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The Uneasy Status of Statism 

Brookes Brown 

Abstract: 

Though the status of the international realm remains hotly contested, the domestic context has been a site of 
relative détente for liberal scholars of distributive justice, with both statists and cosmopolitans agreeing that 
principles of distributive justice apply to domestic lawmakers. This article reveals that harmony to be an 
illusion. Focusing on a prominent statist view, the coercion theory, I show that existing statist claims entail 
the surprising conclusion that states are not subject to these principles. Statists can avoid this result only by 
modifying their claims in a way that leaves them vulnerable to the same challenges they have brought to bear 
on cosmopolitans. The status of the domestic realm thus proves every bit as contentious and underdeveloped 
as accounts of global justice.  

  

 In recent years, discussions of justice have taken a turn for the global. Liberal political 

philosophy has been racked by debates about the scope of distributive duties, with statists arguing 

that principles of distributive justice are relevant only in the domestic context, and cosmopolitans 

contending that they apply without regard for borders. In contrast, the domestic realm has seemed a 

site of relative détente. For all their differences, statists and cosmopolitans alike share the conviction 

that lawmakers have obligations of socioeconomic justice to the citizens they govern. It seems all 

that remains to be worked out is what grounds these duties, and how much further they extend.1 As 

Thomas Nagel writes, “by comparison with the perplexing and underdeveloped state of [global] 

justice, domestic political theory is very well understood. 2 

                                                      
1 Thus feminists argue the family is, “not an inviolate inner sanctum immune from state interference,” egalitarians 

consider whether there exists a, “moral division of labor, under which the state sees to justice…and the individual 

sees…to the imperatives and values of her own personal life,” and advocates of global justice consider whether in the 

international arena, “any institution comparable to the state exists.” Stephen De Wijze, “The Family and Political Justice: 

The Case for Political Liberalism,” Journal of Ethics 4 (2000); G.A. Cohen, Rescuing Justice and Equality ( Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 2008) p. 8; Michael Blake, “Distributive Justice, State Coercion, and Autonomy,” Philosophy and 

Public Affairs 30(3) (2002): 265. 

2 Thomas Nagel, “The Problem of Global Justice,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 33(2) (2005): 113. 
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 I dispute this narrative. In this article, I will show that the harmony with which liberal 

scholars theorize domestic justice is an illusion made possible by a confused vision of the state. 

When we consider how domestic political institutions actually function, our knowledge of domestic 

justice proves no more settled than our understanding of global justice.  

 To demonstrate this, I focus on one prominent view thought to have statist implications, the 

coercion theory. The central challenge to this claim, I show, comes not from the cosmopolitan 

contention that that principles of justice apply everywhere, but from the domestic realm. Cleansed 

of false assumptions, the theory entails the surprising conclusion that states are not subject to 

principles of distributive justice. Coercion theorists can avoid this controversial result only by 

revising their argument in a way that leaves them vulnerable to the same criticisms they level against 

cosmopolitans. The statist position is thus unstable: proponents must either renounce their claim 

that distributive justice applies domestically, or acknowledge their case against cosmopolitanism 

remains insufficient.  

 The article proceeds as follows. In the first half of the paper (sections one and two) I build 

the case for statism, developing a version of the coercion theory that can withstand the serious 

challenges cosmopolitan critics have raised over the past few years. In the third section, I show that 

the theory survives these critiques only to falter from an unexpected direction: the domestic context. 

According to the version of the view that can withstand the pressure of cosmopolitanism, principles 

of distributive justice apply domestically only if states have a unity of structure that in practice they 

lack. Proponents should thus conclude that these principles apply neither internationally nor 

domestically.  

 Many coercion theorists are likely to reject this conclusion. Therefore, in the fourth section, I 

suggest an alternative: a modified approach that can support the intuition that principles of 

distributive justice are relevant to the domestic realm. But this modification comes at a cost- 
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acknowledging that such principles can apply to a decentralized array of non-state actors. This opens 

the view to the same challenges advocates have brought to bear against cosmopolitans. Claims about 

the domestic realm thus prove every bit as controversial and underdeveloped as their global 

analogues. 

 It is important to be clear about my goals in this article. My aim is neither to attack nor to 

defend the coercion theory. For the purposes of discussion, I will take it for granted that the view 

accurately describes the grounds of distributive justice, though I see much that is worrisome about 

that claim.3 My goal is to show that the coercion theory does not warrant proponent’s statist 

conclusions even if we accept advocates’ moral claims. The problem is with the assumptions on which 

scholars implicitly rely when applying the theory to the world. These presumptions prove mistaken- 

a revelation whose implications extend far beyond debates about distributive justice.  

1. The Orthodox Reading 

 To start, we need to get clear on what the coercion theory argues. The theory is a claim 

about the grounds of socioeconomic justice. Loosely, the view contends that distributive demands 

are triggered by the need to justify coercion. That claim is closely linked to statism. Prominent 

defenders- including Michael Blake and Thomas Nagel- argue that states are subject to principles of 

distributive justice, and international actors are not.  

 The argument is conventionally understood as follows: 4 

 (1) Coercion triggers obligations of distributive justice. 

                                                      
3 I focus on this theory because it picks out a trait many uniquely associate with the state. Consequently, I believe it has 

the best chance of defending the statist position. That it cannot do so is a strong reason to believe the position 

unsustainable.  

4 Matthias Risse characterizes the view as holding that, “what accounts for the state’s normative particularity is the 

presence of coercive structures: the body of law in effect in a country and enforced by its bureaucracy, courts, and police 

with fines, incarcerations, and other penalties.” Matthias Risse, Social Theory and Practice 32,(2)(2006): 671.  
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 (2) States are coercive because they enforce laws with fines, incarcerations, and other 

penalties.  

 (3) International institutions and practices are non-coercive. 

 Thus: States are subject to demands of distributive justice and international organizations are 

not.  

Call this the orthodox reading. 

 Read this way, the theory is appropriately subject to serious criticism: the version of premise 

one required to justify premise three is unattractive. Laura Valentini has effectively developed this 

complaint.5 The argument goes like this. The claim that international institutions are not coercive 

makes sense only if you adopt a restricted account, holding that coercion occurs only when one 

agent controls another by means of commands backed by the threat of sanctions. States engage in 

this behavior and international organizations typically do not.  

 But this restricted account ignores what coercion theorists- and the rest of us- find 

concerning about such behavior. Coercion is bad because it robs victims of full agency. Perpetrators 

treat others as objects that can be used to advance their own aims.6 These problematic traits are not 

limited to commands backed by the threat of sanctions.  

 To demonstrate this, Valentini identifies two further sets of behaviors that generate similar 

concerns: 

Interactional Coercion: An agent A coerces another agent B if A foreseeably and avoidably 

                                                      
5 Laura Valentini, “Coercion and (Global) Justice,” American Political Science Review 105(1) (February, 2011.) 

6 Michael Blake writes that, “in subjecting the will of one otherwise autonomous agent to the will of another, Coercion 

demonstrates an attitude of disrespect, of infantalization of a sort inconsistent with respect for human agents as 

autonomous, self-creating creatures.” Michael Blake, “Distributive Justice, State Coercion and Autonomy,” Philosophy and 

Public Affairs 20(3) (2002): 268.  
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places nontrivial constraints on B’s freedom, compared to B’s freedom in the absence of A’s 

intervention (other things being equal.) 

Systemic Coercion: A system of rules S is coercive if it foreseeably and avoidably places 

nontrivial constraints on some agent’s freedom, compared to their freedom in the absence of 

that system.7 

Like threats (which are themselves a form of interactional concern), these acts restrict victim’s 

freedom and undermine their agency. Consequently, coercion theorists should adopt a broader 

account. If the threat of sanctions triggers principles of justice because it contains these prima facie 

wrongs, instances of interactional or systemic coercion should do the same.  

 The problem is that a broader account makes premise three unsound. International 

organizations almost certainly place nontrivial constraints on freedom. If coercion theorists insist on 

statism, they must therefore choose between improbable empirics and an unappealing normative 

claim.  

 This would seem to give those who care about freedom- as coercion theorists surely do- a 

compelling reason to plight their troth with cosmopolitans. Indeed, that is precisely what critics like 

Valentini suggest. 

2. Reconsidering the Coercion Theory 

 I do not think we should be so hasty. There is a better way to understand the coercion 

theory. Rather than arguing that only commands backed by the threat of sanctions trigger a demand 

for justification, I will show that coercion theorists contend that a special kind of coercion (what I 

call Sovereign Coercion) uniquely triggers a demand that can be satisfied only by bringing about an egalitarian 

distribution of resources. Understood in this way, the theory can withstand the challenge just detailed. 

 My defense of this alternative reading has several steps. I begin negatively, building the case 

                                                      
7 Valentini, “Coercion and (Global) Justice,” p. 212. 
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against the orthodox interpretation. There is, I show, textual evidence that coercion theorists do not 

endorse that account. I then turn to the positive case, demonstrating that the alternate approach is 

both consistent with coercion theorists’ claims and independently morally appealing.  

2.1 The Case Against the Orthodox Reading 

 Let’s start by considering the question coercion theorists are investigating.  The orthodox 

reading suggests these theorists are interested in identifying what behaviors require justification. 

