Coercion, Reciprocity and Equality beyond the State

A number of prominent philosophers of egalitarian justice have denied that egalitarian principles of distributive justice are appropriate at the global level, at the same time as accepting that principles of humanitarianism do apply beyond borders. Many such theorists have defended egalitarian principles at length, but argue that they are appropriate to the relations between members of a given ‘people’, nation, or state, and not beyond that level (this includes the idea that they may be appropriate to members of associations or regions within the state).
 In that sense they put forward a ‘relational’ as opposed to ‘non-relational’ view of equality: they suggest that egalitarian distribution is appropriate between individuals who stand in a certain relationship with one another.
 More to the point this is a specific form of relational view: although we might attempt to locate a relational brand of equality at the level of a neighbourhood, city, region or even continent, these theorists all argue that this relation is one that adheres between members of a people, nation or state. 

A variety of reasons can be given for a membership-specific relational position on equality. I will concentrate here on the connection between egalitarianism and the state, leaving the question of whether there are good reasons for confining egalitarian relations to the nation for another occasion. As such I concern myself with two noteworthy arguments for restricting egalitarian distributive justice to the level of individual states. The first, advanced by Thomas Nagel, suggests that the coercive character of relations between co-citizens of a state makes duties of distributive justice (of both egalitarian and non-egalitarian varieties) exclusively appropriate. A number of other philosophers – including Michael Blake and Mathias Risse - have agreed with Nagel that the presence of coercive relations makes equality between citizens appropriate, but left open the possibility that egalitarian or non-egalitarian principles of distributive justice might nevertheless be owed to non-citizens. Blake’s coercion-based view holds that ‘relative deprivation’ is normatively significant only when it occurs between co-citizens, but, in contrast to Nagel, does not express such scepticism about global distributive justice per se (i.e., ‘absolute’ principles of global distributive justice are not ruled out). Risse has mounted a partially overlapping defence of the normative peculiarity of the state based on its coercive nature but regards that coercion as a sufficient, but not necessary, condition of egalitarianism. Moreover, the specific kind of coercion exercised at the level of states is also present, on a plausible interpretation, at the global level and hence Risse regards Nagel’s argument that only humanitarian duties are owed beyond the state as untenable.
 As such, Nagel’s argument that no duties of distributive justice are owed beyond the borders of the state presents the most forceful argument for the normative peculiarity of that institution, and demands particularly close attention. The second, more recently advanced by Andrea Sangiovanni, suggests that the existence of relations of reciprocity of a specific character makes a distinctively egalitarian brand of distributive justice exclusively appropriate to the level of the state. Whilst the suggestion that the reciprocal relations triggers egalitarianism is not unique to Sangiovanni either, his is much the fullest exposition of this new challenge to global egalitarianism and also merits special attention.

Both arguments for limiting the scope of distributive egalitarianism combine a normative with an empirical claim. The normative claim holds that either coercive relations or relations of reciprocity, respectively, trigger duties of egalitarian distributive justice (for Sangiovanni), or distributive justice tout court (for Nagel). The empirical claim is that relations of either coercion or reciprocity are coterminous with the borders of the state; that the normatively significant relations are bounded by, and do not spill across, the geographical edges of the state. Both claims are disputed here. The normative claim that relations of either coercion or reciprocity exclusively trigger egalitarian duties produces unwelcome conclusions. In Nagel’s case, the plausibility of holding joint authorship of coercive relations to be a necessary condition for duties of distributive justice hinges on the definition of joint authorship we adopt. I argue that a strong version of joint authorship is not normatively compelling, whereas a weak version of joint authorship in fact implies distributive justice across state borders. In Sangiovanni’s case, basing egalitarian duties exclusively on the presence of reciprocal relations also produces unpalatable conclusions, conclusions which throw into question the normative adequacy of specifying reciprocity as the trigger for egalitarian duties. 

But assessing Nagel’s and Sangiovanni’s normative principles in isolation is not the primary aim of this paper. Rather, I will show how applying a reasonable understanding of their normative principles fails to justify limiting egalitarian duties to the domestic level. The crucial question here is whether either account can establish that the qualifying form of citizenly relations occurs within a state but not beyond states, or whether it is more apposite to describe a continuum between relations inside and across states, with more intense relations (of the qualifying kind) within a given state, and less intense but still normatively significant relations across state borders. What I will call the continuum objection questions whether a qualifying criterion for egalitarian relations can be advanced that reliably demarcates intra-state from inter-state or supra-state relations, or whether in fact the criteria provided thus far fail to discriminate sufficiently clearly. The objection suggests we might more correctly state that there is a continuum of more and less intense relations that play out across state borders. If we accept Nagel’s or Sangiovanni’s normative premises, then, the continuum objection will establish that relations of distributive justice should be seen to apply across state borders. This is significant, because often the choice seems to be one between a highly demanding global egalitarianism, and a much less demanding global humanitarianism shorn of any connotation of distributive justice. The point of the continuum argument is, we might say, to challenge this dichotomy. But in this paper the continuum objection functions as a tool of internal critique, which makes it possible to demonstrate that holding egalitarian distributive justice contingent on either common subjection to coercive relations, or engagement in relations of reciprocity, will not justify restricting it to the level of individual states. As such the objection highlights the fact that, empirically speaking, the qualifying kind of relations play out across borders, rather than neatly at the level of individual states. But this internal criticism does not commit us to the positive normative view that egalitarian duties are best seen as graded in intensity along some kind of continuum; the normative concerns I will raise counsel against such a view. Nevertheless the objection provides a powerful reason for scepticism about whether Nagel’s or Sangiovanni’s conclusions follow from their premises; thus the objection reveals an instability within the accounts presented by Nagel and Sangiovanni which should be troubling even if we accept their normative premises. 

