
Chapter 2
Equality. Towards global relational egalitarianism

A commitment to the ideal of equality, as explained by an account of global rela-
tional egalitarianism, is the second constitutive element of the cosmopolitan
ethos. Generally, the ideal of equality is central for both moral and political phi-
losophy, for both theories of ethics and of justice. I will contrast two different
understandings of equality and favour a relational interpretation over a distrib-
utive one. On this interpretation, equality is understood primarily as something
agents do (and not primarily as a feature of persons or a pattern of distributions);
a firm commitment to relational equality will shape the disposition of individual
agents to feel and think, talk and act about global issues, making it a corner-
stone of the cosmopolitan ethos and an important element of answering the
question about the role and responsibilities of individuals in the face of injustice.

Thus, the following pages take up the question What is the point of global
equality? and, given its importance for the project of developing a theory of cos-
mopolitan responsibility, discuss it at length. Today, many people tend to agree
with the statement that all human beings have equal moral worth, a statement
also enshrined in many constitutions and human rights documents. Neverthe-
less, extreme global inequalities persist in the living conditions of people around
the globe, in how much access to resources they have, or in how well their basic
needs are met, and in how much influence they have on decisions that matter
most to their lives and well-being. Questioning the point of global equality
calls for spelling out this widely held (but grossly underdetermined) view.
How exactly is this notion of equality an issue of moral concern? Answering
the question demands, in turn, a careful specification of just which inequalities
between people matter, and why.

My attempt to answer this question turns primarily on—and ultimately pro-
motes—a view that I call global relational egalitarianism that has not yet received
much attention in the scholarly literature. I discuss whether and how this view
provides a plausible and useful approach for spelling out the moral importance
and implications of an ideal of global equality. Global relational egalitarianism is
an extension of a theory of egalitarianism initially developed with a national set-
ting in mind. Relational egalitarianism, both in its domestic and global variants,
stresses that the crucial first implication of moral equality is that people should
stand in relations of social equality to one another and interact with one another
as moral equals. Equality then is a lived practice, something we do, not a static
state of affairs. This view has implications not only for interpersonal relation-
ships, but also for relations between groups. Here, a primary concern is with
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the domination, oppression, or exclusion of some within unjust structures that
are instantiated or upheld also through individual behaviour.While domestic re-
lational egalitarianism has been explicated in detail in the works of Anderson,
Scheffler, and others, the idea of a global version of relational egalitarianism
has not yet received much attention. Thus I undertake to explore whether such
an extension is feasible, as well as plausible and helpful.

I contrast global relational egalitarianism with global luck egalitarianism (or
global distributive egalitarianism), which is itself a global extension of domestic
luck egalitarianism. Luck egalitarianism, as I will present it here, is fundamen-
tally concerned with attempts to counteract unjustified inequalities in the distri-
bution of goods between people.⁶⁷ The assumption that the crucial first implica-
tion of moral equality is that people are (with some qualifications) entitled to
distributive equality, lies at the core of luck egalitarianism, in both its domestic
and global forms.

I ultimately argue that the egalitarian core of cosmopolitan responsibility
should be spelled out in terms of global relational egalitarianism, since that
view is both theoretically more plausible and practically more relevant than
global luck egalitarianism. One important argument for this claim is that some
degree of economic inequality, if it occurs above a certain threshold of sufficien-
cy, is not intrinsically morally problematic, even if it results from processes and
factors beyond one’s control. This holds true, I argue, because some distributive
inequality in non-relational goods (with both a lower and an upper limit of how
much of the relevant goods people have access to) does not necessarily conflict
with the equal moral worth of people and still allows for social and relational
equality understood as the possibility and reality of interactions among equals
on a footing of equality. However, extreme forms of distributive inequality—ab-
solute deprivation and extreme luxury—quite clearly conflict with the equal
moral value of all, and undermine all possibilities for social equality. Generally,
however, I do not contend that concern for global equality is based on a justified
claim or entitlement to equal distributive shares or an equalising compensation
of inequalities that result from brute bad luck. Instead, concern for global equal-
ity is a corollary of a justified moral obligation to see every person equally as de-
serving moral concern, and thus to take the interests of all—as moral equals—

 I am aware of the fact that, in following Anderson’s critique, I somewhat selectively focus on
resourcist and distributive variants of luck egalitarianism. (For a critical discussion of Ander-
son’s presentation of luck egalitarian claims cf. Lippert-Rasmussen (2012, 2015).) This, however,
will allow me to carve out the relevant contrast between both approaches in a clearer way, even
though this inevitably comes at the price of not giving full justice to some of the more nuanced
versions of luck egalitarianism.
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into account. This in turn argues for the establishment of relationships of equality
among all. These obligations, which can be said to be universalist or cosmopol-
itan in spirit and constitutive of the ethos of cosmopolitan responsibility, corre-
spond with the entitlement of all to be treated with equal respect and to have
access to what is necessary to function as equals in a global society.

Within this argument, sufficientarianism is not a competitor to egalitarian-
ism.⁶⁸ Quite the contrary, the sufficientarian idea that all are equally entitled
to live a sufficiently good life, even if some distributive inequalities persist
above this (possibly ambitious) lower threshold of sufficiency, should be consid-
ered as strongly egalitarian. Moreover, it can be understood as a variant of rela-
tional egalitarianism, because the entitlement to have enough is not only justi-
fied by the equal moral standing or the basic needs of all, but also by the
importance of being able to interact with one another on a footing of equality.
While my account thus includes a non-comparative component of equality
(the ambition to secure sufficiency for all), comparative inequalities above the
threshold of sufficiency do matter as well, namely when they start to negatively
affect the possibility of relationships of equality. The lower threshold of having
enough must thus be complemented by an upper threshold of having too
much. Thus, my account calls for a ‘corridor’ of justifiable distributive inequality
compatible with relational equality: it demands that those those who have less
are put in a situation in which they have enough; and that those who have more
do not have too much (where ‘too much’ would be the amount of relevant advan-
tages that would undermine relational equality).

The chapter consists of six sections. The first section introduces the reader to
luck egalitarianism and relational egalitarianism as they were initially con-
ceived, which is to say in their original domestic contexts. In the second section,
I raise and animate the question What is the point of global equality? Global luck
egalitarianism will be introduced in section three, while section four begins the
argument establishing global relational egalitarianism as the appropriate answer
to the question. I deal with some objections against global relational egalitarian-
ism in section five, before offering a reconciliatory conclusion in section six.

Thus, the chapter explores and analyses the notion of “equality” as an es-
sential normative concept in understanding the role and responsibilities of indi-
vidual agents in the context of global (in‐) justice and in determining the content
of the ethos of cosmopolitan responsibility that can shape how indvidual agents
feel, think, talk and act about global issues.

 However, it opposes a distinctive form of distributive equality which I introduce in the form
of distributive and resource-centred luck egalitarianism.
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1 Domestic luck vs. relational egalitarianism

Domestic egalitarians can broadly be separated into two schools: luck egalitar-
ians and relational egalitarians. All egalitarian doctrines “tend to rest on a back-
ground idea that all human persons are equal in fundamental worth or moral
status” (Arneson 2013, 1). The decisive and divisive question then is: What fol-
lows from the assumption that all human beings have equal moral status?
Luck egalitarians deduce from this assumption a justified claim to distributive
equality of the relevant goods; justice, on this account, thus demands the elim-
ination of unjustified distributive inequalities. Relational egalitarians, on the
other hand, deduce from the core egalitarian assumption that humans must “re-
late to one another on a footing of equality” (Scheffler 2015, 21); justice on this
account thus demands that unequal relationships (those characterised by dom-
ination, exploitation, exclusion and so on) be transformed into relationships of
equality. These two major views shall now be presented in some detail.

1.1 Domestic luck egalitarianism

Luck egalitarians⁶⁹ consider unequal distributions of (non-relational) goods be-
tween persons as unjust only when these inequalities are not in some sense the
fault of persons themselves. Underlying this concern is the conviction that equal
moral worth entitles all—generally speaking—to equal shares of whatever good
is distributed. Distributive egalitarians come in different shades, according to
which metric of justice they espouse, with the most common metrics being wel-
fare,⁷⁰ resources,⁷¹ a combination of welfare and resources,⁷² or opportunities⁷³ or
capabilities.⁷⁴

 The term “luck egalitarianism” was coined by Anderson to describe the view she criticises
(Anderson 1999, 289). The name has since been taken up by some of those who identify with
the view Anderson criticises.
 E.g., Arneson (1989) and other thinkers in the utilitarian tradition.
 E.g., Rawls’s basic primary goods, or the theory of Dworkin (Rawls 1971, Dworkin 2000).
 E.g., Cohen speaks of “advantage,” which includes welfare, but is also sensitive to the dis-
tribution of resources (Cohen 1989).
 E.g., Rawls’s principle of “fair equality of opportunity” (Rawls 1971) or again Arneson with
his account of “equal opportunity for welfare” (Arneson 1989).
 Most prominently, Sen (1980) and Nussbaum (2006).
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For luck egalitarians, the equal moral worth of all entails that no one should
end up worse off than others for reasons beyond her or his control.⁷⁵ In order to
determine which inequalities are acceptable, and which are not, it is hence cru-
cial to the luck egalitarian position to plausibly define which reasons for being
better (or worse) off are within an individual’s control. Here, luck egalitarians
generally rely on a distinction between “brute luck” and “option luck,” a distinc-
tion first introduced by Dworkin (2000, 73–78).⁷⁶ Dworkin’s canonic definitions
are as follows: “Option luck is a matter of how deliberate and calculated gambles
turn out—whether someone gains or loses through accepting an isolated risk he
or she should have anticipated and might have declined.” Brute luck, on the
other hand, is defined as “a matter of how risks fall out that are not in that
sense deliberate gambles” (Dworkin 2000, 73).

Instances of brute luck that lie beyond an individual’s control include one’s
genetic endowment and handicaps, ‘race’, sex, gender, talents, and the social
background of one’s family, for example. According to luck egalitarians, if one
is worse off than others due to such reasons, this counts as bad brute luck
and entitles the person to raise justice-based claims for redistribution against so-
ciety. Good fortune is also, and importantly, undeserved when it is the result of
brute luck. Hence, those who are better off through no desert of their own cannot
claim that they are entitled to additional advantages. The additional goods re-
sulting from good brute luck should consequently be used to even out the short-
age of goods that result from bad brute luck to others.

Underlying this account of brute luck is the fundamental intuition that
equality has intrinsic value: those who are of equal moral worth should also
be equally well off in distributive terms. Additional instrumental arguments
for equality, such as the argument that an egalitarian society would be more
happy or more productive, are not needed in such accounts. Defenders of this
view are often called “teleological,” “telic” or “non-instrumental” egalitarians.
They hold that it is in itself bad if some people are worse off than others through
no fault of their own (Parfit 1997, 204), and that no one should be better or worse
off for morally arbitrary reasons.

 Proponents of luck egalitarianism of all stripes often refer to Rawls, who also argued that
arbitrary inequalities are of important moral concern. Rawls points out that morally arbitrary
inequalities are problematic, and argues that influences and inequalities that result from factors
that are “arbitrary from a moral point of view” (Rawls 1999b, 63) or result from the “natural lot-
tery” (Rawls 1999b, 64) should be eliminated. This has been used by some to claim a continuity
from Rawls to luck egalitarianism.Yet, Rawls clearly is no luck egalitarian in the sense discussed
here (see also Freeman 2007, 114– 115).
 The two relevant chapters of Dworkin’s book were first published as articles in 1981.
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On the other hand, inequalities that result from voluntary risk taking (in-
cluding gambling, or reckless behaviour), raise no such concern for the luck ega-
litarian. Such instances of so-called option luck do not entitle the person to jus-
tice-based claims against society, e.g. for redistribution or compensation, if she
should end up being worse off as a result of a risk realised or a wager lost; con-
versely, people are also entitled to keep the additional advantages that result
from their deliberate risk taking. Here is an example: an individual who works
extremely hard to realise some entrepreneurial idea and yet fails, falls into pro-
fessional bankruptcy and personal financial ruin, and, as a result, also into ill-
health, has no justified claim to social compensation. It was the agent’s proper,
voluntary, informed choice that made him pursue his plan, and he must thus
consequently himself face the burdens of a failure that cannot be fairly shifted
onto others. Conversely, in the case of business success, she would be personally
entitled to reap the benefits from it. Option luck hence trumps the telic egalitar-
ian commitment to equality by providing the justification for acceptable inequal-
ities.

This distinction between unchosen and arbitrary inequalities, and inequal-
ities that result from voluntary and responsible choices has considerable appeal,
for at least two reasons. First, it is consistent both with the plausible (and widely
held) view that personal responsibility matters, and with the common intuition
that it is unfair for individuals to be worse off as a result of factors beyond their
control. Second, the view calls for a very sensible and reasonable pooling of in-
dividual risks in order to compensate people who are disadvantaged through no
fault of their own.

A seminal contribution to luck egalitarianism was made by Arneson in 1989.
He defends equal opportunity for welfare as the relevant metric of egalitarian dis-
tributive justice, and defends this against several alternatives. It is the fact that
he argues for equal opportunity of welfare, and not straight equality in outcomes,
that makes his account a luck egalitarian one. Equal opportunity, understood as
equal starting conditions for all, allows for significant distributive inequalities at
a later time, provided they result from the responsible choices of an individual.

Arneson introduces two independent distinctions in order to substantiate his
view (Arneson 1989, 88). Generally speaking, choosing a metric of egalitarian
distributive justice involves both a decision about whether justice is about re-
sources or about welfare, and a decision about whether justice is about strict ac-
tual equality or just equality of opportunity. As a brief reminder: Resourcists
count non-relational all-purpose goods (like money) as relevant goods, while
welfarists see the actual achieved levels of well-being as relevant. The distinction
between strict equality and equal opportunity also gets to the heart of what
equal distribution means exactly. Strict equality is achieved if and only if all
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have exactly the same amount of whatever is to be distributed, while equal op-
portunity is best understood as a “starting gate” theory: the “only” guarantee it
insists upon is that at some predetermined point in time, all had exactly the
same opportunities to achieve whatever good is deemed most relevant.⁷⁷

Arneson spells out his view further: “An opportunity is a chance of getting a
good if one seeks it. For equal opportunity for welfare to obtain among a number
of persons, each must face an array of options that is equivalent to every other
person’s in terms of the prospects for preference satisfaction it offers” (Arneson
1989, 85). Arneson concludes: “When persons enjoy equal opportunity for wel-
fare in the extended sense, any actual inequality of welfare in the positions
they reach is due to factors that lie within each individual’s control. Thus, any
such inequality will be unproblematic from the standpoint of distributive equal-
ity” (Arneson 1989, 86).

This account, Arneson argues, avoids two paradigmatic criticisms that are
often raised against views demanding distributive equality. First, it can avoid
the so-called “slavery of the talented”-objection. Attempts to realise strict distrib-
utive equality, the objection holds,would demand excessive redistribution which
would place particularly high burdens on the talented, hard-working and suc-
cessful individuals because the fruit of their labour will be continuously taken
away from them in order to be redistributed to the untalented (Dworkin 2000,
90). Such burdening and punishing of people with high talent can be avoided,
if equality is secured for all by a fair “starting gate” of equal opportunity. Sec-
ond, Arneson’s account upholds the importance of individual responsibility,
and does not provide incentives for laziness: It is “morally fitting to hold individ-
uals responsible for the foreseeable consequences of their voluntary choices, and
in particular for that portion of these consequences that involves their own
achievement of welfare or gain or loss of resources” (Arneson 1989, 88).