That is why critics like Valentini take advocates to contend that, “without a coercing agent, issuing 

commands backed by the threat of sanctions, there can be no coercion and hence the question of justice 

cannot arise in the first place.”8  

 But this is a misunderstanding. I believe these theorists are interested in identifying a much 

more limited class of actions. Rather than investigating all acts that require justification, they are 

interested merely in the subset that can be justified by- and only by- bringing about egalitarian 

conditions.  

 This focus is easily overlooked because of an equivocation in how philosophers employ the 

term, “distributive justice.” Sometimes the phrase refers to any moral duty to provide more 

resources than others are entitled to as a matter of basic human rights.9 In other cases, the phrase 

has become a term of art, referring not to any duty to distribute resources but to a particular subset of 

such responsibilities- the obligation to achieve an egalitarian distribution. This dual usage makes it 

easy to misinterpret what coercion theorists have in mind.  

 Those who adopt the orthodox reading believe these theorists use the term “distributive 

                                                      
8 Valentini, “Coercion and (Global) Justice,” p. 215. (Emphasis added.) 

9 Andrea Sangiovanni uses the term in this way when he describes the subject of distributive justice as “distributive 

obligations more demanding than humanitarianism.” Andrea Sangiovanni, “The Irrelevance of Coercion, Imposition, 

and Framing to Distributive Justice,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 40(2) (2012): 79. 
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justice” in the former sense. They think proponents intend to consider whether states and 

international organizations have any need to justify themselves. More specifically, they understand 

these theorists to be interested in whether such entities have any responsibility to provide others 

with more than a humanitarian minimum. This explains why they take the claim that principles of 

distributive justice do not apply internationally to entail that these organizations have no justificatory 

obligation.  

 But coercion theorists make no such claim. Take, for example, Michael Blake, the most 

prominent defender of the view. Blake writes of his endorsement of statism, “this is not to say that 

coercion does not exist in forms other than state coercion. Indeed, international practices can indeed 

be coercive- we might understand certain sorts of exploitative trade relations under this heading, and 

so a theory concerned with autonomy must condemn such relationships or seek to justify them.”10 

In saying this, Blake accepts that international practices must be justified. This suggests coercion 

theorists intend to investigate distributive justice in its narrower sense.  

 The way these theorists describe their own projects bolsters this claim. Nagel, for example, 

writes that he is concerned, “with the scope and limits of equality as a demand of justice.”11 Blake writes 

of his conclusion that, “a concern for relative economic shares…is a plausible interpretation of liberal 

principles only when these principles are applied to individuals who share liability to the coercive 

network of state governance.”12  

 It follows that coercion theorists are addressing a very different question than proponents of 

                                                      
10 Blake, “Distributive Justice, State Coercion and Autonomy,” p. 265. Elsewhere, Blake explicitly acknowledges that 

international organizations like the WTO and the UN exercise coercion. (Michael Blake, “Coercion and Egalitarian 

Justice,” The Monist 94(4) , (October 2011): 565. 

11 Thomas Nagel, “The Problem of Global Justice,” Philosophy and Public Affairs 33(2) 2 (2005): 115. (Emphasis added.) 

12 Blake, Distributive Justice, State Coercion and Autonomy,” p. 258. (Emphasis added.) 
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the orthodox reading believe. They are considering what actions trigger a demand for justification 

that can be satisfied only by bringing about egalitarian socio-economic relations, not what actions 

generate justificatory requirements or even demand more than a humanitarian minimum.  

 This changes how we should understand the claim that principles of distributive justice apply 

domestically, but not internationally. In saying this, coercion theorists are best read as advancing the 

more limited claim that international organizations can justify themselves without equalizing the 

distribution of resources (if they can justify themselves at all), whereas domestic institutions can 

avoid condemnation only if they bring about such a distribution.  

 Of course, this merely tells us these theorists are investigating a different question. It is not 

independently sufficient to show that coercion theorists reject the orthodox reading altogether. They 

could answer the question, “what triggers an obligation to bring about egalitarian conditions?” in a 

way that retained the features of the orthodox reading criticized earlier. That would look something 

like:  

(1) Coercion triggers an obligation to bring about egalitarian socio-economic conditions. 

(2) States are coercive because they enforce laws with fines, incarcerations, and other 

penalties.  

(3) International institutions and practices are non-coercive. 

Thus: States have a duty to bring about an egalitarian resource distribution, and international 

organizations do not.  

 

 However, several things suggest they do not endorse this view. First, as the Blake quotation 

above exemplified, coercion theorists acknowledge coercion does not always generate egalitarian 

obligations. Proponents recognize that international organizations are coercive and as such must be 
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justified (contra premise three) but deny these institutions demand egalitarian socio-economic 

conditions (contra premise one.) 

 Second, this position is absurd. Coercion doesn’t always trigger a duty to bring about 

egalitarian conditions. In some cases, doing so is unnecessary, in others irrelevant or insufficient. 

Imagine, for example, that I threaten to shoot you if you try to machine-gun down an elementary 

school. My behavior is justified even if I don’t equalize our resources. Conversely, suppose that you 

are better off than I and I threaten to shoot you unless you give me your wallet. I cannot justify this 

robbery by equalizing the distribution of resources between us- an action that would require me to 

take even more goods from you.  

 Since these positions are silly, we shouldn’t attribute them to coercion theorists absent 

overwhelming documentation this is what they intend. Instead, we have collected textual evidence 

suggesting this is not the claim they mean to endorse.  

2.2 The Case For the Special Justification Reading 

 How then should we understand the coercion theory? The answer, I think, requires we pay 

more attention to different kinds of coercion and justification. We can reconcile the contention that 

coercion triggers egalitarian duties with the claim that institutional institutions are coercive and yet 

have no such obligation if we acknowledge there exist many types of coercion, not all of which must 

be justified in the same way. International organizations can thus demand justification because they 

are coercive without their being coercive in the particular way that requires an egalitarian 

distribution.  

 This is the view I take coercion theorists to defend. All coercion requires justification or 

condemnation. But only a special kind of coercion demands justification in the form of an 

egalitarian distribution. On this reading, the coercion theory goes like this: 

 (1) Coercion requires justification 
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 (2) Some kinds of coercion can be justified only by bringing about egalitarian socioeconomic 

 relations. Some kinds of coercion can be justified without bringing about such relations.  

 (3) Both states and international organizations are coercive.  

 (4) States engage in the special kind of coercion that can be justified only by bringing about 

an  egalitarian distribution.  

 (5) International organizations and practices do not engage in this type of coercion.  

 Therefore: States must bring about an egalitarian distribution in order to justify their behavior, 

and  international organizations do not (though they may have to undertake other justificatory 

behavior.)  

 

 Before we can analyze this account, we must fill out the special type of coercion said to 

trigger egalitarian obligations.  

 Coercion theorists, I will argue, are best read as holding that the answer is: 

Sovereign Coercion: An agent (A) exercises control over another agent (B)’s access to all-

purpose resources. A has preferences as to what all-purpose resources B should be able to 

access, A acts to bring about A’s preferences,13 and A’s choices make it the case that B has 

A’s desired bundle of goods. Were A to wish B to have a different bundle of resources, B’s 

access would differ accordingly, and nobody else can alter B’s bundle of assets in a way that 

A cannot override or correct. 

 

The concept of an all-purpose resource should be familiar to anybody with exposure to 

contemporary political philosophy. Roughly, the idea is that there are certain types of resources that 

play an important role in advancing almost any end. Included in this category are things like 

                                                      
13 Or A stands ready to act if action is required to bring about A’s desired outcome.  
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purchasing power, freedom of movement, the social bases of health and the like. These are the sorts 

of goods that John Rawls, for example, refers to as “primary goods.”  

 Exercising control over another person’s access to such goods constitutes a hindrance to 

freedom because it meaningfully limits victims’ opportunities, and places perpetrators in a position 

to direct victim’s lives.14 Such control constitutes a distinct form of coercion, above and beyond any 

threats of force that may be used to achieve it.15 It is this type of behavior that I argue coercion 

theorists take to uniquely trigger egalitarian distributive obligations. Read in this way, they contend 

that: 

 (1) Coercion requires justification 

 (2) Sovereign coercion can be justified only by bringing about egalitarian socioeconomic 

relations. Other types of coercive behavior can be justified on other grounds, if they  can be 

justified at all.  

 (3) Both states and international organizations are coercive.  

 (4) States engage in sovereign coercion.  

 (5) International organizations do not engage in sovereign coercion.  

 Therefore: States have a duty to bring about an egalitarian resources distribution, international 

 organizations have no such duty, though they may have other responsibilities.  

 

This is the Sovereign Coercion Interpretation. (SC)  

                                                      
14 I remain neutral between opportunities based and relational theories of coercion. The former focus on the way 

perpetrators limit the ends their victims can hope to achieve, the latter on the relationship that exists between coercer 

and coerced. Because sovereign coercion qualifies as a hindrance to freedom on either account, I do not distinguish 

between these approaches.  

