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How should we think about the demands of domestic distributive justice, and to what extent should our conclusions carry over into the global arena? Are different arguments appropriate to the two realms or are they fundamentally ‘continuous,’ as some cosmopolitans would have it?
 Over a prolific career the American political theorist Michael Walzer has written extensively on a whole host of issues – including the morality of war, the nature of political argument, the relationship between philosophy and democracy, the politics of religious texts (especially Jewish ones), the meaning of American identity, and the shortcomings of liberalism, to name a few. A number of recent collections have brought together some of these contributions, highlighting well this breadth as well as the skill with which Walzer has leapt into the political fray, commentating on a range of important contemporary issues. It would be impossible to do justice to the range of his work in a short review article. Since his papers on the just war tradition have recently been reviewed in an insightful essay by Jeremy Waldron,
 this review will concentrate on two areas in which Walzer has made a distinctive and provocative contribution. First, we examine his arguments about distributive justice in the context of particular national communities, and in particular his contribution to egalitarian theory. Second, and following his suggestion that discussions of justice at the domestic and global levels use distinct, and at least partially incompatible idioms, we will examine his arguments about global justice. For Walzer, the language of domestic distributive justice (and accounts such as his theory of ‘complex equality’) cannot simply be applied globally in the way that some contemporary cosmopolitans have assumed it can.  Instead, Walzer has fore-grounded the notion of national self-determination and emphasised the perils of enflexible liberal universalism. Nevertheless, some of the more recent reflections on global politics included in these volumes suggest that the scope for global justice is wider than he once indicated.
Social Goods and Distributive Principles
Walzer’s position on domestic distributive justice is highly distinctive, and it is based on an account of how distributive principles might be derived that has itself proved enduringly controversial. As he sees it, academic egalitarian theories have tended to work out a distributive principle (such as equality of condition or the various forms of equality of opportunity) and then considered what goods or stuff needs to get distributed by it. The latter pursuit has yielded the voluminous ‘equality of what?’ literature, which has displayed very high philosophical quality, but little in the way of sustained agreement. More recently, there has been doubt about whether a resolution will ever be forthcoming (see below). Walzer pre-empted precisely such doubt in his well-known book Spheres of Justice
: there is no single ‘stuff’ or ‘currency’ of distributive justice, not least since different communities conceive and value different goods differently. The radical departure is to suggest that we pay attention, first of all, to the social meanings of distinct goods: that is, to how a given community understands the nature and purpose of a given good. These (presumptively) shared meanings will, in turn, suggest their own distributive principles. For closely associated with the meaning of any particular good is a set of beliefs about its proper distribution; to properly understand the first is to understand the second too. 

For Walzer, it is by focusing on the ways in which goods actually are distributed – and by listening to the way in which we argue about their distribution – that an adequate and workable egalitarianism might be distilled. This good-centric view will lead to conclusions that may disappoint some egalitarians, but will accord much more closely with the considered convictions of ordinary citizens: in a community like the United Kingdom, we might say, health care should be distributed to the sick, and not on any other basis. Primary and secondary education should be distributed on the basis of need – that is, to all citizens – whilst university places should be distributed to those who deserve them on the basis of academic ability. Luxuries such as yachts, sports cars and exotic holidays should be ‘distributed’ to those who can, and are willing to, pay for them. To distribute any of these goods in any other way is to do violence to the meanings of those goods, as shared by members of the community in question.

This appears to betoken little in the way of substantive egalitarianism; in fact for some it looked suspiciously like an argument why inequality does not matter. But happily, according to Walzer, distributing each social good according to its own distinct principle – even if those principles are not in each case egalitarian ones – will yield an egalitarian society in the long run. ‘People who fared badly in one distributive sphere would do better in another,’ he tells us, ‘and the result would be a horizontal and socially extended version of Aristotle’s “ruling and being ruled in turn.”’
 Egalitarianism has too often focused its attention on ‘monopoly’ – on the fact that access to a given social good, such as money, or political power, might be dominated by one group in society, at the expense of the disadvantaged. By contrast one of the major arguments of the theory of ‘complex equality’ was the suggestion that what should concern us more is ‘dominance’ – the tendency for one form of advantage to multiply itself across social spheres. Outside of philosophical discussions about egalitarianism, in a sense we know this already. Everyday commitments and judgements display a consistent condemnation of corruption, nepotism, the ability of the rich to ‘buy justice,’ of the powerful to achieve ‘unfair’ advantages in the areas of health or education, and so on. The kind of egalitarian society complex equality will yield is one in which some groups may still ‘monopolise’ specific goods to varying extents. But there will be no convertibility between these goods, and so many petty inequalities will not lead to domination and oppression across society as a whole. For those concerned about economic inequalities, a complex egalitarian society will not be one in which money is distributed equally. But it will be one in which the power of money is circumscribed, as the spheres of politics, education, welfare, health care, and so on are insulated from its influence.