Arneson, especially in his paper from 1989, is thus something of a paradig-
matic luck egalitarian. Although luck egalitarianism has significantly evolved
since he first began writing about it,⁷⁸ the core elements spelled out by Arneson
still apply: genuinely valuing equality means insisting that inequalities that fol-
low from brute luck are morally problematic, and need to be compensated for,

 In this regard, equality of opportunity could be seen as a specific form of strict equality too,
but the temporal extension is different. Equality of opportunity secures strict equality only at a
single point in time, or at a single point in everyone’s life (say when reaching adulthood), while
strict equality aspires to uphold equal distribution over time.
 Arneson himself has developed his earlier view further and now defends a “responsibility-
catering prioritarianism” (Arneson 2000) which, however, still endorses the core commitments
of luck egalitarianism.
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while those inequalities that are the result of people’s responsible choices are
morally acceptable.

It should be added that luck egalitarianism, as presented here, focuses on
distributive questions with regard to non-relational goods and does not (at
least not necessarily) aspire to offer a comprehensive theory of justice, let
alone a comprehensive moral theory. In any case, luck egalitarianism in all of
its forms has been met with intense criticism.

1.2 Objections against domestic luck egalitarianism

In spite of its initial plausibility, luck egalitarianism has been subject to intense
and compelling criticism (Wolff 1998, Anderson 1999, Scheffler 2003). There are
four main objections; namely that it misses the point of equality; is overly harsh
to the victims of bad option luck; favours levelling down; and is disrespectful
towards the victims of bad brute luck.

Anderson has written a fervent polemic against luck egalitarianism (Ander-
son 1999). Her first criticism is based on the reproach that luck egalitarianism
misses the point of equality.⁷⁹ She argues that the luck egalitarian concern
with equalising undeserved distributive disadvantages, and the corresponding
focus on the difficult task of distinguishing which disadvantages result from
brute luck and which from option luck (victims of which are not entitled to be
compensated), is both misguided and ultimately alien to egalitarian (political)
movements, which have been fighting for equality understood as a substantive
relational value. And indeed, for the civil rights or women’s rights movements,
as in the fight for the inclusion of minorities, the unequal distribution of non-re-
lational goods is not the primary focus of concern, but rather an indicator of the
actual, more fundamental problem. The problem that motivated egalitarians in
these cases was not, for example, that women were per se poorer than men,
but that they had no right to vote and that distributive inequality was reflective
of a much more profound relational inequality and power asymmetry; it was not
only that Jews were materially disadvantaged, to take another example, but that
they were disrespected and oppressed as inferior. Exclusion and disrespect often
materialise in unequal distributions of opportunities or goods, but while some

 The following pointed discussion of luck egalitarianism stands in the tradition of Anderson’s
sharp critique. Thus, it does not cover all variants of luck egalitarian thinking and many luck
egalitarians have as well directed their concern to the very inequalities that appear also as prob-
lematic from the relational perspective. The last section of this chapter will point towards this
convergence and end on a more conciliatory note, but first, the two views will be contrasted.
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degree of distributive inequality might be acceptable, the unacceptable, essential
wrong in question lies deeper than the unequal distributions at the level of re-
lationships between persons and groups of persons. Thus, the call for equal rec-
ognition and for full inclusion within society for the members of disadvantaged
or excluded groups was and still is of prior concern for egalitarian political
movements (cf. e.g. Young 1990). From this perspective, many challenges that
are widely discussed in the luck egalitarian literature appear misguided: Why
should it be of prior concern for an egalitarian to determine whether a lazy Cali-
fornian beach bum is entitled to food stamps (a much discussed example in the
recent luck egalitarian debate), if the problem persists that certain groups in so-
ciety are seen as inferior, are met with disrespect, have significantly lower oppor-
tunities, and are excluded, oppressed etc.? Here, a shift in focus in egalitarian
attention is required.

Anderson sums up her problem with luck egalitarianism, and hints towards
a preferable alternative understanding of the ideal of equality, when she writes
“that in focussing on correcting a supposed cosmic injustice, recent egalitarian
writing has lost sight of the distinctively political aims of egalitarianism. The
proper negative aim of egalitarian justice is not to eliminate the impact of
brute luck from human affairs, but to end oppression, which by definition is so-
cially imposed. Its proper positive aim is not to ensure that everyone gets what
they morally deserve, but to create a community in which people stand in rela-
tions of equality to others” (Anderson 1999, 288–289).

A second much discussed objection is the so called harshness objection,
which takes issue with the attitude that luck egalitarianism express towards
those who end up worse off through their own fault and choices (Voigt 2007).
Anderson again offers up the core of this objection in detail: if only those who
end up worse off due to reasons beyond their control are entitled to compensa-
tion, all others who suffer as a consequence of voluntary risk-taking cannot raise
any justice-based claims for compensation and support against society (Ander-
son 1999, 295–302). Standard examples include a biker choosing to ride without
a helmet and suffering an accident, and a person choosing to smoke who devel-
ops lung cancer, both of whose medical needs might be viewed by the luck egali-
tarian as their own responsibility. Hence such persons are not entitled to public
medical care on the grounds of justice since their ill health is the result of self-
incurred option luck, and not of morally arbitrary brute luck. Society may of
course offer help on the grounds of pity, charity or benevolence, and does not
have to choose to let the biker die by the roadside, but it is not obliged to do
so on the grounds of justice. To state it clearly: by luck egalitarian reasoning jus-
tice does not entitle the reckless biker to get medical support: she has to hope for
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the generosity of the community, because it would be unfair if all were to cover
the costs of her individually reckless behaviour.⁸⁰

As a side note, the most radical version of luck egalitarianism would posit
that a society would have to intentionally withhold medical care from reckless
drivers, even if some in that society were prepared to offer it out of pity or charity.
This version of luck egalitarianism claims not only that no compensation is owed
in cases of self-incurred risk taking gone awry, but that people who behave irre-
sponsibly should in such cases be worse off than the responsible ones, who in
turn should be better off.⁸¹ Here, the harshness of luck egalitarianism seems en-
tirely obvious, and verges on callousness.

While luck egalitarianism thus is rightly subject to the objection of harsh-
ness, some have argued that this objection has been overstated. Voigt, for exam-
ple, claims that luck egalitarians can avoid it, at least in non-fictitious cases. She
states that “because luck egalitarians are sensitive to the influence of unequal
brute luck on an individual’s choices, it is unlikely that there will be any real
world cases in which the luck egalitarian would not have to provide at least par-
tial compensation” (Voigt 2007, 389). But even if this is true, the fundamental in-
tuition of luck egalitarianism will persist and will speak—on the grounds of jus-
tice—in favour of a rejection of justice-based claims made by those who end up
worse off through their own choices. Demands to ease the “unforgiving perspec-
tive that has become the recent credo of egalitarians” and allow people one—or
even several—“second chances” cannot easily be accommodated by luck egali-
tarianism (Fleurbaey 2005, 60).

A third important criticism of luck egalitarianism has to do with its telic com-
mitment to the intrinsic value of equality, and is known as the so-called level-
ling-down objection. This critique ascribes the following reasoning to luck egali-
tarians: if equality is indeed an important intrinsic value, then it should be
realised even if that comes at the cost of bringing everyone down to an equally
low, or equally bad, level.⁸² But, as Parfit has put it, there is nothing good about

 A longer discussion of such examples can be found in fn. 99 below, expanding on the alter-
native relational view.
 Stemplowska discusses, albeit critically, such an “additional principle” within a version of
luck egalitarianism that she calls “equality of opportunity for maximum advantage” (Stemplow-
ska 2011, 124). This principle requires “that opportunities should be structured in such a way that
people who make different—better or worse—choices end up with different—better or worse—
outcomes” (Stemplowska 2011, 125).
 Of course, this objection applies only to those who endorse this telic commitment; not all
luck egalitarians do so.
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securing equality through making some worse off.⁸³ Increasing equality in this
way would in fact be better for no one, as well as worse for some, and potentially
for a great many. This cannot be in the interest of justice.⁸⁴

As an example, imagine a society in which all existing inequalities result
from brute luck, and in which some are much worse off than others, others
are somewhat worse off, and some are actually very well off. Possible metrics
of justice could be well-being,wealth or health. Luck egalitarians would obvious-
ly condemn the existing inequalities, since they result from factorsbeyond the
control of individuals. If an intervention were possible by which existing in-
equalities could be reduced, albeit at the price of reducing the general level of
well-being,wealth or health,would this be morally required, permissible, or neu-
tral? In other words, is reducing inequalities more important than, say, overall
welfare levels, or overall rates of health, sickness and disease? Larry Temkin,
a fervent defender of telic egalitarianism, specifies his view in this way: “The es-
sence of the egalitarian’s view is that comparative unfairness is bad, and that if
we could do something about life’s unfairness, we have some reason to” (Temkin
2003, 775). He continues by attempting to tackle the leveling down objection di-
rectly: “But, the anti-egalitarian will incredulously ask, do I really think that
there is some respect in which only some being blind is worse than all being
blind? Yes. Does this mean that I think it would be better if everyone else was
blind? No. […] equality is not all that matters. But it does matter some” (Temkin
2003, 780).

Unchosen inequalities are what Temkin calls a “comparative unfairness,”
and such unfairness provides an important moral reason to reduce the inequal-
ity in question. However, few telic egalitarians would endorse that leveling-down
is indeed a demand of justice, to the degree that in a society where some are
blind and others are not, everyone would have to be blinded. The ability to
see has great value, and this has to be taken into account when making deci-

 “Our objection must be that, if we achieve equality by levelling down, there is nothing good
about what we have done.” (Parfit 1997, 211). Temkin illustrates and reconstructs this “slogan” in
the following terms: “The claim is not merely that the all-blind world is worse than the half-
blind world, all things considered, as if the value of equality in the all-blind world is outweighed
by the greater disvalue of blinding the sighted. Rather, the claim is that since there is no respect
in which blinding the sighted is better for anyone—by hypothesis it isn’t better for either the
sighted or the blind—there is no respect in which the situation is better. A fortiori, the greater
equality in the all-blind situation does not make that situation in any way better. Hence, equality
has no intrinsic value, and non-instrumental egalitarianism must be rejected.” (Temkin 2000,
136– 137).
 Versions of the levelling-down objection are discussed e.g. by Nozick, Temkin und Parfit
(Nozick 1974, 229, Temkin 1993, 247–248, Parfit 1997).
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sions: Equality is not all that matters, but it matters some. Consequently, in at
least some cases, the telic egalitarian will hold it to be preferable to reduce over-
all levels of welfare, wealth, opportunity (or whatever the metric of justice will
be) in order to realise a more equal society overall. This claim quite evidently ap-
pears to be more appealing with regard to certain metrics of justice, but not oth-
ers. Imagine a society in which the distribution of resources above a sufficiency
threshold is such that—while all have enough—some have only minimal means
to enjoy costly but particularly rewarding recreational activities while others in-
dulge in them freely. Here, some degree of leveling down targeting the most ad-
vantaged group may be acceptable in order to increase equality in society. With
regard to health-related rather than leisure-related metrics however, attempts to
equalise by leveling down—even if above a sufficiency threshold—appear less
appealing: it seems difficult to convince people to morally justify interventions
to end peoples’s lives after a certain age, or to mutilate healthy members in a
society, even when such measures would lead to a more equal society.

Even if one is willing to admit some plausibility to the intrinsic value of
equality, this appears to hold only under very specific circumstances, and telic
equality will certainly not work as a fundamental, general, or prior rule in the
distribution of all goods. Stressing the intrinsic value of distributive equality is
thus shown to come at the risk of making equality appear to be “merely arithme-
tic, instead of being a properly intelligible political value” (O’Neill 2008, 139).
This, again, appears to support Anderson’s diagnosis that luck egalitarianism
is fundamentally misguided and that a richer account of egalitarian justice is
needed.

A fourth criticism of luck egalitarianism is not so much concerned with the
victims of bad option luck, but with the victims of bad brute luck, i.e. those who
end up worse off through no fault of their own.What could be wrong with offer-
ing aid, support, and compensation to those who are blamelessly worse off? Ex-
amples could be people who, because of their outward appearance, cannot find
mates or romantic partners, or those who, for lack of talent, do not find satisfy-
ing and well-paying employment. Anderson argues that in spite of its humanitar-
ian claims, luck egalitarianism ends up having to identify those who are blame-
lessly worse off, but must in the process resort to reasons for granting aid to
them that are deeply disrespectful (Anderson 1999, 302–307). An argument for
entitlement to compensation would then be made in the following manner:
‘You are worse off due to brute luck and indeed the disadvantages you have
to suffer make your life poor and miserable. That is why we, the community, of-
ficially acknowledge your status of inferiority and come to your aid. We do not
want to have anyone live under such miserable circumstances and out of pity
we come to your aid.’
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While this description of the luck egalitarian reasoning is admittedly coarse,
it does seem to capture the experience of the recipients of aid, when such aid is
given on the basis of such a luck egalitarian reasoning. If personal disadvantage
—such as handicaps, poor outward appearance, lack of talents, etc.—are official-
ly assessed, and in some cases classified as marks of inferiority, the administra-
tion of even well-intended aid becomes an official judgment of inferiority, and an
official expression of disrespect for difference. According to Anderson, self-re-
specting citizens cannot but feel insulted by such attitudes.

Anderson’s criticism is based on an important distinction between pity and
compassion.While both of these emotions can motivate people to act altruistical-
ly, pity is condescending, as it presupposes a comparison between the worse off
(the recipients of aid) and the better off (the benefactors). Compassion, on the
other hand, is based on the awareness of suffering as an intrinsic state, and it
is directed at acknowledging suffering wherever it exists, and at taking steps
to diminish it, irrespective of the relative situation of the agent (Anderson
1999, 307).With this distinction in mind, Anderson concludes that luck egalitari-
anism is based more on pity than on compassion; consequently, its judgmental
attitude towards persons becomes inescapable, and luck egalitarianism (in the
version under discussion here) is revealed to be intrinsically disrespectful toward
some members of society.

Moreover, in order to make the necessary distinction between instances of
pure brute luck and option luck, a detailed scrutiny of a person’s development
and behaviour becomes necessary. This, however, inevitably means an intrusion
into the private sphere of persons that is based on an assumption of irresponsi-
bility, insofar as it is about finding out whether a person may, or may not, be per-
sonally responsible for his misery. The social institutions established in order to
regulate the distributive questions would have to perform intrusive inquiries into
the private sphere of people (Wolff 1998). The public assessment of lack of re-
sponsibility for disadvantage would not be able to respect the privacy, individu-
ality and vulnerability of those under scrutiny, and might in fact add stigma to
that disadvantage.

Furthermore, if the mechanism for granting aid and benefits depended on
official acknowledgement of the effects of bad brute luck, this could ultimately
create perverse incentives to deny individual responsibility for one’s life and wel-
fare. It might turn out to be attractiveto shift blame from oneself to others or to
background conditions in order to qualify for support.

