 

explicitly speak to the principle of autonomy, we reasoned that his emphasis on negative rights 

indicated an affirmation Blake’s autonomy-centred view. Their mutual endorsement of 

autonomy turned out to be critical in our understanding and analysis of statist theory. 

On the one hand, we learned that it was premised on the ideal of the autonomous 

man, who is best described as radically independent, self-determining, and self-authenticating. 

This ideal of autonomy, we explored, stands in stark contrast to a feminist conception of the 

self as relational, whose autonomy is constituted and enabled by others. Now, the 

predominance of this ideal of radical autonomy turned out to be critical since it brought to 

light the workings of a social ontology that promotes an atomistic conception of the self and 

the world - that is, an ontology that promotes separation/separability, independence, and 

boundedness.  

 
176 Sangiovanni, 21. 
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On the other hand, we revealed that the very promotion and protection of autonomy 

required a differentiated approach to justice. Specifically, Blake avers that the coercive 

apparatus of the state threatens the autonomy of its members and, as such, requires 

justification in the form of distributive principles of justice. Indeed, because of the direct and 

unmediated nature of its coercion, Blake refers to the state as a first-order site of justice. In 

contrast, he describes, we saw, the international community as a second-order-site of justice 

since it does not house a centralized coercive power such as a world state or government. 

Without the prevalence of coercion, justice only calls for principles of non-interference and 

sufficiency. Even though Nagel does not directly draw the link between autonomy and state 

coercion, he asserts that state citizens are made involuntary (i.e., autonomy-threatening) 

authors of coercive practices to which they are inevitably exposed and subjected. Per Nagel, it 

is their dual engagement as joint authors of and subjects to the state’s coercive system that 

requires that social inequalities be rectified. As regards the international community, Nagel 

dismisses it as an appropriate site of justice. In the absence of an international sovereign 

authority, sovereign states remain unconstrained autonomous and self-sufficient agents who 

voluntarily enter pure contracts, unencumbered by unencumbered by a firmly embedded legal 

system and background. Thus, we may recall, the lack of a world state precludes the need for 

justice.  

 We further evinced that the ideal of autonomy and self-determination had important 

implications for statism’s conceptualization of the domestic and international political 

community. It resulted in what we described as Westphalian/Newtonian conception of the 

world, in which states acted as self-determining, self-sufficient, and self-contained objects 

against a relatively passive background. As a consequence, statist theories, we concluded, work 

with spatially and temporally static understanding of the interstate system, which precludes 

statists from theorizing justice in a way that properly reflects the inherently dynamic and 

symbiotic nature of political and human relations. The problems with statism’s status became 

even more evident when we re-evaluated coercion as deeply relational and boundary-defying 

process.   

 Finally, we proceeded to discuss Risse’s and Sangiovanni’s theories, whose pluralist 

internationalism we considered to be a moderate version of statism given the continuing 

normatively peculiar role of the state. While their acknowledgement of diverse relational and 
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non-relational grounds of justice seemed promising, we concluded that they subscribed to the 

same individualist ontology as statists, thereby facing the same array of problems. 

 To anticipate, we now pivot towards cosmopolitanism, which posits that the individual 

is the principal unit of moral concern. Even though we can already discern the workings of an 

individualist ontology, the question is whether its focus on the moral (human) community is 

able to circumvent the limitations faced by statism. I answer this question by discussing the 

implications of the prevailing distributive paradigm (as advanced by cosmopolitans).
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3. Chapter Three: Cosmopolitanism, Individualism, & Justice as 

Distribution  

In 1999, the World Trade Organization converged for its Third Ministerial Conference in Seattle, Washington, to 

hash out a new international trade agreement in light of growing concerns over existing trade barriers. The start of the 

conference was delayed, though: tens of thousands of protesters had descended upon the streets of Seattle to decry a model 

of global capitalism and corporatism that had “many disastrous outcomes.”1 As the crowds of Seattle captured the 

attention of the global public, critics were quick to mock the protesters as “silly, aimless, and overly hand-wringy about 

the future.”2 They did not understand the activists’ uproar. After all, global capitalism had been a source of economic 

growth and enrichment, making people’s lives better and more comfortable than ever before. If anything, the system 

needed to be kept going by improving it and distributing the benefits of economic growth more widely and fairly.  

However, those protesting were not simply demanding a more just trading system, one that distributed the 

gains of global capitalism fairly. Though some of their demands spoke to the need to make international trade more 

equitable and democratic, the concerns of many if not most were not distributional in nature. Rather, their cries for 

justice covered a wide range of issues that called for solutions that went far beyond the expansion of trade, the creation 

of new markets, or the continued commodification of every aspect of and human life. Indeed, the protestors represented a 

“hodgepodge of people:”3 some were labour unionists who worried about the loss of jobs in the global North. Others 

were labour activists who decried the violation of labour rights in the global South. They were also environmentalists 

dressed as sea turtles, dolphins, butterflies, and “ears of genetically modified corn”4 walking alongside college students 

denouncing corporate super brands, church groups demanding the cancellation of debt, and human rights activists 

targeting oil companies in Nigeria.  

Contrary to common opinions, the demonstrators in Seattle were not anti-globalists. They were globalists of a 

different kind. As Naomi Klein puts it, they birthed “the most internationally minded, globally linked movement the 

world has ever seen.”5“Born of the anarchic pathways of the Internet,”6the movement brought together - in person and 

 
1 “Protesters in Seattle Warned Us What Was Coming, but We Didn’t Listen | Madeleine Bunting,” the Guardian, 
December 13, 2009, http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/cif-green/2009/dec/13/copenhagen-seattle-climate-
globalisation-protesters. 
2 “Protesters in Seattle Warned Us What Was Coming, but We Didn’t Listen | Madeleine Bunting.” 
3 “Protesters in Seattle Warned Us What Was Coming, but We Didn’t Listen | Madeleine Bunting.” 
4 “How the Battle in Seattle Changed Everything,” In These Times, accessed May 30, 2021, 
https://inthesetimes.com/article/seattle-world-trade-organization-labor-protests-wto-trade. 
5 “Opinion | Rebels in Search of Rules - The New York Times,” accessed May 30, 2021, 
https://www.nytimes.com/1999/12/02/opinion/rebels-in-search-of-rules.html. 
6 “Opinion | Rebels in Search of Rules - The New York Times.” 
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virtually - activists from “staggeringly diverse backgrounds,”7who learned of one another while discovering and building 

linkages between their different if not conflicting causes. In an act of civil disobedience that was a testament to their 

interconnection, activists of all stripes “chained themselves in downtown intersections” epitomizing how their well-being 

was inextricably tied to one another, how living well meant living well together. In this chapter, I thus explore how 

predominant cosmopolitan approaches submit to a social individualist ontology that focuses on the distributive 

principles of justice, failing to capture and respond to our deep-seated interconnectedness.  

3.1. Introduction  

In the previous chapter, we discussed the statist approach to justice. While some theorists such as 

Blake were keen on establishing the equal moral worth of individuals, whose autonomy is to be 

protected and promoted, their initial focus on the individual shifted to the state as they broadened 

the scope of their discussion, moving from the domestic to the international realm. In the 

international realm, we learned, the state becomes the primary unit of concern. Indeed, we found 

that the differentiation between the domestic and international realm results in a differential 

approach to justice, one in which principles of social/distributive justice are not applicable on the 

international – much less global – plane. In analysing this normative discontinuity, we further 

asserted that the statist approach is informed by an individualistic, static, and bounded conception of 

the self, one that invariably extends to its understanding of the territorial state. Given this prevailing 

individualism, we claimed that statists fail to account for the relational and dynamic nature of 

individuals, territories, and boundaries. Thus, bearing these limitations in mind, this chapter asks 

whether cosmopolitanism is able to better account for our social, political, economic, and moral 

connections.  

While there are different varieties of cosmopolitanism that merit our attention, the focus here 

is on moral cosmopolitanism, which posits the individual as the ultimate unit of moral concern. 

Pogge famously puts it as follows:  

First, individualism: the ultimate unit of concern are human beings, or persons – rather 
than, say, family lines, tribes, ethnic, cultural, or religious communities, nations, or 
states. The latter may be units of concern only indirectly, in virtue of their individual 
members or citizens. Second, universality: the status of ultimate unit of concern attaches 
to every living human being equally …  not merely to some subset, such as men, 
aristocrats, Aryans, whites, or Muslims. Third, generality: this special status has global 

 
7 “How the Battle in Seattle Changed Everything.” 
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force. Persons are ultimate units of concern for everyone – not only for their 
compatriots, fellow religionists, or suchlike.8 

Even though Pogge’s definition seems to speak for itself, proponents of moral cosmopolitanism do 

not necessarily represent a single, coherent position. In fact, this chapter discusses one position in 

particular, namely: moral cosmopolitanism as relationally dependent. Now, while in the previous two 

chapters I discussed a stronger and weaker version, I refrain from doing so here because if my 

critique of relationally dependent cosmopolitanism applies, then it also holds true for relationally 

independent cosmopolitanism such as Simon Caney’s or Kok-Chor Tan’s. That being said, I begin 

by examining the works of Beitz, Moellendorf, and Pogge, all of whom advance a relational approach, 

which presupposes the existence of some type of institutional structure or association. First, I assess 

Beitz’s approach which is grounded in Rawls’ A Theory of Justice. Crucially, Beitz argues that Rawls’s 

domestic principles of justice ought to be applied onto the global plane. Thus, he holds that the 

current global order merits the implementation of a global principle of distributive justice. Second, I 

consider Moellendorf’s constructive cosmopolitanism, which espouses global principles of 

democracy and distributive justice. Third, I turn to Pogge, who states there is a global (institutional) 

order in place that pervasively shapes the well-being of individuals. Significantly, he contends that 

the imposition of a global institutional order that violates human rights gives rise to (negative) duties 

of justice. Finally, in my critical analysis, I advance the claim that cosmopolitanism is founded on an 

individualist social ontology, which results in deficient and reductive principles of justice. In 

particular, I highlight the problematic role of what Young famously referred to as the “distributive 

paradigm.” I argue that the predominance of distributive principles in cosmopolitan approaches 

tends not only to reify but also obscure the deeply relational and complex nature of human 

interdependence and connection on the global (as well as local) plane.   

3.2. Cosmopolitanism and the Contours of the Human Community   

Before we are able to consider each theory in greater detail, we need to quickly outline how Beitz, 

Moellendorf, and Pogge can be taken to divide the human community. Seeing that there is sufficient 

overlap between their approaches, I refrain from discussing each philosopher’s division separately.  

 
8 Thomas Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights, 2nd ed (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2008), 169. 
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3.2.1. Moral Community  

We learned in the previous two chapters that nationalists and statists divide the human community 

along three yet slightly different lines. In the cosmopolitan camp, we once again find a threefold 

division. First comes the moral community, which I consider to be the principal human community. 

Bearing in mind that moral cosmopolitanism takes the individual to be the ultimate unit of moral 

and political concern, this should not come as a surprise.  

In advancing his human-rights-centred approach, Pogge, for example, conceives of human 

rights in moral terms. That is, he steers clear from a legal or positivistic interpretation that bases 

human rights on a government’s official acknowledgment. Thus, the fact that human rights are 

based on “pre-existing moral rights” suggests that there is an overarching moral community that 

underlies all other communities. In fact, this suspicion is confirmed in our initial quotation of Pogge 

which states that the special status of human beings has universal and general validity – in short, 

their status defies sentimental, cultural, and territorial alliances.  

Taking his cue from Rawls, Moellendorf also asserts that respect for persons is universal. 

This respect is grounded in “the universality of the democratic conception of persons,” according to 

which persons possess two highest moral interests: first, it is their highest moral interest to 

“[develop] and [exercise] the power rationally to form, revise, and pursue a conception of the 

good.”9 And second, they need to be able to “apply and to act upon publicly acknowledged fair 

terms of cooperation.”10 It is this conception of the person that I believe ultimately grounds the 

delineation of subsequent communities in Moellendorf.  

Finally, even though Beitz does not subscribe to Pogge’s moral notion of human rights11, he 

similarly borrows from Rawls in arguing that persons have “two essential powers of moral 

personality – a capacity for an effective sense of justice and a capacity to form, revise, and pursue a 

conception of the good.”12 It seems safe to assume that, according to Beitz, these essential powers 

 
9 Darrel Moellendorf, Cosmopolitan Justice (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2002), 2. 
10 Moellendorf, 20. 
11 In contrast to Pogge, Beitz subscribes to a practical approach to human rights. He writes in The Idea of Human Rights 
that his aim is “to exploit the observation that the human rights enterprise is a global practice. The practice is both 
discursive and political. As a first approximation, we might say that it consists of a set of norms for the regulation of the 
behavior of states together with a set of modes or strategies of action of which violations of the norms may count as 
reasons. The practice exists within a global discursive community whose members recognize the practice’s norms as 
reason giving and use them in deliberating and arguing about how to act.” Charles R. Beitz, The Idea of Human Rights 
(Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2009), 8.  
12 Charles R. Beitz, “Cosmopolitan Ideals and National Sentiment,” The Journal of Philosophy, October 1, 1983, 595, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/2026155. 
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define our membership in the moral community and secure (if not enable) our status as members in 

any other community. This is so because they form, one might argue, the basis for a decent and 

dignified life, one in which we can freely exercise our agency, autonomy, and self-respect.   

3.2.2. Global Institutional Community 

Given the overarching nature of the moral community, one might rightfully question the purported 

cosmopolitan division of the human community. After all, if the status of persons as ultimate units 

of concern attaches to every human being equally and has global force, why speak of a threefold 

division of the human community to begin with? That is, would it not be reasonable to assume that 

people’s rights and duties primarily originate in the moral community, which, as a result, would 

trump all other potential and actual communities? Even though relational cosmopolitans accrue 

‘ultimate’ and basic importance to the individual, they, nonetheless, assert that cosmopolitanism is 

best understood as accruing importance on the imposition of constraints upon shared institutions 

and practices. As Beitz so eloquently puts it, the individual’s ultimate moral status is “the basis on 

which institutions and practices should be justified and criticized.”13 Specifically, this means that 

relational cosmopolitanism postulates principles of justice whose applicability are contingent on a 

community that is constituted by shared institutions and/or practices.  

While this conditionality might resonate with our previous study of statism, relational 

cosmopolitans arrive at or, rather, depart from a crucially different insight. Effectively, their central 

claim is that there is currently a global basic structure or order in place that inevitably puts people in 

a morally relevant relationship or association with/to one another. The global order, thus, gives rise 

to duties of justice, which are owed (directly) to individuals as opposed to, say, ‘societies,’ states, 

nations, or other types of communities. So, even if we grant that both the moral community and the 

global order/structure significantly overlap in their moral constraints, it seems safe to distinguish a 

global institutional community, one that is of normative peculiarity.   

3.2.3. Domestic Political & Normative Community 

Finally, this brings us to our third community, which in the preceding two chapters has been 

identified as a thick moral community (nationalism) or domestic political community (statism). Of 

 
13 Charles R. Beitz, “Social and Cosmopolitan Liberalism,” International Affairs (Royal Institute of International Affairs 1944-) 
75, no. 3 (1999): 519. 
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particular note here is that our prior iterations have taken the boundaries of the third community to 

delineate the limits of social/distributive justice. Differently put, this final type of community has 

been treated “as a [peculiar] normative position,” one that grants “powerful prerogatives and special 

obligations with respect to” co-nationals and co-citizens.14 At a first glance, the cosmopolitan 

outlook seems incompatible with the postulation of a third community. After all, how are we to 

reconcile the universal and general with the local and exclusive. Despite this apparent 

incompatibility, Beitz insists that it is vital to recognize the moral significance of local affiliations.15 

In recognizing the ethical value of local or domestic associations/affiliations, we must necessarily 

make room for special obligations to co-members. Yet, even in doing so, it would be mistaken to 

assume that these prerogatives interfere with our global duties of justice.  

When it comes to social/distributive justice, any type of prioritization has to be limited for a 

variety of reasons. Beitz reasons that while the need to develop one’s sense of self and identity might 

make it permissible to prioritize one’s family, friends, and acquaintances in one’s personal life (“the 

priority thesis”), the same logic does not apply when we move from the individual and private to the 

collective and public sphere. After all, a political community such as the state cannot be said to be a 

separate identity in need of discovering and expressing their personal identity. Correspondingly, 

citizenship cannot absolve us from fulfilling our global duties of justice. However, even if we 

assume, Beitz concedes, that co-citizens or nationals might favor and prioritize themselves, they 

cannot do so ‘without limit’ – that is, they cannot justifiably pursue aims that disadvantage others or 

forgo the opportunity to “do great good.”16  

Finally, Beitz insists that the case in favor of the normative peculiarity of the third 

community (and against global justice) does not fare better on psychological or sociological grounds. 

First, without discounting the meaningfulness of sentiments such as loyalty and patriotism, 

psychological factors cannot sustain the priority thesis at the domestic level given the cultural, 

religious, social, and, at times, linguistic diversity of the “large modern state.”17 Second, if we base 

principles of social justice on a certain “degree or extent of social interaction,”18 then, Beitz avers, 

 
14 Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights, 125. 
15 In fact, Beitz suggests that “the philosophical weakness most characteristic of cosmopolitan theories – although not 
found equally in all of them – is a failure to take seriously enough the associative relationships that individuals do and 
almost certainly must develop to live successful and rewarding lives.” Charles R. Beitz, “International Liberalism and 
Distributive Justice: A Survey of Recent Thought,” World Politics 51, no. 2 (1999): 291.  
16 Beitz, “Cosmopolitan Ideals and National Sentiment,” 599. 
17 Charles R. Beitz, Political Theory and International Relations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 1999), 164. 
18 Beitz, 165. 
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the “complexity” and density of the current global order “has crossed many times over the threshold 

beyond which distributive obligations become pertinent.”19  

Beitz’s qualified acknowledgement of the third human community is shared by both 

Moellendorf and Pogge. For one, Moellendorf broaches the topic from two related angles – namely, 

state sovereignty and national self-determination. To recall, we established in chapter two that, for 

statists, the state, its governing bodies, and territorial domain compromise a peculiar normative and 

political sphere. Crucially, we asserted that it is classified as a sovereign, self-determining community, 

beyond whose boundaries principles and claims of social justice are either secondary or outright 

redundant. In addressing the statist conception, Moellendorf gives credence to a state’s right to 

exercise sovereignty – a right that limits foreign intervention. However, even if he deems it 

reasonable to endorse sovereignty on grounds of protecting citizens’ interests, sharing a common 

life, claiming independence, preserving peace, or shielding against imperialism, these lines of 

reasoning can neither “provide licence to injustice” nor “trump considerations of justice,” the 

advancement of which necessarily involves distributive practices.20Addressing the question of 

national self-determination, Moellendorf holds that a constrained version of it “is consistent with the 

basic commitments of cosmopolitanism, namely, that there exist duties of justice based upon equal 

respect for persons regardless of their citizenship or national membership.”21 That is, national self-

determination is compatible with cosmopolitanism insofar as cultural membership and stability allow 

people to form and revise their conceptions of the good. Indeed, the ability to do so, we discovered 

earlier, is a necessary condition for respecting the highest moral interests of individuals. 

Notwithstanding this compatibility, the exercise of sovereignty and self-determination must always 

be constrained by overarching claims of justice.   

In contrast to Beitz and Moellendorf, Pogge’s take on the third community is deeply 

influenced by his take on human rights. In general, Pogge seems to accommodate local affiliations 

and associations in his theory. Thus, while he contends that the concentration of sovereignty among 

states is no longer defensible or sustainable, he does not rule out the need for sovereign entities or 

collectives per se. Instead, he endorses a vertically dispersed model of sovereignty. By endorsing 

such a model, Pogge presupposes acts of decentralization but also centralization.22 That is, on the 

one hand, sovereignty must be dispersed among smaller political collectives and communities in 

 
19 Beitz, 149–53. 
20 Moellendorf, Cosmopolitan Justice, 108. 
21 Moellendorf, 128. 
22 Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights, 184. 
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order to optimize “political participation”23 and transparency. On the other hand, it calls for 

“substantial centralization of power and authority at the global level”24 so as to curb, if not avoid, 

socio-economic exclusion, political oppression/corruption, and environmental degradation. We can 

thus deduce that partiality continues to play a significant role in Pogge’s political thinking. After all, 

the need for smaller sovereign communities, in which people can safely and openly express their 

needs and interests by participating in the political dialogue and reaching some type of consensus, 

suggests that we cannot bracket our particular interests.  

This, however, does not mean that there are no bounds to partiality. In fact, Pogge reminds 

us that the scope of partiality must be limited, especially when “the basic justice of the larger playing 

field is at stake.”25 To put it differently, partiality cannot be justified if it is used to “slant the playing 

field” by “tailoring” the rules of the game (i.e., a society’s ground rules) and, thus, the rules of justice 

to one’s advantage. Especially so, if that advantage “endangers the secure access by some to the 

objects of their human rights.”26 Pogge particularly stresses that partiality, which is often correlated 

with fulfilling our positive duties by actively performing certain actions, cannot absolve us from 

realizing our negative duties, which prohibit us from harming others by interfering in their lives. 

When thinking about justice, Pogge believes that it is unacceptable to “[give] priority to”27 positive 

duties and, as such, partiality as long as we continue to shape and impose a global order that violates 

people’s human rights.28  

In effect, then, all three scholars predicate their theories on the need to safeguard some type 

of partiality. So rather than dismissing the need for a more exclusive or partial type of community, 

they make room for it. However, despite acknowledging its moral and practical meaningfulness, they 

constrain its scope by considerations of justice. In other words, social justice should be thought as 

independent of personal, communal, or sentimental alliances and affiliations.  

Having thoroughly discussed the third community, which held a peculiar normative status in 

our previous two chapters, we can shift our attention back to the global institutional community or 

sphere, which, as we shall promptly see, is central to relational cosmopolitanism.    

 
23 Pogge, 190. 
24 Pogge, 184. 
25 Pogge, 130. 
26 Pogge, 130. 
27 Pogge, 130. 
28 Pogge, 139. 
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3.3. Charles Beitz’s Rawlsian Theory of Cosmopolitan Justice  

I will start our in-depth analysis by discussing Beitz’s early writings on political theory and foreign 

policy. In taking and applying Rawls’ principles of justice to the international realm, he reinvigorated 

the cosmopolitan tradition in contemporary political philosophy and led the way for the rapidly 

expanding discussion on global justice. Though he was not alone in doing so – i.e., Pogge’s lauded 

work in Realzing Rawls a decade later also played a critical role – his cosmopolitan reinterpretation of 

Rawls’s theory of justice is frequently invoked as a sensible starting point. 

 In Political Theory and International Relations, 29 Beitz famously responds to Rawls’s ground-

shifting A Theory of Justice, taking issue with the latter’s extension of “the theory of justice to the law 

of nations.”30 Effectively, he professes that his intention is to offer a reinterpretation of Rawls by 

applying his distributive principles to the global realm. That is, he intends to advance a global 

difference principle whose focus remains on the well-being of individuals and serves to maximize 

the position of the globally least advantaged. To this end, he bases his argument on non-relational 

(i.e., natural resources) and relational (i.e., global basic structure) grounds, both of which evince the 

need for some form of global distribution. 

Even though we have labeled Beitz as a relational cosmopolitan, it is noteworthy that he also 

offers a non-relational argument in favor of global distributive justice. This argument takes as its 

point of departure Rawls’ assumption that the international sphere is a system of self-contained and 

self-sufficient nations and links it to the distribution of natural resources. Beitz argues that, not 

unlike Rawls’ concern with natural talents, the distribution of natural resources must be understood 

as morally arbitrary. Given the parallels, he further argues that if the arbitrary distribution of natural 

resources results in inequalities that profoundly and pervasively affect the life expectations of 

individuals, they must be addressed by principles of distributive justice. Now, while one might claim 

in the case of natural talents that they are simply given to a person and tied to the development of 

their identity, the same cannot be claimed about natural resources. In contrast to natural talents, they 

are appropriated from “out there” leaving others in relative disadvantage and, as such, requiring “a 

justification against the competing claims of others and the needs of future generations.”31 

 
29 When Beitz first published his manuscript, scholars predominantly thought of international justice as opposed to 
global justice. While the term “international” speaks to the relations between nations or states, Beitz’s concern with the 
well-being of individuals and his acknowledgement of various political agents (i.e., global international organization, 
transnational corporations, non-governmental organizations, etc.) suggest that he meant “global” by international.  
30 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 331. 
31 Beitz, Political Theory and International Relations, 141. 
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According to this rationale then, no one can really be said to have a prima facie claim to natural 

resources.  

Since the arbitrary distribution of natural resources, thus, casts doubt on the self-sufficiency of 

nations, Rawls’s original position, Beitz concludes, must become a global one, one that is open to all 

individuals – or, rather, representatives – regardless of their background or affiliation. Beitz further 

believes that the parties (i.e., individual representatives) in a global original position would agree to a 

resource redistribution principle which would function similarly to the difference principle. 

Elaborating on this reasoning, he writes:  

The underlying principle is that each person has an equal prima facie claim to a share of 
the total available resources, but departures from this initial standard could be justified, 
if the resulting inequalities were to the greatest benefit of those least advantaged by the 
inequality.32  

We can conclude from this passages that respecting a person’s equality – i.e., their equally rightful 

claim “to a share of” natural resources – calls for a distributive principle that justifies or 

compensates for morally arbitrary inequalities. This, in turn, allows for the realization of just and 

economically stable conditions. In sum, even if Beitz’s concern for natural resources does not 

necessarily result exactly in Rawls’s principles of justice due to “the absence of a global basic 

structure,”33 a regulative principle of distribution is still in order.  

So, given that his non-relational approach does not exactly yield “a Rawlsian global justice,” 

Beitz shifts to his relational argument, which “[demonstrates] the fact of a mutually advantageous 

global cooperative scheme.”34 To this end, he alludes to the presence of a global structure, one that 

mirrors Rawls’s basic structure. Specifically, he makes his case by pointing to today’s increased 

global interdependence and cooperation due to “complex international economic, political, and 

cultural relationships.”35 As is the case for Rawls’s domestic cooperative scheme, global cooperation 

has and continues to produce economic benefits and burdens, which need to be divided and 

distributed in a fair and just manner. In effect and problematically so, the majority of the burden, 

Beitz avows, has been carried so far by more vulnerable and less powerful countries: for example, 

increased interdependence has not only affected the ability of domestic governments to manage 

 
32 Beitz, 141. 
33 Kok-Chor Tan, Justice without Borders: Cosmopolitanism, Nationalism, and Patriotism, Contemporary Political Theory (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 57. 
34 Tan, 57. 
35 Beitz, Political Theory and International Relations, 144. 
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their economies but has also interfered with their distributive schemes (i.e., increasing in some cases 

domestic inequality). Crucially, this mutually ‘disadvantageous’ cooperative scheme is regulated by a 

global institutional structure, one that bears distinct constitutional features. Bearing this in mind, 

Beitz argues that domestic justice must be consistent with principles of justice for the entire globe. 

That is, if Rawls’s theory is to be consistent, we must, once again, open up the original position and 

extend his principles to the global realm – in particular, the difference principle which needs to be 

applied globally to individual persons (as opposed to nations or states).  

At this point, it is worth mentioning that Beitz revises some of his initial claims in later 

articles. For instance, he stresses in “Cosmopolitan Ideals and National Sentiment” that individuals 

do not need to be participants in a global scheme of cooperation in order to participate in a global 

original position. Instead, the criterion of membership and participation is simply the “possession of 

two essential powers of moral personality – a capacity for an effective sense of justice and a capacity 

to form, revise, and pursue a conception of the good.”36 In fact, Beitz now thinks that in order to 

advance a Rawlsian global justice, we do not need to prove the presence of global interdependence 

or cooperation. Rather, we merely need to prove their feasibility. Along the same line, he further 

explains in “Social and Cosmopolitan Liberalism”:  

We do not begin with an actually existing structure and ask whether it is reasonable for 
individuals to cooperate in it. Rather, we begin with the idea that some type of structure 
is both required and inevitable, given the facts about the extent and character of the 
division of labour, and work towards principles that structure should satisfy if it is to be 
acceptable to individuals conceived, in Rawls’s phrase, as free and equal moral persons 
[…].37  

The main takeaway for us here is that the soundness of Beitz’s relational argument or approach – 

that is, the global extension of Rawls’s theory of justice - does not depend, after all, on the presence 

of a global basic structure but on its feasibility and inevitability.  

Finally, as alluded to earlier, Beitz dispels the notion that sentimental ties interfere with our 

obligations of justice as the former cannot be upheld on psychological, social, or economic grounds. 

On the one hand, the modern secular nation-state and its diverse citizenry have put a strain on 

claims of distributive justice based on culturally exclusive and nationalist sentiments.38 On the other 

hand, complex and dense socio-economic interactions across the globe have by far undermined the 

 
36 Beitz, “Cosmopolitan Ideals and National Sentiment,” 595. 
37 Beitz, “Social and Cosmopolitan Liberalism,” 523. 
38 Beitz, Political Theory and International Relations, 164. 
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social particularity and economic independence of the nation-state. As such, “criteria of distributive 

justice” cannot accord privileges to “domestic societies or states,” Beitz concludes.39  

 

3.4. Darrel Moellendorf & Cosmopolitan Constructivism: Pitting Rawls 

Against Rawls  

In Cosmopolitan Justice, Moellendorf takes Beitz’s claims to the next level. Partly, this is because he 

directly responds to Rawls’s more expanded and developed theory of international justice in The Law 

of Peoples. By developing what he calls a cosmopolitan constructivism,40 Moellendorf, in fact, aims to 

defend Rawlsian principles against Rawls himself. Similarly to Beitz, his aim is to prove that Rawls’s 

principles of justice are globally applicable. In particular, he seeks to show that we have global duties 

of distributive justice because we participate in a global association of sorts.  

Moellendorf finds fault with Rawls’s eight principles of ‘international’ justice on three 

counts: first, he criticizes Rawls for not incorporating a more expansive list of human rights.41 

Second, he disapproves of Rawls’s unwillingness to commit to democratic principles in the society 

of well-ordered peoples. And third, he questions the absence of principles of social/distributive 

justice. Ultimately, his criticisms take aim at Rawls’s concern with the justice and stability of society 

(i.e., the society of well-ordered peoples). 

Counter Rawls, Moellendorf insists on the feasibility and desirability of a cosmopolitan 

constructivist approach. Following the footsteps of Political Liberalism, he ‘construes’ or models his 

cosmopolitanism on the basis of Rawls’s inherently democratic conception of persons – that is, a 

 
39 Beitz, “Social and Cosmopolitan Liberalism,” 520. 
40 Rawls explains in The Law of Peoples that principles are derived from “the distinct structure of the social framework” 
John Rawls, “The Law of Peoples,” in Collected Papers, ed. Samuel Freeman (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 
1999), 533. Thus, he construes the original position in A Theory of Justice and Political Liberalism based on “the public 
political culture of a democratic society.” Rawls, Political Liberalism, 13. That is, Rawls’s principles of justice are not only 
derived from basic democratic assumptions or ideals but also made suitable for a democratic regime. Bearing this in 
mind, Rawls believes that his principles of justice cannot be made suitable for the international sphere since it has not 
distinctly democratic public culture. Moellendorf disagrees and argues that we can construe a cosmopolitan approach to 
justice on the very same democratic assumptions or ideals – specifically, on the democratic conception of personhood 
and respect thereof.   
41 Moellendorf is not the only one to take issue with Rawls’s reduced list of human rights. Rainer Forst, for example, 
argues that “when it comes to the normative construction of a universalist conception of human rights, which covers an 
array of absolutely nonrejectable normative claims by persons, there is thus no reason to qualify the status of moral 
persons with an eye toward being able to get ‘decent’ regimes to agree, from the perspective of ‘foreign policy,’ so to 
speak.” Rainer Forst, The Right to Justification: Elements of a Constructivist Theory of Justice, trans. Jeffrey Flynn, New 
Directions in Critical Theory (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 232. 
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conception that “[models] the values that are implicit in the functioning of democracies.”42 

According to it, persons possess two highest moral interests:  

One is the interest in developing and exercising the power rationally to form, revise, and 
pursue a conception of the good. The second is the interest in developing and exercising 
the power to apply and to act upon publicly acknowledged fair terms of cooperation. 
Persons are equal insofar as they have the two moral powers to a requisite minimum 
degree to be fully cooperating members of society.43   

Now, if we hold these highest moral interests to be true, then, Moellendorf stresses, we must 

concede them universal applicability. To wit, we simply cannot discredit them as parochial or limited 

for being rooted in the democratic tradition. Thus, assuming that a person’s two highest moral 

interests are universally applicable, the original position cannot be limited to representatives of 

liberal democratic and decent hierarchical peoples. Instead, the original position must become 

global, and its participants must be individual persons as opposed to peoples, Moellendorf insists.  

