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EQUALITY AND GLOBALIZATION

Garrett Cullity

When we ask what kind of equality we should be morally concerned about, it is natural to look for answers in three different directions. First, we can cite the fundamental moral equality of each individual person. The second direction to look in concerns equality of political and legal status — equality of political representation, equality of opportunity to occupy political office, and equality before the law. And the third concerns what we might broadly call equality with respect to how well off each person is.


In the current philosophical debate about equality, equality of the first of these kinds is not at issue. Taking our fundamental moral equality as given, the debate concerns its proper social expression: how we ought to take account of it in structuring our social institutions.
 The thought that our moral equality should be reflected in equality of political status is itself largely uncontroversial — although that still leaves room for debate over whether modern Western forms of democracy succeed in embodying the ideal of equality of political representation, and just what should be taken to count as satisfying the ideal of equality of opportunity to occupy political office. It also leaves open the question of whether the moral equality of persons can be respected by endorsing manifestly undemocratic forms of political organization as intended staging-posts on the way to realizing the democratic ideal later. The main focus of recent discussion, however, has been equality of the third kind: “equality with respect to how well off each person is”. What is the good to be equalized in this category? Is it the resources that each person has at his or her disposal?
 Is it personal welfare — how well a person's life goes for her? Is it rather opportunity for welfare (allowing that inequalities in welfare are not objectionable insofar as they result from different uses and misuses of the same opportunities)?
 Or is it instead what Cohen calls "access to advantage" — "access", not opportunity, in order to cover shortfalls in personal capacity that do not diminish opportunity (Cohen’s examples: weakness and stupidity); and "advantage", not welfare, in order to span both resource deficiencies (such as poverty and physical weakness) and welfare deficiencies (such as despondency and failure to achieve one's aims)?
 Perhaps all these options should be rejected: the other view to be considered is that there is no sense in which it is morally desirable to equalize how well off everyone is.
 Notice, however, that even this last view does not depart from the assumption of the fundamental justificational importance of moral equality. Rather, the thought is that our fundamental equality is appropriately reflected in the attribution to us of equal liberty-rights, the free exercise of which leads to some people being much better off than others.


Taking this debate as its background, the aim of this paper is to examine a question about the scope of equality. To what extent should our concern for equality be politically bounded, and what difference do contemporary facts about globalization make to those boundaries?


An answer this question needs to start by giving a fuller account of the kinds of equality that do have moral significance. Section I does this, identifying four morally important kinds of social equality. Defending this account fully is beyond the scope of this paper; but I shall at least give a preliminary argument in its support. In Section II, I survey arguments that our concern to eliminate social inequality should be politically bounded. Section III introduces what I shall call the "globalist" challenge to these arguments, and shows the reply to this challenge that can be developed along lines recently set out by John Rawls. Section IV then asks what difference the facts of globalization make to the scope of each of the four different kinds of morally significant social equality identified in the first section. Globalization makes an important difference, I shall argue, in relation to all of them. 

I: Four Kinds of Social Equality

Is social inequality of any kind ever a bad thing in itself? The alternative is to think that what is bad is deprivation, not inequality. If one person is deprived of something important, then that is bad, and we have a reason to provide him with it if we can. But it is not as if the existence of a second, better off person makes the situation any worse. After all, the first person is made no worse off by the existence of the second. And reducing the second person to the same level of deprivation as the first, although it removes the inequality, surely makes the situation no better. It does not benefit the worse off, and it harms the better off. So since there is no one for whom it is better in any way, it is not better in any way. Therefore equality cannot in itself be good, nor inequality bad. This is the "levelling down" objection.


The levelling down objection focuses on the case where there is deprivation without inequality. The other way to emphasize the distinction is to look at the case of inequality without deprivation. Suppose everyone in the world enjoyed the purchasing power of today's richest billionaires — except for a few, who were even better off. Would this be bad? If not, this again suggests that it is deprivation, and not inequality itself, that is morally important.


Someone who presses these objections can still endorse egalitarian distributive practices. For there will still be a clear case for thinking that if a given unit of resources which is available for distribution will do more good to someone who is badly off than to a person who is already better off, then it ought to be given to the person to whom it does more good.
 The only way to justify giving it to the person who would benefit less would be by holding either that she had a greater claim to it, or that benefits to her were more important. In this way, it can be argued that we ought to produce more equal social distributions of goods not because social inequality is in itself a bad thing, but because of the badness of deprivation.


However, it seems to me we should reject this view. For at least four main forms of social inequality, there is a simple and plausible case, grounded in our fundamental moral equality, for thinking that they are bad in themselves. Taking each in turn, let me briefly outline that case. Without attempting a full defence here, it will be possible at least to indicate the force of the argument for attaching moral significance to these forms of inequality, and to survey the different ways in which the levelling down and inequality-of-the-rich objections can be met.