The theory forms a stark, but for Walzer necessary, counterpoint to the dominant liberal egalitarian debate, which is characterised by a search for one conclusive and universal distributive principle. The danger is that such a search is guilty of riding rough-shod over the way we actually understand the goods we distribute amongst ourselves. Walzer’s alternative method displays a much firmer commitment to staying ‘inside’ our shared understandings, rather than seeking a philosophical truth which might be imposed on citizens, democratically or otherwise (a focus of many of his best-known essays, and a theme brought out well by David Miller in his introduction to Thinking Politically).
 The theory is held to possess the powerful virtue that it might effect a reconciliation between academic theorizing and everyday commitments, in a time when egalitarian philosophers have spent more time addressing themselves to judges and lawgivers than to ordinary citizens. Walzer suggests that his egalitarianism is an outgrowth of, and not a challenge to, widely shared ideas about justice.

Sociologically speaking, it is important to be clear that complex equality is a happy accident for contemporary liberal democratic societies. Walzer’s background philosophical concern is a concern for the respect of social meanings which is broadly defensible across societies and times. In these societies, and in these times, it happens that what we are defending are autonomous social meanings. But even if those meanings were not autonomous, Walzer would still defend them. In societies where the spheres have not diverged, and in which distributive principles are more uniform, we might expect generalised inequality and hierarchy to result instead. Walzer is content to accept the results either way: so long as communities do not violate certain universal taboos against murder, deception or slavery, for instance, we should accept as just any distribution of social goods that reflects genuinely shared social understandings of those goods (though see the next section).
 But as societies become more complex, the scope for equality increases. In liberal democratic societies achieving spherical autonomy presents us with the potential for radical change. This accords very clearly with Walzer’s belief that commonplace values and arguments, rather than being somehow inherently conservative, in fact contain within them the seeds of socio-economic transformation. As one of the most important essays in Thinking Politically has it, ‘liberalism passes definitively into democratic socialism when the map of society is socially determined.’


Nevertheless, the theory was met with considerable perplexity by some liberal egalitarian critics. The term ‘complex equality’ seemed to refer to a state of affairs in which citizens were free from what Walzer called dominance, but what did that have to do with equality? As Richard Arneson put it, ‘“Complex equality” is only contingently egalitarian, and, for all that Walzer has claimed, the contingencies look to be quite remote.’
 For Arneson it is distinctly possible that policing the boundaries between spheres will not produce an egalitarian society, because rather than ruling and being ruled in turn, the same people could still end up coming out ‘on top’ in each of the spheres of justice. We would then have multiple forms of advantage enjoyed by the same privileged individuals, with only the fact that these advantages had each arisen autonomously (i.e., not as a result of illicit conversions between spheres) to console us. Furthermore, the theory resolutely resisted translation into a ‘metric’ for equality – Walzer did not believe that such a metric could be provided, not least given the incommensurability of distinct goods. But as such, whilst the theory might tell us some interesting things about the way in which some inequalities actually arise in contemporary societies, many egalitarians refused to accept the theory as a fully realised attempt to work out the nature of egalitarian justice.

So how much has changed since the publication of Spheres of Justice? Much like Rawls, who devoted the decades after the publication of A Theory of Justice
 to addressing the implications of pluralism and religious and cultural diversity, Walzer has not written extensively on distributive justice in recent years, and has not revised his theory substantially. Two interesting essays have addressed the best political strategy for achieving domestic distributive justice. One, contained in Thinking Politically, examines the failure to progress towards the goal of complex equality in the dozen years following the publication of Spheres of Justice, and grants to the state a much greater role in securing distributive justice in the face of the intractability of contemporary forms of inequality.
 The second, contained in Politics and Passion, takes mainstream liberal theory to task for its neglect of associational life.
 To be sure, liberal theories have pursued the right goal – the delivery of various forms of equality for individual citizens. But they fail to realise that for many citizens, given that their lives are bound up in their membership of particular groups, the bolstering of those groups is an important and even essential mechanism for securing such equality.