This then raises the question whether rational and disinterested persons would indeed agree 

on Rawlsian principles of justice in such a hypothetical situation. Moellendorf believes so and offers 

a slightly revised version of Rawls’s original two principles of justice. Notably, Moellendorf 

reformulates Rawls’s second principle by splitting it into the distributive principle of (1) liberal 

equality and (2) democratic equality. On the one hand, the principle of liberal equality states that 

“the distribution should be to everyone’s advantage in the sense that it is efficient, or Pareto optimal, 

and that the resulting inequalities should be attached to offices that are open to all under conditions 

of fair equality of opportunity.”44 On the other hand, the principle of democratic equality, which 

mirrors Rawls’s difference principle, requires that inequalities are restricted and “consistent with the 

ideal that everyone regardless of talent and ability, may be equal citizen.”45 That is, the principle 

establishes that inequalities that stem from morally arbitrary endowments should maximally “benefit 

… the least advantaged over the course of their life.”46   

By asserting that representatives in the global original position would choose distributive 

principles of justice, Moellendorf suggests we have duties of (distributive) justice that are global in 

nature. Yet, these duties should not be taken as a given since they entail the presence of an 

 
42 Moellendorf, Cosmopolitan Justice, 19. 
43 Moellendorf, 20. 
44 Moellendorf, 78. 
45 Moellendorf, 80. 
46 Moellendorf, 80. 
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association whose “established practices and institutions … [ regularly affect] the highest order 

moral interests of a person.”47 Per this reasoning, an association is more than mere interaction: it 

involves being part of an institutionalized system of practices and rules that pervasively affects one’s 

life prospects and expectations. This involvement, however, is not contingent on explicit or tacit 

consent, for people might be brought into association even if they do not intend or want it. Instead, 

duties of justice are contingent on the following two “objective factors” – namely, “general moral 

duties among persons, such as duties of equal respect, and the fact that there is an association 

among them.” And when these criteria are met, they must be directed towards the general 

institutions of public life: they only indirectly apply to individuals, whose duty it is to “[obey] or 

[advocate] just institutions or principles to govern their association.”48  

Bearing all these factors in mind, Moellendorf contends that today’s highly complex and 

interdependent world attests to the existence of a global association, one that comprises a wide array 

of international institutions, policies, and practices. Therefore, to say that a global association exists 

is also to say that we have duties of (distributive) justice, with which we must comply. Now, the fact 

that we have these duties does not preclude us from being accountable to duties of justice to 

particular and proximate others. Since we participate in multiple associations at a time, it is 

reasonable to assume that we may be faced with conflicting duties. For example, we might have the 

duty to provide for the relative needs of our compatriots, which conflict with the absolute needs of 

distant others. Contrary to statist or nationalist claims then, Moellendorf insists that these conflicts 

are conflicts within justice, which are resolved by “appealing to more fundamental considerations of 

justice.”49   

Crucially, this means that local duties do not inherently trump global duties. Duties of justice 

cannot be rejected on the basis of distance, degree of association, or ‘moral triage’. If this were the 

case, people who live in close proximity to borders, might be said to have stronger duties towards 

non-compatriots, Moellendorf reasons. Second, we cannot favor compatriots because of a more 

tightly shared “association of interests.” For example, it is not unusual that associations of “tightly 

bound” interests cross boundaries.50 Further, even if associations are contained within the bounds of 

a territory, we cannot assume that “the interests of one’s associates” deserve to be given priority to 

 
47 Moellendorf, 32. 
48 Moellendorf, 31. 
49 Moellendorf, 41. Moellendorf writes on p.41: “New or local duties of justice are acquired within a background of the 
more general duties of justice, and as such they may not contravene these more general duties.” 
50 Moellendorf, 45. 
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begin with. And third, the assumption that it is temporally and materially more efficient to primarily 

“[fulfill] our duties to our compatriots”51 – hence, the notion of moral triage - is also problematic.  

On the one hand, fulfilling our duties to distant others does not preclude taking “domestic action.” 

To the contrary, it requires it very often. On the other hand, the sense of urgency and efficiency 

implicit in triaging misconstrues the type of action required in order to meet our global obligations. 

Rather than positing an all-consuming and overwhelming duty to assist others in need, “the duties of 

global justice,” Moellendorf holds, “require us to play a role in developing just global institutions and 

to support just domestic policy that affects noncompatriots.”52  

Thus, in resolving a conflict of duties, neither local nor global duties can be said to have 

primacy over the other. Instead, a successful resolution requires tapping into the “basic 

considerations of justice implicated by the particular dispute.”53 Now, seeing that there is a wide 

range of background considerations that might come into play (i.e., the generality or temporality of a 

claim), it remains impossible to predict which duties of justice are going to be favored in a given 

dispute or context. We have different and, at times, conflicting associative duties, and these cannot 

be pondered or broached in isolation from one another.54  

3.5. Thomas Pogge & Injustice as the Violation of Human Rights 

While Beitz and Moellendorf attempt to extend Rawls’s distributive principles to the global realm, 

Pogge seeks to show why global poverty “in the context of unprecedented global affluence”55 is 

morally wrong. Though Pogge advocates distributive measures such as the Global Resource 

dividend or a 2-percent-shift in global household income, he primarily addresses the problem from a 

human-rights-centred perspective.  

Pogge’s approach, we learned, is grounded in moral cosmopolitanism, whose “central idea… 

is that every human being has a global stature as an ultimate unit of moral concern.”56 The human 

rights owed to all people follow from the fact of their institutional interconnectedness:  

 
51 Moellendorf, 46. 
52 Moellendorf, 47. 
53 Moellendorf, 42. 
54 Henry Shue writes on this point: “[…] it is impossible to settle the magnitude of one’s duties in justice (if any) toward 
the fellow members of one’s nation-state […] prior to and independent of settling the magnitude of one’s duties in 
justice (if any) toward nonmembers. The magnitude of both sets of duties must be settled together.” Henry Shue, “The 
Burdens of Justice,” The Journal of Political Philosophy 80, no. 10 (1983): 603.  
55 Thomas Pogge, Politics as Usual: What Lies behind the pro-Poor Rhetoric (Cambridge, UK: Polity, 2010), 12. 
56 Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights, 175. 
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the global moral force of human rights is activated only through the emergence of a 
global institutional order, which triggers obligations to promote any feasible reforms of 
this order that would enhance the fulfillment of human rights.57  

For Pogge then, the violation or non-fulfillment of human rights is only of interest if it occurs in an 

institutional order, one that is coercively yet avoidably imposed. Finally, the necessary emergence or 

presence of a (global) institutional order points us to a particular variant of moral cosmopolitanism – 

namely, institutional cosmopolitanism. For him, moral demands arise in an institutional order, in 

which “individuals and collective agents”58 have (indirect) moral responsibilities. In short, human 

rights violations directly relate to institutional misconduct.  

While Pogge condemns Rawls’s rejection of a global difference principle,59 he nonetheless 

agrees with Rawls’s institutionalism. This is why he presses for a cosmopolitanism that morally 

assesses global institutional arrangements, particularly with an eye to how current practices and rules 

affect “domestic incentives and power distributions.”60 Pogge’s attention to global arrangements is 

not unlike Fraser’s since he supports a Post-Westphalian view of the world, one that “modifies and 

enlarges the moral responsibilities of governments, corporations, and individuals.”61 Given the 

proliferation of key political players in the global landscape, it is no longer appropriate, Pogge 

contends, to think in purely international as opposed to global terms. In order words, statism and 

Rawls’s society of peoples have lost their explanatory adequacy.  

How are global arrangements to be assessed then? Which criterion of basic justice is to guide 

our assessment? As mentioned above, the answer, for Pogge, lies primarily in human rights, which 

are essential for human flourishing. Indeed, whereas nationalists, to recall, believe, human 

flourishing requires a meaningfully shared life – that is, social and communal embeddedness – Pogge 

deems human flourishing to be bound up with justice and the fulfillment of human rights: “a 

criterion of justice,” he writes, “presupposes a measure of human flourishing.”62 Finally, despite 

advancing a moral as opposed to legal conception of human rights,63 Pogge further stipulates that 

 
57 Pogge, 177. 
58 Pogge, 176. 
59 Pogge’s institutional approach to global justice is deeply indebted to Rawls, despite the latter’s rejection of the 
extension of the difference principle onto the international plane. For Rawls, international justice merely requires some 
“not-unreasonable liberal standard of economic justice” such as the principle of (i) toleration and (ii) assistance. Pogge, 
112. For Pogge, however, Rawls is guilty of a double standard that runs “afoul of moral universalism.” Pogge, 114.  
60 Pogge, Politics as Usual, 17. 
61 Pogge, 11. 
62 Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights, 37. 
63 Pogge explains the moral conception of human rights as follows: “A commitment to human rights involves one in 
recognizing that human persons with a past or potential future ability to engage in moral conversation and practice have 
certain basic needs, and that these needs give rise to weighty moral demands. The object of each of these basic human 
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human rights must be addressed to the institutional structure of a society. In this sense, human 

rights are directed to entities or actors with official status: 

Recognising … basic needs as giving rise to human rights involves commitment to 
oppose official disrespect of these needs on the part of one’s own society and other 
comparable systems in which one participates.64   

By official disrespect Pogge means a government’s proper violation of human rights. However, 

governments who stand idly by and/or fail to enforce necessary laws to protect the objects of 

human rights are also guilty of official disrespect. Yet, though governments are the primary 

guardians of human rights, this does not mean that citizens are not to be held accountable. In effect, 

an active citizenry is indispensable for the protection of human rights as it keeps its government 

answerable to their constituents’ needs and demands. 

Since Pogge believes that positive rights are vulnerable to a number of challenges — chiefly 

concerns about who bears the corresponding positive duties and how to enforce them65 — he bases 

his argument on negative rights and duties.66 Without necessarily dismissing or denying the 

importance of positive duties, Pogge’s principal aim is to address the libertarian challenge. In doing 

so, Pogge shows that even on libertarianism’s own terms, we have a duty to eradicate global poverty. 

For him, the well-off/rich have a duty to assist the poor not because they can do so “at little cost to 

 
needs is the object of a human right.” Pogge, 64. Significantly, human rights give rise to moral demands independently 
of governmental agreements, practices, or (legal) endorsements. Pogge, 59.  
64 Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights, 64. 
65 See here Pablo Gilabert, From Global Poverty to Global Equality: A Philosophical Exploration (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2012).; Onora O’Neill, Bounds of Justice (Cambridge, U.K. ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). One of 
the main problems with positive rights is that it is often very difficult to know or assert who is concretely responsible for 
fulfilling them (see O’Neill, Bounds of Justice). In the case of extreme global poverty, then, is often unclear if not 
unidentifiable who rightfully ought to fulfill a poor person’s positive right to food, shelter, and clothing. Yet, the 
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Gilabert, From Global Poverty to Global Equality, 74–75.  
66 Libertarian philosophers such as Robert Nozick and, most recently, Jan Naverson, have challenged rights-based 
conceptions of justice. For libertarians, the primary source of contention is the fact that rights must come with directly 
corresponding duties if they are to be applicable if not formally valid. This being so, libertarians press for the strict 
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inversely, B has a negative duty not to interfere with A’s access to O. Thus, libertarians, for example, claim that our 
principal duty to the poor is a negative one – that is, one of omission and non-interference. As such, they believe that 
relatively well-off peoples have no duty to eliminate poverty.  Now, to say that A has a positive right against B is to say 
that A ought to be assisted in accessing an object O. B. In other words, B has a positive duty to assist B in attaining O. 
Gilabert, From Global Poverty to Global Equality, 74–75.  
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themselves,”67 but because they have perpetuated an institutional order – i.e., the global economic 

order – that has avoidably impeded individuals from accessing and realizing the objects of their 

human rights.68 In other words, by participating in and maintaining an institutional order that 

deprives distant others of their human rights, the well-off/rich are causally implicated in undue and 

avoidable harm to the poor and therefore have a negative duty to them. Thus, Pogge remarks in 

World Poverty and Human Rights:  

Human rights impose on us a negative duty not to contribute to the imposition of an 
institutional order that foreseeably gives rise to an avoidable human-rights deficit 
without making compensating protection and reform efforts for its victims … this 
negative institutional duty may impose positive obligations on advantaged participants: 
obligations to compensate for their contribution to the harm. Such compensation can 
take the form of individual efforts (donations to effective NGOs) or of bilateral or 
multilateral governments aid programs. Or, it can focus on institutional reform.69 

Pogge’s passage summons the following three observations: first, people’s negative duties only come 

into play when their actions form part of “the effects of shared social institutions.”70 This does not 

only mean that a clear causal – here, institutional – link must be established between the poor (i.e., 

the victim) and the rich (i.e., the culpable perpetrator) but also that the burden of proof falls on the 

former. Here Pogge’s reliance on causal links relies upon a liability model of responsibility, which, as 

argued in chapter one, denies a more pervasive reality of human interdependence and relationality. 

Second, in speaking of “foreseeably avoidable” human rights violations, Pogge reminds us that the 

problem is not merely with the imposition of a global order that deprives people of the objects of 

their human rights. Rather, the problem is with the imposition of a harmful order when alternative 

institutional designs are and have been feasible. However, Pogge does not fully consider the 

challenges of comparing the current international order with alternative designs: for example, it is 

historically unclear whether the current design is inherently worse than past ones. Some scholars, for 

example, have argued that the current economic order has drastically improved human life and kept 

poverty at a lower rate than it might have been otherwise. Also, it is unclear how to assess the 

feasibility or merit of designs that have not been implemented. So, if the injustice, in part, lies in 

avoidably interfering in people’s life, it remains uncertain what has been avoided.  And third, we 

 
67 Pablo Gilabert, “The Duty to Eradicate Global Poverty: Positive or Negative?,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 7, no. 5 
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should take note, for now, of Pogge’s somewhat inharmonious propositions in light of such wide 

and deep-ranging imposition: namely, compensation in the form of individual effort or, as he keenly 

points out, in the form of “minor [institutional] modifications.”71 Both propositions, we shall see, 

risk leaving intact an unjust institutional structure.   

Now, to justify his claim that the rich have a negative duty to eradicate global poverty, Pogge 

must prove that the global order is causally responsible for global poverty. He begins by denying the 

“domestic thesis” — the view that local or national factors are to blame for people’s severe and 

avoidable deprivation. Pogge points here to the exacerbating effect of international privileges, which 

not only recognize corrupt and undemocratic governments but also contribute to their perseverance 

and, as such, the oppression and impoverishment of their people. For example, the international 

resource privilege encourages violent acquisitions of political power (i.e., coup d’états) in resource-

rich countries as it imparts the right to sell and export resources on heads of state. The international 

borrowing privilege, in turn, allows corrupt if not illegitimate leaders to take out loans from the 

international community. These loans invariably impose legally binding obligations “upon the whole 

country,” which get in the way of a country’s ‘rehabilitation’ once the legitimacy of its government 

has been restored. Similar burdens are placed on a country’s population and its newly appointed 

democratic government when they are held liable to previously incurred international treaty 

obligations. Lastly, the international arms privilege enables oppressive leaders to remain in power. 

Notwithstanding domestic societies’ agency and responsibility, impoverished national policies 

typically result from a coercive global financial order that “exacerbates the vulnerability of weaker 

national economies” or governing bodies, thus “significantly [contributing] to the persistence of 

severe poverty” and human misery.72  

Among the alternatives Pogge offers to substantiate his claim that global economic 

oppression is “avoidable” is the Global Resources Dividend (GRD). This “modest” modification of 

the global economic order takes aim at the asymmetric distribution of the benefits and burdens of 

the planet’s natural resources. While the rich have reaped the fruits of their appropriations, the 

 
71 Pogge, Politics as Usual, 31. I will return to this point later in the chapter. At this point, however, it is worth keeping in 
mind that Pogge is concerned with the uptake and feasibility of institutional modifications. In Thomas Pogge and his Critics, 
for example, he briefly acknowledges that the extent of modifications and changes might not in the end be so minor, 
once the true extent of structural injustice is revealed.   
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global poor have had to “share the burdens resulting from the degradation of [the] natural 

environment,”73 in violation of their human rights. In response, Pogge suggests that global 

inequality, which includes the currently unequal share of natural resources, can be curbed by 

charging a global dividend. By targeting easily monitored resources and pollutants such as oil, 

keeping collection cost at a low, and minimizing its impact on the price of basic goods, the GRD 

could supplement and, ideally, take the place of traditional development assistance.  

3.6. The Dilemmas of the Distributive Paradigm 

So far, our critique has focused on the consequences of an individualist social ontology in nationalist 

and statist theories. While cosmopolitanism’s concern with the moral status of every human being 

would seem to endorse some form of mutual moral and political concern, I show that it is not able 

to circumvent the ontological shortcomings we have encountered in our previous analysis. Indeed, a 

closer look at Beitz and Moellendorf reveals that the governing adherence to the distributive 

paradigm limits their ability to recognize our radical interdependence and attendant duties of justice. 

While Pogge’s human-rights-centred approach does not fall neatly into the distributive category, 

there are important and interesting comparisons to be drawn, one of them being his emphasis on 

negative rights and another one being his proposals for eradicating poverty.    

In what follows, I argue that the current distributive paradigm does not adequately reflect 

the deeply relational, ever-shifting, and fluid nature of today’s fissured human condition. While not 

denying the importance of global redistribution, I suggest that the wrongness of global poverty does 

not lie exclusively and chiefly in maldistribution, nor can distributive principles alone show how to 

remedy global injustices. I proceed in two stages: first, I explore the works of important critics of the 

distributive approach such Axel Honneth, Rainer Forst, Elizabeth Anderson, and Young. Then I try 

to show how these criticisms apply to the cosmopolitan models in question.  

In Justification and Critique, Forst identifies two “competing notions” or, as he prefers to call it, 

“pictures” of justice.74 The first and predominant picture of justice is concerned with the question of 

distribution: in other words, it asks “[W]ho ‘gets’ what?” which, in turn, leads to “Who gets what in 

comparison to whom” or “How much is enough to begin with.”75 Now, while Forst does not 
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necessarily dismiss the importance of distribution, he, nonetheless, believes that the distributive 

picture of justice “obscures” or ignores the primary question of justice – namely, the question of 

power. Thus, our concern should not be so much with how many goods people have but how these 

goods get distributed – that is, we need to ask ourselves (1) who decides on the distribution of goods 

and (2) whether this ‘decision’ was made in a justified or arbitrary (i.e., dominating and oppressive) 

way.  

Assuming that Forst’s assessment of these two competing pictures of justice is correct, it is 

important to understand why the distributive picture of justice does not account for the distribution 

of power. In response to this question, Forst asserts that the question of power is the first question 

of justice because justice is a deeply relational and intersubjective phenomenon and concept. We ask 

about power because the distribution of goods is a reflection of intersubjective structures and 

relations. It tells us how individuals are involved in the “legal, economic, and political” processes of 

society: for example, it reveals whether they are actively involved in or excluded from the decision-

making process, which, at its core, is a process of justification. Thus, what matters, first and 

foremost, is the justification of social relations:  

Justice is always a “relational” matter; it does not first inquire into subjective or 
objective states of affairs but into relations between human beings what they owe to 
each other for what reasons … [Requirements of justice] come into play in situations 
where what is at stake are relations between human beings that are fundamentally in 
need of justification, where those involved are connected by political relations of rule or 
by social relations of cooperation in the production and distribution of goods – or, as is 
often the case, by relations of “negative cooperation,” of coercion or domination 
(whether by legal, economic, or political means).76   

So, if Forst is right and intersubjective relations are the foundation of justice, what does this reveal 

about distributive justice? Is the implication here that distributive justice does not account for “the 

relations between human beings”? Or, worse yet, is it not able to account for them? In response to 

this concern, we might look to Honneth, who suggests that the distribution as it is traditionally 

conceived is not able to account for the relational embeddedness of human beings. Rather, the 

traditional fabric of justice can only account for relations of exchange, which tend to separate rather 

than connect human beings; current theories of justice are based on a negative and “individualistic 

notion of liberty” insofar as they seek “the liberation of the individual from external impositions and 
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personal dependencies.”77 In view of this, the reason why traditional theories of justice are 

predominantly distributive in nature is because self-determination and self-sufficiency “can only be 

secured if every individual possesses sufficient means to achieve his or her life plans.”78 This means 

that the pursuit of independence and autonomy requires that “the material of justice” is divisible and 

“thing-like.”79 It requires goods that are so ‘self-contained’ that they enable the isolation and 

separation of the individual from all types of social bonds. However, as Young points out in “The 

Distributive Paradigm”, what complicates the story even more is that distribution is not limited to 

tangible goods and resources. Rather, it extends to “nonmaterial social goods” such as “power, 

opportunity, or self-respect.”80 Young argues that this theoretical and practical extension strips 

nonmaterial goods of their deeply relational and dynamic nature and function. Accordingly, we find 

ourselves with a paradigm of justice that reduces social relations to the “comparison” and exchange 

of goods81; it “reifies social relations”, treating them as atomistic/self-contained in the same way as 

the goods that they move or distribute among people:82  

These, then, are the general problems with extending the concept of distribution beyond 
material goods or measurable quantities to nonmaterial values. First, doing so reifies 
social relations and institutional rules. Something identifiable and assignable must be 
distributed. In accord with its implicit social ontology that gives primacy to substance 
over relations, moreover, the distributive paradigm tends to conceive of individuals as 
social atoms, logically prior to social relations and institutions.83  

And further,  

The individuals are externally related to the goods they possess, and their only relation 
to one another that matters form the point of view of the paradigm is a comparison of 
the amount of goods that they possess.84  

In reducing and reifying social relations this way, the distributive paradigm also strips individuals of 

the relations that constitute and maintain them.  

Along the same lines, Anderson claims in “What is the Point of Equality” that distributive 

theories of justice as advanced by luck egalitarians (“brute luck” and “option luck” egalitarians), not 
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only presuppose but also prescribe a “rugged individualism.”85 Luck egalitarianism “promises 

equality” to those who look after their “self-interest” and avoid relations of (inter-/co-) 

dependence.86 But in assuming that individuals ought to be self-interested and self-sufficient, it 

punishes those who cannot take care of themselves; for although it distributes goods (i.e., income, 

resources, opportunities) to vulnerable and dependent individuals, it does so through “paternalistic, 

intrusive, and disrespectful actions and judgments.”87  

3.7. The Problem of Social Individualism in Cosmopolitan Justice 

So, do these criticisms of the distributive paradigm also apply to the cosmopolitan approach? Do 

Beitz, Moellendorf, and Pogge fall victim to the trappings of rugged individualism and social 

atomism? And if so, how does their subscription to a social ontology that gives primacy to the 

autonomous over relational self affect their understanding and assessment of severe global poverty? 

We do not need to look far or dig deep to make our case. For example, Beitz acknowledges on 

various occasions his individualist roots. In defining his brand of cosmopolitanism, he explains that 

“this kind of cosmopolitanism is the natural offspring of the individualist moral egalitarianism often 

associated with the liberalism of the Enlightenment.”88 This then means that his cosmopolitan 

approach is not constrained by the various claims of domestic societies (i.e., political coercion or 

mutual advantage). Instead, Beitz’s principles of justice consider the interests of the individual first 

and foremost. Now, prioritizing the individual over nations, states, and other communities is not the 

problem per se, for it may ultimately help us move toward an unbounded and relational ontology of 

global justice. Rather, the problem lies in how cosmopolitan theorists conceive of the individual and 

this conception shapes the content and scope of global justice.  

 

 

3.7.1. Rawls’s Model Conception of the Person 

As noted, Beitz and Moellendorf ascribe to Rawls’s model conception of the person. Their 

faithfulness to Rawls should not surprise us since both Beitz and Moellendorf are interested, in one 
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way or another, in globalizing Rawls’s original position and difference principle. As a consequence, 

they find themselves beholden to Rawls’s ‘model’ representative in the original position. In A Theory 

of Justice, for example, Rawls assumes that persons in the original position are considered to be “free 

and equal rational beings” who have two moral powers, namely: the moral power to have a 

conception of the good and a sense of justice. Importantly, Rawls is implying that persons in the 

original position are primarily concerned with advancing their own interests. In other words, he 

assumes that persons are mutually disinterested rational beings who are not concerned with the 

“advancement or standing of others.”89 In deciding on principles of justice then, they are not driven 

to “confer benefits or impose injuries on one another.”90 Rather, they “try to acknowledge principles 

which advance their system of ends as far as possible.” The advancement of their interests or system 

of ends, in turn, requires the “highest index of primary goods – that is, they want the greatest 

distribution of rights, liberties, and opportunities, and income and wealth”91 which allows them to 

freely pursue their conception of the good. Offering a Kantian slant on the matter, Rawls argues that 

persons in the original position choose principles of justice that best reflect their autonomous 

agency, “that express their nature as free and equal rational beings.”92  

We should be cautious of drawing hasty conclusions about Rawls’s (partial) account of the 

person and his underlying social ontology. After all, Rawls considers the parties in the original 

position to be heads of households or representatives of generational lines. In accommodating the 

sentimental ties between persons and generations, Rawls, one might argue, recognizes the inherently 

dependent and vulnerable nature of human being. And further, it is this recognition that leads him 

to propose the just savings principle, which is meant to ensure that future generations are looked 

after or ‘cared’ for. It should not go unnoticed, however, that Rawls’s just savings principles equate 

dependency and care with the distribution of resources. As such, it is possible to argue, in tandem 

with Young’s claim, that sentimental relations in Rawls are defined by if not reduced to comparisons 

of material goods. Nonetheless, one might object that one need only show that the recognition of 

sentimental ties and the subsequent establishment of the savings principle challenges if not 

constraints the purported mutual disinterestedness of persons in the original position.  

Yet, despite his acknowledgment of sentimental ties, Rawls does not adequately account for 

the fact that individual persons’ plans and ends are contingent on the care and needs of others, 
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among other things. As Eva Feder Kittay poignantly argues in Love’s Labor, Rawls’s theory of justice 

does not consider “the fact of human dependency and the consequence of this dependency on social 

organization.”93 In her analysis, Kittay is particularly concerned with the status of dependents and 

dependency workers. She reminds us that as long as we assume that individuals in the original 

position are “two equally situated and empowered individuals” who are able to be “fully 

cooperating” and functioning citizens “over the course of a complete life,” we threaten the moral 

and political status of those who are inherently (inter-, co-) dependent. We threaten their status as 

free and equal citizens by “[drawing] the bounds of justice … within reciprocal relations among” 

equally capable and autonomous persons, thereby excluding and “disenfranchising” those who do 

not meet Rawls’s standards of justice.94 Otherwise speaking, Rawls draws the “bounds of justice” 

around persons whose self-sufficiency and self-reliance confirms their ‘inherent’ boundedness. In 

doing so, he assigns freedom and equality to those whose private and public boundaries are not 

permeated by relations of dependency and vulnerability.  

To illustrate, Rawls considers a person free in three respects, one of these being that a 

person is free insofar as she is the “self-authenticating source of valid claims”95; yet surely these 

claims are often and necessarily so made on behalf others, including ourselves. As Kittay notes, 

“[our] freedom is bound up with claims that originate from others as it is with those which originate 

independently.”96 This then implies that a person who cannot establish herself as a “self-

authenticating source of valid claims” cannot be conceived of as free or equal. As a consequence, 

Rawls’s conditional assignation of freedom and equality arguably excludes dependents and risks 

devaluing (or even exploiting) caregivers.97  

Another example that underscores Rawls’s social atomism is his description of persons 

having two moral powers, which Beitz and Moellendorf adopt in their respective theories. Kittay is 

quick to point out that these two moral powers are insufficient as they neglect human dependency 

and/or interdependence. For Kittay, a person also has the moral power to care, which is divided 

into three specific moral qualities – namely, having a “sense of attachment to others”, being 

empathetically attentive to others’ needs, and being responsive to these needs. Kittay, however, is 

not the only one to advocate additional but necessary moral powers. Tronto, for instance, contends 
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in both Moral Boundaries and Caring Democracy that we must derive political policies from moral 

principles and qualities that are centred on care. In particular, she identifies four “moral qualities” 

that reflect “the four phases of care: i) attentiveness (caring about); ii) responsibility (caring for); iii) 

competence (care giving); and iv) responsiveness (care receiving).98 In insisting on these caring 

powers/qualities, both thinkers emphasize that justice cannot be fulfilled without the “capacity to 

respond to vulnerability [and dependency] with care”; in fact, Tronto goes so far as to argue that it is 

these qualities that make life dignified and liveable.99  

In bringing attention to the nature of human dependency and the exclusion of “two classes 

of persons”100 in Rawls’s theory, Kittay makes explicit the fact that all human beings invariably find 

themselves in interdependent relationships: to wit, humans find themselves connected to others 

through shared environments, spaces, practices, projects, institutions, discourses, problems, and 

needs.101 And it is these connections that call on them to act, respond, and make demands on others. 

Rawls’s conception of the person, by contrast, conveys the opposite: like the well-ordered society in 

A Theory of Justice, he sees moral agents as ideally self-sufficient and self-contained. 

While it is true that Rawls does not embrace a caricatured libertarian-style individualism, he 

consistently fails to appreciate our fundamental vulnerability and dependency. This failure becomes 

even more evident in Rawls’s very designation of the parties in the original position as heads or 

representatives of households. As Susan Okin argues, this is problematic because Rawls does not 

address the question of justice within the family. Rather, Rawls simply assumes that families are just 

– that is, they turn out to be just in some way or other.102 Crucially, they are presumed to be just 

prior to the heads of household entering the original position. This presumption is important 

because it also means that principles of justice do not apply to the family. As a consequence, 

questions of distribution within the family are simply ignored or dismissed. Such a dismissal, 

however, leaves the “less advantaged members” within the family – predominantly, women – 

unheard and unseen.103 This is so for the following reasons: first, Rawls relies in his theory on the 

traditional nuclear family and takes it for granted that the heads of households are male. Thus, he 

obscures the fact that women’s labour in the private sphere is largely unpaid and often 
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unacknowledged. This being so, he fails to consider that the “advantage or welfare of a household” 

is not distributed evenly or fairly. In fact, he misses to acknowledge that the “sexual division of labor 

within the family” leads to significant socio-economic disparities and power imbalances within and 

outside of the household such as “access to leisure, prestige, political office, and so on.”104 

Moreover, Rawls’s implicit disregard for this sexual division also means that the parties in the 

original position are not ‘those’ who are responsible for the reproduction of society within the 

bounds of the private sphere – that is, those who carry, bear, and nurture children but also take care 

of other dependents.105 Rather, the representatives are those who have transcended the private 

sphere of dependency and accessed the public sphere of independence and autonomy. In placing the 

unattached, autonomous, and purely rational male agent in the original position, Rawls seems to 

reconfirm our initial criticisms of social atomism.  

We should note here that Rawls discards the assumption of generational lines or heads of 

households in his later work and centres his approach on the conception of the person as free and 

self-authenticating. However, Veronique Munoz-Darde stresses that Rawls needs to stick to a purely 

individualistic conception of the original position if he wants to maintain the formal coherence of 

his theory (and to ensure the universal reach of his principles).106 It is also noteworthy that Rawls 

does not claim to give us a comprehensive conception of the person; repeatedly, he reminds us that 

his theory is grounded on a political conception of the person:  

I remarked earlier that the idea of the original position and the description of the parties 
may tempt us to think that a metaphysical doctrine of the person is presupposed. While 
I said that this interpretation is mistaken, it is not enough simply to disavow reliance on 
metaphysical doctrines, for despite one’s intent they may still be involved … I can, 
however, sketch an account of a political conception of the person drawn on in setting 
up the original position. To understand what is meant by describing a conception of the 
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person as political, consider how citizens are represented in that position as free 
persons.107   

Rawls’s partial conception does not rule out that persons are emotionally invested, mutually 

interested, and deeply if not necessarily attached to others once they exit the original position. The 

difficulty is that Rawls’s political conception — and by extension, Beitz’s and Moellendorf’s partial 

and non-comprehensive conception — still relies on an idealized notion of citizens/persons that 

serves as the model-conception from which principles of justice are derived. Thus, even if Rawls 

indirectly acknowledges the multiple and intricate facets of human life, his principles of justice are 

contingent on the model of a “purely rational,” fully functioning, autonomous agent plucked out of 

its “embodied and relational reality.”108 In idealizing a certain conception of the person – even if 

partially so – Rawls is still conceiving of a way how people act and should act and interact with 

others, “without care for other with whom they come into contact, treating interactions as 

contractual agreements entered into without concern for the well-being of another.”109 To put it 

differently, Rawls’s (and Beitz’s and Moellendorf’s) thinking of justice inevitably reflects the 

“morality of autonomous agents” which, as Held observes, “may be ill suited to be a morality for 

actual human families and communities.”110 It is ill suited because it generalizes, Held avers, the 

“economic man” “to all regions of human life”111 – at least, those regions which fall under the 

preview of justice. And as such, it treats “human beings as primarily consumers, desirers, and 

possessors of goods”112 and condenses their relations to patterns of exchange and transfer. 

3.7.2. Beitz & the Quest for Self-Sufficiency 

I have argued that Rawls subscribes to a bounded and static social ontology whose point of 

departure is the rationally calculating, mutually disinterested, and privately self-authenticating 

individual. This schematic outline of the ontological features of Rawls’s theory of justice is useful 

because it helps us to clearly explain key weaknesses in Beitz’s and Moellendorf’s cosmopolitan 

approaches to justice. Recall that Beitz makes the case for a global (re)distributive principle on two 

grounds: first, he points to the morally arbitrary distribution of natural resources to challenge 
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Rawls’s assumption about the self-sufficiency of nations, and attest to the need of a global 

distributive principle. And second, he argues that today’s complex global cooperation establishes the 

presence of a global basic structure, whose unequal distribution of benefits and burdens calls for a 

global difference principle.  