Inequality-as-Domination. A first form of objectionable inequality involves gaining or sustaining privileges for one group by imposing hardships or restrictions on others. A concern with this is at the heart of egalitarian complaints about aristocratic forms of social organization, in which the privileges of a ruling class are sustained by means of the deprivations of wealth and status of those producing the goods and services they enjoy. It is easy to see how accepting the fundamental moral equality of persons should lead us to oppose this. If the welfare of the dominant group were more important than that of the subordinate group, then that would explain why we ought to sustain a social structure of this kind. But if that is not true, there is no good explanation of why some people ought to be made to undergo hardships for the benefit of others.


If we hold that inequality-as-domination is itself bad, how do we defend this against the levelling down and inequality-of-the-rich objections? The answer is that there is something else that is bad about standing in a relationship of inequality-as-domination to other people, beyond the deprivation that may be involved: namely, being forced to undergo hardship for another person's benefit. To undergo hardship is bad, but to be forced to do so in the service of someone else's interests is bad in a further way, since it violates your standing as a person of equal moral importance — it forces you to stand in a relationship to that other person which would only be appropriate if his welfare were more important than yours. If so, we can answer the levelling down objection. Levelling down is rarely the best way of eliminating inequality.
 But if it eliminates inequality-as-domination, that is something good about it. There is one way in which it is good for the badly off – it removes them from a relationship of domination — and although it is bad for the better off, the importance of this is undermined if their advantages rely on forcing others to be subordinate to them. The objection from the inequality of the rich can also be answered. If the advantages of the super-rich are produced by forcing disadvantages on the rich, then that is objectionable, not because of facts about deprivation, but because of the way in which domination violates moral equality.


Inequality of Political and Legal Status. The case for thinking that inequalities in this second category are bad in themselves is closely related to the first. Where such inequalities exist, one group is governing another. But amongst persons who are fundamentally morally equal, it should be the case that each person has an equal say in how he or she is to be governed.
 Again, the two earlier objections provide no obstacle to thinking this. The levelling down objection is met by noticing that the political power possessed by any one member of a polity is essentially relative to the amount possessed by others. Short of dissolving a polity altogether, there is no way of reducing the amount of political power possessed by the more powerful without increasing the amount possessed by the less powerful. To reduce political inequality is to improve the situation of the worse off. And turning to the other objection, the only way to make sense of a society in which everyone is "rich" in political power but some have more than others is as a society which is close to realizing the democratic ideal, but in which some members have a marginal enhancement of power. This is obviously less objectionable than more pronounced forms of political domination; but it is objectionable none the less, in ignoring the way in which our moral equality gives us an equal entitlement to determine how we are governed.


The kind of political inequality that this argument relates to is inequality amongst members of a polity. But notice that there is another kind: the inequality that exists between members of a polity which it is desirable to belong to, and those to whom membership is denied. Let us call these "internal" and "external" political inequality, respectively. Later, we shall need to address the question on what grounds external political inequality might be defensible, given that internal political inequality is not.


Inequality-as-Callousness. For a third way in which the badness of inequality goes beyond that of deprivation, we can return to deprivations of welfare. It may be bad that some people do not have enough resources to meet their basic needs; but it is also, additionally, bad that others have superfluous resources and do not use them to help — bad because it is callous.
 Of course, against the suggestion that all inequalities of resources or welfare are bad in this way, the inequality of the rich objection would be decisive: in a society containing only the rich and the super-rich, the latter cannot be accused of callousness towards the former. Inequality-as-callousness only occurs where there is deprivation. But that does not mean that the badness of inequality-as-callousness reduces to the badness of deprivation. The fact that there are people who do nothing to help the badly-off although it would cost them little to do so is a further bad feature of a social arrangement, beyond the fact that it contains people who are badly off. It is also easy to see why levelling down is a poor response to inequality-as-callousness: it involves taking away the resources of the well-to-do rather than doing anything about the plight of the badly-off. If you criticize the well-off for callousness in not helping the badly-off, it can hardly make sense to recommend levelling down to remove the inequality: that does nothing to help the badly-off either, and does nothing to undo the callousness.


Brute Inequality. The last of the four kinds of inequality for us to consider is brute undeserved inequality of welfare: differences in how well people's lives go that do not reflect what they deserve or are responsible for. (I use this disjunctive phrase to cover cases of risk-taking in which it sounds wrong to say that someone deserves to lose a gamble, but in which he is responsible for the outcome nonetheless.)
 Is brute inequality bad? The alternative is to hold that there is no amount of resources that a person deserves independently of the relationships of acquisition and exchange into which he enters with other agents. If a person has acquired a set of resources in a procedurally just way, then he is the person who deserves to have them, and if he uses those resources in a way that results in a certain level of welfare for himself, there is no other level of welfare that he deserves instead. Beyond this, it does not make sense to ask whether he deserved to have the genetic and material inheritances that have enabled him to acquire what he has: desert does not go "all the way down".
 The reply to this takes the same form as before: we can ground the concern to eliminate brute inequality in a respect for fundamental moral equality. Whenever someone is less well off than he might be, this matters; and it matters for everyone equally, because we are all equally important. There is always a reason to help someone who is less well off than he might be to be better off; and this reason is stronger the worse off he is. In some respects, your being less well off than you might have been is your own responsibility; but in others, it is not. And some of those respects — the welfare deficiencies for which you are not responsible — may be ones in which you could have been better off had we collectively structured our social institutions and relationships differently. Thus, if there are ways in which we could collectively structure our social institutions and relationships to stop people being less well off than they deserve to be, then equal respect for each person suggests that this would be good.


