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Abstract 

The year of 2011 has witnessed a global wave of social and political 
turmoil and instability that express in different ways the serious concerns of the 
world’s working and middle classes about their prospects in the face of the 
growing concentration of power among economic, financial, and political elites. 
The causes of their concern are clear enough: high unemployment and 
underemployment in advanced and emerging economies; inadequate skills and 
education for young people and workers to compete in a globalized world; 
resentment against corruption, including legalized forms like lobbying; and a 
sharp rise in income and wealth inequality in advanced and fast-growing 
emerging market economies. All these phenomena justify the central thesis of 
Ronald Dworkin’s masterpiece ─ Sovereign Virtue: “Equal concern is the 
sovereign virtue of political community”. The first part of this paper is to 
scrutinise Dworkin’s theory of equality by clarifying his main arguments so that 
we might better understand their nature and force as well as how they fit 
together over time; exposing to critical assessment why the right to equal 
concern and respect matters; explaining the nature of his interest in justice and 
legitimacy respectively; examining equality of resources; and evaluating the 
success or failure of his replies to critics. The second part of the paper is to try 
to develop a Dworkinian approach to questions of regional justice in East Asia. 
In his Law’s Empire, Dworkin anchors the right to equal concern to political 
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communities, and this gives pause for thought about the possibility of a regional 
or even global political community. His ‘Equality of Resources’ is revisited to 
see what light, if any, it might shed on questions of regional distribution. 
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I. Introduction 

The year of 2011 has witnessed a global wave of social and political 
turmoil and instability, with masses of people pouring into the real and virtual 
streets: the Arab Spring; riots in London; Israel’s middle-class protests against 
high housing prices and an inflationary squeeze on living standards; protesting 
Chilean students; the destruction in Germany of the expensive cars of “fat cats”; 
India’s movement against corruption; mounting unhappiness with corruption 
and inequality in China; and now the “Occupy Wall Street” movement in New 
York and across the United States.While these protests have no unified theme, 
they express in different ways the serious concerns of the world’s working and 
middle classes about their prospects in the face of the growing concentration of 
power among economic, financial, and political elites. The causes of their 
concern are clear enough: high unemployment and underemployment in 
advanced and emerging economies; inadequate skills and education for young 
people and workers to compete in a globalized world; resentment against 
corruption, including legalized forms like lobbying; and a sharp rise in income 
and wealth inequality in advanced and fast-growing emerging market 
economies. All these phenomena justify the central thesis of Ronald Dworkin’s 
masterpiece─Sovereign Virtue: “Equal concern is the sovereign virtue of 
political community” (Dworkin, 2000, p.1). Distributive justice is thus explored 
to guide the allocation of the benefits and burdens of economic activity, 
especially at the regional and global level. 

For over three decades Ronald Dworkin’s work on equality has helped to 
shape the debate on distributive justice. Ronald’s abstract egalitarian principle 
first appeared in his Taking Rights Seriously (1977). Here he draws a distinction 
between the right to equal treatment and the right to treatment as an equal. This 
distinction is further explored in “What is Equality? Part 1: Equality of 
Welfare” (1981a) and “Part 2: Equality of Resources” (1981b) which specify 
different ways of treating people as equals in matters of distribution. He 
followed up these articles with a reply to Jan Narveson in Social Philosophy 
and Policy (1983) and a chapter in his book A Matter of Principle entitled 
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“Why Liberals Should Care about Equality” (1985). Following on from there, 
chapter 6 of Law’s Empire (1986) fleshes out the concept of a true political 
community, while “What is Equality? Part 3: The Place of Liberty” (1987a) 
examines the alleged tension between equality and liberty. The next landmark 
in the development of Dworkin’s theory of equality came in the shape of 
Sovereign Virtue (2000). He has also replied to his critics in Ethics (2002), 
Philosophy and Public Affairs (2003) and Justine Burley’s edited collection 
Dworkin and His Critics (2004). Chapter 4 of Is Democracy Possible Here? 
(2006) revisits many of the earlier themes and explores in detail the question of 
taxation and legitimacy in the context of US politics. The first part of this paper 
is to scrutinise Dworkin’s theory of equality by examining equality of 
resources. The second part of the paper is to try to develop a Dworkinian 
approach to questions of regional justice in East Asia. In chapter 6 of Law’s 
Empire, Dworkin anchors the right to equal concern to political communities, 
and this gives pause for thought about the possibility of a regional or even 
global political community. His ‘Equality of Resources’ is revisited to see what 
light, if any, it might shed on questions of regional distribution in East Asia.  