Section I of this paper briefly shows how the continuum objection is successful against the coercion-based argument presented by Nagel as well as raising some normative concerns about the implications of the coercion-based view. Andrea Sangiovanni has suggested an alternative, reciprocity-based argument that he believes makes the relevant discrimination between intra-state and inter-state or supra-state relations more clearly. In Section II of the paper this alternative position is set out. Section III of the paper, however, raises three criticisms of the reciprocity-based view that establish that this rival attempt performs no better. Section IV then pauses to consider the nature of egalitarian duties beyond the state. Rather than arguing for an undifferentiated global egalitarianism, it suggests some reasons why a pluralist form of egalitarianism might coherently support some global egalitarian duties whilst at the same time showing justified concern for particular inequalities pertaining between co-citizens.

I.   MEMBERSHIP OF A COERCIVE SYSTEM

Once the state exists, we are in a new moral situation, where the value of equality has purchase…We are required to accord equal status to anyone with whom we are joined in a strong and coercively-imposed political community
 

For Thomas Nagel, the appropriate trigger for relations of distributive justice is the presence of coercive political relations. Nagel terms this a ‘political’ view, because ‘Justice is something we owe through our shared institutions only to those with whom we stand in a strong political relation.’
 There are in fact three necessary conditions for distributive justice to become appropriate between a given set of individuals. First, relations of justice apply within the boundaries of a system of coercively imposed rules and institutions. Second, relations of justice apply between citizens considered as joint authors of such a coercively imposed system. Third, relations of justice apply when such citizens can be considered involuntarily subject to the resulting norms and obligations. 

Building on a theme from Rawls
, Nagel argues it is because we as citizens sustain an institutional structure that in turn impacts upon our individual life-chances, that we owe each other a normative justification for those institutions. The comprehensive control of states over the lives of their citizens creates a need for ‘justification and the special constraints on ends and means that constitute the requirements of justice.’
 In terms of distributive egalitarianism the famous Rawlsian objection to ‘arbitrary inequalities’ has moral force precisely insofar as such arbitrary inequalities are thrown up by the institutional order of the state.
 Inequalities are not objectionable simply because they affect our life-chances differently, but because they affect us differently and because citizens of a state will rightly be considered collectively responsible for them. Inequalities are properly appraisable as arbitrary (only) when they arise within a political relationship embodying the three necessary conditions of coercive imposition, involuntarily subjection, and joint authorship.

In defining this as a coercion-based view it is important to be clear that it is not the presence of force, or indeed the threat of force per se, that is of sole importance. To reiterate, what is distinctive about strong political relations is the fact that common rules are coercively imposed, and that individuals citizens can be regarded as both joint authors of those rules, and involuntarily subject to them. Thus naming this a coercion-based view draws attention to one key aspect of the account, but in practice the presence of coercion is not on its own a decisive factor in favour of relations of justice. On the one hand, a system of coercive rules would not generate duties of distributive justice unless those rules were then involuntarily imposed. For it is certain that justice applies ‘only to a form of organization that claims political legitimacy and the right to impose decisions by force, and not to a voluntary association or contract among independent parties concerned to advance their common interest,’
 presumably at least in part because members of such associations can exit them if they wish. Thus whilst membership of voluntary associations does not trigger egalitarian justice, citizenship of a state cannot be conceived as voluntary in this sense and so does provide the requisite trigger. It is precisely because the institutional structure of a state is involuntarily imposed upon citizens that they owe each other duties of distributive justice. On the other hand, involuntary subjection to a system of coercive rules would not generate obligations of justice unless citizens could properly be identified as joint authors of those rules. It is on this question of joint authorship that much critical attention has focused, as will shortly become apparent.

For now, though, it remains to make clear the implications for global justice. It is undeniable, Nagel maintains, that individuals have pre-institutional obligations to provide humanitarian assistance to those in dire need, a set of obligations that remains unaffected by our special relationship with the institutions of our own state. But beyond basic duties of humanitarianism which do apply across borders, ‘further requirements of equal treatment depend on a strong condition of associative responsibility,’ such as that shared by co-citizens. Co-citizens make, via their state institutions, ‘unique demands’ on each other that bring obligations of distributive justice along with them;
 but individuals across states, or the global order, broadly considered, do not. 

This is not to say that the actions of states do not have material effects on outsiders. Endless counterexamples could be produced to establish just such material influence on the life-chances of non-citizens. For instance, Nagel himself suggests we consider the immigration regime of a wealthy state. Such a regime will have a discernable effect on the life-chances of individuals outside of the state, who are included or excluded at the whim of that state’s policy. The effects on the life-chances of the poor of the world come into even sharper focus, of course, when we consider the aggregated effect of the immigration regimes of a variety of wealthy states. But this does not suggest that the citizens of a certain wealthy state owe excluded individuals equal consideration in their policy-making.
 According to Nagel the cooperation and compliance of the excluded is not required for such a policy to take effect: the excluded are simply shut out. Because excluders and excluded do not stand in a common relation before the coercive institutions in question, justification is not owed to them, and the trigger for egalitarian relations is not met. In this case although a system of coercive rules is imposed involuntarily on outsiders, those outsiders are not regarded as joint authors (with the ‘insiders’) of those rules and correspondingly duties of distributive justice do not pertain. As a general truth, the institutional order at the global level does not create the need for justification, because individuals across the world are not in any plausible sense regarded as joint authors of this order. Such an order is coercive in nature, and may or may not be involuntarily imposed, but its architecture and administration is not in any morally relevant sense a truly joint enterprise. As Nagel puts it, it is highly dubious whether ‘the rules of international trade justice [for instance] rise to the level of collective action needed to trigger demands for justice, even in diluted form,’
 For this reason, the common demand for global distributive justice is simply mistaken.