Again, this gives us a case for the badness of inequality that goes beyond the badness of deprivation. It is bad if people are worse off than they might be — bad for those people — but it is also, additionally, bad that we are collectively failing to address this by structuring our society differently. The badness of brute inequality must be distinct from the badness of deprivation, because it can be present where there is no deprivation. Certainly, welfare deficiencies matter less, the better off a person is — the reasons to remedy them are weaker. But they still matter. So if a society of the well-off and super-well-off fails to structure itself in a way that eliminates eliminable brute inequalities of welfare, that is still a bad feature of that society. It might seem that the levelling down objection poses more of a problem. After all, if the badness of brute inequality is additional to that of deprivation, then it would seem that removing the inequality must count as good. And yet surely there is nothing good about responding to a situation in which some people have less than they deserve by ensuring that everyone else has less than they deserve too. However, the reply is this. What is bad about brute inequality, over and above any deprivation it may involve, is that it also involves a failure collectively to rectify that deprivation. But if we responded to deprivation by adopting a policy of levelling down, that would involve the same failure. So levelling down would be just as bad as retaining the status quo of brute inequality: however, saying this is compatible with thinking that the badness of brute inequality goes beyond that of deprivation. 


For four kinds of social inequality, then, we have, at least in outline, arguments for thinking that they are themselves morally bad. Rather than developing and defending those arguments more fully, however, what I want to concentrate on here is the question of their scope. If we find these arguments plausible, to what extent should our concern for the kinds of social equality they recommend be politically bounded, and to what extent is the significance of political boundaries affected by the facts of globalization?

II: Arguments for Boundedness
The four kinds of social inequality just identified all depend on the existence of social relationships between the people whose inequality of status is held to be morally bad. No case has been made for thinking that, if two people are living in complete isolation from each other and one enjoys advantages which the other lacks, there is anything bad about that. In situations exhibiting the kinds of inequality we have identified, either one person is benefiting from the imposition of hardship on another, or one stands in a relationship of political privilege to another, or one stands in the relationship of potential benefactor to the other, or they both belong to a society that ought to be reformed to remove remediable welfare deficiencies. 


The question we need to examine is how far the relevant social relationships extend. For a variety of reasons, it is often maintained that these relationships are politically bounded: requirements of distributive justice extend to, but not beyond, the boundaries of political states. In this section, I offer a fourfold taxonomy of these arguments.
 With this taxonomy in place, we shall then be able to go on to assess to what extent their plausibility is affected by the facts of globalization.


1. The Nature of Distributive Justice. A first category comprises arguments that derive the boundedness of distributive justice from claims about its nature. One argument of this general kind is Michael Walzer's argument from the nature of the goods that are candidates for distribution.
 Such goods are social goods: they get what Walzer calls their "meanings" — their values — from the roles they are given within a history and culture of social transactions. Thus bread, to use Walzer's own example, can have a sacramental value or a value as an expression of hospitality, as well as a merely nutritional value.
 And the social meaning of any good will determine the appropriate principles to govern its distribution: "All distributions are just or unjust relative to the social meanings of the goods at stake." 
 What the world gives us as the boundaries of the social settings that confer these meanings are political communities.
 So distributive justice is politically bounded, and not global in its application.


Other arguments in this category seek to draw conclusions about the boundedness of justice from an account of its essential subject. In this spirit, it is claimed that the subject of justice is the basic structure of a society — political states being the entities that do constitute themselves publicly as a society with an institutional structure.
 Or it is claimed that the subject of justice is the distribution of the fruits of social cooperation; or, in a broader Hobbesian spirit, the regulation of arrangements for mutual advantage.


More ambitiously, it has sometimes been argued that the nature of morality itself confines it within political boundaries. One finds this way of thinking in 19th century romantic nationalists, according to whom there is no moral community beyond the nation-state. There are ways of arguing for the community-anchored character of moral agency which deserve to be taken seriously. One avenue to consider here is a neo-Aristotelianism according to which moral norms are only intelligible in relation to the roles occupied by individuals in virtue of their membership of a specific moral community.
 And another — to sketch the Hegelian line of thought suggested by the British idealists — is the view that the capacity for moral agency is not presocial, but is possible only given a specific normative social structure into which a person is educated, which furnishes that person with externally defined choices (choices the nature of which is determined by something other than one's own choice itself). Self-realizing ethical decision is only possible against such a background, and this background is a particular normative system of publicly recognized rights and obligations. If you are an ethical being at all, therefore, you are a being whose ethical life and world is given by the specific normative structure which your society provides.


The other main argument in this first category is an argument from the nature of political obligation. Given the obligations we owe to members of our own political community in virtue of our relations of mutual political dependence, any case for distributing goods beyond our shared polity will be overridden by the obligation to distribute them to our compatriots.  