For starters, Beitz’s emphasis on material resources and the moral arbitrariness of their 

distribution mirrors Rawls’s argumentative steps in A Theory of Justice. Beitz is thus vulnerable to 

roughly the same concerns raised by Rawls’s view. While Beitz questions the ability of nation-states 

to be self-sufficient, he does not question the premise of self-sufficiency; his point is simply that the 

arbitrary distribution of natural resources negatively interferes with peoples’ self-sufficiency. The 

purpose of distribution then is to promote self-sufficiency, independence, and self-determination. In 

line with Honneth’s criticism, it seems fair to argue that distribution of natural resources is meant to 

liberate nation-states from “external impositions and … dependencies”113 and to enable separation 

and, if sought, isolation. To bolster this claim, Beitz’s focus on natural resources is not insignificant 

as their thing-like tangibility and divisibility allows the containment of socio-political relations: they 

are constrained to and contained within the parameters of exchange and transfer. Bearing this mind, 

Beitz’s initial proposal suggests the transfer or projection of Rawls’s atomism onto the international 

plane.  

Second, while Beitz acknowledges the complex web of global interdependence (i.e., 

economic, political, and cultural relations), it is solely the fact of “economic interdependence [that] 

lends support to a principle of global distributive justice similar to that which applies within 

domestic society.”114 Specifically, what matters for him is how economic burdens and benefits are 

distributed — how “identifiable” and “measurable objects and units” are moved to and from 

“consumers, desirers, and possessors of goods,” may those be individual persons or 

collective/political entities.115 The question is how many burdens or benefits someone has or does 

not have – what needs to be tracked is not only on what one needs to, say, be self-sufficient (i.e., 

“How much is enough to begin with?”) but also on what one has or has not received or “what one 

deserves relative to another on the basis of” one’s contribution or cooperation.116 This risks reducing 
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the intricacy of relations, including economic ones, to clearly defined and contained patterns (of 

distribution) which, in turn, denote a static conception of society. Per Young, these distributive 

patterns denote social stasis because they are essentially “end-state patterns”: they fail to account for 

the ongoing and multifaceted nature of social relations or processes by positing “individuals or other 

agents … as points in the social field, among whom larger or smaller packets of goods are 

assigned.”117 Lost here are a myriad of shifting, fluid, cross-cutting, and ever-evolving social 

relations, processes, boundaries, interactions, and so on. The static social ontology of Rawlsian 

cosmopolitans inevitably results in a truncated conception of justice insofar as it limits our duties of 

justice to obligations that arise from transparent institutional linkages and well-established economic 

patterns of exchange, thereby resisting the boundaries-defying materiality of global interdependence.  

3.7.3. Moellendorf & the Self-Owning Individual 

Compared to Beitz, Moellendorf proposes not only a global difference principle but also a global 

opportunity principle. In exploring a globalized version of Rawls’s principles of justice, he 

emphasizes economic forms of association as appropriate forms of justice-generating associations 

and, within those, he accentuates the self-owning and separative self, whose literal and figurative 

boundaries separate it from others and their interference or intrusion. Thus, we shall argue that 

Moellendorf advances a “methodologically individualist”118 and atomist approach, which is sustained 

by the adoption of the distributive paradigm. As with Beitz, such a model falls short of offering 

principles that respond to the deeply relational and dynamic nature of global problems such as 

extreme poverty.    

As noted above, Moellendorf constructs a global original position in which the interests of 

individual persons are directly represented. In Rawlsian fashion, these representatives are considered 

not only reasonable and rational but mutually disinterested. They are primarily interested in pursuing 

“their own conceptions of the good life within a fair system of cooperation.”119 Hence, instead of 

portraying its representatives as inevitably vulnerable and needy persons whose lives and life plans 

are embedded in multiple relations of dependence, care, and more, Moellendorf opts for a model of 

personhood that is individualist and separative in nature. As such, cooperation, for example, is best 

understood as fully functioning persons cooperating in a mutually beneficial (economic) endeavor, 
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the assumption being that benefits and burdens are distributed fairly: what matters is how much one 

possesses or does not possess, consumes or does not consume in relation to others and their 

contribution. And this comparative evaluation, in turn, is contingent on the establishment of an 

identifiable and measurable baseline of socio-economic equality (or inequality), one that, as Rawls’s, 

has been adjusted with an eye for unearned personal and social fortune.  

Moellendorf establishes his baseline by globalizing Rawls’s second principle of justice, which, 

as we have learned, is divided into the principle of “fair equality of opportunity” (or “the distributive 

principle of liberal equality”) and the difference principle (or “the principle of democratic equality”). 

Accordingly, representatives in the global original position would choose these principles so that 

they can freely and unimpededly “pursue their reasonable conceptions of the good.”120 So, once 

again, a baseline is maintained through distributive principles that are meant to guarantee that 

individuals can pursue their independence and autonomy, both of which are based on a negative 

and, as such, individualistic notion of liberty: thus, Moellendorf explains that representative would 

choose democratic and egalitarian “social orders” so that they are not “prevented from living 

according to their reasonable conceptions of the good life.”121 In short, what seems to matter is to 

have the necessary political freedoms and material goods to not be hindered in the pursuit of one’s 

autonomy. 

This individualism is further reinforced in Moellendorf’s iteration of the principle of fair 

equality of opportunity. In it, he states that the principle “is consistent with the principle of self-

ownership in that it permits unlimited inequalities on the basis of talents and abilities, if the 

influences or fortune are neutralized.”122 The implication here is that a child born in Mozambique 

should and would have the same opportunities to become an investment banker as a child born in 

Switzerland. While critics such as Gillian Brock point to the fact that said principle is not able to 

account for different cultures’ valuation of goods and ends,123 it is equally important, I contend, to 

take note of Moellendorf’s stress on self-ownership. Self-ownership evokes the image of owning 

oneself – that is, of owning one’s body and the fruits of its labour. Thus, first and foremost we are 

owners of our bodies, one’s most intimate and proximate property. Thinking simultaneously of 

oneself as property and owner thereof, however, provides “a picture of human beings that envisions 
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their freedom and security in terms of bounded spheres.”124 This is so because the theme of self-

ownership and property suggests the need to draw boundaries around the individual to ensure that 

they remain “largely unconstrained by collective demands and prohibitions.”125 To put it differently, 

the imagery of boundaries suggests that the self is best preserved if we protect it from intruding or 

invading others. Here autonomy is best understood as the insulation, isolation, and separation of the 

individual; yet, to achieve these goals, it becomes necessary to “[erect] walls of rights around the 

individual.”126 These walls, Nedelsky argues, are “literally and figuratively” offered by the principle of 

property.127  

Moellendorf’s principle of fair equality of opportunity thus relies problematically on the image 

of a bounded and self-owning self, an image which draws our attention away from the relationships 

that enable us to be autonomous persons and property owners  

But, of course, property is really a set of legal rules and norms that structures power and 
relationships. The boundaries the law defines and enforces are means of wielding power, 
of shielding power, and of shielding from power … the power to exclude that our legal 
structure of property gives us is the starting point of all contracting, all negotiation of 
use of, access to, and exchange of property and labor.128   

Nedelsky’s quote echoes Forst’s power-centred criticism of the distributive paradigm. In view of 

this, we might conclude that Moellendorf brushes the relational and intersubjective dimension of 

justice to the side and replaces it with the one-dimensional image of the perfectly isolated 

autonomous ‘man’ who is forced to compete for scarce resources so as to withhold them from 

others.129 Indeed, his contention that “fair equality of opportunity becomes a procedural requirement 

of any system of fair competition for scarce resources”130 confirms our suspicion that his model of 

cosmopolitanism presupposes the separation of and competition between individuals as prior to 

their cooperation and interdependence.  

Moellendorf’s view that duties of justice are associative duties might seem to mitigate this 

damaging critique. So, though his primary concern is with “the freedom and ability of [individual] 

persons”131 – in particular, with the advantages of the least well-off - he insists that justice 
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presupposes the existence of an association. In doing so, he acknowledges, one might argue, the 

deeply relational and intersubjective nature of justice. Yet the association model itself presents 

certain problems. Young, for example, notes that the association model is grounded on an 

“individualist social ontology [that] usually goes together with a normative conception of the self as 

independent” and is best conceived as a “contract model of social relations.” 
132 A further reason the 

association model is problematic can be found in its very definition. Above, we noted that the 

association model is defined by “specific practices and forms of association.”133 This qualification is 

key because, as Moellendorf stresses, one must be in the right kind of association for duties of justice to 

exist.134 Following Walzer, he agrees duties of justice are restricted — replaced with “demands of 

mutual aid or charity” — if individuals (in need) are not members of an association.135 For 

Moellendorf, the “right kinds” of associational ties are economic and political relations. But these 

relations are narrowly construed,136 and cannot adequately account for a myriad of human relations 

such as global care chains. While the care work done by poor migrant women who leave their own 

children behind to take care of others’ can be described in purely economic terms, doing so leaves 

out the often invisible, cross-cultural relations of care, attentiveness, and commitment permeating 

these chains.  

So far, our discussion of Beitz and Moellendorf has revealed how their approaches to justice 

are informed by an individualist and atomist ontology, one that is deeply rooted in Rawlsian 

conceptions of the person and political community. Even though both scholars offer a 

cosmopolitanism that attempts to overcome the normative lines or boundaries that are drawn 

around religious, cultural, and political communities by nationalists and statists by making the 

individual the ultimate unit of concern, their individualism/social atomism commits them to a 

different form of boundedness. Thus, in defying the boundaries that limit if not deny duties of 

justice to distant others, they ultimately end up drawing boundaries around the individual. While 

boundaries are not necessarily “unrelated to or inappropriate for”137 our understanding of the self 

and the broader ordering of the global community, they are profoundly misleading as they tend to 

turn our attention away from a wide-ranging web of relationships and, as such, fail to capture 
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people’s deep-rooted interconnections. The tendency to do so is clearly a part of our very 

conception of boundaries as “non-porous, hard, clear, and defendable [barriers] against invasion.”138 

Because of this tendency, then, Beitz’s and Moellendorf’s distributive approaches presuppose in 

some shape or other a separation: instead of reflecting a single human community, their duties of 

justice demarcate clear and hard borders between the intimate self and distant other, between ‘us’ 

and ‘them’. Their framing seems ill-equipped to address problems (like migrant care work) that defy 

boundaries in great part because they are ongoing, constantly evolving/shifting, and dynamic 

processes or phenomena.  

Bearing this in mind, the purpose of this analysis is not to dismiss the need for relations of 

distribution but to suggest a way of thinking about global justice that does not obscure the full range 

of our social and economic relationships. Rather than using a social ordering principle that separates 

and “sets [us] off individually and collectively from the rest,”139 we need to offer a principle that 

acknowledges our relationality and connectedness.140  

3.7.4. Thomas Pogge & the Dilemmas of a Negative Conception of Human Rights 

Now, if the distributive paradigm as it stands does not offer us a satisfying approach to global 

justice, we might wonder whether Pogge’s institutional account presents a more satisfying 

alternative. Recall that while Pogge proposes a variety of distributional solutions to address the 

plight of the extreme poor, his institutional cosmopolitanism is centred on the fulfillment of human 

rights.141 For our purposes, Pogge’s reliance on negative duties of justice is significant as its 

implications neatly intersect with our previous analysis of the distributive paradigm. To wit, Pogge’s 

negative conception of rights works in tandem with the above-discussed negative notion of liberty, 

which, I have claimed, places the isolated and unrestrained individual at its core. Speaking to this 

conceptual co-dependence, Hirschman writes, “this freedom [i.e., negative liberty] is seen as natural 

 
138 Nedelsky, 111. 
139 Nedelsky, 110. 
140 Perhaps the best image or metaphor to convey this connection is an organ like the skin: while our human skin may be 
perceived as a barrier that isolates and insulates us from others, Catherine Keller presses us to think of the skin as in 
dialogue or in relation with the world. That is, she argues that our skin “connects us to the world through a wondrous 
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110. 
141 Indeed, Kok-Chor Tan concludes that Pogge’s approach is not apt for addressing “distributive egalitarian” matters or 
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egalitarianism.” Kok-Chor Tan, “Rights, Harms, and Institutions,” in Thomas Pogge and His Critics (Cambridge; Malden, 
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and fundamental and is indeed considered the basic starting point […] for defining and justifying 

other concepts, such as justice, obligation, and rights.”142 Hence, if negative liberty, as famously 

defined by Isaiah Berlin, (1) assumes that the individual is “not restrained [or prevented] from 

external forces” such as ‘law,’ another person, or any other coercive force from pursuing their ends 

and, thereby, (2) “draws clear-cut lines between inner and outer, self and other, subject and other,” 

then the same must hold for Pogge’s negative notion of duties.143 After all, Pogge persistently insists 

that individuals can only lay claims to duties of justice if they were harmfully prevented or restrained 

from accessing the objects of their human rights. With that in mind, it follows that Pogge’s duties 

entail if not necessitate a clear separation between “self and other,” friend and stranger, member and 

non-member, and rich and poor. As long as others continue to be seen as potential barriers to the 

fulfillment of a person’s wishes or pursuits, Pogge’s theory will maintain the internal-external 

dichotomy.  

In certain ways, it is this internal-external dichotomy that Kok-Chor Tan picks up on in his 

critique of Pogge’s institutional approach. In “Rights, Harms, and Institutions,” Tan argues that 

according to Pogge’s definition, human rights can only be enforced if a person is a member of a 

(global) economic order: the ‘right’ institutional order. In circumscribing the basis of human rights 

claims this way, Pogge is able to draw a clear and unambiguous line between members (‘internal’) 

and non-members (‘external’) — a line which, Tan reasons, masks and obscures the power dynamics 

behind it. Thus, in line with Forst’s earlier critique, Tan exposes Pogge’s failure to take 

“intersubjective relations and structures”144 into account or to consider how relations of power and 

domination produce members and non-members. Second, in making human rights claims 

contingent not only on one’s membership in a given economic/institutional order but also on 

harmful and coercive actions, Pogge excludes from his scope of justice the “most vulnerable and 

defenseless of humanity.”145 In Tan’s words:  

Pogge presents an account of human rights that is indefensibly limited in its scope. It 
limits the claimants of human rights to only those who share some social order with us. 
Yet given that one of the basic aims of a notion of human right is to protect the 
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disenfranchised, the disposed, and the outcasts, any conception of human right that is 
contingent on social membership is fatally compromised.146   

Thus, the problem is as follows: first, Pogge limits human rights-based claims to particular social 

orders – especially economic ones – without questioning who gets to decide which social or 

intersubjective relations are legitimate and which are not. Thus, it is important we ask which social 

relations are discarded and on what grounds. Pogge’s theory is thus unable to account for human 

rights deficits that go beyond the purview of his negative conception. This blind spot causes the 

spatial, institutional, and moral exclusion (and separation) of vulnerable, disenfranchised, and 

poverty-stricken people.  

Second, the narrow and reductive nature of Pogge’s justice-generating institutional relations 

becomes even more evident in his theory’s attribution of responsibility. Recall that for Pogge, global 

justice duties require the demonstration of causal links, thus suggesting the reliance on a liability 

model of justice: a clear and unambiguous connection between global institutions and the 

production of poverty needs to be established.  One of Pogge’s dilemmas here is that, as Neera 

Chandhoke highlights, it cannot be exclusively established that “poverty is the result of decisions of 

Western-dominated institutions.”147 For example, Alan Patten believes that Pogge’s dismissal of 

explanatory nationalism148 leads him into a different “trap” - namely, “explanatory 

cosmopolitanism”: the view that the occurrence of poverty is wholly reducible to international 

factors or policies.149  

To accuse Pogge of “explanatory cosmopolitanism,” however, might be an unfair 

oversimplification. After all, he readily admits that both national and international “rules governing 

economic transactions … are the most important causal determinants of the incidence and depth of 

poverty.”150 And he further asserts it is not his aim to dismiss the fact that domestic factors might 

play a role in the persistence of poverty. Rather, the aim is to avoid “[crowding] out any inquiry into 

the causal role that the rules of our globalized world economy may play in the persistence of severe 

poverty.”151 Yet, despite these admissions, he insists that “most of [the] annual death toll and the 
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much larger poverty problem it epitomizes” is attributable to the current global economic order. In 

support of this thesis, he suggests that “international [and transnational] rules, practices, and actors” 

have profound effects on “domestic life of national societies.”152 In particular, he repeatedly gestures 

towards the impact of international privileges on developing countries’ political and socio-economic 

outlook. While these privileges have more of an “indirect” effect on individuals in the global South, 

Pogge indicates that global institutional rules such as the WTO treaty system and TRIPS have very 

tangible and direct effects on the life prospects of the global poor.153 All in all, this serves to show 

that even though Pogge may fall afoul of Patten’s critique, he nonetheless falls short of developing a 

“plausible [or, rather, thorough] ‘explanatory pluralism’”,154 one recognizing not only the plurality of 

national and international factors that generate severe poverty but also the complex and irreducible 

web of relations and connections shaping and structuring global poverty and injustice.  

There are two sides to Pogge’s dilemma, then: on the one hand, it is implausible that all 

poverty can be causally linked or reduced to “the global order imposed by the global rich.”155 This 

being so, Pogge cannot draw the conclusion that severe poverty can be eradicated by a negative 

conception of human rights. To the contrary, the complete eradication of poverty will require the 

introduction and implementation of positive duties.156 Otherwise, the global rich are not held fully 

accountable for their moral complicity, leaving, as a result, the world’s most vulnerable and disposed 

to their dire fate. This proves our previous claim that relationships of responsibility cannot be reduced to 

harm and coercion. On the other hand, the inability to causally reduce poverty to the global rich is 

complicated by the difficulty of clearly identifying and differentiating the direct and indirect causes 

of poverty.  
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153 Pogge, Politics as Usual, 20. 
154 Gilabert, From Global Poverty to Global Equality, 95. 
155 Gilabert, “The Duty to Eradicate Global Poverty,” 541. Along the same lines, Chandhoke writes: “Western citizens 
cannot be held responsible for all the sorts of deprivation that afflict the poor in the developing world but in the 
ultimate analysis this does not matter, or ought to matter. What should matter is that a large number of the global poor 
are condemned to leading lives that are insecure at best and fraught at worst. . . . Do we always have to be institutionally 
connected to the causes of someone’s ill-being to do something about it?” Chandhoke, “How Much Is Enough, Mr 
Thomas? How Much Will Ever Be Enough?,” 80. While Chandhoke is right in arguing Western citizens’ responsibilities 
cannot be confined to institutional relations, what matters here is that responsibility-responsibilities are manifold and 
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Finally, I want to delve into Pogge’s claim that the eradication of global poverty will require 

only “minor” or “slight” changes (i.e., harmless reforms) or contributions.157 Pogge contends that 

citizens of affluent countries share responsibility for the policies their governments implement and 

impose in their name on distant others. Accordingly, he states that the most effective and efficient 

way to address global poverty is through institutional reform – that is, through ‘minor’ modifications 

to the current neoliberal regime.  

However, before advancing any further here, let us be as precise as possible on Pogge’s reform 

propositions: throughout much of his early work, Pogge repeatedly emphasizes that most of severe 

global poverty could be rectified or “avoided through minor global modifications in the global order 

that would entail at most slight reductions in the incomes of the affluent.”158 To some extent, 

Pogge’s belief is that modifications to the global economic institutions and arrangements would have 

significantly positive effects on poverty reduction and global redistribution. Yet, since his concern is 

with the uptake and feasibility of his propositions, he downplays the onerousness of these 

modifications for the rich, in the hope they might not be dismissed.159 In fact, he seems to admit so 

much in response to his critics:  

The effects of some other reform proposals are admittedly harder to predict due to a 
lack of research - as when the proposals are new and/or not yet taken seriously by the 
influential agencies or agent who might initiate serious study.160  

Indeed, he further writes that his work will have contributed to “[showing], as relatively privileged 

people, we have more stringent responsibilities with regard to this problem than most of us had 

realized.”161 Of note is also the fact Pogge acknowledges today’s “radical inequalities”162 and human 

rights deficits have arisen from “a historical process that was pervaded by enslavement, colonialism, 

even genocide.”163 And insofar as historical wrongs have contributed to the present imposition of a 

harmful global institutional order, Pogge reasons that we the affluent have a responsibility to 
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“counterbalance these [past] forces” by “designing” institutions in such a way as to “phase out” and 

“mitigate” the prevailing systemic legacies of these wrongs.164 Surely, it is safe to assume that Pogge 

is well aware that the institutional changes necessary for phasing out and mitigating these well-

entrenched legacies are far from minor or slight. Finally, we should also consider that Pogge only 

intends to offer a partial/minimal conception of justice, which is not meant to exhaust the totality of 

what justice requires. In this sense, Pogge’s “minor” modifications to the global order might be best 

understood as a first or preliminary step in the right direction.    

However, despite these momentary concessions, what matters here is that, first, Pogge 

continues to reiterate that relatively “minor” modifications could make a significant impact on global 

poverty.165 For example, though he admits in his reply to Joshua Cohen that the effects of some 

reforms might be hard to predict, he also insists a “relatively small … distributional shift [in the net 

global income] … would be needed to halve the aggregate poverty gap.”166 Or, in another instance, 

he doubles down on the claim that certain international privileges have disproportionately harmed 

the life prospects of the global poor by showing that “the elimination of some or all of these 

privileges would have [sufficiently] lessened the shift in the global income distribution against the 

poor.”167 Second, what also matters is that even though Pogge decries “our morally deeply tarnished 

history,”168 he sets it aside in his own theorizing “and focus[es] on the empirical view that at least in 

the post-colonial era … the causes of the persistence of severe poverty … lie within the poor 

countries themselves.”169 As Goodhart stresses in his analysis of Pogge, the trouble is, despite 

challenging our tarnished history, the latter “[rests] his case … entirely on claims about Westerners’ 

active cooperation in”170 imposing and foreseeably and avoidably harmful institutional order on the 

global poor. And third, it is also worth considering that Pogge’s partial theory inevitably lays the 

foundation for a more extensive conception of justice. It is a first step that is undergirded by an 

individualist social ontology that sets the starting point for thinking about our rights and duties of 

justice and, as such, inherently limits more wide-reaching and transformational measures of justice, 

ones that would capture the full breath of past and present human relations.     
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In light of these clarifications, we might argue that Pogge continues to make these assertions 

because, as Wendy Brown and Tronto so eloquently put it, “[neoliberal] capital believes itself to be 

definitive of all forms of human relationships and of all ways of properly understanding human 

life.”171 As such, it is not only a “description of economic life” but also of human life that is not to be 

questioned.172 Brown sharply reveals the problem with such an all-encompassing and dominating 

ideology:  

Not only is the human being configured exhaustively as homo oeconomicus, but all 
dimensions of human life are cast in terms of a market rationality … [It results in] the 
production of all human and institutional action as rational entrepreneurial action, 
conducted according to a calculus of utility, benefit, or satisfaction against a 
microeconomic grid of scarcity, supply and demand, and moral value-neutrality. 
Neoliberalism does not simply assume that all aspects of social, cultural, and political 
field can be reduced to such a calculus; rather, it develops institutional practices and 
rewards for enacting this vision.173  

Now, the point of this passage is not to argue that Pogge willingly submits to Brown’s depiction of 

neoliberalism and its market rationality. After all, to be fair and clear, Pogge vigorously criticizes 

many aspects and arrangements of the current neoliberal global order. For example, he sharply 

challenges the order’s underlying relations of power and domination, which has enabled “affluent 

states” to “wield over the global order to advance the interests of their corporations and citizens […] 

at the expense of greatly aggravating world poverty.”174 Moreover, his latest work proposes policy 

reforms that would advance tax justice and financial transparency by curtailing illicit financial flows, 

which are fueled by different forms of tax abuse and evasion. For Pogge, the incentive behind these 

tax reforms is to “[allow] poor countries to collect reasonable taxes from MNCs and from their own 

affluent nationals” so as to collect enough “capital and tax revenue” to develop sustainably.175 Or 

lastly, consider the fact that Pogge has been working on developing a global pharmacare initiative 

(i.e., the Global Health Impact Fund) meant to greatly constrain the actions of affluent states and 

corporations so that drugs can be made available to all. In light of these examples, it seems 

reasonable to state that Pogge’s proposals do not conform with the current order’s free-market 

ideology. Indeed, they are meant to curb the effects of the neoliberal economic system.   

 
171 Tronto, Caring Democracy, 38. 
172 Tronto, 38. 
173 Brown qtd. in Tronto, 41. 
174 Pogge, “Responses to the Critics,” 191. 
175 Thomas Pogge and Krishen Mehta, “The Moral Significance of Tax-Motivated Illicit Financial Outflows,” in Global 
Tax Fairness, ed. Thomas Pogge and Krishen Mehta, First edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 4. 



 

 

 

139 

 

 However, the purpose of Brown’s passage is a more subtle one. To be exact, it is meant to 

help us see how the current neoliberal ideology not only structures most aspects of human life but 

also our (critical) thinking about “social, political, and economic arrangements.”176 As Goodheart 

adduces in his criticism of ideal moral theory, the problem is that theorists such as Pogge 

“[depoliticize] the present by taking the global order largely as given.”177 Per Goodhart’s reasoning, 

“[global normative theory] [hypostatizes] neoliberal capitalism, making real, natural, and permanent 

what is actually a contingent configuration of power relations justified within a particular ideological 

framework.”178 Thus, even though Pogge fiercely criticizes the “current design of global institutional 

arrangements”179 and the way it contributes to the perseverance of severe global poverty and human 

rights violations, he does not criticize “their underlying assumptions and ideology.”180 This explains 

why Pogge repeatedly insists on an alternative arrangement  that is (1) “morally appealing” to the 

“citizens of affluent countries”; (2) “prudentially appealing” to policy makers and leaders in the 

public and private sector; (3) “feasible” (as in “generating” its own support among the powerful); (4) 

“realistic”; and (5) “scalable.”181 Such an institutional alternative hardly pushes for a deep and 

thorough transformation of the current neoliberal order, one which fundamentally questions not 

only its underlying core assumptions but also its inevitability. To complicate things further, he insists 

on several occasions that one of the main reasons for “malnutrition and poverty” is that “the global 

poor are not participating proportionately in global economic growth.”182 In a similar vein, he 

normalizes neoliberal capitalism by stating the poor would have been able to claim a greater share in 

global economic profitability “under symmetrical rules of free and open competition.”183 And last 

but not least, it is worth noting that his discussion of financial transparency and tax justice asserts 

 
176 Goodhart, Injustice, 54. 
177 Goodhart, 72. 
178 Goodhart, 72. 
179 Pogge, “Responses to the Critics,” 191. 
180 Goodhart, Injustice, 72. 
181 Pogge, “Responses to the Critics,” 213. 
182 Pogge, “Severe Poverty as a Human Rights Violation,” 36. He makes the same point in Thomas Pogge and his Critics. 
There he writes: “the share of the bottom 40% of humankind has been reduced to below 2% of global household 
income, and that of the bottom half to below 3%. At the other end of the distribution, the 6% of global household 
income that the top ventile newly acquired in just 14 years in 42 times the 0.14% of global household income that would 
have been needed to cut in half the aggregate shortfall of those living in extreme poverty … This shortfall would also 
have been cut by more than half if the global poor had merely maintained their relative share, that is, if the global poor 
had merely participated proportionately in global economic growth.” Pogge, “Responses to the Critics,” 188. 
183 Pogge, “Severe Poverty as a Human Rights Violation,” 35. 
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that the “populations of poorer countries” should be able to “participate fully in the benefits” of 

financial revenues and so on.184 

 By naturalizing the neoliberal economy despite its destructive force, Pogge further 

entrenches his underlying individualist social ontology, whose contours we were able to establish in 

his negative conception of liberty and (human) rights - a conception that is premised, we saw earlier, 

on the boundedness and separateness of human beings. That is to say, Pogge’s negative conception 

accords with the current neoliberal ideology’s configuration of human beings as primarily ‘economic 

men’. And as discussed above, this configuration extends to all regions of human life falling under 

the preview of justice. In light of this, Pogge’s minimal conditions of justice are derived from a view 

of human life that treats human beings as rationally calculating and mutually disinterested 

“consumers, desirers, and possessors of goods”185 - or participants in an economic order - and 

reduces their relations to patterns of exchange, transfer, and comparison. This, in turn, affirms and 

reinforces the predominant assumption in traditional social and moral philosophy that human beings 

are neatly bounded and separate selves that look to maximize their (economic) benefits so as to 

secure their autonomy.  

We can conclude then that the problem with Pogge’s position is twofold: first, there is the 

way Pogge establishes justice-generating relations between the global rich and poor. To remind us, 

the affluent have duties of justice because they have imposed a harmful global economic order and, 

as such, failed “not [to] inflict harm on [the poor].”186 To me, this suggests that the former have 

fundamentally failed in ‘staying away’ or ‘keeping separate’ from the latter by designing global 

institutional arrangements that conflict with the poor’s ability to be self-determining and self-

sufficient at a most basic level. To paraphrase Honneth, the design of the current global order 

conflicts with Pogge’s underlying (negative) notion of liberty - implicit in his individualist social 

ontology and conception of negative duties - which seeks to liberate the individual from any type of 

“external impositions or … dependencies.”187 While of course the imposition of harm should be 

integral to our understanding of justice, the primary issue I take with Pogge’s approach is that 

relationships are established negatively - that is, justice is measured by the absence of impediments 

or by the absence of (certain) relations. To be clear, I do not mean to imply here that harmful 

relations should be promoted or that they should not give rise to duties of justice. Rather, the point is 

 
184 Pogge and Mehta, “The Moral Significance of Tax-Motivated Illicit Financial Outflows,” 6. 
185 Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference, 36. 
186 Pogge, “Responses to the Critics,” 193. 
187 Honneth, “The Fabric of Justice,” 37–38. 
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they do not fully or adequately capture the relational nature of actual human beings, who are not 

only constituted by a myriad of visible and invisible social connections that cannot be broken down 

into measurable metrics but also whose well-being is intimately tied to the well-being of others. That 

is, the crux of the matter is that justice concerns not merely the absence/presence of harmful 

relations, but also the presence of relations and connections that remain largely unrecognized and, 

moreover, the urgent need to form new relations.  

What this last part gets at is the intuition that injustice can also occur precisely through the 

lack of relations that should have been formed. Thus, the failure to capture the deep interconnection 

between human beings results in an impoverished conceptualization of poverty, which, we learned 

earlier, is caused by multiple, wide-ranging, and intersecting factors and relations. In other words, as 

long as individuals are conceptualized in a fairly isolated or atomistic way, Pogge’s approach (i.e., his 

negative conception of rights and duties) is very unlikely to result in the justice he envisions at the 

global level, since it is unable to represent the many and often underappreciated ways humans and 

the problems they face relate to one another.  

The second problem with Pogge’s approach is that he construes relations not only negatively 

but also within a certain socio-economic framework. This means his construction and assessment of 

relations reflects in critical ways neoliberalism’s configuration of the human being as the rationally 

calculating and self-interested economic man who draws a clear line between what is mine and yours 

(i.e., material goods and resources, benefits and burdens, problems and responsibilities), between us 

and them.188 However, as many feminist philosophers such as Held have argued, these standard 

(often contractual) models of human relationships do not accurately represent how human beings 

relate to one another. As such, said models risk misconstruing what “human beings and their 

relationships [are and] should be like.”189 This mis-construal, in turn, leads to a conception of 

responsibility for justice that is not capable of navigating us through the complex web of actual, 

embodied, and (spatially and temporally) dynamic human relationships.  

3.8. Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have explored a relational conception of moral cosmopolitanism, specifically one 

presupposing the existence of some type of institutional structure or association. We began by 

discussing how cosmopolitan theorists such as Beitz, Moellendorf, and Pogge tend to divide the 

 
188 Tronto, Caring Democracy, 64. 
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human community into three ‘parts.’ Their principal human community is the moral community. It 

underlies all other communities because it departs from the first principle that the individual is the 

ultimate unit of concern. Next, they focus on the global institutional community, in which people’s 

rights and duties take on valence. Per these scholars, the applicability of principles of justice are 

contingent on the constitution of shared institutions and/or practice, which put people in morally 

relevant relationships with one another. Finally, they refer to the domestic political community. 

While they recognize the ethical value of local affiliations, they do not consider them to interfere 

with duties of justice.  

Having established these preliminaries, we proceeded to discuss Beitz’s cosmopolitan 

approach to justice. In direct response to Rawls’s take on international justice in A Theory of Justice, 

Beitz argues that a global difference principle that maximizes the position of the globally least 

advantaged is applicable on relational and non-relational grounds. On the one hand, he argues the 

distribution of national resources is morally arbitrary and pervasively affects the life expectations of 

individuals across the globe. On the other hand, he insists current global cooperation and 

interdependence attest to the existence of a global structure, whose benefits and burdens ought to 

be distributed fairly.   

In contrast to Beitz, Moellendorf’s point of reference is Rawls’s more developed 

international theory in The Law of Peoples. Developing what he calls a cosmopolitan constructivism, 

Moellendorf aims to prove we have global duties of distributive justice. He makes his case by 

grounding his approach in Rawls’s democratic conception of the person. Given that all persons have 

two highest moral interests, Beitz proposes a global original position, in which all representatives are 

persons as opposed to peoples. In such a hypothetical situation of negotiation, the representative 

parties, he concludes, would inevitably choose (global) distributive principles of justice, which are 

associative in nature. And even though today’s highly complex and interdependent world attests to 

such an association, he concludes that duties of global justice do not preclude duties to particular 

and proximate others and vice versa. 

Finally, we turned to Pogge’s human-rights-centred approach. Basing his argument on a 

negative conception of rights and duties, Pogge asserts that the current global institutional order 

(avoidably) impedes the global poor from accessing and realizing the objects of their human rights. 