15 This distinction is easily overlooked because actors are unlikely to achieve sovereign coercion without exercising other 

kinds of coercive power.  
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 My aim in the next section is to show both that this is the view coercion theorists intend to 

defend, and that the theory provides a morally appealing case for statism, one that can withstand the 

challenges leveled by cosmopolitan critics like Valentini. In the third section, I’ll explain why this 

constitutes a phyrric victory.  

A. Textual Evidence   

 Earlier, we saw that textual evidence cautions against the orthodox reading. Coercion 

theorists’ statements about the international realm directly contradict the position that view ascribes 

to them. In contrast, SC is consistent with proponents’ claims.  

 Consider the way in which coercion theorists describe the hindrances to freedom they take 

to trigger egalitarian obligations. Michael Blake, for example, writes that, “law is not an isolated 

parcel of unrelated legal rules; it is…unified into a legal system…this pattern of law defines how we 

may hold, transfer, and enjoy our property and entitlements…defines how property will be 

understood and held, and what sorts of activities will produce what kinds of economic holdings.”16 

What Blake is describing is just the sort of power that constitutes sovereign control.  

 The same is true of the empirical evidence coercion theorists suggest supports their statist 

conclusions. Nagel writes, “the kind of all-encompassing collective practice or institution that is 

capable of being just in the primary sense can exist only under sovereign government…the only way 

to provide that assurance [that individual actions will reliably and effectively conform to a fair 

pattern] is through some form of law with centralized authority to determine the rules and a 

centralized monopoly of the power of enforcement.”17Michael Blake declares that, “the state, 

through the non-criminal aspects of its legal system, defines how property will be understood and 

                                                      
16 Blake, “Distributive Justice, State Coercion and Autonomy,” p. 281.  

17 Nagel, The Problem of Global Justice,” p. 116. 



 13 

held, and what sorts of activities will produce what sorts of economic holdings.”18 Saladin Meckled-

Garcia contends that states are uniquely subject to principles of distributive justice, “because [states] 

have the moral power to impose duties and assign rights, they can continuously adjust for the 

unforeseen impact of persons’ actions and the foreseen impact of coordinating the practices 

of…institutions, by assigning contributory and regulative duties to these agents.”19 

 All this information would be irrelevant if coercion theorists were defending the orthodox 

reading. That view argues states are subject to principles of distributive justice because they issue 

commands backed by the threat of sanctions. None of the information referenced by Nagel, Blake 

or Meckled-Garcia is needed to show that states engage in such behavior. It is thus puzzling to 

explain why they think this information central to their statist conclusions.  

 However, if we take coercion theorists to advance SC, their use of this evidence is easily 

explained. These are the features an entity must possess to undertake sovereign coercion. The 

distribution of all-purpose resources can be influenced by many factors, including patterns of social 

behavior, methods of production, access to information, education, health care, and so on. To 

successfully control this distribution requires an impressive breath of powers: the ability to monitor 

the distribution of all-purpose resources in all their forms, the knowledge and skill to know what 

changes to policies or patterns of behavior are required to produce or sustain a desired distribution, 

and the capacity to control all those whose behavior might upend a distribution or to correct for the 

effects of their actions. These are precisely the characteristics that coercion theorists ascribe to 

states. Adopting SC thus makes sense of the significance they accord these features.  

B. The Appeal of the Sovereign Coercion Theory 

                                                      
18 Blake, Distributive Justice, State Coercion and Autonomy,” p. 281.  

19 Saladin Meckled-Garcia, “On the Very Idea of Cosmopolitan Justice: Constructivism and International Agency” 16(3) 

(2003) Journal of Political Philosophy: pp. 245- 267.    
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 Most importantly, SC makes sense of why coercion theorists support statism. On the 

orthodox reading, the case for statism was unappealing. It required either an unappetizing moral 

view (the narrow account of coercion) or an improbable empirical view (that international actors do 

nothing to hinder freedom.) In contrast, SC’s case for statism is morally attractive and tracks widely 

accepted empirical claims.  

 Start with the moral claim, that sovereign coercion uniquely triggers egalitarian distributive 

obligations. To demonstrate the appeal of this position I must show two things, first, that other 

forms of coercion can be justified without bringing about egalitarian conditions (if they can be 

justified at all), and second, that sovereign coercion can be justified only by creating such relations. 

We can address these claims in turn.  

 It would be impossible to consider every possible hindrance to freedom. For our purposes, it 

is sufficient to compare sovereign coercion to two closely related behaviors: the ability to control 

particular goods, and the ability to influence the overall distribution of resources. These acts share an 

important trait- they all involve holdings of goods. They are thus likely candidates for similar forms 

of justification.20 This makes them the best comparison class against which to assess the claim that 

sovereign coercion uniquely triggers egalitarian duties. If these behaviors can be justified without 

egalitarianism while sovereign coercion cannot, we have reason to endorse SC.  

 For the sake of clarity, let me elaborate a bit on these behaviors before we consider how they 

can be justified. Ownership occurs when a person administers a particular instance of an all-purpose 

resource, but not the overall distribution of such goods. For example, a person who possesses a 

particular dollar bill controls whether you access that bill, but not your general access to purchasing 

power. You can still can acquire that capacity from other sources (getting a job, discovering iron ore, 

                                                      
20 Blake agrees, noting that, “an institution that does not define holdings of material shares is unlikely to find its 

justification through considerations of material equality.” Blake, “Coercion and Egalitarian Justice,” p. 563. 
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finding a Picasso at a garage sale, selling soap) in many other forms (cashier’s checks, gold bullion, 

diamonds.) Influence occurs when an agent plays a small role in shaping the overall distribution of 

resources. For example, a single voter helps sway the the tax system that regulates your access to 

resources. Though importantly similar, these behaviors differ meaningfully from acts of sovereign 

coercion, in ways that I will now show distinguish how perpetrators can justify themselves.  

 Owners can justify themselves in many ways without bringing about egalitarian conditions. 

To make this concrete, we can focus on a particular case. Consider:  

Sally: Sally is the proprietor of a small shop. As such, she controls at least one source of an 

all-purpose resource, wages. Consequently, she has some relationship to her employees’ 

ability to pursue their personal projects. For example, if she lowers salaries or cuts staff, her 

employees will loose access to a source of such goods.  

 

It is at least plausible that Sally ought to justify herself when she takes actions like these that threaten 

to hinder others’ freedom. At least for the sake of argument, let’s accept that Sally ought to justify 

the choices she makes about her employees’ salaries (and by extension that all who exercise such 

control must do the same.)21   

 It does not follow that Sally has egalitarian obligations. In an ideal market, where Sally’s 

employees enjoy other equally good options, she can justify her actions on the grounds that her 

behavior does not meaningfully hinder her employees’ access to goods. The relevant value of all-

purpose resources, after all, lies in their generalized capacity to advance ends. For these purposes, all 

such resources that advance projects to the same degree are commensurable. So long as Sally’s 

                                                      
21 This is the move made by critics of the coercion theory, whose views we are currently showing the coercion theory 

can survive. Valentini, for example, holds that a CEO who fires his employees must justify his behavior because it will 

curtail his employees salaries. Valentini, “Coercion and (Global) Justice,” p. 211.  



 16 

employees have the ability to costlessly acquire the same amount of all-purpose goods her actions do 

not hinder her employees’ ability to pursue their projects. This is vindication enough. 

 Of course, most of us do not live in such blessed conditions. Employees often have 

difficulty attaining equivalent positions. When this is the case, employers’ choices of salaries non-

trivially influence employees’ access to resources and thus require further justification. But many 

acceptable explanations exist that fall short of requiring an egalitarian distribution. Consider a few 

things Sally might say in her defense.  

 First, Sally might claim her actions always leave employees better off. After all, they would 

surely be worse off without her offer. Why should we calculate the effect of Sally’s behavior from 

the moment she lowers wages rather than the moment she offers employment? If you accept this 

reasoning, it easily follows that Sally does not need to bring about an egalitarian distribution to 

justify her actions. She can do so merely by providing any wage or opportunity.  

 I do not find this claim compelling. This argument requires that we think of money as the 

only all-purpose resource. As a rhetorical move, this is understandable- it helps to simplify an already 

complicated topic. The distribution of money is (relatively) easy to calculate, and the effects of our 

policy and personal choices on the allocation of money are (relatively) well-understood. But it is also 

dangerous. Material wealth is not the only all-purpose resource.  

 In addition to purchasing power, people have a standing interest in the psychological 

preconditions for setting and achieving ends. Without these, money is of little value. Take the example of a 

person who is severely depressed. A classic symptom of depression is anhedonia- loss of the drive or 

desire to pursue any course of action. A wealthy person affected by depression might lie in bed, 

unable to find any activity to have value and incapable of summoning the mental strength to act.22 

                                                      
22 Wealth does not robustly prevent or compensate for depression (though it may allow people to purchase help in 

overcoming depression.) Wealthier countries, for example, have higher rates of depression. Courtney Hutchison, “For 
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Without the motivation to set ends, material goods loose their value. For just this reason, Rawls 

thought the social bases of self-respect- the distributable goods and resources that promote a sense 

of self-worth- the most important primary good.23 

 If you endorse this broader sense of all-purpose resources (as I do) the above justification 

isn’t enough to tell us Sally’s actions are beyond reproach. Behavior that provides others with greater 

material resources requires further justification if it restricts access to other all-purpose resources like 

self-worth.  