2. Respect for Self-Determination. A second category of arguments for the political boundedness of distributive justice emphasizes the value or rightness of political self-determination.
 One way in which this view is often developed is to embrace a strong doctrine of state sovereignty, maintaining that it is wrong for any state or its citizens to intervene in the internal affairs of another, as a policy of cross-border redistribution would seem to require. However, notice that arguments from self-determination for the political boundedness of distributive justice need not embrace a strong sovereignty doctrine. It is possible to hold that one state is entitled to intervene to resist political oppression within another, but to maintain that the value of allowing political communities to determine their own goals and priorities means that we should resist the idea that one state that has pursued a particular course of economic development is required to distribute its resulting wealth for the benefit of another which has taken a different course. (As we shall see in the next section, Rawls's Law of Peoples presents such a view.) Broadly speaking, defences of the value or rightness of political self-determination can draw on two main sources, emphasizing the importance of liberties of association, and the way in which personal autonomy ought therefore to be reflected in political autonomy; or stressing the value of international pluralism and cultural diversity.


3. Further Bad Consequences. A third category contains a number of more obvious arguments, according to which principles of distributive justice ought not to be applied globally because of the further bad consequences this would have, beyond simply infringing self-determination. Thus, one line of complaint is that global redistribution would require a global distributor, that this would amount to a world government, and that that would be unfeasible, would threaten a world tyranny, or would be destructive of the kinds of communities that enrich their members' identities.
 


Another objection in this category emphasizes the way in which the root causes of poverty and severe deprivation lie in political injustice.
 If so, it is often argued, these evils cannot be rectified by international resource-redistribution. On the contrary, pouring resources into an unsound political structure will usually merely exacerbate the problems, stimulating corruption and providing an incentive for the usurping of political power.


4. Political Liberalism. A fourth, distinct kind of argument should also be considered.
 Perhaps you are convinced that we ought to be following egalitarian principles of social organization. But others disagree; and in doing so, they are not exhibiting unreasonableness of the kind that disqualifies someone from making a serious contribution to political discourse. There is reasonable disagreement about how egalitarian we should be. Accordingly, each community will need to resolve this question, by the use of public reason — that is, without importing moral convictions that other parties to serious political discussion cannot reasonably be expected to share — for itself. There is no question of settling on egalitarian principles that are global in scope, since the reasonable resolution of competition between diverging political convictions is for each polity to bind itself to its own public resolution of the distributive principles by which it is to guide its own institutions.

III: The Globalist Challenge

We have surveyed four kinds of arguments for the political boundedness of a proper concern for social equality. Now we need to assess whether these arguments are undermined by the facts of contemporary globalization. The case for thinking so is easily summarized. The kinds of social relationships we live in have now become global in scope. The facts of global economic interdependence, along with mass communications and the global travel industry, mean that no part of the world can any longer pretend to live in isolation from the rest. Our economic interrelationships bring political and cultural interdependence in their wake. Our political decisions are now taken in a global context — one increasingly influenced by powerful transnational corporations and bureaucracies — and the capacity for us to participate in forms of agency that produce global effects brings with it the need to discuss, deliberate about and coordinate our activities on a global scale. We all now participate in activities of global significance: we cannot escape the fact that we stand in global social relationships. And given this, the boundaries of justice have widened: they can no longer be identified with the boundaries of individual states. 


Against arguments in the first of our four categories – arguments from the nature of distributive justice — this “globalist” challenge is a powerful objection. The awkward question it raises for Walzer’s view is, Why identify the boundaries of shared social "meanings" with political boundaries? Surely, there are (and always have been) some goods — goods of health, freedom from coercion and economic security — that are of universal importance as preconditions for a flourishing life, even if the dimensions of human flourishing are themselves diverse, embedded in the evaluative lives of different communities. But as globalization progresses and we become increasingly economically and socially connected to others across political boundaries, the more plausible it becomes to think that, even if the appropriate distribution of a good is determined by its social "meanings", the community across which many of those "meanings" are shared is now global. Likewise, the view that the subject of justice is the basic structure of a society invites the reply that we do now inhabit a global society with an institutional structure, and that this raises collective questions about how it should justly be constituted. And when it is claimed that the subject of justice is the distribution of the fruits of social cooperation, or the regulation of arrangements for mutual advantage, then the reply is that we need to distribute the fruits of global cooperative interaction, and to regulate global relationships to our mutual advantage. The facts of global agency force these decisions upon us, and there is no good case for denying that they are the kinds of decisions to which norms of justice apply.


What about the more drastic view that there is no moral community beyond the nation-state? Even if we were to go along with the idea that the demands of morality for any agent are dictated by his specific normative social environment, that still leaves us without a convincing case for denying that morally significant social relations can be global. A plausible Aristotelianism will acknowledge that some moral norms arise from roles which we occupy as members of the entire human community; and the follower of the idealists' train of thought should accept that the norms which make ethical agency possible are not exclusively positive ones, but include the moral norm of regarding the needs of other people (simply as such) as justifications for helping them.
 