Given that the current order violates people’s human rights by perpetuating severe poverty, the 

affluent, Pogge reasons, have duties of justice towards the global poor.  
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 In the critical portion of this chapter, we argued that all three theorists fall victim to the 

trappings of an individualist ontology. On the one hand, Beitz and Moellendorf, we showed, 

subscribe to Rawls’s political conception of the person, which presupposes persons are free, equal, 

and rational beings, who pursue their conceptions of the good in a mutually disinterested way. The 

problem with Rawls’s conception is it relies on an idealized notion of citizens/persons that does not 

account for the inherently vulnerable, dependent, and relational nature of human beings, yet serves 

as the model from which principles of justice are derived. This explains why cosmopolitans such as 

Beitz and Moellendorf think of (global) justice in predominantly distributive terms, which limit our 

ability to adequately respond to and recognize humans’ radical interconnectedness and 

interdependence. On the other hand, we averred that Pogge’s negative conception of rights and 

duties of justice places the isolated and unrestricted individual at its core. In other words, the 

negative inflection of his theory underscores the separateness of self and other, the rich and the 

poor. It underscores the notion that others are fundamentally seen as barriers to the fulfillment of 

our pursuits and interests. We bolstered our case by indicating how Pogge’s naturalization of 

neoliberalism lends itself to the configuration of human being as rationally calculating and self-

interested economic men, who pattern their relationships in purely economic terms. This, we 

claimed, entrenched the theory’s underlying individualist social ontology, misconstruing not only the 

extent and depth of human relationships but also that of our responsibilities of justice.  

 In what follows, we unpack one of the central claims we have made in our analysis so far - 

namely, that responsibility is a deeply relational concept. To do so, chapter four lays out the 

contours of a relational theory of global justice via Young’s social connection model of 

responsibility. There, we begin to advance and defend the claim that social connection is found(ed) 

in mutual flourishing.
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4. Chapter Four: Toward a Relational Theory of Global Justice: Young’s 

Social Connection Model & Beyond 

In 1972, one of the most famous photos to ever circulate the globe was taken from a spacecraft on its way to the 

moon. As a crew member of the Apollo 17 mission, astronaut William Anders was the first human to take a 

picture of the Earth from 18000 miles distance. The photo he took was of a fully illuminated Earth suspended in 

the pitch black and vast universe. This gripping image of our planet became known as “The Blue Marble.” What 

is so intriguing about this image is that our planet almost resembles a painting: broad brushes of white ‘rushing’ 

and ‘hovering’ over soft- and hard-edged areas of green and brown against a background of blue. It is as if the 

colours and shapes are talking to each other, mapping the paths of their brushes and edges in constant dialogue. In 

space, the firm boundaries of our enmeshed reality give way to blended features and gradations of transition. What 

we see is a perfect yet fragile state of equilibrium. As Jonathan Safran Foer writes in We are the Weather:  

It is perhaps the clearest visual illustration of interconnection, the evolution of life, deep time, and 
infinity. From this vantage point, the ‘environment is no longer an environment, a concept, a 
context, over there, outside of us. It is everything, including us.1  

Powerfully, Foer conveys how life on Earth in its various forms, spaces, and systems is deeply interconnected and 

intertwined. There is no such thing as an environment, an ecosystem, a species. Everything hangs together, 

including us. “The Blue Marble” has left an enduring legacy in human memory as its beauty and vastness inspires 

awe in people. Needless to say, the few space travelers who have glimpsed Earth from space have been deeply moved 

by its sight. So moved that it deeply changed them. They call this experience the “overview effect” - the moment 

where we truly see ourselves together for the first time, suspended fragilely in space.2 

In this chapter, I argue that the approach to global responsibilities that best reflects the realities of our 

interconnection is a relational model of justice. Our goal is to show that life in the fullest sense of the word - i.e., 

social, political, economic, cultural, or ecological - is closely integrated and, thus, marked by complex interactions. 

It is these interactions - that is, relationships and connections - that give rise to responsibilities of justice. In light of 

this, the purpose of this chapter is to develop a relational model of global justice based on Young’s social connection 

model of responsibility (SCM), which provides us with a good framework for conceptualizing our responsibilities in 

relation to global justice. However, while I consider Young’s model to be an important starting point, I argue that 

it needs to be modified and expanded upon; to do so, I lean on Ackerly’s Just Responsibility, in which she develops 

a grounded normative approach to justice. To put it differently, this chapter attempts to flesh out where Young’s 

 
1 Jonathan Safran Foer, We Are the Weather: Saving the Planet Begins at Breakfast, 2019, 114. 
2 Now, the idea that everything is in some way interconnected is not a new hypothesis in ecology, geophysiology, or 
Earth system science. The chemist James Lovelock, for example, proposed the Gaia hypothesis in the 1970s. The 
theory argues that all organism and their inorganic surroundings are interconnected, thereby allowing the conditions 
for life on the planet.   
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model delivers on justice and where it falls short. In order to successfully explore the SCM, it is helpful to swiftly 

remind ourselves of what we have established so far. It is only in clearly laying out our previous findings that we 

can ask ourselves whether Young’s relational model can avoid and transcend the limitations and shortcomings we 

have encountered in nationalism, statism, and cosmopolitanism.  

4.1. Introduction 

So far, we have found that an individualist social ontology predominantly informs approaches to 

global justice. At their centre stands the autonomous, disinterested, and self-originating moral 

agent, who is abstracted from “specific circumstances” and “concrete social practices.”3 Further, 

we have seen how this individualist ontology is transposed onto the political (the state) and 

cultural (the nation) realm. The problem with this move is that it results in what we have 

described as a temporal and spatial stasis, one that is defined by an impermeable boundedness. 

In a nutshell, such an ontology erects exclusive moral and political boundaries. The erection of 

such boundaries, in turn, results in the reduction if not erasure of the subtle and multivalent 

webs, intricacies, and complexities of human relations - relations, which I shall argue, give rise to 

responsibilities of justice.  

Bearing the limitations that mainstream approaches to global justice face in mind, my 

plan for this chapter is as follows. First, I outline the SCM’s main concepts and key features — 

and in particular, Young’s definition of structure, which I rely on to explain the meaning of 

structural injustice.  

Second, I argue that Young’s approach allows us to model, in ethical terms, our social-

political and biospheric interconnectedness as depicted above. To do so, I show how the model’s 

main features (i.e., non-isolating, background conditions, forward-looking, shared responsibility, 

collective action) illuminate the dynamic nature of relationships in and across time and space.  

Third, I move to discuss the model’s shortcomings. I aver that Young’s focus on the 

oppressive aspects of the social-structural process is necessary but not sufficient. I make my case 

in two stages. In the first stage, I point to the fact that the scope of Young’s model is bound by 

the reach of oppressive social-structural processes and people’s participation therein. This, I 

contend, raises questions regarding which socio-structural processes (should) set the scope of 

justice given that some processes might be oppressive yet invisible to the public and others 

might be non-oppressive yet constitutive of justice. In the second stage, I focus on Young’s 

emphasis on power and oppression and assert that it is too narrow of an approach for grounding 

responsibilities of justice. While power disparities indeed give rise to responsibilities, they are not 

 
3 Robinson, The Ethics of Care, 28. 
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the only relationships that do so. I will show that we are connected through relations of mutual 

flourishing, which breed responsibilities of justice.  

 In the final section, I address potential objections to our proposed relational model of 

justice. Specifically, I examine the claim that a model resting on a relational ontology is 

incompatible with theorizing principles of justice, which, per tradition, presuppose the general 

other as opposed to the concrete other.  

4.2. Young and the Redefinition of Structure 

4.2.1. Structure: Young and Rawls 

In this section, I begin my analysis by discussing what type of connections and relations the SCM 

is premised on. While we have already learnt that, for Young, connection breeds responsibility, it 

is of note that she is not referring to any or every type of connection. Rather, she focuses on 

“social structures and processes that connect [us] to [near and distant others]” through our 

participation in them.4 In Young’s model then, structure – also, social-structural processes – is 

the subject of justice. This being the case, injustice is consequently understood as structural 

injustice. Now, Young’s focus on structure might not seem ground-breaking or out of the 

ordinary. In fact, we already established the basic structure (domestic or global) as the subject of 

justice in our previous discussions of Rawls, Beitz, Moellendorf, and Pogge. And as it turns out, 

Young admits that her approach conforms in part to Rawls’s intuitions regarding the subject of 

justice. Thus, she writes:  

My argument broadly endorses the intuition behind John Rawls’s claim that 
structure is the subject of justice. Rawls distinguishes an institutional level of analysis 
and moral judgment from a level of analysis and judgment that refers to individual 
action and interaction. The account I have given here generally coincides.5  

Young’s reliance or deference to Rawls may seem surprising given that her forceful critique of 

the distributive paradigm is in part a direct response to the latter’s theory of justice.6 Yet Young 

sets herself apart by thinking of structure in a different way. While Rawls’s definition centres on 

a small subset of major social and economic institutions, her definition of structure is much 

broader and all-encompassing.  

 
4 Genevieve Fuji Johnson and Loralea Michaelis, “Political Responsibility Refocused,” in Political Responsibility 
Refocused: Thinking Justice after Iris Marion Young (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013), 8. 
5 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 64. 
6 According to Melissa Williams, Young critiques Rawls’s “overreliance on formal procedural and distributive 
models of social justice and their failure to take into account structures of social power.” Melissa Williams, “Political 
Responsibility for Decolonization in Canada,” in Political Responsibility Refocused: Thinking Justice after Iris Marion Young 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013), 95. 
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To begin with, Young’s structure is comprised of public and private institutions. This 

institutional aspect entails, among other things, the organization of institutions, the arrangement 

of institutional rules and practices, institutional actions and policies, and the “combined 

consequences of these factors.”7 Second, ‘structure’ also consists of other elementary social 

processes such as engrained cultural habits and practices, and widely accepted social norms. 

Thus, this includes individuals pursuing their interests by acting and interacting in accordance 

with accepted cultural and social norms such as driving cars to work, consuming abundantly but 

wastefully, or participating in community activities. In general, Young describes structure as a 

social background condition that is “constituted by relationships and connections”8 and, as such, 

inherently dynamic. Thus, she tends to speak of “social-structural processes [my emphasis]”9 rather 

than a set of reified institutional entities and rules.  

The difference between Rawls and Young is central because, in offering a broader and 

more dynamic definition of social-structural processes, she moves from the existence of a “basic 

[global] institutional structure” to the persistence of “chains of interaction” between millions of 

people in “oppressive processes” as the key requirement of responsibility.10 Indeed, Young 

believes that these chains of continuous interaction maintain, solidify, and normalize oppressive 

structural processes. Her shift in focus to relationships and connections is significant because it 

prevents us from reifying the global order or structure, naturalizing and making permanent what 

is actually constituted and reinforced by a wide array of interactions, habits, practices (public, 

institutional, and private), and shared beliefs. Indeed, a reified global structure becomes an 

almost invisible background condition, whose contingent nature remains predominantly 

unquestioned. To illustrate, consider climate change for a moment. Today, for example, 

increasingly frequent floods, mud slides, droughts, and wildfires have been normalized in the 

public consciousness. Albeit extreme events, we simply refer to them as weather – bad weather. 

And weather is nothing other than a background condition to our daily lives. But far from being 

extreme events of bad weather bringing with them increased poverty, famines, inequality, 

violence, and mortality, these catastrophes are rooted in normalized social-structural processes 

that have led to global warming.  

In her expanded version of the model, Ackerly offers a similar description of 

“background conditions,” namely: she describes them as consisting of “formal structures, 

 
7 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 34. 
8 Young, 35. 
9 Young, 44. 
10 Margaret Moore, “Global Justice and the Connection Theory of Responsibility,” in Political Responsibility Refocused: 
Thinking Justice after Iris Marion Young (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013), 32. 
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including legal institutions and informal structures, including values, practices, and norms.”11 

Despite the similarities, two important features stand out in Ackerly’s account. First, even 

though Young acknowledges the impact of past actions on the “objective” experience of social 

structures, Ackerly takes her definition a step further: namely, she argues that the background 

conditions of (in)justice stem, to a certain extent, from “historical patterns” of exploitation, 

domination, and colonization that have resulted in” oppressive hierarchies.”12 And second, she 

points out that our experience of these very historical patterns and well-established hierarchies – 

that is, what we experience to be our factual reality over time (ontology) – is influenced by our 

“shared social understandings.”13 As a consequence, our social understandings may prevent us 

from recognizing these patterns and hierarchies.  

Overall, what is so significant about Young’s social connection model is that it allows us 

to conceive of responsibility as collective and shared in light of the “inescapable sociability of the 

human situation.”14 This is so because, in line with Ackerly’s definition of human living as 

political living, our responsibility to others with whom we share a ‘true’ connection is 

fundamentally a political responsibility and calls for a collective response.15 Inspired by the work 

of Arendt, Young and Ackerly, thus, conceive of the political community as a responsibility-

bearing collective. In other words, responsibility, while being held by individual persons, is 

fundamentally shared in the political community. Now, while Arendt’s original understanding of 

the political community as self-enclosed is problematic,16 Young and Ackerly attempt to 

overcome this shortcoming by extending and redefining, the bounds of the political community 

in their respective models.  

And finally, the fact that the SCM contests traditionally predominant definitions of 

political community is significant as it forces us once again to question our understanding of the 

human community. Recalling our previous chapters, we found that nationalists, statists, and 

cosmopolitans divide the human community along three (though slightly distinct) lines. Our 

analysis also revealed that each camp has a different principal community, which grounds their 

normative framework. Though the scope of this chapter does not allow us to further pursue this 

 
11 Brooke A. Ackerly, Just Responsibility: A Human Rights Theory of Global Justice (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2018), 87. 
12 Ackerly, 82. 
13 Ackerly, 7. 
14 Johnson and Michaelis, “Political Responsibility Refocused,” 7. 
15 For Arendt, an action, which here can be said to initiate a response, “is the political faculty par excellence, can be 
actualized only in one of the many forms and manifold forms of human community.” Johnson and Michaelis, 8.  
16 In setting the parameters of political responsibility in her essay “Collective Responsibility,” Arendt defines 
political membership as non-dissolvable. The assumption here is that the boundaries of the political community are 
clearly drawn and not to be questioned. Hannah Arendt, Responsibility and Judgement, ed. Jerome Kohn (New York: 
Schocken, 2003), 149. 
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discussion, it is worth noting that in the SCM political community, as Ackerly’s definition of 

human living alludes to, takes normative centre stage. Not unlike the capabilities approach, it 

proceeds from the assumption that human beings are by nature social and, as such, political. 

That is to say, humans find deep fulfillment - i.e., they flourish - in relations with others. And 

these relations are centrally situated within a network of political relations because, as Nussbaum 

so eloquently puts it, humans do not simply live together, they “want to live together, and they 

want to live together well, which they understand to include living in accordance with justice [my 

emphasis].”17 In other words, the perennial quest to live together well is essentially a political quest. 

As such, we can reasonably conclude that the political community, per the SCM, is humanity’s 

most overarching community, but one that is inherently fluid and contested.   

4.2.2. The Main Features of Structurere 

So far, we have established Young’s SCM is an approach that “locates”18 justice and injustice in 

structures or social-structural processes. Yet, before we are able to critically engage with Young’s 

model of responsibility, we need to establish a structure’s main features. This step is crucial 

because it allows us to better appreciate the advantages and disadvantages of Young’s dynamic 

model of responsibility.  

For starters, Young highlights four aspects in her definition of structure. First, she states 

that we experience society’s structural processes as objectively constraining, in the sense that they 

“guide” and “channel” our actions and interactions. They are constraining because past social 

processes (i.e. actions, cultural practices, etc.) become materialized and objectified, “[leaving] a 

[tangible] mark on the physical world” that “opens” and “forecloses” possibilities for action.19 In 

addition to these physical marks, Young regards “institutional and social rules” as demonstrably 

limiting our actions and options due to the difficulty to change them.20 To illustrate, some rules 

are regularly and diligently enforced by the state, resulting in potential legal punishment or 

compensation. Other rules are enforced by public norms and habits, resulting in real or 

perceived advantages (i.e., public praise) and disadvantages (i.e., public humiliation or exclusion).  

A second central feature of Young’s structure is that it is made up of major social 

positions. In other words, people occupy different social positions in relation to one another. 

Depending on which position they occupy, they have access to a different set of constraints, 

 
17 Nussbaum, Frontiers of Justice, 86. 
18 Robin Zheng, “What Is My Role in Changing the System? A New Model of Responsibility for Structural 
Injustice,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 21, no. 4 (August 2018): 7, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10677-018-9892-8. 
19 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 54. 
20 Young, 55. 
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opportunities, advantages, or disadvantages, which, in turn, have long-standing and “far-reaching 

… implications for people’s life courses.”21 Overall, if we picture a social structure as a space or 

field in which people stand in relation to one another, then these relations are best understood a 

comprising an unequal force field, the intensity of each force indicating, for example, unequal 

access to power or unequal exposure to vulnerability/domination.  

Third, Young states that social structures are produced and reproduced through the 

repeated actions of millions of people who “are connected with one another through multiple 

systems of communication, and within complex layers of institutions that often have long-

distance effects on one another.”22 Individuals act knowingly, habitually, and/or intentionally 

according to established institutional rules. However, in doing so, they simultaneously enact – 

i.e., produce and reproduce – those very same rules. In Young’s own words:  

The rules and resources that define structures … exist only insofar as the individuals 
in the society have knowledge of them, see them as creating possibilities for 
themselves, and mobilize them in their interactions with others.23   

Like Young, Ackerly also emphasizes that individuals do not simply act within structural 

constraints but also participate in its construction and, consequently, in the perpetuation of 

injustice.24 This, however, does not mean that structures are reducible to mere action. After all, 

we saw that they are experienced as objectively constraining, as physical and social marks in our 

environment.  

Fourth and finally, a structure is constituted by the unintended consequence of millions 

of individuals acting in coordinated and uncoordinated ways with others. Per Ackerly, for 

instance, background conditions are shaped by two features, namely – interaction effects and 

contingencies. Whereas interaction effects refer to the “unintended, often unforeseen, sometimes 

unforeseeable outcome[s]” of multiple agents interacting while intentionally (and often 

legitimately) pursuing their interests, goals, or desires, contingencies refer to the “unforeseen and 

unforeseeable” outcome of “unintended actions or … events.”25 Thus, in line with our previous 

claims that the global structure and political community are inherently evolving, dynamic, and 

unpredictable in nature, structure entails the unforeseen, unforeseeable, and emergent – this 

fundamentally affects, I shall argue, the way we need to assume responsibility and conceive of 

political community.   

 
21 Young, 57. 
22 Young, 60. 
23 Young, 60. 
24 Ackerly, Just Responsibility, 83–84. 
25 Ackerly, 107–8. 
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4.2.3. Understanding Structural Injustice per Young 

Having determined that socio-structural processes are the appropriate subject of in/justice, I 

here proceed to clarify when they are unjust. I do so by carefully discussing Young’s definition 

thereof and availing myself of some well-trodden examples. Once the vectors of structural 

injustice are established, we will be able to follow and assess the SCM’s roadmap for responding 

to them. Moreover, we shall also find that one of the advantages of the SCM is that it 

conceptualizes injustice on its own terms. In plain, it is not simply treated as an aberration of 

ideal justice (see Goodhart). Rather, it is treated on its own terms, as conceptually and 

phenomenologically distinct, which, Michael Goodhart argues, is a prerequisite if we desire to 

adequately critique it and offer “radical, socially transformative”26 responses.  

Per Young, a structure is unjust when its four main features combine to cause suffering, 

disadvantage and unequal opportunities to occupants of certain social positions. Hence, she 

holds that “[structural] injustice refers to the position people occupy in relation to others”27 and 

their vulnerability within that position. And further: 

[It] then exists when social processes put large groups of persons under systematic 
threat of domination or deprivation of the means to develop and exercise their 
capacities, at the same time that these processes enable others to dominate or have a 
wide range of opportunities for developing capacities available to them. Structural 
injustice is a kind of moral wrong distinct from the wrong action of an individual 
agent or the repressive policies of a state. Structural injustice occurs as a 
consequence of many individuals and institutions acting to pursue their particular 
goals and interests, for the most part within the limits of accepted rules and norms.28  

In these passages then, Young defines structural injustice as vulnerability to “domination, 

exploitation, or deprivation.” In particular, people may be vulnerable due to the social position 

they occupy in society insofar as they face constraints and limits on their options and 

opportunities. Structural injustice fundamentally threatens their ability to “develop and exercise 

their capacities” as agents. And in doing so, it impedes people’s flourishing as capable and self-

directing loci of action. Thus, even though Young does not specifically speak of human 

flourishing with respect to structural injustice – terms which are more resonant with the 

capabilities approach – I think it is safe to assume that injustice, as understood, inhibits human 

flourishing because individuals cannot develop and exercise their capacities. We can further 

conclude that the absence of human flourishing is rooted in institutional rules, practices, and 

 
26 Goodhart, Injustice, 17. 
27 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 45. 
28 Young, 52. 
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policies as well as in social interactions. And these connections and relations are predominantly 

marked by power inequalities as some people find themselves in a position to dominate and 

oppress while others to be dominated and exploited.  

Consonant with Young’s definition, Ackerly asserts “injustice itself is the exploitation of 

power inequalities” as witnessed in political economy, colonialism, imperialism, sexism, racism, 

and other oppressive practices.29 Although power inequalities, Ackerly reminds us, are part of 

everyday life (i.e., children and parents, dependents and caretakers, etc.) and, as such, not 

inherently bad, they lend themselves to injustices when exploited. Further aggravating the 

occurrence and persistence of injustice, exploitative power inequalities “affect a human’s 

cognitive abilities to witness those same power inequalities and to assess them as unjust.”30 In 

other words, we normalize injustice by adopting social and epistemological norms and practices 

that literally makes us blind to it.  

If unjust social processes conceal oppressive power inequalities, might they also obscure 

the harms and responsibilities generated by our sheer interconnectedness? I argue that power 

inequalities do not only affect our cognitive abilities by normalizing or desensitizing us to 

patterns of domination, oppression, and exploitation, but also conceal responsibility-constituting 

relationships and connections to begin with. Returning to the climate change, we can note that 

global warming causes increased heat waves and droughts, which, in turn, result in water 

shortages and crop failures. Yet increased heat leads to the melting of glaciers and ice sheets, 

which brings about rising sea levels. Sea-level rise, in turn, means the inundation of croplands, 

which are “no longer able to adequately feed those living off of them.”31 In both scenarios, we 

can discern a problematic trend, namely: global warming disproportionately affects the poor and 

disadvantaged, leaving them unable to respond or recover. While scholars describe this as the 

problem of environmental (in)justice, it is often not experienced as such. Rather, heat waves, 

droughts, and inundations are experienced and written off as natural disasters which may call for 

charity but not justice. In doing so, we make invisible the countless public and private actions 

and interactions, which are not only making this Earth uninhabitable but are also creating an 

environmental caste system.  

The current coronavirus further illustrates how responsibility-generating connections are 

made less visible if not invisible in relation to racial and environmental injustices. It is well-

studied that the virus has disproportionately affected “low-income communities and 

 
29 Ackerly, Just Responsibility, 9. 
30 Ackerly, 9. 
31 David Wallace-Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth: Life after Warming, First edition (New York: Tim Duggan Books, 
2019), 23. 
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communities of color”32 in the United States. In Louisiana, for instance, African Americans 

represent 33 percent of the population; yet they account for 70 percent of deaths from the 

virus.33 One of the reasons for this skew is the prevalence of systemic racism in the States, which 

has put African Americans (and other minorities) in a position of extreme vulnerability when it 

comes to the range of options and constraints they face during the global pandemic. Their 

vulnerability is manifested in the fact that African Americans live in heavily polluted 

neighborhoods, compromising the health of their residents and making them more susceptible 

to the virus. It is manifested in their often low-wage paying jobs that pull them away from the 

safety of social distancing, and so on. Thus, while the coronavirus is a biological disaster that 

seems to affect everyone indiscriminately, the pattern of its devastation is far from 

indiscriminate. Rather, it is rooted in “the combination of actions and interactions of a large 

number of public and private individual and institutional actors”34 that has disproportionately yet 

systematically threatened the health of these minority groups. However, of particular importance 

here is the fact that the effects of these actions and interactions are not recognized as 

responsibility-bearing connections and relationships because of their invisibility. They are 

invisible because the groups, communities, or classes affected by them have been forgotten, 

thrown away, or marginalized.35  

Finally, bearing the multilayered-ness and complexity of structural injustice in mind, how 

does Young’s model propose that we rectify it? Per Young, “rectifying injustice” does not simply 

consist in “compensating people for disadvantage or engaging in policies of redistribution after 

the social processes have wrought their damage.”36 Rather, it consists in addressing and 

“restructuring” these institutional and social relationships and connections so as to guarantee 

individuals’ well-being and flourishing. To do so, however, we need a model of responsibility 

that not only brings to the fore the relationally dynamic and fluid nature of injustice but is also 

able to respond to it. Differently put, it calls for a model that is best equipped to respond, in 

ethical terms, to our interconnectedness, which, is emblematic of human living and, by 

extension, political living.  

 
32 “Connecting the Dots Between Environmental Injustice and the Coronavirus,” Yale E360, accessed June 1, 2021, 
https://e360.yale.edu/features/connecting-the-dots-between-environmental-injustice-and-the-coronavirus. 
33 Similar numbers apply to places such as Chicago, New York, Mississippi, and so on. 
34 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 52. 
35 By marginalized I mean here those classes of people are now considered essential workers “including nurses, 
homecare and childcare workers, farm workers, food processors, truck drivers, warehouse and transit workers, 
sanitation workers” “Covid-19 Pandemic Shines a Light on a New Kind of Class Divide and Its Inequalities | 
Robert Reich,” the Guardian, April 26, 2020, http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/25/covid-
19-pandemic-shines-a-light-on-a-new-kind-of-class-divide-and-its-inequalities.  
36 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 34. 
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4.2.4. Relational Dimensions of Structural Injustice: Sweatshops & Climate Change 

Let us look more closely at Young’s key example of global structural injustice – sweatshop 

labour – as it clearly unveils the relational foundation of injustice and responsibility. 

One of Young’s most cited examples is the social position of exploited and oppressed 

sweatshop-workers – mostly women and children – in free trade zones. The situation of these 

factory workers is particularly deplorable and appalling as they receive unlivable wages, work 

cruel hours, suffer from sexual harassment and discrimination, labour in unsafe conditions, and 

do not have access to trade unions. Yet, despite the deplorability of their situation, Young 

believes it is difficult if not impossible to single out a blameworthy individual agent (i.e., factory 

owner, sub-contractor, multinational apparel company, etc.) given that the injustice these 

workers experience is rooted in structural connection. That is, it is rooted in the interaction and 

interconnectedness of diverse actors and entities, which “[diffuses] [the] responsibility for 

sweatshop conditions.”37 In Young’s own words:  

Sweatshop conditions are a case of structural injustice insofar as they are relatively 
common, follow a similar pattern, seem to further the interests of so many diverse 
differently related to the apparel industry, and are produced by a large number of 
individuals and organizations acting on those interests. These structural economic 
and political processes involve actors and institutions both inside and outside the 
countries that host the factories, and these processes both enable and provide 
incentives for some actions at the same time that they block or constrain 
alternatives.38  

In Just Responsibility, Ackerly takes a similar route to reveal the entangled nature of injustice itself. 

Gesturing towards the inhumane conditions of sweatshops, she focuses, however, on a specific 

incident in recent history – namely, the 2013 collapse of the Rana Plaza building in Bangladesh, 

which took the life of over 1100 workers and injured even more. She urges us not to take a 

narrow focus on separate parts of the (global) supply chain, such as the unsafe and inhumane 

conditions of the Bangladeshi garment sector or the role of “consumers and global brands”, for 

these factors alone do not expose the root of the underlying problem. Rather, ‘injustice itself’ is 

reflected in “a web of intersecting power inequalities.”39 In the case of Rana Plaza, ‘injustice 

itself’ requires us to look at the multilayered intersection of the (global) supply chain and global 

(political) economy.40   

 
37 Young, 129. 
38 Young, 133. 
39 Ackerly, Just Responsibility, 37. 
40 Ackerly, 36. 
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 Although both Young and Ackerly point to sweatshop labour to illustrate the workings 

of structural injustices, there is a myriad of social-structural processes that cross boundaries and 

systematically threaten groups of people. For instance, we might look at the relationship between 

climate change and health at the global level. For, while we discussed the confluence of countless 

individual actions, institutional practices, and social norms underlying the connection between 

environmental pollution and mortality risk of COVID-19 in the United States, it is easy to find 

similar patterns across boundaries. To give an example, David Wallace-Wells offers us the 

following scenario:  

In 2013, melting Arctic ice remodeled [due to man-made climate change] Asian 
weather patterns, depriving industrial China of the natural wind-ventilation patterns 
it had come to depend on, and, as a result blanketing much of the country’s north in 
an unbreathable smog…That year, smog was responsible for 1.37 million deaths in 
the country.41   

Here too, we see those affected most by the deadly smog were the most vulnerable (i.e., 

marginalized) groups within society due poor housing conditions that limit people’s access to 

resources that allow them to stay indoors such as air purifiers.  

4.3. Features of Young’s Social Connection Model 

Now that we have a more concrete idea of structural injustice in practice, we can concentrate our 

attention on carefully dissecting Young’s model, which, we have learned, is best understood as a 

direct response to unjust socio-structural processes. The purpose of this section then is to 

examine how Young goes about conceiving a model of responsibility that is grounded is social 

connections and relations. To do so, we inspect the SCM’s main features, which, in turn, allow 

us to firmly grasp the model’s advantages over other approaches to justice. In particular, I will 

claim that the SCM is able to successfully confront many of the stumbling blocks (i.e., spatial and 

temporal stasis, open-endedness and uncertainty, porous and dynamic boundaries, non-linear 

causality, etc.) we have encountered in the previous three chapters.  

Before we proceed to our analysis, however, we need to define, as a first step, 

responsibility as it is understood by Young. To do so, it is important to establish the conceptual 

difference between “responsibility and duty.”42 Per this distinction, a duty implies a moral (or 

legal) rule or law, which specifies how an agent is to discharge it. In some ways, it is not unlike 

Kant’s definition of a perfect duty, one that must always be complied with and does not allow 

for exceptions or digressions. A responsibility, on the other hand, is best understood as a more 

 
41 Wallace-Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth, 2019, 102. 
42 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 143. 
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‘open-ended’ form of duty, which does not specify a rule of action or delineate the substance of 

the actions to be performed.43 On Young’s view then, responsibility calls on a person to respond 

or attend to a problem at their own discretion. 

As a second step, it is vital to situate the SCM in relation to other models of 

responsibility. Of particular interest here is the juxtaposition between the SCM and liability 

model of responsibility, which prevails in legal and moral philosophy. As mentioned in previous 

chapters, the general idea behind the liability model is to isolate the perpetrator of a knowingly 

committed wrong and to hold them accountable, “[absolving] others, who might be together in 

injustice-generating social processes.”44 While liability and blame cannot and should not be dispensed 

with legally and morally, they do not cover the entire spectrum of responsibility. This is so because it is 

practically inconsequential and conceptually meaningless to try to blame a single individual in 

circumstances that “affect broad masses of people” and require ‘collective action to prevent 

massive harm or foster institutional change for the better.”45 Simply put, blame and guilt are 

more often than not impractical concepts when it comes to addressing collective and all-

encompassing problems such as poverty, climate change, and so on. This is why Young proposes 

that we best understand the SCM as a model of political responsibility,46 which situates 

responsibility in our participation in and relation to social-structural processes.  

All told, we might conclude, along with Ackerly and Young, that the liability model 

encourages us to focus on the visible consequences of injustice, thereby simplifying (and 

obscuring) the intricate paths of causality. Instead, we need a model of responsibility that not 

only allows but also forces us to focus on the intricate web of relations that make up “injustice 

itself.”47 In light of these preliminary comments, we are in a good position to analyze the five 

main features of Young’s model of political responsibility.   

 
43 Young, 125. 
44 Young, 11. While we have not specifically named or addressed the liability model in previous chapters, we have 
seen how it permeates thinking about global justice.  
45 Young, 77. 
46 It is important to note that Young borrows from Arendt here. Arendt develops in “Collective Responsibility” the 
concept of political responsibility. As stated by Arendt, a person is politically responsible for something they have 
not personally done. Rather, their responsibility is based on their membership in a group or community. Crucially, 
membership, for Arendt, cannot be voluntarily and willingly dissolved. The bounds of the community are taken as 
an unquestionable fact, a given. And here lies also the problem of Arendt’s iteration of political responsibility – the 
fact that she does not question the makeshift and bounds of the community.  
47 Ackerly, Just Responsibility, 6. 
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4.3.1. First Feature: Non-Isolating Responsibility  

To begin with, Young stresses that the social connection model of responsibility is “non-

isolating”48 in the sense that it does not isolate the perpetrator of a wrongful action. In contrast 

to the liability model, it does not focus on identifying a single perpetrator because it recognizes 

that countless people, operating in their usual roles and lives, contribute to structural injustice. 

