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Abstract 

This philosophy thesis identifies and maps the main psychological components in 

global justice debates. It is demonstrated that assumptions about empathy support 

philosophical claims about motivation, and these claims underlie competing positions 

on responsibility for global justice: cosmopolitanism and statism. Interrogating the role 

of concepts of empathy and motivation in the existing global justice debate is therefore 

pursued and found to be a productive strategy for revealing a new perspective within 

this debate. The normative claims from the institutional thesis about global justice, and 

its peripheral claims about motivation show that in most cases, focusing on individual 

responsibility for moral motivation is a mistake, as most individuals have so little 

capacity to affect the institutional causes of global injustice.  Philosophical debates on 

motivation ought instead to focus on empathy and motivation within individuals with 

institutional power. A wide array of empathy phenomena and practical suggestions 

help inform the debate on who is responsible for lack of motivation. Theoretically, the 

conclusions of this thesis can create better focused institutional responsibility for 

global justice. Finally, some practical steps are suggested in regards to 1) how to better 

locate responsibility and, 2) encouraging future research in this cross-disciplinary area.  
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Introduction 

At present, the world is not a just place. Over one billion people live in severe 

neediness whereby their basic material, physical and social requirements and 

capabilities to have their human rights fulfilled are taken away from them. All of these 

unmet needs are included when discussing global poverty. Only by understanding why 

things happen and who can turn things around, can progress be made to solve global 

poverty, and there is hope. The why has already been answered in global justice theory; 

it is institutions that through different agreements and policies cause global poverty. 

In order to be proactive and hopeful, it is therefore important to continue their work 

and ask who has primary responsibility to alleviate global poverty, and what we can 

do to ensure this responsibility is met. Is it individuals who have the responsibility to 

become more motivated to engage with global injustices and donating to aid 

organisations, collectively organising or protesting, or is it our global institutions that 

have a responsibility to become more motivated to carry out moral policies and 

reforms? This thesis maps out these questions carefully, together with the debate on 

the problem with motivation. By analysing responsibility concepts, how they relate to 

the institutional thesis of global justice and what we can do to solve the problems 

presented within this debate the setting becomes a proactive platform for philosophical 

inquiry and practical considerations that may spur a new debate and lead to further 

research.1 The two central aims of this thesis are to provide a groundwork of the 

psychological foundations that underpin global justice and make a connection more 

 
1 I will discuss these practical suggestions primarily by reference to the enhancement debate and other 
political-educational solutions as they have occurred in the present debate in global justice. 
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visible between neuropsychological research on empathy and global justice theory. 

The purpose of these central aims is to make a cross-disciplinary contribution to this 

analytic and applied field of ethics that informs the scholarly debate on motivation and 

responsibility. This thesis presents the main claim that empathy is needed in 

institutions, based on the many literary, analytic, and empirical arguments and facts 

discussed here, in order to transition to global justice. The thesis draws on literature in 

global justice, together with the most recent findings in neuroscience. Research on 

collective emotions helps support these ideas by showing the relevance of 

psychological inclusion for the cross disciplinary debates. It is the contention of this 

thesis that if these ideas were to come to life, a very fruitful and practical discussion 

would come about, enabling a more just world.  

This investigation starts with the motivation question (the question: What 

motivates individuals to act to transition to global justice?) in global justice debates. 

Philosophers generally claim that the main reason for lack of action in relation to 

global poverty by ordinary affluent individuals is lack of motivation. This explanatory 

model offers a one-sided notion of responsibility that I intend to challenge; because 

lack of motivation, so conceived, is also present in institutions. Not only is it present 

in institutions, but it is also less relevant when it is present in affluent individuals due 

to their relative lack of capacity. To address this particular notion of motivation, this 

thesis highlights the psychological foundations that underpin global justice debates. 

This effort creates a framework of psychological motivations of institutional global 

justice.  Institutional global justice is the thesis that the current world is unjust because 

of the immensity of human rights deficits occurring under global institutions’ 

imposition of institutional schemes. Through close attention to the psychological 

foundations of global justice debates, and in the light of recent advances in 
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neuropsychology, the discussion below explores possibilities for advancing global 

justice debates. 

Conceptual debates on the question of motivation are concerned with what 

responsibilities the affluent have in alleviating global poverty. These responsibilities 

depend largely on two factors in the literature: 1, personal capacity and 2, personal 

moral convictions. 1 is of primary concern for practical reasons. In order  to understand 

the motivation question in global justice, there needs to be a (normative) account of 

motivation that is effective within institutions.  

Peter Singer famously argued that to assist the global poor today, everyone 

ought to donate at least five per cent of their gross annual income to help the deprived 

(among other things).2 In making this argument, Singer held millions of people 

responsible, despite them neither being directly causally responsible for the harms they 

were said to be responsible for, nor able to do what he wanted them to do. They were 

sometimes said to be unaware of how things they were said to be guilty of actually 

work, or lacked faith in the overall project of donating, despite having their hearts in 

the right place. Philosophers have since disagreed whether Singer’s demands were too 

difficult and objected to his moral requirements. They have also held against Singer 

the fact that he himself failed to live up to these moral standards with how little he 

himself donates to charity, in contrast to the amounts he argues that people ought to 

donate. 

The as yet indeterminate concept of motivation has previously been discussed 

by moral philosophers across the fields of ethics and morality. It is indeterminate 

because there is a lack of clarity in the global justice debate around what exactly is 

 
2 Peter Singer, The Life You Can Save: Acting Now to End World Poverty (Random House, 2009), 
160. 
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being discussed when it comes to motivation. First comes a working definition and in 

the following chapter central aspects of motivation and how it relates to different 

problems in global justice will be addressed.  

In 1970 Thomas Nagel wrote the famous short book “The Possibility of 

Altruism” in which he states that ethics is a branch of psychology: “Philosophers 

interested in the motivational problems of ethics commonly seek a justification for 

being moral: a consideration which can persuade everyone or nearly everyone to 

adhere to certain moral principles, by connecting those principles with a motivational 

influence to which everyone is susceptible.”3 

In John Broome’s famous article “Motivation” (to which Holly Lawford-Smith 

refers in her article as a contribution to the global justice debate, “The Motivation 

Question: Arguments from Justice and Humanity”), Broome seeks to establish the 

rationality on which ethical motivation is brought about, that is, the motivational 

structure of our actions. This is, according to Broome, based on a specific rationality 

called encratic reasoning. Broome’s definition is “When you believe you ought to do 

something, that belief can motivate you to do it”.4  

Investigating the literature, it seems that Lawford-Smith’s reference to 

Broome’s definition, which as we saw  reflects earlier work by Nagel, is the closest to 

a definition of the notion of motivation in ethics as we will get. Reading Lawford-

Smith’s article “The Motivation Question; Arguments from Justice and Humanity”, 

however, gives us no clear definition of the term. There is not a clear working 

 
3 Thomas Nagel, The Possibility of Altruism (Princeton University Press 1970) 
4 John Broome, in THEORIA (Blackwell Publishing, 2009). P.98. In this thesis I do not seek to discuss 
moral motivation in an ontological fashion or in any fashion at all given that the aim of this thesis is to 
explicate the concept of motivation within the much delineated scholarly field of global justice. That 
is, how it is being used and what it means for global justice. However, as the definition of the concept 
is very important, some discussion is needed given that it seems to be variable within the global 
justice debate.  
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definition on motivation in this subject. Lawford-Smith’s discussion nonetheless 

makes it clear that the motivation question in global ethics is something like what 

motivates individuals to engage in global justice.   

Nicholas Southwood (2016) gives us a hint of what the concept of motivation 

in ethics refers to in his article “The Motivation Question”: “How does it happen that 

our beliefs about what we ought to do cause us to intend to do what we believe we 

ought to do?”. This, too, is based on Broome’s vis-à-vis Nagel’s original definitions.  

A central focus is on what leads to moral motivation. Lately in global justice, 

the notion has received attention from numerous philosophers across the field, in short, 

red flagging the psychological hindrances to achieving global justice. The motivation 

question, together with the problems attached to it, will be a central theme throughout 

this thesis.  

In philosophy, as I have shown, moral motivation refers to the reasons people 

have to act morally. This indicates intricate deliberation and judgements about what is 

right, or good, by the agent.5 Philosophers have only just started bringing work in 

psychology to bear on moral motivation, arguing that models ‘of morally worthy 

motivation that best fit the current scientific picture are ones that owe much more to 

Hume or Aristotle than to Kant’.6 The working definition of the motivation question 

here, given its focus on global justice, is: ‘What motivates individuals to act to 

transition to global justice?’ 7  What the transitioning consists of is to be understood 

in the light of available theories of global justice as portrayed in this thesis. As such, 

 
5 Connie S. Rosati, ‘Moral Motivation’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. E. N Zalta 
(Stanford University Press, 2016), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/moral-
motivation/. 
6 Ibid. 
7 This is inspired by Brock p. 326 with her definition of motivation as a problem, being “How will we 
create the motivation to pursue global justice”.  
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the motivation question sits within applied philosophy, which seeks to answer it 

through connecting analytical theories of global justice to the realm of practical 

empirical data. 

In Chapter 1,  the history of global justice will be summarized with a new 

emphasis on its psychological foundations; empathy, feasibility and motivation 

provide the foundation of the argument throughout the thesis and a foundation for 

understanding where things go wrong in current debates so that we can better make 

progress on the problems of suffering globally today. This chapter shows that there 

are, as Risse emphasises, what can be said to be two competing grounds of justice in 

the global justice discourse.8 This is the debate between cosmopolitanism and 

nationalism. The concept of cosmopolitanism is shown to have its roots in the 

sentimentalist traditions in philosophy, drawing on concepts of empathy, sympathy 

and compassion from both Leibniz and Rousseau. The details around cosmopolitanism 

are seen to have strong psychological connotations, in the history of the concept, which 

could be dealt with much less peripherally than most of us are doing today. 

Nationalism, as opposed to cosmopolitanism, is said to build on psychological reasons 

for empathising more deeply with one’s national compatriot than with distant 

strangers, and sometimes studies in psychology are used to support these strands.9 

Demandingness objections build on the idea that people’s psychological 

abilities in one way or the other limit the moral demands we place on them.10. The 

psychological parts of global justice that may be affected by demandingness objections 

 
8 M. Risse, On Global Justice (Princeton University Press, 2012). 
9 Neil Fligstein, Alina Polyakova and Wayne Sandholtz, ‘European Integration, Nationalism, and 
European Identity’, Journal of Common Market Studies 50, no. 1 (2012); Gillian Brock and Quentin 
D. Atkinson, ‘What Can Examining the Psychology of Nationalism Tell Us About Our Prospects for 
Aiming at the Cosmopolitan Vision?’, Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 11, no. 2 (2007). 
10 J. Lichtenberg, ‘Oughts and Cans: Demandingness and the Limits of Ethical Theory. Keynote 
Address Society for Applied Philosophy Annual Conference’ (Oxford University, June 2010). 
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are those oughts that require, as is claimed in the literature, motivation as a prerequisite, 

in particular, to transition to global justice.11 The issue with demandingness, which 

affects any moral theory in regards to whether the moral demands are plausible or not, 

then, paves the path to the issue with feasibility.  

Taken together, these issues intersect and relate, thus, on their psychological 

levels. For instance, on the basis of self-interest, which is a psychological 

characteristic, global justice philosopher Gillian Brock has argued that having a 

common interest to collect more taxes could motivate necessary action. To emphasise 

the optimism that prevails in the global justice discourse about its feasibility, Brock’s 

views are utilized. A strong emphasis is laid on the pragmatic approach taken by 

Brock—that it is possible to make progress on a number of issues in the world without 

having universal agreement. In chapter one, focusing on the underlying psychological 

mechanisms of people’s motivations becomes a tool for building a greater 

understanding for how to work with the urgently important issues in global justice. 

Needless to say, this thesis ought to be seen as  groundwork in global justice and its 

psychological foundations, stimulating further research. The literature on the empirical 

science of empathy will be presented to bridge a gap between the understanding of 

psychology and global justice.  

Chapter 2 outlines and discusses the problem with motivation in depth. Here 

the question is, who do we want to motivate? Global institutions or ordinary 

individuals? What motivates people to engage with and act on global political issues? 

While the latter question is raised, and some suggestive answers laid out, this chapter 

specifies, delineates and discusses the meta-theoretical implications found. It 

 
11 S. Maffettone and A. S. Rathore, Beneficence, Justice, and Demandingness: A Criticism of the Main 
Mitigation Strategies (Routledge, 2012). 
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concludes that there is something wrong with the way we conceive of this issue to 

begin with. The issue underlying the debate is outlined by showing that there are a 

number of ways we can conceive of what motivates individuals to act to transition to 

global justice. 

Brock, who has worked extensively on global justice, has turned to psychology 

research to address these pressing issues.12 Many other philosophers in the area are 

beginning to align with this approach.13 In line with these, this thesis draws on 

empirical literature to give some suggestions on what motivates people. It is difficult 

to properly assess the strength of global justices’ psychological aspects of motivation 

without detailing sufficient empirical data about people’s actual capacities for caring 

about these sorts of questions and, more importantly, caring enough to act. 

The project of the European Union (EU) is given as one example of how, in 

some cases, motivation trickles down from institutions to individuals, and this 

suggestion is raised as a way of conceiving the various mechanisms of motivation that 

may play a role in what motivates people, and to give an example of undemocratic 

institution-building where there is a need for a conceptual disambiguation separating 

the direction of the norms more clearly for institutions and ordinary individuals. These 

norms are presented to us as norms about responsibility in the global justice debate, to 

clarify whether these norms of responsibility are really so clear as the philosophers 

themselves claim them to be or whether they, in the real world, have no real moral 

force because there is a lack of clarity about who is and can be responsible. Causal 

information has a significant bearing when we attribute responsibility for harms, so for 

 
12 Gillian Brock, ‘Some Future Directions for Global Justice’, Journal of Global Ethics 10, no. 3 
(2014). 
13 Lichtenberg. 
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the purposes for this discussion we need both to understand motivation better and to 

better understand how it works also in institutions. To this, a suggestion is that there 

is a trickle-down mechanism of motivation providing an informative framework for 

thinking about institutional responsibility of global justice. But this example paves the 

way for discussion of the more important issue of what responsibilities exist and on 

whom they fall and what status those issues have in this debate.  

Thus, the final issue elevated in Chapter 2 is that the motivation question 

implicates a lot of morally insignificant, or causally innocent, individuals who have 

little or nothing to do with the global institutional design within which we find 

ourselves today. This has implications for all kinds of morality and, specially, for 

philosophers who formulate norms that have no real moral force because no ordinary 

individual is able to affect these issues. In this chapter, the assumption developed is 

that we need to explain the various motivations that may exist so that we have 

something to go by when we discuss the motivation question once it is located properly 

within existing global justice debates. 

Chapter 3 turns to the more specific, minimal institutional notion of global 

justice, as construed by Thomas Pogge. Pogge’s theory of global justice is originally 

based on an understanding of John Rawls’s theory of justice, in which it is true that 

principles of justice apply only to the basic structure of society. Rawls’s theory was, 

however, primarily concerned with justice within national borders.14 

To answer the question of what motivates people, while still remaining within 

the institutional framework of justice, this notion of justice serves as the foundation 

for the next analysis. This chapter then proceeds to suggest that comparative effects of 

 
14 T. W. M. Pogge, Realizing Rawls (Cornell University Press, 1989). 
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collective emotions, such as the comparative effects seen in Poggean justice, could be 

an alternative practice to enable some progress on the motivation question. 

Collective emotions, which are the phenomena of synchronous merging of 

affective responding across persons towards a specific event or object,15 are given 

some consideration. To provide effective clues on how to explain motivation in 

institutions, collective emotions are a viable option. This chapter raises some examples 

of structural complexities within institutions and their members that would possibly 

alter the ought’s and can’s in question. Researchers in collective emotions argue for 

the view that one individual’s appraisal is often influenced by others’ emotions and 

appraisals. Sometimes this happens by way of sharing emotions, while other times it 

is prompted by observing corresponding emotional reactions.16 

The conclusions in the collective emotions research are in line with Judith 

Lichtenberg’s argument that people do and feel as people in their vicinity do and feel.17 

She argues that morality ought only to demand of us what can be reasonably expected 

of us, drawing from more clinical evidence in psychology. For Lichtenberg, the 

traditional ways of understanding our moral obligations to the global poor are futile, 

and instead, we should conceive of our responsibilities as shared by collectives because 

this is less demanding. In building on and extending Lichtenberg’s view, this chapter 

holds that collective emotions give supportive evidence that strengthen the reasons we 

have for directing global justice morality towards individuals in positions of 

institutional power, as this is not only less demanding but more concrete. 

 
15 Amit Goldenberg, Tamar Saguy and Eran Halperin, ‘How Group-Based Emotions Are Shaped by 
Collective Emotions: Evidence for Emotional Transfer and Emotional Burden’, Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology 107, no. 4 (2014). 
16 C. Von Scheve and S. Ismer, ‘Towards a Theory of Collective Emotions’, Emotion Review 48, no. 3 
(2013): 409. 
17 J. Lichtenberg, Distant Strangers: Ethics, Psychology, and Global Poverty (Cambridge University 
Press, 2014). 
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Chapter 4 gives a thorough account of an even more detailed and complex 

mechanism that may explain people’s motivations, that may lie at the heart of our very 

social existence, and institutions’ underlying social mechanisms. Empathy, in its most 

neutral and descriptive form, from the viewpoint of cognitive neuroscience, is 

identified and described, historically, conceptually and practically. This chapter shows 

that there is enough research to support the link between empathy and moral behaviour 

such as justice, caring and compassionate behaviour. 

The reader encounters the concept of empathy seen as a deeply moral trait in 

humans, known as the social glue that keeps societies together.18 In this chapter, this 

thesis introduces the prosocial phenomena that may be applicable to all types of social 

behaviour and motivations, all the way down to neurochemical level. Empathy as a 

moral concept has a longstanding and central history in the theoretical narrative of 

justice,19 ethics20 and morality,21 and theorists in philosophy,22 political science23 and 

law24 have argued for its importance in moral motivation. 

Given empathy’s broad connotations, this chapter scales down the existing 

popular theories of empathy to a conceptual list of all the various notions to be found 

in the current literature. Mindreading, mirroring, perspective taking, mimicry and 

empathic concern are all different aspects of the neuroscientific concept which science 

 
18 A. Coplan and P. Goldie, Empathy: Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2011). 
19 Martin Hoffman, ‘Empathy and Justice Motivation’, Motivation and Emotion 14, no. 2 (1990). 
20 Natalia V. Czap et al., ‘Walking in the Shoes of Others: Experimental Testing of Dual-Interest and 
Empathy in Environmental Choice’, The Journal of Socio-Economics 41, no. 5 (2012). 
21 Robert E. Lane, ‘Self-Reliance and Empathy: The Enemies of Poverty—and of the Poor’, Political 
Psychology 22, no. 3 (2001). 
22 A. Seara-Cardoso et al., ‘Investigating Associations between Empathy, Morality and Psychopathic 
Personality Traits in the General Population’, Personality and Individual Differences 52, no. 1 (2012). 
23 Robb Willer, Christopher Wimer and Lindsay A Owens, ‘What Drives the Gender Gap in 
Charitable Giving? Lower Empathy Leads Men to Give Less to Poverty Relief’, Social Science 
Research 52 (2015). 
24 Alison E. Denham, ‘Empathy and Moral Motivation’, in The Routledge Handbook of Philosophy of 
Empathy, ed. H. Maibom (Taylor & Francis, 2017). 
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is unveiling to us today. This chapter serves as the main empirical evidence to add to 

the motivation question in global justice. The final sections of the chapter present 

solutions to the motivation question in the light of empathy science. In particular, 

morally enhancing relevant global institutions that are said to impact the sustenance of 

global poverty in two ways. The first solution is to educate relevant actors in empathy. 

This suggestion also touches on enhancing the moral abilities of ordinary individuals 

to better overcome the problem with voting with certainty on a morally good leader. 

This proposal’s benefits are to enhance the cosmopolitan project. The second solution 

is to administer empathy tests, or rather, psychopath tests, in relevant global 

institutions. A number of possible objections to this proposal are raised as a pragmatic 

and scientifically accurate step to enhance our global institutions. 

Chapter 5 connects to the previous chapters,. Following Lichtenberg’s and 

Pogge’s views, this chapter considers whether it is possible to be moral by discharging 

one’s responsibilities only insofar as one interacts directly with institutions.25 

By holding, similar to Lichtenberg, that it is morally rational to want to 

disregard the moral oughts proclaimed by philosophers in this debate, because it is 

difficult to have control over the contribution each individual’s acts have, or to get 

information about these processes,26 among other things, it is also vital to discuss 

whether only some people are responsible. This is important and perhaps easier to 

understand in relation to other global harms such as climate change: information is 

important when it comes to deciding what one thinks one ought to do about climate 

change. However, institutions sometimes withhold information from individuals about 

 
25 Jessica Payson, ‘Individuals, Institutions, and Structures: Agents of Political Responsibilities in 
Cohen, Pogge, and Young’, Social Theory and Practice 38, no. 4 (2012). 
26 Lichtenberg, Distant Strangers. 
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complicated scientific and causal factors with regard to climate change and the impact 

individuals have, collectively and on their own. This deprives individuals of their 

capacity to make relevant moral judgments thus impacting their moral motivation to 

act in certain ways; for example, to act to limit their emissions. In this scenario, because 

institutional provision of full information would make such a significant difference to 

other individuals’ capacity for judgement and action, it is clear individuals with 

institutional power bear the greatest responsibility to enhance their moral motivation. 

To what extent this responsibility for enhancing moral motivation matters only for 

individuals with institutional power, for instance, is of course far less clear, as it could 

be argued that each individual has an obligation to find out for themself what the true 

causes of climate change are. However, institutional withholding of important 

information could be regarded as a factor limiting individuals’ motivation to find out 

about the causes of climate change in the first place.   

To answer the question of what it might mean to be moral in our globalised 

world, this chapter addresses an important way of conceiving morality. Leaning on the 

aforementioned feasible alternatives, not everyone ought to become lobbyists, 

politicians, world leaders, policymakers or dictators, because that would be too 

demanding, individuals in position of power are the only ones we can reasonably 

expect anything from, morally, today. 

Given that global justice theorists often pose the challenge to individuals not 

working actively within institutions, to put pressure on their politicians, or as Pogge 

argues about our negative duties, that we should stop imposing institutions who 

contribute to global poverty,27 my moral conception of individuals should be seen as a 

 
27 Thomas Pogge, ‘Are We Violating the Human Rights of the World’s Poor? Responses to Four 
Critics’, Yale Human Rights and Development Law Journal 17, no. 1 (2014). 
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feasible and welcome alternative to such views. Becoming a person with direct 

influence in global issues is important for many reasons. May this be the only way a 

person can be considered to be moral in relation to global justice? Conceptions of 

motivation, as they occur in the literature on institutional justice are related to causal 

information about structures and impacts of harm. These underpin and inform the 

employment of an assisting dimension of responsibility for affecting moral motivation. 

The philosophical incidence that pertain to decide on ways to organise and allocate 

moral duties for institutions attribute great weight to causal factors and impacts of 

actions causing harm. These decide not only our moral obligations but also 

significantly limit them, confined and constrained by these factors to the point where 

our motivations cannot always be acted on, but, remain an unsolicited will within the 

morally righteous mind.  

The concluding chapter summarises the main arguments presented in the 

thesis, and discusses the question of what a person without practical influence for 

global justice is morally responsible to do. The convincingness of these findings is 

largely for the reader to decide on as a step in the continuous debate on ways to 

generate ideas to solve global poverty. 
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Chapter 1: History of the Concept of Global Justice 

Global justice has a psychological foundation, which is revealed through 

attention to central components in the literature. This foundation is expressed partly in 

central concepts and history, and partly in the expressions that shaped the debate on 

responsibility.  

To influence global justice, Pogge explains that people need to make an effort 

to create change. Recognition of such effort can also be found in the earlier works of 

Leibniz and Rousseau. On the one hand, these authors describe the problems that effort 

brings with it, because it is demanding for the individual, but it is also fundamental in 

human nature as a cosmopolitan attribute. People in vulnerable environments do not 

have the opportunity to influence their living conditions as needed. Opportunity to 

influence is possessed by individuals in rich nations as well as those in governing 

positions within institutions.  

Brock, Goodin, Nagel, and Singer maintain that both individuals and 

institutions have a responsibility to address global poverty. Arguments from 

psychology are in many cases decisive for how reasonable the framework offered to 

address global poverty is perceived to be. In the modern debate in global justice, the 

responsibilities and obligations we have in relation to poverty are determined to be 

reasonable (or not) according to the psychology of the individual. I argue that it is no 

longer possible to overlook how central a psychological perspective on global justice 

is, and thus to exclude psychology within the framework of global justice will be to 

exclude important approaches to how we should achieve global justice. 
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Global justice is the scholarly topic in political philosophy revolving around 

the unifying idea that the world today is fundamentally unjust.28 This theory sheds light 

on our world as being marked by immense suffering, where most people go short of 

what their human rights entitle them to.29 According to Article 25(1) of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), a United Nations (UN) treaty signed by most 

nations, 

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 
well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing 
and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to social security 
in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or 
other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.30 

But, instead of having their rights secured under such global agreements, of the 7.3 

billion people alive today, 805 million are chronically undernourished, 748 million 

lack access to safe drinking water, more than 1 billion lack adequate shelter, and one-

third are estimated to lack access to essential medicines. Fifty thousand people die 

every day, one-third of all human deaths, due to poverty-related causes.31 This is the 

foundational outlook of global justice: the world today is deeply unjust. This chapter 

identifies the core constituents of global justice and what is problematic about many 

of its various aspects today.  

Global justice debates came about as a response to the process of 

globalisation.32 This process is characterised by several major features,33 including: 1) 

 
28 A. Jaggar, Thomas Pogge and His Critics (Wiley, 2010). 
29 See Risse, 2005. 
30 United Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Pages/Language.aspx?LangID=eng. 
31 T. Pogge and K. Mehta, Global Tax Fairness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 1. 
32 D. K. Chatterjee, Encyclopedia of Global Justice: A - I (Springer, 2011). 
33 G. Brock also mentions the feature of ‘Complex patterns of interdependence, sometimes thought to 
have radical implications for state autonomy’ (Global Justice: A Cosmopolitan Account (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2009)), 10. 
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the growth of transnational corporations dominating a new global economy where 

production and distribution are engaged in several countries; 2) new means of 

communication and technology that have radically changed most areas of human 

endeavour, ‘including production, trade, and the dissemination of ideas and cultural 

values’;34 3) coalitions between regional economies, including the North American 

Free Trade Agreement, Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation and the EU; 4) wider 

availability and means to travel; and 5) the emergence of supranational institutions, 

such as the World Trade Organization (WTO). 

The global justice movement, as represented by the World Social Forum, 

somewhat indicates which groups are currently most concerned with its achievement, 

besides academic scholars in the field—trade unionists, indigenous peoples, farmers 

and environmentalists. Taken together, these groups all have common grievances, 

similar interests and points of resistance. They oppose the way globalisation has come 

to mark a fierce dominant process by multinational corporations, or economic interests 

devastating local economies, environmental destruction, deepening exploitation ‘and 

the apparent unconcern with the most vulnerable and marginalized’.35 A central feature 

for all marginalised groups is that they all want sovereignty and self-determination.36 

To date, there is not a consensus around any complete theory of global justice. 

The prevailing discourse, however, indicates that human rights are agreed on as the 

shared core of value systems internationally, drawing from discussions on institutional 

 
34 Brock, Global Justice, 9. 
35 Ibid., 10. 
36 Another point to note is that critics of globalisation, and of the global justice that sprung from it, 
argue that the capitalist features of globalisation make global justice, ‘nothing more than global 
capitalism’s useful handmaiden’ (Brock, Global Justice, 11). However, Marx, Engels, Lenin and even 
Che Guevara were all proponents of cosmopolitanism, or, for the latter, global justice. See E. C. 
Guevara and M. C. A. García, Global Justice: Liberation and Socialism (Ocean Press, 2015). 
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responsibility.37 Universal values such as those expressed in  the Universal Declaration 

of Human R ights can be most effectively protected by institutions’ decisions.38 Rights 

regarded as necessary for living a decent human life, such as food, housing, medicines 

and access to clean water, could be contrasted with less basic human rights, such as 

access to education, cultural and economic rights.39 While the positive duties of 

beneficence are more controversial and comprise a far greater debate, insofar as the 

moral duties of human beings are concerned, negative duties not to harm are widely 

agreed on within global justice theories.40 

Pogge’s derivation of negative duties, for example, comes from the 

presumption that negative duties not to harm are not only universal but, subsequently, 

most effective because they are more likely to be less psychologically and practically 

demanding than positive ones. 

1.1 Psychological Foundations of Motivations for Global Justice 

Ethics 

Already in the eighteenth century, cosmopolitanism, which is one of two 

central ideas in global justice, was seen as a moral aspiration or inclination humans 

 
37 T. Erskine, Can Institutions Have Responsibilities?: Collective Moral Agency and International 
Relations (Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 218. See also Nicholas Rengger, ‘On “Good Global 
Governance”, Institutional Design, and the Practices of Moral Agency’, in Can Institutions Have 
Responsibilities?: Collective Moral Agency and International Relations, ed. T. Erskine (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003); John Pearson, ‘Is Miller’s Minimalist Approach to Human Rights Obligations 
Coherent?’, Theoria: A Journal of Social & Political Theory 58, no. 129 (2011); Payson, ‘Individuals, 
Institutions, and Structures’. 
38 D. T. Meyers, Poverty, Agency, and Human Rights (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). See 
also Abigail Gosselin, ‘Global Poverty and Responsibility: Identifying the Duty-Bearers of Human 
Rights’, Human Rights Review 8, no. 1 (2006); H. Widdows and N. J. A. Smith, Global Social Justice 
(Taylor & Francis, 2011). 
39 Elisabeth Ashford, ‘Severe Poverty as a Systemic Human Rights Violation’, in Cosmopolitanism 
versus Non-Cosmopolitanism: Critiques, Defenses, Reconceptualizations, ed. Gillian Brock (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2013). 
40 T.W. Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights (Wiley, 2008). 
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were predisposed to.41 Thus, cosmopolitanism during the enlightenment originally 

reflected a view of a way of being, defining characters as opposed to institutions, or 

merely ideals. The philosopher Leibniz understood cosmopolitanism to be a ‘universal 

instinct of compassion, a sociable feeling found in every human being that the exercise 

of reason had the duty to bring into light when obscured by opposing conventions or 

by selfish inclinations’.42 Leibniz was, however, sceptical towards cosmopolitanism’s 

pragmatic outlook, being ‘sadly aware that the philanthropic attitude of single 

individuals was not enough for cosmopolitan projects to develop worldwide’.43 

Following Leibniz, Rousseau held that ‘the main virtue of cosmopolitan 

characters relies on a feeling people possess before entering into civil society: 

compassion’. Such cosmopolitan ‘sympathy’ would be, according to Rousseau, 

manifesting a natural virtue all human beings possess.44 Rousseau thought this to be 

contrasted by other ways of feeling, especially ways brought about by ‘tacit 

conventions established for the sake of commercial interaction’.45 This discussion 

shows that cosmopolitanism reflects an individualistic attitude from each individual’s 

moral worth and moral way of being, whereas statism represents an interest-based 

perspective without a focus on individuals’ worth and way of being.46 

Cosmopolitanism is a thesis about a psychological sense of identity and a way 

of being in the world, and indicates experience of and influence by various cultures.47 

Institutional cosmopolitan justice theorists argue that we have a duty to create 

 
41 Though, these strands did not offer an account of how to motivate more cosmopolitanism, rather, it 
was one characteristic feature of the notion. 
42 L. Ypi, Global Justice and Avant-Garde Political Agency (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 
13. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid., 19. 
45 Ibid., 13. 
46 Ibid., 22. 
47 Brock, Global Justice, 8. 
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institutions that enable and secure decent opportunities for everyone, regardless of an 

individual’s national belonging or geographic location.48 This secures the belief that 

we all have equal moral worth. Cosmopolitan global justice incorporates ideals about 

values believed to be common sympathies for global distributive equality. These 

common sympathies enable cosmopolitan values of global scope and do not justify 

delimitation of such traits as common sympathies to nations or states. Cosmopolitans 

do not find it convincing that coercion is only justified at a state level (on the basis of 

the citizens’ collective interests) but hold that global institutions have just as much 

mandate for coercion of normative principles as states have, on the basis of human 

beings’ collective interests.49 

Cosmopolitanism was once conceived of as a psychological ‘attitude of 

mind’.50 Psychological foundations of the type proposing an attitude of mind are 

sometimes more stringent and well-shaped theories of underlying motives, other times 

they just stand out by way of a quotation or utterance that depends on some theory of 

mind in the literature.51 This thesis is limited to exploring the first type of foundation 

while endorsing the position that the second affects all theories of global justice. No 

theory of justice can abstain from making psychological inferences that matter to the 

content of the principles it brings.52 

 
48 Kok-Chor Tan, Justice without Borders: Cosmopolitanism, Nationalism and Patriotism (Cambridge 
University Press, 2007). 
49 Lea Ypi, ‘On the Confusion between Ideal and Non-Ideal in Recent Debates on Global Justice’, 
Political Studies 58, no. 3 (2009), 540. 
50 Catherine Lu, ‘The One and Many Faces of Cosmopolitanism’, Journal of Political Philosophy 8, 
no. 2 (2000), 245. 
51 Alvin I. Goldman, ‘Theory of Mind’, in The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Cognitive Science, 
eds. Eric Margolis, Richard Samuels and Stephen P. Stich (Oxford University Press, 2012), 
http://www.oxfordhandbooks.com/view/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780195309799.001.0001/oxfordhb-
9780195309799-e-17. 
52 Even John Rawls, the father of social contract theories of justice, explored separately the first type 
of psychological foundation of justice. See John Rawls, ‘Self-Respect, Excellences, and Shame’, in 
Dignity, Character, and Self-Respect, ed. Robert S. Dillion (New York: Routledge, 1995). 
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The first psychological conjecture is that one’s national belonging has primary 

value for the individual. Proponents of this argument maintain that there is a deep 

rooted inner need for a sense of national identity, something which they hold comes 

from living within a state or a nation.53 The result of the thesis of statism is that one 

owes only to do good to fellow human beings of one’s national community and not the 

whole world community. Anything owed to individuals outside one’s state is, thus, 

considered to be merely charity or ‘assistance’, which may imply that it is not a moral 

duty. In this view, charity is still considered a morally good deed, but the fact that it 

can be considered optional makes it morally opposed to cosmopolitan views on what 

we owe. 

