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Chapter 14: Poverty and Global Distributive Justice (Kok-Chor Tan)  
 
Global Inequality and the 'Domestic Institutions Thesis' (CS) 
 

The chapter discusses the case for and against duties of global distributive justice that 

have as their aim not, or not only, the elimination of global poverty in absolute terms, but 

also the regulation of global socio-economic inequality. It has also pointed out that a 

theoretical concern with the issue of inequality is not self-indulgent in the face of severe 

global poverty, or hopelessly idealistic and utopian, since such a normative theory of 

global distributive justice can give us a longer-term vision of how to reform the global 

order. This case study will have a look at how possible duties of global egalitarian concern 

could be discharged, on the part of the rich countries and their citizens. On the basis of 

some observations about the conditions of successful socio-economic development, it will 

also note some challenges to the idea that distributive inequality between individuals 

across the globe should be regarded as a concern of justice in its own right.  

 

If we are concerned about not only  the level of absolute deprivation that many individuals 

suffer across the globe, but also by the economic inequality between (the citizens of) rich 

countries and (the citizens of) poor countries, then which means of remedying that 

inequality could and should we endorse?  

 

Given a theoretical focus on distributive inequality, the obvious answer seems to be global 

economic redistribution: the rich countries and their citizens should send over resources to 

the citizens of poor countries. As the chapter notes, there are a number of objections to 

such an approach: one is that it might not seem fair that countries that have made good 

choices in their social and economic policies are “punished” for this by having to 

redistribute part of their gains to less “virtuous” countries. But even if we grant that such 

divergent choices are indeed the reason for the inequality of wealth in question – think 

also of colonialism and imperialism, the influence of the two superpowers on developing 

countries during the Cold War (Westad, 2006), etc. – there are a number of problems with 

such an argument. To name just two:  

 

 

• Many, if not most, individuals in poorer countries will bear no responsibility for the 

choices made by their governments, especially if those choices were made in the 
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distant past. So if we invoke fairness on the side of the rich countries, we seem to 

have the same reason to invoke it on the side of poor individuals (or even more, if 

we think that fairness to individuals matters more because we ultimately care about 

the fate of countries because we care about the fate of their individual citizens).  

 

• Another argument is based on incentives: countries will have little incentive to build 

up wealth if (part of) it will then be redistributed away. But, once again, two things 

are important to note: (1) full global outcome equality need not be our goal; indeed 

it seems rather implausible. So some incentives to pursue virtuous economic 

policies will persist. (2) If our duties of global justice mandate that we give away 

part of our income to citizens of poorer countries, it does not seem to be a 

particularly good moral argument to object: “But then I will have no incentive to 

generate income.” It does not seem to be the kind of argument that people in favor 

of progressive taxation at the domestic level would accept in defense of the rich (at 

least as long as some incentives remain in place).  

 

Therefore, another, perhaps more important challenge is the following: the people who are 

worst off around the globe tend to live in countries that have no functioning state 

institutions, such as a reasonably transparent government structure, free and fair 

elections, or at least effective consultation of large parts of the population, a public service 

that is largely free of systematic corruption and effective at collecting, redistributing and 

investing public revenues, etc. In particular, this is the case for many countries on the 

African continent. So if we try to redistribute to individuals in these countries, the chances 

are that the money will be wasted. In the worst case, it will finish in the hands of corrupt 

elites (“kleptocrats”), warlords, etc.; in the best case, it will offer some short-term relief, but 

will not be invested in a way that contributes to long-term, self-sustaining growth and 

development.  

 

Many recent studies in development economics emphasize that functioning state 

institutions are the main precondition for successful socio-economic development, and 

that, in the absence of such institutions, development aid tends to have little effect, even if 

it is officially made conditional on such things as institutional reform.1 So it seems that 
                                                           

 

1 For some of the most well-known contributions to the debate see Collier (2008); Easterly (2006); Rodrik 
(2008). 
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despite globalization, state institutions still play the most central role in determining the 

fate of individuals across the globe. Well-functioning states withstand the pressures of 

globalization, or even turn it to their advantage; dysfunctional states are not able to do 

either of these things. And the chances are that the inhabitants of such states would fare 

terribly anyway, whether there is globalization or not. There is no one-size-fits-all recipe of 

how functioning institutions can be built, and in particular no recipe for how such 

institutions could be built from the outside (by the rich countries). Let us call this the 

domestic institutions thesis.  

 

What importance does the domestic institutions thesis – assuming that it will not be 

falsified by future research – have for our normative theories of global distributive justice? 

It will not do to answer “none”, and to insist that empirical facts such as this cannot change 

the content of our duties of global justice at the level of principle. As notes earlier, the goal 

for our theory of global justice is long-term reform, so it must be connected to evidence as 

to how best to achieve development. We need our normative theories to identify the 

content of our actual duties in the real world, to the extent that they can, not to identify 

some ideal end-state of limited global inequality without giving us any ideas about how to 

reach it.  

 

So, does the domestic institution thesis show that the whole project of global distributive 

justice is flawed – that, while we may have duties to provide short-term relief to the victims 

of global poverty, there are no further reaching duties of global justice, and people around 

the globe just have to build functioning states for themselves? That would seem too quick: 

the thesis might tell us not only that we have the negative duty to abstain from any 

measure that might possibly endanger the functioning of states in poor countries (such as 

giving support to dictators and corrupt elites, by, for example, allowing them to send their 

money out of the country into Swiss bank accounts), but also the positive duty to assist 

institution-building to the greatest extent that we can. In particular, nothing about the 

domestic institutions thesis disputes the core normative thesis of cosmopolitanism, 

namely, that our duties of global justice have priority over our special obligations to 

compatriots. Does it seem implausible to claim that we are only allowed to engage in 

devoting extra attention to our compatriots if we have spent the resources necessary to 

help the globally worse off secure access to functioning domestic institutions?  
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If this is a coherent picture of a theory of global justice, it seems that it is no longer a 

theory of global distributive justice (unless we want to say that the purpose of global 

justice is to distribute equally access to functioning domestic institutions, but that seems 

unnecessarily complicated). We might then ask: what about equality on a global scale? If 

institution-building is our primary duty, is there any sensible way this can be related to the 

issue of socio-economic inequality among individuals in different countries across the 

globe? And if all had access to functioning states, would socio-economic inequalities 

between inhabitants of different countries be a problem of justice? Inequality between 

countries might enable some to do objectionable things to others, such as impeding their 

growth or the functioning of their institutions; but that is a concern about unequal wealth 

leading to objectionably unequal power in international relations, and hence not a concern 

about distributive inequality between individuals as such.  

 

What about the fairness concern raised in the chapter (and above)? A good way to 

distinguish egalitarian concern from concern about absolute deprivation is to take 

examples of countries that are unequally rich without any of them being poor. Is it unfair 

that, on average, somebody born in Norway (GDP per person roughly 53000$) enjoys 

much greater wealth than somebody born in Portugal (GDP per person roughly 22000$)? 

Of course we might think that once absolute deprivation is overcome, differences in 

monetary wealth need not reflect differences in quality of life, and while it is legitimate that 

economists focus on the former, political theorists have to focus on the latter. But assume 

that the money difference really translates into a significant difference in quality of life. Is 

this unfair? Even if it is, is it an unfairness that should be regarded as amounting to global 

injustice, if we think that duties of justice are those that morally matter most and enjoy 

priority over other concerns?  
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