 Inegalitarian wages would seem to have just that effect. By extending such an offer, Sally 

threatens her employees’ sense of value. If Sally’s treats her employees differently because she does 

not think they are equally worthwhile as persons (or if her employees can reasonably infer this) her 

offer will constrict freedom by constraining their access to self-worth. Research bears out this 

intuition. Income inequality and status anxiety are causally associated with a wide variety of health 

conditions, including higher rates of depression, schizophrenia, and other forms of mental illness.24  

 This suggests a higher standard. To justify the power she wields over her employees, Sally 

must distribute the goods she controls in a manner that (a) her employees have reason to accept , 

which requires that it (b) not unjustifiably threaten other goods like self-worth. To meet the latter 

standard, Sally must explain deviations from equality.  

 Even when held to this standard Sally and others like her need not bring about egalitarian 

                                                                                                                                                                           
Countries, Wealth May Not Buy Happiness,” ABC News, July 26, 2011. 

(http://abcnews.go.com/Health/Depression/countries-money-buy-happiness/story?id=14155734)   

23 John Rawls, Theory of Justice Revised Edition (Cambridge, Harvard University Press) , p.386.  

24 See, for example, “Income Inequality and Schizophrenia: Increased schizophrenia incidence in countries with high 

level s of incomes inequality,” International Journal of Social Psychiatry, (April 16, 2013); also “State income inequality, 

Household Income, and Maternal Mental and Physical Health: cross sectional national survey, BMJ (November 25, 

2000): 321. 

http://abcnews.go.com/Health/Depression/countries-money-buy-happiness/story?id=14155734
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relations. To begin with, Sally can argue her employees’ overall socio-economic position is beyond 

her control. Individuals can acquire purchasing power from many sources outside their employers’ 

purview, including inheritances, second jobs, goods they produce and sell in their spare time, 

investments, natural gas found on their land and so on. Sally can argue she is responsible only for 

the ways in which her actions shape her employees’ ability to pursue their ends. She therefore has no 

obligation to ensure the existence of an egalitarian distribution.  

 Indeed, Sally can even justify contributing to unequal conditions among her own employees. 

Consider the following situation:  

Discrimination: All the other employers in Sally’s community discriminate against a group of 

people such that they will only pay members of the group X-2, though they will pay 

members of another group X. Because of discrimination by those who control admission to 

educational opportunities, members of the advantaged group have skills that the 

underprivileged do not, and Sally’s business requires some people with these skills. If Sally 

pays these people less than X, she will not be able to find skilled employees. If she pays the 

members of the class of people who suffer from discrimination more than X-2 for filling the 

unskilled roles, her prices will be higher than competitors and she will not be able to attract 

enough customers to stay in business. 

 

 In such conditions- ones like ours- Sally can argue that paying her employees unequally is 

not a sign of disrespect. Rather, it is a choice even her most disadvantaged employees have reason to 

accept. Sally would go out of business if she were to pay an equal wage (much less attempt to bring 

about an egalitarian distribution.) This would leave her worst off employees even worse off. In 

distributing wages unequally, Sally isn’t making a statement that she views her employees as less 

valuable. Instead, she is attempting to advance her employees’ interests.  Her actions are justified 
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because she is improving their situation, as much as she possibly can.  

 Finally, Sally can argue she cannot possibly create an egalitarian distribution. Think about 

what it takes to bring about such conditions. Sally would need the ability to continuously monitor 

the all-purpose resources available to her employees in all the forms these goods take. This would 

require she track not only her employees’ yearly income, but the overall package of (for example) 

exchangeable goods of value they are able to control- inheritances, second jobs, found goods, gifts, 

and so on. Whenever she identified inequalities, Sally would need enough resources to correct these 

disparities.  

 That kind of monitoring and correction is difficult for even highly specialized organizations 

like the IRS. It is far beyond the capacities of your average camera store or coffee shop. To exist 

would therefore to at wrongly. Consequently, if people like Sally were subject to principles of justice 

and sought to act rightly, there would be no such stores. But a world with no shops would be worse 

for everybody- including the victims of material and social inequalities. It would leave these 

individuals with even fewer means with which to advance their projects.  

 People like Sally who control individual resources but do not exercise sovereign control are 

thus not subject to principles of distributive justice, just as SC contends. Their failure to bring about 

egalitarian conditions reflects a lack of capacity and responsibility, not respect. Those who are left 

unequal have reason to desire their continued operation even in the face of this failure.  

 Let’s turn now to our second comparison class, those who have the ability to influence the 

overall distribution of resources, but lack sovereigns’ characteristic control. Call such people:  

 Participants. A person constitutes a participant insofar as she undertakes some action X such 

that (1) enough people X-ing or (2) enough people x-ing in combination with enough people 

y-ing imposes constraints on freedom. In the case that interests us, this means that enough 

people x-ing, or somebody’s x-ing in combination with others y-ing, z-ing, etc. explains the 
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distribution of access to all-purpose resources.  

 

People like Sally are participants, but not all participants possess resources. For example, a person 

who can vote on a system of taxation and redistribution qualifies as a participant, regardless of 

whether she controls resources. 25  

 Some people find it puzzling that participants have any justificatory obligations, since each 

participant can deny her actions hinder freedom.26 However, I believe we can set such arguments 

aside. Even if we grant that participants must justify themselves, they need not bring about 

egalitarian relations to do so.  

 In many cases participants can simply note that they could not possibly have foreseen the 

consequences of their actions. Patterns of behavior often combine to shape a society’s distribution 

of resources in subtle and complicated ways. Did you join in a behavior restrictive to the poor, ex-

felons or immigrants when you gave your landlord your credit score? Are you contributing to racially 

segregated housing patterns if you drive a car? Even professional economists and social scientist 

struggles to answer such questions.27  

 Even when participants can anticipate the distributive effects of the patterns of in which 

they join, it does not follow they have an obligation to bring about an egalitarian distribution. One 

                                                      
25 Of course, most people qualify as both to varying degrees. I separate these positions for reasons of conceptual clarity.  

26 This question has been the subject of some controversy. See, for example, Christopher Kutz, Complicity, Ethics, and Law 

for a Collective Age, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); R Tuomelo, “Joint Intention, We Mode and I mode,” 

Midwest Studies in Philosophyˆ 30(1) (2006.)  

27 In discussing participants, philosophers often focus on a limited set of behaviors where the relationship between 

patterns of behavior and outcomes is unusually clear, such as voting for a candidate who supports slavery or using a 

privileged position to demand extra pay. The vast majority of acts that play a role in shaping the distribution of resources 

have no such clarity.  
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explanation for this is obvious. Individual participants cannot themselves achieve such an aim. 

Participants are participants- and not sovereigns- precisely because they lack control over the 

allocation. The array of factors that collectively shape a society’s distribution are simply too 

expansive for a single individual or ordinary institution to manage. You cannot have a responsibility 

to do what you cannot possibly achieve.  

 It does not follow that participants are subject to condemnation. The coercion theory holds 

that you ought to bring about egalitarian arrangements if you foreseeably and avoidably constrain 

others freedom by means of bringing about a pattern of distribution. The moral reasons that 

coercion theorists take to trigger principles of distributive justice are thus wide-scope.28 By this, I 

mean that there are two ways to satisfy the duty. You can either bring about egalitarian conditions, or 

avoid behaviors that constrain others’ freedom.  

 Participants cannot satisfy the conditional. Therefore, if they are subject to principles of 

distributive justice they have an obligation to satisfy the antecedent, that is, to withdraw from 

participation. However, that is an unreasonable demand. For many participants, withdrawing is 

unduly burdensome. Take just one example. Eighty percent of Guatemalan families cook using 

wood fires. They cannot afford or access alternative sources of energy. Were they to cease using 

wood stoves, they would suffer malnutrition and exposure. 29 This justifies their continued 

participation. It follows that participants are not subject to principles of distributive justice: they 

cannot satisfy the conditional and are not required to satisfy the antecedent.  

                                                      
28 John Broome developed the idea of wide-scope and narrow scope reasons in the context of instrumental rationality. 

-scope interpretations of reasons hold 

s. See, for example, John Broome, “Rationality through Reasoning” (Hoboken: 

Wiley-Blackwell, 2013).  

29 See Christoph Roden and Tami Bond, “Emission Factors and Real-Time Optical Properties of Particles Emitted from 

Traditional Wood Burning Cookstoves,” Environmental Science and Technology 40(21): 6750-6757. 



 22 

 Every so often, participants can withdraw without suffering an overwhelming burden. Even 

in these cases, however, withdrawal mischaracterizes their duty. Consider Mahatma Gandhi, 

Frederick Douglas, Mother Theresa, or Martin Luther King. Each lived in a deeply inegalitarian 

society. Consequently, each participated (though unwillingly and unhappily) in patterns of behavior 

that constrained freedom. Though each worked to bring about an equal society, all died without 

having achieved that aim.30 Each had the stature and resources necessary to remove themselves to 

more egalitarian conditions. If participants are subject to principles of distributive justice, Gandhi, 

Douglas, Theresa and King are thus worthy of blame.31 Each failed either to bring about an 

egalitarian distribution or to withdraw, as such principles require.  