Disregarding the aspect of globalisation is morally inadequate in responding to 

global poverty.54 Cosmopolitans thus argue that because of our global interdependence 

through international institutions like the WTO, World Health Organization and World 

Bank, statism is now implausible. Cosmopolitans argue that nationality is as 

insignificant as race or gender in this regard and, subsequently, that our duties extend 

beyond national borders.55 In The Deep Human Needs Argument, Brock identified the 

most prominent arguments within this debate. She identifies five separate components: 

The need to belong, the need to create something coherent of ourselves and 
our own lives, the need to find self-esteem through belonging to a nation, the 
need for self-identification or self-definition through a cultural membership 
and group affiliation, and the need for a common life and shared public 
spaces ‘afforded’ by being a member of a self-determining nation.56 

 
53 Brock and Atkinson, ‘What Can Examining the Psychology of Nationalism Tell Us About Our 
Prospects for Aiming at the Cosmopolitan Vision?’. 
54 L. Valentini, Justice in a Globalized World: A Normative Framework (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 12. 
55 T. W. Pogge, Politics as Usual: What Lies Behind the Pro-Poor Rhetoric (Wiley, 2010). 
56 G. Brock, ‘Liberal Nationalism Versus Cosmopolitanism: Locating the Disputes’, Public Affairs 
Quarterly 16, no. 4 (2002). 
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These psychological reasons based on inner needs, according to the statist thesis, 

justify the existence of states and, subsequently, the preference for nation-states above 

no states or a global state.  

Against the validity of arguments that display some promise in the feasibility 

of the cosmopolitan project, statists point to a psychological aspect that often raises 

the claim that, as opposed to being able to identify with everyone, it is in our human 

nature (to which we are all constrained) to identify only with our national heritage.57 

Cosmopolitans show psychological evidence to support the opposite view. 

From a psychological reference point, it is claimed that ‘as human individuals mature 

they develop ever wider loyalties and allegiances, starting with attachments to their 

caregivers and ending with allegiance to humanity at large’.58 

The most common psychological inferences made by nationalists are supported 

by the psychology of nationalism and group identification. Brock scrutinises evidence 

of studies in the psychology of nationalism, claiming that statists often back up 

counterclaims based on selected research in the psychology of in-group versus out-

group identification and concludes that those studies run counter to the nationalistic 

approach. It has been argued that we cannot implement cosmopolitan justice ‘in a 

world with real people with real emotions’.59 

Philosophers sometimes argue that because of the in-group–out-group 

dichotomy in psychology, ‘it is part of the process of in-group formation that a certain 

amount of out-group hostility will occur. Non-members of the group will probably 

 
57 Brock and Atkinson, ‘What Can Examining the Psychology of Nationalism Tell Us About Our 
Prospects for Aiming at the Cosmopolitan Vision?’. 
58 P. Kleingeld and E. Brown, ‘Cosmopolitanism’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. E. 
N. Zalta (Stanford University Press, 2013). 
59 Brock and Atkinson, ‘What Can Examining the Psychology of Nationalism Tell Us About Our 
Prospects for Aiming at the Cosmopolitan Vision?’, 167. 
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inevitably fare worse than members, but this is all part of the psychological reality that 

must be taken into account in adequate theorizing’.60 

While not endorsing this position, Robert Goodin notes that, in many respects, 

nationalist or ‘provincial’ behaviour is understandable for two main reasons. First, 

‘politically, we are not well organized to respond to people beyond our borders, nor 

are these people ordinarily in much of a position to bring political pressure to bear 

upon us to do so’.61 Second, ‘sociologically, it is only natural that our affections should 

extend principally to members of our own group’.62 

Prominent cosmopolitan theorists have argued that there is a modern form of 

cosmopolitanism, seen in today’s global International Criminal Court (ICC). The ICC 

represents 

an extension of the long trend, in international law, to do away with the 
principle of the absolute subjection of individuals to the state and strengthen 
the status of individuals. Individuals are now the bearers of certain rights 
under international law, and they can be held responsible for crimes under 
international law in ways that cut through the shield of state sovereignty.63 

1.2 The Institutional View of Global Justice 

Another important discussion in global justice is about what kinds of moral 

duties we have towards our compatriots and our non-compatriots.64 For a 

cosmopolitan, it could be generally argued that the dichotomy does not apply as they 

regard everyone on earth to be compatriots in the moral sense.65 For someone who has 

adopted a statist perspective, it is instead sometimes argued that considering a moral 

 
60 Ibid. 
61 R. E. Goodin, Protecting the Vulnerable: A Re-Analysis of Our Social Responsibilities (University 
of Chicago Press, 1986), 4. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Kleingeld and Brown, ‘Cosmopolitism’. 
64 Here, the term compatriot refers to anyone with whom we share nationality or citizenship. 
65 Megan Kime, ‘Duties to Non-Compatriots’, in Chatterjee, 274. 
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duty towards a non-compatriot would seem to conflict with nationalist values such as 

self-determination and sovereignty.66 Another argument against duties towards non-

compatriots is that accepting this duty would be too demanding for individuals, 

practically and psychologically.67 It could be, for example, that such a duty would 

require that we alter our behaviour in such a way that would eventually see us give up 

most of what makes our lives worthwhile.68 Arguments against that view propose that 

such inferences rely on faulty assumptions about the psychological demandingness of 

moral acts towards non-compatriots. 

Statists like Thomas Nagel would say that it only makes sense to describe 

inequality as injustice within the state where commitment is strong and institutional, 

whereas it is much weaker in the global scale taken as a whole. What separates injustice 

from mere misfortune? For a cosmopolitan who views institutions, given their global 

stature, as causally responsible for the wellbeing of all human beings, or rather the 

rights of all humans, this question is not relevant.  

For us to work out what moral responsibilities are the most plausible, this 

debate can thus lead us to ask questions relevant to understanding how global injustices 

are caused and sustained. The next section discusses the causal roles of individuals and 

institutions. 

Pogge’s thesis holds causal relations as central to derive normative principles 

from. Assessing states’ obligations towards one another and global institutional 

obligations lies somewhat on a par with how we should regard individual moral 

principles for two reasons: 1, the minimal moral requirement specified by Pogge is to 

 
66 Ibid., 276. 
67 Matthew Braddock, ‘Defusing the Demandingness Objection: Unreliable Intuitions’, Journal of 
Social Philosophy 44, no. 2 (2013). 
68 Chatterjee, 275. See also Peter Singer, ‘Famine, Affluence, and Morality’, Philosophy and Public 
Affairs 1, no. 3 (1972). 
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do no harm and 2, everyone implicated in the global institutional order has a moral 

duty  to address the harms currently caused by global institutions. I will elaborate on 

this further on. Pogge’s view focuses on global causal relations that derive from the 

belief that global injustices at large are institutional.69 For Pogge, each individual today 

is causally, however indirectly, implicated in the upholding of institutions, such as 

states or global businesses, that directly lead to practices causing global poverty. Our 

negative duty not to harm is, thus, violated by our passive participation with these 

institutions. 

Pogge takes the causal relevance of borrowing privileges and international 

trading rules benefiting rich countries and aggravating trenchant poverty in poorer 

countries to be examples of rules and conventions shaping the preference of an 

institutional conception of human rights. Pogge explains, ‘we should not only think 

about how states ought to behave in their interactions with one another. We should 

also consider the framework of global rules and what effects this framework has on 

phenomena such as poverty’.70 And, it is often assumed within global justice debates, 

on legal human rights in particular and also in this instance, that rights which 

subsequently give rise to moral duties are ‘enshrined in the legislation of a particular 

entity (e.g., a nationstate) and become legal rights agreed upon by the representatives 

of this particular entity’.71 So, global justice debates are considering frameworks that 

often allow for some amount of statism or nationalism but hold global institutions 

central to the idea of our moral duties and practices. In this regard, debates by statists 

 
69 Pogge, Politics as Usual. 
70 Sandrine Berges, ‘Interview with Thomas Pogge’, Éthique et économique/Ethics and Economics 5, 
no. 1 (2007): 3. 
71 Doris Schroeder, Thomas Pogge and Peter Singer, ‘Intellectual Property Rights and Access to Life-
Saving Medicines’, in The Morality and Global Justice Reader, ed. M. Boylan (Westview Press, 
2011), 231. 
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are more concerned with the ‘have or have not of states’, and subsequently defending 

states in a narrower sense, than cosmopolitans. This is also true for global justice 

philosophers’ defence of the global institutional alternative, because the very existence 

of states is not the crucial problem to solve but merely represents the issue where many 

debates in global justice originally took shape. 

States have failed their duty to implement the promises made when they signed 

human rights documents such as the UDHR. As it is desirable to understand the 

importance of this distinction and issue further, to see that some form of statism is 

bound to play a role in global justice philosophy beyond the debate on justifying states 

existence, it is crucial to look at the telling statistics. 

Ten million human beings die prematurely and unnecessarily each year 

because they do not have access to life-saving medicines. Clearly, states are unwilling 

or unable to fulfil their human rights duties.72 As some prominent cosmopolitans have 

noted, ‘States decided to adopt binding and enforceable legislation on intellectual 

property rights because it provides incentives to innovators by enabling them to charge 

high markups on their products’.73 

It is possible to argue that if states acted less irresponsibly, they could better 

enable justice. Thus, states may actually assist in the implementation of a transition to 

global justice. States, on this note, may exist to serve the purpose of global justice, if 

they are to be conceived of as any other global institution. In this view, statism and 

cosmopolitanism are not mutually exclusive notions. Another question to ask is 

whether theories of global justice or justice between borders have any real-world 

 
72 Ibid., 235. 
73 Ibid. My use of this example and previous quotation is emphasise the author’s use of states in 
particular as morally responsible entities for failed human rights, not the causal discussion in this case. 
Highlighting this part of the debate shows that, again, some amount of statism is allowed and may 
even be necessary in the global justice understanding of the present world order. 



 

27 

political influence. This question is often made by referring to the distinction between 

the concepts of ideal and non-ideal theory.74 

Cosmopolitanism belongs to the theoretical category of ideal theory because it 

holds partial compliance necessary, as opposed to full compliance. Valentini’s 

taxonomy of conceptions of the theory within debates on ideal and non-ideal theory 

shows us that this refers to the hypothesis that ‘individuals ought to do what is 

reasonably within their power to respond to existing injustice’.75 This means that a 

discussion and examination of what counts as reasonable can be concluded to be 

contextual, or even contingent depending on the relativity of settings such as where 

one is confined and what the living conditions may be, which would affect one’s 

abilities and powers. 

Pogge’s theory of global justice could plausibly be conceived of as a theory 

that fits in with the distinction of partial compliance in its minimal conception of 

justice. Pogge believes that, and this could be argued in light of the partial compliance 

concept, it is reasonable for everyone to act only on negative duties, and with the 

justification on its reasonableness, includes this as part of the moral demands we all 

have to follow and act on in relation to each other. What counts as reasonable and can 

count as something within everyone’s capacity to do is a very important question for 

any ideal theory of global justice which has hitherto been treated as a problem 

primarily for the theory in question as opposed to a problem for how human beings are 

built. Discussion on how humans are and should be in relation to ethical problems 

exists in the debate on moral enhancement.76 

 
74 Ypi, 2. 
75 Laura Valentini, ‘Ideal vs. Non-Ideal Theory: A Conceptual Map’, Philosophy Compass 7, no. 9 
(2012): 656. 
76 Julian Savulescu, Ruud Ter Meulen and Guy Kahane, eds., Enhancing Human Capacities 
(Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2011). 
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Not everyone believes we have any moral duties towards the global poor, or 

that the world is unjust. For those affluent individuals who have recognised and 

accepted that they have some duties towards the global poor, however, they often feel 

unclear about what any such duties may actually consist of.77 Discussions on affluent 

individuals’ duties towards the global poor are very popular, renewed and given 

modern form in 1972 when Peter Singer published the article ‘Famine, Affluence and 

Morality’, arguing that especially in relation to global poverty, given the extent of it, 

everyone is morally obliged to prevent as much suffering as possible in the world. 

The main premises in Singer’s argument run as follows. Suffering from lack of 

food, shelter and medical care is bad. If it is in our power to prevent something bad 

from happening without sacrificing something of comparable moral importance to 

ourselves, we ought morally to do it. If it is in our power to prevent suffering from lack 

of food, shelter and medical care, we ought morally to do it. Proximity or distance to 

the needy does not affect our moral obligation.78 And the fact that others around us 

disregard this moral duty is no morally viable excuse not to act. 

In the debate on ideal and non-ideal theory, the question of what can reasonably 

be asked of human beings is sometimes referred to as an issue of demandingness. 

According to this view, demandingness constitutes a problem for any normative theory 

that risks demanding too much of human beings when considering factors such as our 

psychological human conditions. Discussions on how moral obligations towards the 

 
77 Lack of clarity about what our duties consists of, for example, may explain, philosophers believe, 
the lack of motivation to action that may exist, which, as we saw on the debate on the purpose of 
political ethics, is why many hold moral philosophy as so intrinsically important. 
78 Singer. 
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poor match with how people are (e.g., how people’s moral motivations and self-interest 

match duties on helping others) are frequently assessed in various forms.79 

A demandingness objection affects requirements of responsibility within the 

theory in question. A moral theory is considered too demanding when it is too 

demanding to expect that it can reasonably be enacted, such that it would also be 

considered non-feasible or simply not possible to act on. 

A central assumption held by philosophers who object by grounds of 

demandingness is that there is a lack of motivation in the world to move towards 

transitioning to actual global justice.80 This assumption, most often, is aimed at 

generalising on the affluent in particular and their lack of care (or some similar 

vocabulary describing and sometimes bluntly explaining lack of action or motivation) 

for distant strangers, or international politics, or their lack of will to aid the global poor, 

or their lack of actions that would, for example, lead to more donations to aid 

organisations.81 Further, demandingness objections that succeed in turn affect how 

feasible the theoretical normative requirement in question is. Before proceeding, the 

concept of motivation needs a closer determination. 

1.3 The Global Poverty Problem 

Approximately one billion people face living in extreme destitution. Many 

millions die every year from poverty-related causes such as unsafe water and poor 

hygiene. Around one-third of human deaths each year are due to a lack of necessary 

 
79 David Wiens, ‘Motivational Limitations on the Demands of Justice’, European Journal of Political 
Theory 15, no. 3 (2016). 
80 Lior Erez, ‘Anti-Cosmopolitanism and the Motivational Preconditions for Social Justice’, Social 
Theory and Practice 43, no. 2 (2017). 
81 Andrew Dobson, ‘Thick Cosmopolitanism’, Political Studies 54, no. 1 (2006). 
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goods for basic survival.82 Global inequalities are on the rise. Around eight of the 

richest individuals alive today own as much as the poorest 50 per cent of the world’s 

population.83 These morally urgent problems of our time are central to the 

philosophical idea of global justice. Prominent theorists have argued that a crucial 

barrier to achieving global justice is that we do not know how to motivate parties to 

pursue actions towards diminishing global suffering and transitioning to global 

justice.84 The question implied by this (what motivates individuals to act to transition 

to global justice?) is referred to in this thesis as the motivation question. It has also 

been proposed that affluent citizens’ sense of entitlement towards their monetary 

possessions, which could otherwise be put to aid those less well off, is one of the 

greatest difficulties in addressing global poverty today.85 But the institutional 

conception of global justice, said to be the most feasible of solutions to global 

poverty,86 focuses on the institutional barriers for justice. 

Three dominant theses exist as to why poor countries remain in poverty.87 

Geographic factors such as climate, quality of natural resources (e.g., soil and water 

supply) and disease burden play an essential part in this. Tropical countries probably 

fare worse because their geographically adverse conditions can curb their successes.88 

Another leading hypothesis is that prosperity is primarily determined by integration 

 
82 Shaohua Chen and Martin Ravallion, ‘The Developing World is Poorer than we Thought, but no 
Less Successful in the Fight Against Poverty’ (World Bank, Working Paper no. 4621), 
https://elibrary.worldbank.org/doi/abs/10.1596/1813-9450-4703. 
83 Larry Elliott, ‘World’s Eight Richest People Have Same Wealth as Poorest 50%’, The Guardian, 16 
January 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2017/jan/16/worlds-eight-richest-
people-have-same-wealth-as-poorest-50. 
84 Brock, Global Justice, 325–326. 
85 Holly Lawford-Smith, ‘Benefiting from Failures to Address Climate Change’, Journal of Applied 
Philosophy 31, no. 4 (2014): 392. See also Ibid., 121. 
86 Holly Lawford-Smith, ‘Feasibility Constraints and the Cosmopolitan Vision: Empirical Reasons for 
Choosing Justice over Humanity’, in Questioning Cosmopolitanism, ed. Stan van Hooft and Wim 
Vandekerckhove (Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer Netherlands, 2010). 
87 Brock, Global Justice, 120. 
88 Ibid., 121. 
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into global markets, giving them a greater share from ‘specialization, economies of 

scale, and technological advances’.89 The third hypothesis places weight on the stricter 

institutional causes to poverty: ‘For instance, those institutions that promote respect 

for the rule of law make for an environment conductive to innovation and investment 

in education, health, and infrastructure—all key ingredients for lifting people out of 

poverty’.90 

Pogge’s main institutional targets for causing global poverty are the 

international resource privilege and the international borrowing privilege, the WTO 

and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Brock also highlights the need to reform 

institutional practices that regulate global taxation, in particular, modifications to the 

tax and accounting regime. Pogge, and others, have also made proposals about how to 

effectively approach global taxes and, more recently, tax havens. 

The broad generalisations said to explain institutional causes consist of a 

couple of primary aspects. First, the fact that the borrowing and resource privileges 

provide incentives for coups is said to influence what kinds of people are motivated to 

gain power and ‘facilitate the stability of oppressive governments, and, should more 

democratic governments gain power, saddle new, better regimes with the debts 

incurred by their oppressive predecessors, thus draining the country of resources 

needed to strengthen new democracies’.91 The second is that foreigners in the affluent 

West benefit from the two economic privileges, and so there is a strong psychological 

incentive for supporting the continuation of the status quo. 

 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid. 
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The global poverty problem gives rise to particular moral duties and 

responsibilities on behalf of our leaders and everyone by virtue of our humanity. Not 

only philosophers are concerned with the morally problematic existence of global 

poverty. As Lichtenberg has put it, ‘no moral or philosophical theory is needed to 

generate concern about the coexistence, in the real world, of wealth and excess on the 

one hand with extreme poverty on the other’.92 Some of the arguments on what we 

ought morally to do in relation to global poverty and what philosophers in global 

justice debates hold controversial are discussed below. 

The debate on global justice has, for a while, acknowledged that global poverty 

exceeds any war among nations in the number of its victims.93 This shift in outlook on 

the state of the world has contributed to a huge scholarly effort to find out ways of 

eliminating the harms inflicted on people which are reflected in global poverty 

statistics. Thus, the philosophical debate on global justice has entailed a new focus on 

human suffering, poverty and starving children as we know them from the media in 

creating a (public) discourse on the moral outrage that this problem amounts to. 

A central debate on any topic that falls within the frameworks of global justice 

is what specific moral duties human beings, especially the better-off, have towards 

each other and the worse-off. It is usually believed that we must do something to 

alleviate others’ suffering, especially if it is believed that we are guilty of imposing the 

suffering.94 This is often believed to be based on our sense of justice. This non-ideal 

debate focuses almost exclusively on the global poverty problem. Recent debates have 

focused on the moral significance of contributions to such harms and the 

 
92 Lichtenberg, Distant Strangers. 
93 Pogge, Politics as Usual, 11. 
94 Provided we have the means to do so. See C. Barry and G. Øverland, Responding to Global Poverty 
(Cambridge University Press, 2016). 
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counterapproach of the moral significance of exploitation,95 the debate having 

previously focused on whether we, the affluent, owe the poor positive duties of 

assistance, for example, or negative and more stringent duties not to harm. As Christian 

Barry put it, ‘Most observers assert that someone is morally required to provide the 

resources and to bring about changes in policies or social arrangements necessary to 

achieve improvements in these conditions’.96 

Even though it is uncontroversial to claim that the world is unjust97 and that 

someone owes rectification, or some other moral compensation, to end current 

injustices, what those duties may consist of and to what extent they do exist is debated, 

and it would be wrong to point to the state of the world and claim that it is a generally 

held belief that the world is unjust in those terms. Granted that cosmopolitans do argue 

that someone owes protection of human rights in all countries, one of the most 

important questions then becomes what policies a cosmopolitan should support.98 

Recognition by the affluent of their moral duties relative to alleviating global 

poverty depends crucially on how demanding they perceive these duties to be.99 If the 

duties are perceived to be too demanding—because they are too difficult to discern, or 

because of the belief that the affluent must give up their comfortable lives to do what 

is necessary (which an affluent person might reasonably counter with the belief that it 

 
95 Brock, Global Justice, 123; R. W. Miller, Globalizing Justice: The Ethics of Poverty and Power 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010); Erskine, Can Institutions Have Responsibilities?. 
96 C. Barry, ‘Global Justice: Aims, Arrangements, and Responsibilities’, in Can Institutions Have 
Responsibilities?: Collective Moral Agency and International Relations, ed. T. Erskine (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2003), 218. 
97 However, two things must be noted about this claim: 1) statists disagree and hold that it is not the 
world, but rather a number of states, that are unjust; and 2) the institutional view behind the 
controversy is that statists will say that the world, as yet, is not an institution. 
98 Brock, Global Justice. 
99 Maffettone and Rathore, Beneficence, Justice, and Demandingness. 
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at least should be morally permissible to lead a life of one’s own)100—then people will 

be less likely to accept them. 

The view that institutions are the bearers of primary responsibility, however, 

(as argued by Pellegrino) will relieve some of these objections and help people accept 

the fact that even though it may be unclear what they have a moral responsibility to do 

to help change the situation for the global poor, it is not entirely black and white, and 

the pressure to decide whether they should accept this duty is not making people 

apathetic. 

There is also an ongoing debate about how we should even conceive of 

institutions and responsibilities in the first place, and, subsequently, what kind of 

collective responsibility they entail. Thinkers have questioned, for example, whether 

institutions can actually have moral responsibility, whether institutions have moral 

agency, and how, on that basis, moral responsibility can then be ascribed.101 Debates 

on collective institutional responsibility ultimately come down to whether we should 

focus on ascribing responsibilities to individuals or collective agents, or look at 

designing rules and institutional regulations differently so that either enable global 

justice in the best way.102 

According to some theorists, demandingness constitutes a problem only in 

debates on our individual moral duties. It is said that impartiality was the original issue 

that set the stage for the debate.103 Pellegrino states that there is a way to understand 

this with an instance where, 

a strictly impartial assessment of wellbeing would lead to the conclusion that 
any pursuit of one’s own interest is wrong, because only in very rare cases is 

 
100 Lichtenberg, Distant Strangers. 
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it true that no one is worse off than the agent and no one could derive a great 
benefit, both in relative and in absolute terms, from a beneficent or equalizing 
behavior.104 

Clearly, this is too demanding from any point of view. 

However, Pellegrino holds that institutionalist conceptions of justice provide a 

perception of justice that mitigates the demandingness objection on individual 

morality. For example, when justice is seen as a distributional problem that is supposed 

to be implemented primarily by means of moral responsibility on institutions instead 

of individuals, it may function to limit excessive demands on individual morality. 

Some may argue against this view, that any given socio-economic instance of 

injustice is plausibly so large in economic (absolute or relative) terms today that either 

way we shift responsibility would place enormous demands on affluent individuals’ 

lives given their living standards and how they would need to change. However, this 

turns out to be false; given what we know of, for example, tax havens and wealth 

distribution globally today, this objection does not hold up to scrutiny.105 Pogge and 

Mehta argue, for example, that if we could implement an institutional reform that 

would enable the basic human rights of the poorer half of humanity, it would involve 

raising their income share from 4.4 per cent to seven per cent, which would only affect 

the richest five per cent of humanity. This shift would still let these richest five per 

cent own over 40 per cent of global household income.106 Pogge estimates that a wealth 

distribution worldwide (even when excluding tax havens), one that would end global 

poverty, would not affect the affluent even slightly significantly, as it would allegedly 

affect only one per cent of global income distribution.107 

 
104 Ibid. 
105 Pogge and Mehta, Global Tax Fairness. 
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Another way to engage in the question of global poverty and what 

responsibilities are generated by this problem is to look at the maxim of ought implies 

can, which has become a popular philosophical discussion closely related to the ideal 

versus non-ideal debate for many decades. 

Ought implies can, in short, refers to the idea that you cannot be expected, 

morally, to do anything that you simply cannot do for any variety of reasons. More 

recently, psychology especially has come to influence the debate on the subject of can 

(what human beings are capable of doing) and is becoming more crucial in the 

assessment of the role of ethics and poverty, that is, the ought (the normative 

imperatives). Recently, debates on the ought implies can principle have become 

implicitly affected more by hard science than guessing. For example, Kurthy, Smith 

and Sousa state at the outset of their article, 

The concept of obligation constitutes a fundamental component of social and 
moral cognition. Although there is considerable cultural variability in terms 
of how people understand the content, source, and ground of obligation, 
anthropological evidence indicates that all human societies deploy the 
concept of obligation to organize human action and interaction. Obligations 
are deemed constraints that motivate social and moral behaviors.108 

This is merely to show that this method is growing more popular, and should 

become more popular on these types of issues, in this debate, the same authors who 

previously discussed motivation and ought implies can (primarily Lawford-Smith) by 

guessing have now settled on empirical evidence to support their reasoning. Authors 

now use terms like ‘social cognition’ and ‘folk cognition’ instead of hypothesising, 

and assume the need to demonstrate conclusions in these areas with the support of 

empirical data. 

 
108 Miklos Kurthy, Holly Lawford-Smith and Paulo Sousa, ‘Does Ought Imply Can?’, PloS One 12, 
no. 4 (2017). 



 

37 

While Singer is one of the important contemporary theorists on global justice, 

after Singer’s argument and responses to it, Pogge came with a different and opposing 

view of what we owe to the global poor. Pogge’s theorising, with regard to the same 

problem that Singer initially addresses, consists of a conception of cosmopolitan global 

justice that applies only to social institutions. 

Global poverty, the central moral issue (but not the only one) in Pogge’s theory 

of global justice, can be alleviated through global and minimal institutional reform that 

secures only the human rights of everyone (and especially the global poor), using 

institutions as the main foundations with the moral responsibility to establish those 

rights. This thesis uncritically accepts the main premises of Pogge’s arguments. 

The differences in Pogge’s and Singer’s philosophical approaches are many.109 

Pogge claims to differ mainly from Singer in a practical sense. In an interview, Pogge 

stated: 

Singer focuses most on aid effort affluent people can undertake or support as 
individuals. I focus most on structural reforms that would not channel money 
to the poor but would lift from them burdens that we currently impose on 
them for our benefit.110 

Those who promote the institutional idea of global justice argue that many 

global institutions are a root cause of global injustices in our world.111 Risse argues in 

a positive vein that the institutional view of justice is the most optimistic, given the 

current state of the discussion, which affects what duties we have to poor countries.112 

On the debate for or against institutional global justice, Risse argues that 

‘disaster relief will often be possible, but does nothing to relieve poverty in the long 
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run’. Concluding about the preference and causal impact of institutions, ‘it is clear, on 

the institutional stance, that development is not primarily a matter of transferring 

resources, and its main challenge is not to convince wealthy Western restaurants 

patrons to forfeit one dinner a month’.113 

1.4 Conclusion 

While other cosmopolitans started a debate around cosmopolitanism and what 

it may amount to, which principles should govern it and how to guide action to 

institutional reform best, Pogge was arguably the first ‘minimalist’ and, thus, strict 

‘institutionalist’ philosopher to enter the stage. Pogge’s view of justice is one 

dependent on facts concerning circumstances of human existence and social 

institutions. Pogge’s framework is centred on global poverty as the single most 

pressing moral problem for global justice, while his focus (which may also be said to 

be central) is universal human rights. Pogge’s theory of global justice does not try to 

be perfect or utopian (although, as we saw earlier, this is an ongoing, separate debate) 

but merely encompasses human rights fulfilment as its goal. 

According to Pogge, the only stringent duty we have is an obligation not to 

harm anyone.114 This raises several questions. Failing this duty, for one, turns out to 

be quite easy for everyone who participates in our modern global society. Secondly, it 

becomes less clear whether our moral responsibility as individuals is as minimal and 

stringent as stated. In practice, it is more maximal than it initially may seem, as even 

though the responsibility for compensating harms and securing human rights (thus, 

protecting human rights to be fulfilled and not harmed) lays on institutions, the 
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individual responsibility not to harm becomes intertwined with that. Given this, the 

next chapter addresses our responsibilities. 
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Chapter 2: Revisiting the Motivation Question: Global Justice and the 

Trickle-Down Dynamics of Institutions and Individuals 

A psychological obstacle to achieving global justice is said to be the lack of 

motivation on behalf of rich individuals. According to Aristotle, there was a need for 

emotional attributes to shape ethical values. Kant later argued that the basis of morality 

was whether the individual has the ability to perform what morality requires. Hume 

believed that our beliefs are affected by our emotions. In modern theory, Brock, 

Lenard, Tan, Lawford-Smith, Singer and Broome explain how motivation can be 

increased, but all focus on individuals. Within the global justice literature, central ideas 

in the philosophical debate on motivation are based on what arguments can motivate 

rich individuals best to start feeling more motivated to care about global poverty. I 

argue that the debate should focus much more specifically on those individuals who 

have the opportunity to influence global poverty, namely individuals within relevant 

institutions.  

The creators of norms, rules and reforms are individuals – both those powerful 

individuals who originally created institutions, and those individuals with institutional 

power who have shaped institutions since their creation. The institutional analysis is 

the dominant philosophical view on global justice today. It has identified through close 

analysis of empirical data that the causes of global poverty are entirely institutional.  

According to the global justice debate, state institutions should above all safeguard 

human rights. Human rights carry with them both moral and legal responsibility, and 

the latter responsibility is enforceable. To create a meaningful discourse regarding 

institutional moral action, Rengger describes how the collective needs to act as a moral 
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agent, which means that people who work in institutions need to have a psychological 

ability to act morally. There is much to suggest today that people who organize, protest 

and engage in charity possess this ability, but empirically, the institutional analysis has 

shown that charity cannot achieve its end because institutional factors continue to 

promote global poverty. Institutional decision-makers seem to be the group where the 

motivation to act morally should be further explored.  

There is a problematic disconnection to be identified in global justice debates: 

while many theorists focus on how to motivate individual action to pursue global 

justice, the institutional perspective clearly shows that the causes of global injustice 

are institutional and that therefore institutional change will be the most effective way 

to address global injustice. This implies that the attention to individual motivation to 

act in the existing global justice literature is (at least largely) misdirected, because 

individuals (or at least, the vast majority of individuals) have little power over 

institutional policies and practices. The only way most individuals could have such 

power would be collectively, which then introduces the well-known problem of 

collective action in addition to the originally conceived problem of individual 

motivation. This does not appear to be a particularly promising way forward, so I turn 

instead to ask: how else might institutional change be motivated? This is the motivation 

question which it would be most effective for global justice debates to focus on. I argue 

that, while there may be multiple factors prompting institutional change, one key factor 

which has not received enough attention to date is the motivation of individuals with 

institutional power: those individuals who hold particular power within institutions 

(for example, the executive director, the board, etc.). Those appointed to lead have a 

unique opportunity to alter institutional policies and practices in a way that might 
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address the roots of global injustice. (I move to consider the question "How might they 

become more motivated to do so?" later, in chapter 4.) 

Institutional global justice requires global institutional reform. Responsibilities 

to reform are within this background generated by the needs of the global poor. There 

are causal connections between institutional courses of action and global suffering, 

which on a large scale induces moral reasons to reform current global institutional 

arrangements, such as the WTO and IMF.115 Philosophers claim that a central obstacle 

to achieving these reforms is that most people who live in affluent societies lack the 

moral motivation for the actions needed. To address this assumption that lack of 

motivation hinders progress, the global justice literature is reviewed with a focus on 

who bears responsibility for this lack of motivation. The purpose of this discussion and 

the claim made in this chapter is that there is currently a contradiction within the debate 

on motivation that is found in the global justice literature. 

It is believed that while many affluent people recognise that the use of their 

resources and daily undertakings can be effectively restructured to benefit the global 

poor, their inclination to assist is countervailed by the belief that doing more would be 

contrary to their self-interest. People, it is argued, also become less motivated because 

of their false beliefs about poverty causes and alleviations. To address this setback, it 

is important to look at the obstacles and impediments that affluent individuals face 

when their lack of moral motivation allegedly kicks in. 

One solution to affect people’s motivations is to develop better concepts of 

responsibilities for motivation to construct policy and reform proposals to help 

implement morally motivated political institutions instead. To discuss this matter, this 
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chapter develops insight into the relationship between causation and responsibility 

concepts. Usually, when we hold an institution responsible for a morally grievous 

harm, the responsibility that the institution has to alleviate or discharge any forward-

looking moral remedy, is tracked by not only the institution’s causal relation to the 

harm, but its capacity to perform the remedial actions. Unless there is capacity to 

discharge this responsibility, responsibility normally does not apply. This chapter 

criticises the way that debates about motivation in the global justice literature are 

conducted; within these debates, unjustified moral blame for lack of motivation to 

address global poverty   is directed at ordinary affluent individuals. Such moral blame 

is unjustified because there are not, so far as we know any causal relations that can be 

altered by ordinary affluent individuals to reform global institutional arrangements and 

policies.  

2.1 The Motivation Question 

The question about what motivates individuals to offer aid or assistance to the 

global poor normally results in various constraints on the principles of responsibility 

on which global justice builds.116 Such motivational constraints originate in 

assumptions that aim to explain the lack of action in undertaking responsibility by the 

affluent, regardless of the fact that they are an unspecified group of individual agents 

with little capacity to affect the causal chains that lead up to global poverty. These 

 
116 Brock, Global Justice, 325–326; Holly Lawford-Smith, ‘The Motivation Question: Arguments 
from Justice and from Humanity’, British Journal of Political Science 42, no. 3 (2012); Shannon 
Elizabeth French, ‘The Problem of Motivating Ethical Behavior’ (PhD diss., Brown University, 
1997); Hoffman, ‘Empathy and Justice Motivation’; P. T. Lenard, ‘Motivating Cosmopolitanism? A 
Skeptical View’, Journal of Moral Philosophy 7, no. 3 (2010); Wiens, ‘Motivational Limitations on 
the Demands of Justice’. 
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assumptions lead to a group of non-specified individuals receiving unjustified moral 

responsibilities. 