II. Dworkin’s Egalitarian Argument 

Distributive principles of justice may vary in numerous dimensions. They 
can vary in what is subject to distribution (income, wealth, opportunities, jobs, 
welfare, utility, etc.); in the nature of the subjects of the distribution (natural 
persons, groups of persons, reference classes, etc.); and on what basis 
distribution should be made (equality, maximization, according to individual 
characteristics, according to free transactions, etc.). 

Resource-based principles (also called Resource Egalitarianism) prescribe 
equality of resources. Interestingly, resource-based principles do not normally 
prescribe a patterned outcome—the idea being that the outcomes are determined 
by people’s free use of their resources. Resource-theorists claim that the Rawls’ 
difference principle is insufficiently ‘ambition-sensitive’ and that provided 
people have equal resources they should live with the consequences of their 
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choices. They argue, for instance, that people who choose to work hard to earn 
more income should not be required to subsidize those choosing more leisure 
and hence less income.  

Resource-theorists also make a related complaint that the difference 
principle is not sufficiently ‘endowment-sensitive.’ While part of Rawls’ 
motivation for the difference principle is that people have unequal endowments, 
resource-theorists explicitly emphasize this feature of their theory though they 
differ on which endowments are relevant to questions of distributive justice. 
They agree that, ideally, social circumstances over which people have no 
control should not adversely affect life prospects or earning capacities. Some 
resource-theorists further argue that, for the same sorts of reasons, unequal 
natural endowments should attract compensation. For instance, people born 
with handicaps, ill-health, or low levels of natural talents have not brought these 
circumstances upon themselves and hence, should not be disadvantaged in their 
life prospects. 

The most prominent resource-based theory, developed by Ronald Dworkin, 
(Dworkin 1981a, 1981b), proposes that people begin with equal resources but 
end up with unequal economic benefits as a result of their own choices. What 
constitutes a just material distribution is to be determined by the result of a 
thought experiment designed to model fair distribution. Dworkin begins his 
theoretical development of equality of resources by supposing that a number of 
shipwreck survivors are washed up on a desert island which has abundunt 
resources and no native population, and any likely rescue is many years away 
(Dworkin, 1981b, p.285). The survivors choose to divide the resources, and let 
us suppose this includes raw materials, arable land, food, plants and so on, 
equally between them. Moreover, the survivors have the chance to purchase 
insurance against lacking certain other kinds of resources such as healthy limbs 
and talents. The rationale for doing so is to give expression to what Dworkin 
regards as a commonly held intuition that it is unfair for a person born with a 
physical disability or lack of talent or mental ability to have less income and 
wealth simply by virtue of this brute luck. Therefore, his equality of resources is 
a distributional scheme that treats people as equals when it distributes or 
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transfers resources among them until no further transfer would leave their 
shares of the total resources more equal (Dworkin, 1981a, p.186). The scheme 
also allows a fair distribution at any given time to be sensitive to people’s 
ambitions, i.e., choices about occupation, investment and consumption. So to 
treat people as equals is to try to make sure that the distribution of income and 
wealth at any given moment is ambition-sensitive but not endowment-sensitive 
(Dworkin,1981b, p.311; 1985, p.207). Equality of resources ranges over very 
different kinds of resources from “personal resources” (i.e., his physical and 
mental health and innate ability to produce goods or services ) to “impersonal 
resources” (i.e., those resources that can be reassigned from one person to 
another ) (Dworkin, 2000, pp.322-3); from “bodily resources”, defined as 
resources which are to be regarded as falling within the rightful domain of the 
person and that other things remaining equal may not be reassigned from one 
person to another, such as skills, talents, body parts, labor power, physical 
attributes and mental efforts, to “non-bodily resources”, where this means 
resources that fall outside of the protected boundaries of bodily integrity and 
that other things remaining equal may be reassigned from one person to another, 
such as land, natural materials, artefacts, commodities, ideas or intellectual 
property. The shipwreck survivors are supposed to accept the principle that no 
one is antecedently entitled to any of these resources, but that they shall instead 
be divided equally among them. They also accept the envy test. No division of 
resources is an equal division if, once the division is complete, any immigrant 
would prefer someone else’s bundle of resources to his own bundle. The envy 
test is not static but must be applied over an entire life. So, if Jack (say) chooses 
to work on his share of resources with the single-minded ambition of producing 
as much of what others value as possible, the relevant question is not simply 
whether other people would envy his net share of resources but whether they 
would envy his resource output plus the labor it took to produce that output. If 
no one envies Jack’s bundle of resources and labor, the distribution cannot be 
said to be unequal on that account (Dworkin, 1981b, p.285).  