In conclusion, Anderson argues firmly that luck egalitarianism “reflects the
mean-spirited, contemptuous, parochial vision of a society that represents
human diversity hierarchically, moralistically contrasting the responsible and ir-
responsible, the innately superior and the innately inferior, the independent and
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the dependent. It offers no aid to those it labels irresponsible, and humiliating
aid to those it labels innately inferior” (Anderson 1999, 308). While certainly
harsh, this criticism nonetheless does point to problems inherent to the luck
egalitarian view, even while it underplays the good intentions and serious argu-
ments of many luck egalitarians.

Yet, as Anderson points out, it is still quite astonishing to find so many el-
ements of conservative thinking in contemporary egalitarian reasoning: “If much
recent academic work defending equality had been secretly penned by conserva-
tives, could the results be any more embarrassing for egalitarians?” (Anderson
1999, 287). This prevalence of conservative elements in luck egalitarianism, how-
ever, can be explained, at least in part, by the time and the circumstances under
which these theories were developed: Dworkin and others elaborated their the-
ories in ways that account for the dominating political ideologies of the 1980s
and 1990s—ideologies dominated by conservative political realities relentlessly
pursued by the likes of Thatcher and Reagan.⁸⁵ Under political and ideological
circumstances in which the general willingness was to scale back and dismantle
the welfare state, Dworkin and others saw in luck egalitarianism a form of de-
fence of the idea of a caring state that places value on equality. On the defensive
due to the rise of conservative thought, some of the more ambitious aims of ega-
litarianism were perhaps set aside in favour of securing at least a minimal pro-
vision of support for the disadvantaged members of society.⁸⁶

1.3 A relational alternative to luck egalitarianism

In light of the above-mentioned objections to luck egalitarianism, an alternative
egalitarian theory has emerged. The main mistake of luck egalitarianism, from
this alternative egalitarian perspective, is its exclusive focus on distributive ques-
tions, which comes at the expense of neglecting the quality of relations and in-
teractions between individuals. This is a central concern, since it was precisely
the unequal social relations and interactions—influenced by hierarchies, domi-
nation and disrespect—that initially triggered egalitarian political movements
in the first place. Relational egalitarianism hence turns toward a re-interpreta-
tion of the ideal of equality as a feature of social relationships, namely as rela-

 While Rawls delivered, in the 1970s, a more ambitious ideal theory of justice that was in a
sense a reflection of the general willingness in his time to build and strengthen the welfare state,
his views came under severe fire in the following years for being too lenient on reckless and ir-
responsible individual behaviours.
 See also below, section 1.5. in this chapter.
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tionships between moral equals with mutually respectful interaction. Such a rela-
tional understanding of the ideal of equality does not implicitly or explicitly sug-
gest that distributive questions lack moral importance. But it does mean to sug-
gest that the ideal of relational equality is different from the ideal of distributive
equality, and that concern for equality cannot be reduced to a concern only for
the distribution of different goods in society.

The egalitarian ideal in relational egalitarianism is social equality. A useful
starting definition is that social equality has to do with relationships that are un-
affected by status hierarchies (Fourie 2012). The underlying view, that all are fun-
damentally of equal moral importance, is of course still the familiar one, shared
in common with all egalitarians (including luck egalitarians) and also underly-
ing many constitutions, forms of legislation and the international human rights
discourse.⁸⁷ Despite this unanimity, however, genuine social equality has been,
and remains today, an extremely elusive goal. In order to spell out the ideal of
social equality, it may be most useful to begin with clear instances of social in-
equality.

The central problem for relational egalitarianism: inequality as oppression
In a seminal paper, Young approaches the problem of social inequality as a form
of “oppression”. Understanding her argument and the phenomenon of oppres-
sion, even though she developed it originally in the domestic context, will
help to understand social inequalities and injustices also on the global level;
providing an important account of the wrongs that should be of concern for
those endorsing the ethos of cosmopolitan responsibility.

Young argues that “all oppressed people suffer some inhibition of their abil-
ity to develop and exercise their capacities and express their needs, thoughts,
and feelings” (Young 1990, 40; first publ. in 1988). Because Young does not
think that any single set of criteria exists for identifying instances of oppression
she argues instead that oppression designates a “family of concepts” that con-
sists of five types. Matters of distribution are often relevant in these contexts,
but oppression in Young’s sense also includes many other matters “that cannot
easily be assimilated to the logic of distribution: decision-making procedures, di-
vision of labour, and culture” (Young 1990, 39). I call the different contexts in
which social equality (or inequality) exists frameworks of interaction. And it
will be obvious that inequalities in these interactions extend far beyond ques-
tions pertaining to the distribution of non-relational goods.

 For critical discussion, however, cf. the contributions in Steinhoff (2015).
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To employ the terminology of the capabilities approach, one could say that
socially caused restrictions on the development of “capabilities” and their exer-
cise (“functionings”), as well as restrictions on communicating one’s wants,
needs, preferences, emotions, etc. are what make a structure, an institutional
framework, or a communicative setting oppressive. Oppression, for Young,
more specifically designates “the disadvantage and injustice some people suffer
not because a tyrannical power coerces them, but because of the everyday prac-
tices of a well-intentioned liberal society” (Young 1990, 41). These practices are
not intentionally generated and upheld, but they are systematically reproduced
in the major institutions of a society, as well as in the individual interactions that
take place within such structures.

Indeed, it is necessary to employ Young’s concept also in cases other than
that of a “well-intentioned liberal society”. Often enough, oppressive social struc-
tures match mean-spirited intentions and prejudices or they occur in illiberal or
autocratic or other types of societies. Yet it is certainly the case that oppression
often occurs also in liberal societies even in the absence of evil intentions, a phe-
nomenon opon which Young has elaborated elsewhere under the label of “struc-
tural injustice” (Young 2006b, 112– 116).

Young distinguishes “five faces of oppression,” each of which is of concern
to social and relational egalitarianism, since replacing each with relationships of
equality constitutes the proper goal of promoting relational equality:⁸⁸ “Social
justice […] requires not the melting away of differences, but institutions that pro-
mote reproduction of and respect for group differences without oppression”
(Young 1990, 47). All five forms of oppression can be found in both institutional
settings and in individual interactions. Groups and—within groups—individuals
can be oppressed; groups, institutions, structures, and—within them—individu-
als can oppress, according to Young. The five faces of oppression are exploita-
tion, marginalisation, powerlessness, cultural dominance, and violence.

Exploitation, in Young’s understanding, takes up the original Marxist idea of
class domination.⁸⁹ As Marx argued exploitation occurs in a capitalist, class-
based society when the benefits of the labour of workers are steadily and dispro-
portionately transferred to the owners of capital. For Marx, however, the concept
of exploitation was descriptive, rather than normative. It designated one of the
central characteristics of a capitalist society, which would—according to Marx
—eventually implode and disappear. Young, on the other hand, understands ex-

 See below, section four of the present chapter.
 For a helpful overview of “exploitation” in the Marxist tradition, and in analytical Marxism,
see Kymlicka (2002, 177– 187).
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ploitation as a normative concept and widens its scope from the market economy
to cover other social processes as well.⁹⁰ Exploitation, for Young, generally con-
sists in the social processes that systematically lead to an unequal distribution of
advantages. This happens most often by constraining a majority of people, and
transferring the advantages that result from the constraint of those people’s ef-
forts to others who have contributed less (or not at all) to the generation of the
respective advantages. Yet, distributive inequality is ultimately only a result and
symptom of oppression; the oppression itself lies in the ongoing exploitative in-
teraction that constrains the exploited.

Examples of exploitation can be found in the large amount of unpaid care-
work within families for children or the elderly, work mostly performed by
women; or menial labour like garbage collection which is often performed by
members of minority groups or immigrants. Other examples include academic
systems wherein departments and senior researchers rely on the work of junior
researchers who are frequently insufficiently acknowledged, and often over-
worked and underpaid, not to mention without any serious chance of ever occu-
pying a permanent university position.⁹¹

Marginalisation is the second face of oppression, and for Young it is a par-
ticularly dangerous one. Marginalised people are those “the system of labor can-
not or will not use” (Young 1990, 53), and who are thus systematically excluded
from participating as full members in the cooperative practice of a society. The
problems with marginalisation are at least threefold: it leads to material disad-
vantage and deprivation, even when mitigated by a state welfare system. This is
particularly troubling, for Young, since the provision of welfare is itself problem-
atic, as it establishes a dependency that limits the rights and liberties non-mar-
ginalised people can enjoy. “Dependency in our society […] implies, as it has in
all liberal societies, a sufficient warrant to suspend basic rights to privacy, re-
spect, and individual choice” (Young 1990, 54). An example can be found in
the Hartz IV laws in Germany, or in the way that refugees are all too often treated.
When the welfare and support people receive is in kind rather than in cash, they
cannot choose for themselves how to lead their lives. Permanent monitoring of
individual activities and finances, the threat to withhold allowances if certain

 Here, her writings are close to a normative and political reading of Marx as developed by
“analytical Marxists” like Cohen and Roemer (two prominent voices stressing that justice de-
mands the elimination of bad brute luck), and against Marx himself, who understood his theory
as a “scientific” theory of historical necessity.
 One can easily find examples also with a global scope, but I postpone this discussion for
later sections of this chapter.—For a careful recent analysis of “anonymous” exploitation, i.e.
exploitative structures involving groups, not individual agents, cf. Wollner (2019).
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jobs are refused, and so on, are severe and disrespectful intrusions into the
realm of personal privacy, and constitute an additional injustice that compounds
the material inequality and deprivation meant to be remedied. Indeed, even
where the provision of welfare succeeds in avoiding severe forms of material
deprivation, marginalisation unjustly prevents people from becoming active, rec-
ognised members of society. Marginalisation blocks them from using their capa-
bilities to contribute in a way that is recognised as being socially meaningful.⁹²

Powerlessness, as the third face of oppression, for Young consists in the fact
that some people in society lack the authority (or power) to make decisions
about their lives and work, while others hold power over them. The workplace
is a particularly pertinent example where professional workers can enjoy (albeit
to admittedly varying degrees) the liberty to make autonomous choices. Those
made powerless lack this liberty; they also lack the experience of intrinsically
rewarding work, as well as perhaps the possibility of further developing their
skills during a working life; they also generally lack the social recognition that
comes along with working a “respectable” professional job. Countless people
work under such conditions, all over the world. Yet, the phenomenon of power-
lessness can be also found beyond the workplace. In May 2015, former US-Pres-
ident Obama referred to a “sense of unfairness and powerlessness” that has
spread in some communities and which, together with an absence of any feeling
of “hope and opportunity,” raised social tensions and conflict.⁹³

Cultural imperialism, the fourth face of oppression, pertains when dominant
social groups impose their perspective of “the norm” on other groups, which are
then considered deviant or inferior, groups which as a result find themselves
stereotyped and silenced. Many examples can be provided for cultural imperial-
ism: refugees, Jews, Muslims, blacks, or people with diverse sexual or gender
identities have experienced such imperialism from the majorities of citizens,
Christians, whites, or heterosexuals respectively.

The most direct form of oppression is actual, systematic violence, the fifth
type of oppression on Young’s list. Cases of police brutality against minority
groups or attacks on refugee shelters are examples for such violence, but
there are also less physically obvious appearances of oppressive violence,
such as the persistence of “jokes” and idiomatic expressions that belittle homo-

 Another example, from the context of academic philosophy, can be found in the marginal-
isation of non-standard approaches in philosophical scholarship (Dotson 2012).
 Implicit or explicit racism, of course, importantly adds to this problem in the context of the
US. https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/05/04/remarks-president-
launch-my-brothers-keeper-alliance [last accessed: 1 July 2019].
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sexuality. As Young points out, it is not the actual violence alone, but the fact
that such violence appears to be socially acceptable in certain contexts, that
makes it an oppressive social practice.

The five faces of oppression obviously often overlap and cluster. Cultural im-
perialism often appears in the form of violence; the powerless are marginalised
and exploited etc.⁹⁴ The “faces” are types of oppression, and they are together
meant to provide a heuristic to identify different and diverse instances of social
injustice, and particularly of those that go beyond easily measurable distributive
issues.⁹⁵

These social dynamics that Young identified and analysed as social injustice
provide the background against which it will, below, become possible to identify
structurally similar dynamics of oppression that apply on the global level.

The positive demands of relational egalitarianism
This section focusses on the versions of relational egalitarianism as presented by
Anderson.⁹⁶ Anderson’s criticism of luck egalitarianism shares features with
Young’s, particularly the diagnostic orientation towards identifying instances
of social injustice, and the therapeutical ambition to promote justice by address-
ing the quality of social interactions within a society. For Anderson, oppression,
in all its various shades, is an expression of fundamental inequalities in moral
status and value. The aim of relational egalitarianism—or as Anderson prefers to
call it, “democratic egalitarianism”— is to put an end to socially imposed oppres-
sion, and to create communities in which relationships and interactions take
place on a footing of equality (Anderson 1999, 289). Equal respect for all,
based on the equal moral worth of all, is made evident primarily in the way

 One among a great number of possible examples that could be given is the caste system in
India. Cf. the recent critical edition of Ambedkar’s classical incriminatory text and the call for
the abolition of caste with a book length introduction by Arundhati Roy (Ambedkar 1936/2014).
 I have introduced oppression as the central problem from the perspective of relational ega-
litarianism by relying on the pioneering work of Young. And indeed, seminal contributions to
this analysis stand in the tradition of feminist philosophy. Other traditions in moral, political
and social philosophy have identified and analysed such oppressive social structures and pro-
cesses as well, among them critical theory (Fraser and Honneth 2003) and Pettit’s neo-republi-
can view of freedom as non-domination (e.g. Pettit 1997).
 Forst (2014) and Scheffler (2015) have also elaborated on this alternative view.
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agents interact with one another, although it also inevitably has implications for
distributive patterns (Scheffler 2015, 27).⁹⁷

Scheffler, accepting and building on Anderson’s views, further specifies the
characteristics of a society of equals. Central to such a society is a “reciprocal
commitment on the part of each member to treat the equally important interests
of every other member as exerting equal influence on social decisions” (Scheffler
2015, 35–36). Scheffler is aware of the fact that such relationships of equality in
a society go far beyond individual face-to-face interaction, and must also include
large scale, collective decisions. However, he spells out the core convictions of
relational equality along the lines of face-to-face interaction between people,
and moves on from there to expand his argument to include all interactions,
face to face and collective, in a society of equals. The constant across all inter-
actions is that all those participating in a communication or a framework of in-
teraction must be able to participate on equal terms, which Scheffler explores
under the rubric of a “deliberative constraint”.