While a more traditional accounts of individual moral responsibility as “fault” or 

“blameworthiness”49 may be appropriate for addressing specific wrongs and their consequences, 

they are not appropriate for addressing the systemic nature of deep-seated structural injustices 

which lay bare, if anything, our “collective political responsibility.”50   

 One of the reasons why it is so difficult to isolate blame is complex causality. Contrary to 

the predominant use of simple causality (i.e., the drawing of clear causal links), Ackerly holds that 

very often there are no linear paths of causality when it comes to injustice.51 That is, injustice is 

not simply a matter of action A leading to unjust outcome B. Rather, injustice is best understood 

as an intricate web of actors and actions (i.e., causal and non-causal), social practices and norms, 

ontological and epistemological assumptions, and so on. Indeed, it is here where the SCM 

contrasts clearly with a liability approach, which, for example, holds governments accountable 

for discrete harms. This, I argued, is a mistake because states as well as nations have an 

inherently dynamic and constantly evolving quality, making it hard to draw clear causal lines and 

perceive injustice in its particulars.  

 Climate change belies the fiction that we can assign discrete responsibility for collective 

environmental-political crises, such as climate-driven migration. For example, it is projected that 

more frequent and prolonged droughts will unleash civil strife and human migration such as has 

reportedly been the case in Syria. Consider the fact that in the last 10 years 13 million Syrians 

have been displaced internally and externally.52 The arrival of circa one million refugees and 

asylum seekers brought disarray to the European Union as many European countries felt unable 

and unwilling to assign or assume responsibility. Europeans’ inability stemmed in great part from 

 
48 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 105. 
49 Young, 123. 
50 Ackerly, Just Responsibility, 105. 
51 We saw in our discussion of nationalism and cosmopolitanism that the attribution of responsibility requires 
drawing clear causal links. Remember that Walzer’s discharge of mutual aid or positive assistance is contingent on 
establishing what Ackerly refers to as a simple causal relation, which, in turn, relies on a short-term view of time. 
Similarly, Miller aims to discern the direct causes of poverty in attributing responsibility. Matters do not fare much 
better for Pogge’s cosmopolitanism, whose theory is only able to gain traction if we can clearly establish that poverty 
is caused by the institutions and policies of the global rich. 
52 “Most Displaced Syrians Are in the Middle East, and about a Million Are in Europe - Syrian Arab Republic,” 
ReliefWeb, accessed June 1, 2021, https://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/most-displaced-syrians-are-
middle-east-and-about-million-are-europe. 
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the fact that no direct or simple causal pathways explained Syria’s plight. Rather, the causal story 

of Syria’s poverty shock, civil unrest, and exodus is multidimensional: anthropogenic climate 

change53 in conjunction bad governance, political corruption, and internal displacement 

aggravated Syria’s situation, diffusing causality across different registers. The inability to isolate 

responsibility, in turn, contributed to the unwillingness to assume it, which additionally was 

exasperated by the feeling their communal identity and integrity was imperiled. 54  

Yet, even if isolating blame is a “distracting framework”55 for collective problems, we still 

need to hold people accountable for participating in oppressive processes that very often put 

them at an (unjust) (dis)advantage, Young insists. In an effort to offer “some guidance in 

reasoning about individual and organization action,”56 she stipulates the following parameters: 

agents should take action based on their degree of power over “outcomes.”57 They should further 

consider how (much) they benefit from “unjust” structures. In other words, how much privilege 

have they gained in relation to others’ vulnerability and disadvantage. However, the call for 

action does not only “coincide” with power and privilege, but it also coincides with one’s 

“[interest] in undermining injustice,” meaning that victims of justice are equally capable and 

responsible agents of justice.58 And finally, agents should determine their responsibility with 

regard to their collective ability. 

 All in all, we might argue that the social connection model, in part, avoids the limitations 

of previous approaches to global justice because the non-isolation of blame is a more 

appropriate response to structural injustices that have complex causes and drivers. In general, it 

allows for a dynamic normative framework that is able to respond in the face of the unknown, 

unpredictable, and (self-)concealed.   

 
53 On the issue of anthropogenic climate change and Syria’s drought, an article in the Guardian reads as follows: “To 
explore the causes of the drought, the US scientists turned to climate change models. They found that the models 
predicted the drier and warmer trend of Syria, but only when they included human greenhouse gas emissions. The 
trend made such a severe drought in Syria more than twice as likely, they report.” “Global Warming Contributed to 
Syria’s 2011 Uprising, Scientists Claim,” the Guardian, March 2, 2015, 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/mar/02/global-warming-worsened-syria-drought-study. 
54 As a slew of articles in the New York Times and Washington Post so eloquently put it, the exodus of 
Syrian refugees “provoked an identity crisis in Europe” because it fundamentally threatened to “reshape 
[European] societies” “Migrants Provoke an Identity Crisis in Europe - The New York Times,” accessed 
June 1, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/26/world/europe/migrants-provoke-an-identity-crisis-in-
europe.html. It pressed them to “redefine their relationship with the [Muslim] ‘other’” by “redefining their 
sense of self” “Migrants Provoke an Identity Crisis in Europe - The New York Times.” 
55 Ackerly, Just Responsibility, 105. 
56 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 144. 
57 Young, 144. 
58 Young, 145–46. 
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4.3.2. Second Feature: Unjust Background Conditions 

The predicament of multifaceted and sometimes opaque injustice brings us to the model’s 

second feature – namely, the background conditions of injustice. The SCM advances the claim 

that the background conditions - traditionally, the baseline against which actions are measured - 

are abnormal and often the underlying causes of injustice. According to the liability model, for 

example, an unjust or wrong action is conceived as “a deviation from an acceptable baseline,”59 

which represents our socially accepted and largely unquestioned norms. A harm is, thus, 

experienced as a “discrete, bounded event that breaks away from the ongoing normal flow.”60 It 

is these assumptions of normalcy and boundedness that the social connection model challenges.  

One of the reasons why we assume the background conditions to be the normal against 

which we must ascribe blame and fault are our cognitive limitations. In great part, we are limited 

because we share systems of “truth and belief” with others, which constrain not only our ability 

to see injustices but also normalize them.61 In Ackerly’s own words: 

Our families and communities often provide the epistemologies and ontologies that 
we rely upon, acculturating us to these long before we reflect on them with 
intentionality. Consequently, some injustices are not known or not anticipated even 
by people close to them because of the power of epistemology or ontology to 
constrain the ability we in a community have to discuss the political import of who 
we live our everyday lives together.62  

However, it is not only the case that our inability to see injustices normalizes them. The story can 

also be told the other way around: processes of normalization (i.e., familiarity and habituation, 

misinterpretation of common patterns, and marginalization through fragmentation)63 prevent us 

from recognizing instances of injustice.  

Thus, this second feature of the SCM invites us to question our normal – that is, the 

background that we (re-)act and respond to. And in scrutinizing the ontological/epistemological 

norms, cultural narratives, and social processes that unintentionally inform our actions, we make 

room for the assumption of responsibility despite the causal complexity and diffusion of today’s 

pressing problems. In plain, the SCM forms part of a normative framework that initiates a 

necessary paradigm shift from backward-looking and static to forward-looking and dynamic 

responsibility.  

 
59 Young, 107. 
60 Young, 107. 
61 Ackerly, Just Responsibility, 72. 
62 Ackerly, 72. 
63 Ackerly, 91–101. 
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4.3.3. Third Feature: Forward-Looking Responsibility 

This then bring us to the model’s third feature, which states that political responsibility is 

primarily forward-looking. Young writes:   

The primary emphasis on the social connection model, on the other hand, is 
forward-looking. We seek to assign responsibility for structural social injustice that 
has existed recently, is ongoing, and is likely to persist unless social processes change 
[…] The point is not to compensate for the past, but for all who contribute to 
processes producing unjust outcomes to work to transform them.64  

However, she also acknowledges:  

Understanding how structural processes produce and reproduce injustice requires 
having an account of how they have come about and operated in the past coming up 
to the present. … The purpose of such backward-looking accounts, however, is not 
to praise or to blame, but to help all of us see relationships between particular 
actions, practices, and policies, on the one hand, and structural outcomes, on the 
other.65   

Young’s stipulation that the SCM is primarily forward-looking has been met with some 

confusion and criticism. Nussbaum, for example, contends that Young’s model does not account 

for the passing of time.66 If responsibility calls on us to look forward, then whatever recedes to 

the past, Nussbaum reasons, becomes meaningless, absolving people of all kinds of blame and 

responsibility.67 Plainly, for Nussbaum, the distinction between forward- and backward-looking 

responsibility is inherently problematic.68 This criticism, in my view, reveals a crucial 

misunderstanding regarding the social connection model and its treatment of time, for it fails to 

appreciate the inevitable role that the future plays and should play in our normative frameworks.69 

It is also worth noting that, despite her emphasis on the future, Young does not dismiss the need 

to look backward. Indeed, she reasons in the above-cited passage that looking backwards allows 

us to appreciate how structural injustice comes about. She reasserts this belief in “From Guilt to 

Solidarity” by arguing that the social connection model “cannot be undertaken, of course, 

 
64 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 109. 
65 Young, 109. 
66 Martha C. Nussbaum, “Iris Young’s Last Thoughts on Responsibility for Global Justice,” in Dancing with Iris: The 
Philosophy of Iris Marion Young, ed. Ann Ferguson and Mechthild Nagel, Studies in Feminist Philosophy (Oxford; New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 141. 
67 Nussbaum, 142. 
68 Melissa Williams, for example, argues that the social connection model does not exhaust our political 
responsibilities. Pointing to the “vast and complex project of decolonization” in Canada, Williams advocates a 
“pluralistic account of political responsibility.” Williams, “Political Responsibility for Decolonization in Canada,” 79.  
69 On this point, Ackerly writes that “[while] it is certainly important that we address past harms (particularly past 
incidents of harm), in so doing we are not dealing with present or emerging problems. Therefore, it is just as 
important to think about how we take responsibility in the context of only barometers of injustice itself.” Ackerly, 
Just Responsibility, 125.   
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without reflection on the past: we need to understand the history of processes that produce 

specific outcomes, and in this sense must be backward-looking.”70 In his critical discussion of 

Young, Goodhart puts it as follows:  

While Young strips these connections of liability or culpability, her model remains 
backward-looking nonetheless: the social connections that concern her (necessarily) 
originate in the past. While she does not regard these connections as blameworthy, 
she nonetheless moralizes them – that is, treats them as giving rise to moral 
responsibilities.71  

Hence, backward-looking plays a not insignificant role in Young’s model. However, one that 

does not “reckon debts, but aims at results.”72  

 In general, looking forward necessarily implies looking backwards as well: we look 

towards the future while taking stock and being accountable to the processes that originate in the 

past. Otherwise said, processes are the product of ever-evolving interrelations – that is, relations 

that, per Nussbaum’s own definition, march on in time in unpredictable and open-ended ways: 

for example, despite having countless scientific predictions about the general direction global 

warming is heading, the dimensions of its horror remain unpredictable due to unforeseeable 

human responses, feedback loops, and tipping points (i.e., environmental, social, political, and so 

on). That is, situating the origins of man-made climate change is as important as responding to 

its unpredictable unfolding. Indeed, taking responsibility assumes acting in response to outcomes 

that are highly complex, intricately interwoven, and temporally removed, so much so that we 

more often than not “reflexively discount their reality.”73 Yet, discounting a reality that seems 

unbounded by previous human experience does not spare us from an impending cascade of 

human disasters and natural catastrophes, both of which are firmly situated in our past and 

evolving civilizational history.  

All told, things change due to the “dynamic, nonlinear dimensions of ‘cause’ and 

‘effect’.”74 This is why we have to be attentive to the injustices that emerge from pre-existing and 

ongoing relations. Thus, in light of these reflections, I believe Young’s third feature denotes a 

necessarily more complete treatment of time, one that is able to more adequately respond to the 

way temporality affects responsibility. And by offering a more complex and holistic treatment of 

time, Young’ model or any iteration thereof (i.e., Ackerly’s forward-looking call to build 

 
70 Iris Marion Young, “From Guilt to Solidarity: Sweatshops and Political Responsibility,” Dissent 50, no. 2 (2003): 
42. 
71 Goodhart, Injustice, 211. 
72 Young, “From Guilt to Solidarity: Sweatshops and Political Responsibility,” 41. 
73 Wallace-Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth, 2019, 13. 
74 Ackerly, Just Responsibility, 19. 
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community) is also able to more aptly respond to structural injustice as it is “mired in complexity, 

ambiguity, and uncertainty.”75  

4.3.4. Fourth Feature: Shared Responsibility 

The fourth feature of the SCM states that responsibility for structural injustice is fundamentally 

shared. While it is true that individuals personally participate in social structures that oppress and 

disadvantage people in unfavorable social positions, their contributions cannot be “isolated” or 

“identified” because they do not generate unjust “outcomes” “alone” 76 As Young puts it: 

Shared responsibility … is a personal responsibility for outcomes or the risks of 
harmful outcomes, produced by a group of persons. Each is personally responsible 
for the outcome in a partial way, since he or she alone does not produce the 
outcome; the specific part that each plays in producing the outcome cannot be 
isolated or identified, however, and thus the responsibility is essentially shared.77  

And further:  

I bear in the awareness that others bear [the responsibility] with me; 
acknowledgment of my responsibility is also acknowledgment of the inchoate 
collective of which I am a part, which together produces injustice.78  

So, why is it so vital to have a normative framework that acknowledges and incorporates the 

shared aspects of political and, as such, human life? While the most obvious answer points to the 

fact that structural injustice concerns problems that are fundamentally collective in nature such 

as poverty, climate change, and so on, there is more to the story.  

To begin with, in dissecting prevailing approaches to global justice, we discovered an 

underlying thread weaving its way through what at times appear to be diverging theories, namely: 

individualism. At their core, these approaches presume the self-sufficiency and autonomy of 

individual agents, thereby “obscuring the inescapable sociability of the human situation.”79 And it 

is this individualist social ontology that crucially informs traditional models of moral and legal 

responsibility such as the liability model. Per Michaelis and Fuji Johnson:  

In the liberal tradition, for which action is generally only the action of particular 
individuals, the responsibility of the group is often nothing more than the aggregate 
responsibility of its individual members: collective responsibility tends to reduce to 
individual responsibility. If there are not collective actions strictly speaking, then 

 
75 Goodhart, Injustice, 211. 
76 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 110. 
77 Young, 110. 
78 Young, 110. 
79 Johnson and Michaelis, “Political Responsibility Refocused,” 7. 
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political responsibility is nothing other than the responsibility of particular individual 
citizens who have acted on behalf of the whole.80  

In light of this passage, we might thus deduce that collective problems do not inevitably translate 

into an account of responsibility that reflects our “inescapable [human] sociability.” Thus, one of 

the strengths of the social connection model is that, in emphasizing the sharing of responsibility, 

Young presupposes connection and interdependence as the normal mode of human life. In other 

words, she gives credence to the idea that humans are inherently relational beings. And in doing 

so, she offers a normative framework that adequately responds to our human situation. 

Significantly, we might argue that the feature of shared responsibility is embedded in a 

forward-looking if not open-ended relational ontology. That is, we do not simply share 

responsibility with a community that is pre-given. Rather, we build community as we share 

responsibility, and we assume responsibility as we build/become community. Indeed, Ackerly 

declares, “the meaning of community and our obligations to take responsibility are co-

constructed, they are always being co-created as we engage in responsible behavior with each 

other, for ourselves, and for others.”81 What is being implied here is that in sharing – that is, 

sharing in the broadest sense of the word – we simultaneously build community and take 

responsibility as a (newly constructed and ever-evolving) community. In short, sharing not only 

presumes but also builds community, which, in turn, gives rise to responsibility. 

Finally, the conception of responsibility as a shared activity includes a further challenge 

to traditional debates about justice: namely, we observed in our examination of cosmopolitanism 

that scholars tend to think of justice in almost exclusively distributive terms. Their adherence to 

the distributive paradigm, I argued, limits their ability to recognize our radical interdependence 

and attendant duties of justice. Thus, in advancing a model of responsibility as shared, Young 

circumvents the tendency to quantify, measure, and divide responsibility, a tendency that does 

not account for the relational embeddedness of human beings and their struggles.  

In conclusion, it is fair to say Young’s fourth feature allows her model to overcome the 

liability model’s quantification and divisibility of responsibility. Rather, in being shared, it 

becomes the connecting tissue of justice. Indeed, the sharing of responsibility conditions 

Young’s two ideals of social justice - self-development and self-determination – as both are made 

possible by networks of relationships. That is, the ability to (i) “learn and use expansive skills in 

socially recognized settings…to play and communicate with others or express their feelings,” and 

 
80 Johnson and Michaelis, 5. 
81 Ackerly, Just Responsibility, 68. 
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(ii) “to participate [my emphasis] in determining one’s actions and conditions of one’s actions”82 

are constituted by a shared doing, which forms the background conditions of our engagement 

with ourselves and the world.83  

4.3.5. Fifth Feature: Collective Action 

This then takes us to the fifth and final feature of the model, which goes hand in hand with the 

proposition of sharing responsibility. According to Young, shared responsibility can only be 

discharged through collective action. That is, just as we share responsibility because our personal 

contribution is not isolatable, identifiable, or quantifiable, we must also share our actual response. 

Young puts it as follows:  

Taking responsibility for structural injustice under this model involves joining with 
others to organize collective action to reform the structures. Most fundamentally, 
what I mean by ‘politics’ here is public communicative engagement with others for 
the sake of organizing relationships and coordinating our actions most justly.84  

There are three reasons that explain why acting collectively is so pertinent to the SCM. First, the 

need for collective action patently epitomizes the way relationships and interactions form the 

anatomical map of structural processes but also represent the connecting tissue of justice. That 

is, the means by which we respond to injustice must adequately address the way it came about: a 

collective problem requires a collective response. This is why Young highlights the role of civil 

society, which she describes as a public sphere or space, in which everyone – including the 

marginalized and excluded – comes together to “break through silences,”85 innovate practices, 

and provide goods and services. It is, as Young puts it, a site where people engage with one 

another to transform and hold institutional structures (i.e., domestic, regional, or global) 

accountable. In other words, civil society is best understood as a type of activity – i.e., a type of 

relating – that involves “processes of interaction and exchange” through which different 

individuals and “sub-publics argue, influence one another, and influence policies and actions of 

 
82 Iris Marion Young, Inclusion and Democracy, Repr, Oxford Political Theory (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2010), 31–
33. 
83 A quote by Anna Yeatman discussing disability and individuation illuminates this point even further: “No one can 
participate in the conduct of their life except as they are invited by relevant others to so participate. Put differently, 
this is the proposition that being and becoming an individual depends not just on the desire and capacity of a person 
to be so individualized. It depends also on the skills and willingness of others to respond [my emphasis] to this person 
in ways that enable him or her to have a say in what happens in his or her life” Yeatman qtd. in Nedelsky, Law’s 
Relations, 27.. 
84 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 112. 
85 Young, Inclusion and Democracy, 165. 
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state and economic institutions.”86 Crucially, it is through these processes that the contours of our 

togetherness (as in political community) are constituted and continuously (re)negotiated.87  

Second, Young’s call for collective action also shows how the SCM is not only about 

existing relations but also about those yet to be made. After all, if the public sphere in which we 

come together to contest and transform unjust structural processes is continuous, in the sense of 

open-ended and ongoing, then collective action is also about building connections and, as such, 

political community. Indeed, Ackerly bolsters this point by arguing that “we must discharge … 

[our] responsibility [for justice] politically by creating, joining, and transforming political 

communities to take responsibility for injustice itself [my emphasis].”88 By this, Ackerly means 

that who we are as a responsibility-bearing community is always in the process of being settled.89 

In light of this, we might conclude that taking responsibility implies doing so collectively while 

that very same collectivity is constantly being constituted or built.90  

 Third, the need for collective action becomes even more evident when we ask why social 

transformation requires a shared response to begin with. The idea that large-scale problems 

demand large-scale responses by a collective may have intuitive appeal. However, 

 
86 Young, 72. 
87 Notice that even though Young uses a spatial metaphor – i.e., sphere – to reflect on civil society, the social 
connection does not fall into the Newtonian trap we encountered in our discussion of statism. Contrary to 
the billiard-ball view of the world, in which interacting socio-cultural “isolates” maintain a “distinct inside 
and outside,” Young’s model offers us an approach to political space that is ongoing, dynamic and open-
ended, one in which the inside and outside are never set. Doreen B. Massey, For Space (London, UK: SAGE, 
2005), 72.Thus, in her description of the public space as the product of relations, Young writes: “In spite of 
the reservations I raised earlier about considering civil society a single sphere, referring to the public sphere 
with spatial metaphors is appropriate. The spatial metaphor helps distinguish public discourse and expression 
not by content or import but as differently situated. The spatial metaphor also helps describe public 
discussion as a process which people enter and leave, but that it goes on even when some leave. The spatial 
metaphor, finally, enables the theory to say that a society has one continuous public sphere without reducing 
those who are ‘in’ it to common attributes or interests. Theorizing the public sphere as such a single 
continuous process or ‘space’ is necessary if the idea of public sphere is to be helpful in describing how a 
diverse, complex, and mass society can address social problems through public action. The scope of activity, 
interaction, contradiction, and conflict requires and open flow of communication across neighbourhood, 
region, and associational networks.” Young, Inclusion and Democracy, 170–71. 
88 Ackerly, Just Responsibility, 10. Ackerly further writes that “the challenge of global justice is not merely for 
each of us to identify and assign responsibility for past and future injustices, but rather for all of us to work 
together to build responsible political communities and networks for change among them. Political theory 
can guide that reflection. What should we do in the face of injustice itself? is a question for political theory because 
(1) human living is political living and (2) who we are as a family, community, state, “fellow man” is a 
political question” Ackerly, 17.  
89 As an instance of such open-endedness, we need only remember our previous projection of climate-change-driven 
migration. The displacement of hundreds of millions of people necessarily forces us to reconstitute ourselves on the 
local and global level - that is, it challenges us to redefine who we are as individual agents, members of community, 
and social animals. And given that climate change is here to stay and wreak unpredictable havoc, this challenge is a 
continuous one. 
90 For Ackerly, for instance, taking (political/just) responsibility means contesting injustice and the bounds of the 
political community from below. Among other things, “transforming our societies” involves making networks and 
forming alliances across “issues, sectors, and movements.” Ackerly, 196. Crucially, the formation of these 
relationships must be informed and led by the lived experience and actual practice of human rights activists who 
have previously been excluded, marginalized, and/or oppressed. 
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counterexamples are easy to find: a state may unilaterally impose restrictions on its citizenry to 

combat, say, greenhouse gases, without it having broad appeal or support by the collective. By 

the same token, we might argue that our ability to respond to instances of large-scale injustice 

can only be “enhanced” and, to some extent, actualized if we act together – that is, if we act as a 

collective.91 

 Thinking of these five features thus points to a relational model of theorizing justice and 

responsibility, a model that gains traction by considering not only the intertwining of individual 

and collective agents but also of facts, values, and knowledge, and time and space. By framing 

responsibility not as fundamentally “isolatable” and knowable but as shared, open-ended and 

uncertain, we can reassess our relationship and responsibility towards near and distant others. 

And in reassessing how we are bound to others, we can call for a conception of normative 

community that is adaptable to our intertwined reality. 

4.4. Limitations of the Social Connection Model 

4.4.1. Boundedness and the Social Connection Model  

Even though our discussion so far has shown that the SCM has the makings of an approach to 

(global) justice that is relationally, spatially, and temporally dynamic, the model faces important 

challenges and limitations. The first challenge we must address is the model’s scope of concern. 

Remember that that while the model’s focus on social-structural processes significantly widens 

the scope of (ethical) concern, Young, nonetheless, manages to bound what could otherwise 

become an account of “seemingly boundless obligations.”92 This, thus, raises the critical question 

where Young draws the boundaries of social-structural processes.  

In “Political Responsibility Refocused,” Michaelis and Fuji Johnson argue that one of the 

risks “theories of global or intergenerational justice must contend [with]”93 is to advance an 

account of responsibility in which everyone is responsible for everything. That is, even if we 

acknowledge the need for justice beyond our borders, we still need to ask where and how to 

bound our obligations. After all, if our responsibilities towards others are boundless, they 

 
91 J.L. Schiff, “Power and Responsibility,” in Political Responsibility Refocused: Thinking Justice after Iris Marion Young, ed. 
Genevieve Fuji Johnson and Loralea Michaelis (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2013), 51. Significantly, it 
also anticipates the claim that flourishing is mutual. After all, if justice implies collective action, and if collective 
action yields two core functions of well-being - viz., self-development and self-determination - then flourishing must 
be similarly understood as emerging “when human beings are … and act [together].” Schiff, 51. In other words, just 
as we meaningfully possess justice if we exercise responsibility in concert with others, we only flourish as individuals 
and collectives if we flourish in concert with others.   
92 Johnson and Michaelis, “Political Responsibility Refocused,” 8. 
93 Johnson and Michaelis, 8. 
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potentially become unfeasible. In other words, if everyone is responsible for everything 

everywhere, then our responsibilities, Michaelis and Johnson reckon, cannot be meaningfully 

discharged: after all, to say that everyone is responsible for everything is not much different from 

saying that no one is responsible for anything. Indeed, such an account does not only risk being 

conceptually incoherent but also practically unachievable, and emotionally overbearing.  

Even though the question of whether and how to bound seemingly boundless 

responsibilities or obligations is a recurring theme in political philosophy,94 we are here interested 

in how the social connection model approaches boundedness (or unboundedness) in times of 

boundary-transgressing injustices. In the opinion of Michaelis and Fuji Johnson, Young is able to 

successfully engage in the delicate dance of boundedness and global justice by fixing 

responsibilities to “[people’s participation] in social structures and processes that connect us” to 

distant others.95 This means then that our responsibilities are not seemingly boundless. Rather, 

they are bounded by the processes in which we participate and by which we systematically harm 

and disadvantage others. Even if Young’s approach avoids the conundrum of boundlessness 

while allowing for responsibilities across and beyond borders, it poses a different set of 

problems, namely: which social-structural processes give rise to claims of justice? For example, 

are there processes that Young fails to take into account because they, say, occur at the margins 

of society or germinate from something other than oppression? If so, this would suggest that 

Young’s model of social connection does not adequately reflect the depth and breadth of our 

interconnectedness, thereby obscuring the broader foundations of our responsibilities of justice.  

4.4.2. Reassessing the Scope of Young’s Model 

In determining her scope of justice, Young consistently points to the most visible and dominant 

processes in society. Though we argued earlier that Young’s conception of socio-structural 

processes did not merely concern a small subset of basic social and economic institutions but 

 
94 There are many examples to pick from here. However, given that Arendt’s concept of political responsibility 
deeply influences Young’s model of responsibility, it is worth mentioning her work. In The Human Condition, for 
example, Arendt reflects on how boundlessness is characteristic of human actions. Given that humans are 
boundlessly interrelated (i.e., to live and be with others is what makes life truly human) and that each human is a 
locus of action each action gives rise to a domino effect of actions and reactions that reverberate through the human 
community without any regard for “limitations” or “boundaries.” Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 190. Despite or, rather, because of this boundlessness, Arendt limits 
(if not encloses) the seemingly boundless by insisting that (territorial) boundaries ensure not only psychological and 
physical but also social and political stability. That is to say, boundaries guarantee the “stability of human affairs” 
and, as such, they must paradoxically guide our actions and thinking. Arendt, 191.  
95 Johnson and Michaelis, “Political Responsibility Refocused,” 8. Michaelis and Fuji Johnson put it as 
follows: “For Young, however, it is our participation in social processes rather than citizenship that confers 
this [political] responsibility: we become responsible for redressing harms that we may not have caused 
directly but to which we contribute through our participation in social processes that systematically produce 
these harms.” Johnson and Michaelis, 9.   
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“the whole of society” (i.e., engrained cultural habits/practices, widely accepted social norms, 

etc.), her analysis of (in)justice, nonetheless, is limited to major “structural social processes.”96 

Thus, her definition of “the whole of society” turns out to be rather narrow in scope, in the 

sense that it is constrained to dominant rules, policies, cultural practices, and social habits and 

norms.  In Responsibility for Justice, for example, she focuses on the housing market at the domestic 

level and sweatshop labour at the global level. Significantly, both these examples represent key 

socio-economic processes commonly associated with significant power inequalities and 

oppressive practices. On the one hand, the housing market has led to some of the biggest 

financial bubbles in recent history, triggering crises of tragic proportions. On the other hand, 

sweatshop labour is, without a doubt, one of the key driving forces of today’s global economy 

and consumer culture. To me, this suggests that while Young seeks to draw a wider net when 

contemplating our responsibilities of justice to distant others, she limits its reach or scope to 

socially and economically dominant and visible processes, which not only establish the bounds of 

the political community but also dictate who is entitled to make claims of justice.   

Young’s failure to account for the full breath of justice-grounding processes and 

connections comes into clearer view when we consider the following example: it is often the case 

that the destitute, poor, oppressed, and despised are excluded from the community of justice. 

This is so because they inhabit, figuratively and literally, the margins of political community. And 

in being relegated to the outmost edge of society, they and the processes they participate in cease 

to count. Think here, for instance, of the indigenous tribes that live in the deep Amazonian rain 

forest whilst functioning at the margins of society. On the one hand, these tribes lead a way of 

life that simultaneously coexists with but unequivocally differs from the one lived in modern 

society.97 Thus, to the extent that their way of life departs from that of dominant culture, these 

tribes, one might argue, are not captured in Young’s socio-structural processes.98 On the other 

hand, indigenous Amazonians do not simply live in parallel to modern society, they also intersect 

and interact with it. In his portrayal of a young warrior, the journalist Thomas Fischermann, for 

example, describes how indigenous Amazonians have had to (partially) assimilate to the ‘white 

 
96 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 142. 
97 Massey, for example, describes this heterogenous coexistence as “a contemporaneous existence of a plurality of 
[historical, socio-cultural, and spatial] trajectories.” Massey, For Space, 12. 
98 Indeed, fighting panthers and anacondas, talking to the souls of the forest’s animals, wandering the Amazona’s 
invisible trails for chestnuts and healing plants, or praying to all the different Gods of nature is barely captured in 
any of the features of Young’s definition.  
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man’s’ way of life99 as the latter has invaded ancestral land, imposed ‘his’ language, and enforced 

‘his’ laws.100  

The purpose of this example is to show how people on the margins of modern society 

can get systematically excluded from the community of justice as their participation in society is 

too liminal to be registered on the social-structural radar. For one thing, their distinctness 

prevents them from forming part of the political community and making first-order claims of 

justice.101 On the other hand, the purpose of their marginal assimilation is to become and remain 

invisible. In either case, “the boundaries” are drawn in such a way as to “wrongly deny”102 them 

the opportunity to claim their political agency and stake their claims of justice.103  

We can see now how persons or peoples, wo do not participate in core socio-structural 

processes, can be excluded from Young’s scope of justice. This, however, leaves us to wonder 

whether they are excluded because their (distinct) (inter-)actions fall outside the realm of Young’ 

social-structural processes. Or are they excluded because their marginalization makes them and 

the processes they participate in invisible. Regardless of the answer, the point here is to insist 

that we must presume a multiplicity of “non-isomorphic structures [and webs of interaction], 

some local, some national, some regional, some global, [and some in the spaces in-between,] 

which mark out a variety of different [processes] [my emphasis].”104 Thus, this means that the 

political community is comprised of multiple processes, some of which have been marginalized 

and/or made invisible to the common observer.  

To illustrate this point, consider, for example, how the Amazonians’ relation to loggers 

and large-scale farmers falls under the banner of social-structural processes. To some extent, 

their relations are dictated by mainstream social processes (i.e., socially accepted rules and 

practices, coordinated and uncoordinated (inter-)actions, etc.), which put indigenous tribes in a 

position of vulnerability. Yet, while the Amazonians’ vulnerability in relation to others is 

indicative of Young’s definition of social-structural processes, the matter is not as straight-

 
99 Madarejúwa Tenharim, Thomas Fischermann, and Ullstein-Taschenbuchverlag, Der letzte Herr des Waldes ein 
Indianerkrieger aus dem Amazonas erzählt vom Kampf gegen die Zerstörung seiner Heimat und von den Geistern des Urwalds, 2019.  
For example, we learn from Fischermann that the young warrior has a basic education from a publicly funded 
school. He also uses a cell phone, watches TV, logs into his Facebook account, or drinks coca cola.   
100 As a matter of fact, this intrusion resembles an invasion since large-scale landowners and loggers have 
systematically destroyed and polluted the indigenous land, stolen its resources, and, thereby, threatened the 
Amazonian communities’ very existence in the service of the farming industry and the overall economy. 
101 As Fraser would put it, their distinctness makes them “non-persons with respect to justice.” Fraser, Scales of Justice, 
20. 
102 Fraser, 18. 
103 De facto, they experience what Fraser calls a “political death” as they are either excluded from the political 
community or delegated to a political space or role within the community (i.e., the margin) that makes them 
invisible. Fraser, 20. 
104 Fraser, 39. 
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forward as it might at first appear. For starters, the Amazonians’ interactions with loggers and 

farmers cannot be said to ‘belong’ to a world whose structure is stubbornly stable or difficult-to-

change. Rather, they share a world that is constantly contested and (re-)negotiated. Even if their 

struggles over land and resources have left tangible marks on the physical reality of both these 

groups, they are fundamentally different from the ones of mainstream society. These marks 

attest to a shared reality that is best described as a separate microcosm, one hidden and kept 

away from modern society and its regular social-structural processes.  

In conclusion, while Young’s model of responsibility transgresses boundaries, the social 

structures that fix its scope of justice risk excluding non-isomorphic processes, some of which 

might defy clear demarcation and, as such, remain invisible.  

