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Laura Valentini’s Justice in a Globalized World presents, with admirable clarity, a new, hybrid
conception of global justice that builds on insights from both cosmopolitans and statists,
especially their relational variants. Relational cosmopolitans generally argue that substantial
economic cooperation and interdependence (i.e., the relevant economic relations) trigger robust
obligations of distributive justice. They then argue that, as a matter of fact, these relations obtain
globally in virtue of intensifying global trade, capital flows, and labor migration. Thus,
relational cosmopolitans conclude that obligations of distributive justice directly apply to the
global economic order. Relational statists, by contrast, argue that obligations of distributive
justice are trigged by coercive, political relations. Furthermore, these coercive relations only
obtain—and can only be justified—within a state. As a consequence, the global order is a
‘secondary site’ of justice that ought to be concerned with assisting and protecting legitimate
states but does not directly trigger obligations of distributive justice.

Valentini’s view occupies a conceptual space that borrows from both the cosmopolitan and
statist conceptions. From the statists, she agrees that obligations of distributive justice are
triggered by coercion. Yet, pace the statist conception, Valentini argues that the global order is
itself coercive. Thus, Valentini argues that, on the statists’ own view, they ought to be
committed to globally-oriented obligations of distributive justice. While cosmopolitans argue
for uniquely global obligations of justice because globalization has led to economic cooper-
ation, Valentini argues that globalization—and its concomitant institutional regimes as de-
scribed by the cosmopolitans—actually creates sources and loci of coercive power. So,
Valentini accepts the normative conception of statists—at least in its general terms—but she
rejects the statist application of that conception to the global order.

Statists miss the coercive nature of the global order, argues Valentini, because they have an
impoverished view of coercion that fails to detect these new sources of global power. Statists
have, incorrectly, thought that the only relevant kind of coercion is ‘interactional,’ which is
defined as “Agent A coerces another agent B if A foreseeably and avoidably places non-trivial
constraints on B’s freedom, compared to B’s freedom in the absence of A’s intervention” (130).
This type of coercion is ascribable to a single agent, and represents a rights violation. Yet, the
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global order is characterized by “systemic coercion,” where “a system of rules S is coercive if
it foreseeably and avoidably places non-trivial constraints on some agents’ freedom, compared
to their freedom in the absence of that system” (137). Systemic coercion cannot be ascribed to
a single agent and represents a rights underfulfillment instead of a violation (152). Statists have
typically argued that once all states are adequately well-ordered and those states avoid directly
coercing each other, then there is no issue of justice between citizens of different states. On the
contrary, this ignores systemic global coercion that is not reducible to the interactional coercion
between states. Powerful states and actors may systematically act according to certain rules,
especially through the global economic regime, that significantly constrain the options avail-
able to the global poor without deploying any direct coercion against weak states. Both types
of coercion require political justification, though the nature of that justification will vary since
the types of coercion—and the nature of the rights-oriented complaint—are different.

The distinction between interactional and systemic coercion—and the corresponding dis-
tinction between rights violations and underfulfillment—plays a key role in Valentini’s
argument. First, it sets out a type of coercion that—in principle—cannot be reliably resolved
by states’ following certain rules: systemic coercion is not reducible to the behavior of a single
agent, which prevents statists from treating the global economic system as a ‘second order’ site
of justice. Second, it presents a qualitative difference in types of coercion that characterize the
domestic and the global orders that, in turn, generates different normative requirements and
institutional responses.

Yet, it is not obvious that we can draw such a sharp distinction between the two types of
coercion. Imagine a case where African-Americans find themselves in segregated neighbor-
hoods with worse services and opportunities in virtue of a systematic unwillingness of whites
to sell them homes in white neighborhoods. This informal social rule ultimately derives
coercive power from the fact that whites have a coercively enforced property entitlement.
African-Americans cannot simply move into desirable homes or build their own because the
political-legal order prohibits it. Similar things can be said about Valentini’s example on pp.
144–145 of the capitalist order that impoverishes the proletariat: the imposition of the system
of rules that leads to proletarian poverty is made possible by the coercively backed entitlements
held by the capitalists. Moreover, global economic coercion is fundamentally grounded in
border and property entitlement enforcement by states. In other words, systemic coercion is
grounded by interactional coercion. If what makes ‘systemic coercion’ coercive are the
interactional elements, then Valentini’s account may lead in two directions that are, for her,
somewhat unattractive. First, if we conclude that interactional coercion always requires a state-
like political order in response, then Valentini’s analysis will imply a much more radical
revision of the global order (i.e., the creation of a world state) than she envisions and is keen to
avoid (37, 199–202). If, however, we accept that states can—in principle—successfully treat
interstate interactional coercion as a ‘second-order’ site of justice, then the collapse of the
systemic/interactional distinction undermines Valentini’s argument that statists cannot effec-
tively incorporate various facts about the global order into their view.

This discussion only begins to scratch the surface of Valentini’s densely argued and useful
book. Valentini’s positive account is unique, and engagement with it is both necessary and
rewarding. Furthermore, her dissection of the current state of the debate is both thorough and
clear, making it useful for graduate students and others looking for a state of the art
introduction to the literature.
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