The idea that the psychology of the individual poses an obstacle to achieving a 

more just world has received attention in contemporary political and moral 

philosophy.117 Our failure to realise global justice is often described as being a matter 

of lack of motivation on an individual level.118 Brock has distinguished three units of 

concern, namely, that citizens, parties, or individuals lack motivation to act towards 

transitioning to global justice.119 

The motivation question as an obstacle for global justice120 has been defined 

as a conflict between a belief about what should be done and the motivation to act on 

that belief. Patti Tamara Lenard tells us that, ‘although many people would agree that 

cosmopolitan principles of justice are right, at least to some extent, few seem 

motivationally inspired to act upon them’.121 Kok-Chor Tan claims that ‘[t]he problem 

is not the lack of philosophical clarity, one might suggest, but the lack of political will 

and moral motivation to fully confront problems that we all know ought to be 

addressed’.122 In contrast, it is argued here that the underlying beliefs for not acting 

usually support not acting as the morally correct path, given the available options the 

affluent person has. 

 
117 Lawford-Smith, ‘Feasibility Constraints and the Cosmopolitan Vision: Empirical Reasons for 
Choosing Justice over Humanity’, in Questioning Cosmopolitanism, ed. Stan van Hooft and Wim 
Vandekerckhove (Springer Dordrecht, 2010), 137–150; Lichtenberg, Distant Strangers. See also 
previous footnote in particular, and other footnotes in this chapter. 
118 Lawford-Smith, 664–665; Lenard, ‘Motivating Cosmopolitanism?’; Brock, Global Justice. David 
Hudson et al., ‘Emotional Pathways to Engagement with Global Poverty: An Experimental Analysis’, 
paper presented at the Public Opinion & Foreign Aid Workshop, University of Essex, 24 April 2016. 
119 Brock, Global Justice. 
120 Ibid., 12–13. Holly Lawford-Smith, ‘Understanding Political Feasibility*’, Journal of Political 
Philosophy 21, no. 3 (2013). 
121 Patti Tamara Lenard, ‘Creating Cosmopolitans’, Critical Review of International Social and 
Political Philosophy 15, no. 5 (2012). 
122 Kok-Chor Tan, ‘Why Global Justice Matters’, Journal of Global Ethics 10, no. 2 (2014): 129. 
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Moral motivation is often meant to cover the phenomenon of acting in 

accordance with moral judgements.123 When an agent has reason to act in a certain 

way, has reasons for acting this way and has deliberated rationally about a certain 

course of action, this is explained as a case of motivation. Further, moral motivation 

as such is often discussed by reference to Hume, who maintained that belief always 

required the presence of desire or emotions.124 

This particular notion of motivation is different from the one pursued in global 

justice. There are two ways of asking what motivates people. One is what ultimately 

motivates people. This we find by using our philosophical tools, conceptual analysis 

and rational thought. John Broome focuses on this type of motivation question. He 

believes that an individual brings themselves to action by exercising what he calls 

‘encratic reasoning’;125 by our own efforts, we bring ourselves to do what we believe 

we ought to do. By this understanding, we then have the grounds for individual action. 

This is not necessarily connected to global justice or morality. 

The other way of looking at the motivation question is in a weak sense, a matter 

of persuasion, a view on what works. This view regards individuals’ lack of moral 

action, or lack of motivation, as malleable.126 This view focuses on what we can do to 

alter those individuals’ motivations, such as which rational arguments are more 

compelling for individuals,127 or what underlying psychological desire might move a 

person in a morally desirable direction for global justice in particular.128 

 
123 Nicholas Southwood, ‘The Motivation Question’, An International Journal for Philosophy in the 
Analytic Tradition 173, no. 12 (2016). This, at least, is my interpretation of the question. 
124 Jesse J. Prinz, The Emotional Construction of Morals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
125 John Broome, Rationality Through Reasoning (John Wiley & Sons, 2013). 
126 Liane Young and A. J. Durwin, ‘Moral Realism as Moral Motivation: The Impact of Meta-Ethics 
on Everyday Decision-Making’, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 49, no. 2 (2013). 
127 Lawford-Smith. 
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The first approach examines the underlying motives for human beings in 

general by providing analytic principles for understanding human actions. The other 

approach is a view about what works, irrespective of what the underlying motivation 

was. For example, when a successful company uses a certain method to sell its 

products, the company knows this method works because they successfully sell 

products over a longer period of time. This is what works regardless of how human 

beings work in general—it is, in a sense, agnostic. Now, philosophers may want to 

analyse the core of the underlying motivation that made people buy the products of 

that company. 

Some may state that the reason consumers were active for the products was 

that they believed they needed the products. Alternatively, they may argue that the 

reason was that they were moved by emotion or cognitive inclination towards the 

products. This is different from saying that marketing products influence people’s 

buying habits. Irrespective of whether an ‘instrumentalist, cognitivist, sentimentalist, 

and personalist’129 best fits the picture, the company still managed to make profits in 

selling their goods.  

To continue the discussions that intersect on the issue of what works (usually 

headed under the topic of feasibility), this chapter highlights two recent additions to 

the global justice debate and then discusses the more specific debates. 

Lawford-Smith and Brock have dealt with the issue of motivation in two 

different ways. Lawford-Smith has taken the analytic approach, whereas Brock has her 

discussion included in her framework of global justice which is more within the 

practical approach. 
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As mentioned, global justice theorists in general, Lawford-Smith included, 

make one unanimous and undisputed assumption: affluent individuals, by and large, 

are not motivated to act, care or engage in any way that would lead to global justice or 

end global poverty or even to act morally on a global level.130 In one way, this is 

correct. It is true that individuals in affluent societies fail to act on the given options to 

change things on a global level today. However, it is false to assert that they are not 

motivated to act in a way they believe will make a difference morally on a global level. 

Lawford-Smith deals with the motivation question by comparing two different 

global justice theorists, Tom Campbell and Pogge, and their main arguments for why 

we owe anything in relation to global injustices today. Campbell’s theory relies on 

justice as an argument from humanity, in which (in short) he claims that a duty of 

humanity means we all have a duty to relieve suffering in virtue of our common 

humanity. 

Pogge’s theory of justice relies on an argument of transgression (‘the justice 

argument’), according to Lawford-Smith, in which we all owe assistance or, simply, 

any remedial action to compensate in virtue of our causal relation. Our guilt by 

association arises because we have contributed to and, thus, violated our negative duty 

not to harm (for example, the harm which global poverty amounts to). Pogge’s theory 

goes further in suggesting that all we owe in terms of positive actions originates in our 

universal duty not to harm each other and this serves as a constituent in any assessment 

as to whether we have failed this original minimal moral duty. 

 
130 However, this is a difficult and controversial assumption. Though attempts at specifying the issues 
within this topic as a whole are made, what they refer to as the goal is not specified, and neither is 
what users of the term mean by motivation exactly or what would be enough of a manifestation in the 
world of the right kind of motivation would actually be. See Lawford-Smith, ‘The Motivation 
Question’ for an excerpt reflecting arguments within this debate. See also Academics Stand Against 
Poverty’s project on Moral Psychology and Poverty Alleviation for a reflection on practical global 
justice practices on this subject (www.academicsstand.org). 
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According to Lawford-Smith, what matters morally in relation to the 

motivation question is what has the stronger moral force out of these two approaches, 

that is, what has a better chance of inspiring individuals to action. 

Regarding the assumption that aid donations serve as a good and effective 

strategy to relieve global poverty, Lawford-Smith suggests that because various aid 

donations rely on marketing, the way our moral duties are phrased in such contexts 

affects individuals’ motives to act or not act. She argues that by virtue of guilt’s 

motivational power, we should argue that we are all guilty. This means that we, the 

activists, should refer to Pogge’s thesis and emphasise the causal aspect, which would 

track the guilt to better motivate people to donate to charity. However, she warns that 

…when it comes to marketing the arguments alleging guilt in global poverty, 
more guilt is better, but we must be careful to give people ways to alleviate 
the guilt. We must be sensitive to the fact that making people feel guilty 
might result in fear and aggression as much as in reparation depending on the 
disposition of the subject in question. We must also be careful that we have 
the right set of arguments – that they will produce guilt and not some other 
emotion. Guilt inspires remedial action, even if the path from the one to the 
other can be disrupted under certain conditions.131 

As an example of this, Lawford-Smith posited that the argument from justice, 

which she believes leads to guilt, which leads to motivation, which leads to highly 

desirable moral action, has passed an important feasibility test.132 An important 

counterargument in this debate suggests that this sort of assessment is too indirect, and 

that merely asking people how they feel and think about arguments from justice and 

arguments from humanity is enough. 

However, this method reaches a dead end since, as Lawford-Smith holds, 

philosophers account for only a small percentage of the relevant (i.e., affluent) 

 
131 Lawford-Smith, 674. 
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population and only they are aware of the importance of these arguments and have 

thought about the questions in detail. Further, not even philosophers know their 

positions well enough and all of us, whether philosophers or non-philosophers, hold 

counterintuitive intuitions with regard to these sorts of questions. Therefore, Lawford-

Smith concludes that the question that remains in this debate is what motivates 

everyone, regardless of our intuitions. 

Here, we can note another problem with the line of argument feasibility 

debaters such that Lawford-Smith pursues, especially when it comes to motivating 

people. The goal of Lawford-Smith’s analysis is aid donations. These are not in and of 

themselves unproblematic; rather, they account for a great deal of controversy in 

research communities and among laymen. 

Notwithstanding that aid donations, their effectiveness, their level of 

corruptness and their respective end goals are debated, the problem here is also that 

many people may intuitively feel that the power to change things may lay elsewhere. 

Many people may, in the back of their minds, be aware of the little change that aid 

donations contribute to in a world of corrupt leadership, war and terrorism. Most 

people may even know that if they want the world to be a better place, they would have 

to affect the ruling elites directly, or they would have to become one with the ruling 

elites themselves. These implications will be returned to later in the analysis. 

Brock also deals with the motivation problem as a category linked to the 

problem of feasibility. Her method is to solve the issues with motivation in her book 

Global Justice. First, she targets the problem with self-interest. Brock considers 

various appeals harness the motivation of self-interest, such as 

our international tax and accounting regime, since clamping down on tax 
evasion and eliminating transfer pricing schemes that do not reflect fair 
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market value should help states collect more of the taxes that they are owed, 
taxes with which they could do much to address domestic problems, 
including the structural causes of poverty.133 

Brock explains, ‘As developed and developing countries have a common 

interest in collecting more of the taxes they are owed, this could motivate necessary 

action’.134 This does not clarify what motivation as a problem consists of, and relies 

on a justification that does not go beyond the appeal to a conception of justice. 

Thus, motivation is implicated on the factual part of the argument, and Brock 

deals with the motivational aspect and facts (the problem with universal agreement) 

in the following way: 

We can make considerable progress without universal agreement on many 
issues. For instance, we only have 105 states…signed up to the International 
Criminal Court, but the ICC has been able to make some progress in stopping 
atrocities and bringing perpetrators to justice for those in states that are 
signatories.135 

According to the cosmopolitan view, then, the cosmopolitan ideal will 

overcome the problem of lack of moral motivation if justice is publicly promoted. 

Public education of cosmopolitanism is the suggestion. This argument would seem to 

rely on two conditions. The first is that people’s acceptance and preference of the 

cosmopolitan ideal will come automatically because of the appeal in its objectivity. 

The second is that educating cosmopolitans would be both practically viable and 

morally desirable.136 Indeed, studies support taking the educational approach to 

cosmopolitan attitudes.137 The result of such approaches is to make most people 

 
133 Brock, Global Justice, 329. 
134 Ibid., 329. 
135 Ibid. 
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cosmopolitans at heart. And the conditions above allow for some amount of 

nationalism as well, because both cosmopolitanism and nationalism aspire to bring 

strangers together.138 

If cosmopolitanism is not attractive to a person, we cannot expect that the 

project of education will succeed. In theory, it could be equally plausible that a person 

finds statism more attractive. In response to this scepticism, philosophers have argued 

that arguments of justice have stronger motivational power—regardless of their level 

of truth—than those arguments that may be grounded in, for example, ideas about 

humanity.139 

For Aristotle, ethical virtues required the correct emotional dispositions, which 

were developed by parental training of children’s emotional reactions to pleasure and 

pain.140 Further, the Kantian principle of ought implies can is often invoked to justify 

the limits of ethical theory that arise out of human nature. The persuasive power of 

education should be treated as an empirical question for anyone who takes the proposal 

of cosmopolitan education seriously. Before we can say anything about the efficacy of 

education in promoting cosmopolitanism, we require empirical evidence about the 

power of education to develop ethical views which the next chapter deals with.  

2.2 Some Morally Justified Reasons to Lack Motivation for Acting 

Towards Global Justice 

Before we can make progress in this investigation about what the motivation 

question means for responsibility and for whom, it is important to consider the 

 
138 Barry and Pogge, 59. 
139 Lawford-Smith, ‘Feasibility Constraints and the Cosmopolitan Vision’, 140. 
140 John Protevi, ‘Political Emotion’, in Collective Emotions, eds. Mikko Salmela and Christian von 
Scheve (Oxford University Press, 2014). 



 

52 

concerns from those who believe that the persistent inaction of individuals in the face 

of global poverty is morally justified, as well as the reasons that may be said to underlie 

the apathy. The main reason for inaction, as this chapter will show, is lack of 

information, because people have debilitating ideas about what causes, or what can 

alleviate, global poverty. Before looking closer at these perceptions, it is important to 

note two things. First, most people are aware of global poverty and its acute 

implications. Advocacy organisations in this category and non-government 

organisations (NGOs) frequently make visible the statistics and call attention to the 

states of affairs. The media pays a vast amount of attention to questions of global 

poverty, global inequality and the major needs of people suffering all over the world. 

Second, a 2010 survey found that 73 per cent of the British population reported being 

either ‘concerned’ or ‘very concerned’ about the statistics presented global poverty.141 

These two points indicate that affluent individuals have no major lack of awareness or 

lack of concern for the global poor. On the contrary, as these so-called false beliefs 

indicate, there is a real emotional and psychological engagement with these questions 

by the affluent. Indeed, not many disregard attending somehow to the state of the 

world’s poor; rather, they seek to explain the causes of these and their own roles in 

relation to them. 

For those who object to my claim and argue that these figures indicate that a 

change in belief about poverty’s importance is needed,142 my argument is as follows. 

There is not, in fact, a lack of motivation to end global poverty. If the affluent, who 

are concerned about poverty, had been given a clear imperative and a stated promise 

 
141 TNS, ‘Public Attitudes Towards Development’ (2010), 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/676
84/public-attitudes-april10.pdf. 
142 Gabriel, ‘On Affluence and Poverty’, 167. 
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about an action that would, with certainty, dramatically affect the prevalence of global 

poverty, and if this available option for action was simple in its administration and 

with little cost to the individual, the majority of these individuals would take this given 

course of action. Below, I address the various concerns that may justify what could be 

labelled as lack of motivation to end global poverty. 

Lack of trust in the project of global justice is the first of justified reasons for 

inaction. For many, the belief that one’s actions will not significantly matter, may 

lessen the motivation to act and do one’s share. For people to be motivated to act, say 

by the work of some dedicated activists, it is crucial that the goal of their action is 

specified. People may also have good reasons to mistrust philanthropic projects or 

other activities said to spur global justice. In addition, people may have varying 

intuitions about the causes of poverty, thus affecting their belief that a solution can be 

reached.143 

These intuitions may sometimes be justified, and in those cases, it is difficult 

to influence the individual while at the same time respecting the integrity of 

autonomous thinking and avoiding coercion. Additionally, in many cases, it may be 

that these intuitions were inspired by dominant institutional influencers and lobbyists. 

One example of such influential lobbying is ExxonMobil’s successful global anti-

climate-action campaign, in which the company generated the false belief that climate 

change was not an agreed-on truth, that scientists were still debating the issue, and that 

we do not know for sure if the effects of fuel emissions are real.144 With the campaign, 

the company bought itself more time to make money. ExxonMobil’s influence is still 
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(1977–2014)’, Environmental Research Letters 12, no. 8 (2017). 



 

54 

prevalent, and some still believe that there is uncertainty about the effects of climate 

change. 

False beliefs about the causes of poverty have been suggested to contribute to 

a lack of motivation, resulting in inaction.145 However, acknowledging that individuals 

have false beliefs about poverty does not necessarily explain their inaction in remedial 

measures for poverty. For example, it has been shown that when asked about the causes 

of poverty, 56 per cent of participants in a large study believed the main reasons to be 

corrupt governments and leaders.146 

Indeed, corruption, lack of education, how we respond to and prepare for 

natural disasters, war and conflict are seen as playing major roles in contributing to 

global poverty.147 Such conceptions constitute real reasons for avoiding donating to 

aid and do not indicate lack of motivation to act morally. As such, so-called ‘false’ 

beliefs reflect real concern for real-world problems, and inaction seen from this point 

of view would seem like the morally right thing. 

False beliefs, with or without reasonable justification, give rise to another 

practical problem, and this is not necessarily one stemming from lack of motivation. 

A person with a false belief or mistrust regarding poverty eradication may choose to 

act in a way that seems less motivated, when this person may at heart be very motivated 

to end global poverty. This person chooses not to act because they do not have a belief 

that would justify acting. In this case, inaction would be morally legitimate even if the 

reason for inaction was false belief (e.g., about the benefits of aid donations). Such 

cases may even be morally praiseworthy, since individuals may then instead focus 
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their efforts on finding out about other more effective ways of dealing with global 

injustice. 

Another difficulty which explains inaction is that people overestimate the cost 

they would incur from doing the right thing. They also sometimes overestimate the 

influence of their acts or donations. Additionally, people overestimate the amount their 

governments spends on international aid, which gives them further reasons to refrain 

from acting with regards to some morally salient cause as someone else is already 

doing all that is needed. Philosophers often meet these explanations for inaction by 

working on their moral argumentation and seeking out various efforts to persuade the 

affluent into becoming more charitable. Singer has, along with other attempts to 

morally and philosophically persuade his readers and followers,148 created a movement 

directed at the average ‘rich’ affluent individual to increase their aid donations. 

One major reason for people’s lack of action and their possible lack of 

motivation to act is that individuals simply do not know what to do. Having considered 

several claims about inaction due to lack of motivation, caused by so-called false 

belief, we now need to turn to the problem of blaming individuals for lack of 

motivation. The next part of my analysis, against this backdrop, focuses on the problem 

of how an individual can know what they should do when the responsibility to act is 

attributed to them as belonging to the affluent as a group. It is important to remember 

that the problem does not consist in who the affluent are, but that the responsibility for 

the individuals become somewhat practically impossible to attend to when directed at 

the affluent as a group. 

 
148 For a fuller account of explanations for why people chose not to act to end global poverty, see 
Gabriel, ‘On Affluence and Poverty’. For information on movements by philosophers in the direction 
mentioned, see Peter Singer’s cause, ‘Effective Altruism’ (www.effectivealtruism.org). 
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2.3 Motivation and Collective Responsibility in the Institutional 

Thesis 

When Singer argues that there are certain moral obligations to address poverty, 

he does so by directing these moral obligations to the affluent as a group. Martha 

Nussbaum builds her moral obligations in the context of global poverty as bearing on 

‘humanity’. Many others have argued, for example, that obligations to act towards 

alleviating human rights deficits fall on the global collective.149 These are all similar 

to the accounts of responsibility that normally follow from global justice theories 

which target affluent individuals in general. 

Attributing responsibility by moving from joint causation of harm or joint 

failure to donate to aid has been proven problematic. Lawford-Smith argues that when 

we attribute responsibility to an individual, we do not do so without finding out about 

whether the individual caused the harm, whether there was some intentionality behind 

the action (or failure to act), whether they could have foreseen the consequences of 

their action, or whether their action was negligent or reckless. 

Attributing responsibility to the affluent group is not analogous to attributing 

responsibility to an individual. This raises the important problem that individuals who 

are faced with the genuine question of what morality requires that they do (or do not 

do) are given very difficult tasks to achieve in the previously mentioned cases because 

there is a good they can bring about together with others, but certainly not alone.150 

Global poverty would have proceeded regardless of any individual’s action towards 

poverty eradication if taken in isolation. This is usually the case because of the causal 

relation that institutions have to global poverty. 

 
149 Holly Lawford-Smith, ‘What “We”?’, Journal of Social Ontology 1, no. 2 (2015). 
150 Ibid. 



 

57 

2.4 The Capacity Claim for Responsibility 

The moral norms presented by many theorists in global justice are  not straight 

forward for the affluent individual. Given that the advice for the individual becomes 

practically impossible to live up to these norms seem morally implausible. The 

individual may come to lack motivation because their group is attributed with 

responsibility in a way that does not specify what the individual must do. As mentioned 

earlier, the individual may justly lack motivation because they lack information about 

what they need to do to take collective responsibility. Despite this, moral norms for 

the affluent individual are arguably a central feature of responsibility claims given by 

many global justice philosophers. This ties to the idea of ought implies can, as is 

discussed below, and any theory that wants effect is usually advised to attend to this 

maxim.151 

In the debate about collective responsibility and motivation, the difficulty is 

that there is no collective with capacity for action ready to assist the individual so long 

as the moral norms are directed at ‘the affluent’. There is no specific person at the 

receiving end of the moral norms that state who is responsible, the way that would be 

required for the individual to discharge her moral responsibilities in concert with the 

others. Lawford-Smith argues that as long as we attribute moral responsibility to 

uncoordinated individuals, like ‘the affluent’, we cannot attribute non-collective 

(individual) obligations. The same thing could be said about institutions and their lack 

of allocated moral responsibilities resulting in inaction.152 
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When we, as individuals, remain passive in the face of global poverty, we do 

not act as a collective, but as individuals on ‘consecutive days’ in concert with others 

(over a period of time). But only insofar as sufficiently many individuals remain 

passive, is it reasonable to talk about any real effects—that in effect become collective 

effects—caused by each individual, yet in the most practical sense, together. Lawford-

Smith refers to such agents as ‘non-collective groups’.153 However, the present 

analysis focuses only on individuals. 

2.5 Causation and Responsibility for Individuals 

The preceding topic helps to address the problem with the direction of norms 

that arise in discussions about the motivation question. The lack of capacity is a crucial 

impediment that justifies a lack of action, but in global justice debates this lack of 

action is frequently misinterpreted as a lack of motivation for global issues. Given that 

the institutional thesis focuses on targeting causally related institutions and global 

structures that influence global poverty, the responsibility concepts used in relation to 

such theories need to track causation. This ought to apply when targeting individuals 

as guilty of lack of motivation as well, given it is a problem we want to solve. Targeting 

the affluent or individuals (unspecified) does not do this. In fact, causation is a very 

difficult topic that philosophers frequently disagree on. To see how this usually 

unfolds, one can look at the debate over collective responsibility in relation to less 

clear harms such as climate change and fuel emission.154 
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Further, for our responsibility concepts to have effect, they need to track 

causation in the sense that what an individual is responsible for doing actually has a 

causal effect on global justice. To further investigate this conjecture, the responsibility 

for lack of motivation by the affluent individual, the central tenets of Pogge’s 

institutional notion of global justice which holds institutions causally responsible for 

global justice is addressed. To make progress on the front of solving the motivation 

question, we need to be clear about how the concepts of responsibility interact with 

the question of causation within the literature on global justice. 

2.6 Pogge’s Theory of Global Institutional Justice 

Pogge’s normative theory of minimal global institutional justice rests on three 

central premises: 

1) Current global institutional arrangements cause 2.53 billion, or 39.7 per cent of 

the global population, to live in absolute poverty, and 18 million people die 

annually as a result of poverty-related causes. 

2) Corrupt, authoritarian governments of poor countries act in concert with the 

global institutional arrangements that are coercively imposed on the poor by the 

rich countries. 

3) All of this occurs while there are feasible alternative global institutional 

arrangements, which, with little cost to the affluent, would eliminate poverty-

related deaths.155 

According to Pogge, ‘It is undeniable that our governments, by pressing this 

WTO Treaty on the rest of the world, have foreseeably taken out millions of poor 

persons who would otherwise have survived’.156 He also states: 
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One is reminded of the Wannsee Conference, where senior Nazi officials 
planned the deaths of millions as part of their “final solution.” Of course, 
there is an important difference. The German bureaucrats of 1942, and the 
Fuhrer whom they sought to please, intended to get rid of the Jews and other 
people they deemed inferior. The UN bureaucrats of 2001, and the national 
politicians on whom they depend, harbor no ill will toward the world’s poor. 
Concerned for their careers and hence eager for our support, they merely do 
not care.157 

Responsibility for harm is described in such a way that the human beings 

involved are partially or even wholly excluded from the argument because harm is a 

human rights deficit only when it is causally traceable to social institutions.158 

According to Seumas Miller, Pogge has, by shifting focus from individuals to 

institutions, endorsed a version of collective moral responsibility.159 Miller’s claim is 

problematic, however, because there is a deep individualist focus within any of 

Pogge’s claims, given the focus on the members of some treaty or national politicians 

in question, who are arguably individuals. We should also note here that lack of 

motivation has no place in the systemic outlining of global justice principles, yet, 

somehow, it is given central status in the literature when evaluating the concerns that 

global justice is up against. 

The responsibility attributed to the affluent group is then attributed to the 

affluent individual due to their mere participation in the unjust social order. The 

restrictive sense in which Pogge defines what counts as harm from a moral point of 

view, which subsequently amounts to an account of institutional justice (or injustice), 

leaves aside the question of whether individuals can really be said to have behaved 

justly or unjustly when they participated in the unjust social order. He does not discuss 
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how the individual’s participation is directly causally connected to the harm committed 

by their group. 

The question here is whether Pogge’s conception of global justice means that 

individuals are responsible. This question is, as this thesis shows, answered by 

focusing on the need for global justice responsibilities to be aligned with the causal 

premise about institutional harm; this means institutional motivation gets precedence 

over the motivation of ordinary affluent individuals. However, some individuals - 

those individuals with institutional power – will be responsible, where they have some 

causal influence over institutional motivation. Pogge argues that any affluent citizen 

who participates by imposing, coercing or upholding the current global order is 

responsible for violating the human rights of others as long as there are institutional 

arrangements that cause global poverty. Lichtenberg raises the issue of the difficulty 

in distinguishing between these two (institutional and individual) moral assessments 

in this sense. In arguing that it is ambiguous, she asks ‘what constitutes institutional 

treatment?’160 

Pogge’s arguments naturally take us onto the topic of collective responsibility. 

Philosophers like Seumas Miller argue that we should conceive of collectives of 

certain kinds, like those of institutions, as moral entities capable of having values and 

intentions. This conception allows them to act in ways that make them, as collective 

entities, morally responsible. Collectives can, for example, be liable or deserving 

punishment. Our ability to recognise these collective responsibilities alters cases where 

there is a shortfall of individual responsibility, like in the Poggean notion of global 

justice. Such cases involve those more difficult causal cases, such as natural disasters 
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due to climate change, where it is frequently argued that similar events give rise to a 

collective moral responsibility to stop driving as much as we do or reduce our amounts 

of waste and so on. 

Conversely, Pogge has argued that in any of such cases there is an institutional 

causal chain which even involves foreseeability, reducing the responsibility that 

individuals (as part of collectives) have. For example, cases of severe flooding due to 

heavy rain periods can be attributed to badly constructed levies and predictions of such 

floods having been overlooked by the responsible institutions.161 Säde Hormio has 

pointed out that, 

a hurricane or tsunami cannot be held morally responsible for the destruction 
it causes, although human beings can be held morally responsible for the 
socio-political, economic, and cultural factors behind why so many people 
died when the hurricane or tsunami hit (e.g. poor local infrastructure).162 

So what should the individual do in light of these predicaments? I turn to answer this 

question below. 

2.7 Locating the Motivation Question in the Institutional Global 

Justice Debate 

As previously mentioned, a unifying position in global justice debates is that 

our moral duties stem from the basis of universal human rights. From such a 

conception, the moral bearers of responsibility for protecting and enabling human 

rights are usually and primarily the institutions of states.163 In one important sense, 
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these human rights constitute both moral and legal responsibility, making these moral 

norms stronger as they are also legally enforceable.164 

Within the international development sector, which works towards alleviating 

global poverty, there is a long tradition of recognising the relationship between 

representations, emotions and engagement.165 NGOs have traditionally trusted the 

efficacy of relying on exceedingly emotive pleas to help lock down donations. 

Recently, however, public interest and engagement with development166 has 

decreased. In response to declining engagement, Andrew Dobson167 has identified four 

key points that need to be identified and explicated when ascribing (collective) 

responsibility within the institutional framework: 

• the scope of political obligation (who is obliged, and to whom?) 

• the nature of political obligation (what are we obliged to do?) 

• the source of political obligation (what triggers it?) 

• the limits to political obligation (how do political obligations ‘trade’ against 

other obligations and against rights that might ‘trump’ some obligations?).168 

In this manner, Dobson constructs an account of all of the different aspects one could 

wish to have on the table when deciding what to do next. 

In addressing the motivation question from this point on, we must remember 

that the institutional concept of global justice is our first and bearing premise in global 

justice. Philosophers such as Pogge call for global institutional reform compatible with 

cosmopolitan moral principles.169 Pogge’s institutional understanding of human rights 
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give rise to claims ‘not against all other human beings, but specifically against those 

who impose a coercive institutional order’.170 But, because what motivates people is a 

complicated issue,171 and because of the asymmetry of the institutional conception of 

human rights and the targeted affluent people in the motivation question, we should 

instead raise the question what motivates institutions. 

When we consider the motivation question in terms of the institutional 

framework of global justice, we must consider the target that bears responsibility for 

correcting the injustice. The target of the claims from those suffering the injustice is 

not (affluent) individuals, but the institutions responsible for the injustice. Again, we 

should not be focused on what motivates individuals to act justly; rather, we should 

question what motivates institutions. 

The misidentification of the target of global justice claims is widespread. 

Lawford-Smith, for example, identifies a goal that concerns institutional action, 

namely policy reform, but when considering how to achieve this goal, she focuses on 

what motivates individuals to act. She asks, ‘to what extent it is feasible for a group of 

dedicated activists to use either the justice or the humanity arguments to gather support 

for policy reform related to the global poverty problem’.172 Instead of asking what may 

motivate the institution to change its policies, she targets dedicated activists as the 

main bearers of responsibility for gathering support for policy change. The target, the 

bearer of responsibility, is not the institution, but activists that can motivate individuals 

to put pressure on those institutions. 
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A problem with Lawford-Smith’s general approach is that, in a sense, it is taken 

for granted that affluent people lack motivation. While she does not directly take a 

stand on any moral issues that track motivation, she also does not consider whether, 

for example, institutions are entities that can be motivated, and whether it is institutions 

that lack motivation to reform institutional arrangements. Rather, her argument is that 

moral theories of either guilt or humanity have motivating force. This may not be as 

clear-cut and simple as she herself claims it to be about what would motivate us to act. 

It is true that guilt and humanity may certainly have some moral role to play, but her 

focus on these bypasses a host of moral and rational reasons that agents may have that 

lead them to determinee whether or not to act in relation to a specific cause. The thesis 

so far has showed these reasons to be strongly related to lack of information, bias, and 

knowledge about capacity to influence global harms. All of these reasons could explain 

inaction, but theorists like Lawford-Smith take inaction as evidence of lack of 

motivation. Arguments such as that by Lawford-Smith would benefit from asking 

whether it is important to motivate institutions to achieve global justice, and what such 

arguments would be. 

Returning to the debate on motivation, another relevant question is how do we 

know that bolstering more morally motivated citizens will generate the desired gains 

for global justice? Here, we should identify deliberative executive moral agents in 

global justice and establish the grounds and aims of the motivation question. But to 

place ourselves in the right context before any such analysis can be made, we need to 

identify the responsibility claims given by global justice theorists and outline how they 

relate to individuals and institutions respectively. This is my task in the discussion 

below. 
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2.8 Institutions, Individuals and Responsibility 

Normally, as previously mentioned, we see the concept of responsibility as 

directly tied to the notion of capacity. That is, for an agent to be responsible for 

something, they must be able to carry out that action which comes with the 

responsibility. This would mean, for example, that if an agent who initially has no 

capacity and is initially not held responsible then enhances their capacity to act (in a 

manner relevant for the ascription of responsibility), they are, prima facie, morally 

responsible. Other factors would also need to be considered in addition to their 

enhanced capacity to act, such as causal blame or moral reasons to assist, or 

compensation for harms. The question concerning lack of motivation is typically 

secondary to the question of capacity. If a person lacks the capacity to perform any 

given action relevant for the responsibility, their motivation to act does not matter. 

Against the backdrop of the current investigation, it’s necessary to remember 

that in the literature on motivation, the conception of human rights violations is seen 

as effects (or lack thereof) of agents’ actions and behaviours and not the result of global 

institutional causes. This stands in opposition to the moral frameworks and the 

responsibility concepts on which these discussions are founded. 