Objections to the Coercion-Based Argument

The most important objection to Nagel’s coercion-based argument focuses on the meaning of joint authorship, and presses it on precisely the point just discussed: that is, the argument that justification (and as a result distributive justice) is not owed to those who are simply excluded from the presumption of cooperation and compliance. This point arises from the claim that those whose life-chances are affected by the coercive elements of the global order are nevertheless not intelligibly viewed as joint authors of them. The precise definition of joint authorship is pivotal. Nagel maintains that justice is a requirement of any institutional framework that is ‘enacted in the name of all those governed by it,’
 claiming that this definition adumbrates both democratic and non-democratic state forms, each of which have an obligation to extend equal treatment to all of their citizens. Nevertheless, Nagel’s delineation of the conditions of joint authorship remains far from perspicuous. Specifically, he vacillates on the question whether the presumption of joint authorship requires ‘active engagement’ in collective will-formation or not.
 This vacillation reflects a dilemma. On the one hand, we might affirm that active engagement is necessary for joint authorship (and hence for the requirements of justice to apply), a position we can call a strong view of joint authorship. Nagel does suggest precisely such a view when he argues that the ‘active engagement of the will of each member of the society in its operation is crucial. It is not enough to appeal to the large material effects that the system imposes on its members.’
 But two unpalatable conclusions follow from this strong view. The first is that distributive justice is not owed to citizens who are unable to actively participate in collective will-formation, such as the severely disabled.
 The second is that non-democratic states are not obliged to extend distributive justice to all of their subjects (a claim Nagel otherwise wants to deny). To claim that we do not owe justice to citizens who are deliberately excluded from the political process, though, will surely strike us as repugnant, not least since such a conclusion would generate a particularly pernicious moral hazard whereby rulers might excuse themselves from duties towards some citizens simply by effecting their total political exclusion.

On the other hand, we might accept that the requirements of justice are met whenever a coercive institutional scheme is involuntarily imposed on other people, regardless of their active engagement in this imposition. Joint authorship, on this weak version, would require not active involvement in decision-making, but rather precisely the recognition that policies are, or should be, enacted in the interests of all affected.
 On this view joint authorship should be tied to the right to be consulted on decisions impacting on one’s life-chances, rather than the brute empirical fact of present active participation in decision-making, which will often be conditioned by historical as well as present inclusions and injustices. To be sure, Nagel expresses doubt about tying duties of distributive justice to such a weak version of joint authorship.
 But he does provide some grounds for defending a weak version himself. Most significantly, he argues that insofar as a colonial power claims to govern on behalf of its subjects, it owes them equal consideration – despite their lack of direct engagement.
 If this claim has any plausibility, it is not at all obvious why international institutions which may also claim to govern on behalf of the diverse citizens of the world - despite their lack of direct engagement - would not similarly owe them equal consideration. Once the joint authorship condition is loosened in this way, the next step is to make the empirical point that there is a continuum of coerciveness, with trans-national and global institutions being coercive to a degree, being involuntary in nature (at least from the perspective of individual citizens), and yet impacting to a significant degree upon the life-chances of individuals across the globe. If we select this second alternative, a valid inference would appear to be that not only do non-democratic states owe their subjects equal consideration within the purview of distributive justice, but that the architects of the global institutional order do also. Nagel’s claim - that the non-involvement of all individuals in directing the global institutional structure means that the requirements of justice do not come into play - therefore fails.

To be sure, it might be possible to drive a wedge here between the claim that equal consideration is owed, and the stronger claim that duties of distributive justice are owed. Thus, Nagel might reply that the requirement of equal consideration, for international institutions, implies duties of procedural justice, or transactional justice, for instance, but not of distributive justice. But Nagel’s claim is that when the three criteria (of joint authorship, coercion, and involuntary subjection) are met, duties of distributive justice are triggered at the domestic level - and the absence of one or more of these at the global level suggests that duties of distributive justice are not triggered. To assert that the three criteria are met at the global level but that the same conclusion does not follow simply begs the question; Nagel’s intervention was supposed to tell us precisely what was normatively peculiar about the state, and to shift the goalposts in this way would suggest that he has not done so and needs to provide a new set of criteria instead. I will not try to anticipate here what these new criteria might be.
 Empirically, my argument has been that Nagel’s account does not succeed in discriminating in the appropriate way between intra-state and inter-state or supra-state relations. The continuum objection suggests that the coerciveness of the global institutional order can also invoke claims for distributive justice across state borders. Focusing on the case of the World Trade Organisation, Joshua Cohen and Charles Sabel have argued that ‘Opting out is not a real option (the WTO is a “take it or leave it” arrangement, without even the formal option of picking and choosing the parts to comply with), and given that it is not … there is a direct rule-making relationship between the global bodies and the citizens of different states.’
 Moreover, opting out of such an institution produces serious costs; these costs are significant enough that membership is plausibly considered involuntary. Not only do organisations such as the WTO impact on the life-chances of individuals across the world, but in their published declarations they even claim to be acting in the interests of all such individuals. As such any plausible joint authorship condition is satisfied. Whilst this empirical claim is significant, it is not the only argument against Nagel’s position. Normatively, it has been claimed that, unless we want to accept the repugnant conclusions attendant on the strong view of joint authorship, consistency requires us to accept that involuntary associations, which impact upon the life-chances of the individuals effected by them, owe those individuals equal consideration regardless of whether those individuals actively participate in will-formation within those institutions or not. As such, a coercive political order must try to garner legitimacy from those whose life-chances it affects, rather than citing some individuals’ exclusion from decision-making precisely as a reason why it need not do so. 