 But these people seem paradigmatically worthy of praise, not blame. For this to be true, 

participants must not be subject to principles of distributive justice. Their duties should be assessed 

against some other standard such as principles specifying appropriate intentions, explaining how 

much individuals must do to avoid collective harms, or defining what they must sacrifice to bring 

about better conditions.  

 These arguments support the sovereign coercion interpretation. Those who hinder freedom 

in ways that do not constitute sovereign coercion can justify themselves without bringing about an 

egalitarian distribution. Let’s turn now to the second aspect of the sovereign view: the contention 

                                                      
30 If you are inclined to believe that blame is unwarranted because these individuals could not easily avoid participation, 

imagine that each was given at birth the opportunity- a single ticket only for him or her- to join a utopian community or 

enter an unjust community. The choice to enter the society and fight for better conditions- and consequently to 

participate in aspects of an unjust society- would then be knowing and avoidable. This does not change our attribution 

of blame.  

31 Eric Beerbohm suggests this criticism of the view that people act wrongly merely by participating in unjust basic 

structures. what he calls the “associative principle, ”the view that “X acts wrongly by participating in the processes of an 

unjust basic structures. Eric Beerbohm, In Our Name (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012), p. 235. 
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that sovereign coercion can be justified only by bringing about such equality.  

 Sovereigns find themselves in a very different position than the other actors we have 

discussed. By definition, they can control the distribution of all-purpose resources. Consequently, 

they cannot rely on the justifications described earlier. Claims of incapacity, lack of responsibility, or 

undue burden simply will not do.  

 How then can sovereigns justify the power they wield?32 Here’s one possibility. Sovereigns 

might contend their power expands options and increases others’ ability to direct their own lives. 

The argument goes like this. Without a sovereign, there is anarchy, unpredictability, and instability. 

Compared to such conditions, almost any set of rules improves peoples’ ability to pursue their own 

projects. Far from being a hindrance, a sovereign of any sort is helpful. Her subjects do better than 

they would in the alternative. There is thus no cause for complaint. Something like this very 

reasoning underlies Hobbes’ belief that sovereigns enjoy near absolute rights to power.  

 Much can (and has) been said about how people actually fair in the absence of a sovereign. 

For our purposes, let’s simply accept the claim that those subject to sovereign coercion enjoy equal 

or greater material resources than they would in conditions of anarchy. If that were sufficient 

justification, sovereigns would be no more subject to principles of distributive justice than other 

actors.   

 But this argument will not suffice. We have already seen the reasons why. Purchasing power 

is not the only all-purpose resource. People also have an interest in self-respect. Consequently, 

sovereigns must ensure their behavior does not undermine subject’s self-worth, in addition to 

enhancing their access to material resources.  

                                                      
32 I will not discuss consent. I set this concern both because coercion theorists do not discus the issue and because it is 

unrealistic to believe that those subject to the expansive power of sovereign control will typically have the chance to 

meaningfully refuse consent.  
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 Not all distributions satisfy this standard. More specifically, inegalitarian distributions fail. 

These distributions leave citizens worse off with regards to self-respect than conditions of anarchy. 

In the latter conditions, peoples’ poverty says nothing about their value as persons. Each individual 

shares in the same vicissitudes of fortune that confront all around her. The same is not true of those 

who do less well under a sovereign. In those circumstances, relative poverty is the result of a 

sovereign’s choices as to who should receive goods. Those who are less well off can see their 

poverty as reflecting the assessment that they matter less. Whatever they gain materially, they loose 

in psychological resources. Chief Justice Earl Warren demonstrated this eloquently in Brown v. Board, 

writing that racial segregation: 

generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their 

hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone…the impact is greater when it has the 

sanction of law, for the policy of separating the races is usually interpreted as denoting the 

inferiority of the negro group. A sense of inferiority affects the motivation of a child to 

learn…has a tendency to retard the education and mental development…to deprive them of 

some of the benefits they would receive in a racially integrated school system.33 

 

 Sovereigns who impose an inegalitarian distribution thus remain unjustified even if their 

behavior expands each subject’s access to material resources. These goods are of little value to those 

who cannot see themselves and their projects as worthy of action. The fettered mind is as much a 

cage as the bars of a cell. Like a person who engages in psychological abuse, a sovereign who 

                                                      
33 347 Us 483 (1952) 
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undermines her subjects’ sense of self must answer for her behavior.34  

 Earlier, we saw that non-sovereigns have something left to say in the face of this challenge. 

They cannot foresee the consequences of their behavior, and lack the capacity to produce an 

egalitarian distribution.  

 Sovereigns have no such justificatory resources. They can control the overall distribution of 

resources. Rather than being subject to the background conditions and limitations that excuse 

others’ inegalitarian behavior, sovereigns create these conditions.35 A sovereign’s exercise of power 

thus remains unjustified unless she both improves her subjects’ access to material resources and 

avoids hindering their self-respect: something she can do by offering them access to an equal share 

of resources. It follows that sovereigns are subject to principles of distributive justice.  

 If you don’t find that argument sufficiently convincing, consider another. We have been 

speaking as if we should compare any instance of sovereign coercion to anarchy. This metric- where 

would the victims be if the actor did not exist- made sense when we were discussing individuals who 

merely control some subset of resources or influence. The wages somebody like Sally offers do not 

replace or prevent other offers by third parties.36 Thus, the position in which employees would be 

                                                      
34 The victims of psychological abuse have been shown to experience severe loss of motivation, decrease in performance 

at work, school and in other aspects of life, weakening of support networks, depression and other features that would 

undermine their ability to effectively set and pursue ends.  

35 For example in a case like Discrimination the sovereign has resources Sally lacks. Sally faced an insurmountable 

problem- employees came to her with disproportionate skill and opportunities and she could not correct for these 

discrepancies without going bankrupt. A sovereign has no such restrictions. Confronted with the same situation, a 

sovereign can demand that engineering schools allow members of the underprivileged class receive training, tax the 

privileged that receive additional wages, or require that all companies pay an equal salary.  

36 That is, Sally’s decision to offer a particular wage does not directly make it less likely that somebody else will make you 

an offer.  
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but for Sally’s hindrance is the same as that which they would be in but for Sally’s existence. 

 Sovereigns are different. They require monopolistic oversight over the mechanisms of 

production and distribution. For sovereign control to be possible, no other agent can have the ability 

to offer an alternative distributive scheme to the same group of people.  

 Sovereigns thus impose two constraints. They enforce a particular distribution and ensure 

nobody else can offer an alternative. The latter constraint also requires justification. Sovereigns must 

therefore show that subjects do better than they would if there were a different sovereign, not 

merely in anarchy.  

 This might seem impossible. For every distribution there is an alternative in which some 

group does materially better- namely a distribution in which more resources are allocated to them. 

This tells as much against an egalitarian distribution as against an inegalitarian one. Those living in 

an egalitarian system would do better under a sovereign who unequally weighted the distribution to 

their benefit.  

 Such a conclusion, however, would be misleading. That view rests on the mistaken 

assumption that subjects have a right to demand a distribution tilted to their benefit. They do not. 

Consequently, they cannot complain when a sovereign imposes egalitarianism.  

 Let me explain. First, it is important to note that the standard for justification is not 

undertaking whatever behavior those affected most desire. You might want me to paint your house 

or ask you on a date, but my decision to do otherwise can be justified. An act is justified if those 

affected have no acceptable cause for complaint. They would be wrong to condemn me for my 

behavior, though they might wish me to act otherwise.  

 The existence of a sovereign changes what citizens can rightfully demand. If my own 

behavior requires no justification, I can complain if you place yourself in a position of power over 

me without leaving me as well off as I can possibly be. But the presence of a sovereign triggers 
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justificatory obligations for citizens as well as sovereigns. Every subject is a participant in the 

network of behaviors that determine co-subjects’ resource package. Each possesses a particular 

bundle of goods because the sovereign permits her to enjoy those goods rather than allocating them 

to another, and most citizens play active roles in reinforcing the existing distribution.37 It follows 

that citizens who request resources be re-allocated to them are demanding they be taken from 

somebody else. Like all participants, subjects must justify this behavior to those affected.  

 Earlier, we concluded participants have no duty to bring about egalitarian relations because 

they lack the knowledge and capacity to do so. In the case at hand, however, participants are not 

asked to individually bring about such a distribution. The issue is whether they can complain that a 

sovereign unduly limits their options when he implements an egalitarian allocation rather than one 

directed to their special benefit.  

 The answer is clear: they cannot. The need to justify shaping other’s access to resources 

limits what citizens can demand. Subjects cannot justify requesting a distribution tilted to their 

special advantage. What can they say to explain why they should benefit at others’ expense? A 

subject who makes such a request threatens to unjustifiably restrict her co-citizens sense of worth.  