Elisabeth Ashford has argued that we should avoid seeing human rights 

violations as discrete actions of individual agents that take place over a particular 

discrete period of time.173 Instead, human rights violations are to be seen as 

consequences of a combined institutional and individual framework. In her view, this 

 
173 Ashford, ‘Severe Poverty as a Systemic Human Rights Violation’, 16. 
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leads to the conclusion that ‘the institutional account provides a particularly 

perspicuous account of the nature of many of the duties generated by human rights’.174  

There are numerous ways of conceiving of the possible responsibilities that 

might follow from global harms like global poverty and climate change. A few of the 

dominant positions that exist about our moral responsibilities regarding global poverty 

and some more perspectives demand to be addressed. Broome, for example, has an 

attractive approach to tackle these issues. He argues in favour of factually calculating 

the best use of our resources for grounding individual responsibility: 

reducing emissions is not an effective way for a private person to make the 
world a better place. True, you can as a private person improve the world 
significantly by reducing your emissions, because your emissions do 
significant harm. However, you have more effective ways of using your 
private resources to improve the world. Money that has been spent on hybrid 
cars and solar panels in northern climates would have done more good if it 
had been used instead to save lives by treating tuberculosis, or to save 
people’s sight by cataract treatment, or in a number of other ways.175 

However, Broome’s perspective is inherently institutional. While it certainly is 

good to act better on an individual level to reduce climate change, discharging our 

moral responsibilities with regards to climate change can only be done effectively with 

the powers from our governments (e.g., tax regulation and the government’s ability to 

influence large numbers of people). According to Broome, there is a practical issue 

with assigning responsibilities for global harms to individuals: ‘Far too few of us will 

respond as we morally should, and those who do will have little effect’.176 

 
174 Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights, 185. 
175 John Broome, Climate Matters: Ethics in a Warming World (Norton Global Ethics Series) (WW 
Norton & Company, 2012), 13–14. 
176 ‘A Reply to My Critics’, Midwest Studies In Philosophy 40, no. 1 (2016): 158. Further, Broome 
argues about distinguishing the origins of our moral responsibilities, which in this case would be that 
individuals have duties of justice, whereas institutions have duties of goodness. Individuals, in 
Broome’s account, have a moral duty from justice to do as much as possible to act politically to try 
and get governments to fulfil their duties. See Broome, Climate Matters, 73–74. 
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If we return to adopt Ashford’s account of responsibility, then the level of 

responsibility held by agents and institutions in some cases is a complex issue that also 

has to do with matter of degree.177 This implies that institutions are comprised of 

individuals and institutions interact with individuals and, finally, this allows that such 

individuals also differ in time and their undertakings within the institution. According 

to Ashford, these factors, which are factors of degree, make it very difficult, and in 

some cases impossible, to distinguish which specific individual caused which 

particular harm. The motivation question has not been considered in light of this 

complex relationship between individuals and institutions. 

Against this backdrop, current human rights violations ‘can only be seen by 

looking at the ongoing effects that systematically result from certain aspects of the 

normal behavior of millions of agents’.178 In accepting this view, the question arises 

of whether these systematic destructive aspects are in fact caused by institutions and, 

thus, official representatives of the institutions. Responsibility is easier to determine if 

there are clear targets tied to that responsibility not to harm, such as particular 

individuals or particular systems in the causal chain. One suggestion to ensure 

responsibility to act so as not to cause harm is that the debate should label the 

representatives of groups as the targets of responsibility that they are concerned with. 

But to reiterate, the behaviour of millions of individuals that contributes to the 

overwhelming global poverty experienced by millions of other individuals is usually 

due to their participation in a system like the global economic order, and so it is the 

system that enables the ongoing injustice. It is vital to distinguish between the 

collective responsibility of individuals acting in concert for institutions and the 
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responsibility of the individuals that, for instance, unknowingly participate in harmful 

institutional systems.179 

Miller gives an example of how one is able to distinguish between institutional 

(collective) and individual responsibility, making citizens (in this case) only indirectly, 

or less sharply, responsible for global poverty: 

the alleged moral responsibility of a democratic government that has 
instigated and ratified a trade treaty that is extremely harmful to large 
numbers of the world’s poorest – assuming this to be the case – does not in 
any straightforward way translate into moral responsibility of the same kind, 
or order of magnitude, on the part of the citizenry who voted that government 
into office and who benefit from these treaties.180 

However, Miller still allows that in these cases, citizens have some 

responsibility to do something about global poverty, by virtue of their knowledge of 

their government’s wrongful decisions, and that is to give aid. Below, the chapter deals 

with some of the problematic features of aid donations. 

Uncertainty about the efficacy of aid donations is a concern that aid sceptics 

highlight. If there is a considerable amount of evidence pointing to other ways of 

providing justice being more effective, thus aid donations may be an unjustified option. 

Consider this analogy: you would not allow a builder to start building your house 

without assurance that the builder knows exactly what to do, and that they will build a 

functional house. When we want a charity or NGO to alleviate global poverty (using 

 
179 I am not concerned with any additional terminology here, because it suffices to talk about 
institutions or individuals, and collectives (that are sometimes institutions) as made up of individuals. 
But for better terminology to tackle these problems, Broome, for example, distinguishes between 
public morality (institutions), civic morality (individuals morality directly linked to institutions) and 
private morality (individuals-to-individuals). See John Broome, William Nordhaus and Arun Agrawa, 
‘The Public and Private Morality of Climate Change: Symposium on the Tanner Lecture on Human 
Values’, presented at University of Michigan, 2012. 
180 Miller. 
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our donations), one can expect assurance about the company’s knowledge and means 

of effectively providing aid. 

Aid critics claim that in many cases, international aid diminishes economic 

growth, which in turn leads to more inequality and increased poverty levels in a 

country.181 As some research has shown, foreign aid does not channel to those in most 

need of it.182 In fact, less than half of all aid goes to low-income countries.183 

Further, aid donations may distract attention from the real problem, which 

concerns the cause of global poverty. If so, doing nothing may even pressure leaders 

to do their part when they see that the affluent refuse to maintain the status quo by 

attempting to alleviate global poverty without changing those institutional systems that 

cause the poverty in the first place. 

As Miller argues, affluent citizens have a collective moral responsibility to 

design and redesign global institutions ‘under which citizens and/or institutional actors 

have collective institutional obligations that are also collective moral obligations’.184 

By giving aid donations, wealthy individuals may be avoiding their collective 

responsibility (or allowing that their leaders ignore it), rather than discharging their 

moral responsibility. 

Consider the duty not to perpetrate torture in accordance with human rights. 

This moral duty falls on individuals in one sense, but most importantly, it falls on the 

 
181 W. Easterly, The White Man’s Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So Much 
Ill and So Little Good (Penguin Publishing Group, 2006). See also D. Moyo, Dead Aid: Why Aid Is 
Not Working and How There Is Another Way for Africa (Penguin Books Limited, 2011). However, 
economic growth and its effects on global poverty is a controversial topic. Gillian Brock proposes that 
what matters to these questions is ‘pro-poor economic growth’ that does reduce poverty with certainty 
from measurable effects (see Brock, Global Justice, 222). 
182 Alberto Alesina and David Dollar, ‘Who Gives Foreign Aid to Whom and Why?’, Journal of 
Economic Growth 5, no. 1 (2000). 
183 William Easterly and Claudia R. Williamson, ‘Rhetoric Versus Reality: The Best and Worst of Aid 
Agency Practices’, World Development 39, no. 11 (2011). 
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political structures within which it is encouraged or plays a central role. It is the 

purpose of the thesis to philosophically satisfactory provide an answer to how we 

should think about individual’s responsibility in this context. These political structures 

are the most appropriate to focus on, because even though the torturers are the 

individuals that are causally responsible, the torturers report being prompted into 

action by the political structure.185 Whether individuals in these scenarios are 

responsible or not is discussed further on in this thesis.   

Assigning responsibility primarily within institutional structural settings such 

as those allowing and coercing torture can also be done with Marion-Young’s social 

connection model.186 According to this model, we can derive shared responsibility for 

any harm that we contribute to if the harm is structural. In short, responsibility from 

social connection to institutional structural injustices, such as sweatshop labour 

injustice or the injustice involved in torture, involves joining with others and politically 

organising to reform such structures. Persuading others that sweatshop labour is often 

unjust and immoral, or that a certain country allows for torturing its citizens, may be 

an action that discharges the individual’s responsibility. Working through state 

institutions is one effective collective action that the individual can take. This last 

suggestion has promise in its practical characteristics. 

The social connection model directly provides clear directives for how an 

individual can discharge their responsibilities for structural injustice. How can this 

model apply at the global justice level? While purporting to provide a global justice 

model of connective responsibility, Marion-Young offers direct guidance using 

 
185 Pogge, World Poverty and Human Rights, 199. 
186 Iris Marion Young, ‘Responsibility and Global Justice: A Social Connection Model’, Social 
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examples of more or less local structural injustices, even though those responsible for 

sustaining or even imposing these structures may find themselves on the other side of 

the world. These responsibility holders would, for example, be the consumers of the 

products manufactured in a sweatshop. However, because there is yet another, more 

inclusive layer of institutional responsibility coming from the global rules that sustain 

and impose such injustices, like the international borrowing and resource privilege, the 

examples offered may not apply to global institutions that ultimately contribute to the 

major harms. The institutions relevant for this are those that are widely held to cause 

global poverty—the WTO, IMF and other global institutions equally large in scope 

and effect.187 

The question here is whether sweatshop examples can apply equally to global 

institutions or if these, in virtue of their connections to larger global institutions, are 

merely puppeteers. In essence, the question is whether the model of responsibility that 

involves collective organisation to reform institutional structures can apply for global 

institutions such as the WTO. If we go by the suggestion to act through states, the 

question is how can states effectively alter global institutions, rules and practices 

enough when so much occurs through corruption and business, and in which states’ 

voices sometimes matter very little.188 

Global justice literature currently lacks meaningful conceptual distinctions for 

addressing these sorts of questions regarding responsibilities for taking action.189 

 
187 Teppo Eskelinen, ‘Global Basic Structure and Institutions: The WTO as a Practical Example’, 
Journal of Global Ethics 7, no. 1 (2011). 
188 Lisa L. Fuller, ‘Poverty Relief, Global Institutions, and the Problem of Compliance’, Journal of 
Moral Philosophy 2, no. 3 (2005). 
189 See for example Charles Jones, ‘Moral Cosmopolitanism and Political Practice’, in Global Justice, 
Global Institutions, ed. D. M. Weinstock (University of Calgary Press, 2007), 22, where he mentions 
David Miller and his own ideas regarding motivating individuals by shared identity and refers to the 
general idea of national identity as a given reality on which the claims are based. 
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Regarding the influence of the institution of the EU, Pogge states, ‘ordinary citizens 

of the EU have very little meaningful influence on the political decisions made in their 

name by the centralized organs and agencies, such as the European Commission, the 

Council of Ministers, and the European Parliament’.190 

How does the discussion so far relate to the motivation question? Consider the 

argument to illustrate an answer to this question. A theory that places the question of 

motivation as a central obstacle to achieving global justice has its consequences 

varying greatly depending on whom the problem’s implications are directed at. The 

motivation question in the literature is usually directed towards affluent individuals, or 

more simply at individuals, to end global poverty,191 to the point where coercion of 

ordinary persons as a means to pursue their moral duties to assist is sometimes 

considered.192 This distracts from the real issue if global poverty is primarily a problem 

caused by global institutions.193 

The WTO’s rules apply to more than 90 per cent of the world’s trade 

arrangements.194 These trade arrangements play a large role in exacerbating the 

numbers of global poor every year. By focusing on individuals’ lack of motivation, we 

do not focus on the institutions and the individuals who comprise them that are, in the 

institutional framework of global justice, the major bearers of responsibility for global 

injustice. This is inconsistent. The concern about a motivational deficiency should be 

targeted at those responsible, namely, the global institutions. 

 
190 Pogge, Politics as Usual, 183. 
191 Lawford-Smith, ‘Feasibility Constraints and the Cosmopolitan Vision’, 141. 
192 Ibid., 142. 
193 Notwithstanding that I talk about the connection model in which the term ‘structural injustice’ is 
used and ‘institutional injustice’ refers to these, that I argue are not global, I will continue to use the 
term institutional justice as referring to the global institutional perspective, and not merely cases like 
sweatshop labour kinds of structures. 
194 See Sarah Anderson and John Cavanagh, ‘World Trade Organization’, Foreign Policy-In Focus 2, 
no. 14 (1997). 
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Regarding the motivation in global institutions, Pogge notes that ‘morally 

successful rules are much easier to sustain than morally successful conduct’. He argues 

that this is ‘because individual and collective agents are under continuous counter-

moral pressures not merely from their ordinary self-interested concerns, but also from 

their competitive situation as well as from considerations of fairness’.195 It has been 

found, however, that the main motivation behind corruption in business and official 

agents is not economic incentives, but morally connoted notions like perceived and 

prevalent norms and perceived opportunity to comply.196 

‘A constraint faced by an agent is a feature of the world that can reasonably be 

judged to have the property that the agent cannot change it without substantial cost or 

difficulty, if at all’.197 In line with this definition, the constraints identified go two 

ways. First, the facts about the world are not in favour of the affluent citizen when it 

comes to acting towards global justice because all processes are not based on 

democratic decision-making and because individuals cannot act from outside 

institutions effectively. Secondly, the facts about the world leave ordinary citizens 

outside the scope of motivation debates because their motivation has such minimal 

causal influence on the relevant institutions, which means that in many instances, 

moral motivations on behalf of people who lack meaningful influence just do not 

matter enough causally for philosophical debates on responsibility to focus on these. 

It would be equally, if not more productive to focus on motivating individuals with 

institutional power, because the institutional causal connection to alleviating harms is 
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much greater than any other affluent individual’s causal connection to alleviating 

harms.  

Notwithstanding the problematic relationship between the two ideas of 

responsibility holders, the argument presented in this chapter centres on the direction 

of norms—are the norms about responsibility directed to individuals, or are they 

directed at institutional conduct and motivation? On this, let me comment on the notion 

of accountability in this debate: the question of motivation seems to rely on the faulty 

premise that affluent individuals have actual capacities to alleviate global poverty.198 

For the institutional understanding of global justice and human rights, there is no need 

for a further argument dissolving the capacity claim. It is established that the causal 

impact of global institutions has a primary effect on global poverty, and the affluent 

citizens who do not directly impose current institutions are only seen as indirectly and 

negatively responsible. 

The relevant institutions and the individual and collective agents who work 

under them are the only agents with direct capacity to affect global poverty. Despite 

this disconnect, it is argued that affluent individuals, by virtue of their affluence, have 

the capacity to assist philanthropic undertakings but fail to do this on the basis of their 

lack of motivation. This is a false belief about motivation. 

The institutional conception of global justice should be understood as the 

effective alternative to requirements of motivation. Because the capacity claim is false, 

then, if motivation matters to the degree that philosophers claim, then we, as 

philosophers, have the reason and ability to pressure politicians and businessmen and 

others who operate our global institutional arrangements in a way that alters their 
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motivation efficiently, rather than that of the affluent individuals. Finally, there are a 

number of ways in which there is a more direct interactive link between institutional 

and individual actions, and I focus on these below. 

2.9 The Interaction of Institutions, Motivation and Citizens 

Building on the discussed considerations about responsibility claims in global 

justice and motivation, some further aspects of this problem should be addressed—

namely, the link between institutional conduct and citizens’ conduct. This focus 

particularly involves the relations between institutions and the attitudes and behaviour 

of the citizens they may subsequently shape. Building on the previous discussions, any 

analysis that helps explain motivation should have the ability to be used or re-used 

(i.e., translated) for the purposes of building morally motivated institutions. First, we 

need to assess the existing approaches about what mechanisms are said to affect 

institutions, and, not least, how the interaction between institutions and individuals is 

sustained. 

The self-interest of global institutions, citizens and nations needs to be 

considered in an assessment of how cosmopolitanism can be achieved.199 This suggests 

that willingness and motivation to cooperate towards the cosmopolitan project can be 

found only in relations among co-nationals and their state’s interaction with them. 

Whatever principles of global justice one looks at, the consensus is that ‘they all 

demand more redistribution across borders than we presently witness’.200 But there 

 
199 Lenard defines nationalism (statism in this thesis) as ‘the argument that nations are the proper site 
of distributive justice’ (615). 
200 Ibid. This, however, is not true, because among global justice thinkers there is currently no 
consensus on redistribution being the only moral duty affluent individuals have in relation to global 
poverty. See for example, Brock, Global Justice, 325. However, in light of recent factual agreements 
on the wrongfulness of tax havens, Lenard’s view of a consensus on principles of redistribution does 
not seem implausible. 
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seem to be issues of democratic leadership involved in this. On the face of it, the 

shaping of citizens’ beliefs has a distinct authoritarian flare. 

Learning how to build state institutions that shape citizens’ moral beliefs and 

values and turn those into actions is one approach to getting us closer to the 

cosmopolitan institutional project. The first proposal for how this can be done comes 

from looking at the history of nation building.201 However, some see difficulties in 

utilising nation-state building as a model: ‘The danger, say the sceptics, is that 

institutions that encourage merely self-interested cooperation among states will work 

to preserve national boundaries and the importance of national self-determination’.202 

When it comes to institutions’ motivation, excluded from that of individual citizens, 

this would seem to: a) be less of a problem given that the context there is different, or 

b) provide us with a tool of understanding these mechanisms which are entirely 

translatable to mechanisms excluding the weight of individuals motivations. 

We can consider these mechanisms in isolation from individual motivations. 

Nevertheless, these difficulties reflect the fear of state institutions having motivated 

their citizens in the wrong directions, which could then also happen in a global context. 

But this is not the only problem with this approach. The following discussion looks 

more closely at Lenard’s views on what she holds to be problematic within her own 

proposal. 

Institutional motivation is an often-ignored topic. Researchers that do focus on 

this issue hold that global institutions such as the UN, IMF and World Bank are 

generally motivated by institutional self-interest.203 These global institutions shape 
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state activities and, according to Lenard, serve to protect human rights,204 provide 

humanitarian aid and see to the provision of global public goods.205 Thus, they are 

important aspects of the interaction between institutions and individuals and should be 

strengthened for these reasons. Agreeing with this factual outlook means existing 

global institutions could and should be the enablers of cosmopolitan global justice. A 

crucial question is ‘whether and by what mechanism institutions, if organized in the 

right way, can serve to motivate individuals, via states’206 to carry out cosmopolitan 

duties of justice. Additionally, the analysis that follows could be done in reverse, by 

asking via which mechanisms do individuals motivate our ruling institutions. 

Lenard provides a philosophical assessment of the cosmopolitan principles of 

justice and the relationship between institutions and citizens which involves a related 

view on obstacles to achieving cosmopolitan justice. She offers three main 

observations about human psychology: 

1) people in general believe that affluent individuals and their respective states 

have a duty to act towards redistribution of wealth globally207 

2) people in general (individuals and people in states) lack motivation to carry out 

their duties to act towards redistribution of wealth globally208 

3) institutions are motivated by self-interest. 

The first two observations are philosophical observations about people’s 

psychology. The first is a value judgement that it is morally neutral and an observation 

about what we think that people feel and think about what is morally right. The first 

 
204 Here, Lenard refers to Thomas Nagel’s famous paper, ‘The Problem of Global Justice’, Philosophy 
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claim is a psychology statement. The observation should be conceived of as a 

psychology statement because it says something about human beings and how they 

feel and think. Further, this observation is dependent on a normative premise based on 

an understanding of the psychology of the individuals who lack motivation, so there is 

an inference drawn from psychological research (at best). For consistency to prevail, 

the first observation may even need to be a psychology statement. If it is a psychology 

statement, it requires justification—grounds and empirical facts—about the human 

mind. The second observation is also about what people lack in their minds, which 

holds them back from acting on their moral beliefs. What follows from these 

observations is that what ought to be done at some point is that people ought to be 

more motivated to act according to what they feel is morally required of them. 

Institutions, according to Lenard, can make this happen. 

According to most accounts of the motivation question, we should direct our 

attention towards the psychology of the two main competing grounds of justice, 

namely, nationalism versus cosmopolitanism and their varying degrees of objectivity. 

Cosmopolitans argue that our moral obligations are global in scope and incorporate all 

human beings, whereas nationalists argue that our moral duties are constrained to our 

fellow nationals only. But more importantly to our discussion, both sides explain the 

problem with motivation. The nationalist explanation is that people are fixed 

psychologically to care only for co-nationals. However, critics have refuted this claim 

on the basis of its lack of evidence. One critic states, ‘We simply do not have enough 

evidence to support the ambitious claim that co-nationals are naturally disposed to 

share with one another in ways that people from different countries are not’.209 The 
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opposing view holds that cosmopolitan sympathies and capacities can widen the scope 

of care beyond borders.210 

It is important to point out that we cannot properly assess much of the strength 

of either the nationalist or cosmopolitan arguments here without sufficient empirical 

data about people’s actual capacities for caring about these sorts of questions, and more 

importantly, caring enough to act. Another point to note is that even if more clearer 

data were available,  we would need to be careful about what the research in this area 

actually shows. If people are malleable,  then the data might show more about how 

they have been changed, rather than anything about fixed capabilities.  

A suggestion for further research is that we should also assess on what grounds 

previously mentioned claims stand, irrespective of which position one undertakes to 

be true about people’s psychological capacities for moral motivation. Let me explain. 

Lenard argues that trust is the main facilitator of shared public cultures, which in turn 

leads to motivated citizens in the direction of global justice. Her suggestion is that trust 

enables participation in democratic processes and is crucial for functioning institutions 

to be created and sustained. The problem is that trust, she claims, is on the wane.211 

The ways in which institutions affect their citizens’ various behaviours (and the 

responsibility institutions bear for sustaining this cooperation) are important for 

sustaining certain values and interactions with their institutions. 

Lenard explicitly ties institutions to the actions of citizens and, thus, offers a 

connection between the problem with motivation and institutional conduct empirically. 

What is required is the establishment of what foregrounds the view that institutions 
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moderate the motivation of citizens relies on. The present case now requires 

justification. If we look at the proposition of an appropriate connection between 

motivation and institutions, such a connection would offer an effective account of 

psychology applicable to the theoretical and conceptual bases for morality of global 

justice. 

2.10 Suggestive Answers to the Motivation Question 

What mechanisms are there that construct the right conditions for the right kind 

of interaction between the moral conduct of institutions and citizens? For this, at a 

minimum, the establishment of a hypothetical answer to the crucial question about 

what mechanisms affect agents’ conduct is required.212 Cases where government 

policies and laws and their implementations (e.g., government propaganda) have had 

strong effects on citizens and their need to act in solidarity or cases where they have 

displayed empathic responses are one example. Or perhaps we can think of existing 

campaigns and their associated laws that affect people’s motivation (e.g., to avoid 

driving when drunk or not to smoke in public places). It is crucial to also think about 

how government demonization of refugees affects the behaviour of citizens in various 

ways. In some places, we see an increase in racism, while in other places, we see 

uprisings and revolutionary aspirations spreading around the world. Charles Jones has 

argued that national identities and cultures have been effectively sponsored through 

transmissions by states to begin with. This is done through institutions and trust-

building among individuals and institutions. 
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Jones states that ‘shared economic interaction may, over time, provide enough 

familiarity with co-participants to generate trust sufficient to underpin the sort of 

global institutional framework required’. This sort of thinking is valuable whichever 

conclusion one draws, whether it is institutions or citizens that ultimately fail to meet 

their moral aspirations. The EU is useful in the analysis, as some philosophers have 

identified it as an example of the development of an international cosmopolitan 

identity from which we can draw conclusions about the prospects for cosmopolitanism 

on a global scale. This is an optimistic discussion bearing on the prospects of reaching 

the goal of global justice. 

One example of an institutional mechanism that could create a collective 

identity is the political elites who run nation-states, ‘potentially threatened by having 

more of their authority removed to a large political entity’.213 Within the EU, the states 

with the strongest sense of sovereign identity are Great Britain, Denmark, Austria, 

Sweden and some new member states from Central and Eastern Europe. These are said 

to be the states most sceptical of increased cooperation in politics.214 Further, ‘if state 

elites do not back a nationalist collective identity’,215 then the prospects of success for 

a shared identity project are low. A catch with this kind of trickle-down view is that it 

does not go just one way, because whether citizens accept or deny a European identity 

will in turn affect their politicians’ preferences for cooperating politically in a way 

required by EU procedures. 

One hypothesis that can be based on conclusions about collective identity 

formation in the EU is that the EU has better served cultural and social unification than 
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previous national projects of the same character, with the EU’s improved effectiveness 

being attributable to increased international integration.216 By extension, collective 

emotions scholar Joseph de Rivera observes that, 

Most identify with an ethnic group, nation, or religion, and referencing 
humanity as a superordinate provides a cognitive solution that fails to provide 
large-group identification. Establishing the social identity needed for 
democratic world government will require emotional ceremonies that will 
help people sense their membership in a human global community in which 
caring dominates fear.217 

This passage helps illuminate the different ways that identity formation in our world 

might come about. In accordance with this view, we learn that all identities are 

relationships within society. The question is whether they are personal in the sense that 

culture, or caring, or fear is what is involved. De Rivera continues, 

When caring is involved there is an awareness of the other as a person that is 
not based only on self-interest, such as the desire for power, prestige, and 
achievement, nor on family or group obligations, but on a genuine interest in 
the other.218 

In contrast, the EU project might bring something new that invites all possible sorts of 

identity formations to flourish, based on interaction across borders. 

The EU project, however, has only existed since the 1980s, and its citizens 

have only been interacting in large numbers for 25 years or so. Existing research 

indicates that as skill levels rise and education increases, people will be more interested 

in cultural interactions.219 Further, it is predominantly richer people that interact 

frequently across borders; ‘The middle and upper middle classes in Central and Eastern 
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Europe will eventually come to interact with and relate to their colleagues in Western 

Europe’.220 Thus, it could be suggested that fairer distribution of wealth would 

increase, practically, the prospects of a cosmopolitan vision becoming reality.221 Most 

important to note, however, may be 

as European markets continue to integrate, people will have more 
opportunities to interact with people in other countries. This could occur 
through work. But it could also happen as trans-European media, tourism, 
and resulting awareness of culture in other countries expands.222 

Now turn to the question of whether institutions, both national and global, 

create (or develop) citizens’ motivations. Could it be that institutions bear the 

responsibility to create the cosmopolitans that we all are deep down? The ‘are’ raises 

the question, if creating cosmopolitans will fix things, but we are already 

cosmopolitans, then why do we still have a problem? Lenard has proposed that we ask 

the question of ‘how, and whether, domestic institutions can be modified in ways that 

generate the motivation to pursue a fairer redistribution of wealth, and so to reduce the 

economic gap between rich and poor countries’.223 The question here should be, should 

we modify citizens or domestic institutions to be more motivated to strive towards  

somewhat more cosmopolitan values? If we are all already cosmopolitans by heart, 

and we are already motivated to minimise the suffering in the world, then our focus 

should not be on the general affluent citizen. Instead, liberate individuals who simply 

do not have the power to do what they believe they are duty-bound to do from moral 

blame.224 This proposition, however, would seem to entail that the motivation 
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question, as currently in the literature, is wrongly directed. It is always, if not just for 

the sake of intellectual honesty, a good idea to be consistent in a theory, especially one 

that directs heavy moral responsibility towards people in general. 

2.11 Trickle-Up Motivation from Individuals to Institutions and the 

Microexpressions of Ethical Signalling 

This radical conclusion—that ordinary individuals, due to their lack of capacity 

to causally affect the institutional structures that are responsible for global poverty, 

should not be held to be responsible for global poverty, seems to raise the question of 

whether ordinary individuals’ motivations can trickle up to motivate their ruling 

institutions instead. Such a view would reinforce the idea that individuals do have a 

responsibility in global justice because of their ability to have an impact based on their 

own motivations. One forceful proposal on this topic is from Lawford-Smith (as well 

as Säde Hormio and others), who discusses, in particular, an ‘obligation to signal’.225 

The idea is to offer a solution to the many top-down solutions for injustices that exist, 

including the productions within global manufacturing of goods, such as coltan, 

diamonds, chocolate, bananas and rice, and to the unjust consequences of consumption 

of goods such as fossil fuels and products of agricultural industries. 

The solutions to many global injustices today are indeed top down. They 

include reformation of institutions, changing of trade rules and domestic laws and 

policies, and affecting consumers towards ethically produced goods. It could be stated 

that the failures of today’s global institutions are top-down failures, and this would 

seem to align well with a focus on these individuals that hold significant power to alter 
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institutional effects. The idea of a trickle-up view, if effective, is by all means 

welcome. 

If an individual can discharge their duty, say, to avoid unethical consumption, 

it would seem to require two things: capacity (as capacity traces responsibility) and 

causality (does this individual cause a difference by making what she believes are 

ethical consumer choices?). According to Hormio, some individuals have quite a big 

capacity to make a significant difference, and our responsibility as members of 

organised collectives is most important with regards to collective harms like climate 

change.226 However, individuals without any significant institutional (or personal) 

power do not have the capacity to influence the state of affairs to have any significant 

effect on lowering their fossil fuel emissions, for example, which greatly diminishes 

the fact that all those actions that lead to harmful emissions are collectively brought 

about; Hormio concludes that 

We should recognize the collective agents and the powerful individuals that 
need to take action now and hold them accountable. In addition, when we 
understand the potential of our own marginal participation, we can create 
new groups and networks that ensure that the potential in our actions turns 
into actual positive change. It is good for the human psyche to feel part of 
something bigger.227 

To address some optimistic suggestions for change, and accompany Hormio’s 

thoughts, I will now turn to discuss signalling. The obligation to signal is, in a sense, 

inherently individual. Even though the desired outcome is to affect large collectives’ 

altered consumer habits, the signalling obligation constitutes an individual act. This 

view also assumes at the outset that institutions are not motivated enough to, say, be 

involved in these changes, hence the bottom-up approach of collectivising the 
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signalling for the institutions. In fact, the idea of signalling seems to highlight the 

moral failure of individuals within institutions, and, this may have neurological 

explanations. 

Whether individuals’ signalling actually causes a change in the behaviour of 

their leaders is an important question. However, it seems that the effects of signalling 

to affect institutions are not sufficient (consider PETA, Rainforest Alliance, Fairtrade 

Foundation and so on) even if it has some effect on ordinary individual’s undertakings 

and concern. 

Lawford-Smith uses some scientific evidence to build her argument, namely, 

the idea of microexpressions. She uses the phenomenon of microexpressions to argue 

that for a signal to be credible and reliable, it must be a physiological signal caused by 

genuine emotions ‘that show up on the face before they can be replaced by deliberate 

expressions’.228 There are two things to note here. 

Firstly, microexpressions are impossible to fake. Secondly, psychopaths are 

known to be experts in telling microexpressions229 before others can pick up on them, 

yet they do not dispose of these themselves.230 The question then becomes, what do 

we make of this? The fact that microexpressions are nearly impossible to fake make a 

compelling argument that this is an indicator of an individual’s moral capacity. 

However, how do we know that we, who are not psychopaths, can reliably spot these 

microexpressions? Is it possible to adequately distinguish between microexpressions 

in non-psychopaths from those of faked shallow affections in psychopaths?231 If not, 
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it would seem that microexpressions have no value as long as psychopaths are around. 

However, this is another problem that can be bettered with the enhancement of 

empathy.232 The possible objection that microexpressions or signalling might be used 

by psychopaths to their own benefit is just one of the many features exemplifying the 

immoral person that may, hypothetically, be positioned in leadership settings and 

influencing the moral landscape in important institutions in a detrimental manner. 

First, it would seem that this is plausible given psychopaths’ need to fit in adequately 

in social settings, and for this, useful manipulative emotional skills would seem 

welcome. Secondly, however, psychopaths’ inability to care for moral emotions or 

what is right or wrong suggests their ability to care for or figure out the moral 

dimensions of microexpressions in signalling would seem too costly for the 

psychopath. This is important because the example of individuals identified as amoral 

(psychopaths) has associated facts and implications from which theorists can derive 

useful insights into moral motivation in empirical settings such as those most relevant 

for global justice. After all, persons have ultimate moral influence on global injustices, 

and the extreme examples, while being on a spectrum of antimoral and antisocial 

qualities, signify the need for caring about moral motivation in institutions. Ultimately, 

the knowledge presented is to be utilized for solidifying theories of moral motivation 

and moral frameworks by aligning them with empirical examples of the limits of moral 

motivation. If some people simply have no ability to care for what is right or wrong, 

but only for incentives of status and monetary significance, these people are relevant 

examples to consider in altering theories of moral motivation, which are inherently 

practical, for global justice.  Ethical theory, after all, serves one of two purposes. It can 
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either be used to describe codes of conduct in a group or society, or, it can be used to 

prescribe and motivate, given certain conditions, moral codes of conduct in a group or 

society pertaining to what is considered morally right or wrong actions.  

Nicholas Rengger has addressed this conclusion by postulating three 

conditions for enabling a meaningful discourse on institutional moral agency: firstly, 

for collectives to be considered moral agents they must first be agents; secondly, they 

must possess a capacity for moral deliberation; and thirdly, they must be able to act on 

the basis of this deliberation.233 Of course, for the third to be possible, the institutional 

design could likely make it difficult for the agent to act deliberately on the specific 

moral prerogative, but this design is ultimately the result of individual moral decisions 

so it doesn’t take away the responsibility of institutional collective moral agents.  

Moreover, by the lack of empathic functioning, individuals exhibiting 

psychopathic traits cannot be fulfilling the second condition for institutional moral 

agency on Rengger’s postulate, and therefore it is important to analyze the 

psychological moral capacities of individuals with institutional power.  

The responsibility of individuals could, in light of these facts, consist of their 

active moral participation that comes from living within communities and spreading 

their active values (e.g., cosmopolitanism) for others. This responsibility is not 

something hypothetical, but given the propensity by individuals to do as others around 

them do, as Lichtenberg argues, a cosmopolitan motivation spreading throughout 

communities and to their leaders is not implausible. As presented in Chapter 4, 

neuroscience could give us reasons to implement psychopath tests, or design empathy 

tests in institutions. A prerequisite for this type of trickle-up view would be that such 
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tests be effectively implemented as a step to remove psychopathic individuals 

occupying positions in global institutions, or, to enhance empathic skills in institutions 

and strengthening moral landscapes. If leaders are psychopaths, then a trickle-up 

attempt to signal to change these individuals’ motivations will be ineffective, because 

psychopaths do not care for what is right or wrong.234 

Another reason to be critical of the moral focus on individuals within the 

institutional conception of global justice is that too much proof of the exact opposite 

being true exists. The sheer number of individuals participating in protests, organising, 

voting and expressing their moral motivation in real and virtual life, including those 

suffering from global poverty, would seem to give a picture of an enormous mass of 

morally motivated citizens in the world who are simply not practically able to do 

anything that changes or minimises the structurally and institutionally caused suffering 

in the world. That said, it would not be inconsistent to claim that some individuals lack 

the motivation needed to change the world. 

A final problem with individuals’ effective causation of affairs that are in the 

end collective is that it is very demanding and costly to the individual to reach the 

desired cause. Indeed, collectively organising involves not merely appropriately 

signalling what to do and so on (and perhaps, strongly), but proposing decision-making 

procedures, distribution of roles, revision of commitments and so on.235 

2.12 Possibility of a Shared Identity as Motivation and Self-Interest 

It is a generally accepted assumption among philosophers in global justice that 

affluent citizens lack the motivation to carry out the duties they all recognise 
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themselves as having. However, this assumption may be misleading. What is important 

here is that we find out where this assumption that the affluent population lacks 

motivation originates from. What would strengthen this assumption is some proof of 

its claim. 