4.4.3. Thinking Beyond Power: Mutual Flourishing & Shared Fate  

The second challenge we must address regards the primary role of power and oppression in 

grounding responsibilities of justice. While the model’s focus on power is not necessarily 

misplaced, it is, I argue, not ample enough as it does not cover the full breadth of human 

interdependence and interconnection. Thus, we must move the SCM beyond relations of power 

and oppression. I do so by advancing the claim that human beings are bound by relations of 

mutual flourishing, which ground responsibilities of justice.   

As our discussion of structural injustice showed, relations of power and oppression105 

play a central if not primary role in Young’s assessment of injustice and ascription of 

responsibility.106 The SCM’s focus on these types of relations is important because it is precisely 

what critics take issue with. Scholars such as Carol Gould and Michael Goodhart, for example, 

accuse Young of underestimating or, rather, misrecognizing the role of power in instances of 

global justice.107  

 
105 In the hailed article “Five Faces of Oppression,” Young dissects the phenomenon of oppression into five categories 
(i.e., exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, systemic violence) to show how it 
“immobilize[s] or diminish[es]” specific groups or collectives of persons. Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference, 42. 
In foregrounding the detrimental effects of systemically oppressive power structures on persons, Young’s goal was 
to move the justice discourse away from the reductive logic of distribution. 
106 In fact, much of her early work is devoted to exposing the detrimental effects of oppressive power structures and 
hierarchies on the development and exercise of individuals’ capacities and the expression of “their needs, thoughts, 
and feelings.” Young, 40. As Forst insists, for Young, “justice is first and foremost about ending domination and 
oppression.” Rainer Forst, “Radical Justice: On Iris Marion Young’s Critique of the ‘Distributive Paradigm,’” 
Constellations 14, no. 2 (2007): 261.  
107 For example, Gould argues that Young invokes an abstract sort of responsibility, one that makes everyone 
responsible for everything. This, we learned earlier, is conceptually and practically problematic. She further criticizes 
Young’s assignment of responsibility, which depends, in part, on a person’s position of power, access to privilege, or 
interests in injustice. Young seems to imply, Gould argues, that the exploited and oppressed are responsible for their 
very exploitation and oppression, which is not only “counterintuitive” but also counterproductive to solving 
structural injustice. Goodhart agrees with Gould’s assessment and adds that, in holding victims responsible, Young 
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While these criticisms make some valid points, they do not adequately reflect Young’s treatment 

of power.108 Most importantly, however, they miss the big picture. In narrowly focusing on the 

role of power, they, along with Young, fail to acknowledge the wide range of relationships that 

constitute responsibility for justice. After all, remember that Youngs says that relationships 

ground responsibilities. And while oppressive relations of power belong to a family of 

relationships that are pivotal to our understanding of (in) justice, they do not exhaust the full 

spectrum of justice-bearing relationships.  

Soran Reader’s analysis of moral obligation, in particular, helps us appreciate the full 

spectrum of justice. She argues that moral obligations presuppose relationships that “involve an 

actual connection … a real ‘something between’ them that links them together.”109 A connection 

is something that can “carry information” such as contact or presence. One of Reader’s caveats 

is that a moral agent must be able “to know about the being to which she is related.”110 However, 

the ability to know, Reader insists, does not require the need to actually know the being to which 

one is related. This, thus, means that we can have moral obligations towards people we are 

unaware of, ignorant about, or removed from.111  

 For us, the main takeaway in Reader is that “real connection can take many forms.”112 It 

can take the form of presence (i.e., an encounter), biology (i.e., shared biological constitution), 

history (i.e., historical intertwinement), practice (i.e., shared activities), environment (i.e., sharing 

of space and resources), shared projects, institutions, play, trade, conversation, and so on.113 In all 

these circumstances, enough connection is present to generate moral obligations towards human 

and non-human others: all that matters is that we are somehow present to one another, that our 

senses become activated, that our epistemic and cognitive capabilities are engaged, or that our 

lives come to be “a bit” intertwined.114  

 
erases important power distinctions by equalizing them. That is, she fails to acknowledge how power inequalities – 
i.e., the difference between capitalists exploiting workers and workers being exploited - “engender” injustice.  
108 For instance, Young is well aware of how power inequalities are constituted, orchestrated, and promulgated. 
What sets Young apart from other scholars such as Goodhart is that she stresses the importance of unconscious and 
unintended actions in the production and reproduction of oppressive and exploitative structures. Now, this does not 
mean that intentionally orchestrated agendas of oppression do not matter or factor into Young’s theory. It simply 
means that there is more to the story and significantly so. Indeed, her take on power, we might argue, makes room 
for the complex and self-concealing ways that structures of oppression and power work and embed themselves in 
society. 
109 Soran Reader, “Distance, Relationship and Moral Obligation,” The Monist 86, no. 3 (2003): 370. 
110 Reader, 370–71. 
111 Reader further suggests that real connection can be between “a moral agent and any kind of object” that is “more 
or less capable of reciprocating.” Reader, 372.  
112 Reader, 371. 
113 Reader, p. 371 
114 Reader, 373. 
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While we can easily see how power is a connection that grounds responsibility or 

“obligation,”115 it does not exhaust the whole range of responsibility-generating connections. Of 

particular interest here is connection through mutual flourishing. What sets mutual flourishing 

apart from other types and webs of relationships is that it generates connection on two different 

levels. On a first level, mutual flourishing can assume any form of real connection outlined by 

Reader: it can involve a shared history, practice, project, environment, and so on. On a second 

level, mutual flourishing assumes a distinct form of connection or intertwinement. What makes it 

distinct from other forms such as Reader’s is that it is all-encompassing in scope since human 

beings are fundamentally bound to each other by relations of mutual flourishing. We only have 

to point to the unfolding climate crisis to see that there is no plausible alternative to flourishing 

together: our present and future flourishing as a species, communities, tribes, families, or 

individuals is bound to each other. Thus, if mutual flourishing establishes a real connection and 

bond, then we must conclude that it gives rise to responsibilities of justice.  

While we will thoroughly discuss the concept of mutual flourishing in the next chapter, I 

want to anticipate some of that analysis by way of illustration. To do so, I borrow from Williams’ 

imagery in “Sharing the River: Aboriginal Representation in Canadian Political Institutions.” In 

her article, Williams describes a two-row wampum to explain the relationship between 

Aboriginal people and non-Aboriginal Canadians. Quoting Robert A. Williams, (Melissa) 

Williams writes:  

There is a bed of white wampum which symbolizes the purity of the agreement. 
There are two rows of purple, and those two rows have the spirit of your ancestors 
and mine. There are three beads of wampum separating the two rows, and they 
symbolize peace, friendship, and respect. These two rows will symbolize two paths 
or two vessels, travelling down the same river together. … We shall each travel the 
river together, side by side, but in our own boat. Neither of us will try to steer the 
other’s vessel.116  

Further:  

The three rows of white beads between the two vessels’ paths separate Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal people from one another, but they also relate them by specifying 

 
115 Not only are power relations embedded in historical patterns (i.e., colonialism), but they are also engrained in 
social practices (i.e., policing), communal projects (i.e., real estate development), and institutions (i.e., economy, 
family, education, etc.). To borrow from Melissa Williams, power is best understood as a “web of relationships” 
between “human beings that profoundly shape[s] their lives.” Melissa Williams, “Sharing the River: Aboriginal 
Representation in Canadian Political Institutions,” in Representation and Democratic Theory (Vancouver: University of 
British Columbia Press, 2004), 104.  Crucially, Williams refers to this state of interdependence as a community of 
shared fate, in which “our actions have an impact on other identifiable human beings, and other human beings’ 
actions have an impact on us.” Williams, 104.   
 
116 Williams, “Sharing the River: Aboriginal Representation in Canadian Political Institutions,” 106–7. 
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the norms that they should follow in dealing with one another … However distinct 
the lives and pursuits of Aboriginal peoples and non-Aboriginal Canadians, they are 
joined to each other by virtue of the single space within which they coexist [my emphasis].117  

And finally:  

The ecology of contemporary politics teaches us that the rivers on which we sail our 
ships of state share the same waters. There is no river or boat that is not linked in a 
fundamental way to the others; that is, there is no land or government in the world 
today that is not connected to and influenced by others.118  

Now, imagine that each vessel is steered by an individual person, who is navigating towards their 

own conception of the good (i.e., their destination). Yet, in order for each person to ‘reach’ their 

good and lead a fully worthwhile life, they must still travel down the same river, which joins 

them and their ability to live a life that they value together. In a sense, this common field, within 

which they coexist, “[links] them in [such] a fundamental” way, that the interaction between one 

individual and the other belongs to one interaction, transaction, or cooperation. If anything, this 

shows that one person’s pursuit of the good life - that is, their flourishing - is contingent on the 

flourishing of the other.   

In contrast to Young’s model, the concept of mutual flourishing establishes 

responsibility beyond unequal power structures and processes. However, if flourishing is all-

encompassing, it makes the scope of our responsibilities potentially limitless. Such a move, we 

have learned, risks undermining the meaningful discharge of responsibilities. Moving forward, 

this poses the following challenges: first, we must adopt a flourishing-based account that still 

allows us to discharge our responsibilities in a practically feasible and conceptually meaningful 

way. Second and relatedly, it forces us to reconceive of boundaries as shared spaces that relate 

rather than separate us, and so on.  

4.6. Objections to a Relational Theory of Global Justice  

Before we conclude this chapter, we must speak to two potentially harmful objections to the 

pursuit of a relational approach to justice such as the SCM. The first objection aims at the 

model’s relational social ontology. At the forefront here is the fact that an approach grounded in 

relationality pertains to the realm of care ethics as opposed to justice. Per this objection, the 

autonomous and self-sufficient self, which Seyla Benhabib describes as the disembodied and 

disembedded “general other,”119 belongs in the domain of justice. There, relations are “governed 

 
117 Williams, 107. 
118 Williams, 107. 
119 What distinguishes the “general other” from other conceptions of the self is that it is stripped of any trace of 
individuality or concrete identity. 
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by norms of formal equality and reciprocity” and the prevailing moral categories “that 

accompany such interactions are rights, obligations, and entitlements.”120   

 If the objection holds true and justice presupposes the “general other,” then we cannot 

assume the standpoint of the relational self or, per Benhabib, “concrete other” when pursuing a 

model of global justice. A relational conception “requires us” to “view” the self as having “a 

concrete history, identity and affective-emotional constitution.”121 Accordingly, the concrete self 

is best understood as belonging in the realm of care ethics, where relations are governed by acts 

of care and nurture. In this realm, the prevailing moral category is responsibility as opposed to 

obligation. Significantly, this means that the moral category our approach to justice is based on 

requires us to respond to a concrete person’s desires, needs, and interests. Yet, the ability to 

respond to “concrete particular others in their narrative contexts”122 seems to entail a degree of 

“intimacy” and closeness that, Marilyn Friedman points out, “require[s] partiality.”123 To further 

quote her:  

Close relationships call, instead, for personal concern, loyalty, interest, passion and 
responsiveness to the uniqueness of the loved ones, to their specific needs, interests, 
history, and so on. In word, personal relationships call for an attitude of partiality 
rather than impartiality.124  

Now, if a relationship-centred model of responsibility demands partiality or favouritism, then the 

SCM will not fare much better than nationalist or statist approaches. In fact, it would mean that 

an expanded version or interpretation of the SCM falls into significant incoherencies and 

contradictions. After all, a theory that is restricted to the “concrete other” cannot presume to be 

global in scope. What is more, it would get in the way of contesting the bounds of the self and 

political community. Most importantly, if the dichotomy between the concrete and general other 

(and their accompanying categories) holds up, then Young’s SCM (and our version thereof) does 

not belong in the realm of justice.       

 The second objection responds to the claim that relations of mutual flourishing give rise 

to responsibilities of justice. A sceptical reader might contend that flourishing presupposes the 

standpoint of the concrete other: that is, they might argue a person’s flourishing - i.e., one’s self-

realization and fulfillment - is contingent on the existence and maintenance of close personal 

relationships. In other words, we flourish when we are able to take care of loved ones and vice 

 
120 Benhabib, Situating the Self, 158–59. 
121 Benhabib, 159.  
122 Iris Marion Young, “Comments on Seyla Benhabib, Situating the Self,” New German Critique, no. 62 (Spring - 
Summer 1994): 165. 
123 Marilyn Friedman, What Are Friends For?: Feminist Perspectives on Personal Relationships and Moral Theory (Ithaca, N.Y: 
Cornell University Press, 1993), 35. 
124 Friedman, 60. 
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versa. Yet, if flourishing presupposes the concrete other, who is situated in the realm of intimacy, 

it cannot ground responsibilities of justice, which are predicated on the general other. Indeed, 

mutual flourishing, per this objection, belongs to the grammar of care (ethics).  

In response, we might point to Friedman and Benhabib, both of whom take exception to 

the view that justice and care are incompatible. Friedman, for instance, advances an integrationist 

view, which is premised on the notion that justice and care are not two competing or overriding 

standpoints or orientations. Rather, they each represent a “facet of the variety in moral 

thinking.”125 Thus, care for the concrete other does not preclude respect for the general other, 

and vice versa.126 Similarly, Benhabib pursues a universalistic moral theory that acknowledges the 

general other through the concrete other. She argues that we are only able to appreciate and 

respect “the equal worth and dignity of every human being” if we approach them in their 

particularity and concreteness.127 Her approach then requires that our moral deliberations make 

room and take into account the concrete “needs, interests, and points of view” of the embedded 

and embodied other, thereby calling for “the reversibility of perspectives and an ‘enlarged 

mentality’.”128 Of note here is also Robinson’s refutation of the justice/care dichotomy. For 

Robinson, it is a false dichotomy based on an “orthodox” ethics of care, which stipulates that it 

is essentially “a morality for women, belonging in the private sphere and valorizing ‘dependence’ 

over ‘independence’.”129 Instead, she proposes a “new kind of thinking,” one in which the 

conception of the self “goes hand in hand” with a view to human attachment and 

interdependence and “the focus on [the] abstract, impersonal, and [autonomous] … is replaced 

by a focus on [the] real [and] concrete.”130 As regards “global social relations” specifically, she 

advances a critical ethics of care, which is premised on a relational ontology while acknowledging 

the relationships can lead to “exclusion, oppression, and inequality.”131  

Finally, I thoroughly take up objection to flourishing in the next chapter. There, I 

will argue that there are two orders of flourishing, one pertaining to the private/intimate 

realm and the other to the public/collective. I further show that these orders are intricately 

intertwined so much so that they form a feedback loop. Simply put, I claim that our 

private/intimate flourishing is contingent on our public/collective flourishing. In view of 

 
125 Friedman, 141. 
126 Friedman, 138. 
127 Benhabib, Situating the Self, 185. 
128 Benhabib, 164–65.. 
129 Robinson, Globalizing Care, 20. 
130 Robinson, 26. 
131 Robinson, 110. 
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that, I am also able to strengthen the case that mutual flourishing is indeed consequential 

to our understanding and assessment of justice.   

4.7. Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have critically explored Young’s social connection model of responsibility. 

The aim of this exploration has been to lay the foundations for a relational model of justice that 

adequately reflects our socio-political and biospheric connectedness. We argued that the SCM is 

well suited to lay such a foundation because its account of justice is premised on the notion that 

people are connected through social-structural processes. These processes, we learned, are 

constituted by a wide array of dynamic institutional and social connections, which span across 

national and regional borders. Crucially, the SCM says that all agents who contribute by their 

actions in the creation and perpetuation of processes that combine to produce oppression, 

exploitation, and deprivation share responsibility. Per this definition then, injustice calls for a 

fundamental restructuring and rethinking of social connection; it calls for a model of justice that 

not only responds but also reflects the inherently dynamic and fluid nature so emblematic of 

human interconnectedness and interdependence. Keeping this in mind, our discussion of the 

SCM’s main features showed that Young’s model offers a normative framework able to address 

problems and struggles that are open-ended, ongoing, unpredictable, and non-linear.   

In our critique, however, we claim that while Young and Ackerly primarily base their 

models of justice on oppressive structural processes, there are other types of processes or 

relations that ground responsibilities of justice. In particular, Young’s targeted focus on 

processes that belong to the social-structural core of society raise questions regarding the scope 

of justice. Specifically, we indicated that Young’s iteration of the SCM is prone to 

underestimating the wide breath of processes - that is, the wide breath of human interconnection 

- that give rise to responsibilities of justice. For example, we pointed to processes that do not 

tend to appear on the radar of structural justice because they occur on the margins of society 

and, as such, remain invisible. In addition to these ousted processes, we argued that there are 

other types of human (inter)connection that ground justice. That is, given that human (inter-

)connection is multifaceted and deep-seated, we asserted a relational model of justice and 

responsibility cannot be limited to oppressive power relations. Specifically, we leaned on Soren 

Reader’s analysis of moral obligation to suggest that human flourishing, in particular, epitomizes 

human interconnection and interdependence as it is an all-encompassing type of relation. This is 

so because (1) human flourishing affects all human beings; and (2) human flourishing is mutual 
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at its core. As such, we concluded that human flourishing is a type of relation that establishes real 

human connection, thereby giving rise to responsibilities of justice. 

Now, if our claims hold true, we will need to fundamentally reconsider the bounds 

of justice. Remember, we mentioned earlier that while Young’s account of responsibility 

acknowledges injustices beyond our borders, she fixes responsibilities to people’s 

participation in social-structural processes. However, if we must presume (1) a multiplicity 

of non-isomorphic processes and webs of interactions and (2) flourishing as an all-

encompassing human connection that is mutual at its core, then our responsibilities of 

justice are indeed boundless. In light of this, the immediate task ahead is to thoroughly 

discuss the concept of flourishing. Thus, in chapter five, we will offer a definition of 

flourishing by resorting to Nussbaum’s capabilities approach. Next, we will assert that 

flourishing is indeed mutual by drawing on Axel Honneth’s recognition approach. Once 

we have established that flourishing is an all-encompassing and mutual human connection, 

we can return to the question of justice and its bounds. 
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5. Chapter Five: Social Connection Through Mutual Flourishing 

In 2016, an Anthrax outbreak in Siberia infected dozens of people and killed a boy. A heatwave had thawed 

the carcass of an infected reindeer that had been buried in the frozen soil. While rather strange, the outbreak is an 

example of what is to come with the acceleration of climate change. As temperatures rise, ice sheets melt, and the 

permafrost thaws, diseases that have been locked in the frozen soil - that is, pathogens and microbes that have been 

surviving in the permafrost - are threatening to plague the human population.  

And indeed, we have recently found ourselves battling a rather dystopian health crisis.1 In December 

2019, Chinese authorities confirmed dozens of people in Wuhan had been infected with a novel virus, SARS-

CoV-2, that unleashed the Covid-19 pandemic. While efforts were made to prevent an outbreak, the virus has 

spread like wildfire across the globe, leading to country-wide lockdowns, closed borders, interrupted economies, 

overburdened health care systems, and so on. Now, even though the novel coronavirus did not arise from the 

thawing ground, one might argue that it nonetheless results from the destructive interaction between nature and 

uninhibited development. According to recent research, the exploitation and sale of wildlife in Chinese wet markets 

is believed to have resulted in the transmission of the virus from animals to humans.2 

The fact that Covid-19 and climate change are interconnected phenomena illustrates just how 

deeply intertwined the well-being of people in disparate parts of the world is - and how dependent we are on 

the preservation of our ecosystem.  This being so, it would be foolish to assume that the global pandemic is 

‘simply’ a health crisis. Rather it is that and much more, namely: an environmental, financial, (geo-) 

political, social, cultural, and moral crisis. Indeed, the multifaceted nature of the crisis has not only revealed 

how tightly linked these diverse realms (and sectors) of society are. Rather, it has also revealed our mutual 

vulnerability across space and time. For the sake of illustration, consider that coronavirus has officially cost 

the lives of nearly four million people. It has severely disrupted advanced and emerging economies, bringing 

about the worst recession since the Great Depression. Indeed, the overall stagnation of the global economy is 

projected to throw up to “150 million people [into extreme poverty] by 2021.”3This projected uptick in 

poverty is linked to the strain that Covid-19 has put on the food supply chain, which is expected to deepen 

the hunger crisis in already vulnerable places or hotspots.4 Finally, the severe impact of the pandemic has 

further revealed the fragile position of children and women within our global society.  

 
1 Robinson Meyer, “The Zombie Diseases of Climate Change,” The Atlantic, November 6, 2017, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/science/archive/2017/11/the-zombie-diseases-of-climate-change/544274/. 
2 “The Coronavirus Outbreak Is Part of the Climate Change Crisis | Climate | Al Jazeera,” accessed June 2, 2021, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2020/3/30/the-coronavirus-outbreak-is-part-of-the-climate-change-crisis. 
3 “COVID-19 to Add as Many as 150 Million Extreme Poor by 2021,” World Bank, accessed June 5, 2021, 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2020/10/07/covid-19-to-add-as-many-as-150-million-
extreme-poor-by-2021. 
4 According to Oxfam, “by the end of the year 12000 people per day could die from hunger linked to COVID-19, 
potentially more than will die from the disease itself.” “The Hunger Virus: How COVID-19 Is Fuelling Hunger in a 
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 A global crisis such as this does not simply damage some of us - it damages “all of us together.”5 

However, this togetherness cannot be thought “in our [usual] compartmentalised, linear fashion.”6 It is, one 

might argue, a radical togetherness that is not always visibly traceable or neatly bounded within a group, 

community, country, or species.7 We are the air that we pollute and breathe in, the animals that we pray 

on, the food that we grow and waste, the children that go without a meal, the women left to care for the 

young and sick, and the grandparent on a ventilator in Italy.  

However, what matters here most is what the pandemic teaches us about the nature of our 

togetherness or, rather, interconnectedness: it reveals that I am only as healthy as the dying grandparent in 

Italy, as the ill bus driver or cashier in a low-income neighbourhood, or as the asymptomatic globetrotter 

returning home. Thus, one of the most enduring lessons to come out of the coronavirus crisis is how 

interconnected our well-being really is  

While pandemic conditions are temporary, they nonetheless illustrate how I cannot flourish if 

others fail to flourish. That is, I/we/they cannot flourish if the economy is shut down and employees laid 

off, if migrant seasonal workers cannot cross borders to sustain the food supply chain, if food shocks leave 

shelves empty and millions of people at the brink of starvation, if children’s health and safety is imperiled, if 

we undo years of progress towards gender equality, and if we continue to threaten wildlife with extinction. 

Our flourishing as an ecosystem, species, and individuals is deeply interwoven. The coronavirus itself is a 

testament to this interwovenness, one that is hard to fathom. And it is within these ontological and 

epistemic parameters that we must rethink interconnection and responsibility.  

5.1. Introduction  

In this chapter, I want to fully develop the concept of mutual flourishing in the context of 

debates about global (in)justice. I argue that the shared fate of humans and ecosystems in the 

face of converging crises is an insight that needs to move from the periphery to the centre of 

normative theorizing about the demands of global justice.  

To do so, I start by first defining the meaning of flourishing via Nussbaum’s capabilities 

approach. Second, I take our newly acquired definition and explain how and why flourishing is 

 
Hungry World,” Oxfam International, July 9, 2020, https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/hunger-virus-how-covid-
19-fuelling-hunger-hungry-world.  
5 “With the Climate Crisis and Coronavirus Bearing down on Us, the Age of Disconnection Is over | Tim Hollo,” 
the Guardian, March 27, 2020, http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/mar/28/with-the-climate-crisis-
and-coronavirus-bearing-down-on-us-the-age-of-disconnection-is-over. 
6 “With the Climate Crisis and Coronavirus Bearing down on Us, the Age of Disconnection Is over | Tim Hollo.” 
7 To truly grasp the extent of our interconnection, think about how the spread of the coronavirus has also 
threatened the conservation of wildlife, forcing us to radically rethink our togetherness. 
 Luis Tato, “Coronavirus Is Crushing Tourism — and Cutting off a Lifeline for Wildlife,” Washington Post, 
accessed June 6, 2021, https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/world/coronavirus-africa-tourism-
wildlife/.. 
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mutual. Here, I lean on some insights of the recognition approach to clearly flesh out our mutual 

implication. Once I have fleshed out in general terms the idea of mutual flourishing, I establish 

different orders of flourishing - namely, an (1) intimate and (2) communal order of flourishing. 

Not unlike a feedback loop, these two orders, I argue, mutually reinforce one another. Thus, 

while individual flourishing is possible on a first order, it is unsustainable unless reflected in a 

second order, where we flourish as a group, political community, and/or civilization. To support 

this claim, I discuss how climate change and its effects threaten our collective and individual 

flourishing. Having established that flourishing is mutual and, further, has no regards for 

boundaries, I wonder about the normative implications of a theory that assumes that relations or, 

to borrow Reader, true connections are everywhere. I suggest that our deep interdependence and 

intertwined-ness calls for a normative framework that forces us to reconceive our understanding 

of political community and its boundaries and, as such, our responsibilities of justice.   

5.2. Setting the Context 

So far, we have discussed mutual flourishing in rather broad strokes. In chapter one, for 

example, we saw that flourishing meant leading a meaningful, intelligible, dignified, and decent 

life - in short, a full-filling life. In our discussion of statism, we found that the ideal of the human 

as an autonomous subject is not able to “recognize the importance of relations and networks of 

responsibility and care”8 for humans’ well-being and flourishing. Indeed, our criticism of statism 

anticipated the idea that we flourish “concurrently” with others. Next, our analysis of Pogge’s 

human-rights-centred cosmopolitanism suggested that flourishing is a key criterion of justice. 

Finally, as we pivoted to a relational theory of justice and responsibility, the social connection 

model, we began to unravel the notion of mutual flourishing. Here, we made use of Williams’ 

imagery of the two-row wampum to illustrate human beings are bound to one another by 

relations of mutual flourishing.  

 While the previous four chapters have thus offered us a piecemeal description of 

flourishing, the purpose of this chapter is to thoroughly explore its meaning and implications for 

thinking about justice. Indeed, in carefully laying out the notion of (mutual) flourishing, I will 

bolster the case for a boundary-defying relational ontology, one that allows us to reconsider not 

only the meaning of connection and interdependence but also lay bare the extent of our mutual 

vulnerability.  

 
8 Robinson, The Ethics of Care, 10. 
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5.3. Flourishing in Young’s Social Connection Model 

Given that the SCM has been our focal point in modelling a normative framework that properly 

depicts our political and biospheric interconnectedness, I want to start with Young’s two ideals 

of justice to explore the meaning of flourishing, namely: self-development and self-

determination. On the one hand, self-development states that all persons should be able to 

“learn and use satisfying and expansive skills in socially recognized settings and enable them to 

play and communicate with others to express their feelings.”9 On the other hand, self-

determination requires that all persons should be able to “participate in determining one’s 

actions and the conditions of one’s actions.”10 While these ideals might seem to hint at an 

individualist ontology, nothing could be further from the truth. Young’s assumption is that these 

are intersubjective ideals. They are achieved (or failed to achieve) in and through relations. For 

instance, remember that self-development is seen as relating to relations of “power, status, and 

communications.” And self-determination, on the other hand, is an ability that is constituted by 

networks of non-coercive relations. In line with Young’s thinking, Nedelsky, for example, 

cogently describes how a person’s ability to develop their skills and capacities is dependent on 

others. As she reasons in Law’s Relations: “we are dependent on others for the social world that 

enables us to develop all of our core capacities - for love, for play, for reason, for creativity, for 

autonomy, among others.”11  

 In thinking of Young’s ideals then, we should first note that their development is 

contingent on just socio-structural processes. That is, they presuppose “dense relationships” with 

others that are free from oppression, domination, and exploitation. And second, they indicate 

that human flourishing presupposes some degree of self-realization: we realize ourselves as 

persons and members of political community when we are free to explore, learn, and use our 

skills and capacities. Though Young does not further develop the link between humans’ core 

capacities and flourishing, it is worth pursuing since it allows us to make better sense of the 

meaning and role of flourishing.  

5.4. Defining Flourishing via Nussbaum’s Capabilities Approach 

In this section, I define flourishing on the basis of what Nussbaum’s Capabilities Approach 

identifies as central to a dignified life. Her approach takes justice to be a matter of dignity, which, 

 
9 Young, Inclusion and Democracy, 31–32. 
10 Young, 32. 
11 Nedelsky, Law’s Relations, 28. 
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in turn, presupposes not only capability but some minimal threshold of actual, or active, 

flourishing. In particular, we avail ourselves of Nussbaum’s baseline to consider what human 

flourishing looks beyond basic functioning and how it contributes to our thinking about justice.   

5.4.1. Capabilities and the Dignified Human Life 

Now, Nussbaum starts from the assumption that individuals require certain basic opportunities 

or freedoms – simply, capabilities – to lead a life “worthy of human dignity.”12 In particular, she 

proffers a list of ten central capabilities: life; bodily health; bodily integrity; senses, imagination, 

and thought; emotions; practical reason; affiliation; other species; play; and control over one’s 

environment.13 In contrast to innate capabilities, which are more or less ready to function, 

Nussbaum’s central capabilities are combined capabilities, which entail the promotion of “suitable 

external conditions” for the exercise of people’s internal capabilities.14 This therefore means that 

the list’s ten capabilities combined with proper material and social circumstances represent a 

threshold level of opportunity that allows people to pursue a “minimally flourishing” or actively 

functioning life worthy of human dignity.15   

For Nussbaum, to lead a minimally flourishing life is, among other things, to reach a 

threshold at which “a person’s capability becomes … truly human, worthy of a human being.”16 

That is, a life deprived of its powers to speak and act, to become attached to things and people, to 

experience pleasure and longing, to share and play with others, and to shape one’s environment, 

is one that is incomplete and devoid of what is characteristically human. What is constitutive of a 

distinctive and dignified human life is, then, a state of “substantial freedom” to realize one’s 

capabilities as one considers best. Since the freedom to pursue one’s idea of the good is none 

other than the ability to “plan for one’s life,” the capabilities of practical reason and affiliation, 

Nussbaum argues, must play a particularly important role in the pursuit of a dignified life. These 

two capabilities suffuse the others with meaning and dignity in the sense that, when they are 

present, they express the actions of a “free being who shapes his or her own life.”17  

However, note that Nussbaum refrains from prescribing specific ways of functioning, or 

ways of using capabilities. Even if capabilities are important partly because “of the way they may 

 
12 Martha C. Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities: The Human Development Approach (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 2011), 31. 
13 Nussbaum, 33–34. 
14 Nussbaum, Women and Human Development, 85. 
15 Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities, 33. 
16 Nussbaum, Women and Human Development, 73. 
17 Nussbaum, 82. In light of humans’ relational nature, it is not surprising that affiliation is a central or, rather, 
architectonic capability, suffusing all others with meaning. In fact, it speaks to the fact that the development of our 
capabilities is dependent on the support and help of others. Thus, we become free to shape our lives when others 
enable us to do so.  
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lead to functionings”, for Nussbaum the most appropriate political goal is only to provide people 

with the opportunity to function or flourish, not to “[make] them function in a certain way.”18 

More precisely, while reaching a threshold level at which life becomes truly human presupposes 

minimal valuable or valued functioning (i.e., minimal flourishing), it is best understood as a 

threshold of opportunity for flourishing in more fully human ways.19 This means that while 

functioning is important to establish well-being, the primary focus is to give people the freedom to 

lead the lives they have reason to value – which is to say, the human powers and actual 

opportunities to function or flourish as they see fit. The central idea of Nussbaum’s theory then 

is that (social) justice requires the promotion and protection of capabilities or opportunities to 

“[choose] good functionings.”20  

5.4.2. Flourishing Beyond Nussbaum’s Threshold 

While the role of freedom and choice is worth contemplating on a different occasion, the 

purpose of this chapter is to consider (i) what good functioning/flourishing looks like beyond 

the threshold and (ii) what role it plays in social justice. If basic functioning means the realization 

of one’s capabilities by simply being and doing, then good human functioning must be 

understood as their realization in a distinctively human way – which is to say, flourishing. By 

focusing on good functioning then, I am not merely interested in whether people realize certain 

central capabilities beyond the prescribed threshold; I am also interested in how people realize 

their capabilities. Nussbaum’s architectonic capabilities are of particular salience here because the 

ability or freedom to function and flourish as one may see fit (i.e., realization of one’s 

capabilities) is contingent on the realization (i.e., good functioning) of practical reason and affiliation. 

As Nussbaum so eloquently puts it: “[They] organize and pervade the other central capabilities 

… in the sense that when the others are present in a form commensurate with human dignity, 

they are woven into them.”21 This means then that our ability to pursue the life we have reason 

to value, which, we have seen, is a central tenant of justice, presupposes, to some extent, 

functioning beyond the threshold - that is, it presupposes flourishing.   

