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Introduction

Within international political theory, a long-running debate has taken place between proponents and opponents of global distributive justice. But arguments for global distributive justice now inhabit centre ground within the literature – notwithstanding some periodic challenges - and some of the most interesting debates are currently taking place between competing visions of what such justice entails. A number of prominent voices in recent years have been concerned to reject specifically egalitarian global principles, whilst endorsing some more minimal (but still distributive) alternative. These latter sceptics have attempted to draw out the special conditions under which equality becomes appropriate, and to try to show that this condition does not pertain globally (with some contenders being reciprocity, coercion, or shared nationality).
  


Gillian Brock’s book Global Justice: A Cosmopolitan Account
 exhibits general scepticism about the normative significance of nations or states. Some of the most robust and compelling chapters in Global Justice make clear her scepticism that nationality is significant in determining the range of duties of global distributive justice, as well as her scepticism that duties towards compatriots might come before duties of global justice – at least basic ones (261-4). Brock considers the most important forms of cooperation to be global in range (280-1), and hence holds the scope of distributive justice to be global too. Nevertheless, her account of global justice is minimalist rather than egalitarian in its approach to distributive issues. In this paper I examine her reasons for rejecting global distributive egalitarianism, and suggest that they are not fully persuasive. Indeed there may be some tension here, because there are a number of points in the argument where pursuing the logic of her own position might push us in a more egalitarian direction.
1) Basic needs, equality and global justice
For Brock,
global justice requires all to be adequately positioned to enjoy the prospects for a decent life, so that they are enabled to meet their basic needs, their basic liberties are protected, and they enjoy fair terms of cooperation in collective endeavours (5).

The terms ‘decent’ and ‘basic’ are clearly significant in determining the contours of Brock’s approach to global justice. The various components of this view are of course unpacked carefully. The argument about basic needs is developed at length, during which discussion it becomes apparent that the view shares a good deal with defences of decent access to core human capabilities (69-71). A defence of basic needs should furnish all humans with the conditions for a decent life. The discussion of basic liberties makes clear a commitment to freedoms from extreme coercion, arbitrary interference and discrimination, and ‘freedom to participate with others in governing arrangements,’ as well as the more familiar civil liberties (152-3); but does not appear to encompass formal rights to democratic participation. On that last point Brock is uncharacteristically hard to pin down, and what the freedom to ‘participate in governing arrangements’ might entail remains under-specified. There may be some tension here: Brock appears to want to hold out the possibility that participation in communal decision-making could effectively be secured via methods other than democratic ones (154-6); but at the same her contractarianism leads her to suspect that familiar democratic entitlements might reasonably be chosen (see e.g. 153). Although at one point she does gesture towards a strong ideal of equality of political influence, she also makes clear that this need not entail the right to vote (155), but might include, in an argument reminiscent of Rawls’s Law of Peoples, the presence of ‘channels for airing grievances’ (159). There is nothing incoherent about this: equal political influence might be achieved at a very low level (everyone is equally excluded from decision-making, but can air their grievances about it) or at a very high level (everyone is equally included in decision-making), but it matters a great deal which we want to defend. 

The protection of basic needs and liberties represent two of the central goals of global justice, and they are cosmopolitan in the sense that they take individuals as the unit of moral concern, and the account generally does not depend on attributing any non-instrumental value to political communities. Brock adds to these two further goals which are not explicitly individual-regarding, though each will actually serve the first two goals. First is a principle suggesting that we should collectively endeavour to secure social and political arrangements that could protect basic needs and liberties in practice (5, 85, 119). Second is a principle governing economic justice, which posits that the international community should ‘make it possible for each country to have reasonable opportunities to achieve the kind and level of economic activity necessary’ to advance these individual-regarding goals (230). So we can see that a concern with the terms of global cooperation is therefore integral to the account. Some of the possible implications of that concern are spelled out in a series of sensitive and even-handed discussions of global trade rules, the ‘brain drain’ of health care workers from poorer to richer countries, and trans-national migration, and also in the call for the greater accountability of international organizations (88-9). There is a novel argument for the more effective collection of taxation, with international coordination and indeed the recouping of some of the revenue into a global justice fund (136-9), which might be dispensed to aid the meeting of basic needs where individual nation-states proved incapable. These detailed and specific arguments are a real strength of the book, and most advocates of global distributive justice are likely to find them highly persuasive. Indeed the central section of the book contains many ideas that perform a real service in dispelling unfounded doubts about both the feasibility and measurability of progress towards goals of global distributive justice.