The tradition in philosophy has been to explain away altruistic behaviour by 

means of self-interest, something that may indicate that self-interest has been the 

assumption behind basic motivations in humans. This general acceptance holds that 

there is one explanation for all and one basic motivation driving all human beings. 

Regardless of the truthfulness of such beliefs—because it may well be so that in many 

cases the affluent do lack motivation, and in some cases, some other explanation for 

affluent behaviour exists that is true—it still does not explain why the motivation 

problem lies exclusively on the table of the affluent person. 

The values that underpin democratic processes and the solidarity that defines 

national political communities are thought to play an important role in the structured 

cooperation needed for the cosmopolitan project, where the EU serves as a unique 

example in Lenard’s case.236 The EU now provides an example of a shared demos and 

in which the nationalist (sense of identity) is expanding beyond national borders but 

flourishes first within the sense of community among members of the EU. The EU’s 

multilateral approach is affecting its citizens by means of proactive 

cosmopolitanism,237 in which a trickle-down identity formation occurs. Of course, this 

leaves open alternative explanations of the dynamics in question and what the EU 
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actually brings about for the cosmopolitan project, but it raises some interesting and 

important questions. 

Researchers have pointed out that institutions frequently do impose a sense of 

identity and influence social justice by motivating codes of ethics (and policies that 

affect conduct).238 If this is true, having a predominantly global, shared demos could 

‘create appropriately motivated individuals’.239 If this is true, it could also be the case 

that the ruling institutions would be equally contributing to creating negatively 

motivated (i.e., nationally motivated) individuals or terrorists. What is needed here is 

a feasible assessment of how these mechanisms work. Some examples are given, 

however sparse, to explain how it came about that the EU served to create a large 

community of shared feelings that recognise the worth of individuals beyond state 

borders. One theory is that the citizens of Europe have a shared history, which then 

supposedly created a sense of belonging. 

A two-stage process of knowledge-based formation of identity and identity-

based motivation is what has made up the case for this theory so far. Given the weak 

motivating force of these types of identities, this thesis suggests learning from theories 

of empathy as the motivational basis for the identity that is sought after. This will be 

described in detail in Chapter 4, empathic phenomena connect people in ways that may 

benefit these types of motivational bases. Using the example of the EU as an institution 

that creates motivational structures through the ethical formation of its citizens may 

also enable similar bases of perception to this problem. 
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A problem with empathy in this context, however, is how the term is broadly 

used in popular discussions, because it can be used to describe virtually any emotional 

response or outcry by citizens or individuals with institutional power without any 

reference to empathy science. This is problematic because sweeping uses of such 

important concepts disregard what emotional displays may actually lie at the 

foreground of a certain type of response. To illustrate this claim, imagine the example 

of the refugee child pictured stranded and drowned after having tried to flee by boat to 

Europe. As will be explained in detail later, the term ‘empathy’ is used to refer to 

morally neutral neuropsychological brain phenomena that at the same time can have 

morally salient implications here. For instance, our ability to sense another’s needs and 

make them important to ourselves because of this [empathic] ability, by means of our 

brain’s wiring, might be vital for our power to construct ethically viable documents 

and agreements on trade and illicit flows and so on.  An emotional response is by no 

means the same thing as an empathic response. 

As some people may hold, the images of the drowned body of three-year-old, 

Syrian refugee Aylan Kurdi in 2015 prompted a serious policy debate globally and 

motivated public engagement and action.240 Similar images are often said to cause 

global outcry and evoke empathic and political responses. A lot of people believe that 

the reactions that followed the publishing of those images were generally a morally 

good thing and showed that people could have their empathy awakened by such 

images.241 The problem is that such views were too simplistic. A year after those 

images were published and people’s collective emotional responses had long since 
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faded, no significant effect for the people affected by the traumas of refugees could be 

seen. Had policies changed for the better? Had people obtained justice due to these 

emotional responses, or at all? The answer, in short, is no.242 

Available statistics of global poverty, or pictures of people in need, or drowned 

three-year-old children do not necessarily motivate any significant action or changes 

in our world on the institutional or individual level. It is just not that simple. The 

images of the Syrian child lying face-down on the beach brought a world that was 

‘ignorant’ about the immigration crisis and the Syrian war briefly to awareness of the 

atrocities and suffering. Emotional responses to the images prevailed for about five 

weeks.243 The emotional responses were short lived, despite reaching people all over 

the world. These emotional responses should be discussed for what they were, instead 

of being clustered into something like ‘empathy’ as it is popularly discussed in the 

media today. Perhaps what we saw was a very strong and global collective emotional 

response,244 of anger or sadness, for example. It cannot be assumed that, just because 

emotional responses of this kind tend to work more effectively towards just one 

person’s suffering than the many, there is no moral motivation to care for the 

statistically significant many. Emotions may fade easily, but this does not prove that 

people are ignorant or lack motivation to see justice for those suffering. I may feel 

nothing towards my child many hours of the day, thinking about other things and being 

content about the weather or my day, but when she trips and scrapes her knee, I will 

briefly feel sadness and intense care for her pain. This does not mean that after those 
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feelings pass I stop caring for her. What matters to the Syrian refugees is not a short-

lived increase in aid donations to NGOs like the Red Cross due to an increase in sudden 

feeling, but real global and domestic policy change that considers effective and 

sustainable solutions to these political disasters. 

To build the argument that institutions shape citizens’ motivations based on the 

EU as an example of institutional motivational structures may create further problems. 

One is that the direction of the EU was never to unite actual citizens, if one takes 

literally what the EU does and intended to do, but its purpose was and still is to unite 

member states. The EU as an institution brings states together, not individuals or 

citizens in the European community, in a cooperative scheme to organise monetary 

and trade policies (and now it has grown to cooperatively organise and monitor more 

domains in policy, so it expands its undertakings). So the purpose of the EU is to 

‘enable cooperation among European states and to allow for coordinated decisions that 

are in the best interest of all member states’.245 The upshot of this perspective is that 

there is a distinction between individuals working for states, and simply individuals 

who do not obtain any significant status of acting for institutions. This could give us 

the conceptual clarity needed to better aim morality requirements from which we 

constitute global justice. I will discuss this issue further in Section 2.13. 

It has been said that the EU does not have the features of a ‘shared collective 

identity’,246 but it has also been shown that many people do in fact identify as EU 

citizens prior to identifying with their nation’s culture. However, it has been argued 

that ‘those who think of themselves, at least sometimes, as European tend to work or 
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travel in other EU countries, speak other European languages, and belong to trans-

European networks or associations’.247 The authors suggest that the European identity 

that may have sprung from such choices, ‘is probably therefore a cosmopolitan or civic 

one; regardless of race, ethnicity, language, religion, or culture, anyone who accepts 

the rules and values of the European Union can be an EU citizen’.248 Based on this 

study, the question is whether, to create cosmopolitan citizens via identity, we would 

need a society structured and organised around cosmopolitan values and principles. It 

is probably possible to create a sense of shared humanity between ordinary individuals. 

Given that social media in many ways makes the world smaller, connects us all and 

invites everyone to participate in world events, this would seem plausible but, it would 

not enhance morally the institutions causally connected to global injustices. 

2.13 Conceptually Distinguishing Institutions from Individuals 

Pogge recognises that individuals have some role in global justice, but justifies 

only the institutional thesis as morally mandatory when judging the level of justice in 

the world. The idea in Poggean thought is that interactional morality is different and 

secondary from institutional morality. Interactional morality regards a way of morally 

assessing ‘actions, and effects of actions performed by individual and collective 

agents’,249 which then stands opposed to an institutional moral analysis that judges 

‘effects of how our social world is structured and organized – of our laws and 

conventions, practices and social institutions’.250 This is an acceptable distinction and 

endorsement of the institutional conception of justice as both necessary and sufficient 
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for global justice parameters. The problem raised here is that there is some practical 

inconsistency going on in this debate when it centres on motivational constraints. The 

two basic premises of my argument are as follows: 1) institutional morality is 

necessary and sufficient for all topics of global justice on their causal connection to 

global injustices; and 2) the motivation question, insofar as it is relevant for global 

justice, which is by and large a causally dependent theory as seen in the first premise, 

also necessarily and sufficiently falls on institutions. These premises have bearing on 

the direction of the norms presented, which can be either at interactional or 

institutional levels. 

Philosophers are typically  vague about the different norms for ordinary 

individuals or institutions relative to global justice. Brock employs an institutional 

view of global justice throughout her framework, but when it comes to the top list of 

problems for global justice, she assigns lack of motivation to the general and 

unspecified ‘parties’. Even if one can choose the lighter interpretation to mean agents 

with capacity or institutions with causal responsibility, this may create problems about 

who is lacking motivation. To clarify, to work out a feasible solution to the motivation 

question we need to establish specifically wherein culpability is to be found to hold 

responsible parties that are liable both morally and practically (although my focus here 

has been on discussing the practical consequences of the moral domain). If we fail in 

doing this, it will be harder to find solutions.  

To shed light on the direction of the moral norms and culpability presented in 

the debate on motivation is to highlight the importance of being clear about whether 

institutions or individuals need to change. To say that institutions are practically liable 

for current global injustices, because of unjust trade rules for example, makes it harder 

to at the same time hold only ordinary citizens morally responsible for being unwilling 
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or not motivated enough to care for current injustices. Such a logical analysis would 

be disjunctive. There are no reasons to exclude the question of motivation within 

institutions on this matter. 

If ordinary citizens are unable to affect global issues, their motivation is 

irrelevant, at least insofar as the institutional notion of justice is concerned. See how 

this applies in the case of, for example, tax havens. Corporations pay reduced or little 

in taxes, while ordinary citizens have to bear the cost of financing the welfare structure, 

thus bearing the burden for sustaining well-ordered societies:251 

You only have to look at the miraculously low global tax payments by many 
multinationals through the 1990s, or at the vast amount of crude oil which 
are traded in a mountain village in landlocked Switzerland, to suspect that 
this is both well organized and widespread. The aggregate figures for world 
trade confirm it: around 60% of all trade takes place within multinational 
corporations, and around 50% appears to pass through tax havens, even 
though there is scant productive activity occurring there. Evidence from the 
USA suggests that accounting practices masquerading as transfer pricing 
‘policies’ are having a bigger impact on wealth transfers from ordinary 
people to corporations than any of the headline financial scandals (e.g., 
Enron, WorldCom).252 

The incentive for developing nations to offer these tax havens to wealthy 

corporations is the competition for entering global markets. These problems also lead 

to issues in maintaining robust democracies.253 These problems have their origins in 

part due to how globalisation has enabled a market-oriented structure of the overall 

interaction that governs our institutions and our daily undertakings through these.254 

Such factors place weight on the idea that there is an inherent distinction between 

institutions and the ways they are motivated and forced to operate and individuals who, 
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in many respects, are kept away from these realities due to their more ordinary 

undertakings. Their difference in motivations, seen from this angle, is what separates 

them here. 

These injustices have inherently institutional causes. Some may argue that my 

argument is not convincing. For example, if the liable institutions are the rule makers, 

like the democratic nation-state, this institution answers to the people for its actions 

and must seek popular support for the new rules, so non-institutional agents must have 

influence and power by means of voting. 

To address this, consider a more plausible view of the impacts of voting on 

global institutions. There are two major concerns with voting as a tool to generate 

global justice action. The first concern is that globalisation has led to a significant 

decline in nation-state influence on global institutional arrangements, affecting what 

national voting does to the increasingly out-of-state power internationally.255 The 

second concern is that there is real uncertainty regarding whether people can 

adequately and reliably distinguish between genuine moral leaders and false 

ringleaders. It would be unconvincing to claim that when sufficient numbers of 

ordinary citizens organise in voting, they might exercise considerable weight on global 

matters. A significant amount of public and scientific interest and disagreement in the 

efficacy and existence of democratic processes in our globalised world questions 

voting processes to the degree that I do here.256 Further, tax havens, which currently 
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account for an estimated one-third of global gross domestic product,257 avoid 

institutions such as laws and other legal practices, making individuals absent from the 

picture. Further, the well-established fact that undemocratic and corrupt leaders 

influence the relevant institutional practices globally258 to the degree that voting 

becomes a very weak, if not completely obsolete, tool in the process of affecting global 

justice is also a weighty factor to keep in mind. 

The argument here is that those philosophers who claim that moral 

responsibility and moral blame is attributable to individuals accordingly give moral 

responsibility to citizens who have little to do with institutional effects (e.g., trade 

negotiations).259 The issue of tax havens, for example, shows that the motivation 

question regards both the type of responsibility concept one employs and aspects of 

forward- or backwards-looking causal responsibility.260  

The widespread use of tax havens and its effects on global inequalities are 

contributing to our institutional picture of global injustice quite rapidly. The 

motivation in institutions liable for their existence continue to affect their existence: 

Illicit financial flows are movements across international borders of funds 
that are earned or transferred or utilized in violation of law. Often motivated 
by the desire, and followed by the result, of avoiding taxes, duties, and other 
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Ibo van de Poel, ‘The Relation between Forward-Looking and Backward-Looking Responsibility’, in 
Moral Responsibility: Beyond Free Will and Determinism, eds. Nicole A. Vincent, Ibo van de Poel 
and Jeroen van den Hoven (Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer Netherlands, 2011). 
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fees, such flows severely diminish government revenues in poor countries 
and also deprive these countries of much needed capital.261 

A lot of motivated citizens are protesting against grave injustices, so they are trying 

their best to do what they can to bring about change. But the argument remains that 

the institutional motivations override affluent individuals’ responsibility. 

It is detrimental to be vague when talking about the motivation question 

because this causes problems in practice. Individuals who work within institutions 

differ from ordinary people in a number of relevant ways. In the following sections, it 

is better to turn to some very straightforward empirical aspects of some of the ways 

individuals with institutional power and ordinary individual persons differ. 

Most affluent individuals do not have access to power or influence the way 

institutional agents do. Thus, affluent individuals have a different outlook on their 

everyday undertakings, focusing on different things such as caring, sharing, 

cooperation, family life and so on. Undertakings that, as such, are morally acceptable. 

Individuals within institutions, in many cases, work more closely with money and 

monetary transactions, making them biased or less empathetic.262 Individuals within 

institutions have, on average, higher pay and more status than ordinary individuals, 

making them more prone to bias.263 Leaders in global business, who are often 

corrupt,264 frequently display psychopathic traits said to diminish care for the global 

poor.265 Thus, leaders in global institutions more often have financial incentives that 

 
261 Pogge and Mehta, Global Tax Fairness, 3. 
262 Maia Pujara et al., ‘Neural Correlates of Reward and Loss Sensitivity in Psychopathy’, Social 
Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience 9, no. 6 (2014). 
263 Christine Ma-Kellams and Jim Blascovich, ‘The Ironic Effect of Financial Incentive on Empathic 
Accuracy’, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 49, no. 1 (2013). 
264 Benjamin A Olken and Rohini Pande, ‘Corruption in Developing Countries’, Annu. Rev. Econ. 4, 
no. 1 (2012). 
265 Clive R. P. Boddy, Richard Ladyshewsky and Peter Galvin, ‘Leaders without Ethics in Global 
Business: Corporate Psychopaths’, Journal of Public Affairs 10, no. 3 (2010). 
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lessen empathy for the poor.266 Finally, given that many individuals who work within 

global institutions have more money than the average population, they also have more 

monetary incentives that motivate their behaviours compared to the ordinary 

population.267 

To these aspects, some might counterargue that monetary incentives make 

better-performing politicians, but individuals with institutional power also includes 

those in global business, for instance, and not politicians in particular. While these 

studies do not provide strong evidence to change the way we think about our global 

problems, they can contribute a conceptual, and potentially practical, addition to the 

empirical research that is needed to discuss and solve our global issues in the long run. 

A different but related concern regards the conceptual difficulties with the 

official morality displayed in liberal democracies and in the global order. Official 

morality concerns 

the morality that comes to expression in their laws, in declarations of their 
leading politicians and the media. According to the authors, the official 
morality of Western democracies is broadly egalitarian: it ascribes equal 
worth or value in some sense to all human beings.268 

The question now is whether such morality merely pays lip service to people’s 

needs, and can be said to reflect the morality of ordinary individuals that is being 

noticed and publicly expressed while having no real meaning for the poor. Such 

rhetoric can be found throughout the literature on human rights. Scholars have shown 

 
266 Ma-Kellams and Blascovich, ‘The Ironic Effect of Financial Incentive on Empathic Accuracy’. 
267 Claudio Ferraz and Frederico Finan, ‘Motivating Politicians: The Impacts of Monetary Incentives 
on Quality and Performance’ (Working Paper no. 14906, National Bureau of Economic Research, 
2009). 
268 Ingmar Persson and Julian Savulescu, ‘Moral Hard-Wiring and Moral Enhancement’, Bioethics 31, 
no. 4 (2017): 289. 
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that throughout history, war has been given illegal status in every human rights treaty 

signed, yet wars continue to fill our history books.269 

It can be argued that these expressions of our world reflect some difference 

between ordinary individuals and individuals with institutional power: ordinary 

individuals would have, if able to, made sure their human rights would be secured 

under such treaties, whereas individuals with institutional power merely make sure the 

rights of and promises to the poor and ordinary people are made to seem empathetic to 

their needs. 

There are some perils in looking to identity as a motivating force. One problem 

is that existing fairness in institutional conduct is assumed as a primary motivator. 

Lenard proposes that thin, fair and cooperative relationships must serve to unite and 

bring about a sense of community shared identity for the problem of motivation to go 

away. Other concepts that promote cooperation and justice must also be taken into 

account—for example, empathy, kindness and compassion.  

The motivation question is not only to be seen from the perspective of the 

trickle-down view. According to Brock, the motivation for global justice can be hard 

to produce because our moral norms require sacrifice and it goes against agents’ self-

interest. In Brock’s account of cosmopolitanism, the motivation question is considered 

to be ‘the most formidable of the feasibility challenges’270 for global justice. 

For Brock, the requirement of a theory to be feasible and workable in offering 

a solution to the motivation problem is that it includes a solution to the obstacle of self-

interest. Whether global justice is feasible depends on a range of other issues and 

 
269 Oona Hathaway, ‘Do Human Rights Treaties Make a Difference?’, The Yale Law Journal 111, no. 
8 (2002). 
270 Gillian Brock, ‘Feasibility, Nationalism, Migration, Justification, and Global Justice: Some Further 
Thoughts’, Global Justice: Theory Practice Rhetoric, no. 4 (2011), 52. 
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scepticisms. To give an idea of where the motivation question stands in the debate, 

below is a list of arguments by feasibility sceptics given by Brock271  

1) there is a lack of understanding or consensus about what global justice might 

consist in, of what the goals of global justice should be 

2) there is a lack of clarity about how we might transition to the goals, assuming 

we can identify them, from where we are now 

3) we do not know what works, and what does not, in trying to help the worst off, 

especially in helping them escape poverty 

4) we will not know sometimes, indeed often, whether we have made progress 

with respect to the goals (rather than, say, making things worse) 

5) it is difficult to motivate parties to pursue global justice, especially when this 

requires sacrifice and runs counter to perceptions of self-interest 

6) there is a notable lack of institutions or agents that have power or moral 

authority to act to secure or promote global justice 

7) it is difficult to see how we would enforce any agreements to work towards 

global justice in the absence of a global sovereign or bodies that can act that have 

recognised authority to do so (as relatedly, there are concerns about the 

administrative and institutional feasibility of any attempts to implement global 

justice policies) 

8) it is difficult to see how we would sanction non-compliance in the case of those 

who do not play their required part, especially if the non-compliant are powerful 

states.272 

Brock comments that points six, seven and eight may all be regarded as parts 

founding the motivation problem, and they are to be considered. Brock states, 

‘Motivation: How will we create the motivation to pursue global justice or otherwise 

deal with the issue of global authority (or lack thereof)?’273 Brock holds that self-

 
271 I discuss only the last four of these arguments as the others are not relevant to my argument here. 
272 Brock, Global Justice, 325. 
273 Ibid., 326. 
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interest is a key feature of already existing motivation that we can harness, and to 

appeal to everyone’s self-interested motivated gains if people work collectively 

towards accountability, for example.274 Among other policy proposals, she also 

promotes altering school curriculums in a way that increases awareness of global 

issues.275 

Accountability, in light of global tax evasion, organised crime, corruption and 

money laundering, for example, lies in our common interest (arguably a form of 

collective self-interest) to work towards changing.276 Note that Brock also does not use 

a precise term in point five, where she argues that it is difficult to motivate ‘parties’ to 

pursue global justice. Such an unspecific term avoids directing the motivation question 

as ‘parties’ could mean individuals but also refer to institutions, or more precisely, 

individuals within institutions or ordinary citizens. 

2.14 Solutions to the Motivation Problem 

While Lawford-Smith argues particularly against Brock’s methods in meeting 

the feasibility sceptics, her critique is equally applicable against the methods she uses 

to solve the motivation problem. Specifically, both Brock and Lawford-Smith 

explicitly discuss points five to eight. 

These points, according to Brock, all refer to the listing of the problems within 

the problem with motivation. Brock’s defence of this kind of critique can be 

understood with her reply to Lawford-Smith: ‘Let us take the target feasibility sceptic 

to say that no progress is possible…’.277 According to Brock, ‘all that is needed to 

 
274 Brock, ‘Feasibility, Nationalism, Migration, Justification, and Global Justice’, 52. 
275 Brock, Global Justice, 332. 
276 Brock, ‘Feasibility, Nationalism, Migration, Justification, and Global Justice’, 53. 
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rebut such a sceptic is to show that some relevant progress has been made…’.278 To 

Lenard, Brock answers in the same vein, arguing that appeal to national self-interest 

by positively showing the nationalist how they can gain from global justice, is an 

argument that is assumed to be motivating enough.279 

Besides offering a range of practical considerations for effective and just global 

institution-building and penalties to those who do not comply with just policies, Brock 

suggests that creating just institutions by individuals requires ‘Consciousness-

raising’.280 The necessary motivation for creating individuals who see themselves as 

world citizens (conscious) could, she holds, be effectively be brought about through 

educating measures like adding world citizenship courses to schools’ curriculum.281 

Such courses would educate individuals about global problems.282 

However, if people are motivated primarily by self-interest, as has been the 

predominant thought in philosophy, it would seem that raising consciousness about 

world problems would not affect the problem, insofar as this does not mean something 

specific in relation to the obstacle of self-interest.  

In addressing this issue, now turn to one more aspect in this debate, that 

cosmopolitan theories lack a capacity for guidance because they do not motivate 

existing agents in and of themselves. If, and only if, there is a motivation problem 

among individuals, then there needs to be a focus in our attention on reducing 

demandingness within our moral oughts and consider effective means to enhance 

moral motivation. 

 
278 Ibid. 
279 Brock, ‘Feasibility, Nationalism, Migration, Justification, and Global Justice’, 64. 
280 Ibid., 54. 
281 Ibid., 54. 
282 Ibid., 54. 
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The aspect of demandingness in motivation has its roots in discussions 

regarding the guidance critique, which holds that normative theories must be action-

guiding. Theorists who take this into account without endorsing it have argued that ‘it 

is true that, as Joseph Carens has pointed out, an effective morality, one capable of 

having immediate purchase on people’s motivations, has to take into account a number 

of psychological, political, and sociological constraints’.283 Laura Valentini continues, 

a morality in line with individual self-interest stands a better chance of being 
followed than a morality that evidently clashes with it. If we want morality 
to be ‘realistic’ and ‘effective’, which in turn requires a capacity to motivate 
agents to comply with its prescriptions, the proposed moral ‘oughts’ should 
not be too far from the existing ‘is’.284 

In returning to the pragmatic solutions offered by global justice philosophers 

to the motivation question, Lawford-Smith’s objection to Brock’s argumentative 

strategies is, ‘A given proposal is feasible because part of it has already been achieved, 

or because it has been achieved on a smaller scale than it ideally requires’.285 What 

Lawford-Smith means by this is that Brock commits a fallacy by creating arguments 

‘extrapolating from part to whole’.286. Brock invites more interdisciplinary empirical 

work to be done in relation to this debate. 

The response Brock gives to Lenard about needs of identity as motivator, 

however, is less easy to oppose. Meeting feasibility sceptics with more or less general 

solutions may be difficult because the problems require perhaps more detailed 

solutions than can be explored by her, whereas meeting the problem with motivation 

may not require as much. My point is that this approach to the motivation problem 

 
283 Valentini, 33. 
284 Ibid. 
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does not take us as far as we need to go. Brock nevertheless puts forward an argument, 

or a constructive observation, that may be useful when we seek to understand 

nationalist motivations. We should, however, be wary of simplistic tendencies in 

solving the motivation question by means of such observations and instead look at 

more scientific evidence. 

To the identity-motivation issue mentioned in Lenard’s article, Brock’s 

argument uses some of the same argumentative strategy she was just criticised for, but 

I find this argument to be more intuitively appealing: 

Furthermore, we might observe that given the way the world is now, people 
are deeply connected to their national communities. This can be conceded 
without commitment to a view that national communities must have enduring 
value. Alternative configurations of human societies have certainly produced 
other attachments (to the tribe, the band, the village, the clan, and the like). 
And future innovations could certainly inspire others. Though I think it 
important to make space for national affiliation in the world we live in, I 
remain open to the possibility that this is but a temporary phase and may yield 
to another set of attachments in some transition to more cosmopolitan 
possibilities. National identification is not necessarily an enduring feature of 
the human condition, as is obvious when we reflect on the history and variety 
of forms of human attachment that have existed and exist today.287 

To fully address the pragmatic solutions to the motivation question in the 

debate on global justice, the next section will consider one last appealing attempt that 

focuses on moral enhancement. 

 
287 Brock, ‘Feasibility, Nationalism, Migration, Justification, and Global Justice’; Ibid., 66. 
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2.15 Moral Enhancement and Global Poverty 

This section discusses moral enhancement288 to solve the motivation problem. 

Proposals like these should constitute an important part of the debate on global justice 

if we want to take the motivational challenges seriously. 

Various thinkers have debated our actual capacities to become cosmopolitans. 

Philosophers like Allen Buchanan and Russell Powell have addressed our 

cosmopolitan affiliations in the same optimistic fashion as Brock. They believe there 

is hope in current, widespread agreements on human rights today. They see UN treaties 

as proof of current inclusivist morality in the world in which all persons (and non-

human persons) are gaining widespread moral regard.289 But, as I have shown, facts 

point to a more unfavourable picture of our contemporary reality. The inequality gap 

between rich and poor is ‘constantly growing: the poorest 80% of the Earth’s 

population now account for less than 10% of the global wealth, and the richest 

individuals own as much as the poorest 50%’.290 Again, such disappointing numbers 

also show that we cannot afford to ignore any suggestions. 

Addressing the same features Brock hopes for, according to Buchanan and 

Powell, there is considerable hope in the project of culturally and educationally 

reaching higher levels of cosmopolitanism in the world. They see this as a form of 

feasible moral enhancement. Persson and Savulescu oppose this, arguing that such 

means are only moderately effective. Instead, they argue our moral psychology is more 

determinative. In referring to Samuel Scheffler’s permissive idea of agent-relative-

 
288 I will label this section’s content under the term moral enhancement and not make the distinction 
between moral bioenhancement and moral enhancement as this is a more inclusive terminology and 
does not rule out any forms of enhancement.  
289 Russell Powell and A. E. Buchanan, The Evolution of Moral Enhancement (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018). 
290 Persson and Savulescu. 
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prerogatives or permissions, they argue that ‘it lies in our altruistic concern, 

benevolence, or sympathy being “stratified”, having several layers or grades: we tend 

to be concerned about people in proportion to how much we are exposed to and 

cooperate with them in mutually beneficial ways’.291 

Persson and Savulescu state, 

These features are ‘translucent’, that is, they tend to make it harder for us to 
sympathize and identify with the beings who ostensibly belong to a different 
group than with people more like us – harder, but not impossible. If we 
regularly have dealings with these ‘outliers’ to mutual benefit, this resistance 
can be overcome.292 

Buchannan and Powell argue that the exclusivist moral psychology this amounts to 

should be seen as adaptively plastic. 

In response to this, Persson and Savulescu maintain that this amounts to a 

remarkable oversight, given that we are all parochial altruists because of evolutionary 

hardwiring: 

We do not believe that currently available ways of modifying pro-social 
concern, such as drugs like oxytocin, would lead to a bioenhancement of 
altruistic concern that would diminish its stratified character and make our 
concern for those near and distant to us more equal. Perhaps reduction in the 
stratification of altruistic concern will not happen unless we find ourselves in 
socio-economic conditions of the sort our critics stress, and become 
intellectually convinced by moral reasoning that certain conspicuous group 
divisions lack moral significance. However, if the altruistic concern of many 
of us is not intensified, we do not believe that it will reach outliers, even if 
the barrier between them and us is demolished or becomes less ‘opaque’. If 
the strength of concern did not matter, even psychopaths could be made to 
care about others by the sociocultural means favoured by Powell and 
Buchanan. Therefore, we think it is important to increase the capacity for 
altruistic concern of most of us, so that it gets closer to the concern of those 
of us who are most concerned, and we have argued that this may be most 
effectively done by future biomedical means which seem within reach.293 
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This debate introduces a number of concerns. Affecting motivation to the 

benefit of global justice is an important object of our attention, and the science is 

controversial. What should we do when one camp regards humans as malleable and 

others see humans as inherently most concerned about close kin? Is there a way we 

can get around such disputes and make some progress nonetheless? This debate, 

however, fails to take into account a related, well-stated set of concerns,,  illustrated 

by the following questions: 

How is cooperation maintained in large groups, where individuals help others 
they have never met, or whose identities are unknown to the helpers? Why 
will individuals apparently sacrifice their own welfare to sustain community 
norms, through charitable behaviours or punishment of norm offenders? How 
are institutions, from social norms to civil and religious laws, maintained? 
How do moral systems arise, and how are they maintained?294 

According to Savulescu and Persson, 

for something to count as moral enhancement, it must enhance your moral 
motivation, your disposition to (decide and) try to do what you think you 
ought morally to do, rather than your capacity to implement or put into effect 
such trying’s, to succeed if you try.295 

The problem with these concerns is that they do not take into account the debate on 

ought implies can in the sense that it is connected to a person’s actions. This debate 

considers the capacity as a separate ability related to biological functions. If ought 

implies can, and only a few people can affect global issues—that is, only a restricted 

few have the ability to do what is right—then why should the ordinary person morally 

enhance themselves? I will set this discussion aside for the time being and revisit these 

arguments in favour of biomedical moral enhancement in Chapter 4. There, I address 

the topic of empathy with a thorough review of the science. 

 
294 S. A. Levin, Games, Groups, and the Global Good (Springer Berlin Heidelberg, 2009), v. 
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2.16 Conclusion 

Individuals, whether they are motivated to act morally or not, often lack the 

capacity to act to discharge their moral responsibilities effectively. An individual’s 

motivation is not a morally justified or relevant constraint on their responsibility, or 

cause for their responsibility, because the possible constraint or cause is overridden by 

the constraint constructed by the notion of capacity and its status in global justice and 

the institutional motivational issues. Thus, enhanced capacity, such as that which 

comes with institutional power to various degrees, enhances responsibility, and by 

such effects we should enhance motivation in institutions, because moral motivation 

does not seem to have tracked the capacity existing in the hands of the powerful. 

Moreover, psychopathic traits should be included more explicitly when theorizing 

about responsibility for institutions in global justice. Questions that could arise, such 

as whether collectives can still be considered moral agents if some individuals in the 

collective are morally inept, could be important for philosophers to include and 

explore. It could also enable practical considerations from philosophers recommending 

ways to improve institutional design. A crucial aspect is the fact that the main 

neuropsychological function for morality is empathy which is crucial for institutional 

design. This will be elaborated further on in the thesis. 

The ambition of the institutional agenda in global justice is to work out what 

structures and processes will enable a more just world. Part of this agenda is causally 

laden and part of it is normative; the agenda seeks to address questions of justice, 

inequality and good global governance. It is not entirely clear who bears responsibility 

for many given harms. One part of this issue has to do with the question of who can 
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have responsibility in these cases. Another part of it is due to lack of precision in the 

stipulated goals of our global institutions. 

To discuss the first part of the problem, it is important to note that the 

motivation problem presents a model of psychology that many global justice 

philosophers use to explain the failure of action with regards to, in most cases, ordinary 

individuals. However, the politics of global poverty is marked by the fact that 

institutions, those agents primarily practically positioned to actually affect global 

poverty, lack the motivation necessary for global justice to take effect. Even when 

well-established and fair political decision-making power is given to citizens, people’s 

actual democratic capabilities may be lessened and overruled by the fact that 

institutions play a far greater role in global decision-making practices. Further, we 

need more inclusive conceptualisations of cosmopolitan effects, for example, empathy, 

to motivate institutions to carry out cosmopolitan responsibilities. 

As also seen in this chapter, a point put forward by Brock is the way people’s 

national identifications need not be fixed. This is a reason to remain positive about the 

possibility of progress towards global justice. As I have also shown, there is empirical 

evidence to support a small amount of optimism towards motivating cosmopolitan 

justice behaviour. Our work as philosophers is to keep analysing and observing the 

work of empirical scientists, and to try and find a coherent ethics of global justice that 

stands aligned with our world of matter, to find feasible theories to support our aims. 
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Chapter 3: Global Justice and Collective Emotions 

Justice philosopher John Rawls argued that shame was the primary moral feeling that 

fostered good morals. Today, philosophers also discuss guilt, dignity, and pride. In 

order for institutions to be able to experience the needs that vulnerable people have, it 

is clear that a mental response and ability to respond to suffering is needed. A new area 

of research, known as ‘collective emotions’, has proven to be relevant to this 

connection between group psychology and morality. In order to get an overall picture 

of the relationship between institutions and morality, it will therefore be necessary to 

consider what is known about collective emotions and whether this has been 

acknowledged within the global justice debate. According to the literature on 

collective emotions, individuals, considered automictically and then aggregated, cannot 

be held responsible for entire institutional or collective outcomes. The literature on 

collective emotions explains a new view of how a group works. Neither selfishness 

nor morality can explain the Arab Spring, it would have been more rational not to act 

in this movement at all because of the threats that then existed against the individuals 

who united. Micro-emotions better explain how people’s motivation can result in 

group actions such as the Arab Spring. Neuroscience suggests that the primary source 

of our human action is governed by our emotions. Our emotions are processes that 

affect human behaviour and depending on how strong the emotions become, both 

individual behaviour and group behaviour are affected. Collective emotions can 

explain important parts of this interaction and I argue that philosophers should help to 

translate the relevance of this to institutional morality. 
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What institutional reforms would help tackle global poverty? This chapter 

provides some suggestive answers to this question. However, this field of research is 

in its infancy and attempts at applying this knowledge have so far been sparse. In fact, 

this is quite a difficult task. Scholars often try to give suggestions of how to use the 

knowledge of these mechanisms which motivate collective action, but they remain 

modest. Collective emotions can nevertheless assist how we treat the motivation 

question. This solution involves providing empirical and alternative support for 

something other than the usual explanation for individual action, which has been either 

rational self-interest or personally held values. 