II.   RELATIONS OF RECIPROCITY

[R]eciprocity in the mutual provision of the basic collective goods necessary for acting on a plan of life conditions the content, scope, and justification of distributive equality
 

Andrea Sangiovanni has recently criticised Nagel’s coercion-based account for reasons partially overlapping with the empirical ones canvassed above.
 If we want to avoid the continuum objection, it is necessary to search for an alternative basis for egalitarian distributive relations which focuses on exactly what the state does, not the degree to which it performs its functions coercively or non-coercively, and recognise that coercion is ‘of only contingent, indirect, and instrumental concern to a theory of distributive equality.’
  

Significantly, the goal of Sangiovanni’s account is not to reject distributive justice beyond the state tout court (which is Nagel’s goal). As will be shown, Sangiovanni accepts that duties of distributive justice may be owed to those outside of the state, but denies emphatically that the form of distributive justice owed to outsiders will be egalitarian in character.
 Despite this important difference, the central objective is similar: to provide a defence of egalitarian distributive justice that is both normatively sound and, when empirically applied, capable of delineating intra-state from inter-state or supra-state relations. For Sangiovanni, such an account should emphasise that relations of reciprocity are the correct trigger for egalitarian distributive justice. What is significant about the institution of the state is not that submission to its institutions is involuntary, as Nagel has it, but rather that it acts as the site for a certain kind of reciprocity. To be more specific, it institutionalises reciprocity in the mutual provision of the basic collective goods necessary for acting on a plan of life. There is the familiar pairing of a normative and an empirical claim here, then. The normative claim is that egalitarian justice is triggered by relations of reciprocity in the collective provision of two collective goods. These are a) order and security, and b) a system of property relations. The empirical claim is that these two goods are provided and maintained by citizens and residents of any given state, and not by any broader constituency. This empirical claim will be key to avoiding the continuum objection, and demonstrating the superiority of Sangiovanni’s position over Nagel’s. 

The idea that it is reciprocal contribution to the provision of public goods that determines the scope of egalitarian duties has been suggested before, including by Brian Barry, who suggested that cooperation in their production at the level of states triggers the thicker demands of justice as fair play, whereas the weaker forms of cooperation evident at the global level only trigger the much thinner demands of justice as fair exchange.
 But Sangiovanni’s position differs in a number of ways. First of all, his argument concerns when specifically egalitarian distributive justice is owed, rather than distributive justice tout court, making his argument of particular interest to egalitarians. Second, as mentioned above, Sangiovanni gives a much more detailed account of precisely which public goods are crucial to egalitarians, and defends that choice at length; this account is criticised below. Third, whereas Barry’s intervention elicited the response that inequalities might be objectionable even in the absence of thick forms of social cooperation or reciprocity,
 Sangiovanni, as mentioned above, provides an alternative account of the conditions under which inequalities are properly appraised as morally arbitrary, and hence offers a possible response to this criticism. Like Nagel, he considers that only collectively-imposed inequalities can be appraised in this way; I also consider this response in more detail below. 

Sangiovanni’s reciprocity-based account has clear implications for egalitarian justice. When relations of reciprocity exist that sustain the production of collective goods, the trigger for egalitarian distributive justice is met. When they do not, the trigger is not met. The increasing economic or political or military or cultural interdependence of states, or the development of so-called ‘global civil society’ may be significant from a normative point of view, but these developments leave the claim to specifically egalitarian distributive justice untouched. Thus the presence of political institutions at the level of the European Union, for instance, is sufficient to trigger some (though unspecified) obligations of distributive justice, but it has no egalitarian import.
 By hypothesis, this is because trans-national forms of reciprocity do not involve the provision of the collective good of security from attack, or a regime of property relations. 

III.   EQUALITY, RECIPROCITY AND COLLECTIVE GOODS


Sangiovanni’s account is cogently argued and ambitious, but nevertheless it possesses significant problems of its own. Three of these will be discussed in this section. The first revolves around who the relevant relations of reciprocity exist between, and hence who is properly considered a subject of egalitarian justice. The second concerns the list of collective goods the provision of which triggers egalitarian duties: are we sure that Sangiovanni is right about what should be on the list, and what should not? The third problem concerns whether, even if we accept something like the minimal list that Sangiovanni suggests, his account can avoid the continuum objection. At the end of this section I show that it cannot.