We are then asked to imagine that one of the shipwreck survivors is elected 
to achieve a division of resources which satisfies the envy test. Initially, the 



 The Extent of Distributive Justice in East Asia 521 

 

divider tries to achieve this result through a process of trial and error, but it 
soon becomes apparent that even when nobody would prefer someone else’s 
bundle of resources, some people would prefer that the divider had chosen a 
different set of bundles in the first place. So the divider requires a procedure 
that will register the wishes of the agents concerning how the bundles are to be 
constructed. Dworkin proposes an auction in which the divider (now an 
auctioneer) provides the shipwreck survivors with an equal number of 
purchasing chips (clamshells) and proposes a set of lots and prices. The 
auctioneer cries out increasing prices for each lot until there is only one 
purchaser for that lot. Importantly, everyone has the right to change his or her 
bids even after the auction is complete and the right to request different lots. 
Unlike Rawls’ veil of ignorance, people know what their personal preferences 
are when bidding for resources. The auction is run again and again until nobody 
prefers anyone else’s bundle and the survivors come to understand and accept 
that they cannot do better by further iterations of the auction. That everyone is 
in need of food, clothing and shelter may be a practical reason why the envy test 
is achieved fairly swiftly. Dworkin claims that they would accept an auction as 
a fair way to divide the available resources equally rather than attempting to 
achieve equality of welfare. But why? He indicates that it is because they would 
reject the core assumption of equality of welfare, namely, that people are meant 
to decide what sorts of lives they want independently of information relevant to 
determining how much their choices will reduce or enhance the ability of others 
to have what they want (Dworkin, 1981b, pp.286-288).  

The main difficulty that prevents the egalitarian planner from using the 
model of insurance to deal with inequalities in the real world is the regrettable 
fact that many people are born with shortfalls on the side of their personal 
resources, and so never get the chance to purchase insurance. Lack of income 
will often reflect lack of talent for production, for example. But this tends to 
materialise early on in life before there is a feasibly insurance risk (Dworkin, 
1981b, p.315; 2000, pp.333-334). The same can be said for various medical 
conditions: private insurers will charge more or less on the basis of family 
medical history or genetic predisposition (Dworkin, 1981b, p.297). Indeed, the 
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problem of medical insurance is compounded by the fact of unequal income, so 
that people have different amounts of money to spend on insurance (Dworkin, 
1981b, p.311; 2006, p.115). Dworkin’s solution to these problems is thus to 
invoke the idea of hypothetical insurance. 