Brock states that new institutions and strong political will, combined with a 

new norm is needed to replace settled assumptions about business as usual. Bo 

Rothberg highlights that the prevailing ethos is the key problem, a change of attitudes 

and leaders that can manifest them are needed.296 

Collective emotions have relevance in recent political activities, but it is 

difficult to articulate meaningful proposals that align with science. Usually, the 

conclusions about effects of collective emotions seen in the Arab Spring or Occupy 

Wall Street are promised to have ‘broad societal relevance’,297 but their more 

outspoken, philosophical and assessed implications remain sparse. 

To change this issue, we must look at our usual understanding of moral 

motivation which involves expecting something from the individual whose motivation 

we look at, as we have seen. Traditionally, moral motivation is thought to consist of 

reasons and values or beliefs about what a person considers to be morally right, thereby 
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causing the individual to perform the morally accurate action. If an individual believes 

it is morally right to donate to charity, we normally think we can expect this individual 

to do that. 

To apply the concept of moral judgement fully, however, this model is 

insufficient. It is difficult to exclusively rely on this traditional model of explanation, 

because new research reveals a far more complicated picture of what is involved in 

motivating moral behaviour. As long as there is a question about what motivates 

individuals, because the problem of inaction stands in the face of global poverty as 

tightly linked to it, other possible mechanisms explaining motivation and inaction are 

relevant. This chapter investigates what collective emotions research can teach us 

about these mechanisms. 

3.1 The Institutional Thesis 

To accommodate the insight of collective emotions, recall what the 

institutional thesis purports to offer since this is the landscape in which the assessment 

takes place. The foundation of the institutional view of global justice is that the effects 

and policies of institutions are causally central. Causal responsibility in the global 

justice context invites counterfactual moral reasoning in the sense that institutions may 

have rules and regulations that one can compare to any alternative rules and regulations 

that could have been implemented instead. Following Pogge, this analysis needs 

empirical cases that show whether there is a causal connection in which the rules and 

regulations affect, for example, poverty. Causal responsibility can then be ascribed to 

the institutional structure in question.298 In light of this, causal claims are essential. 

 
298 T. W. Pogge, ‘Baselines for Determining Harm: Reply to Risse’, in Ethics and International 
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Some criticism of attempts of applying counterfactuals to the global order would 

illuminate what the institutional thesis suggests: 

Researchers in comparative politics do engage heavily in counterfactual 
reasoning since causal claims depend on such speculation: they try to reduce 
the speculative part by comparing, that is, holding other factors constant, they 
compare countries in the WTO with similarly situated ones outside it; or they 
compare a country’s period of not belonging to the WTO with its period of 
belonging. However, when assessing the global order as such, we cannot 
apply this technique of holding other factors constant in judging what the 
world would be like had the current global order not developed. We have 
only this one world to work with. So while we can make sense of claims 
about what the development of Poland would have been had it not joined the 
European Union, we cannot make sense of claims of what the world would 
now be like had the global order not developed.299 

Pogge notes, ‘Institutional moral analysis is more demanding, presupposing an 

understanding of the conventional (rather than natural or divine) nature of social rules 

as well as of their – often statistical – comparative effects’.300 Important focuses, 

according to Pogge, are how to assess the institutional structures, how other paths of 

globalisation could have been made and, finally, how the present order should be 

judged morally.301 To fully grasp the institutional and minimal view of justice, some 

of Pogge’s controversial arguments for the claim that the existing global order is unjust 

are given below. 

Pogge argues that because the current global order is related causally to more 

human rights deficits ‘than would have been the case under an alternative order whose 

design would have given greater weight to the interests of the poor and the 

vulnerable’,302 this world order is unjust with nothing else required: 
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The resulting global order is arguably unjust insofar as the incidence of 
violence and severe poverty occurring under it is much greater than would 
have been the case under an alternative order whose design would have given 
greater weight to the interests of the poor and the vulnerable.303 

This summarises the Poggean counterfactual way of evaluating institutions, and I will 

make use of it here. 

The causal view given by Pogge leads up to a normative theory of political 

action304 by means of our cooperation or participation in upholding current global 

institutions that cause poverty.305 According to Pogge’s view, anyone implicated in 

modern society has contributed to, making themselves guilty of, violating the human 

rights of the poor.306 Because, he holds, we all have an indisputable and universal 

negative duty not to harm the human rights of anyone else, we have by means of even 

the smallest transaction in today’s economic order, contributed to the staggering 

statistics of massive human rights violations globally.307 Focusing on the institutional 

analysis, then gives a proposition that traces global injustices like poverty to current 

economic global and other institutional arrangements. 

The conclusion of Pogge’s thesis, even though it does contain an element of 

individual moral responsibility to reshape institutions because of individual 

involvement, is that a person by themselves cannot be said to have harmed anyone, 

because the responsibility to uphold and protect the human rights of persons is 

primarily a responsibility of institutions.308 While it may be argued that Pogge’s theory 

states everyone is guilty of actively murdering people by means of shared involvement 
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119 

with the global financial order, criticism that holds this is too demanding is still 

relevant. It has been argued that accepting such an interpretation of the institutional 

thesis309 suggests that only hermits are free from responsibility, which in practice 

implies that the rest of us cannot really do anything but remain guilty. 

Morally speaking, Pogge’s institutional assessment is unique from many 

contemporary philosophers’ accounts that argue that every individual has a positive 

duty to help the poor by reference to various moral conceptions of what an individual 

owes towards any other individual. What is unique about institutional analysis is the 

focus on institutions as moral entities with moral responsibilities. The only way to be 

moral as an individual, from the institutional perspective, is by the individual’s 

imposition of and cooperation in social institutions.310 This analysis leaves the action 

to reform social institutions that are unjust as the only action which this principle of 

justice ultimately requires. 

Critics question this distinction, however, since, in practice, individuals and 

institutions seemingly bear an equally heavy moral burden. Thus, the direct principles 

of this view do not apply to individuals or even to groups of individuals,311 but to 

institutions and institutional schemes, and individuals are only considered morally 

responsible for institutional practices indirectly. According to Pogge, ‘[o]ne ought not 

to cooperate in the imposition of a coercive institutional order which avoidably leaves 

human rights unfulfilled without making reasonable efforts to protect its victims and 

promote institutional reforms’.312 

 
309 Pogge, Politics as Usual. 
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So, while in principle Pogge holds institutions responsible, the question is open 

as to whether the ordinary person is really who is responsible in practice. Pogge’s own 

assessment of his theory of institutional global justice is that it is modest, or minimal, 

or ‘widely acceptable’313 in demanding only what can be reasonably expected of our 

governments, global institutions and ourselves. Further, it is minimal in the sense that 

it does not make any metaphysical or ontological claims about responsibility, 

collectivity, or causality. 

The framework of institutional global justice is complementary to the opposing 

interactional view of principles of justice that Pogge acknowledges but does very little 

to promote.314 If it had been the case that everyone’s economic and cultural practices 

had been contained within states only, it would not have entailed a fully cosmopolitan 

conception of justice and would not have been applicable beyond borders to everyone. 

However, Pogge explains, 

because all human beings are now participants in a single, global institutional 
order – involving such institutions as the territorial state, a system of 
international law and diplomacy, as well as a global economic system of 
property rights and markets for capital, goods and services – that all 
unfulfilled human rights have come to be, at least potentially, everyone’s 
responsibility.315 

The cosmopolitan idea of institutional global justice holds that the institutional 

conception entails two sets of basic moral imperatives. The first involves the moral 

meaning of cosmopolitanism, the thought that ‘every human being has a global stature 

as the ultimate unit of moral concern’.316 Such a moral imperative incorporates only 

the justification for cosmopolitanism, a principle. The second is what it encourages us 
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to do, and what moral analysis we should use when deciding on injustices that are 

concerned with human rights. In this sense, the second imperative is contingent and 

pragmatic. This means that an injustice could be conceived of as a non-individualistic 

conception of moral responsibility, but with a complete and fundamental 

individualistic focus—the human rights of everyone. 

The institutional conception of justice implies that the cosmopolitan ideal is 

the universal morality which we go by when designing rules and practices to govern 

institutions (and not excluding the notion that this also, in a complementary sense, 

regards interactional or individual-to-individual morality), the institutional realm of it 

decides where to allocate this morality and the responsibility which comes with it. This 

thesis insists on the moral status of everyone but the moral responsibility claim lays 

only on institutions. Let me end this by clarifying with a reminder of what is ruled out 

by cosmopolitanism: 

Cosmopolitanism stands opposed to any view that limits the scope of 
justification to the members of particular types of groups, whether identified 
by shared political values, communal histories, or ethnic characteristics. It 
also stands opposed to any view that allows the justification of choices to 
terminate in considerations about the non-derivative interests of collective 
entities such as states or social groups.317 

3.2 Human Rights and Institutions 

Articles 25 and 28 of the UDHR state: 

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 
well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing 
and medical care. 
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Everyone is entitled to a social and international order in which the rights and 
freedoms set forth in this Declaration can be fully realized.318 

By failing to protect these rights, institutions have made themselves 

responsible for injustice, vis-à-vis harm, according to Pogge (and other theorists such 

as Mitu Singupta, and Steve Vanderheiden).319 This means that the UDHR serves as a 

basis for morality and ethics when designing institutional policies, and that institutions 

bear the moral and practical responsibility to protect and enable those human beings’ 

basic rights in accordance with such declarations. Thus, whether individuals have any 

responsibilities to remedy global poverty would be either irrelevant for the institutional 

argument of responsibility for justice or, alternatively, only secondary. 

To give an example of the contemporary debate on institutions, Risse has 

shown that what he calls an institutional stance is prevalent both in real-world politics 

and philosophy. In 2000, the Millennium Development Goals were adopted by the UN 

General Assembly, committing governments to eradicate extreme poverty worldwide. 

Two years later, the High-Level Panel on Humanitarian Financing laid out a report in 

response, stressing that the goals were not feasible: 

unless it focuses on building effective domestic institutions and adopting 
sound policies including: Governance that is based on participation and the 
rule of law, with a strong focus on combating corruption; disciplined 
macroeconomic policies; a public expenditure profile that gives priority to 
investment in human capital, especially basic education and health, the rural 
sector, and women; a financial system that intermediates savings to those 
capable of investing efficiently, including microfinance borrowers, women, 
and the rural sector; a founded, defined-contribution pension system that will 
promote saving in the short run and, supplemented by a tax-financed scheme 
to assure a minimum pension, will secure adequate, universal pension in the 
long run; capacity building focused on developing a positive institutional 
environment progressively more able to implement the policies listed above; 
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protection of property rights and the regulatory environment that effectively 
protects workers’ rights and the environment.320 

Brock holds that institutions have various causal connections to global poverty, 

thus, institutional analysis is central to her cosmopolitan vision of global justice. She 

argues for a more interdisciplinary discussion within global justice, so that 

philosophers avoid being ‘under-informed’321 with respect to adjacent fields, 

‘especially empirical disciplines’.322 Without this interdisciplinary approach to 

tackling global poverty, she rightly argues, philosophers cannot properly solve the 

problems that follow. Brock offers a list of research gaps to be filled, such as research 

on the shape and effects of micro-finance programs, the effects of fair trade production 

for farmers, which measures best contribute to accountable state government and so 

on, and invites research within the empirical fields of how to most effectively reach 

important behavioural change. 

3.3 Institutions and Causal Responsibility 

As we saw earlier, Pogge’s institutional analysis focuses on conventional 

practices and their nature, that of social rules and comparative effects of these. These 

stand opposed to the natural or divine nature of such practices. An integrated 

perspective of these two, where collective emotions are considered to be natural or 

divine, mitigate the fact that there is only one half of the picture. 

Scholars often point out that, given the complexity of causes of harms at the 

global level, it is practically problematic and nearly impossible to find and hold 
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individuals responsible for their acts or omissions.323 When this view is correct, the 

chances of finding individuals who have contributed ex-post in a materially causally 

relevant way for the harm, by their voluntary and intentional acts or omissions, can be 

significantly reduced because of a complex chain of events causing the harm. The 

philosophical part of this problem lets us in on questions such as how an individual 

caused anything in their world without themselves having been caused by something 

else.324 Another philosophical problem for the causal institutional analysis is 

normatively questioning counterfactuals asking whether we ought to consider the 

world more or less just in comparison with harms historically.325 This point about the 

distorted proximity in causal relations has further implications for our moral 

dispositions, as will be argued later in Chapter 4. 

Institutional responsibility as a scholarly topic debates the question, ‘[w]ho are 

moral agents in international relations?’326 This debate, as pointed out by Toni Erskine 

and Christian Barry, requires a definition of who can have responsibilities to begin 

with.327 In sum, the can is that there are certain qualifications that need to be met by 

collectives as moral agents.328 However, there are some things necessary to leave aside 

here. 

First, the metaphysical implications of the arguments about institutional 

responsibility are obsolete in this context, and who has responsibility in any definite 

principal sense needs to be neutral. It is equally plausible that in some scenarios it will 
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appear more feasible to hold an institution fully responsible, and in some the 

responsibility will better lie with certain individuals. The existing premises in the 

discussion of who can have responsibility, need to be excluded in the traditional sense. 

For the time being, the context of each practical case must be evaluated as to wherein 

responsibility lies, what collectives qualify as moral agents, which will instead make 

room for a different view. 

Within any theoretical and practical context of institutional or individual 

responsibility lies a sub-context of explicit and implicit assumptions held about 

people’s psychology. This view opens to discussion the implicit and explicit 

explanations for why people behave as they do, which gives ground to solving those 

problems, such as the problem with motivation and the problem of inaction despite 

people’s moral beliefs. For any part of this discussion to be even remotely meaningful, 

however, the individual’s capacity is crucial for discussing responsibility. However, it 

is hard to assess capacity without understanding the possible candidates enabling 

capacity, because the psychological implicit view’s mechanisms governing any model 

of responsibility must first be understood. While listed qualifications for moral agency 

vary between autonomy, the ability to deliberate, volition and so on, there is yet 

another way to view these. In the following discussion, it will be argued why we should 

make use of research in collective emotions and an implicit view in this debate will be 

made explicit. 

3.4 Collective Emotions 

Whether institutional responsibility makes more sense than individual 

responsibility, relies on two things that need to be noted about the interconnectedness 

of these questions: 1) institutions do not function without individuals; and 2) 
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individuals cannot alone be responsible for entire institutional, or collective, outcomes. 

The second point hinges on notions of collective emotions in a practical sense that tie 

into collective responsibility which I will make a few arguments for below. These 

regard collective action problems in particular, the discussion  on collective emotions. 

The concept of collective emotions is defined as the ‘synchronous convergence 

in affective responding across individuals towards a specific event or object’.329 This 

phenomenon concerns such phenomena as can be seen at mass protests of anger, or 

the shame felt for another person on behalf of another in one’s group. Affective 

responding is a recurrent theme within this framework of social emotive phenomena. 

Affective responding is also a recurrent theme that we can find within the literature of 

institutional and collective responsibility. Contemporary theorists stress that collective 

emotions primarily manifests in ‘face-to-face encounters, through culture and shared 

knowledge, and by way of identification with a social group’.330 Collective emotions, 

from the view of the research area in question, are conceived of as part and result of 

collective’s behaviour and are a mechanism with different levels of analysis that in 

turn explain collective actions. 

During Donald Trump’s inauguration in 2017, the United States of America 

witnessed millions of people taking to the streets protesting, collectively expressing 

their feelings of frustration, sadness, fury and contempt for Trump’s presidential 

power. They did so by screaming, singing, gesturing and chanting together, providing 

a sense of collective agreement and strength. Collective emotions were evident on 

social media and in broadcast media, and the whole world could partake in the sadness 

and anger that was expressed in their facial expressions, signs and gestures at the mass 
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protests. Collective emotions like those are central in any society and become evident 

in gatherings, masses or reactions to widely salient events.331 There are a variety of 

mechanisms contributing to the different emerging phenomena in collective emotions 

and the behaviour of groups that are affected by these. A ‘shared emotion culture’,332 

the emotional motivation of social identity and the phenomenon of ‘affective 

convergence’333 are consequences of collective emotions that contribute to the 

formation of group behaviour. 

3.5 Reasons to Assess the Psychology of Institutional Collectives 

The following sections address the problem with motivating behavioural 

change in individuals from an emotion-based perspective. This assessment will be 

introduced by reviewing attempts intersecting with collective emotions research, 

namely, the area of political science that seeks explanations for political behaviour. 

The question of responsibility for action that arises from these explanations then 

appears naturally. It is institutions that have the primary responsibility to address 

global injustices, and individuals and collective emotions are central because these 

implications might well have a bearing in group settings and the collectives that 

institutions are made up from.  

3.6 Emotions and Behaviour in Political Movements 

Reviews of narratives used in the fields of political science and neuroscience 

have shown that recent social movements like the Arab Spring should be understood 

not in terms of rationality or moral belief, but by the microfoundations of emotions. 
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How can we know that this is an accurate explanation for individuals’ behaviour in 

that specific instance? The main reason for this is that both self-interested calculation 

of utility on the one hand, and moral values on the other, seemed to stand in 

competition in motivating the Arab Spring. It would have been rational to be resigned 

to the status quo. 

Wendy Pearlman asks, 

Why do people defer to a cost-benefit calculation that discourages protest at 
some times, and protest despite high costs and uncertain benefits at other 
times? Why do people rebel in order to actualize dignity or alternatively bow 
before degrading abuses of power?334 

First, participating in the Arab Spring threatened the security of individuals. For years, 

oppressive governments had instilled fear and threatened people resisting the regimes. 

Given this, there seemed to be strong rational cases for resisting the uprisings. These 

reasons would be seen as especially strong, given that the effects of resisting were 

reasonably uncertain. Partaking in the protest movement seems to have stood directly 

in opposition to reason; the utility-maximising calculations that individuals may have 

made for their lives and their families lives stood opposed to the security offered by 

obedience and inaction. The second reason why we can know that these uprisings did 

not occur because of a change in values is because the values underpinning the Arab 

Spring were intact moral beliefs, long experienced and cherished values that had 

persisted for years under unaccountable rule and throughout the Arab revolution.335 

The third alternative explanation, offered by Pearlman, is that emotions that stood 

contrary to fear must have taken over. 
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Evidence in neuroscience suggests that automatic emotions are the primary 

engine of human actions, whereas rational calculations play only a secondary role.336 

These emotions are not like values in that they can be consciously set on or off or be 

evaluated, but are automatic processes without any conscious or normative logic. ‘The 

more intense the emotions, the more likely they are to supersede deliberative decision-

making and exert a direct impact on behaviour’.337 Pearlman has argued, similar to 

Lawford-Smith who claimed that guilt is most motivating, that stimuli that emphasise 

the value of dignity, in contrast to the passive inducing stimuli that fear has, are stimuli 

such as anger, joy, pride and shame. In addition, Rawls once reasoned in favour of 

shame as a motivating force, a moral feeling and a principle of right.338 In any case, 

there is an upsurge of theories around the collective emotions in behaviour. The 

question is, how do we assign responsibility if collective emotions are the onset of 

individual behaviour? The next section discusses some plausible answers. 

3.7 Responsibility and Emotions 

A basic qualification for moral responsibility, in both an institutional and 

individual sense, could be the qualification of a brain, at least in a metaphorical sense. 

Ainley has highlighted as an example the famous parable by Lord Justice Denning of 

the similarities an institution has with a nerve-system:339 

A company may in many ways be likened to a human body. It has a brain 
and nerve centre which controls what it does. It also has hands which hold 
the tools and act in accordance with directions from the centre. Some of the 
people in the company are mere servants and agents who are nothing more 
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than hands to do the work and cannot be said to represent the mind or will. 
Others are directors and managers who represent the directing mind and will 
of the company, and control what it does. The state of mind of these managers 
is the state of mind of the company and is treated by the law as such.340 

This metaphor is useful as a model exemplifying corporate structures, and 

Ainley suggests that Lord Justice Denning’s observation is correspondingly real ‘of 

states, IGOs and NGOs’.341 Ainley argues that there are dual intuitions within the fact 

that ‘the actions of a formal organisation are separate and not reducible to an 

aggregation of the actions of its individual members, but also that such an organisation 

can only act through its members, and that all members are not equal’.342 In Ainley’s 

view, executive groups should be held liable as a collective, not as individuals. 

Research on collective emotions holds that there are strong effects of self-

categorisation and social identity, leading to the phenomena of group-based emotions. 

Social categorisation, which those group-based emotions refer to, is defined as ‘the 

tendency to perceive the self as a member of a socially defined group or category’.343 

Group-based emotions are regarded as ‘emotions felt by individuals on behalf of a 

social collective or other members of a collective’.344 This level of analysis would 

seem to support Ainley’s conclusions. Given that, from a collective emotions 

perspective, collectives make the individual less significant causally since the 

existence of a collective (and the need to identify with it) influence the individual self, 

it would be justified and even feasible to hold the collective primarily responsible to 

reach a behavioural change. Von Scheve and Ismer state, ‘[o]ne person’s appraisals 

are often influenced by others’ emotions and appraisals, either by way of sharing 
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emotions and appraisals…or by witnessing corresponding emotional reactions’.345 

This is not the main point but still bears relevance to the incorporation of psychology 

research into the institutional analysis to make future efforts of explaining many of the 

behavioural mechanisms of collectives. 

Individuals may have responsibilities based on particular outcomes, whereas 

the group employs the collective responsibility, ‘as long as the institution they control 

is judged to have been delinquent (rather than only individual members being seen as 

such)’.346 Ainley finds executive groups central to responsibility because they, ‘have 

access to far greater resources in many cases than they would alone, but their freedom 

of action is circumscribed by the existence of others who hold power within the 

organisation’, mainly by means of ‘established working practices of the organisation 

and by the requirements of the role as executive group member’.347 She also claims 

that institutions are not abstract entities, as ‘only humans exhibit the reactive attitudes 

(the capacity to feel shame or guilt)’348 that for her are the principal reasons we assign 

moral responsibility in the absence of punitive measures. 

Ainley addresses collectives in a way that focuses on other resources and 

freedom of action delimitations (which in a sense are causal mechanisms) as dependent 

on collective emotions such as the need to identify with group norms and collective 

emotions that work through contagion effects. Ainley makes this assessment explicit, 

claiming that there is a force of emotions that can better be made use of if we look at 

the executive group as responsible. She makes an implicit reference to collective 

emotions when she concludes that ‘limiting the focus to executive groups instead of 
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entire memberships of institutions avoids the tendency to spread blame so thinly that 

it is felt nowhere and makes no impression on future behaviour’.349 This is elaborated 

further in the following paragraphs. 

Ainley’s argument can be made stronger by adding a level of psychology such 

as collective emotions theory, since the mechanisms in collective emotions illuminate, 

for example, the problems with executive groups.350 The role of collective emotions 

can point to difficulties with finding the emotionally most significant individuals and 

in other instances clarify in a causal sense if any other than the structurally specific 

individuals within the collective (institution) may be better suited as being held 

responsible. For example, some members of the group may have more reason to have 

affected a change in emotions, subsequently affecting the members in the group who 

are so far seen as organisationally executive. This can be done if focusing on the fact 

that there are no real influential executive individuals from the view of emotional 

causal mechanisms (it may be that the shared culture within the institution inevitably 

led to a decision whose origin is impossible to trace), and it may be that there is an 

outer group, besides the actual decision-makers (in practice), who influenced the 

executive group to feel compelled to act in a certain way, for example, by guilt 

imposed. 

A problem for Ainley’s assumption is, ‘Executive groups are promising 

candidates for moral responses, as the people who comprise them have the capacities 

to respond to blame or praise and to feel guilt, shame or pride’.351 That they have 
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executive capacities is of practical relevance, but so is whether executive groups 

always have moral capacities. On the view of collective emotions, it would seem 

paramount to measure the collective’s overall moral beliefs and cultures. This step 

would assess the moral capacity and empathic ability needed to reach a morally 

motivated behaviour. On this view, it would also seem reasonable to assess each 

individual’s level of moral concern and moral conscience. 

In one regard, it is possible to view the idea of moral capacities entirely in terms 

discharged of the valence of moral emotions. It matters relatively little whether the 

goal of institutional paths to poverty eradication belongs to an individual or a collective 

agent. What matters is that the agent with power to change something globally 

important has a clearly articulated idea about the necessary steps needed to achieve the 

goal, and has a commitment and the means necessary to take the needed action.352 

Adding to this is the dimension of moral emotions, which takes into account the onset 

of behaviour regarded as motivated by an emotional reaction of some sort.353 

One purpose of holding someone responsible is to reach a change in behaviour. 

Thus, in Ainley’s case, where legal measures are dysfunctional or non-existent, before 

any behavioural change can take place, it could be possible to assess the governing 

mechanisms for these behaviours. Once done, and it seems reasonable to assume that 

current technological and theoretical devices for moral assessment make it possible, 

then this is what we should do. Ainley’s analysis describes where and what we need 

to add another conceptual layer to. 
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A psychopath may have more influence on the collective than a very generous 

person may have (or vice versa), thereby affecting an organisation’s conscience or 

level of trust and other norms that influence a group’s or individual’s final decisions 

on important outcomes. This, of course, assumes that legal measures are ineffective.  

On the question of what motivates institutions, Ainley mentions that 

individuals’ (within institutions) reactive emotional desires to gain status within the 

social group are an important feature of responsibility qualifications when punitive 

measures are unavailable, but only in bypassing form does she target some possible 

motivating reactive responses of ‘blaming, shaming, inducing anxiety and expressing 

disapproval’,354 all of which are supposedly useful incentivising emotive forces for 

desired behavioural changes. Ainley also argues that ‘[i]nstitutions tend to be 

established to exercise and accumulate power in pursuit of non-moral ends – often the 

generation of financial profit or ideational capital that can be classified as surplus 

resource’.355 Such claims speak of a dimension of psychological motivational forces 

or motives detrimental to the effect of global justice. This view speaks of highly 

relevant intentions behind institutional design. However, responsibility for 

institutional design is not that clear-cut. It has been argued that the feature of 

inheritance when it comes to existing institutions should not be disregarded or 

forgotten, reform may still be necessary but ex-post blame for the design would be 

pointless since we have merely inherited current institutional practices.356 

As seen in the debate over counterfactual reasoning for assessing harm and 

injustice, the global justice debate focuses on ongoing injustices in which key ideas 
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are harm and injustice, in which, from a moral perspective, such notions are, by 

Pogge’s definition, interactive notions.357 For instance, Pogge defines harm as a notion 

solely dependent on institutional violations of human rights as stipulated in the UDHR. 

Conversely, Risse employs a notion of harm that is slightly weaker than that of 

Pogge’s, where the notion of institutional justice is a stronger benchmark indicating 

harm. Much of the literature on global justice employs theories revolving around the 

concept of harm where a definition of the concept is absent, but more often than not 

its connotation stands in direct relation to the event of a violation of the human rights 

as stated in the UDHR. 

It would make no sense to talk about harm in an isolated human rights-based 

institutional and structural sense, in which only those harmed were subject to 

institutional rules and bureaucratic policies and designs, since in the context of 

remedying the harms there is an inevitable interactive moral relation between those 

suffering from the ongoing injustices and those who are somehow causally related to 

or have responsibility to alleviate them. There is a more practical way of speaking of 

human rights deficits and harms in relation to their causal-institutional context, and 

that is to discuss in what sense institutions are capable of moral agency. Following 

institutional responsibility debates from Ainley’s view, there is an emotional 

reactivity-response relation (at least) between those responsible to alleviate the 

suffering of people considered subjects of injustice. What this means in very simple 

terms, is that for someone to be able to help a person (or a group of individuals 

collectively suffering from harms) there must be some form of mental realisation or 

mental response to the situation of the other in which the other has communicated 

 
357 In moral philosophy and ethics, it would not make sense to talk about what we ought to be doing if 
it was not about what we ought to be doing towards others. 



 

136 

(actively or indirectly) that they are suffering. As previously mentioned, according to 

Scheve and Ismer, this is precisely what goes on in the formation of collective 

emotions, in which there are a set of mechanisms acting in concert that eventually lead 

to a collective’s moral behaviour.358 

However, in the literature, institutional design rarely, if ever, takes into account 

things like mental realisation and definitely not phenomena like collective emotions. 

Yet from the viewpoint of these kinds of psychology references it is a mistake to 

disregard moral agency because, institutional design is precisely what needs to be 

discussed from within these relevant realms given the contexts in which institutions 

themselves as moral agents operate. The context is one of a relationship between an 

agent’s decision and an outcome of suffering for another agent. These contexts always 

change and are always unique. Nicholas Rengger suggests that any institutional design 

built on practices and universal norms and principles is, because of this everchanging 

nature of the context of human rights deficits, doomed to fail. What is needed, Rengger 

suggests, is rather the stipulating of an institution which is regarded a moral agent with 

respect to its capability of discerning different moral predicaments in each and any 

different moral situation. Rengger, however, does not give any clue as to what this 

moral agency and moral deliberateness would plausibly look like in reality, but frames 

the questions and issues with current institutional design so that the academic debate 

on a morally and practically preferable design would be possible.  

Rengger suggests that not only is it important that institutions be liable to moral 

agency, but holds that the most important aspect of this is what kind of moral agency 

this amounts to. Rengger writes: 
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‘the key point is not whether institutions can be agents, even moral agents, but 

what kind of moral agent they are able to be: a moral agent capable of responding to 

the circumstances in which it finds itself in reasonable and appropriate ways, or one 

that is required to act in certain specific ways, decided in advance of processes of 

deliberation and in ignorance of the context.’ This is important for Rengger, because, 

as he sees it, contexts and processes cannot be aligned in advance, but rather, the 

institutional moral agent must be able to know when to deviate from the rulebook.  

Lichtenberg has argued, among other things, that we ought to be acting 

collectively and that this should not amount to a great deal of sacrifice or demand too 

much of us. But more importantly, disregarding the oughts, she has put forward a very 

useful model for global justice theorists to work with. Lichtenberg’s central thesis is 

that ‘we do and feel what others around us do and feel, and our level of well-being and 

deprivation depends largely on what others around us have’.359 This, and especially 

that we do and feel what others around us do and feel, is supported by research on 

collective emotions, where it is sometimes the case that one or many individuals cause 

the collective emotion, and sometimes many individuals contribute to collective 

emotions because of their shared appraisal of an injustice (to give an example). These 

mechanisms are overlapping in an often aggregate sense, where it is difficult or even 

impossible to say definitely who or what has caused the group’s sentiments. This is 

not to say future research will not provide determinate models for definite causal 

mechanisms, but what is interesting is what we make of it now. For Lichtenberg, 

‘[t]hinking about how to make it easier for people to act in ways that would reduce 

global poverty requires paying attention to what we know and are continually learning 
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about the “springs of human action” ’.360 For her, this is a matter of desirable normative 

focus, rather than an actual explanation of what kind of mechanisms may be involved 

in human behaviour. Notwithstanding what we ought to be doing, it is wise to agree 

with Lichtenberg that philosophers have neglected this behavioural observation. This 

is why there are good reasons to look into the problems of our time, in the same way 

she suggests, and with further means. Contrary to Lichtenberg, the oughts that follow 

in her analysis are not instantly simple to deduce. Lichtenberg argues that it would not 

make excessive demands on us to act collectively and to consider abiding by 

cosmopolitanism, , therefore, we ought to be concerned with poverty outside our own 

societies. But this normative result alone neglects Lichtenberg’s central thesis and the 

central thesis in the theory of collective emotions, in that we do and feel what others 

around us do and feel. While not adopting the statist’s position, it follows that if we 

are seriously accepting this understanding of human  psychology and behaviour, we 

need to stop and observe human beings as much as we make normative judgements 

about their behaviour. Further, normative reasoning is said to be an important 

mechanism in the formation of collective emotions. In sum, oughts are necessary, but 

not sufficient, for behavioural change. Institutional analysis can benefit from a better 

incorporation of these views in psychology precisely because they point to what the 

problems are and what in many respects contributes to causing them. 

3.8 Conclusion 

If we accept the concept of collective emotions and accept the facts provided 

by this research, we need to accept some observations about responsibility. Firstly, the 
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mass protests of anger at an unjust leader shows there is plenty of motivation within 

the ordinary citizen to act on their beliefs. Secondly, these emotions seem to have not 

enough bearing on institutional global justice. If we accept these observations as 

principally true about collective emotions, we must also accept that the problem with 

motivation—that is, the problem of how we can motivate people to act according to 

their moral convictions so that we can transition to global justice—does not apply to 

the general population but is instead a matter of institutional moral constraint. Given 

that our institutional actors are likely to have the same collective emotional dynamics 

and given the constraints faced by the population to effectively change them, 

institutional changes may require some psychological shift within individuals with 

institutional power.  So our notions of responsibility, be it the Poggean cosmopolitan 

notion of responsibility to reform unjust institutions or the Singerian responsibility 

notion to help anyone who suffers worse than me, must be directed towards something 

that has actual bearing if we want it to be meaningful to ask these types of philosophical 

questions. If we accept that collective emotions express moral motivation, it is evident 

that there is a lot of motivation in individuals in the world towards rectifying injustices. 