Anderson has a slightly different, though compatible, take on the necessary
elements of the ideal of a “community in which people stand in relations of
equality to others,” and in which all competent adults are equally recognised
as moral agents (cf. Anderson 1999, 312–315). Concretely, the egalitarian commit-
ments of such a community must include a list of relevant goods to which citi-
zens must have effective access over their life time in order to enjoy a wide range
of capabilities. As a consequence, securing sufficient access for all to fundamen-
tal capabilities guarantees that all can function not only as human beings (i.e.
their basic needs are fully met), but also as participants in a system of cooperative
production (i.e. they contribute in a meaningful way to society as a complex sys-
tem of interaction), and as citizens of a democratic state (i.e. they are able to
voice their opinions, and see those opinions have an impact on collective deci-
sion-making). The goods necessary for realising these fundamental capabilities
must be provided unconditionally, and without resort to any form of paternalism
or disrespectful inquiry before they are granted. If injustices are identified, the
remedies offered in response must match the type of injustice being corrected.⁹⁸

 For relational egalitarianism, any concern for (re‐) distribution, aid and compensation comes
only as a result of equal concern for all, and does not result from pity or presumption of infe-
riority.
 Anderson’s examples here include “the disabled, the ugly”. For democratic equality, com-
pensation in the form of another “metric” is inappropriate: If the injustice suffered by “the dis-
abled and the ugly” is exclusion, the appropriate remedy is not giving them money or more el-
egant flats, but to secure for them social inclusion. “Democratic equality does not attempt to use
private satisfactions to justify public oppression” (Anderson 1999, 334).
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None of this should be interpreted to suggest that the egalitarian principles gov-
erning a society of equals do not uphold the responsibility of individuals for their
own lives. In fact, Anderson argues that the collective is not in charge of com-
pensating for all sorts of losses that people suffer, and in doing so calls for in-
dividual responsibility; however, she demands that collective responsibility be
understood as a form of insurance against the loss of certain types of goods,
namely those included in the list of relevant goods for functioning. This still al-
lows the possibility for people to end up worse off when they behave irrespon-
sibly, but avoids the pitfall that some of them will end up so badly off that they
will no longer be able to fulfill their core functions (as a human being, cooper-
ative member of society, and democratic citizen), because the community has a
duty to prevent this from happening.⁹⁹

 Since this is where Anderson’s relational egalitarianism conflicts directly with luck egalitari-
anism, she explains in detail how her view avoids inviting personal irresponsibility (by compen-
sating only for certain types of losses), avoids subsidising irresponsible behaviour (like smoking,
by, for example, the imposition of heavy taxes on tobacco products in order to generate funds so
that resulting medical costs can be absorbed publicly), avoids paternalistic interferences with
individual freedoms (like choosing to smoke, too stay with this example, by distinguishing be-
tween what people want to do and what other people are obligated to give them) or by imposing
one particular conception of the good (by justifying the promotion of certain goods through “col-
lective willing”). Altogether, she argues that her democratic egalitarianism does incentivise peo-
ple to behave responsibly, since ultimately—not only for luck egalitarianism, but also for rela-
tional egalitarians—prudent behaviour will lead to less losses. All this is illustrated well in
Anderson (1999, 326–331).
To spell this out in one example, consider the reckless biker suffering injuries from an accident.
Relational egalitarians will argue for the provision of medical care, even in this kind of case,
because the idea of a community of equals includes the idea that no one will be left alone
and denied urgent medical care. However, the entitlement the reckless biker has to community
support does not include all medical treatments that could possibly be given to her, according to
Anderson. Indeed, the entitlement only extend as far as what is necessary for her to re-secure
her functioning as an equal citizen in society, and no further. Other acquired advantages, like
the prior possession of excessive fortunes, are not collectively insured. Furthermore, the sheer
possibility of having to undergo unpleasant medical treatment, and to be less healthy than
prior to an accident incurred through risky behaviour, should also serve as a disincentive to ir-
responsible behaviour. This means that, according to relational egalitarianism, there is a limit to
entitlements. This threshold of equality remains ambitious, but it also seeks to avoid being over-
ly generous, so as not to create perverse incentives for reckless behaviour.
But would such costly support for reckless drivers not be unfair to those acting more responsi-
bly, who will then ultimately bear a burden in order to help meet the medical (and other) needs
of the reckless? Anderson suggests that there is an egalitarian, and non-discriminatory, way to
make sure that those who end up with higher needs and thus also social costs, will have already
contributed more to the collective insurance scheme: the way, very simply, is to heavily tax risky
activities (like motor bike driving, skiing, smoking, etc.) beforehand. This creates further disin-
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Anderson’s community of equals is furthermore understood as “a system of
cooperative production” in which different functions are met by different mem-
bers of society in order to generate the goods that can be then distributed among
all its members. Such an understanding of society, and the division of labour,
clearly owes much to the ideas of Rawls’s Theory of Justice: there is to be reci-
procity among free and equal democratic citizens, who are socially productive,
and who are continuously engaged, in a mutually respectful way, in social
and political cooperation. A division of labour is required to produce such ben-
efits, for the simple reason that social organisation is complex, and involves
many different (functional) hierarchies, as both Rawls and Anderson agree.
The reality that all such tasks must be fulfilled in one way or another for society
to continue functioning—the judge cannot get to the courthouse if the surround-
ing roads and streets are not in good repair, and parents, be they road construc-
tion workers or senior vice presidents, cannot spend all day at work if they have
no one to mind their children—means that so many different people must con-
tribute somehow to that joint functioning.What is thus needed is a just division
of labour, as well as a just division of the (jointly generated) fruits of that labour,
which means appropriate recognition and remuneration for all.¹⁰⁰

In contrast to the luck egalitarian ideal of an equal distribution of goods in a
just society (where only inequalities that result from informed choices are moral-
ly acceptable), relational egalitarians hence defend a quite different ideal. Justice
for the latter consists in the absence of (non-functional) hierarchies and oppres-
sion. A just society, for relational egalitarians, is characterised by relationships
of equality. Distributive equality is not what matters, at least not primarily.

Both types of egalitarianism differ substantially, perhaps even attempting to
meet quite different types of challenges. Is it then appropriate to compare and
contrast them against a single yardstick? Or is it possible to merge the impulses
from both approaches into a pluralistic account?¹⁰¹ If yes, which of the perspec-

centives for engaging in such acts, yet preserves the freedom to do so for all agents who choose
to engage in such risky pursuits (and can afford them), without having to resort to paternalistic
scrutinising of individual behaviours. This would, according to Anderson, help the realisation of
equal respect for different preferences,while upholding disincentives for risky behaviour, as well
as the necessary means for covering the costs of accidents and illness resulting from such be-
haviour. Treating individuals in this manner, she thinks, fairly expresses on behalf of society
the equal, inalienable, and fundamental moral worth of every person. Note, finally, that this
is just one of many instances of dealing with diversity within the model of “democratic citizen-
ship”.
 Cf. Anderson (1999, 332–326).
 For an attempt to combine luck egalitarianism intuitions with the aims of democratic or
relational egalitarianism cf. e.g. Brown (2005).
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tives should take the lead? I will reconsider this possibility at the end of this
chapter. Now, I proceed by presenting the differences established so far between
domestic luck egalitarians and domestic relational egalitarians.

1.4 Major differences between luck and relational egalitarianism

The contrast between luck and relational egalitarianism can be illustrated by
looking at four major differences,¹⁰² even though such a binary analysis can
only help broadly demarcate the two poles of the debate, and is unable to
fully capture the intricacies of the debate along its entire spectrum. The first
major difference between them is that the former understands equality in
terms of the equal distribution of non-relational goods.¹⁰³ Which non-relational
goods should matter exactly, or which metric of justice is the most appropriate,
has emerged as an enduring topic of debate, decisively triggered by the publica-
tion of Sen’s Tanner lectures on the question Equality of what? (Sen 1980). Major
candidate metrics include, among others, welfare, opportunity for welfare, re-
sources, and rights.

Against this view, relational egalitarians hold that equality is a social and
interactional value that is realised when relationships of a certain type exist be-
tween all members of a community. Distributions of non-relational goods matter
only secondarily, and only insofar as they have an impact on relationships of
equality.¹⁰⁴ Relational egalitarians see the excessive concern for the “equality
of what?” debate to be fundamentally misguided, as it seems to assume that a
single non-relational good can be identified that captures all morally relevant
features of inequality (Anderson 2012, 55). Relational egalitarians, however,
are in a sense pluralists about equality; they claim that relationships based on
equality have many implications on many dimensions of human experience, in-
cluding (but not restricted to) the distribution of non-relational goods (Scheffler
2015).

A second point of difference between luck and relational egalitarians lies in
the more specific choice of which inequalities in non-relational goods are of
moral concern. For luck egalitarians the answer is of course obvious: the com-
mitment to telic egalitarianism renders, in principle, unjust all distributive in-
equalities that do not result from voluntary, responsible individual choices.

 For the following section cf. Anderson (1999, 313–314, 2010, 1–6).
 For a more nuanced version of luck egalitarianism that accommodates also relational
goods, cf. Lippert-Rasmussen (2012).
 For this, cf. the discussion in Parisi (unpubl. ms.).
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For relational egalitarians, however, distributive inequalities of non-relational
goods are of moral concern only if and when they cause or uphold relational in-
equalities. Concretely, relational egalitarians are not, in principle, against even
quite substantial differences in income and wealth, as long as all persons posses
sufficient means for allowing them to function fully as citizens and as long as
those having more than others do not have so much that they begin to dominate
and thus undermine the possibility of relational equality.¹⁰⁵ There is no conclu-
sive answer to the question of what it means exactly to live fully as a citizen and
to what exactly is required to be able to do so, but regardless of how ambitiously
any particular relational egalitarian defines sufficiency, economic inequalities
raise a relational egalitarian’s moral concern if they result in status hierarchies,
or exclusive political advantages (which imply unjustified disadvantages for oth-
ers), as for example with the purchase of political influence, which so often seem
to come along with extreme wealth. In this scenario, a material inequality—
which is of no intrinsic concern, if an ambitious threshold of sufficiency has
been assured, and is thus otherwise acceptable to a relational egalitarian—
turns into a morally unacceptable political and relational inequality.¹⁰⁶

This example points to a third important difference between these two poles
on the egalitarian spectrum, which is how each one conceives of what is truly
foundational for equality and justice. Luck egalitarianism holds that distributive
equality has intrinsic value (see above, “telic egalitarianism”), and thus that the
fundamental demand of justice is to secure that the relevant goods’ distributions
are equal, and that inequalities result only from individual and responsible
choices. For relational egalitarians, the foundation of justice lies in the quality
of the relationships and the interactions between individuals. Equality is a char-
acteristic of interactions that fully acknowledge the fundamental equal moral
worth of all. Equality is a lived practice, something we do, not a static state of
affairs.

The fourth major difference regards the justification of standards of equality
and justice. Luck egalitarians defend their principles of justice and equality from
the assumed external “moral point of view” of a neutral spectator. If distributive
equality has intrinsic value, this intrinsic value can be said to exist sub specie
aeternitatis,which is to say that it does not depend on concrete settings, persons,

 This claim refers to the core commitment of relational egalitarianism and its central distrib-
utive commitment (which I call the ‘corridor’ between having enough and having too much) and
is not meant to preclude the possibility of developing more fine-grained pluralist accounts.
 This argument stands in the tradition of Rawls who also demanded that “excessive concen-
trations of property and wealth, especially those likely to lead to political domination” have to
be prevented in a just society (Rawls 2001, 44).
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or interactions. Against this somewhat detached view, relational egalitarians
hold that their standard of justice is justified from the perspective of concrete
persons who interact with one another. This is indeed perhaps why Scheffler’s
account of relational equality is so compelling: he develops it by way of describ-
ing an interaction between two persons, between “me” and “you,” an interaction
that has immediacy and tangibly resonates with the universal human experience
(Scheffler 2015). The concrete lived human experience of those involved, and the
reasons and opinions they exchange in this setting, provide the ultimate justifi-
cation for relational egalitarianism. The concern of relational egalitarians for the
experiences and concerns of actual people in concrete settings might make the
view appear more messy, and less parsimonious, than other theories, but it also
makes it far more relevant for most of us, as well as more consonant with ega-
litarian political causes and movements, both historically and contemporane-
ously.¹⁰⁷

Despite these differences, I do not want to rule out the possibility of recon-
ciling insights from both poles of the spectrum into a comprehensive egalitarian
account. Ultimately, both fairness and respect, both the distribution of non-rela-
tional goods and the quality of interpersonal interactions, are important issues of
moral concern.¹⁰⁸ The main problem with luck egalitarianism is that, in seeking
to stress the relevance of fairness and personal responsibility, too much attention
is directed towards the possibility that people will benefit from unfair advantage.
The standard example here is the irresponsibly lazy Californian beach bum with
her expensive taste for surfing instead of working,which has generated an aston-
ishing amount of scholarly literature.While this possibility, of course, cannot be
ruled out, and does indeed have to be accounted for, luck egalitarians seem to
have forgotten somewhere along the way that their main concern should not
be unfair advantage, but unfair disadvantage. Determining which of the egalitar-
ian concerns—about relations and respect on the one hand, and unfair disad-
vantage on the other—is of greater moral importance is straightforward: unfair
advantage is a far less common and less morally troubling occurrence, and it
should not dominate the debate. Unfair disadvantage, however, is in urgent

 Luck egalitarians might object against these four distinctions that follow Anderson’s own
favourable presentation of the ideal of relational equality. Cohen, for example, a self-identifying
luck egalitarian, engages with issues of equal distributions not from a detached perspective, but
generates justifications for his views also from an interpersonal and interactional perspective
when he demands an “interpersonal test” or directs attention to the speaker-audience-relativity
of arguments (Cohen 2008, e.g. 36–28, 42).
 Suggestions to narrow the gap between the two rival accounts have been made among oth-
ers by Gheaus (2016) and Seidel (2013).
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need of address. Alas, this shift in attention has not sufficiently taken place. Cur-
rent debate about luck egalitarianism seems still largely focussed on the narrow
issue of unfair advantage. Historical reasons may partly explain this myopia.

1.5 The historical context of the theoretical development

Taking into account the temporal (and broader socio-political) dimension per-
mits a better understanding of how the two rival views, not as exact opposites
but as two poles of a debate, have morphed over time in relation to one another.
It also permits a better understanding of the subtle shift in the questions that are
addressed by each view. The difficulties in directly comparing luck and relational
egalitarianism can be, at least in part, explained by the fact that their different
central questions seemed to be the most politically important ones in the respec-
tive decades of the past century during which the poles were formulated.

The liberal egalitarian theories developed by Rawls from the 1960s onwards
engaged systematically and critically with the emerging welfare state in the 20th
century, for which no recent political theories were available at the time. Rawls
repeatedly alludes, in his justificatory method of “reflective equilibrium,” to the
shared intuitions (“considered judgements”) of citizens, and his theory is an at-
tempt to spell out the content of such intuitions and judgements in a comprehen-
sive way. The immense success of his Theory of Justice shows that Rawls filled a
gaping lacuna in Western political philosophy by capturing the political realities
of his time and by proposing a philosophical justification for its ongoing social
and political processes.

The relative historical congruence between the political mainstream and the
dominant theories of institutional justice (as offered by Rawls) did not last long
however. In the 1980s and 1990s, criticism of the welfare state mounted, and a
shift from (left) liberalism to (right) libertarianism took place, a shift particularly
visible in the Thatcher government in the UK, the Reagan administration in the
USA, and the Kohl and Schröder governments in Germany. A central criticism of
the time against the idea of the welfare state was that it encouraged people to
deny responsibility for their own lives, and that it encouraged the view that “cir-
cumstances” or “society” were ultimately responsible for individual successes
and failures, rather than the individuals themselves. The call for constant gov-
ernment intervention to equalise the circumstances in which people act—if nec-
essary by heavily taxing the successful—was gradually replaced by a call to focus
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on individual, instead of governmental, responsibility.¹⁰⁹ An egalitarian ideal is
still found in this newer call, but it appears in the more limited form that equal-
ity is to be secured only with regard to minimal starting conditions. The rest of
one’s life should depend on what one made of one’s equal starting conditions.
The assumption was that the prudent and wise would fare well, and that they
would thus also deserve that well-being. The converse assumption—that the
reckless and lazy would fail, and that this would be no one’s fault but their
own—was also relentlessly promoted. Compensation, financed by taxing the bet-
ter off, was considered to be deeply unfair, since it certainly could not be the task
of the majority to subsidise an irresponsible minority. Right leaning conservative
politicians and pundits also began promoting and repeating the message that
welfare systems will never work, since they have never managed to eradicate
poverty in any country, even those with the most generous benefits. Over time,
the dominant view became that the poor are poor because of the so-called “pov-
erty trap,” which generous welfare provisions only aggravate, and so an alterna-
tive must be found.