Now, in asking what characterizes good functioning or flourishing, one risks, Nussbaum 

warns us, assuming and prescribing “a complete account of the good or of human flourishing.”22 

 
18 Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities, 25. 
19 One of the principal reasons why Nussbaum promotes opportunity above all else is that she seeks to leave room 
for liberalism’s core tenants, namely, the exercise of human freedom and personal autonomy. 
20 David A. Crocker, Ethics of Global Development: Agency, Capability, and Deliberative Democracy (Cambridge, U.K.: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 170. 
21 Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities, 39. 
22 Nussbaum, 39. 
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Such a prescription, in turn, would seem to be founded in “metaphysical or self-evident”23 claims 

about human nature from which absolute norms would be read off.24 Yet, positing such a 

foundation would run against the grain of the deeply reflective, critical, and discursive basis of 

the Capabilities Approach. As Nussbaum puts it:  

The Capabilities Approach is not a theory of what human nature is […] Instead, it is 
evaluative and ethical from the start: it asks, among the many things that human 
beings might develop the capacity to do, which ones are the really valuable ones, 
which are the ones that a minimally just society will endeavor to nurture and 
support.25  

That is, in asking what is “intrinsically valuable” and worthwhile “in human lives”26 – that is, 

what bears well-being (i.e., capabilities or functionings) - the Approach still makes claims about 

the facticity of human beings. However, it does so from within our shared human experience. In 

other words, while the Approach refrains from giving a “God’s eye view” on human nature, one 

that transcends our actual experience, it still advances a human ontology, that is, an account of 

the being of human beings. Showing concern with human dignity and well-being – or, human 

flourishing - the Approach submits the following three claims about human beings: 

The three central facts about human beings that … moral intelligence apprehends 
are the dignity of the human being as an ethical being, a dignity that is fully equal no 
matter where humans are placed; human sociability, which means that part of a life 
with human dignity is a common life with others organized so as to respect that equal 
dignity; and the multiple facts of human need, which suggest that this common life must do 
something for us all, fulfilling something needs up to a point at which human dignity is 
not undermined by hunger, or violent assault, or unequal treatment in the political 
realm.27  

She later continues: “We insist that need and capacity, rationality and animality, are thoroughly 

interwoven, and that the dignity of the human being is the dignity of a needy enmattered 

being.”28 In these two passages, we learn that human beings are social animals with the rational 

capacity to apprehend each other’s dignity, but also their vulnerability and dependency. That is, 

humans are both needy and capable of responding to neediness in others. In fact, it is humans’ 

“rich neediness,”29 as Nussbaum borrows from Marx, that reveals why capabilities make claims 

 
23 Crocker, Ethics of Global Development: Agency, Capability, and Deliberative Democracy, 111. 
24 Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities, 24. 
25 Nussbaum, 28. 
26 Crocker, Ethics of Global Development: Agency, Capability, and Deliberative Democracy, 110. 
27 Nussbaum, Frontiers of Justice, 274. 
28 Nussbaum, 278. 
29 The observation of “rich neediness” of human beings is crucial because it reveals “interconnectedness” is an 
irreducible feature of reality. Nuno Martins, “Ethics, Ontology and Capabilities,” Review of Political Economy 19, no. 1 
(2007): 49, https://doi.org/10.1080/09538250601080768. In fact, even though Nussbaum’s notion of combined 
capabilities speaks to the “complex interconnections between political, social, economic, and cultural factors” that 
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on others (and ourselves) to promote them.30 To be more precise, our basic or innate capabilities, 

Nussbaum explains, “are needs for functionings [my emphasis].”31 They call on us to become 

“explicit or actual capabilities” and to be realized, if we so choose, in “a certain mode of 

activity.”32 Of note here is that capabilities, “have a claim to be assisted”33 because their need is 

based on human beings’ limits and vulnerabilities which can only be overcome with the help of 

others. Specifically, I take this to mean that we cannot flourish (much less function) without 

others. In a sense, our mutual deficiencies and limitations which are reflected in our neediness and vulnerability 

imply that our flourishing can only be mutual as well. Without this mutuality, as Crocker suggests, “we would not 

have responsibilities to aid others and improve ourselves.”34 As a consequence, if leading a distinctly 

human life makes it obligatory to acquire actual capabilities, then fulfilling this obligation extends 

to ourselves and others.  

5.4.2.1. Realizing the Capability of Practical Reason 

As mentioned above, Nussbaum’s notion of architectonic capabilities contains key insights that 

we can build on. To be more precise, it evinces how Nussbaum’s normative foundation of 

justice - freedom - is contingent on the realization/good functioning of practical reason and 

affiliation. Beginning with practical reason, Nussbaum indicates in her analysis that the capacity to 

voluntarily act upon reason is one of the main elements of distinctively human living.  She argues 

that “we see the person as having activity, goals, and projects – as somehow awe-inspiringly 

above the mechanical workings of nature, and yet in need of support for [my emphasis] the 

fulfillment of many central projects.”35 That is, what inspires awe and respect for people’s equal 

dignity is their “ability to plan, act, and make a difference in the world,”36 all of which require the 

exercise of practical reason. In fact, by primarily promoting choice, Nussbaum presupposes the functioning of 

practical reason above all else. This is so because in leading a life that is able to experience pleasure, to 

 
enable functioning, her approach, I contend, does not fully account for “interconnectedness” in matters of justice. 
Martins, 49. That is, in focusing on a thin and decentralized institutional scheme at the global level, she fails to 
properly notice “how people stand in relationships with others prior to, apart from, or outside political 
communities.” Young, “Responsibility and Global Justice,” 105. In part, this explains why she focuses on the nation 
as the primary locus of justice and, consequently, remains ambiguous on the nature of our duties towards distant 
others. Understanding the extent to which our (well-) being is influenced and conditioned by relationships (or 
connections) which run deeper than a nation’s constitution and institutional structure requires recognizing that 
individual capabilities and functionings are grounded in relation to others. This requires (re-) interpreting a part of 
Nussbaum’s theory of justice in terms of flourishing, and especially in terms of the flourishing of practical reason and 
affiliation.  
30 Crocker, Ethics of Global Development: Agency, Capability, and Deliberative Democracy, 170. 
31 Nussbaum qtd. in Crocker, 169. 
32 Nussbaum qtd. in Crocker, 169. 
33 Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities, 58. 
34 Crocker, Ethics of Global Development: Agency, Capability, and Deliberative Democracy, 139. 
35 Nussbaum qtd in Crocker, 160. 
36 Crocker, 160. 
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love and play with others, to engage and shape one’s environment, one is leading a life that is 

sensitive to reason(s), which we start to acquire with and through the help of others in early 

childhood: we recognize that in making and executing our plans certain facts or considerations 

are powerful, compelling, or necessary. Apprehending and choosing what is valuable depends on 

reason; a failure to participate in the world of reasons would not characterize a distinctively 

human life of, say, bodily health or integrity, imagination or thought, play, and engagement with 

one’s environment.37  

Where Nussbaum’s analysis is most instructive for our purposes is in the underlying 

presupposition that the well-functioning of practical reason is a mutual activity. The assumption is 

that for practical reason to function well – that is, to flourish – it must be sensitive to its 

environment, the field which is congruent with its exercise. Since for humans this field of  

(inter-)action is the world shared with and made up of others, good practical reasoning entails, 

for example, taking account of others when we pursue personal projects, engaging in discourse 

with them, and relating to them in a way that maximizes our capacities for leading a complete 

and healthy life. Here, flourishing means living or acting in a way that is consistent with the 

recognition that humans are held together in a field of action that is deeply relational. In a 

nutshell, while we learned earlier that Nussbaum defines human being as “dependent rational 

animals,”38 our dissection/interpretation of practical reason makes explicit how one’s acting and 

functioning in a distinctively human manner are essentially embedded in relations of dependency, 

responsibility, and mutuality – which is to say, relations that are dynamic and co-responsive forms 

of togetherness.  

One might argue that while functioning does indeed presuppose a field of (inter-) action, 

this field is only composed of intimate and local others since the scope of our actions is most 

obviously familial and local. As such, the scope of justice which in previous chapters has been 

said to presuppose a special relation of association is limited to the domestic and national realms. 

And bearing in mind “the limited causal influence of [the field’s] social [or relational] structure,”39 

distant others must rely on provisional and informal acts of beneficence and assistance as 

opposed to responses of justice. Contrary to this line of thinking, which Nussbaum seems 

amicable to at times, distant others, I aver, are part of our field of action and, hence, constitutive of 

 
37 Expanding on this notion of practical reason, Alasdair MacIntyre writes in Dependent Rational Animals: “[…] human 
beings need to learn to understand themselves as practical reasoners … about what on a particular occasion it is best 
for them to do, and about how it is best for them to live out their lives … without learning this human beings 
cannot flourish.” Alasdair McIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals (Chicago: Carus Publishing Company, 1999), 67. 
38 McIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals. 
39 Nuno Martins, “Sustainability Economics, Ontology and the Capability Approach,” Ecological Economics 72 
(December 2011): 3, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2011.09.027. 
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our functioning and flourishing. Seeing that the freedom to choose and achieve well-being 

depends upon relational and social structures, it is important to acknowledge that these 

structures “are permanently reproduced and transformed by [our actions].”40 In the same way 

that our functioning implies a dynamic process and “is not explicable in […] static categories,” 

the field of action that we live in is one whose relational structures are constantly changing and 

expanding. Thus, as “international interdependence, boundary crossing, and the transnational 

scope of issues of various kinds”41 have expanded the scope and reach of our actions, they have 

also expanded the nature of our togetherness and the character of our (mutual) flourishing. 

5.4.2.2. Realizing the Capability of Affiliation 

The second architectonic capability that must be functioning well beyond a ‘minimal’ threshold is 

affiliation. According to Nussbaum, affiliation speaks to the ability “to live with and towards 

others, to recognize and show concern for other human beings, to engage in various forms of 

social interaction.”42 Thus, it is also the social basis of “self-respect and non-humiliation.”43 In 

light of what has been said, it is easy to see how deeply intertwined and mutually dependent the 

two architectonic capabilities are since living well with and towards others is, to some extent, the 

precondition for having our “rich human needs” recognized and met. Flourishing social relations 

“provide us with the resources for making the transition”44 from richly needy beings, whose 

human powers demand fulfillment, to beings who are “able to form a conception of the good and 

to engage in critical reflection about the planning of one’s life” – which is to say, beings who are 

able to “function in accordance with one’s practical reason.”45 Thus, to borrow from Alasdair 

Macintyre, “by nursing, feeding, clothing, nurturing, teaching, restraining and advising,”46 these 

relationships make possible not only the achievement of freedom but also the freedom for achievement. 

In the process of being and doing together, we form and sustain the relationships that are the 

abode of our equal human dignity. In a sense then, affiliation is the realization of a togetherness 

which constitutes a field of action that is congruent with the exercise of our other capabilities. It 

thus embodies the realm and process through which our mutual deficiencies and limitations give 

rise to our mutual flourishing. 

All told, we have vindicated the claim that the capability for affiliation is the foundation 

 
40 Martins, 3. 
41 Crocker, Ethics of Global Development: Agency, Capability, and Deliberative Democracy, 197–98. 
42 Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities, 34. 
43 Nussbaum, 34. 
44 McIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 73. 
45 Nussbaum qtd in Crocker, Ethics of Global Development: Agency, Capability, and Deliberative Democracy, 170. 
46 McIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 73. 
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to our exercise of freedom and choice. As inherently sociable, vulnerable, and finite beings, we 

depend on others’ care, concern, and recognition to reach the threshold at which we are free and 

able to lead a life worthy of dignity. However, we have also proven that the freedom to choose good 

functioning(s), which Nussbaum identifies as the normative foundation of justice, requires that we 

realize our capability to be in relations with and towards others - in short, it requires that we 

flourish concurrently with others.   

5.5. Recognition Theory and Mutual Flourishing 

Nussbaum’s approach to functioning and flourishing can help us to see some aspects of mutual 

flourishing — namely, those related to the architectonic capabilities of practical reason and 

affiliation. But there is another theoretical tradition that supplies essential grounding for the 

relational conception of flourishing - namely, the recognition approach. In the theory’s most 

prominent iteration, Honneth argues that social justice entails the “undistorted and authentic” 

self-realization - that is, flourishing - of individual agents, which is undergirded by relations of 

mutual recognition. Leaning on Honneth’s insights on recognition, I argue that mutual 

recognition presupposes mutual flourishing. In other words, I contend that both kinds of 

relations form the normative dimensions and intersubjective conditions of justice. I believe this 

to be significant because it reinforces our claim that justice is rooted in the intersubjective fabric 

of our reality, which can either distort or enable our realization as morally intact agents.47 The 

recognition approach, thus, is critical for revealing human beings’ deep-seated 

interconnectedness “prior to any specified social relations,” a phenomenon which Honneth calls 

“the primordial condition of human life.”48 Yet, given that Honneth focuses on the nation state, 

I turn to Gunter Graf and Gottfried Schweiger to apply Honneth’s findings to the global sphere. 

In claiming that there is an absolute core to recognition that is universal in scope, Graf and 

Schweiger help me lay the foundation for demonstrating that relations of mutual flourishing are 

central to our theorizing of global justice.    

5.5.1. The Main Features of Honneth’s Recognition Theory 

Before we delve any further into mutual flourishing as it relates to recognition, let us swiftly 

 
47 In “Recognition Theory and Global Poverty,” Schweiger argues “recognition theory highlights the importance our 
relations to other persons and the social embedding of autonomy and well-being.” Gottfried Schweiger, 
“Recognition Theory and Global Poverty,” Journal of Global Ethics 10, no. 3 (September 2, 2014): 268, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17449626.2014.969439. (268)   
48 Renante D. Pilapil, “From Psychologism to Personhood: Honneth, Recognition, and the Making of Persons,” Res 
Publica 18, no. 1 (February 2012): 41, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-012-9184-4. 
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outline the theory’s major features. To begin with, one of the recognition approach’s principal 

claims is that the need for recognition inherently underlies our social norms and values. That is, 

recognition is the principal ordering principle of society. What is more, the principle(s) of mutual 

recognition informs and regulates individual members’ social expectations because they are 

implicitly woven into the institutional fabric of the “social community.”49 Indeed, the reason why 

recognition plays such central role in normative constitution of society lies in the fact that “it 

relates to three basic needs that all humans share: the need for personal relationships, the need 

for cognitive respect, and finally the need for social esteem.”50 These needs, in turn, refer to 

three basic spheres of recognition, namely: love, legal equality/respect, and solidarity/social 

esteem. The normative reliance on this tripartition stems from the insight that these spheres 

form the necessary intersubjective conditions for individual self-realization. In Honneth’s own 

words:   

The individual learns to grasp his or her self as both a full and particular member of 
the social community by being gradually assured of the specific abilities and needs 
constituting his or her personality through the approving patterns of reaction by 
generalized interaction partners. To this extent every human subject is dependent, in 
an elementary way, on a context of social forms of interaction that are regulated by 
normative principles of mutual recognition; and the absence of such recognition 
relations will be followed by experience of disrespect or humiliation that cannot be 
without damaging consequences for the single individual’s identity formation.51  

And further:  

The justice or wellbeing of society is measured according to the degree of its ability 
to secure conditions of mutual recognition in which personal identity formation, and 
hence individual self-realization, can proceed sufficiently well.52  

The crux of the matter here is that a just society is one in which a society affords its members 

equal access to autonomy. However, an individual can only become a fully and intact 

autonomous agent if they are able to fully realize themselves - that is, to have an “intact self-

relationship.”53 The ability for undistorted and authentic self-realization, which is the 

precondition for a good and dignified life, depends, in turn, on receiving “social recognition.”54 

Therefore, this means that misrecognition in the form of, say, humiliation, disrespect, disesteem, 

 
49 Axel Honneth, “Recognition and Justice: Outline of a Plural Theory of Justice,” Acta Sociologica 47, no. 4 
(December 2004): 354, https://doi.org/10.1177/0001699304048668. In fact, this explains why recognition 
inevitably forms the “basis for social critique.” Gottfried Schweiger, “Globalizing Recognition: Global Justice and 
the Dialectic of Recognition,” Public Reason 4, no. 1–2 (2012): 80. 
50 Schweiger, “Globalizing Recognition: Global Justice and the Dialectic of Recognition,” 80. 
51 Honneth, “Recognition and Justice,” 354. 
52 Honneth, 354. 
53 Honneth, 358. 
54 Honneth, 358. 
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or social exclusion deprives human beings not only of their self-realization (or autonomy)55 but 

also their dignity. To elucidate this point, Graf and Schweiger point to living in a state of 

poverty, which is often experienced as denigrating and shameful. This is so because the lack of 

access to food, water, clothes, shelter, or education is harmful to people’s sense of self as 

individuals and members of community.56 In other words, poverty impairs human flourishing by 

denying access to socially important forms of recognition, which enable individual self-

realization and identity formation. And when self-realization and autonomy is not attainable, 

then justice is not achieved within a society.   

5.5.2. Addressing the Limitations of Recognition Theory: A Response to Fraser 

So, what problems might we encounter for (partly) embracing Honneth’s normative framework? 

A good starting point is Nancy Fraser’s critique in Redistribution or Recognition? because it exposes 

by proxy vulnerabilities in our relational approach to global justice. Fraser’s gripe with Honneth 

is twofold. First, she contends that Honneth’s concern with self-realization is not a matter of 

justice but a matter of the good life, “which [belongs] rather to the domain of ‘ethics’.”57 That is, 

by fixing on “impaired subjectivity and damaged self-identity,” Honneth’s construes his theory 

around the individual’s “capacity for achieving a ‘good life’” as opposed to the individual’s equal 

status in society.58 For Fraser then, it is a mistake to think of justice in terms of flourishing and 

its preconditions. To do so means having to appeal to a conception of the good that cannot be 

“universally shared” and, as such, conflicts with the liberal tenet of plurality. In line with this 

reasoning, questions of the good life belong in the immediate/intimate realm of ethics. And so, if 

Fraser is right and the notion of individual self-realization cannot anchor justice, then we would 

 
55 Autonomy is here best understood as an intersubjective concept. See chapter 2 for a more detailed analysis.  
56 To quote Schweiger on the problem of misrecognition and poverty: “Poverty is morally wrong according to this 
perspective, it is connected with severe forms of disrespect of the lack of any possibilities of undistorted self-
realization. The conditions of absolute poverty can be adequately described with the terminology of disrespect: 
physical and psychological harm, no room for the development of relations of care and thus, the lack of basic rights, 
exclusion, denigration and degradation.” Kaufmann et al. qtd in Schweiger, “Recognition Theory and Global 
Poverty,” 87. Or, to use a different category, which brings forward another core aspect of poverty: invisibility. In 
other words, poverty is wrong because it is harmful for the poor and violates their justified claim to live a good life. 
Instead, most of the poor of this world have to live their lives under conditions in which they lack basic 
commodities and capabilities.” Schweiger, “Globalizing Recognition: Global Justice and the Dialectic of 
Recognition,” 87.  
57 Nancy Fraser and Axel Honneth, Redistribution or Recognition? A Political-Philosophical Exchange (London ; New York: 
Verso, 2003), 28. 
58 Fraser and Honneth, 28. Renante Pilapil argues that “following Rawls, Fraser believes that recognition as justice is 
not about the relation of political subjects with one another. It is about the relation between social institutions and 
political subjects.” Renante D. Pilapil, “Psychologization of Injustice? On Axel Honneth’s Theory of Recognitive 
Justice,” Ethical Perspectives 18, no. 1 (2011): 92. Fraser’s position is problematic because it does not seem to account 
for the fact that social institutions are made up and reproduced by individuals. Thus, even if institutions take on a 
life of their own, they are constituted by intersubjective relations.  
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be wrong in claiming that relations of mutual flourishing ground responsibilities of justice.  

 In response, one might challenge the claim that justice and ethics are incompatible.  

Indeed, one might contend that visions of the good life and justice cannot be held apart given 

that justice, as alluded to in the previous chapter, is partly reached through the concrete other. 

According to Benhabib, such a separation is, in fact, untenable because any purportedly 

procedural theory of justice “is based on certain substantive presuppositions.”59 In agreement 

with this assessment, Honneth believes that assumptions of the good life “coyly [underlie] more 

procedurally oriented versions of liberalism as a hidden premise.”60 Put another way, Honneth is 

merely making explicit what is implicitly assumed in theory and practice (i.e., institutionalized 

social norms). And what is being made explicit is a formal core - namely, self-realization being an 

integral precondition to a good life - whose content is sensitive to its social and historical 

context. In this sense, the fact that there is an absolute core to recognition that transcends 

society is best understood as a very general and formal criterion by which we “assess … the basic 

validity of certain courses of action and the integrity of certain kinds of values.”61 

Fraser’s second gripe with Honneth is that his theory moves away from society to the 

self as the focal point of just social and institutional relations, locating thereby the wrong in a 

person’s inner psyche. We can address Fraser’s concern with psychologization by suggesting a 

shift in perspective from the integrity of the psyche to the attainment of personhood. Heikki 

Ikaheimo and Renante Pilapil, for instance, reason that what is at stake in Honneth’s approach is 

not merely the realization of an intact inner world but more significantly the recognition of 

persons as persons.62 The crux of the argument here is that in order to attain equal status as 

participatory members of society, we need to fully attain our moral status as persons.63 In other 

words, we cannot participate as equals if our personhood is denied through practices of 

 
59 Benhabib, Situating the Self, 74. 
60 Honneth, “Recognition and Justice,” 356. 
61 Benhabib, Situating the Self, 75. Ikaheimo explains this tension between the universal and particular in the following 
way: “[This] account should not be bound to some culturally specific or particularistic ideal of the good life. Rather, 
it should be able to point out claims about necessary social prerequisites of a good life that are substantial, yet 
universalizable in the sense of in principle valid in any culture or tradition. Here Honneth’s strategy is to say that the 
extent to which the interpersonal relations and institutionalized forms of interaction of a society enable persons to 
receive recognition, and thereby to build and maintain positive self-relations needed for individual self-realization, is 
a universal measure of the goodness of a society.” Heikki Ikäheimo, “A Vital Human Need: Recognition as 
Inclusion in Personhood,” European Journal of Political Theory 8, no. 1 (January 2009): 33, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1474885108096958. 
62 As Ikaheimo reminds us, the attainment of personhood is best understood as involving two layers, namely: a 
psychological layer and an intersubjective one. Per Ikaheimo then, we need to be psychologically capable of 
participating in the creation and maintenance of shared social norms; of intrinsically caring for our well-being and 
happiness; and finally, of contributing to the net product of society. Yet, we also need to “[have] the interpersonal 
status of being respected by others” as co-authors of social norms, as “someone whose happiness or well-being is 
intrinsically valuable,” and as a contributor to society “whose actions call for gratitude.” Ikäheimo, “A Vital Human 
Need,” 36–40. 
63 Pilapil, “Psychologization of Injustice? On Axel Honneth’s Theory of Recognitive Justice,” 96. 
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misrecognition. According to Ikaheimo, misrecognition compromises our personhood because 

its attainment involves a psychological and intersubjective layer: i.e., the experience of disrespect, 

humiliation, or disesteem affects our personhood because our sense of self forms part of it.64 

Stated slightly differently, the interior life of a person forms part of their concreteness, which, as 

we gathered in Benhabib, is constitutive of our moral dignity and, as such, needs to be included 

in our deliberations of justice. Thus, in carrying out justice, we cannot abstract from the 

constitutive ingredients of personhood. And once we have judged that personhood is basic to 

justice, we have strong reasons to make room for questions of self-realization in some form or 

other.65  

5.5.3. The Reciprocity of Mutual Recognition and Mutual Flourishing 

Having addressed Fraser’s objections and validated the role of flourishing in justice, we can now 

turn to what I consider to be the recognition approach’s main takeaway point for our purposes - 

namely, mutual recognition entails mutual flourishing. Let me explain. We learned that, per 

recognition theorists, all human beings not only deserve but also need to experience recognition. 

As mentioned above, recognition is a precondition to self-realization or (undistorted) identity 

formation, which means nothing other than affording human beings the ability to enact their 

autonomy. In a nutshell, a flourishing human being is one that is and continues to be recognized. 

However, if recognition reveals “the importance of our relations to other persons and the social 

embedding of autonomy and well-being,”66 then it also reveals the social embeddedness and 

intersubjective nature of flourishing. After all, the fact that we depend on others’ proper 

recognition to form intact identities (i.e., realize ourselves) simply suggests that we depend on 

others to flourish. This is not surprising given humans’ inherent and distinctive vulnerability and 

(inter-)dependence.67  

Now, if we depend on others to flourish, then it seems reasonable to conclude that 

flourishing is mutual, generally speaking. We can defend this conclusion from two different 

 
64 Ikäheimo, “A Vital Human Need,” 36. 
65 Pilapil phrases it as follows: “Personhood does not only consist of a possession of external life but more 
importantly of an interior life which could form the basis of what persons can become, that is, whether they 
can live meaningful and autonomous lives. Persons cannot meaningfully depend on others, cannot rationally 
think, and cannot make autonomous decisions if in the first place they do not possess the necessary 
psychological resources.” Pilapil, “From Psychologism to Personhood,” 50.  
66 Schweiger, “Recognition Theory and Global Poverty,” 268. 
67 To illustrate these aspects of our human condition, consider MacIntyre’s comments on the issue. In Rational 
Dependent Animals, he refers to human beings as rational dependent animals, “whose dependence, rationality67, and 
animality have to be understood in relationship to each other.” McIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 5. Indeed, from 
a recognitive point of view, the fact that a person’s self-respect, self-confidence, or self-esteem is other-centred 
speaks fundamentally to human beings’ deep vulnerability and interdependence. 
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starting points. First, we might argue that, to borrow from Schweiger, “engaging in relations of 

recognition … so as to provide the conditions for autonomous self-realization”68 requires or 

presupposes flourishing. That is to say, “engaging in relations of recognition” requires engaging in relations 

of flourishing, meaning that we experience flourishing in and through relationships with others. 

The intuitive idea here is that being fully recognized by others is a pre-condition for recognizing 

others: plainly, we cannot recognize others if we are not properly recognized ourselves. And 

since proper recognition is tantamount to a person’s self-realization and flourishing, we can 

deduce that flourishing is a precondition for recognition. For example, a person that has only 

experienced disrespect, disesteem, and animosity does not have the tools to respect, esteem and 

love others. In layman’s terms, we need to be loved, respected, and esteemed so as to love, 

respect, and esteem others. This then also entails that our failure to fully recognize others puts in 

jeopardy the basis of our own recognition. To illustrate this point, consider MacIntyre’s thoughts 

on human flourishing. He writes that “[humans] at times cannot flourish without arguing with 

others and learning from them about human flourishing.”69 Because humans’ ability to exercise 

their powers of reasoning (i.e., Nussbaum’s architectonic capability of practical reasoning) and, 

by extension, their ability to flourish depend on exchanging reasons with others, “everything that 

can inhibit, frustrate or damage [these powers] is a potential threat.”70 In the same vein, we might 

thus argue that everything that imperils or threatens our ability to engage in relations of 

flourishing is a threat to our recognition.  

5.5.3.1. Two Orders of Flourishing  

At this point, we might object to the idea that we must recognize every and anyone in order to 

flourish as autonomous persons. It seems implausible that our flourishing is contingent on the 

flourishing of complete strangers. How so? Because a person’s ability to lead a life worthy of 

dignity is primarily realized in intimate relationships. Surely, we can agree that the development 

and nurture of our central capabilities, for example, is first and foremost provided by those 

closest to us. For example, our parents (or caretakers) promote our innate power for speech and 

language, love and affection, and thought and practical reason in the early stages of life. As we 

grow older, we look to those closest to us to ensure that our “conditions” are suitable to the 

maturation and exercise of our more complex capabilities. Similarly, we can appreciate that we 

build the foundations of an intact moral agency in the bosom of the family. In other words, it is 
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in the family where our basic human needs for love, respect, and esteem are (initially) learned 

and met. And even when we seek recognition outside of our most intimate and immediate 

sphere, we turn to our community - typically, the modern nation-state - in which our social 

norms and values are expressed.  Thus, whether we recognize - that is, respect and esteem - 

African-American struggling for racial justice, Syrian refugees crossing European borders as they 

flee civil war, or Bangladeshi subsistence farmers losing their livelihood is inconsequential to our 

personal flourishing. Bluntly put, the way I relate to myself will not be distorted by these 

strangers’ experiences of injustice/misrecognition: I will most probably continue to be loved by 

my family and friends; my legal rights will continue to be upheld and respected by my 

government’s institutions; and, I will continue to be esteemed for my contributions to society. 

Indeed, my current status of wellbeing attests to the fact that it is very unlikely that I will fail to 

flourish. 

 We can respond to this objection by turning to our second starting point, which makes a 

further and bolder claim, one that is similar but subtly different in content to our initial claim, 

namely: the failure to properly recognize others implies a failure of our own flourishing. The central point here 

is that the proper recognition of others is a precondition for our own flourishing. By this I do 

not mean to imply our previous point that we fail to lay the foundations of our own recognition 

(i.e., being recognized by others) when we fail to recognize others. Rather, the point is that the 

act of recognizing “the individual dignity” or personhood of general and concrete others is 

integral to our own flourishing.  

While this stipulation is still vulnerable to the objection that only intimate others are 

“instrumentally essential”71 to our own self-realization or flourishing, we can effectively address 

this concern by acknowledging that there are two orders of flourishing, which inevitably affect 

and reinforce one another. This being so, the first order is best understood as encompassing 

one’s personal or intimate sphere of interaction (i.e., our family, friends, colleagues, neighbours, 

and so on). The second order, in turn, encompasses, for lack of a better word, the ‘public 

sphere’, by which I mean our socio-political or communal life. In other words, central to the 

second order is our flourishing as a group, political community, and/or civilization.  

We find support for the multidimensionality of flourishing in Schweiger’s global take on 

recognition. In “Globalizing Recognition,” he reasons that the need for love, respect, and esteem 

as well as “the idea of undistorted self-realization” represent “universal elements of a good 

life.”72 In other words, they refer to the absolute core of a morally intact and dignified life that is 
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“applicable to all societies.”73 According to this reasoning, global poverty, for example is best 

described as instantiation of misrecognition: it causes “physical and psychological harm,” 

impedes “relations of care and trust,” and denies access to basic rights.74 As such, it is 

experienced as denigrating, degrading, and invisible-making. The salient point here is that 

poverty is a multidimensional injustice that adversely affects people’s “undistorted self-

realization”75 and their claim to a good life on two different levels: on one level, poverty distorts 

people’s sense of self and their most intimate relations to/with others. On another level, it also 

“disrupts” neighbourhoods, communities, countries, regions, and so on.76 This then bring us 

back to our claim that there are different yet interrelated orders of flourishing that ground our 

responsibilities of justice. For the sake of illustration, consider how the “content of” of justice is 

driven by societal maladies that have a negative impact on people’s positive self-relations and 

their quest for a good life. To quote Schweiger in “Recognition Theory and Global Poverty:” 

The actual content of justice is created by the societal struggles for recognition: 
individuals and social groups - the women’s emancipation movement or the black 
civil rights movement - claiming to be respected and esteemed for who they are and 
for what they do, and expressing how they are actually mistreated, denigrated, and 
devalued. Such struggles for recognition - of which not all can and should be 
embraced - ultimately drive the ‘moral development of a society,’ and lead to an 
expansion of rights, welfare, and social inclusion.77  

The reason why “justice is created [and sought] by struggles of recognition” is that they 

point to pathologies within our society, which, in turn, indicate an unhealthy (i.e., unjust) 

and suboptimal state of being. Thus, the struggle for women’s emancipation, most recently 

witnessed in the #MeToo movement, is a sign of women’s oppression, exploitation, 

harassment, and devaluation. It is a sign that half of our population lives under conditions 

that hinders their flourishing: for instance, the disproportionate number of sexual assault 

or harassment incidences means that countless victims are not able to flourish in their 

most basic bodily and psychological integrity. Significantly, the inability to flourish in this 

most basic way has wide-ranging repercussions. Not only does it deprive them of “the 

social basis of respect and non-humiliation”78 but it also deprives them of the ability “to 

live with and towards others” - that is, to show concern and take care of others - but also 

to “participate effectively in [the] … choices that govern [their] life.”79 Notice, thus, that 
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75 Schweiger, 87. 
76 Schweiger, “Recognition Theory and Global Poverty,” 269–70. 
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this means victims of sexual assault and harassment are hindered in their positive self-

relations but also in their other-relations. This is the case because women’s suboptimal 

position negatively affects the well-being or flourishing of others - in particular, their 

dependents - which further compromises our societal health. The narrative of the story 

does not change much when we consider the prevalence of racial injustice in North 

America. If a population is systematically repressed, persecuted, underrepresented, 

devalued, and harassed, then the foundations of a well-functioning society are undermined. 

Indeed, as the Black Lives Matter protests following the killings of George Floyd and 

Breonna Taylor made evident, it demonstrates a society’s degree of dysfunction and its 

need for moral development. If anything, it lays bare the fact that social dysfunction (or 

injustice) threatens wide-spread human flourishing.  

5.5.3.2. The Interconnection of Two Orders 

So far, we have thus argued that there are two orders of flourishing. And while the above-

mentioned examples have alluded to the fact that these orders are linked to each other, it is 

vital to thoroughly understand their interconnection. Initially, we described these orders as 

pertaining to two spheres, one being private/intimate and the other being public/political. 

We did so tentatively because, as will shortly be evident, the separation between these two 

spheres is ultimately untenable. Recall that in Moral Boundaries, Tronto makes the case that 

boundaries are human constructs that are not only malleable to their context but very 

incorrectly drawn (if not unsustainable). In her analysis, for example, Tronto takes aim at 

the boundary between “private and public life,” which used to be sustained by the 

ideological and gendered division of labour.80 She argues that the split between these 

spheres, which maps onto the distinction between justice and care, needs to be 

“reconsidered” as it does not reflect our actual reality. In today’s society, the private (and, 

as such, care) has fallen into the purview of the public and vice versa because humans are 

“not only autonomous and equal, but … they are also beings who require care.” To put it 

differently, the simple fact that interdependence is a crucial “part of our human condition” 

means the relationship between the public and the private inevitably reflect that (human) 

reality,81 making their separation a “false dichotomy.”82   

 
80 Joan C. Tronto, Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care (New York: Routledge, 1993), 51–53. 
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 However, it is also important to bear in mind that the questioning of these 

boundaries does not necessarily call for their abolishment. Rather, the task, according to 

Tronto, is to rethink boundaries. In my view, this means that the solution does not simply 

lie in redrawing them but in challenging not only the way they are constructed but also the 

way they are meant to work or function. So, what does this mean for the boundaries we 

initially drew between private/intimate and public/political flourishing? To answer this 

question, let us revisit for a moment the examples we discussed above. In our illustration 

of the #MeToo movement, we discussed how the mistreatment - or misrecognition- of 

women exposed societal dysfunction. And a society without much gender equality result in 

a disproportionately disadvantaged population, in which people won’t be able to flourish. 