A.   Reciprocity between whom? 

The claim that duties of egalitarian distributive justice apply between individuals jointly contributing to the provision of certain collective goods produces at least two conclusions that should be seen as controversial. The first concerns the severely disabled, a case already raised in relation to the coercion-based account. Sangiovanni claims, as does Nagel, that the moral objection to inequalities only applies within the institutional shadow of the state.
 To be more specific, the moral force of the claim of moral arbitrariness only appeals to us inside a certain kind of relation of reciprocity which empirically happens to exist within states, but not without them. To support this claim, he invokes precisely the case of the disabled, and asks us to consider the inequalities that they can face in social life. What disabled activists are rightly troubled by is the prejudice and oppression that disabled citizens face, and not the ‘arbitrariness’ of their physiological conditions per se.
 It is because the disabled encounter prejudice and exclusion on the part of other citizens that we correctly regard them as subject to a kind of inequality, and consider that this inequality should somehow be rectified. But Sangiovanni holds firm to his argument that it is contribution to the provision of collective goods that generates a claim to distributive equality. Since at least some disabled people are able to contribute to that provision, these contributing disabled citizens are owed equality; but we need not be concerned at all, as egalitarians, by the distributive inequalities, for instance, faced by the involuntarily non-contributing disabled.
 To be sure, we may have some obligations of justice towards such non-contributing citizens, but they do not engage in the relevant relations of reciprocity and hence have no claims contingent on a conception of distributive equality. Moreover, whilst Sangiovanni seems to have suggested, above, that prejudice and oppression are of central concern to the egalitarian,
 he cannot hold to this position since it is not clear that the prejudice and oppression faced by non-contributing disabled citizens is objectionable from an egalitarian point of view either. Although Sangiovanni implies that standing in relations of inferiority / superiority or oppression / domination with the disabled troubles our conception of equality, he cannot press that claim in the case of the non-contributing disabled – suggesting that his argument has serious problems tracking our considered judgments. This first example, then, suggests that there are dangers for the egalitarian in tying equality as firmly to contribution as the reciprocity-based account does. 

Of course, the idea that the distinctive position of the disabled is not to be considered at the point of deriving principles of egalitarian justice has its own pedigree; it is certainly the position taken by Rawls in his Theory of Justice. But this position has been subjected to considerable criticism,
 and it is striking that otherwise divergent post-Rawlsian egalitarian theories tend to argue that responding to the distinctive position of the disabled is part of the job we expect an egalitarian theory of justice to perform at the level of principle. Though they provide quite different accounts of equality, this is true both of Ronald Dworkin, and Elizabeth Anderson. Sangiovanni explicitly states that his reciprocity-based egalitarianism ‘does not exclude’ Dworkin’s theory of equality of resources, but on the issue of disability this cannot be the case.
 He also suggests that his reciprocity-based position can be squared with Anderson’s democratic egalitarianism, but on the issue of disability, again, the judgements of the two positions diverge markedly.
 Whilst Sangiovanni presents his reciprocity-based view as at least potentially amenable with a range of egalitarian positions, my suggestion is that reciprocity does not play the role in specifying the subjects of equality in either ‘luck egalitarianism’ or ‘democratic egalitarianism’ that Sangiovanni suggests, and that the issue of disability makes this divergence plain.  

The second case concerns the complex relationship between residency, citizenship and contribution.
 Sangiovanni is clear throughout that his egalitarian argument is intended to apply to both citizens and residents.
 This focus on citizens and residents is significant, because if his account focused on relations exclusively between citizens it would be hostage to a serious problem. The problem lies with the difficulty of specifying why distributive equality is appropriate between citizens, given that non-resident citizens may not be contributing to the provision of important collective goods,
 whereas resident aliens likely do contribute to their provision. Sangiovanni’s position on this is that egalitarian distributive justice is owed to both citizens and residents in the state, both of whom ‘provide us with the basic conditions and guarantees necessary to develop and act on a plan of life.’
 But he does not address the issue of non-resident citizens, who by hypothesis are citizens who may not contribute to the provision of collective goods. 

Here Sangiovanni faces a dilemma. On what basis, if any, might we owe equality to non-resident citizens? There appear to be three options. Firstly, he could suggest that citizens qua citizens qualify for egalitarian treatment. His formulation ‘citizens and residents’ indeed does suggest that citizens qua citizens qualify for egalitarian distribution, but if so we need an argument why non-resident, non-contributing citizens are due egalitarian justice. It is hard to imagine a plausible argument for this position on Sangiovanni’s account. To put it bluntly, non-contributing disabled resident citizens are not due egalitarian justice, so it is hard to see why non-contributing non-resident citizens should be. 

Alternatively, a second option is to abandon the contention that citizens are owed egalitarian justice qua citizens, and provide a more clear argument for why residency alone generates claims for egalitarian justice. If he pursues this latter strategy, then the ‘citizens’ in the formulation ‘citizens and residents’ becomes a redundancy, since citizenship has no normative significance from an egalitarian point of view. Instead, ‘contributing residents’ alone are owed egalitarian justice. Here, we would need a much clearer account of why residence is normatively significant, given that some non-residents may be contributing in some way to the provision of collective goods. 

The third option is to abandon the formulation ‘residents and citizens’ entirely, and make it clear that contribution is what counts, irrespective of location. Taking this third option would require a very clear definition of contribution that was unrelated to geographical location. We could imagine both thick and thin measures of contribution. We might want to say, for instance, that contribution to the provision of collective goods is to be measured by the paying of taxes, which would be a thin measure. Thus if some citizens of state x live in state y but nevertheless continue to pay taxes to state x, in that sense they still contribute to the provision of collective goods and are owed equality. Sangiovanni’s argument that those who pay taxes and comply with the laws are owed egalitarian justice
 implies just this. Nevertheless it is unlikely that such a thin account will be satisfying, and Sangiovanni elsewhere suggests a much thicker version, defining reciprocity in terms of ‘contributions paid in the coin of compliance, trust, resources, and participation.’
 The danger here, of course, is that the thicker, or more complex, our account of contribution, the more likely it is that even many resident citizens will fail to measure up, leaving open the possibility that not just the seriously disabled but also the politically inactive, the untrusting, untrustworthy and uncompliant of various hues will be disqualified from egalitarian treatment.