 A sovereign who implements the most beneficial egalitarian distribution possible thus 

provides citizens with the most expansive resources to which they are entitled. She increases 

subjects’ access to goods without threatening their self-respect, restricting them only by removing 

options to which they have no right. Far from hindering freedom, she advances citizens’ capacity to 

                                                      
37 Sovereigns typically shape the distribution by specifying the uses that others can make of their property. When citizens 

act in accordance with these directives- for example, by accepting that some person possesses a piece of property if they 

satisfy the sovereign’s definition for what constitutes ownership or transfer, paying employees what the sovereign 

requires, and so on- they participate in reinforcing the distribution. Subjects may even take deliberate positive actions to 

shape the distribution by petitioning the sovereign for alternations to the distribution- demanding more or less taxes, or 

subsidies, or voting for proponents of a particular distribution.    
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achieve their aims.  .  

 The same cannot be said for a sovereign who implements an inegalitarian distribution. Her 

citizens can complain that she restricts their freedom in ways they have no reason to accept. It 

follows that sovereigns are subject to principles of distributive justice. Just as coercion theorists 

argue, these actors can justify themselves only if they implement an egalitarian distribution.  

 From here it is easy to see how coercion theorists reach statist conclusions. They 

need only turn to the widely held trope that states possess a functional monopoly on the use 

of force. In contrast, international interactions are said to be characterized by an array of 

decentralized public and private actors, each of which enjoy some influence over the global 

distribution of resources, but none of which have the kind of all-encompassing centralized 

power necessary to undertake sovereign coercion. As we saw earlier, this is precisely what 

these theorists do. Recall Nagel’s contention that states have an all-encompassing institution 

with a centralized ability to determine and enforce rules, Blake’s declaration that the state’s 

laws define what activities will produce economic holdings, or Meckled-Garcia’s claim that 

states can successfully monitor and adjust for the impact of other’s actions on the 

distribution. Fully fleshed out, coercion theorists argue that:  

(1) Coercion requires justification 

(2) Sovereign coercion can be justified only by bringing about egalitarian socioeconomic 

relations.  

(3)Other types of coercive behavior can be justified on other grounds, if they can be justified 

at all.  

(4) Both states and international organizations are coercive.  

(5) States have the knowledge, skills, and monopolistic power required to reliably control the 

processes, mechanisms, patterns of behavior and so on that play a role in the production and 
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distribution of all-purpose resources such that they can effectively establish and maintain a 

pattern of distribution.   

(6) International organizations lack the unity of structure, resources, skills, power, and 

knowledge to undertake sovereign coercion.  

Therefore: States have a duty to bring about an egalitarian resources distribution, international 

organizations have no such duty, though they may have other obligations.  

 

 Unlike the orthodox reading, this argument is appealing to those who share coercion 

theorists’ concern for freedom. Contra cosmopolitan critiques, the claim is consistent with a broad 

account of coercion. Advocates accept that hindrances to freedom come in many forms, all of which 

demand justification. Nor does the view rely on the improbable claim that international actors are 

non-coercive. 

 Cosmopolitan defenders of freedom have been fighting a misunderstanding. When their 

argument is understood correctly, coercion theorists’ case for statism appears on solid ground. 

Those who believe that a concern for coercion underlies principles of distributive justice ought to 

conclude that these principles apply domestically but not internationally.   

3. The Case Against Statism 

 There is just one problem. This argument is unsound. The difficulty comes from an 

unexpected source: coercion theorists’ purportedly uncontroversial empirical assumptions. Domestic 

institutions simply do not have the structure and capacities these theorists presume they possess.  

 Philosophers rarely spend much time considering what domestic political institutions are 

actually like. As David Runciman notes, “it is rare to encounter a direct attempt to answer…the 

question…‘what is the state’ in recent works of political or economic theory; more often the answer 
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to the question is assumed, and assumed to be irrelevant to the task at hand.”38 Perhaps lulled by the 

fact that other theorists find our claims unproblematic, philosophers do little to investigate these 

assumptions. Instead, we assume we have a good enough sense of the domestic context to get on 

with the business of making claims about what states should do.  

  This is in striking contrast to the international realm, where discussions of global justice 

remain rife with empirical debate. Such disengagement with domestic empirics is typically viewed as 

a positive thing. The coercion theorist Michael Blake, for example, argues that philosophers’ shared 

vision of the state means “we can reason together about justice, without having to argue about what 

domestic states are actually like.” He contends this has allowed us to, “[avoid] a great deal of 

confusion and controversy in our thinking about domestic justice” – the very confusion and 

controversy that besets discussion of international justice.  

 As I will now show, the opposite is true. The fact that philosophers have reasoned together 

without considering what states are really like has caused a great deal of confusion. The coercion 

theory is a perfect example. Proponents endorse statism because they adopt the moral position that 

sovereign coercion triggers egalitarian obligations, and the empirical claim that states alone 

undertake such coercion. The moral component of this claim has received a great deal of attention, 

as has the international aspect of the empirical claim. But the domestic aspect has avoided 

investigation, to great error. States, it turns out are more similar in structure and capacity to coercion 

theorisets’ model of the international realm than to their picturesque vision of the domestic context. 

Consequently, the theory entails that neither international actors nor states are subject to principles of 

distributive justice.  

 Consider the picture philosophers paint of the global context. Saladin Meckled-Garcia for 

                                                      
38 David Runciman, “The concept of the state: the sovereignty of a fiction,” in States and Citizens: History, Theory, Prospects 

ed. Quentin Skinner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), p. 31.  
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example, writes, “there are many and varied agents participating…with varying but significant 

horizontal impact. These include states, their alliances, and consent based international finance, 

trade, and development institutions…as well as non-state actors including individual, private 

enterprises, and their associations…[this] reliance on state agency and state consent…means that 

there is no unified agency satisfying the authority condition…they depend on agreements to act by 

those involved... at the global level, their only way of affecting distribution is through economic 

regulation on a coordinated level.”39 On this view the international realm avoids being subject to 

distributive principles because it contains no single agent with the capacity to simply instantiate its 

desired distribution at its own discretion, without relying on the voluntary behavior of others.  

 The same is true of the domestic context. Domestically, there are many and varied agents 

participating with varying but significant horizontal impact. This includes traditional state actors as 

well as consent-based finance, private enterprises and their associations. The successful 

implementation and reproduction of a distribution of resources relies on agreements to act by those 

all involved. If coercion theorists hold these features make principles of distributive justice 

inapplicable globally, they will have to conclude the same domestically.  

 I want to point to two features of the domestic realm that makes this case: that states are 

disarticulated, and that social conditions are the product of a public-private network.  

 As the political scientists Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks note, “modern governance 

is…dispersed across multiple centers of authority.”40 Think of just a few of the institutions that 

shape the distribution of all-purpose goods in the United States. The Internal Revenue Service 

makes decisions about the collection and distribution of the Earned Income Tax Credit, SNAP (The 

                                                      
39 Meckled-Garcia,“On the Very Idea of Cosmopolitan Justice: Constructivism and International Agency,” pp. 261, 267. 

40 Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks- “Unraveling the Central State, but How? Types of Multi-level Governance,” 

American Political Science Review 97(2) (May 2003): 233. 
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Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) and WIC (Women, Infants and Children) influence 

who can access nutrition and what they can purchase; the Department of Agriculture’s subsidy 

choices shape the pricing of consumer goods, the Department of Housing and Urban development 

manages rental assistance and public housing programs, the Department of Labor organizes job 

training programs, the Department of Health and Human services provides block-grants that shape 

access to child-care and early childhood education, the Federal Open Market Committee, the 

Federal deposit Insurance Corporation, the Office of Financial Market Policy, all influence the 

economy, and so on. Scholars estimate agencies account for ninety percent of laws, and are so 

numerous the federal government cannot say with certainty how many exist.41 These organizations 

each enjoy quite of lot of independent influence. But none fully control the distribution. As the 

political economist Andrew Gamble writes, “there is no single site from which the economy is 

governed…there are not only several different modes of economic governance, but many different 

agents.”42  

 The domestic distribution at any given moment is the product of the aggregate choices of 

these quasi-autonomous actors. In avoiding interaction with actual political science research it is easy 

for philosophers to slip into a simplified “school-house rocks” vision of governance in which 

legislators stand above these numerous actors, directing their behavior and ensuring compliance 

with a master plan. But that picture is unrealistic. Legislators lack the knowledge, skills, resources, 

time and attention to effectively develop any such plan- much less to ensure compliance. Indeed, 

whole branches of scholarship in political science (the studies of principle-agency limitations, of 

bureaucracy, and so on) focus on the complex interplay between the desires and decisions of 

                                                      
41 “The Government has no Idea How many Agencies it has, “ The Daily Caller (May 3, 2013). 

42 Andrew Gamble, “Economic Governance,” in Debating Governance: Authority, Steering, and Democracy, Ed. Jon Pierre, 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p.113.  
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legislators, the actions of agencies, and what actually happens on the ground in a given community. 