It is from this political and ideological context, described here in admittedly
abridged and necessarily simplistic terms, that the core commitment of luck ega-
litarianism emerged. The interesting point here is that the development of luck
egalitarianism was led by left-leaning philosophers (such as Dworkin and
Cohen), who were alarmed by the emergence and ferocity of the new conserva-
tive political landscape.¹¹⁰ It is a sign of how urgent things seemed at the time
that luck egalitarianism was born of the desire to defend egalitarianism (and
the popular commitment to the welfare state) against the formidable forces
aligning themselves against it. It is indisputably from such a defensive position
that Dworkin, Cohen and others developed their theories. Alas, in attempting to
defend egalitarianism, the philosophical and political agenda came to be domi-
nated by examples meant as criticism: more and more discussion turned exclu-
sively to the irresponsible surfer who might benefit from unjust advantage, and
less and less to the marginalised single mother in a neglected and remote rural
area who clearly suffered from unjust disadvantage. In hindsight, it does indeed
seem clear that these embattled left egalitarians failed to uphold the full breadth

 A careful reconstruction of this shift, and an analysis of its implications, can be found in
Young (2011, ch. 1). The question how many luck egalitarian elements were already foreshad-
owed in Rawls’s theory is discussed by Freeman (2007, 111–142).
 In the words of Cohen, Dworkin showed how egalitarianism could incorporate “within it
the most powerful idea in the arsenal of the anti-egalitarian right: the idea of choice or respon-
sibility” (Cohen 1989, 933).
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of the egalitarian values they claimed to hold dear.¹¹¹ Yet, one must also concede
that it may not have been possible for anyone to have done otherwise in light of
the rapid advance of a conservative climate which put them deeply on the defen-
sive.¹¹²

Anderson’s unsparing criticism of luck egalitarianism marked—along with
several other papers published around the year 2000—a turning point for egali-
tarian theorising: the reconsideration and return to classical egalitarian commit-
ments got under way, and it continues today.

2 What is the point of global equality?

This chapter has thus far been concerned with contrasting domestic luck (or dis-
tributive egalitarians) with domestic relational egalitarians. This analysis pro-
vides the basis for extending the debate from the domestic to the global level
that is relevant for cosmopolitan responsibility. I will now turn to the following
question: Does a similar contrast between luck egalitarians and relational egali-
tarians exist also at the global level?

Global luck egalitarianism is already a prominent and established stance in
the contemporary debate about global justice, but global relational egalitarian-
ism has not yet received much scholarly attention and is still in a rather early
stage of development. Anderson does not spell out the international implica-
tions of her view, though she does mention this as a challenge (Anderson
1999, 321, fn. 78). Scheffler, similarly, merely hints at the global application of
relational egalitarianism (e.g. in Scheffler 2010, 192, fn. 42). Others have taken
some steps to positively spell it out: Koggel offers a relational approach to global
inequality analysis (Koggel 2002); and Brock mentions a relational view of global
justice inspired by Anderson’s theory, but is also critical about a simple exten-
sion of it (Brock 2009, ch. 12)¹¹³; and Miller has referred to and criticised an as-
sumed variant of global relational egalitarianism, albeit only very briefly and
with much scepticism (Miller 2007, 77–78). Recently, however, Nath has sketched
an account of Global Social Egalitarianism (Nath 2011, Nath 2015), Cloarec has

 This led Anderson to the provocative introductory question of her seminal paper: “If much
recent academic work defending equality had been secretly penned by conservatives, could the
results be any more embarrassing for egalitarians?” (Anderson 1999, 287).
 For this chronological presentation cf. also Kymlicka (2002) and, with a special focus on
health issues Wikler (2004).
 Brock distinguishes a “relational cosmopolitanism” from a “distributional cosmopolitan-
ism”.
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discussed the implications of the demands of social equality in the global society
(Cloarec 2017), and Ip has provided the first book-length analysis of global ega-
litarianism from a relational perspective (Ip 2016).¹¹⁴ The remaining part of the
present chapter adds to this still relatively small body of literature about global
relational egalitarianism and advances this understanding of equality which will
then be employed as the second central element of my account of cosmopolitan
responsibility.

A crucial challenge is again to specify “the point of equality,” i.e. the right
reasons for moral concern about the relevant forms of global inequality. It stands
to reason that, as with the contrast explored in previous sections at the domestic
level, it may be helpful to begin by opposing global luck egalitarianism with
global relational egalitarianism. Is global equality about the equalising compen-
sation of bad brute luck, or is it about establishing relationships of equality? Is it
about unequal distributions, or is it about unequal—i.e., hierarchical or oppres-
sive—relationships? I begin by surveying and discussing the already better estab-
lished account of global luck egalitarianism, before directing my attention to the
possibility of global relational egalitarianism.

3 Global luck egalitarianism—a critique

There are two connected reasons why global luck egalitarianism is appealing.
First, it focuses on the obvious and crass inequalities of non-relational goods
like material wealth (and subsequently levels of well-being, development etc.)
that exist between people in different countries. From a luck egalitarian perspec-
tive such inequalities obviously constitute severe injustices, since no one choo-
ses one’s country of birth. Second, it avoids engaging with the numerous and ex-
tremely complex past and ongoing relationships and interactions that influence
current levels of wealth, well-being, development etc. between countries and
people, thus generating a rather straightforward diagnosis of injustice.

Above, I have already elaborated on the plausibility of the fundamental in-
tuition of luck egalitarianism, which is simply that no one should be worse off
through no fault of his own. This intuition suffers no loss of appeal or power
when the perspective is shifted to the global level. The non-relational ‘arbitrari-
ness objection’ in the global domain focuses on the place of birth of a person,
and identifies the country of one’s origin as one among several morally arbitrary
factors that are beyond one’s control but which have a huge impact on the

 Cf. also Heilinger (2016b).

Global luck egalitarianism—a critique 93



amount of resources, welfare or opportunities available to someone over a life-
time (Shachar 2009, Milanovic 2015). This can be illustrated, for example, by
the fact that the richest 5% of the population in India have the same per capita
income as the poorest 5% of the population in the USA (Milanovic 2011, 116).¹¹⁵
This means that—notwithstanding individual cases—for the morally arbitrary
reason of one’s birthplace, Indians in general have essentially no chance of
ever becoming richer than the very poorest Americans (in monetary terms at
least). Furthermore, there are many other poor countries in which even the rich-
est groups are poorer than the poorest groups in affluent countries (Milanovic
2011, 188). Global differences linked to birthplace also occur with regard to
health prospects (Segall 2010), as well as educational opportunities,¹¹⁶ and
many other dimensions of life (Satz 2003). So the widely shared concern about
the unfairness of the huge impact of birthplace is both empirically supported
and morally warranted.

Nagel shares this intuition: “The accident of being born in a poor rather than
a rich country is as arbitrary a determinant of one’s fate as the accident of being
born into a poor rather than a rich family in the same country” (Nagel 2005, 119).
Caney mentions a historical parallel to support moral concern for global distrib-
utive inequality on the grounds of a luck egalitarian intuition:

If […] we object to an aristocratic or medieval scheme that distributes unequal opportuni-
ties according to one’s social standing, or to a racist scheme that distributes unequal op-
portunities according to one’s race, we should, I am arguing, also object to an international
order that distributes unequal opportunities according to one’s nationality. In short, then,
the rationale for accepting equality of opportunity within the state entails that we should
accept global equality of opportunity. (Caney 2001, 114)

For Caney, the global extension of the objection against morally arbitrary in-
equalities is already entailed in its domestic application. One can understand cit-
izenship as an inherited privilege, and draw a parallel to the medieval feudal
system which systematically conditioned peoples’ lives, as Carens did (Carens
1987, 252); a thought reinforced also by Shachar. On this account, the inherited
privilege of citizenship should be of far greater concern to egalitarians than ac-
tual distributions and inheritance of material wealth (Shachar 2009). Global luck

 Of course, the richest persons in India are not poorer than the poorest in the USA. Some—
relatively small—overlap can be found, when comparing percentiles (Milanovic 2011, 118).
 See the impressive tool for making comparisons between countries at: https://www.edu
cation-inequalities.org [last accessed: 1 July 2019].
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egalitarians take this arbitrariness as the central justification for the demand to
fight such unequal life prospects.¹¹⁷

There is much debate about what exactly would follow from taking the ar-
bitrariness objection and the egalitarian commitment to the intrinsic value of
equality seriously at the global level.¹¹⁸ But before I engage in more detail
with the question of what should be done, and by whom and according to
which standards, a more general and theoretical level survey is needed in
order to properly ground such details.

In spite of its initial appeal, there are several important objections against
global luck egalitarianism, largely paralleling the four objections that Anderson
had raised against its domestic variant (Anderson 2010b).While these objections
do not lead to a rejection of global luck egalitarianism, they indicate some short-
comings to the view which motivate the search for a better alternative.

First, one can object that global luck egalitarianism simply misses the point
of equality when it limits itself to comparing actual distributions of resources,
well-being or opportunities of people in different countries. This criticism asserts
that a focus on distribuenda, and patterns of (re‐) distribution necessarily re-
mains only at the surface of the problem. What is wrong is that distributive in-
equalities are symptomatic for ongoing social and interactional dynamics that
stand in need of change. Such relations and interactions tend to escape the
luck egalitarian’s attention; even though they cause and perpetuate the unequal
distributions that raise the luck egalitarian’s concern.

Second, global luck egalitarianism could turn out to be overly harsh to the
victims of bad option luck, especially if it is understood to argue that the econom-
ic well-being of countries counts as a result of the gamble a population made
when selecting a certain leadership. For even if it is granted that elections (or
broad economic policy choices by elected officials) can be understood as wagers
for which an electorate must take responsibility (of course, in many cases it is
implausible to assume this, in light of both the democratic deficits in many coun-
tries, and the danger that minorities are seriously and negatively affected by the

 This presentation indicates that it is possible, also on luck egalitarian grounds, to take into
account relations and relational goods. However, my discussion here aspires to lay out the con-
trast between both views, thus I read the luck egalitarian concern here as being primarily about
the unequal distribution of advantages.
 Some defend a global difference principle (Beitz 1979, Tan 2004, 109); still others the idea of
global equality of opportunity (Caney 2001). For a helpful overview over contemporary theories
of global egalitarianism (with a focus on contemporary luck egalitarian theories), cf. Armstrong
(2009).
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outcomes of the majority votes), no population or individual should be forced to
live under conditions of absolute deprivation or below a reasonable sufficiency
threshold, even if past actions and “responsible choices” have contributed to
bringing about this very state of affairs.¹¹⁹

Third, placing intrinsic value on equality runs the risk of favouring a levelling
down which, particularly in the international comparison of, for example, health
standards and life expectancy, appears to be implausible: If the Swedish live lon-
ger than the Germans, this does not per se constitute an important concern for
global egalitarian justice. If, however, life expectancy at birth differs by more
than thirty years between Japan and Sierra Leone, this is indicative of a funda-
mental and grave problem of justice.¹²⁰ Shortening the lives of the citizens in the
better off countries does not appear a morally acceptable and viable option. The
normative challenge rather consists in justifying an ambitious threshold of suf-
ficiency or adequacy that defines and aims to secure what people should have in
order to live a decent life, no matter where they were born or happen to live.

The fourth criticism is precisely the danger of a misguided and ultimately
counterproductive tendency which results from global luck egalitarianism’s pre-
ferred focus on current distributive inequalities: Interventions to establish dis-
tributive equality as a “starting gate,” e.g. by providing aid or redistributing
goods, tend to be blind to ongoing structural inequalities and processes which,
if they remain in place, will continue to bring about these objectionable distrib-
utive inequalities. Equalising the starting conditions for all agents (i.e., particu-
larly persons in the domestic setting, and particularly states in the global con-
text) is thus likely to be insufficient for bringing about lasting distributive
equality, since even a temporalily equal redistribution of non-relational goods
would leave the background conditions of interaction unchanged. In other
words, if unequal power-relations substantially contribute to distributive in-
equality, then material redistribution will at best alleviate the worst symptoms,
but certainly not eradicate the roots of, the relevant inequalities that would ree-
merge after a short time. In distributive terms, a permanent redistribution would
be necessary, although such a move would, as we saw above, not only be open to
some variant of the “slavery of the talented” objection, but would miss the point
of equality as well, since the fundamental moral wrong (social inequality) can-

 A parallel objection could be raised against Rawls’s claim that the economic situation of a
country results largely from the choices and cultural preferences of its citizens (Rawls 1999b,
108).
 See the discussion by Segall (2010, ch. 11). Data about life expectancy are taken from the
2015 WHO report published in 2016: http://www.who.int/gho/publications/world_health_sta
tistics/2016/EN_WHS2016_AnnexB.pdf?ua=1 [last accessed: 1 July 2019].
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not be righted by a proxy measure of such (distributive equality). Indeed, even if
one could establish permanent resource transfers that would secure the long-
term material well-being of the currently disadvantaged, such material well-
being would still fail to establish genuine (social or relational) equality, because
the resulting equal distribution both depends on the willingness and capacity of
the advantaged to “support” the disadvantaged, and fails to offer the disadvan-
taged the hope of eventual independence. All this can be said to express disre-
spect towards the disadvantaged.

A fifth objection is that global luck egalitarianism is implausibly insensitive
to the different historical origins of the arbitrary inequalities between people and
consequently fails to assign moral obligations in a justified and effective way (cf.
Schemmel 2007). In short, global luck egalitarianism, at least in my pointed pre-
sentation, appears to be a-historic; it takes the status quo as a starting point and
is narrowly forward-looking, at the expense of insufficient attention paid to past
dynamics, historical events and experiences. History, however, is essential to un-
derstanding why certain types of injustice are currently experienced by certain
people, and what sort of remedies should be provided by whom.¹²¹

The combined moral weight of these objections makes global luck egalitari-
anism little appealing for my theory of cosmopolitan responsibility.The objections
call for an alternative understanding of equality—and an alternative approach to
assigning responsibility for remedying inequalities—at the global level.

4 Towards global relational equality

How plausible then is a global variant of relational egalitarianism? In this sec-
tion, I will argue that it is not only possible, but also rather straightforward,
to deploy relational egalitarianism internationally. As with its domestic variant,
global relational egalitarianism rests on two core claims, a negative one (oppos-
ing hierarchical relationships of domination and oppression), and a positive one

 To anticipate already here a possible objection against my own account, which also has a
focus on forward-looking assignement of responsibility: First, past contributions of individual
agents to causing a problem differ significantly in size from major historical events such as,
e.g., colonialism. Second, insofar as individual agents are responsible, in a backward-looking
way, for the existence of a problem, my account allows for assigning particular forward-looking
responsibility to address the urgent problem in question. But such forward-looking responsibil-
ity exists also in the case that no such past contributions exist and in the case of culpable in-
action of those who brought the problem about and should be the primary bearers of for-
ward-looking responsibility. Cf. the concluding chapter below.
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(endorsing the ideal of relationships of equality in the global society). The
grounds for these claims lie in the multiple different connections between peo-
ple across the globe and their important effects on how the lives of people go.
Concretely, I argue that a relational account of egalitarianism is not confined
to parochial or intranational interactions and relations. This makes an account
of global relational equality an attractive element of my theory of cosmopolitan
responsibility.