Our first category of arguments for boundedness also included arguments from the nature of political obligation. Someone endorsing the globalist challenge need not deny that there are political obligations that are exclusively owed to compatriots. But what is implausible is the claim that these completely override moral reasons of other kinds. It is hard to see why that should be any more plausible than the claim that obligations to fellow family members have such importance that there are no all-things-considered obligations to non-family-members. The globalist's claim is that we stand in global relationships to non-compatriots that generate obligations. What we lack is a convincing argument for thinking that accepting the existence of special obligations to compatriots is incompatible with this, as one of a variety of significant moral relationships in which we stand to other people.


Thus, the arguments in the first of our four categories do seem to be directly undermined by the facts of globalization. Turn next to arguments in the third category — from the bad consequences of having a world government or of distributing resources into an unjustly structured state. These are clearly important considerations to be taken into account in devising a satisfactory policy of global redistribution. However, can they succeed in supporting the claim that requirements of distributive justice are politically bounded? There are two ways to read this claim. Interpreted strongly, it amounts to the claim that inequalities spanning political boundaries are not unjust. But notice that arguments of this kind cannot deliver this strong conclusion. For there is a clear distinction to be made between the questions of whether an injustice exists and what action it is right to take in addressing it. If an indigenous people has had its lands forcibly taken by colonizers, there will be a straightforward case for saying that they have been treated unjustly, but it will be a further, difficult question what it is right now to do in response, given the injustice of simply dispossessing current owners. To argue from the problems with a redistributive policy to the absence of distributive injustice seems fallacious. The claim that the requirements of justice are politically bounded can be read a second way: as the claim that the redistributive practices we ought to engage in are politically bounded. If there were reasons for thinking that all schemes for global redistribution would be likely to produce more harm than good, then this second boundedness claim would need to be taken seriously. However, the work being done to describe alternative distributive practices that avoid these problems makes that conclusion premature.
 


The fourth kind of argument, from political liberalism, makes the point that the question which distributive practice it is right for us to adopt cannot be settled by simply asking which distribution is just and what is the most effective means of achieving it. For if there is reasonable disagreement about which distribution is just, then it may not be reasonable to impose your own preferred distribution, in spite of the justifications you are able to give for preferring it. The question what distributive practice should be adopted is a political question, and it is right to settle it by means of public discourse, in contributing to justly structured methods of public deliberation. This does seem an important point. However, notice that what it bears on is the question which distributive practice is the right one to adopt, and not whether a certain distribution is good or bad. If there is actually reasonable disagreement about the injustice of inequality, that affects the reasonableness of implementing egalitarian policies, but it does not itself speak to the question whether inequality is unjust. It is at most an argument for the boundedness of political debate concerning distributive practice, and not for the boundedness of distributive justice itself. Moreover, it does nothing to oppose the globalist thought that one of the important subjects of debate within a polity concerns the distributive policies its members should adopt towards those outside it.


This leaves arguments from self-determination: the second of our four categories. These are the strongest of the arguments for the political boundedness of distributive justice. The most prominent view of this kind is the one Rawls sets out in The Law of Peoples.
 In this book, Rawls explicitly rejects egalitarian global principles of distributive justice, arguing that although what he calls “well-ordered peoples” have a duty of assistance towards societies burdened by unfavourable political, cultural and material conditions, that duty extends only to helping other societies to achieve a just internal structure. Beyond that, inequalities of welfare that exist between different peoples do not generate duties of distributive justice on the well off to benefit the badly off. 


This has seemed to some prominent writers in the field to invite a criticism of inconsistency when it is set alongside Rawls’s “difference principle” in relation to domestic justice, which requires that material inequalities internal to a society only be tolerated when they are to the advantage of the worst off. One target for this objection is his derivation of principles of international justice from the agreement that would be reached behind a veil of ignorance by parties representing peoples, rather than global individuals. But the second is that, even if the parties to such an agreement are representing peoples, each such representative ought to be concerned to further his people’s interest in well-being. Thus, there remains the same case for the generation of a global difference principle as there was for the adoption of a difference principle in the domestic case.


However, these objections can be answered. The view articulated in The Law of Peoples is that the just internal ordering of a people furnishes that people with the conditions for its own self-determination. We are already politically constituted as peoples. Within a people, none of us should be penalized for his or her undeserved natural disadvantages. And we should have an equal chance to participate in the decision-making process whereby we set our collective priorities. However, as a people, our welfare is not determined by the level of material resources at our disposal, but by our political and moral culture. Other peoples may owe us a duty of assistance in securing the conditions of justice that do make us self-determining; but once they have done so, the responsibility for our collective material welfare in relation to that of other peoples lies with us.


This presents a much stronger form of resistance to the globalist challenge than arguments of the other kinds we have examined. Notice that it is not an adequate objection to complain that the ability of burdened societies truly to achieve self-determination is severely restricted by the operation of global markets and financial institutions. Rawls can agree that globalization importantly complicates and extends the duties of assistance between peoples. But his view is that the target of such duties is self-determination, not equality. 


What we find, then, is that the globalist challenge to arguments for the political boundedness of social equality does make arguments in the first category implausible. Arguments in the third and fourth categories can only properly be presented as arguments for limiting the scope of redistributive practice, rather than of injustice itself, and even when restricted in this way they look difficult to sustain. However, a Rawlsian argument from self-determination – an argument in the second category – offers a more powerful reply to the globalist challenge. What we need to assess now is the extent to which that powerful reply is actually successful.