Consider the case of productive talent. We are asked to imagine that 
information about the desert island and its group of new inhabitants is fed into a 
special computer. Using this data the computer projects the income structure 
that is likely to emerge as a free market for labor develops. Each of the 
shipwreck survivors knows the projected income structure and his own 
particular skills and attributes, but is stipulated to be radically uncertain what 
income level his own talents would permit him to occupy. Some of the 
survivors will have the talents to command relatively high incomes, others will 
not, but each person does not know if he or she will be one of the lucky ones 
and therefore supposes that he or she has the same antecedent chance as 
anybody else of having the talent to occupy any given percentile. We are then 
asked to imagine that there are a number of commercial insurance firms on the 
island who offer insurance policies to the survivors. Insurance is provided 
against failing to have the talent to earn at whatever level of income, within the 
projected structure, the policyholder names. Insurance premiums are paid not 
from initial resources but from future earnings at fixed periods (Dworkin, 
1981b, p.317). It is supposed to offer an interpretation of what the twin 
requirements of ambition-sensitivity and endowment-insensitivity mean given 
the strategic problem. While actual taxation and social expenditure should try to 
mimic the hypothetical insurance scheme, the scheme itself does not attempt to 
mimic or stand as a surrogate or proxy for the twin requirements. Dworkin 
holds simply that we do not know what equality means without the insurance 
device. So the device plays an interpretive rather than a merely instrumental 
role in specifying the requirements of equality of resources. Dworkin’s theory 
of equality of resources is more luck egalitarian when stated at a higher level of 
abstraction than a lower, more concrete level. In other words, Dworkin is an 
interpretive luck egalitarian (Brown, 2009, p.81).   
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III. Interpretive Regional Luck Egalitarianism 

Interpretive regional luck egalitarianism proposes that various rules, 
practices and individual actions are at their best (or most just) only if they aim 
to mitigate regional brute luck whilst at the same time upholding the 
consequences of personal responsibility in a region. It says that the 
appropriateness of applying these two requirements is the result of interpreting 
certain rules, practices and individual actions in the light of the concept of 
egalitarian justice and in terms of deeper principles of human dignity.  

This conception of regional luck egalitarianism is attractive with two 
principal benefits. The first is that it is well placed to identify other sites of 
egalitarian justice besides institutional regimes. It does not deny that rules and 
practices are important sites of egalitarian justice, but it does recognize that 
particular actions which either fall outside of or within a social framework can 
also be interpreted as subject to principles of regional luck egalitarianism. So, 
for example, by choosing to do something but not enough to help the victims of 
natural diasters elsewhere in a region, agents who are engaged in institutional 
foreign aid, a rule or practice, must account for why they have failed to satisfy 
the demands of regional luck egalitarianism. They must do so because justice 
applies to the decisions they make within the current institutional structure to 
which principles of justice also apply. Justice applies to their decisions for the 
same reason it applies to the institutions, namely, that they have serious 
repercussions for the lives of those affected. 

The second principal benefit of interpretive regional luck egalitarianism is 
that it successfully walks the line between being too luck egalitarian and not 
being luck egalitarian enough. On the one hand, the aim of a priori regional 
luck egalitarianism is to fully compensate brute luck and uphold choice and 
responsibility as much as possible. But there are occasions when this aim comes 
up against the inappropriateness of levelling down. Interpretive regional luck 
egalitarianism, by contrast, incorporates the twin requirements of mitigating 
brute luck and upholding choices within a larger interpretive framework of 
understanding what it means to show equal concern and respect at the regional 
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level. So there is less suggestion that it requires levelling down even in 
principle. On the other hand, institutional regional luck egalitarianism merely 
provides a justificatory device for defending other, perhaps non-egalitarian, 
principles of distributive justice. Interpretive regional luck egalitarianism offers 
a different way of understanding the point of luck egalitarian requirements. So, 
for example, an interpretive luck egalitarian is able to say that the twin 
requirements are constitutive of what justice means at a high level of 
abstraction. Of course, these requirements cannot be taken at face value but 
must be interpreted at a lower level of abstraction. 