Once basic needs and liberties are secured, effective institutions protected, and fair terms of cooperation achieved, Brock appears sceptical about both the possibility and the desirability of genuinely egalitarian principles of global distributive justice. She is sceptical whether a global difference principle would be selected under conditions of impartial choice, as has been suggested by some global egalitarians. Her account does rely on a contractualist methodology itself (insofar as that provides a way of modelling the demands of normative impartiality), but she offers evidence that individuals choosing principles to govern a stable and just world would opt instead for the more minimalist principles she recommends. This seems uncontroversial, given that her hypothetical delegates would be charged precisely with determining, at least to begin with, ‘what is the minimum set of protections and entitlements we could reasonably be prepared to tolerate’ (50). Allegiance to a system guaranteeing a minimum set of entitlements would likely be strong over time, and the stability this would secure suggests that it is rather likely to be the best option available to the worst-off in any case (58). 

A second principle much-beloved of global egalitarians is the ideal of global equality of opportunity, as defended by theorists such as Simon Caney.
 Here, Brock’s reservations chiefly centre around the prospects for making measurable progress towards such a goal. Drawing out a prominent criticism of global equality of opportunity, she suggests that it is unclear whether it can be cashed out in a form that is not culturally specific. When we do attempt to make it less culturally specific, then Brock suggests that it ceases to block all forms of unfair advantage, such as sex discrimination. As such we seem to face a dilemma between making our conception more readily operational, and staying true to the normative ambition behind the ideal (61). Her overall judgement of global equality of opportunity is that it makes sense as a purely negative principle (which suggests that we should not be significantly disadvantaged because of morally arbitrary characteristics), but quickly unravels when we try to cash it out as a positive one, at least at the global level. Hence we should stay true to the ambition of defending adequate access to certain opportunities, and not seek to provide fully equal access (62). 

Despite these reservations Brock does make it clear that her account might nevertheless count as an egalitarian one itself, insofar as it is at least compatible with one variant of egalitarianism. It’s not clear that it qualifies – or is intended to qualify – as a form of distributive egalitarianism; she remains reticent on that score, and does not believe that income inequalities, for example, are objectionable on their own merits (311). Instead she suggests that her account is compatible with Elizabeth Anderson’s ideal of democratic equality.
 Briefly put, an ideal of democratic equality tells us when and why distributive inequalities matter: they matter when they stand in the way of citizens’ interaction as individuals of equal standing, and where they take the form of oppression and domination. But if we are able to defend basic functionings (or basic needs and liberties) for all, and to insulate political processes from the impact of economic inequalities, for instance, then non-hierarchical interaction should be possible and broader distributive inequalities should not concern us (306). 

I am sympathetic towards the claim that a concern for status equality tells us a lot about the importance of distributive equality – though not necessarily everything, in my view. Insofar as that is true, Brock’s development of a ‘democratic equality’ variant of global egalitarianism is a worthwhile and welcome addition to a literature which has thus far concentrated largely on ‘globalizing’ egalitarian ideals such as the difference principle, fair equality of opportunity, or luck equality. There has been some debate about whether a concern for status equality is strictly internal or external to egalitarianism, which I will leave to one side (other than to say that I think it is plausible to consider it an internal feature of the egalitarian tradition).
 There has also been some debate about whether this consideration pertains globally;
 but I’ll put that question to one side also. The pursuit of something like democratic equality at the global level would advance many of the goals cherished by self-professed global distributive egalitarians, whilst the pursuit of fair terms of cooperation would advance still others. A world in which all individuals had their basic needs and liberties secured – and were able to interact in the absence of both status inequalities and skewed terms of international cooperation – would be a vast improvement on the world we live in now. Indeed, it may well be the most just world we can realistically hope for, and in that sense the claim that Brock’s proposals are not ambitious enough will appear rather arcane. Nevertheless it is important to be clear about whether a world in which all enjoyed a decent minimum would be a fully just one, or whether it would represent some kind of compromise in a world characterised by massive power inequalities and in which the interests of the many are sacrificed for the interests of the few. It is important to be clear about the nature of our commitments to normative ideals not only because of cases in which we are obliged to choose between them, but also because sometimes opportunities may arise to transcend what we have come to accept as the fixed points of our social and political world. 
2) Defending global egalitarianism
It remains a valid question why we shouldn’t prefer a more robust distributive egalitarianism, and I now want to investigate more closely what Brock’s reasons for rejecting global distributive egalitarianism are. Her contractualist method suggests that we begin our reflections in the domain of ideal theory, and that when it comes to justifying the basic framework of the global order, we would do well to ‘stand firmly in the utopian camp’ (74). But she also suggests that we may compromise our utopianism on the grounds of stability (i.e. the need to assume people’s allegiance to the system will be firm over time). I’m not a contractualist, and I don’t mean to enter into technical discussions about what would or would not be chosen by Brock’s delegates, and under which conditions. But it is interesting to ask whether, assuming a broad principle of reasonable non-rejectability,
 her recommendations pass muster. 