The results of a dysfunctional society are twofold: on the one hand, it impedes people 

from flourishing as a (political) community or collective. On the other hand, it negatively 

affects individual flourishing and self-realization. What becomes evident then is that these 

orders of flourishing are not separable spheres of (well-)being or self-realization. Rather, 

they continuously inform one another, forming a sort of feedback loop: that is, the output 

of flourishing produced in the first order is used as input in the second order and vice 

versa. In other words, the first order influences the second and the second order 

influences the first, resulting in a feedback system, where it becomes difficult if not 

impossible to separate one type of flourishing from another.   

Thus far, our examples have shown that the above-mentioned orders of 

flourishing reinforce each other. In fact, they constitute each other, their boundaries in 

constant re-negotiation with one another. If we are right and these orders/boundaries are 

reciprocal, then we must admit that mutual flourishing exceeds our most intimate circle of 

relationships. Indeed, as our discussion of the #MeToo and Black Lives Matter movement 

revealed, individuals do not flourish in a societal vacuum, their wellbeing is contingent on 

the flourishing of others within society. In plainer language, it is contingent on the well-

functioning of society and its constituents. This, however, does not yet tell us whether the 

idea of mutual flourishing is applicable to the global realm (to the problem of global 

justice). After all, it is easy to see how we could find ourselves in a statist or nationalist 

conundrum, advancing a conceptual tool that delivers strictly domestic principles of 

justice. Hence, in order to better support my claim that mutual flourishing fundamentally 

affects the way we think of (global) justice, let us revisit the currently unfolding climate 

change crisis.  
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5.5.3.3. Climate Change and Human Interconnectedness 

There is probably no crisis that better showcases human beings’ profound interconnectedness 

than the current climate crisis, which has brought us to the brink of a Sixth Extinction, one that 

not only threatens to "diversity of life” but human life itself. For example, while the IPPC 

presently predicts that the planet is likely to warm by 1.5 degrees Celsius over the next three 

decades, renowned climatologists such as Michael Mann warn that the earth will reach 2 degrees 

Celsius by 2036 if we continue to emit greenhouse gases at the current ruin. Indeed, 2 degrees of 

warming would mean “[crossing] a threshold into environmental ruin,” thereby “[harming] all 

sectors of civilization - food, water, health, land, national security, energy, and economic 

prosperity.”83 These projections, which do not even scratch at the surface of what might be (not 

unlikely) to come84, make evident that no inhabited (and uninhabited) “corner of the globe is 

immune from the devastating consequences of climate change,”85 each catastrophe tracking the 

wrenching trajectory of our shared fate.    

 So, what precisely does this gloomy outlook reveal about human flourishing and its 

prospects? To answer this question, let us look at what is to come in the current “business as 

usual” scenario. As of right now, we are very far from meeting the Paris target to keep global 

warming below 2 degrees Celsius, which will bring a growing number of heat waves.86 During 

these waves, many days will be intolerable for human beings as the combination of heat and 

humidity would put human survival at risk. Admittedly, these spikes in temperatures are 

expected to hit those living in poverty-stricken regions the hardest, thereby exacerbating already 

exiting social and economic inequalities. However, even the affluent in more developed 

Northern regions of the world, which purportedly stand to gain the most from global warming, 

will not be spared as those “suffering through heat, hunger, and political chaos” will be faced 

with flight or death. While many will stay put if not trapped in their heat-stricken home 

countries, Abraham Lustgarten’s article “Where Will Everyone Go” warns that the most likely 

result will be “be the greatest wave of global migration the world has seen,” one that “will 

 
83 Michael E. Mann, “Earth Will Cross the Climate Danger Threshold by 2036,” Scientific American, accessed June 
2, 2021, https://doi.org/10.1038/scientificamerican0414-78. 
84 De facto, the panel predicts a median temperature increase of 4 degrees by 2100, making large parts of the Earth 
uninhabitable. As if these projections were not gloomy enough, Gernot Wagner and Martin Weitzman estimate that 
eventual chances of temperatures reaching or exceeding 6 degrees Celsius are not unlikely. Gernot Wagner and 
Martin L Weitzman, Climate Shock: The Economic Consequences of a Hotter Planet, 2016, 53–55.   
85 United Nations, “The Climate Crisis – A Race We Can Win,” United Nations (United Nations), accessed June 2, 
2021, https://www.un.org/en/un75/climate-crisis-race-we-can-win. 
86 To be more precise, “the number of days warmer than what were once the warmest days of the year could grow 
by a factor 100 by 2080. Possibly by a factor of 250.” Wallace-Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth, 2019, 41. 
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amount to a vast remapping of the world’s populations.”87 In particular, thriving urban centres 

will rapidly be overcrowded, “stretching infrastructure, resources and services to their limits.”88 

Thus, as some societies will collapse under the weight of intolerable heat waves, others will 

topple under the unprecedented waves of new people. No matter how we slice the pie of global 

warming, we can agree that it will bring about staggering human suffering, so much so that it will 

make visibly clear that our fate is joined together not only by the same river but by the same 

lifeboat.  

As indicated above, a hotter planet will also result in (more) hunger. According to current 

estimations on future food security, staple grain crops will decrease by 10 percent for every 

degree of warming. To understand why, bear in mind that each degree of warming means leaving 

behind the optimal temperature range of growing food. Thus, the warmer it gets, the harder it 

will get to successfully grow food since droughts will occur more frequently and last longer, 

crops will battle more insects, fungi, and diseases, and soil will continue to erode. Thus, as things 

stand now, we are on track to lose as much as 50 percent of crop yields by the end of the 

century. This is a significant loss that will affect all of us, even if not equally, that grains form a 

substantial part of the human diet (roughly 40 percent), and the human population will continue 

to expand. Bluntly put, we will have less food to feed more people.  

Ironically, a burning planet is also a drowning one. If the oceans keep absorbing heat, 

entire coastlines and cities will be submerged by rising sea levels. Thus, at risk here is the 

topographic map of the world. To truly appreciate the gravity of our predicament, consider the 

following quote by Wallace-Wells:  

Nearly two-thirds of the world’s major cities are on the coast - not to mention its 
power plants, ports, navy bases, farmlands, fisheries, river deltas, marshlands, and 
rice paddies - and even those above ten feet will flood much more easily, and much 
more regularly, if the water gets that high.89  

The drowning and flooding of these urban centres and their infrastructure would have 

unfathomable consequences for human flourishing as we know it. It would threaten the financial 

stability of established and emerging economic markets, the production and distribution of food, 

much of our communication infrastructure, the safety of national security systems, the diversity 

of life forms (which is essential to our own survival), the integrity of cultural heritage sites, and 

so on. Add to that the problem of inland flooding, which already causes humanitarian crises on a 
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regular basis in countries such as Bangladesh and India. These catastrophic scenarios, however, 

only scratch at the surface of this unfolding environmental menace since the increasing ocean 

temperatures accelerate the melting of the planet’s ice sheets, which store detrimental amounts 

of methane that might be released. Such a release of methane would trigger an unpredictable 

“cascade” of events and catastrophes, best described as a chain of Black Swan events.  

Now, to say that the plane is burning is not simply a figure of speech; the planet is 

literally engulfed by raging fires, which wrenchingly evince the profound interconnectedness of 

human beings and their ecosystems. Climate change has unleashed (wild)fires upon most regions 

of the world. As Wallace-Wells puts it, “wildfires are not an American affliction; they are a global 

pandemic.”90 They encroach upon our forests and wildlife, cities and suburbs, and cultural 

artifacts and economic symbols. To gain some real insight into the ominous threat that wildfires 

present, ponder the following facts for a moment: in 2019, record-breaking bushfires in Australia 

left behind a horrific trail of destruction. In the span of five months, 27 million acres of land 

were burned down, 33 people killed, 3094 houses destroyed, more than one billion of animals 

lost (most probably, causing some species to go extinct), and unprecedented damage was done to 

sensitive ecosystems. California is another region afflicted by wildfires, each year breaking 

another historic record. Indeed, if anything, these fires have shown us how climate change 

touches all of us in some form or other.   

While these snippets and projections only superficially scratch at what is to come, they 

nonetheless show that it is no longer plausible to conceptualize flourishing at the level of 

individuals, or even at the level of citizens of nation-states. If anything, the many facets of 

climate change expose the depth of our interconnection. As Wallace-Wells reminds us, climate 

change “touches every aspect of the way we live on the planet today.”91 In other words, the 

suggestion that climate change is an “enveloping” and all-encompassing phenomenon also 

means that we - our actions and inactions - touch, in some form or another, every aspect of each 

other’s lives. Indeed, climate change teaches us that wellbeing and flourishing are tied to one 

another. Thus, while a person leading a lavish life in a wealthy Los Angeles neighbourhood 

might experience themselves as flourishing, their carbon footprint has and will have 

consequences for others living in different parts of the country and planet. Meanwhile, 

thousands of people and homes in South Asia will be left underwater, millions across India and 

the Middle East will risk dying of heat exposure, residents of Louisiana and Texas will be swept 

away regularly by devastating storms, and countless human beings will simply die of hunger. It is 
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reasonable to assume that a world overrun by heatwaves, droughts, floods, storms, fires, and 

famines is not one in a world in which humans, no matter where they are, can flourish 

sustainably and in the long term. Rather, it is a world that risks faltering under the weight of its 

own environmental undoing. 

In light of this illustration, let us quickly recap what has been established so far. To begin 

with, we have shown that (mutual) flourishing is a precondition of (i) a life worthy of dignity (i.e., 

the attainment of personhood) and (ii) a just society. To further support our argument, we 

ascertained that there are two orders of flourishing, which are deeply intertwined. I have also 

argued that mutual flourishing applies beyond the most intimate, local, domestic, or regional 

sphere — indeed, that mutual flourishing forms a significant part of the social and interpersonal 

structure that keeps us together as a (local, regional, and global) society and community and 

grounds our responsibilities towards each other. Given that mutual flourishing is not a static 

connection but an ongoing process, it constitutes a dimension or element of justice that allows 

us to lay the normative foundation for “conjuring, imagining, and thinking”92 but also responding 

to the unknown and continuously unfolding. Thus, by establishing relations of mutual 

flourishing as normatively guiding, we expand the scope of justice in an open-ended fashion, 

moving toward a conception of political community that is constantly changing and 

reconstituting itself such as human living. In other words, mutual flourishing evokes the 

normative potential for building political community and, thereby, clears the path for the kind of 

moral and political transformation and progress Young seeks in her call for collective action.  

5.6. Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter has been to show how mutual flourishing provides the best 

framework for thinking about the demands of global justice, and what this shift commits us to.  

To start with, we defined flourishing by way of Nussbaum’s capabilities approach. We learned 

that individuals, per Nussbaum, need certain basic freedoms or opportunities to lead a minimally 

human life. It turned out that these basic opportunities are best described as human capabilities, 

of which Nussbaum lists ten central ones. Significantly, Nussbaum’s list of core capabilities 

represents a threshold level at which a person is able to lead a truly human life. And since humans 

are inherently entitled to lead a minimally human life - that is, one worthy of human dignity - it is 

a just government’s responsibility to promote and protect these core capabilities.  

Now, while we agreed that the attainment of these capabilities is fundamental to our 

humanity, we also established that we needed to move beyond the mere opportunity to function 
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in more fully human ways. That is, we argued that minimal social justice requires us to consider 

human flourishing and (good) functioning beyond Nussbaum’s threshold. In particular, we 

pointed here to Nussbaum’ architectonic capabilities, which need to be realized in a distinctively 

human or flourishing way in order for humans to pursue the life they have reason to value. 

Freedom to function in a minimally human way, I showed, presupposes actual human flourishing. 

And significantly, actual flourishing is premised on the simultaneous flourishing of others.  

At this point, we turned to Honneth’s recognition theory to further substantiate the idea 

of mutual flourishing. Contrary to Nussbaum’s opportunity-centred approach, Honneth 

primarily emphasizes (individual) self-realization. A self-realized person, Honneth explains, is 

one who relates to themselves positively and whose moral agency is intact. Per this reasoning, 

self-realization is a prerequisite for the attainment and exercise of autonomy. So, rather than 

freedom or choice forming the foundation for individual self-realization, as is the case in Nussbaum, 

it is the latter that grounds the former.  

Significantly, Honneth’s argument is premised on the claim that self-realization is 

contingent on mutual recognition. Such is the case because recognition speaks to three basic 

needs that all humans have in common: love, respect, and social esteem. Given the centrality of 

these needs, they each represent a sphere of recognition that forms the intersubjective (pre-) 

condition for self-realization. As we gathered, for Honneth this means that recognition is woven 

into our social norms and values so much that it forms society’s main ordering principle. And, as 

such, it must inform our assessment of a just society.  

For our purposes, the salient takeaway was that mutual recognition necessarily entails 

mutual flourishing. That is, we reasoned that if we depend on others’ recognition to realize 

ourselves, then we depend on others to flourish, and others depend on us to flourish. We 

defended our reasoning by, first, showing that the ability to recognize others (and to be 

recognized by others) presupposes some degree of flourishing. And second, we held that the 

failure to properly recognize others implicates a failure condition in our own flourishing. 

In anticipation of the charge that mutual flourishing is inevitably parochial in nature, we 

postulated the existence of two orders of flourishing, which affect and reinforce each other. 

Indeed, we compared the interrelation between these two orders to the workings of a feedback 

loop. In support of this claim, we discussed how climate change has revealed the depth of our 

interconnection. The environmental undoing of our blue marble unequivocally lays bare how we 

all belong to a community of mutual flourishing whose fragile state of equilibrium 

simultaneously exposes the anatomy of our mutual vulnerability.  
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 In conclusion, we might sum up our findings as follows: first, we defined flourishing as 

(1) functioning in a distinctively human way and/or (2) enacting positive self-relations (i.e., 

realizing oneself). Second, we established that flourishing is effectively mutual. And third, we also 

judged that flourishing is integral to (social) justice. Bearing all of this in mind, we are left to 

identify the normative implications of mutual flourishing in our concluding chapter. 



 

 

 

204 

 

6. Thesis Conclusion 

This project has shown how predominant theories of justice are predicated on, in more or less 

explicit or obvious ways, an ontology of the bounded, self-contained, autonomous individual. 

This moral unit is time and again reaffirmed as ultimate, whether we are talking about 

individuals, groups, or states. This model is sustained by a certain conception of boundedness: 

that individuals are fundamentally separate (and separable) from the world in which they live by 

some sort of (conceptual, physical, temporal, or symbolic) boundary that holds one apart from 

the other.  

 Chapter 1 showed that nationalists advance a conception of the self as constituted by 

their membership in a community whose shared history, culture, practices, and norms make life 

meaningful. While nationalism’s socially embedded self seems to challenge the cogency and 

ultimacy of liberalism’s self-defining, self-directing, and self-sufficient self, we argued that the 

model of the autonomous person nonetheless persists in nationalist theories. By projecting this 

atomistic model onto the community in general and the nation in particular, nationalists devise 

an approach to justice that is inherently bounded, leaving us with principles of global justice, if 

one may call them so, that are either minimalist or reliant on a liability model of responsibility.  

 In chapter 2 and 3, we were able to bring into greater focus the workings of the 

individualist social ontology we started to unpack in our discussion of nationalism. Statism, we 

revealed, turns on the normative premise that the autonomous agent is the principal unit of 

moral concern. Statists such as Blake and Nagel aver that the primacy of autonomy requires a 

differential approach to justice. For them, the coercive apparatus of the state threatens the 

autonomy of its members and, as such, requires justification in the form of distributive principles 

of justice. While Blake refers to the state as a first-order site of justice, he labels the international 

community as a second second-order site since it lacks a centralized coercive power and, as such, 

necessitates primarily principles of non-interference and sufficiency. Contrary to Blake, Nagel 

rejects the notion that the international community is an appropriate site of justice, leaving us 

with, at most, a minimal form of humanitarianism. We also saw that the projection of the 

autonomous self onto the state results in an inherently bounded and static conception of the 

domestic and international community. The problem with such a projection and framework is 

that it does not account for the complex web of human relations that makes up our boundary-

defying social and political reality. Thus, it not only precludes any meaningful transformation of 

the political community and its constitutive parts but also obscures the full breath of justice-

generating relations and connections.  
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 Next, our exploration of moral cosmopolitanism revealed that the individual is (and must 

be) the ultimate unit of moral concern - rather than the nation or state. Though the moral 

centrality of the individual moved the overarching moral community to the center of 

cosmopolitan theorizing, we found that the applicability of justice is contingent on the existence 

or constitution of a shared association or institutional structure. In light of this, relational 

cosmopolitans like Beitz and Moellendorf propound that global socio-economic cooperation and 

interdependence attest to the existence of a global structure, warranting global distributive 

justice. Pogge’s variation, we saw, claims that affluent countries’ imposition of the current global 

economic order by the rich violates the human rights of the poor and, as such, calls for (social) 

justice. Upon closer examination, however, we discovered that these cosmopolitan approaches 

also rely on a problematic individualist social ontology, which limits their thinking about justice 

to the distributive paradigm. We argued that this paradigm is based on a negative/individualistic 

notion of liberty, which reduces human relations to relations of transfer and exchange. Such a 

reduction is not able to account for humans’ radical interdependence and interconnected-ness. 

While Pogge does not necessarily or explicitly ascribe to the distributive paradigm, we concluded 

that his negative inflection of duties and rights was also premised on the separateness of self and 

other, rich and poor.  

 The last two chapters of this work contributed the positive side of my argument. In 

chapter 4, we make preparations for a relational approach to global justice through Young’s 

SCM, which is underwritten by the idea that humans are connected through intricately dynamic, 

and boundary-crossing institutional and social processes (i.e., socio-structural processes). Such 

processes generate responsibilities of justice when they combine to produce oppression and put 

individual and collective agents in a position of vulnerability. Our analysis of the model’s main 

features further evinced how the model offers a normative framework that is not only able to 

account for but also respond to human interconnectedness in its open-endedness and 

unpredictability.  

However, we found that the SCM limits its scope of justice by over-simplifying its set of 

relevant relations or processes while concealing less visible relations ‘at the margins.’ These 

obscured relations are important, however, because they instantiate the wide (often 

unacknowledged) breath of human interconnection. Significantly, they also challenge our very 

notions about what a ‘margin’ is (qua limit or boundary) and our assumptions about what 

happens there. What we found is that Amazonian villages or refugee camps, for instance, are 

places where many kinds of boundary are simultaneously put into question. Thus, they challenge 

our understanding of rights-bearing insiders and outsiders, members and non-members, and 
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perpetrators and victims. What seems to be happening in such sites is that a boundary that we 

usually take to be firmly demarcated, thickens or desaturates, producing a zone of transition that 

becomes a field of (re-)assemblage. By this I mean it becomes a new, non-binary site of novel 

alliances and connections that change the composition of our individual and collective 

togetherness.  

Moreover, we suggested that the SCM’s emphasis on oppressive relations is underscored 

to such an extent that the positive dimensions of relationality are all but occluded. Thus, we 

proposed that humans are held together in relations of mutual flourishing, which, in turn, 

establish relations of justice.  

Chapter 5 explored the concept of mutual flourishing and its implications for our 

thinking about global justice. Through Nussbaum’s Capabilities Approach we defined the 

meaning of a minimally human life as the achievement of ten central capabilities - that is, 

freedoms and opportunities to function and flourish. Even though we largely agreed with 

Nussbaum, we argued that social justice requires that we move beyond mere opportunity or 

capability. Rather, we must actively realize certain architectonic capabilities in a distinctively human 

or flourishing way to lead a dignified life we humans have reason to value. Freedom to function 

in a minimally human way, it thus turned out, presupposes actual human flourishing. This, we 

found, is unthinkable in the absence of the simultaneous flourishing of others.  

Finally, we turned to Honneth’s recognition theory to build upon our insights on 

flourishing. We learned that central to Honneth is the claim that individual self-realization is 

contingent on mutual recognition. Yet, if Honneth is right and self-realization entails mutual 

recognition, then it must also entail mutual flourishing. This claim required us to argue that there 

are two orders of flourishing - namely, an order that applies to our most intimate/private circle 

of relationships and another to our political/public circle of relations. The chapter ended by 

proving that the concept of mutual flourishing is applicable to the global realm by reflecting on 

the currently unfolding climate crisis, which showcases so well humans’ profound 

interconnectedness and interdependence. We thus concluded that mutual flourishing belongs to 

the social fabric that holds us together as a human/political community. And as such, it 

represents a dimension or element of justice that allows us to lay the foundation of a normative 

framework with the ability to respond to the indeterminate, unpredictable, and continuously 

unfolding. 

In light of our findings, we are left to answer the all-important question: if justice is 

extended to all those to whom we are connected and if mutual flourishing connects us in 

seemingly boundless ways, then how are we to conceive of our responsibilities of justice? To truly 
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understand the normative implications of a model premised on mutual flourishing, let us 

consider, for a moment, the full weight of this peculiar human relation. We have said that mutual 

flourishing is an all-encompassing and all-affecting type of relationship that connects us to 

others, whose distinct quality of life not only affects us but is also affected by us. If anything, this 

mutuality attests to the fact we depend on one another as joint participants in social, political, 

economic, and environmental structures that “make our lives possible.”1 And, if/when the 

structures and bodies (i.e., human and non-human) that sustain us falter, we are all put in a 

position of incredible vulnerability situation.2 In other words, we cannot think in terms of ‘my’ 

flourishing or vulnerability on its own but only as a function and “a feature of the relation that 

binds us to one another”3 and to the structures, practices, institutions, and conditions we depend 

on to live. Thus, as Judith Butler says, if “the ‘I’ and the ‘you,’ the ‘they’ and the ‘we’ are 

implicated in one another,”4 then we must take our interdependency as a starting point for forming 

and articulating principles of justice. As Butler so eloquently puts it:   

After all, it is only from a renewed and revalued notion of interdependency among 
regions and hemispheres that we can begin to think about the threat to the 
environment, the problem of the global slum, systemic racism, the condition of 
stateless people whose migration is a common global responsibility, even the more 
through overcoming of colonial modes of power.5  

And further:  

If we ask why any of us should care about those who suffer at a distance from us, 
the answer is to be found … in the fact that we inhabit the world together in 
relations of interdependency. Our fates are, as it were, given over to one another.6 

In light of all of this, the most obvious and straightforward normative implication of our model of social connection 

through mutual flourishing is that our responsibilities of justice are indeed boundless - as in global - in reach. Put 

simply, justice must be thought globally, which is to say boundlessly.  

One might object: if everyone everywhere is responsible for everything everywhere, then 

there could be no meaningful way to discharge these responsibilities, rendering meaningless this 

notion of unbounded justice. After all, responsibilities must be enacted by real persons, who are 

finite beings with limited capacities and powers. Yet in ordinary life we already are faced with the 

need to discharge boundless responsibilities towards intimate and immediate others: for instance, 

 
1 Judith Butler, The Force of Nonviolence: An Ethico-Political Bind, Paperback edition (New York, NY: Verso, 2021), 46. 
2 Butler, 46. 
3 Butler, 46. 
4 Butler, 68–69. 
5 Butler, 48. 
6 Butler, 50–51. 
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in parental love. The needs of an infant child are so “constant and [often] pressing” that their 

demands or “hopes for responsive action” are experienced as limitless.7 Yet, parents do respond 

in the face of such demands. Among our intimate relations (i.e., family members, spouses, 

friends, colleagues, and so on) the situation can be similar. As Young describes it in Responsibility 

for Justice, “the moral demands of immediate interaction”8 are ongoing and never-ending. Given 

that we meaningfully discharge boundless responsibilities in our most intimate and immediate 

sphere all the time, we might argue that boundless responsibilities do not necessarily present an 

impediment for the attainment of justice.  

 One might respond by insisting that boundless responsibilities are tenable in one’s 

intimate sphere because they arise in a meaningfully contained scope of ethical concern. Thus, 

they become untenable beyond the scope of intimacy, beyond which there very quickly arises an 

unsurmountable tension between our responsibilities of justice and those of intimate interaction. 

In response to this tension, Young emphasizes that there are two levels of social relations (i.e., 

“an interactive and structural”) that “cannot be reduced to the other.”9 The idea here is that this 

two-level approach allows to overcome this tension because each level engenders and requires a 

different way of discharging our responsibilities. While Young’s two-level approach point us in 

the right direction, it does not resolve the tension as well as one may hope. It is so because these 

levels are each shaped and informed by the other: the interactive is informed by the structural 

and the structural by the interactive. In light of this, our (boundless) responsibilities of justice do 

indeed affect us in the immediate and intimate sphere. And consequently, they affect, in some 

way, our powers and capacities to respond to immediate/intimate others. They do so because 

our (boundless) responsibilities of justice call for attentiveness and receptibility (i.e., a caring 

attitude) to the plight of near and distant ‘others’, whose suffering (i.e., non-flourishing) is tied to 

our own flourishing (or lack thereof). At the very minimum, they require that the responses in 

our immediate/intimate circles be guided by an awareness or concern that our actions already do 

and will intervene in the lives of others in predictable and unforeseen ways. Thus, as Abigail 

Gosselin suggests, “our [individual] responsibility is to become more self-aware of our own 

beliefs and behaviours, to judge them critically, and to dissociate from the harmful beliefs and 

practices that are dominant within our social groups.”10 If anything, we have a responsibility to 

educate ourselves and others, to become politically knowledgeable and engaged, to consume and 

 
7 Young, Responsibility for Justice, 161. 
8 Young, 161. 
9 Young, 163 
10 Abigail Gosselin, Global Poverty and Individual Responsibility (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2009), 165. 
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invest ethically, to take on socially meaningful roles, and hold the collective (i.e., through 

governments and their institutions) accountable.11  

 While the interactive level of this account deserves extended discussion, I want to stress 

the question of how the normative implications of social connection through mutual flourishing 

may play out structurally. Given that our proposed model calls on us to question the parameters 

in which we have thought and theorized about the meaning of ‘we,’ I want to suggest that one of 

the first steps in figuring out how boundless responsibilities might be discharged at the structural 

level is to challenges us to reconceive the meaning(s) of both human community and its 

boundaries. 

 Ruminating on humans’ “relations of interdependency,” Butler writes that, “a concept of 

the social bond that takes interdependency as a constitutive feature is one that reckons with 

forms of ambivalence.”12 I take Butler’s ambivalence to point to the pronounced indeterminacy 

that marks our human existence. I believe that this uncertainty and indeterminacy speaks to the 

character - both its features and workings - of the human/political community as a realm of 

active relationship. As such, it (‘we’) is best thought of as an incomplete whole whose 

composition is constantly shifting and changing because it is comprised of human relations: 

relations between profoundly social animals always driven to form connections. In a sense, then, 

we are not simply ‘as we are’ unless by that we mean ‘always in the process becoming.’ 

Community is building community: it is less a noun than a verb associated with the work of 

forming, reforming, or dissolving connections.13  

 Thus, part of rethinking togetherness involves radically reconsidering our understanding of 

boundaries (and boundedness). Effectively, I propose that our social connection model of 

responsibility would force us to rethink boundaries as we have traditionally understood and 

implemented them - namely, as always clear, narrow, and heavily drawn lines or limits that 

physically, politically, normatively, and conceptually separate and atomize us. Instead, we must 

think of them as porous zones of transition and dynamic and dispersed fields of interaction that 

constitute us as the relational beings that we are. To borrow from Achille Mbembe, boundaries 

 
11 Gosselin, 172–87. 
12 Butler, The Force of Nonviolence, 59–60. 
13 Indeed, I want to suggest here that the spaces of exception (i.e., at the margins) we discussed earlier, are only 
‘exceptional’ spaces from a certain point of view: namely, from the vantage point of the default assumptions we are 
questioning here. Through a relational point of view, the transitional, temporary, entangled (not separable), and 
indeterminate relations that became visible at the margins, where our boundaries thicken or, rather, dissipate, are 
much closer to being the rule than the exception.  
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must be reconceived as “openness of and to the world, a deep breathing for the world as 

opposed to insulation.”14  

Such a rethinking of boundaries may help us contest deeply static and exclusionary 

definitions of ‘we’ and construct new, more permeable and fluid ones. Such an approach may 

contribute to transforming and creating institutional and social structures that adequately reflect 

our connectedness. It is the hope of fulfilling this promise that calls for mutual flourishing as a 

principle of social organization. Indeed, if institutions were structured according to a principle of 

mutual flourishing, their policies, practices, and norms would have to reflect the fact that human 

vulnerability, suffering, and well-being is radically shared. Adapting mutual flourishing as an 

organizing principle would have significant implications for how we conceive of institutional 

structures and orders. Concretely, it would implicate the way we think of their purpose (i.e., aim 

and goal) and design.  

To illustrate, consider for a moment the issue of climate change in its institutional 

context. For the most part, the aim of governments is put institutions in place that represent and 

protect their interests in the face of climate change. Thus, most international accords such as the 

Kyoto Protocol and the Paris agreement are the outcome of long, drawn-out negotiations 

marked by conflicts of interests since individual governments “have diverged on who is more 

responsible and how to set emission-gas reductions.”15 Even the widely lauded Paris Agreement 

is not enough, experts agree, to prevent the unfolding climate catastrophe since the pledges that 

individual countries made while (still) trying to promote and protect their individual interests are 

“not ambitious enough and will not be enacted enough” to limit global temperature rising 

beyond 2 degrees.  

I suggest that one of the reasons why accords or treaties like these have proven to be 

wanting is because they have been developed and agreed upon in an institutional system that has 

been centred on the primacy of the individual entity and its interests (i.e., the modern nation-

state as a stakeholder). This, in turn, has resulted in a global order whose “structures, norms, and 

practices”16 have served to exclude, marginalize, and oppress (vulnerable) groups but also to stall 

on (and exacerbate) problems that are global scope such as climate change and extreme poverty. 

However, if mutual flourishing served as an organizing and action-guiding principle, we could move away 

from the model of ‘stakeholders’ as though between fundamentally insulated and static entities and toward a more 

 
14 Mbembe qtd. In “Judith Butler: To Save the Earth, Dismantle Individuality,” Time, accessed April 22, 2021, 
https://time.com/5953396/judith-butler-safe-world-individuality/. 
15 “Global Climate Agreements: Successes and Failures,” Council on Foreign Relations, accessed July 24, 2021, 
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/paris-global-climate-change-agreements. 
16 Robinson, Globalizing Care, 109. 



 

 

 

211 

 

promising model of shareholding. A model that stresses the concept of stakeholders is often 

fundamentally adversarial, conflictual and is about ownership and possession over divisible and 

fungible goods. A model that stresses shareholding, by contrast, puts an emphasis on the relation 

and the activity (instead of the assumed-to-be static entities of ‘stakeholders’) in relating to a 

common, essentially non-divisible and non-fungible good that is cared for in an ongoing, 

unfinished process.  

A model of shareholding is preferable to that of stakeholders for several reasons. It is 

more readily adapted to conceive of existing and emerging relations, making it an effective 

conceptual tool for thinking and promoting community building. It is conceptually responsive to 

notions of mutual flourishing in that it assigns responsibilities to shared interests (like the 

environment, clean air and water, etc.) in more meaningful and appropriate ways. Moreover, 

shareholding is also less liable to present the value of what we share in common in fungible 

terms that conceal the profound and singular value of something like the physical environment. 

All things considered, it presents a more honest reflection of who and what we are: for it makes 

explicit and more visible the dimension of radical connection. 

Taking up the concept and language of shareholding may be instrumental in affecting a 

shift in institutional consciousness and constitution. By placing shared interests and relations 

(both pre-existing and emerging) at the center of institutional reformation, we would more 

adequately be able to confront our shared vulnerability to, for instance, climate change, poverty, 

pandemics, and nuclear proliferation. Thinking of ourselves as shareholders in such issues would 

let us confront our shared fate instead of getting lost in the myopia of individual self-interest. A 

contemporary example that attests to the power of such a concept came in 2007, when the 

government of Ecuador launched the groundbreaking Yasuni-ITT Initiative: resisting the global 

trend in the politics of climate change to, “create complex new markets for pollution,”17 it 

proposed to leave the national park’s oil reservoir in the ground if the international community 

contributed monetary donations to offset the economic loss of non-extraction. At the forefront 

of this initiative was the principle of shared responsibility and vulnerability in the battle against 

climate change. Sadly, that initiative was not successful but was a watershed provocation to the 

international community. Perhaps is helps light the way to an institutional model that is 

fundamentally based on the concept of shareholding. 

 
17 “Climate Rage: Why Rich Countries Must Pay for the Damage They’ve Done - Rolling Stone,” accessed July 25, 
2021, https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/climate-rage-193377/. 



 

 

 

212 

 

If the principle of mutual flourishing were to govern the way we think responsibility and 

organize the structure of our political/human community, we can move toward a world in which 

human beings are truly considered equal. 
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