Dworkin draws a useful distinction between abstract egalitarian rights, on 
the one hand, and the more substantive right to equality of resources, on the 
other hand, where the latter interprets the former. One might say that regional 
luck egalitarianism is an abstract statement of the right to regional equal 
concern and respect, whereas regional equality of resources provides a more 
concrete interpretation of that right. Regional equality of resources does not 
attempt to fully compensate brute luck but to respond to it appropriately by 
transforming it into option luck. It requires only that people receive the 
resources they would on average have received under conditions of ex ante 
equality, where this is likely to be much less than full compensation given that 
most people would not choose to purchase full compensation given how costly 
the revelant policies would be. By developing this theory, it is hoped to assuage 
the objection put by anti-egalitarians that principles of regional equality must be 
hopelessly over-demanding. 

IV. Mechanisms of Luck Egalitarianism in East Asia 

Can abstract egalitarian rights play a role in distributive justice in East 
Asia? According to Elizabeth Anderson, luck egalitarians:  

 
place great stress on the distinction between the outcomes for which 

an individual is responsible─ that is, those that result from her voluntary 
choices─ and the outcomes for which she is not responsible─ good or 
bad outcomes that occur independent of her choice or of what she could 
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have reasonably forseen. (Anderson, 1999, p.291) 
 
Citing the work of Dworkin, she adds, luck egalitarians dub this distinction 

between option luck and brute luck. While Dworkin has been perfecting his 
theory of equality for life within liberal democracies, some scholars have been 
arguing that the demands of socio-economic justice are operative within states 
but also across state borders (Beitz, 1979; Barry, 1982; Pogge, 1989; Tan, 
2004). What is more, some students of international law now point to the 
creation of juridical entitlements in the areas of foreign aid, price stabilisation, 
trade, lending and the regional commons based on overarching principles of 
distributive justice (Franck, 1995). It is appropriate to interpret foreign aid as 
being adequately just when it mimics the payments that would be made by 
hypothetical insurance companies to their individual policyholders if, contrary 
to fact, persons in a region faced the same antecedent chance of disaster, 
destitution and lack of development and enjoyed ample opportunity to purchase 
insurance against such risks. This is not a compromise or second-best solution 
but an attempt to understand what equal concern truly requires of us. 

As economic interdependence has become more pronounced, many 
commentators have observed the loss of regulatory control by national 
governments. Apart from the international economic and financial institutions 
such as the World Bank Group, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) operated actively in the last century, some 
emerging bilateral or multilateral economic transnational institutions that play 
an important role of implementing the distributive justice in East Asia have 
been appearing on the scene.  

1. Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC)1 

APEC is a forum for 21 Pacific Rim countries (formally Member 
Economies) that seeks to promote free trade and economic cooperation 
throughout the Asia-Pacific region. Established since 1989 in response to the 
growing interdependence of Asia-Pacific economies and the advent of regional 

                                                        
1  More information will be collected on the website of the APEC: http://www.apec.org 
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economic blocs (such as the European Union) in other parts of the world, APEC 
has been working to raise living standards and education levels through 
sustainable economic growth and to foster a sense of community and an 
appreciation of shared interests among Asia-Pacific countries. Members account 
for approximately 40% of the world’s population, approximately 54% of the 
world’s gross domestic product and about 44% of world trade.  

To meet the Bogor Goals, APEC carries out work in three main areas: 
 
(1) Trade and Investment Liberalization 

According to the organization itself, when APEC was established in 
1989 average trade barriers in the region stood at 16.9 percent, but had 
been reduced to 5.5% in 2004. 