It has already been established that there are numerous interconnections be-
tween different agents across the globe. Often such connections are particularly
intensive on a local or near range scale, but—under what I called the circumstan-
ces of cosmopolitanism—they are not confined to one’s immediate surroundings
as it might have been the case in earlier times. Agents interacting with one an-
other include not only governments and their representatives, but also NGOs and
corporations, and, of course, individuals. At first sight, one can list intergovern-
mental communications; multiple economic interactions, including individual
consumer decisions; friendships, communities pursueing a particular interest
such as, say, collecting butterflies, following soccer, and academic collabora-
tions around the globe. Connections include also joint reliance on clean air
which presupposes particular ways of behaviour elsewhere, as much as those
living downstream of a river will depend on the behaviour of those living up-
stream. Here, global political interaction becomes increasingly important. The
connections also include increasing knowledge about how other lives go else-
where on our planet. Of course, such a diverse and inclusive account of relations
that may transcend borders stands in need of further differentiation with regard
to the intensity of the collaboration or the degree of its institutional mediation.
Yet, all these examples firmly establish that our contemporary world is shaped
by multiple transnational interconnections—through knowledge, through the as-
sumption of the existence of others, e.g. when buying something that has to have
been produced by someone, or through cooperation and exchange. Some of these
connections and relations are institutionally mediated, others not. This, howev-
er, is, as I will argue, secondary with regard to the question whether they provide
a ground for egalitarian demands. What matters is that they indicate a shared
frame of coexistence and cooperation, that they massively impact on the life
prospects of individuals and that they sometimes even exercise coercion upon
individuals.

The perspective of relational egalitarianism now stresses the demand that all
humans, because of their equal moral worth, should be able to and actually re-
late to one another as social equals; i.e. that all persons matter equally, and that
interactions should be free from oppressive hierarchies between individuals and
groups. As within a country, this perspective is applicable also to the multiple
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relations and interactions between individuals and groups across borders men-
tioned above. From this perspective, many severe moral wrongs can be identified
and the distributive inequalities are often only an indicative symptom of such
underlying relational inequalities within the inevitable sphere of influential
global connectedness. Here are three examples.
– The presupposition that it is acceptable to buy products manufactured under

exploitative conditions elsewhere: When buying all manner of consumer
goods (and perhaps particularly apparel and electronic devices) it is obvious
to consumers that such goods have to have been produced somewhere. One
cannot deny or ignore this fact, which, however, is only tacitly assumed and
not considered any further. However, it has been increasingly documented
and known that such manufacturing often occurs in disgracefully exploita-
tive ways. Individual consumer decisions hence establish links connecting
consumers to those who produce, transport, and trade in such products.
The fact that many of us consider it to be entirely inevitable, as well as mo-
rally unproblematic, to buy products manufactured under exploitative con-
ditions, shows how consumers discount the importance of other people’s le-
gitimate claims to decent working conditions and place higher weight to
their interest in buying stuff cheap. The many links in the commercial
trade chain obscure but do not diminish the clear fact consumers are ines-
capably socially connected to these other far away and exploited persons,
persons whose legitimate interests we rarely even acknowledge, let alone re-
spect.

– The treatment of migrants and refugees arriving at the borders of the Euro-
pean Union: The way that migrants attempting to enter the EU are treated
indicates a form a dramatically unequal relationship that is accepted as le-
gitimate by affluent Europeans, despite being so disrespectful towards the
massively disadvantaged, many of whom have legitimate moral and legal
claims.¹²² This is a complex issue that cannot be fully explored appropriately
here, but the conclusion that persecuted people attempting to enter the EU
are not treated as moral equals is undeniable.Whether or not status distinc-
tions (between refugees, asylum seekers, and other groups of migrants)
apply, it is clear that interactions, communications, and relations exist,
and that those who are seeking assistance to escape desperate conditions
ought to be treated as the human beings worthy of a equal and respectful
treatment that they are. There is little doubt that a great many individuals
working at the EU’s outer borders attempt, daily and courageously, to live

 Cf. Heller et al. (2018).
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up to such treatment standards, but there is also no doubt whatsoever that
migrants arriving at the borders are, in many instances, and often even sys-
temically, treated in morally unacceptable ways.

– The treatment of the representatives of poor nations in discussions with rich
and powerful nations, as e.g. within the United Nations: If the voices from
poor countries are heard at all in such venues as the UNGA, it is often
with a level of disrespect verging on reprehensible: representatives of the
powerful, affluent nations routinely dismiss the views and claims of repre-
sentatives from poorer countries. Simply being allowed to speak is held up
as a great concession by the powerful (when in fact it is an established in-
ternational legal right), but rarely is it heard from a representative of a poor
country that they feel they are considered and treated as equals, on a footing
of equality, within global institutions and negotiations.¹²³

These examples indicate several forms of unequal relationships and the appa-
rent assumption of status hierarchies that shape global interactions. It is impor-
tant to stress that not all hierarchies are problematic, some functional and also
some social hierarchies inevitably shape human co-existence and are an unde-
niable fact of human life (Scheffler 2010, 225–226). Such hierarchies, say, be-
tween parents and children, between different types of workers in a society, ac-
commodate differences in our ontogenetic development or allow more complex
and beneficial cooperation. The problem, from the perspective of global relation-
al egalitarianism, is hence not the existence of any hierarchies, but of particular
social hierarchies that endorse the assumption of superiority and inferiority of
particular individuals and groups.¹²⁴ In the examples mentioned above, the
workers in countries of the Global South, migrants, and representatives of poorer
countries are looked down upon. The relations displayed in these examples are
objectionable because they presume, and express the assumption of, the lower
status of some, which will often be vividly felt by them (although not always
and not in each case be intended by those occupying the privileged position).

 This admittedly general remark stands in need of further proof, but here let me simply refer
the reader to the experience of René Préval, president of the République d’Haïti, following the
earthquake that hit the Port-au-Prince area in 2010, at the United Nations, as documented in
Raoul Peck’s film “Assistance mortelle” (2013).
 The types of hierarchies mentioned are not immune to be transformed into hierarchies of
status. If children are seen as the property of parents, or if workers in particular professions are
seen as inferior because of their work, such ontogenetic or professional differences—which are
in themselves inevitable or conducive to a better coordination and cooperation in society—are
perverted. Cf. Young (2006a).
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I argue that these hierarchies in status are in the relevant sense structurally
similar to the one’s which can be found on the local or domestic level, when e.g.
people of a particular sexual orientation or with a particular ethnic background
are subject to disrespectful treatment, have limited opportunities, or are in other
ways worse off. The suggested expansion of the scope of egalitarian concern
hence is just a matter of scope, not a matter of type.

Taken together these examples can be quite plausibly understood as evi-
dence of a wide web of social interactions and relations, a web that by its
very existence establishes the scope of global relational egalitarian justice—
even though it often goes beyond inter-individual face to face-interaction. Just
as social cooperation, coercion, and the pervasive impact of the “basic structure”
of a society determine the domestic scope of justice in Rawls’s theory, these same
three features determine the scope of justice on a global level.¹²⁵ Existing global
structures and patterns of interaction have a social, political and economic di-
mension. They can be instrumental for securing fair cooperation and interaction
on a footing of equality, as they can also be implicated in the imposition and per-
sistence of relations characterised by domination, oppression, coercion, and ex-
ploitation. If such preconditions can be shown to exist both on the domestic
level and the global level, it then makes perfect sense to extend the scope of ega-
litarian justice to the global level.

That I take up arguments from the Rawlsian tradition to support my view of
global relational egalitarianism may appear surprising to some, since Rawls is
known for limiting his concern to the domestic setting, as we saw earlier. How-
ever, the three arguments for the importance of the basic structure as a pre-con-
dition for justice in a domestic setting can also be deployed on the global
level.¹²⁶ The relevant relations that occur on both levels should count as instan-
ces where relational justice or relational injustice can reign. In the following I
will expand on this view by transferring Rawls’s arguments about cooperation,
coercion and pervasive impact from the domestic to the global level in order to
lend further support for my argument.

 In a thorough critical discussion of Rawls’s basic structure argument, Abizadeh has shown
that a global basic structure can—against Rawls’s own views—be identified with regard to global
social cooperation, global coercion, and global pervasive impact (Abizadeh 2007). In what fol-
lows, I will discuss these three dimensions of interaction. The pervasive impact criterion, more-
over, is pertinent for global luck egalitarians.
 As noted above, I will follow arguments from Abizadeh (2007), but cf. also Van Parjis
(2007).With regard to the extension of relational egalitarianism, building on Rawls’s basic struc-
ture arguments has also been suggested by Cloarec (2017).
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A first Rawlsian account of the relevance of the basic structure for justice
analyses the basic structure as the determination and regulation of social coop-
eration, coming along with both a division of labour, and a division of the fruit of
this labour in society. Society is here understood to be a set of persons engaged in
a scheme of recurrent institutionally regulated social interaction and coopera-
tion. Rawls writes that the basic structure of society is comprised of “the way
in which the main political and social institutions of society fit together into
one system of social cooperation, and the way they assign basic rights and du-
ties and regulate the division of advantages that arises from social cooperation
over time” (Rawls 2001, 10). But is it plausible to assume that similar institution-
al forms affect individuals, albeit perhaps in a wider (less direct) sense, at a glob-
al level as well? Consider the following comparison.

For Rawls, the paradigm of a society as a system of cooperation is a nation
(like Germany), where cooperation includes the joint production of a variety of
goods. It is important that some manage factories, that others work in those fac-
tories, that others raise children, that some take care of the elderly, that some
invent and innovate, that some educate and train while others entertain, that
others cook and run shops, etc. The interactions in society are thus multiple
and manifold, but in order for a society to work well, and to generate and guar-
antee the desired goods—be they security, well-being, wealth, or capabilities,
etc.—all essential functions, according to Rawls, have to be fulfilled. If no one
takes up one task or another, everyone has less time for doing their own jobs.
If everyone had to dispose of or recycle their own rubbish, instead of being
able to rely on public waste management, for example, or if there were no
child care, then people simply couldn’t work effectively. Individual roles make
no sense in isolation, in other words, since it is only within the context of society
that these roles have meaning. And this context as such is shaped by—some-
times explicitly stated, sometimes implicit—institutions that influence the distri-
bution of advantages and disadvantages in society.

Acknowledging that no one can manage an enterprise, or run a department
of philosophy, without relying on the support provided by others (by food pro-
duction and preparation, child and elderly care-taking, and cleaning mainte-
nance, etc.), means recognising that any success one person achieves (as a man-
ager or philosopher) cannot be exclusively credited to that person alone. The
obverse conclusion hence is: “lower skilled” work is just as essential to individ-
ual and collective success as is “higher skilled” work. Acknowledging this con-
clusion exposes the massive injustice in paying extremely low wages for “low
skilled” or “menial” work: It is an abuse of power to deny the fair share of
the advantages, brought about collectively, to those who are less able to make
their voices heard, to defend their interests vigorously.
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Precisely the same logic, however, applies on a global scale, where a global
division of labour quite obviously exists. Were it not for the availability of prod-
ucts imported from other countries, many of the needs of the German population
would have to be satisfied by domestic production. But the possibility to import
staples, electronics, entertainment devices and many other goods from abroad
allows Germany to specialise in other, often much more profitable, manufactur-
ing and design activities. The global traffic in goods, raw materials, and finished
products, etc., shows that a global scheme of interaction and cooperation is al-
ready in place.

However, what is already glaring at the domestic level (unfair wage differen-
tials between so-called low and high skilled work) is galling at the global one:
powerful affluent countries, seeking their narrow self-interests, successfully
claim nearly the entire global economic pie, and often grumble about leaving
even crumbs for the less powerful countries. Although this outcome is often
claimed to be a result of “market decisions” influenced by an invisible hand,
the reality, known broadly by all, is biased favourably towards the already pow-
erful and advantaged players. One might think of the negotiations about TTIP,
the trade agreement between two world leading economic regions, that excludes
all those not part of the treaty from benefits; or the TRIPS Agreement adminis-
tered by the World Trade Organisation. Pogge, among others, has convincingly
demonstrated how the TRIPS Agreement systematically protects the benefits of
companies based in affluent countries at the cost of systematically excluding
the citizens of poorer ones from access to modern pharmaceutics (cf. Banerjee,
Hollis et al. 2010). This is a particularly egregious case of injustice, for the phar-
maceutical studies that precede the admission of new medicines on the Western
markets are often tested on research-participants in low-income countries, as it
is much cheaper to run medical trials in the latter (Ganguli-Mitra 2013). Although
both highly trained research personnel and untrained research participants are
indispensable for clinical trials of new drugs, the latter group, despite its essen-
tial contribution, is often lastingly excluded from benefiting from the outcome of
such efforts, if the trial is taking place in a low-income setting. Here we have a
clear case for global relational inequality resulting from unjust institutional ar-
rangements about how a system of cooperation should work.¹²⁷

 Some might try to frame this problem exclusively in distributive terms. After all, they might
say, what is unfair here is the distribution of the advantages that result from cooperation. Against
this view one can point to the fact that the situation would remain unfair, even if some more
money or some more pharmaceutics would be made available to ill people in poorer countries
out of generosity of the pharmaceutical companies. Indeed, the question here is not simply
about poor people getting treatment, but about poor people being treated as equals, as well
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Rawls’s second argument for the relevance of the basic structure under-
stands it insofar as it has a right to coercive power and interference. Coercion
and (political) authority is not under all circumstances morally questionable
for Rawls, since some forms of such are justified, if and when for example, in-
dividual autonomy and liberty can be secured only through (the threat of) coer-
cion. This is, in the end, quite a familiar argument for the legitimacy of political
power: the threat of interference is justified if all people affected share equally in
creating and controlling the form of coercive power that secures the conditions
for individuals to flourish.¹²⁸ For Rawls, however, such a justification must al-
ways respect the principle of subsidiarity: coercion can be justified only up to
the degree that is necessary to allow for individual autonomy, and because co-
ercion is meant to ensure the possibility of autonomy, it must meet the reasoned
approval of the autonomous subjects who agree to be potentially coerced, should
the need arise.

The presence of such coercive structures is, for Rawls, an indication of a
shared basic structure that legitimises the application of the principles of justice.
Rawls himself, as well as Nagel (2005), argued that the absence of a globally co-
ercive framework speaks against the applicability of the principles of justice at
that level (Rawls 1999a). Indeed, it must be conceded that, at the global level,
there are no structures similar in coercive power to the domestic monopoly
over law enforcement and violence held by national governments. Nevertheless,
there are international political bodies with coercive structures, including one
particularly striking trans-national example where the problem culminates and
becomes particularly visible in the form of the border regime in place around
the European Union.