IV: Global Inequalities

If Rawls is right, there are important limits to the extent to which inequalities between self-determining peoples are morally significant. However, even if he is right, that would not mean that there are no forms of morally significant inequality that are global in scope. On the contrary: this is true of all four of the morally significant forms of social inequality discussed in Section I. As I shall now argue, the scope of a proper concern about these forms of inequality is crucially affected by facts about globalization, even if the Rawlsian view is right.


The first of these was “inequality-as-domination”, which occurs when the privileges of one group are gained or sustained by imposing hardships or restrictions on others. Opposing this does not require you to condemn all voluntary transactions that produce winners and losers. The question is whether the transaction has been forced upon the loser. If not, then there is no violation of your moral equality with me in insisting that you, as a free agent entitled to commit yourself to agreements with others, should bear the loss to which the transaction commits you, even though this involves deprivation to you for the sake of benefiting me. You are not being made to benefit me because I am more important than you, but because we are both equally entitled to commit ourselves to such agreements.


However, this does not mean that all voluntary market transactions are free from imposition. A weak enough bargaining position can make it the case that you are forced to harm yourself for someone else's benefit. This is most obvious in the case where the person you are benefiting is responsible for the weakness of your bargaining position: having monopolized the supply chain for your product, I offer to buy your business cheaply rather than driving it to the wall. But notice that it also applies when the weakness of your bargaining position is not itself caused by me. If I find you after a shipwreck, and offer to rescue you on condition that you give me 90% of what you earn thereafter, then I am taking advantage of the threat to your life to force you to subordinate yourself to me. Notice that it remains true, however, that I have benefited you. You would have been worse off had you not been rescued at all. If so, I have actually lessened the inequality of welfare between us by helping you. But in forcing you to make sacrifices for my benefit, I have created a new kind of inequality — inequality-as-domination — which is morally objectionable because it is incompatible with our fundamental moral equality. An interesting question is what are the necessary and sufficient conditions for the existence of a relationship in which one party is forcing another to undergo hardship for his benefit. I do not offer such an account here. However, any plausible account of these conditions will need to be one on which, in the shipwreck example, I am taking advantage of your weak bargaining position to force you to benefit me.


In this example, I am to blame for creating a relationship of inequality-as-domination. More commonly, the responsibility for creating inequality of this kind is collective.
 And that is what we should say about one prominent aspect of globalization: the globalization of manufacturing industry, generating ever-cheaper prices for consumer goods through employing low cost labour in countries with poor populations.
 It is said that such workers would be worse off without the employment opportunities that such global business brings; but notice the reply. No doubt that is often true – and not only true, but good. But that was also true in the shipwreck example. The important question, that example shows us, is not whether the terms of a proposed bargain are better for the other party than complete non-cooperation would have been, but whether people are being forced to undergo hardship for our benefit. Voluntary, mutually advantageous economic exchange can provide examples of this; and the globalization of manufacturing industry implicates us all in one such example.


This is not an argument for simply withdrawing such industries from countries where cheap labour is used. It is an argument for thinking that we collectively stand in a morally significant relationship to those on whose labour we rely for cheap consumer goods – one that is unjust. We should not think that we can discharge the duties created by that relationship simply by terminating it, any more than I can properly rectify my injustice to the shipwrecked person by abandoning him on the next island.


Next, let us turn to inequality-as-callousness: the inequality that exists when there is deprivation together with superfluity which could be used to address it. Globalization has extended the scope of this kind of inequality too, in two main ways. The globalization of information means that the well-off have swift and reliable information about the severe deprivation of people who are physically remote, and the global reach of aid agencies means that it is a simple matter to make a material contribution towards addressing it. Given this, there is a strong case for thinking that the failure of the well-off to help the world’s poor amounts both individually and collectively to callousness.
 Saying this does not involve the economically and politically naïve view that private or collective philanthropy is itself a long-term solution to the problems of world poverty. This will only be eradicated by addressing its causes in political and economic structures. But the point is that the failure to use superfluous resources to contribute both to immediate relief and longer-term structural change does invite moral criticism.

Thus, there are straightforward reasons for thinking that, thanks to facts of increasing globalization, we stand in relationships of inequality-as-domination and inequality-as-callousness towards the world’s poor. Moreover, the claim that there are morally significant global inequalities of these kinds is not blocked by the Rawlsian position described in the previous section. Rawls himself partly accommodates this claim; for his “Law of Peoples” includes the requirement that interactions between peoples be governed by standards of fair trade, and the duty of assistance that well-ordered peoples have to burdened societies.
 However, the accommodation is only partial. Rawls’s discussion concerns moral relationships between peoples – self-identified groupings sharing a history, culture and traditions. But the conclusion of our discussion is just as naturally put in terms of a relationship in which the well-off collectively stand towards the badly-off, or a relationship in which each well-off person stands towards those she could help.