(2) Business Facilitation Efforts 
APEC has long been at the forefront of reform efforts in the area of 
business facilitation. From 2002 to 2006, the cost of business 
transactions across the region was reduced by 6 percent, thanks to the 
APEC Trade Facilitation Action Plan (TFAPI). From 2007 to 2010, 
APEC hopes to achieve an additional 5 percent reduction in business 
transaction costs. To this end, a new Trade Facilitation Action Plan has 
been endorsed. According to a 2008 research brief published by the 
World Bank as part of its Trade Costs and Facilitation Project, 
increasing transparency in the region’s trading system is critical if 
APEC is to meet its Bogor Goal targets. The APEC Business Travel 
Card, a travel document for visa-free business travel within the region, 
is one of the concrete measures to facilitate business. In May 2010 
Russia joined the scheme, thus completing the circle. 

(3) Proposed Free Trade Area of the Asia-Pacific 
APEC is considering the prospects and options for a Free Trade Area of 
the Asia-Pacific (FTAAP) which would include all member economies 
of Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC). Since 2006, the APEC 
Business Advisory Council, promoting the theory that a free trade area 
has the best chance of converging the member nations and ensuring 
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stable economic growth under free trade, has lobbied for the creation of 
a high-level task force to study and develop a plan for a free trade area. 
The proposal for a FTAAP arose due to the lack of progress in the Doha 
round of World Trade Organization negotiations, and as a way to 
overcome the ‘spaghetti bowl’ effect created by overlapping and 
conflicting elements of free trade agreements among members─ there 
are as many as 60 free trade agreements and 117 being negotiated in 
Southeast Asia and the Asia-Pacific region. The FTAAP is more 
ambitious in scope than the Doha round, which limits itself to reducing 
trade restrictions. The FTAAP would create a free trade zone that 
would considerably expand commerce and economic growth in the 
region. The economic expansion and growth in trade could exceed the 
expectations of other regional free trade areas such as the ASEAN Plus 
Three (ASEAN + China, Japan, and South Korea). Some criticisms 
include that the diversion of trade within APEC members would create 
trade imbalances, market conflicts and complications with nations of 
other regions. The development of the FTAAP is expected to take many 
years, involving essential studies, evaluations and negotiations among 
member economies. It is also affected by the absence of political will 
and popular agitations and lobbying against free trade in domestic 
politics. 

2. The Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP)2 

TPP, also known as the Trans-Pacific Strategic Economic Partnership 
Agreement, is a multilateral free trade agreement that aims to further liberalize 
the economies of the Asia-Pacific region; specifically, Article 1.1.3 notes: “The 
Parties seek to support the wider liberalization process in APEC consistent with 
its goals of free and open trade and investment.” The original agreement among 
the countries of Brunei, Chile, New Zealand and Singapore was signed on June 
3, 2005, and entered into force on May 28, 2006. Six additional countries─

                                                        
2  More information will be collected on the website of the Office of United States Trade 

Representative: http://www.ustr.gov/tpp 
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Australia, Malaysia, Peru, Japan, United States, and Vietnam─are negotiating 
to join the group. On the last day of the 2010 APEC summit, November 14, 
leaders of the nine negotiating countries endorsed the proposal advanced by 
United States President Barack Obama that set a target for settlement of 
negotiations by the next APEC summit in November 2011. On the 11th 
November 2011 the Japanese Prime Minister, Yoshihiko Noda, announced 
negotiations to join.  

The TPP was previously known as the Pacific Three Closer Economic 
Partnership (P3-CEP), its negotiations launched on the sidelines of the 2002 
APEC Leaders’ Meeting in Los Cabos, Mexico, by Chilean President Ricardo 
Lagos and Prime Ministers Goh Chok Tong of Singapore and Helen Clark of 
New Zealand. Brunei first took part as a full negotiating party in the fifth round 
of talks in April 2005, after which the trade bloc became known as the Pacific-4 
(P4). 

Although all original and negotiating parties are members of the Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), the TPP is not an APEC initiative. 
However, it is considered as a pathfinder for the proposed Free Trade Area of 
the Asia Pacific (FTAAP), an APEC initiative. TPP negotiations have occurred 
on the sidelines of APEC summits since 2002. 