At the outer border of such political entities, individuals are continuously
subject to coercion. The standard reasoning to justify state coercion, mentioned
above, however, comes to its limits when force is employed to keep others out of

as the right to appropriate care of citizens in poor countries when such care is available else-
where, since no one’s need for that care counts morally more than anyone else’s. Existing intel-
lectual property protection regimes, however, prevent this from happening, and they do so in
order to maximise profit margins. Since these protections have been codified into international
law, and since that law has a profound effect on related global interactions as well as distribu-
tions, the example stands as a clear instance of global relational inequality.
 A prominent element of justified authority and coercion is that those who run the possibil-
ity of being coerced can consent to such coercion, at least under ‘normal’ circumstances. Cf. e.g.
the “normal justification thesis” suggested by Raz who argued that authority is justified when
the agents that are subject to authority, are by this very fact more successful (in comparison
with a setting without such authority) in conforming their actions to the reasons they have them-
selves (Raz 1986, 53–57).
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the group that justified coercion in the first place in order to secure its autonomy.
The problem becomes particularly pertinent, if such coercion is not exercised oc-
casionally but permanently: Subjects attempting to enter the community that
justified coercion will be subject to such ongoing coercion without ever being al-
lowed a possibility to consent to or object against the coercion. An ongoing ex-
ercise of coercion and domination over people without offering them—at least
eventually—a perspective to participate in the justification of this coercion per-
verts the justification of this coercion. If the coerced subjects gain nothing
with regard to their autonomy, the justification for coercing them fades away.

The frontiers of the European Union—for example in Ceuta and Melilla and
on the Greek islands as in the Mediterranean Sea generally—are visible examples
for such coercion, as there are many other instances of coercion that restrict the
movement of people across the borders of states (Abizadeh 2007, 348–349).¹²⁹
All such areas represent clear examples of relationships and interaction that
are in a very real sense permanently cross-border: relations between individuals
in border zones reflect fundamental relational inequalities: some individuals are
systematically excluded from the possibility of becoming members of the advan-
taged in-group, whose collective consent is the only legitimate source of the co-
ercive powers to which they find themselves subject. Such situations are thus yet
another clear instance of the existence of global relational injustice.

Rawls’s third argument for the relevance of the basic structure for justice in
the domestic context focusses on a feature which exists at the global level, as
well, namely the profound impact that the basic (global) structure has on an in-
dividuals’ chances for leading a life of flourishing. This far-reaching condition
goes well beyond the narrow distribution of goods, and the arbitrariness-objec-
tion, as becomes clear with Rawls’s explication of “profound impact” as “the ef-
fects of the basic structure on citizen’s aims, aspirations, and character, as well
as on their opportunities and their ability to take advantage of them, are perva-
sive and present from the beginning of life” (Rawls 2001, 10). In a domestic caste
system, to take a paradigmatic example of what Rawls means here, the very aims
and aspirations of people are shaped by the social strata to which they belong:
from the very outset of an individual’s life, it is clear what options are available
to him or her, and which are out of reach. Indian Dalits, for example, as a result
of the caste system, tend to internalise as givens such social restrictions. Because
of these restrictions they will rarely even imagine or aspire to take up a higher

 The objection that these persons are only coerced if they choose freely to attempt to enter
certain territory can be met by the rejoinder that the reasons motivating people to leave their
countries of origin are often connected to the prior decisions of those more powerful players
who now coercively deny them refuge and entry.
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social position, and instead will adapt their aspirations to what is said to be
achievable by them by the caste traditions (cf. Roy 2014). This self-limiting mech-
anism, which results in highly constrained personal expectations and preferen-
ces, is known as the problem of adaptive preference formation (Elster 1983).

Obviously, much the same pattern of constraint, and of profounding limited
adaptive preference formation, holds true at the global level, where birthplace
and citizenship profoundly impact on an individual’s judgement about what is
possible, what could be achieved, and what might be available in the future.
There is, plainly put, an obvious hierarchy of countries with regard to their po-
litical, economic, educational, military (and other) powers, that directly shapes
their citizen’s outlook on life, and in a manner not dissimilar to the caste system
in India. This argument will resonate particularly with global luck egalitarians,
since they understand birthplace to be morally arbitrary. I now turn my attention
to spelling out this argument beyond the luck egalitarian focus, and pointing to
its distinctive relational implications, by way of anecdotal evidence.

Generally, my students in Haiti (where I teach regularly) do not aspire to
reach the same social or professional positions, or material levels of well-
being, as my students in Germany generally feel will be their due, even though
neither group is more skilled nor more laborious on the whole.¹³⁰ Clearly, this
tempering of expectation is an example of the pervasive impact of the basic
structure of the global order, which, it turns out, is a distinctive problem not
only for distributive justice and luck egalitarianism, but also for relational egali-
tarianism. After all, relationships of equality may exist within the respective
groups of, say, Haitian and German students, but a pervasive and permanent
form of relational inequality is plainly tangible when actual, cross-group interac-
tion takes place. For my Haitian students, I am, in a very tangible way, an alien: I
grew up and was educated under truly privileged circumstances, and the fact
that I regularly travel to Haiti to teach, but then leave again afterwards, is just
an additional indicator of my privilege. In fact, my presence makes the very un-
equal options which are available to different groups of people even more visi-
ble, as travelling outside one’s country of origins is not an option for all. This
awareness, and the many other profound differences that result from the arbitra-
ry fact of being born a German or a Haitian, affect the relations between Haitians
and Germans; and while it is fully possible to attempt to interact on a footing of
equality, and to be mutually respectful, the massiveness, and the pervasiveness

 This general claim can be defended even though some do indeed leave their socially pre-
assigned frame of possibilities.
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of the inequalities in our background conditions, regularly present a challenge to
establishing and upholding such relationships.¹³¹

These anecdotal remarks are meant simply to illustrate the challenges of re-
alising relational equality where contact and interaction takes place, but where
arbitrary factors (such as nationality) exert pervasive and persuasive impact
on individual perspectives.

It is time to sum up: I have argued so far that evidence of global relational
inequalities is not difficult to find, and thus that it is important to develop an
ideal of global relational equality that applies to a broad range of situations
and contexts. Global connections, relations, and interactions are not in short
supply: a full spectrum of entities, from official international institutional inter-
actions to informal interactions among individuals, can be subject to an analysis
according to the standard of relational equality. We live in a globalised world,
which is very plausibly understood as a complex system of cooperation. The bor-
der regimes—but also the international rules—often exercise coercive force over
individuals and groups who are and remain systematically excluded from partic-
ipating in the shaping and justification of such powers. And the pervasive impact
with which birthplace, which is truly arbitrary, inevitably influences individuals’
and groups’ outlooks on life, as well as conditions the interactions between
them.¹³² These numerous actual and ongoing interactions and relationships in-
dicate the scope to which the ideals of global relational egalitarianism can
and should apply.

A classification of the negative and positive abstract demands of global rela-
tional egalitarianism might at this point be clarifying: Negatively, it is about
avoiding (and overcoming) the five faces of oppression introduced and devel-
oped by Young as the standards for (domestic) justice: exploitation, marginalisa-
tion, powerlessness, cultural dominance and violence.¹³³ My illustrations have
made it clear that these faces of oppression pertain also to the international
level. Positively, it is about securing equality for all human beings, as equals,
such that they can fulfill the three interactional functions, in different dimen-

 That I mention my students may appear misleading, since the student-teacher-relationship,
with its inherent functional hierarchy, adds an additional layer of inequality. Yet, this functional
hierarchy also exists with my students in Germany, where it does not have the same impact. And
also in other contexts where people from different countries meet, the privileges and disadvan-
tages attached to nationality impact on the characteristics of interpersonal relations.
 I point again to the illuminating article by Scheffler, who deconstructs the concrete practi-
cal interaction between two individuals in order to construct the ideal of social equality (Schef-
fler 2015).
 Cf. p. 80–84 above.
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sions over their lifetimes: as human beings (i.e. having sufficient means to lead
decent lives), as participants in a system of cooperative production (i.e. being able
to contribute to the global system, even if only in minuscule ways, without being
exploited or marginalised or disempowered), and as citizens in a democratic
state (i.e. being capable of developing and voicing their views on issues that re-
gard them) which includes (given the inevitable acknowledgment of the circum-
stances of cosmopolitanism and the resulting global scope of my argument)
functioning as global citizens. With regard to this last element, with which I
amend the list offered by Anderson (Anderson 1999, 312–315), the concrete re-
quirement is also that all people are respected of having equal value and that
all can make their voices heard in the matters that are of concern for them on
a global scale.

Where there is global relational equality, people are able to meet and inter-
act with one another without feelings of inferiority or superiority, because all
have enough of the relevant goods and opportunities to realise the mentioned
functions, no one would have so much that she could dominate or unilaterally
impose her will on others (through masses of wealth, through inherited social
status, privileged class membership), and all would be able to contribute
through their abilities, thus in different forms, to realising the relevant social
goods that can be brought about through interaction and cooperation.¹³⁴ Such
relational equality is as relevant at the global level as it is at the domestic
level, for in both cases it is not the case that all people—citizens and global citi-
zens alike—actually interact. What matters is that relational equality is secured
whenever individuals interact and also when social institutions shape the interac-
tion between different (groups of) people or their representatives. Relational
equality, however, is compatible with quite some degree of functional differen-
tiation and functional hierarchies that are necessary for an advantageous divi-
sion of labour in the (global) society: manager and worker, parent and child,
even prison-guard and prisoner, can in their interactions respect relational
equality by treating the other as a person, with respect, and not as inferior.¹³⁵

 Those in need of support to realise as much as possible the described functioning as (glob-
al) citizens in this way, are entitled to it. The possibility that some will try to free-ride has to be
taken into account, but it seems not to be the challenge primarily in need to be addressed when
discussing global (in‐) equality.
 This claim seems to be most controversial in the case of the treatment of those who have
committed horrible crimes. But even here (and these cases are certainly not the most pertinent
one’s for discussing global relational equality), I contend that respectful treatment—that in-
cludes a right to a fair trial, to decent conditions in jail, and that precludes self-administred vig-
ilante justice or draconian punishment—must not be denied.
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And while (quite some) resulting distributive inequalities may be acceptable,
limits to such distributive inequalities apply where they negatively impact on
the outlook to realise and uphold relational equality. The permissible degree
of distributive inequality is determined by both a lower and an upper threshold,
forming a ‘corridor’ of acceptable distributive inequality: those who have less
must have enough to realise the relevant functions; those who have more
must not have so much that their advantages undermine the possibility of all
to relate and interact with one another on a footing of equality.¹³⁶

The ambition of relational egalitarian justice, on my account, then is not
confined to the narrower and direct interactions within any given community
alone; instead it extends globally.

5 Global relational egalitarianism—for and against

Having sketched an account of global relational egalitarianism, I will ask, in this
penultimate section of the chapter, first, if global relational egalitarianism can
avoid the criticism that has been voiced against global luck egalitarianism. Sec-

 Sufficientarianism is generally characterised by comprising of a positive thesis, that all
should have enough, and a negative thesis, that inequalities above the sufficiency threshold
are not relevant to justice (cf. e.g. Shields 2016). My own sufficientarian account endorses the
positive thesis and specifies that all should have enough to function as human beings, partici-
pants in a system of cooperative production, as citizens in a democratic state and as global citi-
zens. Unlike the dominant views among sufficientarians, however, I reject the negative thesis by
demanding that a second threshold limits the acceptable supra-threshold inequalities, because
in a massively unequal and unjust world as ours, having much more than enough cannot be
considered to be morally unproblematic. Morally acceptable is only the state between having
enough and having too much, where both thresholds of course cannot be determined in absolute
terms and instead will be characterised by significant indeterminateness. Nevertheless, the addi-
tional second, limiting threshold, located above the first sufficiency threshold, will—on my rela-
tional account—secure such that having more than enough will not negatively impact the pos-
sibility to relate to all others as equals. Having powers to realise one’s own preferences at the
expense of others, having more political influence than others, or being able to dominate others
will be examples for morally unacceptable degrees of having more than enough. Since such rela-
tional inequalities are often the result of distributive inequalities in terms of income and wealth,
a regulation of such goods is necessary also on relational grounds.—As I will argue in later chap-
ters, endorsing (global) relational egalitarianism commits oneself to self-limitation because
using one’s resources excessively for oneself—above the second, limiting threshold—is morally
unjustifiable. Where institutional arrangements to secure such limitations are still absent, self-
limitation is morally required.
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ond, I will raise and discuss two objections directed particularly against global
relational egalitarianism.

I contend that the ideal of global relational equality does not display the
shortcomings of the ideal of global distributive equality as pointed out above.
Global relational egalitarianism has no problem taking into account the distinc-
tive historical origins of inequality and injustice because such antecedents of the
current status quo are understood as relevant relations and interactions, and
hence fall rather directly within its scope (Schemmel 2007). While global luck
egalitarianism must begin with an assessment of the status quo to decide be-
tween instances of brute-luck and option-luck and is predominantly “forward-
looking,” global relational egalitarianism explicitly takes up a diachronic per-
spective in order to analyse current inequalities (in relations, interactions, and
distributions) as the outcome of past relations and interactions, and on the
basis of such, is able to then formulate distinct and concrete remedial obliga-
tions.

Such a temporal broadening of the analysis is appropriate, necessary even,
when the absurdity that results from neglecting it is contemplated. Think, for ex-
ample, of the disadvantaged social status of, say, African-Americans in the Unit-
ed States, of the Romani people in Europe, or the Dalit in India, etc. There is no
natural law that explains their relative disadvantage, which is instead quite
clearly the result of cultural, economic, and political decisions and processes.
Failing to take this into account, by focusing on the fact that their being
worse off is a result of bad luck beyond their control, potentially obscures the
necessary analysis of why their disadvantage exists as well as what should be
done about it, and by whom.

Taking into account such historical causes of current disadvantages does not
mean insisting that the only explanations for current inequalities are historical,
but it suggests that disadvantages need not be seen as simple facts, but as the
result of social processes. The corresponding remedy then will lie not only in re-
distribution, but in addressing the very social processes responsible for the per-
sistence of the disadvantage in question. Think, for example, about the different
levels of economic and social prosperity of the colonial powers and their former
colonies. Some decades after the end of colonial rule, it seems implausible to pin
all current disadvantages in former colonies exclusively on the events that took
place many years ago. Additional factors and events have occurred in the mean-
while that have clearly had an impact on these inequalities—and in many cases
have even exacerbated them. Nevertheless, the lasting negative impact of colo-
nial rule, along with the ways it eventually withdrew in different regions, cannot
be eliminated from a comprehensive analysis of existing inequalities. The rela-
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tional account of global egalitarianism thus is not subject to the two objections
that applied to a distributive account.

Two further objections against a theory of global relational egalitarianism
need to be mentioned. The first one doubts the existence of the preconditions
necessary for establishing reciprocal relations of democratic equality; the second
argues that global “equality of status” simply does not matter for people who
have, on a global level, no direct interaction with one another. Both objections
can, by explaining my own account further, be refuted and thus do not, I con-
tend, undermine my project of advancing the ideal of global relational equality.

The first objection ties the existence of legitimate claims about egalitarian
justice to the existence of a basic structure of a (domestic or global) society or
to the existence of democratic institutions. Anderson’s account of “democratic”
egalitarianism seems to be a clear target for this criticism. Tan, for example, con-
tends that relational egalitarianism has the distributive implication “to ensure
that the gap between the rich and poor in a society stays within the limit consis-
tent with the ideals of democratic polity, and this objective is quite independent
of the luck principle. A democratic society, fundamentally, is understood as a
fair system of social cooperation, and a fair system of social cooperation must
in turn honour the ideal of reciprocity” (Tan 2011, 397). I can agree with this de-
scription of the distributive implications of relational egalitarianism, but if it is
used to tie claims of egalitarian justice (in terms of both relations and distribu-
tions) to the condition of an actual all-encompassing basic structure or an actual
global democracy, this condition seems too strong to me.