At the level of distributive principles, though, there has been little refinement or augmentation of the theory of complex equality, and in many ways this relative paucity of engagement represents a missed opportunity. One partial revision has come as an answer to those who (like Arneson) argued that complex equality is compatible with the same people achieving repeated advantage in every sphere, leading to a society not of equals, but of reiterated inequality across the spheres. As a result we find an increased emphasis on the simultaneous defence against monopoly, as well as dominance. Relatedly, Walzer declares that he has also revised his definition of dominance: ‘dominance, as I now see it, is not produced only by the multiple conversions of a single good…but also, more simply, by possession of all the most valued goods, however they come to be possessed.’
 It is not entirely clear whether the concept of ‘dominance’ is quite this elastic, and where this leaves the theory’s key charge that the conversion of goods across spheres, not the individual balance of power within given spheres, is what fundamentally matters to the egalitarian. The implications remain somewhat elusive, and this revision aside, published work by Walzer on the domestic theory of justice has been surprisingly scarce. 

It has therefore been left to others to explore the merits of a complex approach to egalitarianism. Here, there have been some promising signs within the egalitarian debates of the last decade. One would be the emergence of Elizabeth Anderson’s critique of luck egalitarianism, which for some at least rehabilitates the idea that what characterises egalitarianism is not the search for a super-principle or super-good, but the struggle against oppression or domination in its many forms.
 In an instructive interview reprinted in Thinking Politically, Walzer has warmly welcomed Anderson’s critique as a valiant attempt to get egalitarianism back on track, after a prolific but ultimately unhelpful detour. The claim that egalitarianism is about, simply, the attempt to drive out the influence of the ‘morally arbitrary’ (as luck egalitarians would have it) is shortsighted, and places academic egalitarianism out of step with ‘ordinary morality.’ We will never see the emergence of a victor in the debate about the basic ‘stuff’ of equality because egalitarianism is, for Walzer, a complex endeavour, marrying a variety of diverse and sometimes opposed commitments. Furthermore Walzer has welcomed the increasing attention paid to the ways in which different equalities may stand in tension with each other, an attention evident in the work of Susan Moller Okin and Anne Phillips, for instance. 
 


As briefly suggested above, even amongst erstwhile luck egalitarians, the view that the search for a single stuff of equality may not yield a definitive result - and even that doggedly responsibility-catering equality might need to be supplemented with other principles of justice - has gained some converts. Gerry Cohen for one suggests that distributive justice might be about the distribution of very different goods, so that one single answer to the ‘equality of what?’ question might turn out not to be available (in fact, the question itself may be mistaken). With an elliptical nod towards Walzer, he also raises the possibility that these heterogeneous goods might best be distributed according to heterogeneous principles – though he is certainly not prepared to go so far as to privilege any principles already implicit in our ‘shared understandings.’
 Notably, Avner de-Shalit and Jonathan Wolff, in their pursuit of an egalitarianism that shares the best features of luck egalitarianism and the ‘democratic’ or ‘social’ egalitarian approaches, have suggested a form of egalitarianism that overlaps somewhat with Walzer’s theory.
 Arguing that the ‘stuff’ of advantage and disadvantage is plural and incommensurable, they suggest that the best option for the egalitarian will often be to ‘decluster’ disadvantage, presumably by keeping distributions autonomous in some sense. This moves us towards Walzer’s position in some respects, although his ‘interpretive’ suggestions for how we decide which goods should be distributed according to which principles are rejected – the authors consider that facts about the way in which goods function (together and apart) are significant, rather than what we currently think (if indeed we agree at all) about their correct distribution. 