The dispute between a thin and a thick measure of contribution needs to be addressed by Sangiovanni, but overall the third option appears the most plausible. But there is a wider question at stake here. Robert Goodin has previously argued that modelling relations of justice on a ‘mutual-benefit’ model, whereby relations of justice are owed to those who contribute to society in the relevant way, leads to unwelcome conclusions. The problem, he suggests, is that ‘formal status [as a citizen] is only imperfectly and contingently related to who is actually generating and receiving the benefits’ of a given society.
 This fear has been borne out fully by a closer consideration of Sangiovanni’s argument. The two cases that worry Goodin are those of the resident alien, and the disabled citizen.
 Sangiovanni successfully negotiates the case of the resident alien, by arguing that we do owe her egalitarian justice. But in so doing he makes it clear that the division between those who contribute, and those who do not, is no respecter of state boundaries, and does not correlate directly with the status of citizenship. It has been suggested that Sangiovanni also has significant difficulties with the case of the disabled citizen, arising from a claim that we owe her no duties of egalitarian distributive justice which will be far more controversial for many egalitarians than he acknowledges. Indeed for many, including this author, the case provides a compelling reason for rejecting his reciprocity-based account, at least inasmuch as it provides a flawed justification for egalitarian relations. But for the rest of this section that objection is left to one side in favour of the question of the boundaries of egalitarian relations: for does the reciprocity-based account in any case lead to the conclusion that egalitarian duties are owed within the state but not without?

B.   What counts as reciprocity?

Sangiovanni suggests that relations of reciprocity trigger duties of egalitarian justice when, and only when, they are organised around the production and maintenance of certain collective goods. He does not, unfortunately, provide us with a definition of collective goods, but they are commonly understood to be goods which all members of a group are able to enjoy, in circumstances where no individual’s enjoyment of such a good comes at the expense of another individual’s.
 In that sense what is ordinarily said to be distinctive about collective goods is that they are collectively enjoyed; but what turns out to be important for Sangiovanni’s argument is that such goods are in some sense collectively provided. 

The goods Sangiovanni focuses on involve the maintenance of a property regime, and a regime of physical security; these functions are very basic, and in these narrow terms even a night-watchman state meets the trigger for egalitarian distributive justice. Crucially for his argument on global justice, empirically speaking these collective goods are provided by the contributions of citizens and residents, and only in exceptional cases by the ‘global order,’ however construed.
 This is not to deny that reciprocal relations may inhere at institutional sites beyond the state. Economic interdependence across state borders, for instance, might be considered a kind of reciprocity. But these more broadly reciprocal relations do not centre on the provision of the two key collective goods. Such forms of reciprocity or interdependence may be normatively significant – and may even trigger duties of distributive justice – but the condition for specifically egalitarian duties is not satisfied. 

However, the specification of normatively significant forms of reciprocity stands in need of further defence. The key question is why the provision of other collective goods, in a reciprocal fashion, cannot also provide the trigger for egalitarian distributive justice. Why, for instance, are the increasingly common cooperative provision of environmental security, or health security across borders not normatively significant from an egalitarian point of view? Sangiovanni’s answer to this question will be that what is normatively significant about order and property is that through their dependence on these two key collective goods, citizens can be seen to rely on one another for their ability to form and act on a plan of life. But is this persuasive? 

The critical question is whether a system of property relations, along with a system of physical security, represent sufficient, albeit perhaps minimal, conditions for acting on a plan of life. For Rawls, for instance, the ability to form and act on a plan of life is dependent upon the achievement of self-respect;
 the achievement of that self-respect is in turn dependent on access to a range of social goods which is much broader than Sangiovanni’s minimal list of two collective goods. If Rawls is right to suggest that the development of self-respect (and in turn the ability to form and act on a plan of life) requires a broader set of goods, and if at least some of these are properly understood as collective, there is good reason to question the adequacy of Sangiovanni’s list. But rather than attempting a reconstruction of the collective goods which Rawls might have considered both necessary and sufficient, I want directly to investigate two arguments for augmenting Sangiovanni’s list. The first suggests that Sangiovanni’s specification of a system of property relations as one of two key collective goods is not warranted, if what matters to him is the significance of that good in sustaining the ability to form and act upon a plan of life. After all, a system of property relations is not all that an economic system needs to survive: instead a broader conception of the prerequisites of economic life, incorporating formal and informal market institutions, rule systems, sets of norms, ‘social trust’ and so on, is necessary. It does seem very hard to justify Sangiovanni’s suggestion that a system of property relations alone (or at least, in tandem with a system of security) will provide the material conditions for forming and acting on a plan of life, regardless of the presence or absence of such institutions and norms. What is significant here, of course, is that economic production, distribution and exchange are increasingly carried out across state borders; correspondingly the formal and informal institutions that support them also span state borders. Thus if we do expand our conception of this collective good in the way suggested, the continuum objection comes into play more forcefully.

Second, if our goal is to compose a list of collective goods necessary for forming and acting on plans of life, we might suggest that the list of two goods is simply incomplete. Considering the prerequisites for citizens being able to form and pursue plans of life, we might want to suggest a fuller list instead, perhaps composed of:

i) 
order and security

ii) the formal and informal requisites of economic production, distribution and exchange

iii) 
environmental goods (such as clean air)

iv) 
civic infrastructure (such as roads, bridges or tunnels, as well as lighting, sanitation and so on)

v) a system of cultural reproduction
 

vi) a system of physical reproduction (i.e. a kinship system)

vii) a system of collective government (whether monarchic, oligarchic, or polyarchic).