This means that one cannot plausibly state without clarifying what it means, that there 

is a lack of motivation in the world to transition to global justice. As seen from 

Rengger’s theory of overcoming institutional principles and their stiff bureaucratic 

processes, something else is needed from within. According to Rengger, the obstacle 

in institutional processes lies in the fact of their inability to be designed to take into 

account a context that constantly changes.  Rengger argues that this context could be 

emotional in form, such as responding to the needs of a population when executing 

some trade agreement. As shown in the discussion above, global justice philosophers 

regularly make assumptions about human emotions when making claims related to 
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global justice and explaining why some leaders act as they do or some people act as 

they do. Under pain of inconsistency, then, these very same global justice philosophers 

are required to take account of psychological data and cannot simply dismiss how it 

comes about that people behave or feel as they do. While the best way of making use 

of collective emotions is yet to be discovered, it is my aim here to present the relevant 

empirical research in a way that is as accessible and as relevant as possible for the 

global justice debate. Collective agents such as institutions are bound to have features 

of collective emotions, and, there is a capacity-laden claim on who bears the heaviest 

moral obligation to act in ways that are just and moral. Moral acts can only be executed 

by individual members of the collectives of institutions, and as Hormio adds, this is 

because only individuals can ‘feel the pull of moral claims.’361  

Furthermore, some individuals will always have stronger capacities to play a 

significant role in bringing about change. Collective emotions give us reason to ask 

whether some individuals could be said to have more emotional weight in guiding 

moral motivation within institutions. This is an excellent direction for further research 

by scholars in these fields and the results could be well utilized by global justice 

philosophers who strive to design moral norms to affect citizens and leaders of the 

world. Rengger’s analysis of institutional agency specifies that, to be considered an 

agent, an entity must have moral capacities and capacities to act on moral deliberation. 

For a transition to global justice to be possible, both the moral capacity of any 

institutional member and their capacity to act on their moral motivations should be 

analysed. The next chapter addresses these issues in more detail, with some 

suggestions on what policies might overcome unjust institutional design and practice 
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and what further research could be encouraged from what we know of psychological 

dynamics affecting moral action. 
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Chapter 4: The Neuroscience of Empathy 

It is usually believed that we must do something based on our sense of 

justice.362 This chapter looks at another sense of ours, our ability to empathise.  

The term ‘empathy’ derives from the Greek word that literally means, ‘to suffer 

with’.363 Empathy as a psychological term is used to explain ‘a broader range of 

feelings, expressions, and behaviours that enable individuals to recognize, to perceive, 

and to respond appropriately to the emotional states of others’.364 Let me first briefly 

contextualize before diving into the taxonomy of empathy phenomena. 

Our moral responsibilities are seen as more weighty if we are guilty of directly 

imposing people’s suffering and if people are suffering close to us.365 These 

observations about psychology are prevalent in the empirical research on empathy and 

justice, but also in the literature on motivation in global justice.366 In this section, an 

argument about motivating cosmopolitan justice and enhancing motivation through 

empathy is developed. This discussion starts by looking at the most compelling 

arguments about biomedical enhancement.  

We tend to be moved more by someone the more proximity we share with this 

person.367 However, globalisation and technological development has led us to a point 

where we are, in a sense, more connected than ever before to more people than ever 

before. At the same time, these advances and increases in activities with our 

connections have made connections less proximate in vicinity. This, in a sense, makes 
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people connected more than ever before to people further away. These advances have 

also brought new challenges for humanity, in scale and in variance. This progress has 

brought with it vast amounts of unnecessary suffering and technological threats that 

cannot be overcome by these advances using their own means. Increasing 

environmental degradation; harmful climate change; and nuclear, chemical and 

biological weapons are all threats to human existence today. 

Can we overcome these so-called new harms by the enhancement of our moral 

dispositions and empathy?  It is a fact that individuals tend to empathise more easily 

with others like themselves, as can be seen in the behaviour of leaders who routinely 

make decisions that disproportionately benefit similarly situated individuals to 

themselves; therefore, it is better to enhance empathy to reduce and avoid the decisions 

made to produce inequality.368 Our moral dispositions have not evolved in the same 

fashion as the rest of civilization. Savulescu and Persson have argued that: ‘The 

expansion of our powers of action as the result of technological progress must be 

balanced by a moral enhancement on our part. Otherwise, our civilization … is itself 

at risk’.369 The most significant psychological factor of cosmopolitan justice, it is said, 

is compassion for strangers.370 In this chapter, I offer a taxonomy of the conceptions 

of empathy in the existing neuroscience literature, followed by an argument of how we 

can motivate cosmopolitan justice through empathy. The central claim made is that 

IMF and the World Bank together with relevant powerful individuals, ought to 

consider moral enhancement techniques, empathy tests and empathy education.  
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The previous chapters have elaborated several different ideas about how 

motivation ought to implicate mainly institutions, partly due to the responsibility 

concepts that follow from the problem with motivation in global justice. The thesis has 

laid out that individuals’ moral motivations to remain passive in the face of global 

poverty may sometimes be ethically defensible, and sometimes be due to lack of 

capacity or lack or information on available paths for individuals to take action. The 

thesis has also defended the view that we should focus as much as possible on placing 

responsibility for lack of motivation towards global justice on institutions. The 

constituents in driving moral actions, can be seen from a collective emotional 

perspective. The motivational deficits in affluent societies and their moral 

representatives, together with relevant institutions, businesses and politicians, 

translates to a wide moral failure: global poverty persists and the global poor continue 

to go unaided to a greater degree than need be. In this chapter, two solutions that 

propose to solve the motivation question in global justice, that come from applying the 

neuroscience of empathy, will be addressed. 

It is possible to respond to our wide moral failure by establishing supranational 

authorities that could discharge our moral responsibilities on behalf of both affluent 

people and their political representatives. It is also possible to set up arrangements to 

tackle tax havens and corruption globally. One suggestion that goes further is that it is 

possible to develop more empathy and altruism among the affluent and people in 

positions of power. Alternatively, there is the advancement and development of greater 

levels of empathy among people who have a greater say in these questions. If these 

people could be made to identify, on a personal level, with the moral sufferings that 

people living in poverty have to endure, it seems likely that significant progress could 

be made on a voluntary basis. 
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The first solution addresses the problem with voting, even though it doesn’t 

make individuals solely or primarily responsible for political institutions, and the 

second addresses the problem with institutional motivation. One solution to the 

problem with voting not having the desired effects due to voters’ unreliable capacity 

to distinguish between a good and a bad leader would be to enhance this ability. My 

proposal for this enhancement works two ways. The first step is to educate citizens in 

empathic abilities, abilities that will be thoroughly reviewed in this chapter. Education 

has great promise, because empathy enhances the ability, not only to read other minds 

and understand the behaviour and intentions of others, as we will see, but provides an 

ethical component into individuals’ lives that can motivate justice and caring 

behaviour.371 If the science is correct, then, taken together, this step will mitigate the 

problem with voting and enable voters not only to better decide whom to vote for, thus 

enhancing individuals’ capacity to affect global issues, even though it is institutions 

who have the primary responsibility for lack of motivation and thus enhancing their 

motivation, but also enhancing individuals’ own moral aspirations, empathy for distant 

‘strangers’ and engagement in global justice issues. If we can articulate this easily and 

communicate the science of empathy to politicians and other significant actors, 

together with this proposal that regards both individuals and institutions, we can 

enhance our overall moral motivations. 

The second solution focuses on enhancing institutions’ moral motivation. This 

involves implementing empathy education in institutions and administering empathy 

tests for presidents, business leaders and other significant actors in global institutions. 

These empathy tests could be those used to diagnose or assess psychopathy. The 
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benefits of both schemes, is that the problem with institutions having low moral 

motivation would be reduced, thus leading to better moral environments, better 

collective emotions globally and more morally motivated policy outcomes from those 

institutions. The greater challenges for my proposals will be to make these kinds of 

arrangements to work in practice. This requires looking more closely at the nature of 

theory and practice of transition. Before addressing these solutions, this chapter will 

present the neuroscience of empathy. To widen the scope of the methods for applying 

empathy, this chapter will also pave the way for some suggestive arguments in favour 

of biomedical moral enhancement. 

4.1 Reviewing Empathy 

In popular debates, the term empathy has started to appear increasingly in the 

media, political campaigns, ethics, justice, business, medical practice and law.372 The 

notion of empathy has evolved across fields in science, the social sphere and 

philosophy. In many instances, empathy has come to define what it means to be 

social.373 Justice behaviour, prosocial behaviour, caring, sharing, altruism and 

helping—each of these domains and other moral domains now have a fundamental 

component to them, and that is that empathy is, to put it mildly, closely related to all 

of these behaviours.374  

To enable a more detailed account for the subsequent analysis, what follows is 

a review of the scientific study of empathy. An important conceptual point to add is 

that this is a dynamic conceptualisation of the construct of empathy, and to maintain 
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different intersecting notions what follows is a discussion about how to utilize 

empathy, for the purposes of motivating institutional global justice. The next sections 

will include all the main descriptive phenomena. The appearance of this topic in this 

analysis about institutional motivation is an attempt to enlighten the philosophical 

sphere of global justice that in essence aspires to have empirically sound solutions to 

the problem with motivation. In line with the proposal to solve the motivation problem 

by education, this chapter is also an attempt to educate. Being a new constituent in 

global justice, we first need to educate ourselves without any moral or philosophical 

preconditions. The final sections of this chapter introduce two main proposals on how 

we can apply these findings into the institutional global justice domain appropriately. 

The most important actors when it comes to global justice are institutions, and  

individuals are the main executioners acting in the name of institutions. It may not be 

clear how individual motivation will improve the motivation of institutions, given that 

institutional action is also a function of the way that institutions are structured, but 

what is clear is that the motivations of individuals with institutional power are one 

important factor in determining the actions of institutions. In fact, a group of motivated 

individuals with institutional power may even be able to contribute to changing how 

institutions are structured. The way it is stipulated within the debate, from those who 

claim there is a general lack of motivation to work towards global justice, is that it is 

a problem for individuals. This thesis, as it focuses on an institutional realm to 

overcoming the motivation question, presents the following notions in neuroscience to 

be utilized to improve institutional conduct, if made the right way.  
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4.2 Social Neuroscience 

Comprehensive research has been conducted on primates’ interactions, 

reactions and responses towards each other.375 On the one hand, philosophers have 

been employing an understanding of human motivation that hinges on the assumption 

that human beings are at a core level of description self-interested. Part of this is due 

to evolutionary-based traditions that have gained huge popularity in global justice 

philosophy. This view has led to debates about normative questions that follow from 

a presentation of self-interest as a hindrance to global justice, or self-interest as a 

potential force of action, out of which different aspects have been raised. Some of the 

accounts of self-interest as the main explanation to motivation in individuals, are, as 

mentioned, the problem with motivation as a separate dilemma, and the benefit of self-

interest as a pragmatic source of action, theoretically and practically. On the other 

hand, the scientific and social scientific literature more broadly display entirely 

opposite assumptions, with pro-social aspects of human motivation at the basis for 

society, such as cooperation and empathy.376 Some have referred to areas treating the 

integration of psychology and morality as moral psychology, while others prefer a 

more specific label like social neuroscience.377 However, no link between global 

justice theory and the more empathic aspects of civilization has yet been established. 

Claiming that normative philosophical accounts do not need to be adjusted 

based on how human beings are built has been a standard view of philosophers on 
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normative ethics.378 This is changing with the realisation that we need to include 

psychology in making, and understanding, normative principles.379 Demandingness is 

one problem acknowledging the need to adjust normative accounts to suit human 

beings according to their ability to act on various moral principles. It is now also 

commonplace for many research disciplines to apply direct ethical commitments of the 

research. One study, for example, on evaluating cognition’s influence on moral 

reasoning in regards to sweatshop labour, suggests that behavioural science can serve 

two purposes, both contributing to the understanding of the human moral brain and 

simultaneously contributing to a better understanding of the unethical world problems 

and how we react to and thus influence them.380 

For scientists in the area, there is a central challenge in progress that they call 

the greatest challenge for the field of neural science today: ‘the unification of the study 

of behavior – the science of the mind – and a neural science – the science of the 

brain’.381 This is often described as the current state of neuroscience, and this approach 

‘in which mind and body are not viewed as separate entities, rests on the view that all 

behavior is the result of brain function’.382 Therefore, the purpose of the current state 

of neuroscience is to describe human behaviour in terms of brain activity.383 To explain 

social behaviour in terms of brain states is, more specifically, the role of social 
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neuroscience.384 Thus, social neuroscience is an important unified field, which, taken 

together with other areas, deals with the application of the knowledge gathered in the 

broader field of strict neural science to ethical questions and social and moral 

behaviour. 

Since the beginning of Western science, philosophers have thought about 

behaviour in psychological terms. The Greek philosophers first started speculating 

about the causes of behaviour in relation to minds and brains. In the seventeenth 

century, the idea of a distinction between body and mind was developed. René 

Descartes’ dualism was the cause of this separation, in which he thought of the brain 

as facilitating perception, memory and feelings, and other things that we share with 

other animals. Descartes also thought that we had a soul, the mind, where higher 

mental tasks such as conscious experience were separated from the brain.385 According 

to Descartes, the soul was an entity communicating with the brain through the pineal 

gland.386 

In the eighteenth century, philosophy of mind took a new outlook on theories 

concerning the brain. The common belief was that the brain was a blank slate that we 

later supply and shape with sensory experience. Immanuel Kant was one of the 

philosophers that argued against this view, that our brains and minds had inherent 

features consequentially forming our understanding of the outer world.387 In the 

nineteenth century, Charles Darwin founded the modern understanding of the brain as 

the origin of all behaviour. Darwin also introduced the view that animals could serve 
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as models of human behaviour.388 Today, a central question for biologists is how 

behaviour, which according to some researchers is learned, can be modified not only 

through years of endurance but also by brief and simple reflexes. Related to the view 

that behaviour is learned is the question, ‘How can changes in the neural control of 

behavior occur when connections between the signaling units, the neurons, are set 

during early development?’389 Currently, this question is resolved by the hypothesis 

that the brain is plastic, which suggests that synapses have ‘remarkable capacity for 

short-term physiological changes’.390 

Over the last decade, moral psychology, which biological approaches currently 

are a big part of, has experienced many transformations. The most important 

development391 has been the shift from the rationalist view, that behaviour and 

psychoanalysis were at the forefront of answering most moral questions,392 to that of 

the view that moral psychology is less about rational choices and more about our 

evolved biology and automatic brain processes.393 For moral psychology, emotion, 

rather than reason, is what brings about morality. Neurological evidence now supports 

the idea that emotions are necessary for rational decision-making. 

Cognitive neuroscience has evolved from a field set out to find cures for brain 

disease to propose unique biological methods for explaining ‘the core human 

capacities to reason, interact and emote, as well as our cultural habits and beliefs’.394 

Today, neuroscience provides extensive research on areas of the brain’s function, 

which is directly related to our understanding of moral, cognitive and affective 
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behaviour.395 Critics argue that neuroscience’s expansion has become an 

‘unquestioned cultural and institutional capital’.396 The same critics also argue that it 

is ‘not at all clear why existing knowledge of the brain should lead us to shape social 

life according to it’.397 

In behavioural science, most of what we learn from research on motivation is 

expected to stem from laboratory trials. Therefore, moral motivation, from a 

behavioural science perspective, is difficult in one specific aspect: in a review article 

on the nature of human altruism, the authors suggest that ‘altruistic behavior in real-

life circumstances can almost always be attributed to different motives’.398 This 

observation highlights the important point that we should be cautious about the 

chances that we will ever truly find out about the real-life motives behind human 

behaviour. On the neurobiology of motivation, social neuroscientist Michael Numan 

states, ‘A satiated animal will not search for food and will not eat food that is placed 

in its mouth’.399 Here, we may think that motivation can be explained as quite simple, 

whereas other facts show that motivation can be explained in terms of complex 

phenomena. Following Numan’s observation, motivation may just depend on which 

needs an animal or human being is driven by and in which context the needs may be 

displayed. 

The development of the biological sciences, such as neuroscience, now enables 

scientists to link affect and moral reasoning to observable brain states and other 

 
395 Kandel et al., Principles of Neural Science, 16–17. 
396 Suparna, Critical Neuroscience, 3. 
397 Ibid., 6. 
398 Ernst Fehr and Urs Fischbacher, ‘The Nature of Human Altruism’, Nature 425, no. 6960 (2003). 
399 M. Numan, Neurobiology of Social Behavior: Toward an Understanding of the Prosocial and 
Antisocial Brain (Elsevier Science, 2014), 5. However, my research is limited to the neurobiology of 
empathy and merely includes this point to show an important finding within the stricter, as it is, 
neurobiology of motivation. This thesis will not review the neuroscientific study of motivation. 



 

153 

physiological states.400 Some philosophers hold that modern technological advances 

and other recent scientific breakthroughs mean for moral psychology that, ‘morality is 

now seen to be more intuitive. The moral domain is seen to be broader and the function 

of morality is seen to be more social, less about finding truth’.401 

A trend that introduced the more intuitive and biological underpinnings of 

morality is sometimes referred to as the ‘affective revolution’.402 With this shift, moral 

psychology has started to involve a broader and more biological view of what morality 

consists of. The section of the brain called the amygdala is seen as one important neural 

pathway for moral emotions. The fact that the human amygdala so much resembles 

brains in primates, cats and rodents403 means, according to researchers, that evolution 

plays a bigger part in theoretically explaining morality than rational thinking initially 

has done.404 In accepting this view, we will best be able to interpret social behaviour 

in both human and non-human animals in the context of evolution.405 

An important shift within this affective trend has emerged over the past decade. 

One view is that morality and empathy, combined, are fundamental building blocks for 

society. As a result, empathy has become a key term in debates about morality and 

ethical behaviour. This fact is strengthened by a broad scientific consensus about its 

important role in morality.406 The number of research publications on empathy alone, 

those that use the term ‘empathy’ as a keyword, has increased by 300 per cent during 

the past ten years.407 One of the things we still do not know is how empathy, in its 
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different forms, works in everyday life.408 We require an ethnographic research of the 

various phenomena parallel with current social neuroscientists’ work.409 

In many instances, empathy has come to define what it means to be social.410 

Justice behaviour, prosocial behaviour, caring, sharing, altruism and helping—each of 

these domains and other moral domains now have a fundamental component to them, 

and that is that empathy is closely related to all of these behaviours.411 Another 

interesting trend that has emerged during this decade is that empathy as emotional 

contagion has led to studies evaluating how human beings interact emotionally on the 

Internet. How we influence each other emotionally on social networks has become a 

research object; how we connect and how emotions affect us—and how we affect 

others with our social media updates—even when we are apart, physically. A simple 

Google Scholar search shows that emotional contagion is being studied with massive 

participant numbers (e.g., 689,003 participants412 on social media in one study) 

through social networks observations alone. The researchers of the largest study 

conclude, 

These results suggest that the emotions expressed by friends, via online social 
networks, influence our own moods, constituting, to our knowledge, the first 
experimental evidence for massive-scale emotional contagion via social 
networks…and providing a support for previously contested claims that 
emotions spread via contagion through a network.413 

However, because of its relative infancy, this field awaits evaluation. While empathy 

has many controversial implications, and there are many reasons to be critical of the 
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conclusions we can draw from many of the findings, there is no doubt that empathy 

plays a major part in human morality and social behaviour. 

4.3 What is Empathy? 

There are many conceptions of empathy. The term ‘empathy’ refers to at least 

over six distinct phenomena,414 and Daniel Batson gives eight uses of the term as an 

example of this.415 Following Batson, there should be the ‘hope to reduce confusion 

by recognizing complexity’.416 While clearly defined concepts are imperative for 

philosophical clarity, the conceptualisation of empathy is not and cannot be uniform. 

Where some phenomena have been labelled empathy, elsewhere the same phenomena 

have been called sympathy. And sometimes researchers have used the same term to 

discuss actions and behaviours that are unrelated. The literature on neuroscientific 

investigations on empathy shows that when sticking to one definition, the hypothesis 

is likely to fail the overall conclusions for morality, as to select just one concept will 

then inevitably leave out many crucial scientific findings within the study of the 

phenomenon of empathy. 

Starting with some of the phenomena currently investigated, the phenomena 

below; however, reiterates that these definitions are by no means agreed on or 

unanimous in the literature. 

Philosopher Adam Smith famously wrote in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, 

By the imagination we place ourselves in his situation, we conceive ourselves 
enduring all the same torments, we enter as it were into his body, and become 
in some measure the same person with him, and thence form some idea of 
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his sensations, and even feel something, which, though weaker in degree, is 
not all together unlike them.417 

The terms empathy and sympathy are often thought to involve two different 

views denoting the same prosocial phenomena. So, we have a straightforward and 

commonly made distinction in ethics that overlaps. Empathy, seen within this 

distinction, is thought to induce feeling with the other, while sympathy is thought to 

occur when we feel for the other. The distinction between these is by no means 

definitive. It is, on the contrary, a distinction that has come about as a result of the 

wide variety of terms related to these concepts, as will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Important for the development of our understanding of this evolutionary 

notion, empathy as emotional contagion,418 or empathy in terms of consolation, has 

been demonstrated in non-human animals such as bonobo chimpanzees and other 

social primate species.419 Carter, Harris and Porges propose the view that ‘empathy is 

a feature shared by humans with other mammals that is dependent on the neural circuits 

that emerged during the evolutionary transition from reptiles to mammals’.420 This 

view is put forward on the basis that certain adaptive behavioural responses to states 

of ‘pain, fear, or hunger’421 occur contingently within the inventory of all mammals. 

Empathic behaviour and socially appropriate behaviour, in general, is said to occur 

with activity in the lateral orbitofrontal circuit in the lateral prefrontal cortex, engaging 

‘portions of the basal ganglia output structures and thalamus and then returns to the 
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orbitofrontal cortex’.422 Further, empathy is said to involve both negative and positive 

experiences,423 with brain activity in a range of areas related to, but not restricted to, 

areas involving affective states, cognitive states, somatic states, motor activity, visual 

activity and other visceral-sensory areas. 

It is possible to include somatic empathy as yet another category of empathy 

states, which is distinct from cognitive and affective empathy because it concerns 

empathy for pain and similar mental states.424 This model is not part of the two-concept 

distinction between cognitive and affective empathy, though it is present in the 

literature. Simone Shamay-Tsoory summarises the distinction between cognitive and 

affective empathy as, 

The critical difference between cognitive empathy and affective or emotional 
empathy is that the former involves cognitive understanding of the other 
person’s point of view whereas the latter also includes sharing of those 
feelings, at least of the level of gross affect (pleasant vs. unpleasant).425 

For example, theory of mind (or mentalising) is one model of empathy that 

falls under the cognitive domain, whereas simulation is a model that falls under the 

affective conception of empathy.426 Shamay-Tsoory notes that the difference between 

these two models are, 

[Theory of mind] use empathy as thoroughly ‘detached’ theoretical analysis 
that involves areas of cortex that are usually activated during mental state 
attribution, whereas simulation depicts empathy as incorporating an attempt 
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to replicate the other’s affective mental state via neural networks related to 
emotion processing.427 

At present, there is no one concept of empathy displayed in the literature that is 

restricted to cognitive, affective or somatic empathy. Additionally, the role of 

mimicking and imitation in empathy, which involves motor action and goal simulation 

activation in the brain, is considered to lead to both emotional convergence and 

prosocial behaviour, which shows that the different domains of empathy meet. This 

will be returned to below. 

4.4 The Role of Empathy 

More recently, the function of empathy has been thought to play a central role 

in mediating prosocial behaviour.428 The notion of prosociality has been described as 

an ‘intentional voluntary behaviour that benefits another’.429 Because this conception 

reveals nothing about the content of the behaviour it could, therefore, be any behaviour 

that benefits another. Most theories of empathy assume prosocial motivation as a 

fundamental component of it. Neural areas consistent with the definite concept of 

prosocial behaviour are a largely unexamined question in neuroscience. Because the 

term prosocial may infer many kinds of social behaviour, research on most social and 

moral areas in human behaviour would, in some instances, fall under this heading. 

However, researchers on neural correlates of empathy and prosocial behaviour have 

found that the septal area in the brain (previously related to feelings of, and empathy 

for, pain, anxiety and happiness430), when examined exclusively for empathy, 
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predicted daily helping behaviour.431 Animal studies on the septal area of the brain 

have suggested that it does play a fundamental motivating role for prosocial motivation 

and caregiving behaviour. The researchers note that studies on mice with septal area 

damage show that such mice fail in all areas of maternal caregiving.432 The conclusion 

drawn from such studies is that prosociality is motivated, on a neural level, within 

empathy contexts. Kandel proposes that both oxytocin and serotonin are crucial for 

eliciting positive social behaviour.433 Numan stresses that oxytocin is crucially 

involved with a range of prosocial and specific empathy trait behaviours and 

interactions, such as influencing maternal behaviour, pair bonding, social recognition, 

having anti-aggressive effects and being involved in trust and friendship formation.434 

To exemplify this, Numan mentions studies on mice that have shown oxytocin neural 

activity to be remarkably involved in attraction to social stimuli, even in a species 

(mice) that does not form pair bonds.435 While neurochemical findings have 

persistently shown a strong correlation of influence with social behaviour and social 

interaction, critics point to flaws in interpretation of the results. Often, critics claim the 

effects of oxytocin are either weak or inconsistent.436 

The mind blindness hypothesis437 is cognitive theorists of social 

communication’s most known model of impaired empathic abilities. This hypothesis 

attributes a lack of social abilities and communication skills, especially the theory of 

mind that is employed by most people to attribute mental states to others in a fully 
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automatic fashion, to an inability to imagine the mental states of others.438 People with 

autism show deficits in social behaviour and social interaction and communication, 

have difficulty recognising and responding to emotions based on visual and vocal cues, 

and have difficulty imagining the mental states of others.439 This, and other findings, 

has led many researchers to conclude that autism is an empathy deficit. Interestingly, 

findings opposed to the mind blindness hypothesis have revealed that in normal 

subjects and autistic subjects, oxytocin can influence improvement of the individual’s 

ability to produce normative ratings of others’ feelings.440 More recent findings have 

also shown that oxytocin nasal spray enhances empathy, social understanding, eye 

contact and in-group trust in autistic individuals.441 Further, imaging studies reveal that 

oxytocin has been observed to increase activity in the right amygdala during social 

information processing in autistic individuals.442 

Recent work on empathy suggests that empathy promotes altruistic behaviour. 

This is known as the empathy-altruism hypothesis.443 Other findings in psychology 

suggest that empathy promotes justice behaviour.444 For evolutionary psychologist 

Martin Hoffman, ‘empathy is the spark of human concern for others, the glue that 

makes social life possible’.445 Further, studies in the neuropsychology of empathy 

show that humans have different levels of empathy. People with brain damage may 

suddenly lose many of their empathic abilities, whereas some, also known as 

 
438 Ibid., 1430. 
439 Numan, Neurobiology of Social Behavior, 263. 
440 Bartz et al., ‘Social Effects of Oxytocin in Humans’, 302. 
441 I. Gordon et al., ‘Oxytocin Enhances Brain Function in Children with Autism’, Proc. Natl. Acad. 
Sci. U. S. A. 110, no. 52 (2013): 20953. 
442 Ibid. 
443 C. Daniel Batson et al., ‘Empathic Joy and the Empathy–Altruism Hypothesis’, Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology 61, no. 3 (1991). 
444 Hoffman, Empathy and Moral Development. 
445 Ibid., 3. 



 

161 

psychopaths, are said to lack empathy altogether. People who meditate a lot, like the 

Dalai Lama for example, are said to have enormous empathic abilities, whereas 

psychopaths are said to have none or lack significantly in empathy levels compared to 

normal subjects. The latter is, however, a somewhat controversial belief. Before 

reviewing the current views within the neurology of empathy, the next section will list 

the most distinct phenomena consistent with how ‘empathy’ is used within 

contemporary empathy research. 

4.5 Conceptions of Empathy 

4.5.1 Emotional Contagion 

Emotional contagion is a phenomenon defined as ‘the tendency to 

automatically mimic and synchronize expressions, vocalizations, postures, and 

movements with those of another person and, consequently, to converge 

emotionally’.446 To come to feel the same, or a similar, emotion as another person 

feels. This involves emotion matching447 or emotion catching.448 Batson notes that 

what counts as a similar enough feeling is not made clear in the literature.449 This view 

of empathy is used by philosophers and psychologists, and is in line with philosophical 

theories of empathy from Adam Smith and David Hume (though they described the 

same kind of phenomena, their theories of empathy, or sympathy as they called it, 

include more than comes with this concept). A condition for this state of emotion 

matching, or emotional catching, to appear, according to Batson, is shared physiology. 

Shared physiological states need to be similar in magnitude and occur within roughly 
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the same timeframe as the other person.450 However, according to Batson, to know that 

you share the same emotional state, these conditions are not enough.451 The concept of 

emotional contagion has also been called automatic emotional empathy452 since it is 

said by many researchers to occur outside conscious knowledge.453 Emotional 

contagion, contrary to many other understandings of empathy, does not necessarily 

include any meta-understanding about the self and the other. Rather, it is a confluent 

construct of emotions, blurring the lines of the self and the other. Recently, many 

scientists have argued that mirror neuronal activity (discussed later in this chapter) 

serves as the neurological basis for emotional contagion.454 Many researchers stress 

that this conception refers to one of the most basic forms of empathy.455 

4.5.2 Mind Reading 

Mind reading is to know another’s thoughts and feelings and internal mental 

states. This has been called cognitive empathy, empathic accuracy,456 empathic 

inference,457 theory of mind and mentalising.458 All of these concepts refer to, 

according to neuroscientist Tania Singer, our human ability to put ourselves in the 

situation of another person, or the shoes of another.459 There are two theories of mind 
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reading, theory theory and simulation theory,460 and a third, an implicit theory of 

mind.461 According to theory theory, the original idea is, ‘attributing particular mental 

states to others arises from theoretical reasoning involving tacitly known causal 

laws’.462 Mind reading involves coming to know the mental states, beliefs, intentions, 

thoughts and sometimes feelings of another person. The underlying brain structures of 

mind reading are said to differ from those involved in, for example, emotional 

contagion.463 Psychologist Theodor Lipps coined the term einfuhlung, which is often 

referred to in the context of mind reading, since the development of this view of 

empathy originally referred to how we come to know others’ mental states.464 

Einfuhlung is German and literally means ‘feeling into’.465 This concept of empathy 

overlaps most with the mirror theory of empathy, as will be shown later. 

4.5.3 Empathic Concern 

Empathic concern is a specifically other-oriented emotional response to 

perceiving another person in pain or distress, or when the welfare of another person is 

negative. This state differs from, for example, emotional contagion, since it requires 

that it does not involve one’s own feelings of suffering or imagining oneself in pain, 

which is to cause aversive feelings such as distress instead.466 Thus, empathic concern 

does not indicate that the content of the emotion of the other and oneself is the same, 

rather, it involves feelings of caring for the other who is perceived to be in distress.467 
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According to neuroscientists Jean Decety and Jason Cowell, empathic concern is 

similar to emotional contagion, as both refer to our ‘capacity to share or become 

affectively aroused by others’ emotions (at least in valence, tone and relative 

intensity).468 According to Decety and Cowell, this ability is also referred to as 

affective resonance. Important to note is that empathic concern differs from many other 

concepts of empathy in that it has been suggested to be biased towards people we love 

compared to those we perceive as strangers.469 However, studies have shown that 

deliberately imagining the perspective of members of another group (out-group) has 

led to more positive evaluations of that group and a decrease in stereotyping other 

individuals.470 Decety and Cowell also note that both empathic concern and moral 

reasoning involves activity in the same brain regions, in the ventromedial prefrontal 

cortex.471 

4.5.4 Perspective Taking 

Perspective taking differs from the aforementioned concepts of empathy and 

refers to our ability to imagine what another person is feeling. This concept of empathy 

has also been called psychological empathy or projection.472 Perspective taking 

includes a pre-affective state of sensitivity to the ways other persons are affected by 

their situations473 and involves imagining how others might be thinking and feeling.474 

As previously mentioned, people with autism often have an inability to imagine the 
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mental states of others and, thus, would not be very likely to empathise by means of 

perspective taking. 

4.5.5 Mirroring or Mirror Neurons 

This view of empathy is philosophically challenging, both for neuroscientists 

and philosophers. Mirroring neurally, or imitating, the emotions and actions of others 

is said to play an important role in social actions, understanding and caring for others, 

and involves adopting the posture or matching neural responses of observed others.475 

This concept of empathy is sometimes referred to as facial empathy, motor mimicry or 

imitation, and is said to invoke fellow feeling, or support, for the other.476 Mirror 

neurons are expressed entirely on the basis of the physiological properties involved.477 

Mirroring in terms of mirror neurons refers to neuronal activity within the brain of the 

observer of another person making some kind of action, like grasping an object or 

something similar. This occurs automatically, for example, during imitation of facial 

emotional expressions correlated with interpersonal competence scores.478 Mirror 

neurons are the biological equivalent states to mind reading. For example, ‘[w]hen you 

and I talk, you not only know the content of your own mind but also have a sense of 

what I am thinking and how I am reacting’.479 Some scientists suggest that the 

cognitive and neural mechanisms involved in imitation, or mimicry, have evolved to 

offer the ‘adaptive advantage of enabling the understanding of the feelings and mental 

states of others’.480 The key question for understanding imitation is, ‘how is the sensory 
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input from somebody else’s action transformed into a matching motor output by the 

imitator?’481 Put simply, mirroring empathy, understood this way, concerns a goal-

directed response in our brains to activate the understanding of others’ actions, by 

means of imitation.482 Mirroring abilities have been shown to vary significantly 

between species.483 Critics have argued that mirror neuronal activity relies too heavily 

on non-single-cell recordings; that is, they have been based primarily on imaging 

studies, and that, on the basis of the high prevalence of studies focusing on monkey 

subjects where single-cell recordings are frequent as opposed to using only imaging 

devices, the findings cannot be inferred to match human subjects.484 However, such 

criticisms are faulty and dangerous, because they not only underscore the frequently 

occurring usages of imaging-based knowledge in neuroscience but question the very 

logic of animal studies. 

Mirroring can occur consciously, involving memory and general knowledge, 

or it can occur automatically, involving areas in the brain important for, for example, 

planning, preparation and coordinated actions.485 Cells recorded in the experiments for 

automatic (perception-action) mirroring that led to the coining of the term mirror 

neurons refer to the way neurons are said to be activated in the brain by simply 

observing someone else perform some actions.486 According to some researchers, 

mirroring is, on the contrary, not simply observing. Hatfield, Rapson and Le argue that 

‘at every instant, the primate is mimicking the stimulus person’s (or monkey’s) face, 
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voice, and posture’.487 However, they believe that mirror neuronal activity may have 

caused this mimicking.488 Christian Keysers, one of the scientists who discovered 

mirror neurons in monkeys, reports that mirror cell activity was noted when the animal 

was still.489 Further, neither visceral responses nor visual stimuli are necessary for 

mirror neuron activation,490 as studies show mirror neuron activity for subjects having 

lost a limb relevant for the observed action and for subjects in the dark. In light of the 

discussed findings, this empathy concept overlaps in many respects with the concept 

of emotional contagion. Mirror neurons are also said to be one of the most basic 

systems the brain has for understanding others.491 

A review like this is needed for anyone who seriously considers this complex 

but promising tool for transition. The following sections provide an investigation into 

how we can incorporate and apply this knowledge to global justice. 