To date, Walzer has addressed these developments only fleetingly, and it remains to be seen whether he will contribute to the developing debate at greater length. We can still observe a resolute denial in this debate that the correct distribution of goods can simply be ‘read off’ from the way we understand those goods – if indeed we agree about this at all. But it does seem to be the case that a partial rapprochement is possible – although Walzer’s own position has scarcely moved, there are signs that the focus of egalitarian debate has inched towards his position in several respects. It is open to question whether, as den Hartogh has suggested, ‘we may be entering a period in which Spheres of Justice comes into its own.’
 But nevertheless the assertion that egalitarianism is a plural and complex ideal may, at the very least, be gaining adherents. If so, the initial bafflement his theory of complex equality provoked in some quarters may be replaced by a partial, and somewhat grudging, admiration. 
Theorising Global Justice
What, if anything, does all of this tell us about global justice? Although he has written on global issues at length Walzer’s work on domestic egalitarianism and his work on international issues (such as just war and humanitarian intervention) have been enjoyed by largely separate audiences, within the sub-disciplines of ‘political theory’ and ‘international relations’ respectively. The disconnect between these audiences might be bemusing for Walzer, but it might also be curiously satisfying. For one of his most steadfast arguments has been that our thinking about the first set of issues – egalitarianism and distributive justice – does not and should not ‘leak over’ into the global domain. Walzer has spent considerable time and effort elucidating the domestic ‘public political philosophy’ of Western liberal societies, as Sandel would call it, or the ‘public political culture’, as Rawls would have had it, and he has also spent time elucidating the global public political culture.
 But on his view the two are largely separate. The language of domestic distributive justice cannot simply be assumed to work globally too; the two realms are fundamentally different because in the first case we are involved in interpreting the views of distinct communities, whereas in the second case we must deal with the fact of deep diversity between communities.
 Walzer would therefore strongly reject the arguments of those cosmopolitans who regard the two realms as fundamentally continuous or analogous, so that convincing arguments for domestic egalitarianism will be expected to provide good arguments at the global level too. There is indeed consensus to be found on a series of issues at the global level, but principles of distributive justice do not fall under the shadow of that consensus – and to impose them would require us to disregard the shared understandings of distinct communities. 


This is not to say that Walzer opposes moral universalism - but he certainly does oppose one version of it, which may well be the dominant version within Anglophone philosophy. Walzer distinguishes between ‘covering-law’ and ‘reiterative’ forms of universalism.
 The ‘covering-law’ version seeks to impose, from the outside, a set of injunctions and restrictions on a community’s practices. A moral truth is ‘invented,’ or ‘discovered,’ which as truth takes priority over the expression of local values. The second, ‘reiterative’ form of universalism is quite different however. The reiterative universalist seeks to discern a shared morality from the overlap between cultures, working out, in a sensitive way, the areas of commonality between otherwise distinctive sets of shared understandings. And he or she will indeed find certain injunctions that are shared by all (or virtually all) cultures – injunctions against murder, fraud, various forms of cruelty and, crucially for Walzer’s own work, certain widely-accepted restrictions on the legitimate conduct of war. But holding any given culture to these standards is not, by hypothesis, the imposition of a morality ‘from outside.’ The universals, on this second account, are already local. Covering-law universalism raises the spectre of Western or liberal imperialism, but reiterative universalism does not.

A good case in point is just war theory, to which Walzer has made a hugely significant contribution. Rather than ‘just war theory’ being the preserve of Western philosophers, generating ideas which have priority over the views of ordinary citizens, just war theory simply is ‘the ordinary language in which we argue about particular wars.’
 Principles of just war emerge from our arguments about those particular cases, and are always subject to change as the arguments evolve over time. An example: Just war theory has traditionally been seen to encompass two sets of moral strictures – one, jus ad bellum, on the legitimacy of going to war in the first place and the second, jus in bello, governing the legitimate conduct of wars once they have begun. But an important recent development – evident in Arguing About War - has been an increasing recognition of the necessity of a third component - what Walzer now calls jus post bellum, the justice of peace-making, reconciliation, and reconstruction once a war has ended. As a result of reflecting on the debacle of post-conflict Iraq, Walzer now wants to say that a war cannot be just unless it ends justly. Moreover, the requirement of peace and reconciliation after a war should make us even more circumspect about the tactics we employ during it.
 Walzer’s contributions here have been salutary. But this very process of argument, whereby we argue about particular cases of war, and generalise from these cases to broad principles, has never been controversy-free, and has seemed to some critics simply wrong-headed. How, for example, do we decide which cases generate just principles, and which fall foul of those principles, without having principles of military justice in the first place to judge them by? Needless to say Walzer’s derivation of principles from specific cases has not been free from vocal criticism. His position on war has always fore-grounded the idea of a community’s right to self-determination, and this has implied a robust right to self-defence. Controversially he will not rule out, in extreme cases, the killing of non-combatants, the torture of terrorists
 and a right to pre-emptive action against those threatening the survival of the community. On this latter point Noam Chomsky lambasted Walzer’s apparent deduction from a single historical instance of pre-emptive war - Israel’s attack on the Arab states in 1967 – of a principle of legitimate pre-emptive war
 (so that, according to Chomsky, Israel’s action was held to justify itself
). Presumably Walzer would want to say that such controversies are endemic to the task of interpretive philosophy, and not to be scorned either, rather than that they reveal something inherently problematic about inducing principles from limited cases. Many remain unconvinced.