Consider next “brute inequality”: inequality in respect of how well people’s lives go that does not reflect what they deserve or are responsible for. In Section I, I outlined an argument for thinking that brute eliminable inequality is a bad feature of a society that contains it: if we could collectively structure our society to stop people being less well off than they deserve, the importance of equal respect for each person makes that a good thing. This defence of the significance of brute inequality does make it socially bounded: brute inequality is bad when it is a feature of a society to which the unequal people belong, and whose members could collectively reform its structure. But here again, we find that there is force in the globalist’s challenge. The global social, economic and political structures now connecting us to each other mean that there is now a global society to which we collectively belong, which has a structure we could collectively (if not individually) reform. Our global society is a society characterized by brute inequality; and that is a bad feature of it.


If global brute inequality is bad, what should we do about it? The Rawlsian position is that international justice requires us to assist other societies to achieve a well-ordered, self-determining status, but not to seek to implement a global egalitarian redistribution of resources beyond that point. This view is compatible with thinking that brute inequality beyond that point would be a bad feature of global society: it simply adds that, in a world of self-determining peoples, responsibility for the lower level of welfare of one people would lie with that people itself. However, notice an important point. Rawls’s view opposes the ideal of an egalitarian global redistribution of resources. But it offers no resistance to the ideal of global access to life-enriching goods. Some people with an outstanding talent for opera singing grow up in countries where there are no opera houses. The Rawlsian view tells us to reject the thought that resources should be globally redistributed to construct opera houses wherever there are those whose lives would be enriched by it. The decision whether to generate and spend resources on such projects is one that we should be concerned to help other peoples to take for themselves. However, it is important to see that it is a separate question whether we ought to provide individuals whose compatriots have collectively chosen not to produce such goods with opportunities for access to them. And the argument for the badness of brute inequality remains in force as a justification for requiring us to do so. Given that we could collectively structure our institutions so that other members of our global society can possess opportunities for self-enrichment that would otherwise be denied to them, it would be bad for us not to do so. In the absence of any strong countervailing reasons, we ought to do so. 


Finally, we need to consider political inequality. Obviously, what I called “internal” political inequalities are themselves clearly bounded – these are the inequalities of political status that exist between the members of a given polity. However, there may be duties that we have to help secure internal political equality in other polities. Rawls suggests one source of such duties – as duties of assistance that well-ordered peoples have to help other peoples to become well-ordered. Our discussion has supplied a second. Others’ severe needs create a requirement on us to help them – a requirement that applies to us both individually and collectively, without regard to political boundaries – and effective long-term help needs to take the form of political restructuring.
 As we have already seen, globalization does affect the extent to which we can be criticized for failing to do this.


“External” political inequality is the inequality of political status between those enjoying the privileges of membership of a polity it is desirable to belong to, and those who do not. Perhaps this is defensible: but notice that defending it would require going beyond the argument we focused on from Rawls above – the argument that once polities are self-determining, there is no further moral requirement of equality between peoples. An additional argument would be needed to show that we are morally entitled to constitute ourselves politically as peoples – an entitlement it is natural to seek to ground in individual liberty-rights.


A successful argument of this kind for the legitimacy and value of distinct self-determining polities would amount to a defence of political exclusion.
 What form can that exclusion legitimately take? That is a large question, spanning complicated issues about asylum, refugee status and immigration policy. However, while leaving several of these issues open, our discussion has supplied at least one substantial part of the answer. If distinct self-determining polities are legitimate, then we are entitled to exclude others from political co-membership. But that is not an argument for barring others from access to goods which provide opportunities for self-enrichment. There is an argument from the badness of brute inequality for thinking that borders ought to be open, if not in relation to political membership, at least in relation to such opportunities.

V
This paper has examined the relevance of globalization to four kinds of social equality which it is plausible to think of as morally significant. In each case, we have found a strong argument for thinking that the facts of growing global interrelationship and interdependence that characterize the contemporary world do importantly extend the moral requirements that these forms of equality generate.


This leaves us with a moral challenge to address. I have emphasized that the question how we should address it is a separate one, and it is one to which I have given only a partial answer here. The complexities of a fuller answer to that question I shall have to leave for discussion elsewhere. But it is surely hard to see how we could simply reconcile ourselves to living in a world of great injustice, and doing nothing about it.
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�  Highlights in this debate include Williams (1962), Nagel (1979) and (1991), Sen (1980) and (1992), Dworkin (1981a) and (1981b), Arneson (1989), Cohen (1989) and (1993), Scanlon (1975), (1986) and (1996), Raz (1986), and Parfit (1991). Useful short survey articles of this literature are Arneson (1993), Barry (1992), and Weale (1998); see also McKerlie (1996).


�  See Dworkin (1981a) and (1981b).


�  See Arneson (1989).


�  See Cohen (1989), esp. pp. 916-21. Cohen follows Dworkin in thinking of welfare either in hedonic terms or as preference-satisfaction.


�  See Nozick (1974).


�  See Parfit (1991), p. 17. The objection is that levelling down does not improve a social arrangement in any way. After all, few of those who think that social equality is morally important think that its importance overrides that of every other social good. Their claim is that if one social arrangement is more equal than another, then it is in one way better, although it may be in other ways worse — for example, if it is Pareto inferior. It is this claim that the levelling down objection denies.