For most contractualists, the assumption of reasonable non-rejectability generates a strong presumption towards equality, because advocates of inequality are charged with providing the worst-off with arguments they could not reasonably reject.
 Nagel suggests that we must be accepting an unfair asymmetry between the representation of the interests of the worst-off and the better-off, if we embrace minimalism at the level of ideal theory. The problem is that: 

if the better off can refuse to accept a sacrifice merely in order to provide the worse off with [greater] benefits, the worse off are in exactly the same position: They too can refuse to accept the sacrifice of benefits above the guaranteed minimum merely in order to provide the better off with such benefits. The objection [to egalitarianism] illegitimately privileges the guaranteed minimum…as the ‘normal’ condition relative to which sacrifice is to be identified, whereas in fact each of the two systems being compared provides one of the parties with benefits over the minimum at the expense of the other.
 
If this is right, we stand in need of a stronger argument for minimalism. From an impartial contractualist position it may demand great (and asymmetric) sacrifices from the poor, for which they will receive little recompense. Brock has, as we saw above, charged her delegates with deciding on the minimum acceptable level of well-being. But why is this the appropriate question? That question might follow if we wanted to balance the intrinsic value of communities with the well-being of individuals (because we would then have a strong reason for caring about communal autonomy, which might present a serious obstacle to global egalitarianism),
 but Brock does not appear to want to attach intrinsic value to communities. It seems likely that her concern with stability is playing a pivotal role – perhaps the rich will refuse to accept the sacrifices necessary for equality in the long run. If so, we have to question whether, by accepting this, we have started firmly in the utopian camp at all.

At some points the argument against equality could usefully be expanded more fully. For instance, Brock suggests that a global difference principle would not be chosen under the contractualist scenario, and that representatives would instead opt for a minimum floor principle. But she also says that this is in the best interests of the least advantaged, and so may bring us close to what the difference principle would recommend in practice anyway (47). But why, then, reject the difference principle? She suggests that she rejects the global difference principle because she cares not just about needs, but about balancing needs, incentives and entitlements (299). But the difference principle itself famously – and controversially – caters to the need for incentives, and does not interfere with the basic rights (or entitlements) and liberties guaranteed by Rawls’s first principle of justice. So counterposing it to needs, incentives and entitlements would not appear apposite. Brock wants to claim (47) that we should choose minimalism, but maintains that such a choice is in the best interests of the worst off in any case – but if this is so, why the need to argue against the difference principle as a standard for judging the justice of institutions? This raises the question of whether Brock really finds the difference principle normatively objectionable – and on what grounds – or whether she is happy to embrace it, but to forward her minimalist position as the best application of that principle. 