If it is a characteristic of moral argument that its character is continually subject to change, then shared understandings on the global level may be subject to augmentation, as we come to agree on more and more cases of clear injustice. There have certainly been some significant changes in the position on humanitarian intervention. Despite his erstwhile sympathy for the value of communal autonomy, Walzer has recently ‘found it easier and easier to over-ride the presumption’ against intervention in the sovereign affairs of another state.
 To be more specific, on Walzer’s interpretation of moral argument at the international level, the list of ills or injustices that can justify intervention – military, if absolutely necessary – is in the process of expanding, with massacre, ethnic cleansing and slave labour being supplemented with famine, malnutrition and, perhaps, pandemic disease.
 But whilst he welcomes this development, he is unsure how much further we can proceed. For there to be a right to be protected from an ill or injustice, we need to be able to specify an agent able, and indeed obliged, to offer that protection, as well as a mechanism for enforcement.
 And whilst an international military force, attached to an international court, is a plausible and welcome idea, proceeding much beyond this would require a world state. Such a state would be wholly unwelcome, because of the danger of political despotism, and because it would be incompatible with cultural diversity; in that respect, it would inevitably be repressive in character.


Thus the slide towards a thicker moral universalism may have its limits. Walzer still has two objections to the rush to formulate theories of global distributive justice in particular. The first point to note is that Walzer’s objection to covering-law universalism will apparently rule out practices of global distributive justice. As he puts it, ‘were we to take the globe as our setting, we would have to imagine what does not yet exist’ in order to put global distributive justice into practice: ‘We would have to imagine a common set of meanings.’
 Second, if it is unintelligible to talk about global entitlements in the absence of both a responsible agent and plausible mechanism of enforcement, this should also provide a brake on the charge towards principles of global distributive justice. Interestingly, though, in the last essay in Politics and Passion (entitled ‘Global Equality’), Walzer now uses precisely the language of global distributive justice himself – at least in terms of diagnosing problems, if not suggesting entitlements or accompanying responsibilities. There, he apparently unabashedly declares that the inequalities we should be most concerned about are those that apply at the level of ‘international society,’ rather than domestically.
 If this is true, it opens up an uncomfortable tension within his work. On the one hand, like Rawls,
 Walzer believes that the problems of global economic injustice that do trouble us can be dealt with by elucidating certain ‘natural duties,’ supplemented with something like Rawls’s duty of assistance to assist in the construction of stable state institutions.
 On the other hand, Walzer has begun to use the language of global distributive justice – even global equality - in evaluating global hierarchies of power and resources.
 But in the absence of inter-communal agreement about the meaning of specific social goods, how can such evaluations be intelligible? If different communities value different goods, and distribute them according to different criteria, what would it mean for there to be a global inequality of resources, for example? Can we even conceive of resources in a ‘universal’ way? It remains to be seen how Walzer will negotiate this apparent dilemma. Walzer’s comments imply that whatever conception of global equality he is working with allows us to avoid the charge of cross-cultural incoherence, and might be met without endangering collective autonomy or cultural diversity (or at least, he does not say otherwise). If so, developing it further would mark a significant contribution to the emerging debate on global justice. But at the same time, it might call into doubt the relatively tight line he has attempted to draw between local and global justice.  On this point, very much remains to be said.
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