Though scholars disagree about the extent to which elected lawmakers are able to influence 

legislative outcomes, none argue that decision-making is centralized in the way the sovereign 

coercion theory envisions.43  

 For this very reason, the United States Supreme Court has given up enforcement of the non-

delegation doctrine, the constitutional requirement that Congress meaningfully manage and direct 

the lawmaking process. Since 1936, the Supreme Court has upheld every federal statute reviewed 

under the doctrine, including those that provide functionally no directive, for example, permitting 

the FCC to issue regulations, “as public convenience, interest, or necessity require.”44 The court has 

done so explicitly on the grounds that the complexity of policymaking, the technical expertise 

required to provide direction, and the extent to which conditions change rapidly make it impossible 

for Congress- or any single centralized source of decision-making- to provide effective guidance.45  

 This is as true with regards to the distribution of resources as any policy arena. An array of 

organizations and individuals possess specialized skills, resources, and attention that grant them a 

degree of influence over some feature of social life that others cannot effectively monitor, control, 

                                                      
43 See for example, David Spence, “Agency Policy Making and Political Control: Modeling Away the Delegation 

Problem,” Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 7 (1997): 214. (Arguing that politicians’ ability to understand 

and act upon policy choices is much more limited than formal political models suggests.) or Matthew McCubbins and 

Thomas Schwartz, “Congressional Oversight Overlooked: Police Patrols v. Fire Alarms,” American Journal of Political 

Science, 28(1) (February, 1984): 165-179. 

44 United States v. Southwestern Cable Co. 392. U.S. 157 (1968.) 

45 Mistretta v. United States, 488 U.S. 361 (1989.) 
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or correct.46 The creation or maintenance of a particular distributive pattern depends on the 

discretionary choices of these varied actors.   

 Indeed, even focusing on administrative agencies hides a significant feature of the domestic 

context- the degree of power exercised by entities not typically associated with the state, like private 

standard-setting organizations, corporations, non-profits, and wealthy individuals. As the 

administrative law scholar Jody Freeman writes, social conditions are the product of, “a set of 

negotiated relationships…policy making, implementation, and enforcement is dynamic, 

nonhierarchical and decentralized.” These conditions result from, “give and take among public and 

private actors, information, expertise, and influence flow downward from agency and public actors, 

upward from private actor to agency, and horizontally among private and public actors.”47 

 So-called private actors exercise both formal and informal power. Organizations like the 

North American Electric Reliability Corporation (which establishes and enforces standards for the 

electric power grid) the Marine Stewardship Council, which sets guidelines or the management of 

global fishing stocks, the American Society for Testing and Materials, The World Wide Web 

Consortium (which sets standards for HTML CSS and DML) and the Motion Picture Association of 

America issue directives that touch every aspect of our existence. Agencies themselves are often 

dependent on the expertise of outside actors, giving private member of agency advisory committees 

expansive power.48 In other cases, agencies are so lacking in access to relevant information, skills, or 

                                                      
46 In this vein, Matthew Stephenson notes that, “the informational asymmetry that justifies the delegation in the first 

place makes it difficult for Congress, or other overseers to monitor the agency.,”). “Bureaucratic Decision Costs and 

Endogenous Agency Expertise,” Journal of Law, Economics and Organizations 23 (2007): 469.   

47 Jody Freeman, “The Private Role in Public Governance,” 75 New York University Law Review (2000): 543,571.  

48 Legal scholars recognize agencies are routinely forced to rely on outside advisory boards for such information. For 

example, (noting that “because of limitations of budget, personnel, time, and working experience, regulators cannot 

hope to develop in-house all the information and specialized expertise needed to make effective regulatory judgments in 
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resources that private groups are left with de-facto control over a policy arena. The political 

consultant James Carville summed the situation up when he wrote that he, “used to think if there 

was reincarnation, I wanted to come back as the President or the Pope or a .400 baseball hitter. But 

now I want to come back as the bond market. You can intimidate everybody.”49 

 Consider an example. In May of 2010 a series of flash sales caused by high frequency 

algorithmic trading caused a sudden crash in the market. Industry insiders had long been aware of 

this concern. But evidence suggests the relevant risks were lost on agency officials who lacked the 

relevant mathematical training. Because they were poorly situated to recognize the potential 

problems, rule-makers were reliant on industry insiders to direct their behaviors in ways that would 

prevent serious risks. As Nolan McCarty, Keith Poole, and Howard Rosenthal write, the disruption 

caused by these algorithms illustrated the ways in which “both the SEC and the Commodity Futures 

Trading Commission (CFTC) lack the capacity and information for monitoring financial transactions 

and innovation…this lack of capacity has left regulation largely to the industry itself.”50 The issue 

was not mal-intent or negligence. Rather, these private actors possessed expertise and resources the 

staff of regulatory agencies could not match. Consequently, they enjoyed a notable degree of 

autonomous influence over the economy.  

                                                                                                                                                                           
a timely fashion.” Robert Stewart, “Regulation, Innovation and Administrative Law: A Conceptual Framework,” 

California Law Review, 69(5) (September, 1981): 1256. 

49 David Wessel and Thomas Vogel, “Market Watcher: Arcane World of Bonds is Guide and Beacon to a Populist 

President—Rally is Seen as Endorsement of Policy- and it Helps Economy as Rates Fall- But it Could be Fickle Friend,” 

Wall Street Journal A1 (February 25 1993.) 

50 Nolan McCarty, Keith Poole, and Howard Rosenthal, Political Bubbles: Financial Crises and the Failure of American 

Democracy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), p. 114. The authors note that regulators rarely have the 

resources and expertise to closely monitor developments in regulated sectors, and find the problem especially acute in 

the financial sector.  
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 As this case illustrates, the actual structure of domestic governance is far more complex than 

philosophers acknowledge. Domestically, there are many and varied agents whose choices shape the 

pattern of distribution. The production of a particular distribution depends on these actors’ 

agreement to make their discretionary choices in ways that sustain that pattern. The only way of 

affecting the distribution is through coordinated regulation.  

 Notice that this is precisely how coercion theorists described the international realm. On 

these very grounds, they concluded principles of distributive justice don’t apply domestically. 

Consistency demands they should say the same about the domestic realm.  

 Looking at what states are really like thus produces a surprising conclusion. Coercion 

theorist should not be statists. Cosmopolitans can argue that principles of distributive justice apply 

domestically. But coercion theorists cannot. The confusion and controversy of global justice comes 

home to the domestic case.  

4. Revising the Coercion Theory 

 Many coercion theorists will wish to resist this conclusion. In this section, I want to gesture 

towards a way they might do so. There is a way to reconcile coercion theorists’ claim that principles 

of distributive justice do not apply to ordinary cases of influence or ownership with their conviction 

that lawmakers are subject to such obligations. However, if coercion theorists wish to take this 

approach, they will have to face the same challenges they have leveled against cosmopolitans.  

 Earlier, we saw critics argue that coercion theorists adopt an unduly narrow conception of 

coercion. That criticism proved misguided. Yet there is nonetheless something to this critique. 

Coercion theorists have adopted a limited conception of coercion in a way that has lead their theory 

astray. But so too have their critics.  

 Critics of the coercion theory described two kinds of coercion, interactional and systemic. 

The former involves an individual agent who singlehandedly hinders others’ freedom, the latter a 
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system of rules that does the same. This way of dividing up the moral landscape suggests there exist 

two kinds of agents: powerful actors who have the capacity to individually restrict others’ freedom, 

and relatively powerless agents who can do so only as simple participants in systems of rules that lie 

outside their control. 51 

 A glance outside your window reveals this is not a very accurate picture of our world. There 

are no all-powerful agents who have the ability to simply decide your access to resources, as 

interactional coercion implies. But your capacity to acquire goods is also not merely the product of 

patterns of behavior no individual agent can meaningfully alter. Instead, there exist many quasi-

autonomous actors who share the ability to influence the distribution. These agents: administrative 

agencies, powerful ratings and standard-setting organizations, trans-governmental regulatory 

networks, large-scale corporations, wealthy individuals, experts, lawmakers, and others exert 

influence far beyond that of an ordinary actor, but fall short of the full control that characterizes 

sovereign coercion.  

 Interactional and systemic coercion fail to capture the behavior of agents. Those described in 

interactional coercion are too potent, those in systemic coercion too weak. This hints at a third type 

of coercion:  

Conjoint Coercion: A group of agents (collective or individual) coerce another agent B if the 

group’s combined behavior foreseeably places nontrivial constraints on B’s freedom 

compared to B’s freedom in the absence of the group’s behavior (other things being equal) 

and each member of the group can foresee that her avoidable behavior will play a non-trivial 

role in determining the outcome.  

                                                      
51 See Iris Marion Young, “Responsibility and Global Justice: A Social Connection Model,” Social Philosophy and Policy 

23(1) (2006), Christopher Kutz,, Complicity: Ethics and Law for a Collective Age (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2000. ) 
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These hindrances to freedom lie between the agential behavior of interactional coercion and the 

rule-based constraints of systemic coercion. No agent can say she hindered another’s freedom; but 

each agent can say she played a significant role in doing so, such that an adequate account of the 

victim’s position should reference her behavior.  

 This offers a solution to coercion theorists who wish to salvage the conclusion that 

principles of distributive justice apply domestically. Legislators do not qualify as sovereigns. But they 

easily qualify as governors, participants in conjointly controlling subjects’ access to resources. Coercion 

theorists can thus rescue the claim that principles of distributive justice apply domestically by 

replacing the second premise of their argument with the contention that these principles apply to 

both sovereigns and governors.  