What is significant about the items added to the list, from iii) through to vii), is that each of them would leave a reciprocity-based justification of distributive egalitarianism vulnerable to the continuum objection: none of them very obviously demarcates intra-state from supra-state relations. Environmental collective goods are increasingly maintained across borders, albeit highly imperfectly so, just as the harms associated with environmental degradation are; states increasingly cooperate, too, on civil engineering projects such as roads, bridges and tunnels across borders, all of which can be used, often free of charge, by citizens of more than one state. State borders are not straightforwardly contiguous with cultural communities, which in fact leak across them; kinship systems, and even individual families, are no respecters of state boundaries, except insofar as states themselves seek to render (always imperfect) legal connections between citizenship and kinship; and finally, as has frequently been argued by now, many trans-national and global institutions possess and exercise effective political power over our lives. This suggests that, whereas Sangiovanni has indeed selected two goods which at first glance appear to be provided exclusively at the level of individual states (and hence to avoid the continuum objection), a more plausible list of goods will be much more obviously vulnerable to that objection. A careful analysis of the goods necessary for forming and acting on plans of life suggests that these goods are reciprocally provided in a way that does not neatly fall at the level of the institutions of the state alone. 

Two possible objections to this claim can be examined before proceeding. First, it might be objected that these alternative goods are not genuinely collectively, or reciprocally provided; that they do not really qualify as ‘collective goods.’ The most obvious items on the list to object to here would be a system of cultural, or physical, reproduction. Perhaps these items do not, indeed, belong on this list, but we should be careful about our grounds for refusing them, for the objection cannot be that not all of these goods are provided through the mechanisms of the state, for in terms of Sangiovanni’s project that would simply beg the question. The normative significance of the state is what Sangiovanni is trying to prove, and dismissing items from the list on the basis that they are not provided through the arms of the state would only produce a circular argument. There is some evidence that his argument is indeed circular in this respect, as when he argues that the global order is not normatively significant because it does not support the capacities of the state.
 But this is to put the cart before the horse. The decisive factors can only be first, whether a given collective good is provided via some form of reciprocal relation of cooperation and collective action, and second, whether such a good is necessary for forming and acting on a plan of life. On these terms, at least some of the extra items are plausible contenders. Indeed, if any one of them meets this criterion, then Sangiovanni’s argument is troubled. 

Second, Sangiovanni might reiterate that these goods are not provided at the level of ‘the global order’ per se, and hence arguments for global justice cannot be made on the back of the blurred nature of their provision. But that strong claim is more than is needed to trouble the reciprocity-based argument. All that needs to be demonstrated is the weak claim that at least one of these goods is provided across state borders, however extensively. Such provision need not be truly global; it would be enough for such provision simply to spill partially over state borders. If successful, this claim is already enough to trouble the argument that there is something distinctive, from an egalitarian point of view, about the state.
C.    Reciprocity and the continuum objection

Finally, I will show that the claim that the collective goods of private property (best understood more broadly in terms of the requisites of economic production, distribution and exchange) and physical security are produced, in a reciprocal fashion, solely within states and not beyond them is in any case false. Sangiovanni has of course argued that the production of these goods is not organised at the global level. But again we need not make this strong claim to refute his argument for the state-bound nature of egalitarian distributive duties. We can concentrate instead on the weak claim that the provision of these two goods is not neatly tied to the institutions of any individual state.

In terms of physical security, a noteworthy example would be the collective provision of security via nuclear alliances. Nations share nuclear technology, base missiles and early-warning devices on each others’ territory, and sign pacts agreeing to mutual defence. This is the provision of the collective good of physical security at the trans-national level via relations of reciprocity and interdependence. It is genuinely collective provision in the sense that the nature of the provision is significantly conditioned by its being a joint project; individual states working alone could not produce an equivalent system. To be sure, such agreements are signed between states, rather than between individuals – though Sangiovanni will still presumably want to see legitimate agreements as collectively authored by citizens in some sense (for if he holds active participation of citizens as a necessary condition for egalitarian duties to apply, he faces the same difficulties as Nagel in specifying why egalitarian duties then apply even within states that do not exhibit broadly ‘democratic’ forms of citizenly participation). At the very least, though, such agreements provide an argument for inter-state egalitarian duties. If membership of such an alliance does not trigger such duties, Sangiovanni needs to make clear why.

In terms of property rights, property regimes are increasingly being coordinated by international agreements, so that violations of intellectual property rights, for instance, by inhabitants of one state can be punished by the government of another state – though the degree and implications of this coordination remain open to dispute. Presumably with such coordination in mind, Sangiovanni argues that various trans-national institutions ‘have a crucial impact on the property regime governing the distribution of benefits and burdens in the modern economy, and … so it would be implausible to argue … that only states exert authority over property entitlements’.
 In any case, though, it has been suggested that ‘a system of property’ should be replaced in our analysis by something along the lines of a broader conception of the formal and informal requisites of economic production, distribution and exchange. This formulation makes the impact of the continuum objection still more obvious, for international trade is an activity that is clearly based upon various forms of reciprocity, chiefly but not solely revolving around the mutual recognition of trade and property regimes. To be sure, the mere fact of economic independence will not be enough to trigger egalitarian duties on Sangiovanni’s account, as he rightly points out.
 What we need to observe, instead, is reciprocal contribution to the production of a regime of economic relations, and the institutional architecture that a stable market system depends upon. Two points are worth making here. Firstly, such a regime is already empirically present in the architecture of the globalising economy, an architecture that is likely to consolidate further over time.
 The substantial economic interdependence that already exists between states depends upon this architecture, and there is accordingly considerable cooperation to support, legitimate and fund it. Here, the examples of the World Trade Organisation, International Monetary Fund, International Labor Organisation and World Bank are foremost in significance. Once again, it is not easy to demonstrate that individual citizens are involved directly in directing these institutions – at least not as much as they should be - but again this cannot represent a fatal objection. Secondly, it must be recognised that intra-state property rights depend upon stable territorial borders, and that these borders in turn are dependent upon states’ reciprocal recognition of such borders. Without such recognition, the property regimes of individual states would be seriously threatened and hence it is not unreasonable to suggest that parties outside of state borders are involved in one way or another in the maintenance of stable property relations within individual states.
 Once more, we stand in need of an additional reason why such relations of reciprocity do not trigger duties of egalitarian justice. Thus even if we reject the more expansive list of collective goods that was mooted above, the maintenance of physical security as well as a stable economic system do not occur solely at the intra-state level. As such, Sangiovanni’s reciprocity-based account fails to avoid the continuum objection.