All of this is to suggest that the detailed reasons for rejecting equality could be more perspicuous (a point developed further in the next section). Beyond this, we can ask questions about the more positive connection Brock makes between her position and the democratic equality model. 
 There are pertinent questions about the adequacy of that account in addressing global justice, though. Here, even if we are reluctant to accept that distributive inequalities are intrinsically important, there may be good instrumental reasons why we might consider on egalitarian strategy an appropriate one at the global level. Specifically, there are reasons to doubt the rather Walzerian argument that Brock employs, to the effect that we need not be concerned with global economic inequalities so long as they do not undermine political equality, or fair terms of cooperation.
 Walzer’s own domestic argument, after all, concedes that an attack directly on economic inequality is likely to be unavoidable, just because economic power is so readily convertible into political power.
 Indeed, there are reasons to think that in the global context economic inequalities will be even more convertible into inequalities of power, given the greater lack of safeguards. It is also plausible to suggest that they will constantly undermine the ease with which other communities can remain autonomous, and run decent institutions – this has been a criticism of Rawls’s Law of Peoples, for instance.
 If so, then perhaps a concern with economic inequality will re-emerge even if our initial normative goals begin less ambitiously. 
3) Gender equality and global justice
As a way of clarifying the costs of abandoning the more robust claims of distributive equality even at the level of ideal theory, I want to examine the implications of Brock’s argument for gender (and Brock is to be commended in integrating a discussion of gender issues at several points of her argument). I want to suggest that, at least at the level of ideal theory, some relatively robust measure of equality between men and women is appropriate – and, indeed, that Brock herself appears to feel the attraction of such an ideal. Recall that on Brock’s argument, a problem with Simon Caney’s argument for equal opportunity is that it is stranded between the goals of normative ambition (risking cultural particularism), and cultural neutrality (risking normative timidity). With regards to normative ambition, Brock suggests that Caney’s attempt to reformulate the ideal to guarantee equivalent rewards, if not identical positions to all ‘is still defective, however, since it cannot adequately block all kinds of unequal opportunities and discrimination’ (60). Thus a man and woman with different jobs but where the woman’s role was judged as of comparable value would not really have equal opportunities, but ‘Caney’s account does not detect this’ (61).  On a related point Caney also ‘allows societies to assign jobs on caste or ethnic lines, as long as the jobs enable equivalent standards of living’ (61). But it is difficult to know what to make of this criticism since a minimalist position on global justice would appear to be even more susceptible to leaving untouched inequalities of gender (as well as caste or ethnicity). On Brock’s account women (like men) are to be guaranteed a decent minimum, but if men in many societies achieve more than their basic needs and liberties, is there a complaint in justice? The example of political inclusion re-emerges as a salient one here too: given that Brock wants to guarantee all individuals influence over the political process, but not, it appears, voting rights (see 153, 155), would there be anything wrong from the point of view of global justice with a system where all had the right to be consulted, but only men had the right to vote? Brock’s argument for equality of political influence might cancel out such a possibility, but perhaps it would only do so at the cost of admitting the attraction, at least, of a normative ideal rather more robust than her basic needs and liberties approach. 


A similar point can be made in terms of employment opportunities and discrimination. Recall that Brock acknowledges the force of the basic (negative) intuition behind the ideal of global equality of opportunity: it seems unfair if some people’s lives go worse because of factors which they are not responsible for, such as race, sex or presumably nationality (58-9). But in the end she seems to consider the danger of levelling down a strong argument against such a positive principle, and holds firm instead to her minimalist position (62, 301). But is it possible, or useful, to maintain this distinction between the positive and negative claims?  To put the difficulty simply, how can we defend adequate opportunities – above which what individuals actually receive will presumably vary, and legitimately so – without allowing disadvantage based on morally arbitrary characteristics? In a parallel of the case of voting, I am driven to ask whether there would be anything wrong (by Brock’s lights) with a system in which women were guaranteed adequate employment opportunities, but these were not as extensive as men’s. My suspicion once again is that Brock would be troubled by such a case, and here she might resort to her argument that the basic liberties include some kind of freedom from discrimination (152). But once again, such a principle may lead us closer towards equality than Brock’s official position suggests. My own hunch is that Brock might want, at least in the case of women, to adopt some egalitarian principle governing the distribution of resources, liberties or opportunities - at least between groups, if not individuals – that is rather stronger than the principles of basic needs and liberties themselves.

If Brock bites the bullet and refuses to embrace some such principle, it would be a pertinent question whether her favoured policies would in fact avoid gender hierarchy and achieve something we could reasonably compare with democratic equality. It would also be a valid question – although, again, perhaps a rather imponderable one – whether her proposed principles would indeed be selected under contractualist conditions modelling impartiality. It might be reasonable to conclude that delegates would allow communities a right to restrict the liberties and needs of women (above Brock’s baseline), if they were supposed to factor in an independent value for political communities - as Rawls appeared to do in The Law of Peoples, albeit controversially. But these conclusions look much less likely if we adhere to the position that the individual is the sole unit of moral concern, and that sovereignty is to be linked to the ability of states to deliver on the rights of their members (175-7). Significantly, Rawls was answering a different question to Brock. Rawls was arguing, perhaps with some trepidation, that in the interests of peace and stability a liberal state should extend the hand of toleration to societies which by their own standards were unjust because, amongst other things, they exhibited systematic gender inequality (indeed it seems to be the issue of gender inequality that gave Rawls most pause for thought about this argument).
 What he was decidedly not doing was asking, as Brock is, what a just world would look like for all of its individual inhabitants, from a perspective of impartiality. When asking that question, it is much harder to work out why anyone would opt for a world in which they could personally confront a life of systematic gender injustice. Brock’s just world might deliver somewhat more for women than life in a decent hierarchical society, but it is still not as clear as it could be whether complete gender equality should not be the appropriate normative standard, and if not, why not. All of this suggests that Brock would be right to argue for more in the way of safeguards of equality for women, but that in doing so she will likely step over the limits of an avowedly minimalist position on global justice.
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