The objective of the original agreement was to eliminate 90 percent of all 
tariffs among member countries by January 1, 2006, and reduce all trade tariffs 
to zero by the year of 2015. It is a comprehensive agreement covering all the 
main pillars of a free trade agreement, including trade in goods, rules of origin, 
trade remedies, sanitary and phytosanitary measures, technical barriers to trade, 
trade in services, intellectual property, government procurement and competition 
policy. 

3. The Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA)3 

ECFA is a preferential trade agreement between the governments of the 
People’s Republic of China (mainland China) and the Republic of China 

                                                        
3  More information will be collected on the website of the ECFA: http://www.ecfa.org.tw 
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(Taiwan) that aims to reduce tariffs and commercial barriers between the two 
sides. The pact, signed on June 29, 2010, in Chongqing, was seen as the most 
significant agreement since the two sides split in 1949. It will boost the current 
US$ 110 billion bilateral trade between both sides. Through the efforts of the 
Kuomintang Administration, Taipei was motivated to sign the ECFA with 
mainland China partly in hope that once it has this agreement the PRC will stop 
pressuring other countries to avoid such agreements with Taiwan. The ECFA 
has been compared with the Closer Economic Partnership Arrangements that 
mainland China signed with the Special Administrative Regions: Hong Kong 
and Macau.  

It is hoped that the conduct of these institutions arguably has greater 
implications for the promotion of distributive justice in East Asia than 
traditional domestic mechanisms of individual countries.  

V. Economic Policies and Political Measures for 
Distributive Justice 

Of the economic policies suggested for the realization of distributive 
justice, there are at least seven measures can be employed as follows: 

1. Debt cancellation 

As compared with the current debt issue of the European counterparts, 
Asian countries have few debt problems. This approach has been proposed by 
organizations such as Jubilee Debt Campaign. The cancellation of debts owed 
by developing countries such as Thailand, Malaysia, Philippines, Vietnam, 
Laos, Myanmar, Cambodia, and Mongolia, etc., is essential if they are to 
achieve distributive justice and democratic progress.4 

2. Charges for use of the global commons 

As the Commission on Global Governance proposes, charges for use of the 

                                                        
4  Concerning external debt owed by Asian nations, refer to the World Economic Outlook 

Database on the website of the IMF: http://www.imf.org  
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global commons should be implemented, including charging people for the use 
of flight paths by levying an extra fee for passengers, levying a fee for the use 
of oceans and charging special fees for maritime dumping of waste where the 
level of toxicity does not require outright prohibition. The Commission also 
moots the idea of imposing fees on those who wish to engage in ocean fishing 
as well as special user fees for activities in Antarctica. Furthermore, it raises the 
possibility of levying parking fees for geostationary satellites and charging for 
use of the electromagnetic spectrum.5 

Another instance of user charges is Thomas Pogge’s suggestion that those 
who use the Earth’s natural resources should pay a dividend—what he terms the 
“Global Resources Dividend” (Pogge, 2002, pp.196-215). 

3. A tax on international currency speculations 

James Tobin’s proposal of imposing a tax on international currency 
speculations would be a useful policy instrument for furthering distributive 
justice (Tobin, 1982). Tobin’s primary aim was not to eradicate regional or 
global poverty, but Machiko Nissanke has seized on his proposal and argued 
that the proceeds of such a tax should be employed to assist the weak, destitute, 
ill and starving (Nissanke, 2005, pp.79-83). 

4. Elimination of protectionist policies 

For some the most effective way of eradicating regional or world poverty 
is to eliminate some of the existing barriers to trade. Specifically, many have 
argued that one primary cause of global poverty is the system of tariffs and 
subsidies employed by the European Union and developed countries, such as 
the USA (Wolfensohn, 2002, p.121).  

