
Cosmopolitanism is a moral system of thought which sees all 
human beings as being part of the same community and therefore 
as owing ethical duties to each other. It’s a very broad term, and 
different thinkers use it to mean different things, but ultimately 

it’s the idea that people everywhere –regardless of nationality or 
other specific things about their lives – are in a moral relationship 

with each other.
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CosmopolitanismCosmopolitanism

Cosmopolitanism and global justice
We’re going to think about a specific kind of cosmopolitan thought: the 
type which is concerned with global justice. We live in an unequal world. 
We’re made aware of this all the time through media reports and in our 
study and work, but why should we feel responsible for this inequality? 
Most cosmopolitans would argue it’s either because there’s something 
about humans – maybe the ability to make decisions for ourselves – which 
makes us all worthy of equal moral respect; or that relationships exist in 
the world (like global trading and the economy) which enter us all into 
moral relationships whether we like it or not. Either way, both these ideas 
are influenced by the work of Immanuel Kant.

Kant was an 18th century philosopher whose thinking has been hugely 
important in many ways. He argued that because all human beings are 
autonomous (we can make decisions and have free will) we are all at some 
level worthy of the same type of moral consideration. This means that all 
humans are part of the same moral community. Kant also argued, in an 
important essay called Perpetual Peace, that societies and countries have 
obligations to individuals who aren’t part of their community. Because he 
saw the world (in a general sense) as being jointly owned by everyone, he 
thought countries had an obligation to receive strangers as guests as long 
as they were peaceful. This is an important principle – it places an ethical 
duty on people towards those from other countries or places.

Kant and cosmopolitanism
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Kant’s thinking helped lots of other later philosophers develop 
their ideas in ways that extend well beyond cosmopolitanism. Within 

cosmopolitanism, Kant’s ideas helped John Rawls, a 20th century 
philosopher, develop his ideas about justice and fairness. Rawls argued 

that distributive justice (redistributing wealth from richer to poorer 
people) was a vital part of a fair society.

His argument goes something like this:
Lots of us only think you deserve something if you’ve earned it. 

For example, someone who has built a successful business 
deserves their wealth more than someone who has inherited it. 

This means that these things shouldn’t affect our eventual 
success. But how can we decide what everyone in a society would 

see as fair? The richer people are unlikely to want to share their 
wealth just through kindness.

But lots of the things which influence how successful we become 
- like our social background - are beyond our control. Crucially, 

this also applies to our personal qualities - our intelligence, or our 
sporting ability, for example.

Rawls thinks we can do this by putting ourselves in what he calls the ‘Original Position’. 
This is an imaginary situation where a person is asked to design a fair society, without 
knowing their place within it or what specific talents they might have. For example, if 
Messi was in the Original Position, he wouldn’t know he was a world-class footballer. 
The person is only asked to design the basic principles which decide how the society 
works; they don’t get to decide on who actually has what.

Rawls thinks that if we were asked to do this, most of us would arrange society so that:
1) Everyone had basic rights and freedoms; and
2) Any inequalities were arranged to benefit the worst-off people in the society.

He calls this position ‘maximin’ – maximising the minimum. The idea is that because 
no-one wants to be extremely poor, or to have their opportunities limited by poverty, 
everyone would choose to make the situation better for the poorest if they thought they 
might be one of the poorest. Rawls argues that we know this is fair because if the rich 
didn’t know they were (through luck of being born wealthy or intelligent) privileged, 
they would support this.



Consider a world with two separate systems of interaction that have 
no contact but are aware of each other and suppose that one of 

them is prosperous whereas the other is extremely impoverished. 
Compare, now, two individuals—one from the prosperous system 
and one from the impoverished system—who are identical in their 

abilities and needs. The member of the prosperous system receives 
more. But it is difficult to see why—concentrating on any possible 
and reasonable criteria for entitlement—this is fair. She is not more 
hard-working or more gifted or more needy. In all respects they are 
identical (bar one, namely that one is lucky to live in the prosperous 
society and one is not) and yet an institutionalist approach confers 
on one many more benefits. Moreover, it does so wholly arbitrarily 

because there is no ground on which the member of the prosperous 
society can claim to be entitled to more. 

(Caney 2005: 111)
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Rawls put forward a very strong argument for distributive justice. 
The trouble is, he only intended it to apply within societies, not 

between them. Lots of cosmopolitans have criticised this position. 

Let’s take a look at their thoughts:

Here, Simon Caney argues that – like intelligence in Rawls’ example – 
nationality isn’t something we can control. It’s down to luck – and so we 
shouldn’t base our ethical decisions on it. Caney therefore thinks we owe 
people in other parts of the world the same, or similar, distributive justice 
that we might owe people in our own country.

Other cosmopolitans argue that other people might not deserve our ethical 
consideration automatically, but that in the developed world our actions 
actively cause the global poor harm. Thomas Pogge thinks that the way the 
global economy works – with large companies exploiting poor workers, 
driven by consumer demand – means that people in the developed world 
have an ethical duty to help those they have harmed. This is a causation 
argument – because our actions have caused harm, we are responsible for 
making the damage up. Instead of relying on ideas of common humanity, 
Pogge thinks that not redistributing wealth is an active violation of the rights 
of the global poor – which might allow a stronger claim for distribution.