IV.    ON THE NATURE OF GLOBAL EGALITARIANISM 

This paper has examined two rival positions, one based on coercion and the other based on reciprocity, each of which seeks to provide a compelling argument for the restriction of egalitarian distributive justice (in Sangiovanni’s case) or distributive justice as a whole (in Nagel’s case) to the intra-state level. Stipulating the presence of coercive political relations as the trigger for duties of distributive justice does not justify limiting duties of distributive justice to the level of the state; as such, what has been called the continuum objection applies to the coercion-based account. The reciprocity-based account has also, however, been shown to be vulnerable to the same objection, even if we adhere to an unjustifiably minimalist list of the collective goods that are normatively significant. If there is a compelling reason for limiting egalitarian duties to the level of individual states, it is not provided by the accounts under consideration.

But what, if anything, does this tell us about the nature of global egalitarianism? The continuum objection does not, to repeat, commit us to the positive argument that duties of distributive justice range according to the intensity of relations of reciprocity or jointly-authored coercion. Certainly such an account might be provided: this is after all the argument advanced by Cohen and Sabel who in effect concur with Sangiovanni’s argument that specifically egalitarian justice is not mandated beyond the borders of the state.
 But we need to be cautious about this kind of response, since it would raise the same pervasive moral hazards produced by Nagel’s argument, whereby the powerful might reduce (though not entirely avoid) any distributive obligations by refusing to temper the presence of coercion with the requirement of common consent. For that matter, it has recently been shown that arguments from cooperation and reciprocity may face the same hazard, so that by refusing to inject considerations of fair reciprocity into our cooperation with disadvantaged others, we might absolve ourselves of any egalitarian duties.
 


For this kind of reason, we should be sceptical about the claim that egalitarian duties are triggered exclusively by the mere presence of reciprocity or jointly-authored coercion; to argue along these lines is to reveal an unjustifiable bias in favour of the status quo.
 So, does this commit us to an undifferentiated global egalitarianism? Must we reject normative pluralism, and embrace monism instead? The answer to each question is: not necessarily. The argument presented in this paper counsels suspicious towards one form of normative pluralism: we have tried to unsettle the conviction that a supposed qualitative distinction between state and globe should be as fundamentally significant for egalitarians as some opponents of global equality have suggested.
 This suggestion - that the claims of distributive equality cease to apply once we move beyond the borders of the state - is the target of the present argument.


An undifferentiated global egalitarianism is certainly one possible conclusion.
 But nevertheless, it is important to be clear that a coherent global egalitarianism might itself be pluralist for either of two reasons. On the one hand, if we take seriously the distinction between fundamental normative principles and principles of regulation, then a resolute commitment to a fundamental global principle such as equality of welfare might leave substantial room for a plurality of principles of regulation. Even if we were committed to equal well-being for all individuals, for instance, we might agree that this well-being would be served best by a world of relatively autonomous political communities, exerting some control over their own distributive arrangements (not least if we believed that belonging to such a community were an important contributor to individuals’ well-being). We might also agree that the ingredients of well-being will vary from context to context, a recognition that might in fact rule out at least some forms of truly global distribution. This first response moves from a uniform global principle at the level of ideal theory, then, to a more pluralist position at the level of principles of regulation. 


On the other hand, we might argue for a more pluralist global egalitarianism even at the level of ideal theory. Whilst this paper has cast doubt on a tight connection between equality and either coercion or reciprocity, it is possible that arguments might be made in ideal theory (perhaps on the basis of the pervasive impact of domestic institutions or relations, or of the good of citizenship itself
) as to why particular kinds of egalitarian duty might apply at the level of the state – though as I have implied, such accounts are likely to continue to experience problems establishing why citizens exclusively will fall subject to these duties. At the same time, genuinely global egalitarian duties (concerning, though not necessarily exclusively, trade, the distribution of natural resources, or the right to pollute) could also apply. Citizenship-regarding egalitarian duties would overlap with background global egalitarian duties, but might be distinct from them in one of at least two ways. They might be more stringently egalitarian in character; or (and perhaps more plausibly) they might govern the distribution of distinct goods.
 Either way, the result would be a form of global egalitarianism, but a variegated one. The claim that egalitarians should be concerned about at least some global inequalities is compatible, then, with the claim that there may be especially pressing reasons why they should be concerned about particular inequalities inhering between a specific subset of the human population, either at the level of ideal or non-ideal theory. In the ongoing debate about global distributive justice, acknowledging such a possibility may help us to move beyond any crude opposition between ‘statism’ and ‘cosmopolitanism.’ But crucially, each position would resolutely extend the ambit of distributive egalitarianism to the global level.
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