5. Fair trade and labor regulation 

Regional or gobal poverty requires constructing, implementing and 
enforcing regulations which ensure fair conditions of trade. In other words, fair 
trade should involve trading in a non-exploitative manner and ensuring that 

                                                        
5  See Commission on Global Governance, 1995, Our Global Neighbourhood. 
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workers in developing countries receive a fair wage for their labor and do not 
work in unhealthy conditions. Two closely related examples are child labor in 
some Southeast Asian nations and sweatshops in China. 

6. Decreasing carbon emissions 

Because of the global warming, the weather of the Earth is increasingly 
unpredictable to lead to drought in some countries, flooding in others, an 
increase in malaria, cholera and dengue fever, and even the submersion of land 
due to a rise in sea-level. Climate change thus represents a clear threat to the 
condition of the regional or global poor. In virtue of this, steps need to be taken 
to prevent further harm to the climate and this will require cutting back on the 
total amount of carbon emissions. 

7. Aid 

It is frequently assumed that aid offered by transnational institutions such 
as IMF, ADB, and developed nations such as the USA, Japan, Singapore, must 
be a core part of any commitment to eradicating regional and world poverty.  

 
In addition to the above seven economic policies, a comprehensive 

analysis of how best to realize distributive justice requires that we also consider 
what one might term political measures as follows: 

1. Open borders 

One political measure that has been proposed as a means of attaining 
distributive justice is that of opening borders and allowing freer immigration. 
Some suggest that opening up borders would help alleviate regional or global 
poverty: members of poor countries where wages are low and there is 
unemployment can migrate to countries with higher wages and a demand for 
workers. David Begg, Stanley Fischer and Rudiger Dornbusch maintain that the 
quickest way to equalize world income distribution would be to permit free 
migration among countries (Begg et al., 1991: 644). 
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2. Civil and political rights 

We have good reason to suppose that standard civil and political rights can 
play a significant role in combating regional or global poverty. Amartya Sen has 
famously argued that democratic government prevents the occurrence of 
famines (Sen, 1999). James Nickel maintains that freedom of expression, 
association and political participation can foster distributive justice (Nickel, 
1996). 

3. Fostering peace 

Enabling peace must be a key element in any attempt to eradicate poverty. 
For war and conflict frequently involve and result in famine, poverty and 
malnutrition (Nickel, 1996, p.183). 

4. Denying the international resource privilege 

Pogge has argued that whether a democratic regime is likely to remain 
democratic is strongly influenced by what he terms the international resource 
privilege. This refers to the international practice whereby states are deemed to 
have the right to own resources in their territories and to sell or exploit them as 
they see fit. Pogge’s point is that the international resource privilege weakens 
democracy (pogge, 2002, pp. 113-114). 

5. Denying the international borrowing privilege 

A second innovative proposal developed by Pogge concerns what he terms 
the international borrowing privilege. This refers to the practice whereby states 
are granted loans by external actors, and successor governments are held to be 
bound by the decisions of the undemocratic government which took out the 
loan. 

VI. Concluding Remarks 

The paper introduces Dworkin’s conception of equality of resources 
including the distinction between personal and impersonal resources, the twin 
requirements that the distribution of income and wealth should be given at any 
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given time ambition-sensitive but not endowment-sensitive, and the technical 
devices of the desert island auction and hypothetical insurance markets. In 
addition, regional equality of resources does not attempt to fully compensate 
brute luck but to respond to it appropriately by transforming it into option luck. 
Some transnational institutions, such as APEC, TPP, and ECFA, are mentioned 
to highlight the institutional luck egalitarianism in East Asia for the increasing 
scale of natural disasters and human conflicts. The operations of the bilateral or 
multilateral organizations are thus crucial to the impact of regionalization on 
distributive justice. The economic policies and political measures can be 
employed to further distributive justice in Esat Asia. In short, for those readers 
who have been influenced by Dworkin’s theory of equality at the domestic 
level, the essay tries to show how this theory might play out at the regional 
level in spite of Dworkin. 
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