According to Tan, the absence of a global democratic order within which re-
ciprocal interactions reign will lead to the fact that there are no such claims for
egalitarian justice. He writes that under “democratic equality, since distributive
justice is derivative of the ideal of a democratic order, unless it can be shown that
the global order is a democratic social order in the appropriate sense (or that
there is some commitment to bringing such a global order about), considerations
of global distributive justice do not even arise” (Tan 2011, 398, cf. also 409, 412). I
disagree and contend, instead, that the quite specific demand for a democratic
order as a precondition for legitimate demands of egalitarian justice be replaced
by an, admittedly more vague but sufficiently specific, account of ‘frameworks of
interaction’, i.e. contexts within which individuals, groups, or institutions can or
do interact and can do so on more equal or on more unequal (potentially oppres-
sive) terms. Global relational egalitarians might agree that the ideal of relational
equality can be realised best within a democratic global society in which not
only its members understand themselves as equally important participants
and contributors in a joint scheme of cooperation but within which also the in-
stitutional arrangements mirror this commitment. But it is possible (even though
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maybe less realistic) to uphold and apply the ideal of relational equality to con-
texts and settings within which any such democratic set-up is absent. The undis-
puted fact that the current global reality lacks a great many democratic features
and institutions thus does not undermine the ideal of global relational equali-
ty.¹³⁷

Furthermore, one can reproach Tan with applying a double standard when
considering the conditions for legitimate claims of egalitarian justice. In his
own institutional framework, Tan presupposes for his variant of global luck ega-
litarianism the existence of a global basic structure, in a roughly Rawlsian
sense.¹³⁸ Whether such a global basic structure already exists, is debatable
(Nagel 2005); as debatable as is the existence of the relevant forms of global re-
lationships/interactions/connections needed by relational or democratic egali-
tarians. However, in my view, both sides—global luck egalitarians as well as
global relational egalitarians—can find in the actual global interactions (whether
mediated through institutions or not) a sound basis to justify their respective
egalitarian concerns and demands.

A second objection against the plausibility of global relational egalitarian-
ism has been advanced by Miller, who, in a brief passage in his book National
Responsibility and Global Justice (Miller 2007, 77–78)¹³⁹ doubts whether the
ideal of “equality of status” or “social equality” can ever claim relevance on
the global level. Miller has strong sympathies for equality of status in the domes-
tic setting (where he thinks people ought to interact, in spite of all their differ-
ences, as equals), but he does not see how this should matter on the global
level: “Equality of status is important among people who are in daily contact
with one another, and who share a common way of life” (Miller 2007, 77). The
type of relationships that individuals have with their interacting counterparts
is much more important to them, Miller holds, than the relationships their
group has with other groups.When they are treated as equals in their immediate
surroundings, intergroup comparisons with regard to social status lose their im-

 My own account does not stress the democratic or institutional aspect of relational equality
as strongly as Anderson does, and focusses instead on the ethical cosmopolitan responsibility of
individuals in any frameworks of interaction within a globalised and interconnected world, irre-
spective of the question whether a global democratic order already exists. Thus, it may escape
the mentioned critique even easier.
 Not all global luck egalitarians presuppose a joint basic structure or global connectedness.
Caney, for example, argues that the requirements of global equality of opportunity should exist
even in the absence of such institutional connections (Caney 2001, 124–127).
 Miller himself does not defend global egalitarianism in any form, though he does stress the
importance of national responsibility.
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portance: differences in status that matter to people in their everyday interac-
tions do not bother them in the diffuse, distant, and more abstract form they
take internationally, or so Miller argues.

This claim may be true as a descriptive statement about human dispositions,
because indeed inequalities in the near range tend to bother people more than
inequalities in comparison with those far away. However, as a normatively rele-
vant statement it becomes morally problematic: The fact that the globally privi-
leged do not care very much about the global poor may be generally true, but
this disinterest and apathy is exactly the moral problem that needs to be ad-
dressed. Pointing out that the global poor also care more about the inequalities
in the near range would be, even if true, rather cynical, because their disinterest
in such rather remote inequalities could arguably count as an additional indica-
tor of disadvantage that limits their attention on concern on the more pressing
issues in the near range.

My argument against Miller’s claim is based, once again, on the importance
of being able to make one’s voice heard, and to have one’s voice count for some-
thing. Most will intuitively understand this requirement, since most—even the
relatively affluent citizens of relatively affluent countries—have on occasion per-
sonally felt what it means to have one’s voice go unheard. In functioning democ-
racies, however, most adult citizens at least have the right to vote, and this right
should be freely exercised, without interference or coercion, and without domi-
nation. People may be dissatisfied with the outcomes of general elections, and
they may feel disempowered by crude majority-rule, but as imperfect as the sys-
tem of voting may be, at least every person in a functioning democratic setting
has one vote and no one has more or less than one vote. With the right to vote
comes at least a minimal certainty that one’s voice is accounted for when it
comes to political representation. And, in democratic countries, political repre-
sentatives are not only occupied with domestic issues: they also make sure
that the voice of “their” constituents is heard when it comes to decisions with
international import. Here, affluent citizens can also be sure that their represen-
tatives defend the national interest (and often even with a particularly vicious
ruthlessness). Indeed, the straightforwardly nationalistic, zero-sum interven-
tions of national representatives in international negotiations demonstrate just
how much it is accepted in international politics that national interest be pur-
sued above all else. Contrast this vigorous defence of interest, and expression
of voice (even if that voice cannot hope to capture the full diversity of belief
and value of all represented individuals), with how people in poorer countries
that lack functional democratic institutions are twice duped: not only are their
legitimate interests not taken into account domestically, but they are also left
without adequate representation internationally.
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I take this to be a relevant inequality in status that is obvious to every person
with some access to information about domestic and international political proc-
esses—through TV, the internet or social media. Knowing that one’s interests are
represented in political processes is, I argue, also connected with the self-esteem
and the self-perception of one’s social status. Knowing of one’s lack of represen-
tation may indeed add further to feelings of inferiority and marginalisation, in-
sofar as it shows just how much the issues that are of relevance to such a person
lie within the exclusive domain of the powerful to decide upon.

The lack of direct interaction between individuals hence does not speak
against the importance and pertinence of equality of status on the global
level, as Miller suggests. The wide-spread absence of political representation
for the legitimate interests of many people (from countries of the Global
South, for example, or from future generations), should instead be understood
as a morally problematic indication of their presumed status inferiority. True,
there may be no actual interactions and no adequate (institutional) representa-
tion. This, however, does not speak against the normative claim that there should
be representation and that all interaction, however direct or mediate, should re-
spect the equal moral status of all.¹⁴⁰ Thus, such actual absence of interaction
can even be perceived as a denial of relations, where such interactions and rela-
tions could and should exist.¹⁴¹ Pointing to the fact that there are no interactions
with those in dire need far away, or with those in the future who will have to suf-
fer from the negative effects of climate change, is hypocritical and must not serve
as an excuse for inaction. The effects on these peoples’ lives are multiple and
significant, and must not be ignored. This problem is clearly captured from
the perspective of global relational egalitarianism and comes with an urgent
call for responsible action.

 Tessman makes a similar claim: “a vulnerability and the moral requirement to which it
gives rise may still be said to be relational even when no existing relation is identified as one
that hosts the moral requirement. In such a case, the need or vulnerability is relational in the
sense that it seeks a relation. One person’s need is a call for response” and she further specifies
that such “vulnerability-responsive moral requirements can exist regardless of whether they can
be satisfied” (Tessman 2015, 247–248). For further discussion of this claim, cf. chapter six below.
 In a disturbing essay on migrants drowning in the Mediterranean Sea, Frances Stonor
Saunders wrote in 2013 that a relationship exists between the privileged “us”—i.e. myself,
those I know, and those somehow nearer and dearer to me—and unknown others who drown
while attempting to cross the sea. She writes about an unknown refugee who drowned while giv-
ing birth that: “it’s this, her lack of known identity, which places us, who are fat with it, in direct
if hopelessly unequal relationship to her.” (https://www.lrb.co.uk/v38/n05/frances-stonorsa
unders/where-on-earth-are-you [last accessed: 1 July 2019]).
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To expand: the absence of actual interaction, even if true, can not serve as a
general denial of connection or relation—and subsequently of responsibility.
Knowing about a harm or wrong suffered by some person or group is already
a form of relationship which can be sufficient to justify a demand to establish
a more tangible relationship. Knowing, combined with an ability to help, further
develops this relationship within which moral demands then emerge. Thus, it is
already an expression of disrespect if one remains fully untouched and fails to
react when learning about some harm or wrong suffered by someone else.¹⁴²
Such failures to respond and act are highly indicative of one’s moral commit-
ments, and while it would be absurd to demand that all constantly address all
instances of moral wrongs they have ever learned about, no one endorsing the
view that all humans are of fundamentally equal moral standing can ignore
human suffering and social inequalities, even if she is not directly connected
to it by personal relations or close proximity. Both on the individual and also
on the institutional level, such wrongs morally trigger a (prima facie) demand
to respond and act.

6 The priority of relations, the relevance of distributions

The relationship between global luck egalitarianism and global relational egali-
tarianism has been brought into much sharper focus, and in summing up what
has been covered in this chapter, I would like to strike a conciliatory note, one
that stresses how much luck and relational egalitarians share in common despite
their points of disagreement. After all, I think that much of the debate is best
understood as a family quarrel among egalitarians, all of whom share similar
—and good—hopes and intentions.¹⁴³

First, it is important to remember that both relational and distributive ega-
litarians have common ground with regard to the equal moral worth of all
human beings, despite drawing different conclusions from this crucial commit-
ment. While global luck egalitarians focus on equal distributions as the appro-
priate expression of equal moral worth of all, relational egalitarians focus on so-

 Neglecting to support or save a person in existential need, where extending help would be
possible, clashes with relational equality not only because of the fact that the people involved
have such radically unequal abilities, but primarily because in denying support, the advantaged
person weighs her own preferences, goods etc., even if above the threshold of sufficiency, higher
than the the existential needs of the other.
 Cf. also Lippert-Rasmussen’s recent suggestion of an “ecumenical form of egalitarianism”
(Lippert-Rasmussen 2018).
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cial or interactional equality, and are only indirectly interested in distributive
questions. Yet, both should have—at least outside of the academic disputes
where differences should be carved out in a clear way—sympathy for the other’s
position, since relations are sensitive to different distributions, and relations in-
fluence distributive outcomes. Since both these aspects clearly do matter, and
are often rather inseparable in practice and in policy, the question of assigning
comparative relevance to distributive and relational issues is really one of de-
gree.

Second, it is probably more difficult to find common ground within the field
of different types of global luck egalitarianism than between some luck egalitar-
ians and relational egalitarians—, since it is possible to justify luck egalitarian-
ism for very different reasons. Indeed, some have defended luck egalitarianism
in order to avoid having to intervene in the face of distributive inequalities,
since the view can set aside even massive ones, provided they are the result of
“responsible choices”.¹⁴⁴ For those, giving up their version of luck egalitarianism
would lead to a costly call for redistribution to poorer countries and peoples.
Helping the poor who are in a disadvantaged situation presumably because of
their own behaviour and choices would mean, on this account, to provide unfair
advantage to some. Other global luck egalitarians, more convincingly, defend
their view with the aim of drawing attention to the arbitrariness by which
some groups are worse off than others, and this position sits more easily along-
side a more general willingness to call for redistributive interventions, even very
costly ones. Here, unfair disadvantage lies at the core of the luck egalitarian con-
cern, but the global luck egalitarians endorsing this variant of luck egalitarian-
ism will generally be prepared to bite the bullet and concede (out of consistency
alone) a more prominent role to concern for unfair advantage, as well. Reconcil-
ing the tensions between different luck egalitarian background convictions may
thus, at least in some cases, be more difficult than reconciling the luck egalitar-
ian concern for unfair disadvantage (in distribution) with the relational egalitar-
ian concern for respect in relations on a footing of equality.

Global relational egalitarianism, as I understand it, is not opposed to distrib-
utive interventions, even costly ones, when they are a necessary condition for the
possibility of relations of social equality, but they would not target distributive
questions as problematic in their own right. Relational egalitarianism may in
fact allow for quite a lot of distributive inequality (as long as those who have

 I refer again to Cohen’s diagnosis that Dworkin, by directing attention to luck and choice,
has integrated into egalitarian thinking the most powerful idea of the anti-egalitarian right
(Cohen 1989, 933).
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less have enough and those who have more do not have too much, which would
undermine the possibility of relational equality). Yet, it seems to be more ambi-
tious than luck egalitarianism, insofar as moral concern is not restricted merely
to the distributive symptoms of global inequality, but explicitly includes the root
causes of these inequalities; namely the structures that cause and perpetuate in-
equalities in power, influence and wealth.

In sum, in this chapter I have sought to show the possibility of understand-
ing the dispute between global distributive and global relational egalitarians as a
rather productive disagreement about the relative importance of two unquestion-
ably important aspects of justice. I also hope to have shown that a problematic
disagreement exists between some global luck egalitarians and all other egalitar-
ians, be they relational or luck egalitarians.

I contend that global relational egalitarianism is the best available theory for
spelling out the point of global equality, since it is distribution-sensitive without
being narrowly focussed on distributive issues. In this regard, global relational
egalitarianism can be called a pluralistic account of equality. Working towards
global relational equality will go along with increasing global distributive equal-
ity, since massive distributive inequality is often a symptom and indicator of so-
cial inequality. Increasing social equality should, one would imagine, then also
reduce the symptomatic distributive inequality to more morally acceptable lev-
els.

I cannot but admit that, in the shadow of current realities on our planet, the
entire dispute presented in this chapter appears to be somewhat academic. The
catastrophe of widespread absolute human deprivation,which continues to fatal-
ly limit the lives of so many persons, goes on, while egalitarians talk about de-
tails of elaborate definitions of justice and equality in the greatest abstraction.
Yet, even increasing agreement that help should be provided and that absolute
deprivation should be eliminated should not hide the problematic fact that the
underlying justifications for such help are very different: some argue for it as a
duty to be charitable, others as a duty to even out unjustified distributive in-
equalities, and only global relational egalitarians call for realising an ambitious
and complex ideal of social relations of equality. Global relational egalitarian-
ism, in this sense, is a fine match for the ambitious moral ideal of cosmopolitan-
ism, in the way that it sees individuals not as a disconnected mass of individuals
living on this planet, but as a society of equals.

This chapter has introduced the second essential feature of the ethos of cosmo-
politan responsibility: a firm commitment to the normative ideal of equality as
explained by an account of global relational egalitarianism. This ideal applies
—in both a diagnostic and a prescriptive function—to the numerous connections
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and interactions between people across the globe. It demands, negatively, to end
the identified instances of structural injustices in its different forms; further-
more, it demands, positively, that all can make their voices heard and count,
and interact with one another as moral equals. This relational ideal has distrib-
utive implications: all must have enough to be able to function as citizens of the
world; and no one must have too much so that he or she is able to dominate oth-
ers, thereby excluding them from participating in the social processes that influ-
ence their lives.When endorsed by individual agents, the ideal of global relation-
al equality will shape dispositions, habits, and acts: even if resulting concrete
action is local, it can be done with the ambition to honour the ideal of global
relational equality.
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