	Notice that the argument in the text relies on the “person-affecting principle” that a situation cannot be better unless there is a person for whom it is better. For this label (applied to related but different claims), see Parfit (1984), p. 370 and (1991), p. 32.


�  See the discussion of the difference between Egalitarianism and the Priority View in Parfit (1991), pp. 19-28.


�  Of course, the important and controversial question this raises is just when a unit of resources is "available for distribution".


�  It might seem at first glance that levelling down is never an option in relation to inequality-as-domination: when advantages to the better off are produced by imposing hardships on the worse off, then removing the advantages will remove the hardships, and improve the situation of the worse off. But this needn't be true. There can be situations in which a relationship of inequality-as-domination, although it involves hardships for the dominated person, still leaves her better off than she would be without it. Removing the hardships created by the relationship of domination would leave her with even greater ones. 


�  This does not mean that inequality of this second kind is simply a subclass of the first: it need not involve imposing hardship on some for the benefit of others.


�  Compare Pogge (2003), p. #.


�  Levelling down might prevent future callousness, however. And although — for the reasons given in the trext — that will rarely be enough to make it the best response to this sort of inequality, that is at least one good thing to be said about it. Notice that saying this involves rejecting the "person-affecting principle" identified in note 6.


�  For this reason, it seems to me problematic to base the justification for egalitarianism on the desirability of eliminating the influence of luck on distributions, as Cohen (1989), p. 908 does.


�  See Nozick (1974), p. 225.


�  For some useful survey articles offering other, simpler taxonomies of such arguments, see Beitz (1998), Barry and Matravers (1998), Brown (1993), and O'Neill (1992).


� Walzer (1983), Ch.1.


�  Walzer (1983), p. 8.


�  Walzer (1983), p. 9.


�  Walzer (1983), pp. 28-30. See also Walzer (1985a) and (1985b).


�  See Rawls (1971), Section 2 for the claim about the subject of justice, although not the argument concerning its political boundedness.


�  For detailed description and criticism of this view, see Barry (1989).


�  See MacIntyre (1985), esp. Ch.15. 


�  See Green (1907), Chs II & III; Bosanquet (1923), Ch.XI; and Bradley (1927), Essays II & V. The latter writes memorably that "to wish to be better than the world is to be already on the threshold of immorality", since "the 'world' in this sense… is the morality already existing ready to hand in laws, institutions, social usages, moral opinions and feelings." -- Bradley (1927), pp. 199-200.


�  I write "value or rightness" here in order to cover both teleological and deontological developments of this thought.


�  The second of these is prominent in Berlin (1969).


�  See Walzer (1985a) and (1985b), Bauer (1981), p. 19, and Rawls (1999), p. 36, who cites Kant (1795), Ak.VIII:367. For a response, see Nielsen (1988).


�  The seminal work in making the case for this important empirical claim has been done by Amartya Sen. See especially Sen (1999a).


�  For a sustained defence of this claim, see Landes (1998). For a succinct discussion of the problems surrounding international aid see Calvert and Calvert (2001), pp. 223-34. For a careful analysis of the relationship between corruption, development and inequality, see Ward (1989).


�  The form of this argument is suggested by the structure of Rawls's position in.Rawls (1993). I am not claiming that Rawls himself applies this structure directly to the question of global distributive egalitarianism. His treatment of this question in Rawls (1999) is discussed in Section III below. 


�  Proponents of these ideas have typically been concerned to avoid the conclusion that our moral constituency is less than humanity as a whole – without needing to invoke any of the contemporary facts of globalization. See Green (1907), §§206-217; Bosanquet (1923), Ch.XI §8; and Bradley (1927), pp. 204-5. According to Green, (1907), p. 250: "There is no necessary limit of numbers or space beyond which the spiritual principle of social relation becomes ineffective." Bosanquet and Bradley are concerned to insist that humanity does not itself furnish us with a community of the morality-constituting kind, but argue that the "tissue of connection" (Bosanquet  [1923], p. 330) between communities suffices to ground moral relations in respect of humanity as a whole.


�  See e.g. Pogge (1994) and (1998).


�  Rawls (1999).


�  Rawls (1999), Sections 15 and 16.


�   See Pogge (1994).


�  Rawls (1999), Section 16.


�  It seems incorrect to say that any individual employer of a chimney-sweep in Victorian Britain was personally forcing hardship upon a child by employing him. But members of Victorian society were collectively responsible for the economic structure that gave children no reasonable alternative to dangerous and life-stunting work.  


�  For a forceful presentation of this case, see Brecher and Costello (1998).


�  An argument I develop at greater length in Cullity (1994).


�  Rawls (1999), pp. 42-3 and Section 15.


�  Adopting the distinction proposed by Sen (1999b), we have a case not just for international equity, but for global equity.


�  For the most authoritative advocate of this view, see  Sen (1999a).


�  Notice that a defence of the value of self-determination by itself would not be enough to vindicate political exclusion – there could be a single, self-determining world polity.


�  For helpful comments, I am grateful to David Archard, members of the C.A.P.P.E. workshop on Reconceiving Equality in a Global World, and, for especially helpful editorial advice, Keith Horton.
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