4.1 Justifying Conjoint Coercion 

 Of course, this requires acknowledging they were wrong about sovereigns’ unique standing. 

But coercion theorists can extend their view in this way without upending their other claims. To see 

this, we can compare the justificatory situation of governors to the more ordinary actors like Sally 

the shopkeeper that coercion theorists argued were held to different standards.   

 Unlike Sally, organizations like the stock exchange can influence the overall distribution of 

resources. Consequently, they cannot decry responsibility for the shape of the distribution. Nor can 

they rely on claims of ignorance. Typically, governors are sophisticated actors- groups like Moody’s, 

Barclay’s, or Vangard who have the resources and capacity to understand the consequences of their 

actions.  

 This puts them in a position much similar to that of sovereigns than ordinary participants. 

As we saw earlier, participants in systemic coercion can justify themselves on grounds of incapacity 

or undue burden: they cannot change the distribution, and cannot withdraw from entanglement 

without unacceptable suffering.  



 39 

For governors, however, the consequent is achievable and the antecedent less problematic.   

 Ordinary participants cannot possibly understand all the things that must be done to create 

and sustain a given socio-economic pattern. Indeed, we saw earlier that it is unrealistic to imagine 

even a single sophisticated organization doing so. But conjoint coercion does not require governors 

know all the relevant facts. It merely demands they be able to anticipate others’ behavior and 

understand how they should respond to that behavior to achieve desired ends. This requires 

signaling, negotiation, and context-specific knowledge.  

 Even this more minimal degree of awareness and coordination is unimaginably challenging 

for large groups of ordinary individuals. But governors are not ordinary individuals. Though the 

number of such actors is more expansive than sovereign coercion theory envisions, it is far more 

restricted than the set of ordinary persons. There are relatively few organizations with the ability to 

meaningfully shape the distribution.52 And governors themselves are different in kind: they have 

capacities for attention, negotiation and action that far exceed those of ordinary individuals even if 

they fall short of those attributed to sovereigns. Through iterated signaling and discussion, these 

actors can thus successfully align to produce an egalitarian distribution.53   

 If you think this type of coordination is impossible, ask yourself the following question: do 

you believe that countries like the United States, Britain, Canada, Sweden, Switzerland and so on can 

achieve egalitarian relations? To think so is to believe that governors can coordinate in the way I 

                                                      
52 This is true even at the international level. For example, systems theorists at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology 

have shown that a dominant core of 147 interlocked firms together control 40% of the wealth in the global corporate 

network, ad 737 firms control 80% of this wealth. See, Andy Coghlan and Debora MacKenzie,, “Revealed the Capitalist 

Network that Runs the World,” New Scientist- (October 29, 2011).   

53 I am not here taking a position on any theory of group agency. One way to read this claim is to hold that coercion 

theorists have traditionally adopted an unsophisticated vision of the state qua agent and must develop a more 

sophisticated view of group agency.  
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have described. Our attack on the sovereign coercion approach, after all, was empirical: the domestic 

context consists of quasi-independent agents who must work together to bring about desired social 

conditions. It follows that if you think domestic distributive justice is possible, you believe governors 

can achieve an egalitarian distribution.  

 If governors can bring about an egalitarian distribution, they can be held responsible for 

doing so. To avoid condemnation, they must achieve egalitarian conditions or withdraw from 

participation.  This demand proved too burdensome for ordinary actors. But it is not too onerous 

for governors. Individuals who withdraw from participation risk losing a life with dignity, facing 

illness, even death. Governors’ risk only power. Those who resign the capacity to govern are no 

longer subject to principles of distributive justice. At its most demanding, this requires the “death” 

of a large-scale corporation or powerful entity qua large-scale entity without a similar fate for the 

individuals who make up the organization. This is a far less concerning burden. The East India Tea 

Company did not have to govern, but in choosing to do so, it acquired a moral duty to justify the 

influence it wielded by satisfying distributive principles. With great power comes great responsibility.  

 Governors thus cannot rely on explanations that make principles of distributive justice 

inapplicable to more ordinary actors. They must justify themselves with reference to the outcomes 

they produce. We have already seen how this argument goes. If governors bring about an egalitarian 

distribution those subject to their power have no acceptable cause for complaint. If they do not, 

their actions remain subject to criticism.  

 This modification gets coercion theorists the answer they want in the domestic realm: 

principles of justice apply domestically. But it does not rescue the claim that domestic justice is well 

understood and relatively undisputed. If coercion theorists want to adopt this approach, they must 

confront the same challenges statists have raised against cosmopolitanism.  

 Global justice has always posed a difficult challenge because we do not have a well-worked 
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out conception of responsibilities that are (1) collective (that is, require the voluntary coordination of 

multiple actors) (2) multi-layered (can be done by one actor, or by another actor, but need not be 

done by both) (3) complex (that is, demand a heterogeneous set of behaviors) and (4) Uneven (fall 

on diverse actors with different capacities.) Statists- including coercion theorists- have held these 

concerns give us a reason to reject cosmopolitanism.  

 Blake, for example, contends that principles of justice do not apply globally because only the 

state, “is comprehensible as an agent, as a bearer of moral responsibility.” Internationally, there is no 

single agent to whom coercive agency can be ascribed.  Instead, any enforcement will be the product 

of many different states and  international organizations.54 In the same vein, Thomas Nagel has said 

that only the existence of a centralized authority with a centralized monopoly on power provides the 

assurance necessary to trigger egalitarian duties. Alan Patten has argued that the existence of multiple 

actors with the ability to influence outcomes in the international area makes it impossible for us to 

make attributions of harm without a prior theory of the fair allocation of duties.55  

 Claims about the domestic realm have been thought to avoid these difficult issues. As Nagel 

wrote, that “it is one of the advantages of domestic political theory that nation-states actually 

exist…on a global scale, it is very unclear what, if anything, could play a comparable role.”56 But our 

investigation reveals that it is very unclear on a domestic scale what, if anything, can play a role 

                                                      
54 Michel Blake, “Coercion and Egalitarian Justice,” p.  567.  Indeed, Blake’s criticism exemplifies the oversight of 

conjoint coercion. Blake divides the world into instances of vertical coercion (where there is a single agent) and horizontal 

agent (where coercion is merely the product of non-agency bearing norms.) He thus overlooks the middle ground we 

have uncovered.  

55 Alan Patten raises this objection to Thomas Pogge’s attempt to defend an account of global justice arising from 

libertarian minimalist positions. Alan Patten, “Should We Stop Thinking about Poverty in Terms of Helping the Poor?” 

19(1 )Ethics and International Affairs (2005): 19.  

56 Thomas Nagel, The Problem of Global Justice 33(2) Philosophy and Public Affairs (2005): 113  
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comparable to that these philosophers have attributed to the state. Since the domestic realm shares 

the traits that give rise to these concerns, statists must answer the same questions as cosmopolitans. 

They too will have to work out what it means for a collection of decentralized agents to share 

responsibility for the allocation of resources.  

 Coercion theorists thus have available two options, both highly controversial: contending 

that principles of justice do not apply domestically, or opening themselves up to a cosmopolitan 

challenge by accepting that these principle can apply to a group of quasi-autonomous actors. 

5. Conclusion 

 The statist position, it follows, is unstable. To avoid the critique that they adopt a too narrow 

theory of hindrances to freedom, coercion theorists must adopt a reading of their view according to 

which principles of justice do not apply domestically. If they wish to avoid that conclusion, they 

must modify their view in a way that leaves them vulnerable to the same challenges confronting 

cosmopolitans, and reignites the possibility that principles of justice apply globally. Whatever path 

they choose, it is clear that the appearance of détente in the domestic realm is a chimera. If anything, 

theories of domestic justice prove less developed than their global cousins- at least in the global 

context philosophers are well aware of how much remains to be worked out.  

 Though we have focused on the coercion theory, the challenge is not limited to this 

approach. Similar concerns apply to any statist theory that relies on empirical assumptions about 

domestic institutions. Like the coercion theory, these views must reconsider their claims in light of 

the failure of these presumptions.  For example, Samuel Freeman’s theory of social cooperation or 

Andrea Sangiovanni’s reciprocity-based approach confront the same issues. How should we 

understand the cooperation that characterizes the domestic sphere if we acknowledge that domestic 

institutions do not really consist of a “unified political system that specifies…norms and revises 
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them to meet changing conditions?”57  

 The significance of our discovery does not stop with discussions of distributive justice. What 

we have learned is that widely accepted assumptions about the nature, structure, and capacity of 

domestic institutions can obscure significant theoretical questions. There is every reason to believe 

these assumptions have similarly distorted other realms of moral investigation. Our work reveals the 

danger in the modern philosophical trend of avoiding investigation into what states are really like. 

Political philosophers- coercion theorists and their opponents, statists and cosmopolitans alike, 

would do well to heed this lesson.  

                                                      
57 Samuel Freeman,”The Law of Peoples, Social Cooperation, Human Rights and Distributive Justice,” Social Philosophy 

and Policy 23((1)  (2006): 38-39. 