4.6 Motivating Cosmopolitan Justice Through Empathy 

Studies on organisations have, for over 30 years, suggested that empathy as a 

personality trait is a crucial instrument for leadership and mentoring, decision-making 

and negotiation, cooperation and trust and organisational behaviours.492 None of these 

streams touch on the broader and more global consequences of leadership in global 
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institutions and business that so strongly affects the lives of people all around the 

world. It is time to touch on this issue now. 

The following discussion considers the prospects of moral enhancement by 

biomedical means. This is part of addressing what propositions to these issues exist, 

and the later argument will be that, despite this particular case, education is a good 

policy tool for enhancing morally salient institutions. 

Research has provided a wide range of insight for us to use for moral 

enhancement and behavioural control today. Whereas old technologies of 

enhancement involved lobotomy or drugs, new technologies and research in 

psychology offer far more sophisticated and harmless ways of conducting the same 

behavioural control of individuals. Priming affects unconscious choice, ‘nudging’, 

may influence voluntary choice and antidepressants now affect moral behaviour as a 

side effect, to name a few.493 Because the research on moral enhancement techniques 

is so broad and vast in scope, it is difficult to fully review this science. But a modest 

proposal as an initial approach is that philosophers ought to look at the neuroscience 

of empathy, together with the enhancement techniques that are less intrusive than, for 

example, deep brain stimulation. Nonetheless, as emphasised by Savulescu and 

Person, more intrusive techniques of enhancement might be justified if they can 

contribute to aiding the global poor and prevent grave suffering.494 Below, a few of 

those techniques that have relevance for moral motivation and global justice will be 

addressed, whose implications for the argument then set the stage for a proactive 

conclusion. But first,  the concept of moral enhancement can support global justice and 

this argument. 
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Moral enhancement refers to a general and broad idea, rather than a delineated 

definition. The idea is not that we improve our physical or cognitive capacities, though 

at many times this is what is involved, but that we can improve our moral abilities 

with which we behave and reason. This also involves improving our moral 

motivation.495 Regarding the existing variances in what constitutes moral 

enhancement, authors have pointed out that ‘what has been called “moral” 

enhancement ranges from feeling empathic concern to increasing personal 

responsibility all the way to heightening respect for global fairness’.496 Some 

definitions of moral enhancement focus on improving people’s moral capacities, and 

others focus on interventions aimed at improving people’s moral behaviour. In some 

cases, the definitions aim to improve individuals’ moral behaviour, whereas prominent 

theorists such as Savulescu and Persson focus on groups, like humanity. This last 

definition applies to societies and institutions as well. Neurofeedback techniques have 

shown to have possible implications for treating psychopathy.497 Oxytocin 

administered through nasal spray has been shown to induce a host of moral behaviour 

directly linked to empathy.498 And, discussed in the final sections of this chapter, 

education has proven useful to enhance empathic skills. To navigate this discussion 

into the argument of applying this empirical literature on cognitive neuroscience, the 

next step is discussing motivating cosmopolitanism through empathy. 
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According to Nicholas Faulkner, increasing empathy is ‘a prominent, but not 

uniformly accepted, proposal for motivating cosmopolitan behaviour’.499 Faulkner has 

conducted experiments to directly test whether motivating cosmopolitan behaviour can 

be achieved with feelings of empathy, anger, guilt or identification of all of humanity. 

According to Faulkner, his study has the benefit of empirically testing sceptic claims 

of the empathy of cosmopolitan motivation. Faulkner’s study facilitated perspective-

taking to manipulate empathy to engage in helping. The results showed, according to 

Faulkner, that perspective taking increased people’s helping behaviour where, thus, 

empathy mediated that effect.  

Faulkner’s approach is positive about the many different factors that may be at 

play when motivating cosmopolitan behaviour, accepting that sometimes empathy is 

not as efficient as the behaviour of identifying with all of humanity, or guilt.500 Most 

importantly, however, his study claims to prove that empathy increases cosmopolitan 

helping independently of other emotions and behaviours that are prevalent.501 

Studying the use of emotions and empathy in motivating behaviour, justice 

behaviour and helping behaviour has been done previously (see Hoffman or 

Decety502), but, according to Faulkner, never cosmopolitan behaviour. Those studies 

have very often tended to suggest that empathy is a direct link in motivating helping 

behaviour, or justice behaviour.503 
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However, studies linking empathy to justice have their limitations, especially 

as there are critics highlighting the downsides of empathy.504 Empathy has been said 

to generate hostility towards out-group members and bias towards one’s own national 

identity.505 Critics are quick to note that empathy has its dark sides of fostering 

dangerous nationalism that we should all be wary of, whereas here we have a new 

perspective suggesting that empathy motivates cosmopolitanism506 and cooperates 

with other feelings such as identification with all humanity.507 However, we should be 

cautious about sweeping criticisms of empathy. They appear problematic because such 

criticism can apply to any type of behaviour or motivation, such as reason, well-

meaning, moral intentions, sympathy and so on. 

A second suggestion about empathy motivating cosmopolitanism is given by 

Richard Miller. Highlighting that ordinary morality is not only about responding 

accurately to neediness, Miller states, 

In addition to our inclinations to affirm specific principles and judgments of 
particular cases, most of us are committed to ambiguous yet comprehensible 
principles of moral duty. For example, in ordinary moral thinking, a choice 
is wrong if and only if it could not be made under the circumstances by 
someone displaying equal respect for all persons; equivalently, a choice is 
wrong if and only if it is incompatible with the ascription of equal worth to 
everyone’s life. To this extent, ordinary morality is adamantly cosmopolitan, 
just like Singer and his allies insist.508 

The ability to enhance institutional moral conduct seems like a promising move. 

However, empathy is underrepresented in the literature on leadership, for example, 
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because it is often perceived as contradicting the stereotype of a powerful leader.509 

One argument sustaining this perception is that some roles, such as that of the police, 

foreign services or intelligence, require ‘individuals who are corrosively cynical; some 

who are suspicious to the point of paranoia; and some who find intrinsic delight in 

cheating others’.510 This type of argument is unconvincing, not least when looking at 

what consequences might follow from such just and empathic traits within our societal 

institutions, specifically those that are supposed to instil justice and a provide a sense 

of security to citizens. 

Regarding enhancing empathy in the global institutions and individuals that 

occupy influential positions within these, David Wasserman states, 

if I were in the business of ‘making the world a better place and securing 
better lives for human beings and other sentient beings’ I would hesitate to 
prescribe moral enhancement (or therapy, the distinction does not matter for 
my purposes) for everyone with these acknowledged defects. A lot of good 
work, from removing rumours to negotiating treaties, may be best done by 
people with serious moral defects.511 

There are two things going on here. The first is that we should question whether 

this assumption is factually true, that is, whether successful business operators are 

needed to be psychopaths. It is not plausible to derive ‘best done’ from the work done 

by these people without taking into account the serious, and enormity of, suffering that 

these people cause and this ‘good work’ refers to.512 According to research on 

psychopathic leaders, key features of their leadership include engaging in fraud, 
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resorting to violence to avoid fraud discovery and being damaging to both individuals 

and the organisations they work for.513 

A case that illustrates why it is implausible to derive best done from the work 

they do is that of implicit bias in hiring men over women in entrepreneur positions in 

Sweden. Studies indicate that there is a prevailing implicit bias against women seeking 

to occupy venture capital roles, following from the view that only real men are and can 

perform well as entrepreneurs.514 The fact is that women are equally well performing 

in such positions, and that the implicit bias about what traits a real entrepreneur should 

have is unfounded.515 

In objection to these arguments for or against empathy, taken together with the 

science reviewed, morally salient institutions such as the IMF and the World Bank, 

together with relevant policymakers, ought to consider moral enhancement, educating 

empathy and, most importantly, administering empathy tests. Below, some discussion 

of the various details and arguments for or against empathy tests is pursued. Needless 

to say, it is acknowledged that considerable challenges would need to be overcome to 

implement empathy tests. That said, any effort to reduce global poverty must overcome 

considerable challenges, so this should not be a reason to rule out the proposal to 

implement empathy tests before it has been properly assessed. 

More policy-directed research is needed on how education might enhance 

empathy and cosmopolitanism and how educating workers might make better moral 

environments in institutions. Sketching a full proposal with directives for this broad 

topic is beyond the scope of my thesis. The vast topic of moral enhancement requires 
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a much more careful analysis than provided here. The introduction of these two ways 

of enhancing institutions, however, could be picked up by other researchers. 

4.7 Some Policy Proposals for Enhancing Institutional Moral 

Motivation 

The relevance of moral enhancement for political and, in particular, 

international political problems has been sparsely articulated. A lot has been done in 

the research on corporate psychopathy. Some theories suggest that the 2008 global 

financial crisis occurred because of the lack of moral motivation and self-interested, 

callous behaviour of psychopathic leaders in global business.516 According to the 

research on psychopathy, an important characteristic of these individuals is their lack 

of emotions. This leads to an empty and shallow understanding of morality: 

‘Psychopaths may be aware of social norms of right and wrong, but they do not 

care’.517 Not all psychopaths are stereotypically violent and straightforwardly evil, and 

some succeed to fit in adequately enough to work and behave more prosocial than anti-

social.518 However, they do have violent tendencies and their successions to the top 

are often said to be the result of their psychopathologies.519 These individuals with 

institutional power operate in such a way that they may, for example, steal many 

clients’ life savings, rendering them destitute, without being slightly concerned. 

While research on corporate psychopathy mainly serves to explain how 

psychopaths may lead to capitalism losing its credibility, there is an important feature 
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of it that matters when societies lose key parts of their economic infrastructure because 

of psychopathic, immoral leadership.520 Corporate psychopathic leadership and the 

way it influences global business and business in general needs to be considered as a 

factor explaining many of the world’s most immoral policies that affect global poverty. 

Therapeutic interventions for psychopaths have, unfortunately, proven very 

difficult,521 which suggests that prevention is the optimal way to get rid of immoral 

leadership in morally salient institutions. According to a review article about moral 

emotions and corporate psychopaths, ‘The evidence suggests that psychopathy is 

difficult to treat, so our best advice to organizations is to minimize entry into the firm 

by psychopaths and screen, such as through 360 appraisal, to ensure they are not 

promoting psychopathic individuals’.522 . 

The conclusion of this analysis suggests that global businesses and institutions 

that are serious about bringing about global justice could  administer empathy tests. 

This is not to say that people in positions of power of institutional authority are 

psychopaths, on the contrary, it is to suggest that institutions could steer clear from 

behaviours that are immoral on a more structured basis - empathy tests could benefit 

all members of relevant institutions and businesses. Similar proposals already exist on 

corporate psychopathic leaders, including introducing staff surveys from colleagues 

and subordinates in determining who to promote. But if we really want to introduce 

more moral emotions, more morally motivated behaviour and ethical thinking into 

institutions, psychopath testing seems a genuine but detrimental alternative. Below, 
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the thesis addresses some plausible objections to this suggestion for enhancing 

institutions. 

One problem is the worry that this type of screening risks creating new 

marginalised groups in society, with a lot of psychopaths without jobs. First, this 

proposal allows for some discrimination on behalf of people with strong psychopathic 

tendencies, just as an extract from the register of offence to see if someone looking for 

a job at a day care centre has a history of sexual misconduct would discriminate against 

sexual predators against children. Such extracts, required for job interviews for day 

care centre work, merely prohibit sexual offenders from taking up positions working 

with children to protect children from abuse, but it would be a different story for 

individuals with psychopathic tendencies. This leads us to the next possible issue with 

registers. 

Should the person taking the test and scoring high be ‘marked’ by the scores, 

with these scores saved in some global register (parallel to national registers for sexual 

offenders), or would they only apply to the specific company administering the tests? 

Initially, there is no reason why any such centralised register would have to apply for 

psychopaths. 

On the extreme, a person might oppose the suggestion of empathy testing on 

the belief that this would leave a lot of people unemployed because a lot of leaders in 

global business are already psychopaths. This, we simply do not know. Therefore, 

considering preventing any unnecessary discrimination against institutional 

psychopathic behaviour is a proactive measure. Of course, any business and institution 

would be allowed to implement empathy education, empathy treatments and empathy 

tests as they wish, but in those that did not implement such tests, there would still be 

plenty of employment opportunities for psychopaths. The proposal here merely targets 
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those morally salient institutions that are said to causally contribute to global poverty, 

thus enabling these institutions to more easily discharge their moral responsibilities. 

The worry that a lot of good workers will become unemployed and may affect 

how the institution is run can also be solved as follows. If globally relevant businesses 

dismiss my proposal on the assumption that a lot of highly efficient and good workers 

already employed at the morally relevant institutions would risk losing their jobs, the 

tests, if implemented, could be used only for new appointments. This would enable the 

policy’s implementation and have an effect soon enough due to staff turnover and new 

staff hires. These tests would ensure that no more psychopaths would be hired. 

The next idea for a start in discussing policy proposals is educating individuals 

who work in salient institutions in various important moral topics that would enhance 

the non-psychopathic individual’s moral outlook and behaviour. Important topics such 

as global justice, cosmopolitan ethics, empathy and emotions could all serve in the 

enhancement of awareness of morally salient issues among individuals in institutions. 

Together, these proposals may help realise important policy changes for global justice. 

4.8 Conclusion 

The analysis contradicts many isolated normative philosophical domains and, 

as a result, emphasises the view that evolutionary biological mechanisms in our brains 

are the foundations for moral behaviour and motivation that philosophers in global 

justice are currently trying to overcome. There is scepticism towards the biological 

sciences and the knowledge gained from it. As demonstrated, empathy science, despite 

its pitfalls, is a field with unquestionable relevance for moral behaviour and, 

subsequently, for philosophers on the topic. Many philosophers may question this, for 

example, by saying that this perspective from the natural sciences makes normative 
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arguments redundant, that you cannot argue for or against objective neural processes. 

If you cannot argue the right course of action, then you cannot criticise people for their 

choice of action, or see their action as an outcome of choice. While this debate is far 

from settled, these questions are left open for the reader to ponder. The conceptual 

addition here is that the variances existing in the use of the term empathy need to be 

accepted. The complexities that pertain to the literature on empathy forces us to 

embrace the whole field instead of settling for one concept. Given the various 

phenomena that constitute what we refer to as empathy science, the term ‘empathy 

phenomena’ best describes what is being discussed in the topic of empathy. This 

chapter has shown that it is important and useful for philosophers in global justice to 

start taking seriously the biological sciences in their theorising of normative global 

ethics because there is a great deal of insight that can be easily applied within 

institutions.  
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Chapter 5: The Problem with the Motivation Question, 

Empathy and Global Justice 

Somewhere down the line, Lichtenberg argues, we need to conquer the obstacles 

standing in the way of individuals to be more motivated to create change. The problem 

is, she claims, that today the harms we cause are impossible to keep track of because 

of globalization and institutions’ complex interconnected causal chains that each 

individual walking on this planet is involved in through even the smallest transactions. 

We simply cannot know if what we’re purchasing or doing in some way causes a harm 

to someone less well off. Even if we are unaware of the harms we cause, they still 

happen. Prinz claims that for us to be able to make conscious moral decisions, it is 

essential to develop moral emotions. However, because of these new harms, another 

claim supporting institutional enhancement is made in this chapter; it is that the moral 

emotions that ought to be enhanced are bound to be institutional. This chapter draws 

on Shue’s ideas that institutions, because of the new harms, ought to be seen as 

mediators of the duties we all as individuals have. Institutions do our moral jobs better 

and the fact that we care privately in our spare time makes no moral difference to 

global poverty. Shramme describes the link between empathy and altruism and 

empathy and moral behaviour as present despite motivational circumstances. 

 Building on the earlier discussion, we have come to the point where we need 

to consider what kind of arrangement might help to overcome the problem of 

motivation in the context of global justice. The ideas presented to spur discussions for 

policy proposals in Chapter 4 add to our knowledge about the next steps to be taken. 

Before assessing the practical approaches, we need to consider the moral aspects from 
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our preceding assessment. This chapter explains how it is possible to forego our 

individual responsibilities and morally consider our corrupt and morally unmotivated 

institutions as responsible for letting millions of people suffer on a global scale. 

What Lichtenberg has referred to as ‘the New Harms’ are those harms on a 

global scale that lead to negative duties, as described by Pogge, that apply to every 

minimally decent person’s moral life today. According to Lichtenberg, it is no longer 

possible to know how not to harm anyone, because, as Pogge has also argued, we are 

all implicated in a global institutional economic world order, whereby even the 

smallest everyday transactions amount to a harm somewhere in the world. Marion-

Young has argued that because of the complexity of the global system in which many 

injustices are operated, we can form the conception of structural injustices.523 Young 

argues that, 

structural injustice [occurs] when the combined operation of actions in 
institutions put large categories of persons under a systematic threat of 
domination or deprivation of the means to develop and exercise their 
capacities, at the same time as they enable others to dominate or give them 
access to an abundance of resources.524 

These injustices occur when many individuals and institutions act from the motivation 

of their particular interests within institutional rules and accepted norms. 

We are here presented with something very difficult that cannot reasonably be 

understood as caused by individuals. Instead, it is the structures within which the 

individuals operate which cause structural injustice or harm. The overall contribution 

of millions of individuals operating within the structures leads to difficulties. These 

structural injustices, or new harms, amount to a causal impossibility, which are here 
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referred to as an absence of capacity of any individual having harmed someone—harm 

is best described in overall contributional (aggregate) terms, ‘to an overall effect that 

may be very large and significant’,525 something Samuel Scheffler calls the 

phenomenology of agency.526 Another problem with this, Lichtenberg claims, is that 

it causes the lack of motivation by the individual who now feels ‘no regret, no guilt, 

no shame, and no drive to act differently’.527 According to her, the new harms have 

caused a psychological vacuum where the psychological states necessary to care about 

what we are doing are gone. Together, these problems add to the reasons justifying our 

inaction in the face of global injustice. In the next section, the thesis explores more 

closely the moral impediments that we all have for believing that institutions can better 

discharge responsibilities for global justice. 

5.1 Lack of Reasons for Trying to be Moral in our Globalised World 

Highlighting the causal difficulties for individuals when evaluating their moral 

actions on their effects, Lichtenberg states, ‘individuals may not be aware of the 

contribution their act makes, they have little or no control over the larger processes, it 

is difficult to get information about these processes, and equally difficult to avoid 

participating in them’.528 As pointed to earlier in this discussion, these difficulties may 

in and of themselves contribute to less motivation in ordinary individuals, which is for 

these reasons and those previously outlined, justified. As there is no visibility of the 
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harms our world produces that may trigger our immediate psychological reactions that 

might morally lead us to do the right thing, we are now less aware of what we ought 

to do: ‘on some views minding your own business is all a person is morally required 

to do, even this apparently modest injunction now turns out to be almost impossible’.529 

Further, these impediments may well give insight into, if we rely on the mechanisms 

described in the earlier discussion on motivation dynamics, a psychological vacuum 

that may exist within institutions as well, having trickled up from individuals to 

institutions. For this to be correct, we would only have to look at the actions of 

institutions, to be able to judge, in the same way that we judge affluent individual’s 

lack of motivation. 

Lichtenberg argues that for a given unit of effort (or money), an individual can 

be more certain that their gift to aid donations will help a person in need than they can 

be about the same amount of aid given to avoid harm. This implies that people may 

have more reason to give aid than to avoid harm by, for example, reducing their use of 

fossil fuels.530 This means that despite the new harms, there is even more reason to 

make ethical purchases than to, for example, avoid fishing from overfished waters. Her 

proposal is that facts about the efficacy of aid and of avoiding harms need to be added 

to the moral individual’s equation.  

According to the institutional framework of global justice, the facts of efficacy 

of institutional causality and the facts of institutional negative causality (refraining 

from harms) strongly support a favouring of an institutional conception of these 

problems. This argument supplements Lichtenberg’s approach. If these facts were to 

be accepted and the institutional conception of justice given precedence in moral 
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philosophy, would the next step not be to suggest that individual morality in global 

justice, insofar as responsibility is a concept that tracks capacity, be ruled out 

altogether? The answer here needs to be no. Individuals should not stop being 

individuals with moral aspirations, as living a morally good life is said to have intrinsic 

value, and we should assume also that many good deeds go noticed and actually matter. 

However, what matters most, in the face of global poverty, should be the individuals 

who can affect the institutional path to justice. And this forces the individual to accept 

the view that the only way to be moral from a global justice perspective is to support 

or act within institutions that make morally good choices for the world. In a more clear-

cut institutional moral analysis, interactional morality would be separated. The 

difference in this conclusion is that this perspective states that individuals do have a 

role to play in global justice - even if the moral framework is wholly institutional.  

 The individual who wishes to affect global justice must, therefore, enhance 

her capacities to fit the institutional causal role that institutions have in global justice. 

Hormio argues, 

We are in this together and we are inherently social as a species, so all 
plausible theorizing must start from this. Individual action and intention has 
been put on a pedestal for too long and we can no longer afford to pretend 
that things we do together do not bear on us: we are responsible for what we 
do.531 

This approach is optimistic, given its link to a scientifically accurate causal explanation 

of aggregate harms of global fossil fuel emissions (a detrimental aspect of climate 

change, specifically), it also points to a different conclusion on what individuals owe, 

alone or together, with respect to global poverty. Climate change has not been the focus 
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of my analysis, so I will refrain from commenting on this in relation to motivation, but 

I will comment on how climate change is said to bear on poverty. 

As stated in this thesis, global poverty (and one contributor to global poverty 

being climate change) is mainly an effect of some major institutional causal 

arrangements on a global scale.  Earlier, it was shown there are justified reasons for 

ordinary individuals not to act, while individuals with institutional power have more 

causal responsibility and capacity to affect global poverty, therefore, ordinary 

individuals are to some degree off the moral hook in a relevant sense. This means there 

should be no focus about how to motivate individuals before talk about motivating 

institutions. Individuals with no capacity to alter the course of global poverty have 

only the interactional responsibility of being moral towards one another.532 Individuals 

who have some capacity to enhance their positions and their capacities, and thus their 

causal influence on global poverty, might have a responsibility to do this. 

5.2 The Problem with the Motivation Question and Institutional 

Harms 

How philosophers, tend to think about the motivation question, ‘what 

motivates people’, is in most cases in very general terms and in terms of ordinary 

individual agency and responsibility. Philosophers tend to answer this question by 

means of a very simple distinction, and say either that people are motivated by self-

interest or altruism, said to generate responsibilities in a range of ways.533 While these 

sorts of questions are indeed important, to guide us and enable us to move forward in 

our pursuit whenever we are faced with human beings’ seemingly irrational behaviour, 
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it would be wise to add a small caution of their moral relevance. Philosophers battle 

about the sources and possibility of a cosmopolitan motivation to effectively see that 

the responsibilities that align with global justice be met. Some, like Lior Erez, argue 

that the possibility of cosmopolitan motivations in the world should be drawn on 

normative grounds because ‘the debate between nationalists and cosmopolitans is 

more complex than the debate over the possibility of individual motivation’.534 Against 

the backdrop of this discussion, instead ask whether the truth about what works to 

motivate people should be an empirical question535 and whether our responsibilities in 

this debate are accurately depicted. Given that responsibility tracks capacity, it seems 

that the current literature fails to acknowledge how this affects the motivation question. 

If there is no capacity to carry out any moral responsibilities in regard to global justice, 

then there can be no moral responsibility for lack of motivation. 

In returning to the question of what it means to be moral within the institutional 

setting of justice, it is possible to repeat the proposition: institutions structure and 

influence individual conduct to significant proportions. They also develop and shape 

our sense of identity (often our national sense of identity). They also shape a sense of 

psychological distance to our global fellow world inhabitants. These are all important 

aspects of the institutional dynamic that takes place in each of our lives, if we believe 

that individuals can make a difference, morally, within it. Despite this, a more 

important aspect of the dynamic in question is that institutions shape practices among 

institutions, formalising ideas and creating policies worldwide that shape the structural 

dynamic in which everyone has to succumb in one way or the other. Foremost, these 

 
534 Lior Erez, ‘Cosmopolitanism, Motivation, and Normative Feasibility’, Ethics & Global Politics 8, 
no. 1 (2015): 53. 
535 Lichtenberg, ‘Oughts and Cans’, 16. 



 

186 

institutional, structural practices sustain world poverty and other global harms, about 

which the ordinary individual has very little to say or do because affluent individuals, 

in most circumstances, lack capacities to have any effect on global institutions. 

However, officials exposed to immoral practices such as lobbying, non-transparent 

negotiations and untraceable lobbies are all aspects of the global political system that 

govern and sustain global harms. If a person wishes to make a moral difference within 

this setting, they would have to work within institutions such as the state that affect the 

borrowing privileges of illegitimate state leaders, tax evasion, tax havens, wealthy 

states’ dominance in negotiations in world trade and so on. This means that the 

motivation question is significant for individuals indirectly only insofar as they interact 

significantly to offer any change in institutions, or, more directly, that the motivation 

question is significant only for institutions, and in particular, individuals who hold 

power to affect institutions.  

Against the backdrop of feasible alternatives, it is not feasible that everyone 

become politicians, lobbyists, world leaders, dictators or global businesspersons, 

because that would not be possible. This is not the same as saying that ordinary 

individuals should succumb to entirely passive lives, especially in relation to these 

important problems we all face together. But it is an aspect of how the world and our 

institutions work that we cannot afford to ignore. This aspect of the global institutional 

world asks that responsibility and causal influence realistically falls on the table of the 

people in power. Global justice, so understood, causally implicates directly responsible 

leaders and the like who can make a direct difference. It may be true that all of us are 

indirectly causally implicated in world poverty, but only in the sense that we are 

subjugated to a political scheme decided on and sustained by some individuals in 

power.  
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The discussion so far resembles that of Pogge’s original distinction between 

negative and positive duties. Critics, such as Lichtenberg, have pointed to the 

difficulties in drawing this distinction, and, in light of the new harms, however, this 

enables us to see how, in practice, it is very hard to make this distinction.  Even cases 

in which a matter of degree influences the result, the extreme ends are clear. This gives 

reason to hold that those that matter most in global justice are the ones who can 

influence, shape and change the various directly harmful structural practices. In light 

of this, the motivation question as directed toward ordinary individuals becomes 

entirely obsolete, because ordinary individuals’ motivation has such little causal 

impact on matters of global justice. Thus, the direction of the motivation question is 

towards influential individuals in position of institutional power. 

The next question in this analysis is harder, because it requires that we allocate 

responsibilities within global institutions according to some scheme where 

accountability, clear tasks, clear responsibilities and empathy are sustained. The policy 

recommendation from this discussion is that responsibility and motivation in global 

institutions can be derived from neuroscience. While institutions do not have brains, it 

is at the end of the day individuals who shape and work in accordance with institutions. 

Hence, the motivation behind individual acts relevant for policy change and practices 

and institutional design is of significant importance to institutions.  

5.3 Enhancing Institutions Moral Motivation 

Could the motivation question remain unchanged but aim at the institutional 

setting instead? Henry Shue has famously argued that in a world of institutions, where 

you and I cannot secure the human rights of everyone or feed all starving children, we 

ought to conceive of institutions as mediating our duties: 
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Cooperation and coordination can be achieved by organizing, and they can 
be achieved over the long term through the establishment of institutions, as 
everyone knows very well – except, it sometimes seems, moral philosophers, 
who tend to think in hopelessly individualistic terms.536 

Shue is inherently proactive in his argument, stating that it is most efficient to let 

institutions do the major part of our moral job as well as many other organised things, 

and secondly, he argues that we do not do more by the fact that we care more in our 

spare time. 

Against the backdrop of Shue’s basic idea, we can conceive of motivation 

similarly, because our motivations matter less than institutional motivation. Our 

motivations could, however, affect institutions, but as shown, the reverse is more likely 

to mirror the actual state of play.  

Against this discussion, consider collective emotions as a method for analysing 

institutions. Collective emotions give a different picture of human behaviour that 1) 

avoids generalising about people’s ultimate motivations, since there may well not be 

only one ultimate motivator for all; and 2) enables contemporary available practical 

solutions. As seen in the previous discussion about collective emotions within 

institutions, we want to ask which collective emotions, and by who, cause an executive 

group or person to act in favour of a particular policy. This would entail sorting out 

what emotions were present, what cultures or rituals mostly influence the group’s sense 

of identity and which or what individuals—alternatively what inherited norms—may 

most plausibly have caused the triggering phenomena within the group. As the research 

on empathy and collective emotions show, this is a plausible step in the development 

of the science of emotions and social neuroscience. Empirical facts change the 

institutional moral analysis and change the tools for solving the problems we face. 
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Savulescu and Persson argue that there are collective action problems such as 

global economic inequality between developed and developing countries that call for 

non-biomedical moral enhancement.537 In answering to theorists before them who 

argued that morality is inherently evolutionary based and, thus, our psychology is 

limited, they state, 

The question is to what extent this origin makes the moral mind of human 
beings ill-suited to cope with the moral mega-problems that we face today, 
problems of mass-destruction, anthropogenic climate change and 
environmental degradation, and a huge global inequality of welfare.538 

This posits a misguided view. Like previously mentioned authors, Savulescu 

and Persson equate ‘collective action problems’ with ‘most ordinary people’ problems. 

Problems such as global economic inequality are inherently institutional, and those 

involve morally enhancing individuals within institutions (i.e., enhancing institutions). 

Not everyone needs enhancing, so in cases like these, collective action problems occur 

precisely in the context of actions by individuals in institutions and problems of 

organisation on a global scale. There is the possibility that responsible individuals 

differ on a number of accounts. Some important strands within the enhancement debate 

are discussed below. 

5.4 Some Controversial and Difficult Proposals 

Moral enhancement is an example of a practically difficult proposal towards 

alleviating some of the most pressing injustices today. Among philosophers who deal 

with ethical problems today, in this debate we find the view that a ‘moral enhancement 

is…an intervention that makes it more likely that you will act morally, in some future 
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period, than would have been the case if it were not used’.539 Moral enhancement has 

come to be a popular contemporary debate following the pace of the modern sciences. 

Prominent moral theorists have famously argued that we have ethical reasons to 

consider, foremost, two interrelated things to better tackle the behavioural causes of 

problems facing humanity that lead to global poverty and global warming:540 

1) enhancing our brains, and 2) adding oxytocin to the drinking water of the seemingly 

non-empathic Western civilization. While these are not entirely modest, these illustrate 

one example of where the modern neurosciences lead us, and in some ways force us 

to take new and controversial steps to looking at our global political problems. Similar 

proposals relate to the motivation problem and the discussion I am advancing. 

5.5 Debates on Enhancing Motivation 

There are some good proposals for the enhancement of motivation. Theorists 

have entertained the idea of moral enhancement by means of enhancement as discussed 

above, and by non-biomedical means of enhancing motives. In addressing the moral 

argument for moral enhancement, Savulescu and Persson state, 

The present time brings existential threats which human moral psychology, 
with its cognitive and moral limitations and biases, is unfit to address. 
Exponentially increasing, widely accessible technological advance and rapid 
globalization create threats of intentional misuse (e.g. biological or nuclear 
terrorism) and global collective action problems, such as the economic 
inequality between developed and developing countries and anthropogenic 
climate change, which human psychology is not set up to address.541 

 
539 Thomas Douglas, Julian Savulescu and Ingmar Persson, ‘Autonomy and the Ethics of Biological 
Behaviour Modification’, in The Future of Bioethics: International Dialogues, ed. A. Akabayashi 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 95. 
540 See Ingmar Persson and Julian Savulescu, ‘Getting Moral Enhancement Right: The Desirability of 
Moral Bioenhancement’, Bioethics 27, no. 3 (2013); ‘Moral Enhancement, Freedom and the God 
Machine’. 
541 Persson and Savulescu, ‘Moral Hard-Wiring and Moral Enhancement’, 286. 
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This discussion gives us the suggestion that it is possible, mentally or neurologically, 

to enhance our motives to act more morally.542 It has been argued that a ‘person 

morally enhances herself if she alters herself in a way that may reasonably be expected 

to result in her having morally better future motives…than she would otherwise have 

had’.543 Douglas holds that we need to consider whether for ‘any plausible moral 

theory, acquiring morally better motives will tend to be to the advantage of others’.544 

So, as a reminder, there is an inevitable interrelational dimension which our moral 

theories and our behaviourally based moral explanations seek to interpret. World 

poverty, climate change and war can, in some sense, all be attributed to bad or sub-

optimally good motives.545 

Further, motives, in this sense, can be context dependent. For instance, ‘[f]or a 

judge, a certain sort of legal reasoning, relatively detached from feelings of sympathy, 

might be the best motive, at least when she is at work’.546 Note that this example may 

equally, or more appropriately, be conceptually referring to a feeling, rather than a 

motive. Whether feelings have motivating force, such as in this case feelings of 

sympathy, is another important question.  

Assuming there will not be any significantly different answers to the existing 

research, we know that empathy may lead to justice and fairness in behaviour.547 An 

approach that uses science as a tool to come to terms with this kind of guessing, to 

 
542 Thomas Douglas, ‘Moral Enhancement’, in Enhancing Human Capacities, eds. Julian Savulescu, 
Ruud Ter Meulen and Guy Kahane (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2011), 468. 
543 Ibid., 468. 
544 Ibid., 469. 
545 Ibid. 
546 Ibid. 
547 See Hoffman. 
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solve ethical questions like enhancement, may avoid conceptual confusion and, thus, 

enhance the clarity of the conclusions.548 

Consider these four claims about emotions. First, 

One emotion that might frequently qualify as a counter-moral emotion is a 
strong aversion to members of certain ethnic groups. Such an aversion could 
be a bad motive.549 The feeling of ‘racism’, thus, counts, and as a counter-
moral feeling. Another example is ‘the impulse towards violent 
aggression’.550 

A suggestion here is, ‘there are some emotions – henceforth, the counter-moral 

emotions – whose attenuation would sometimes count as a moral enhancement 

regardless of which plausible moral and psychological theories one accepted’.551 

However, a weaker claim about emotions is, ‘there are some emotions such that a 

reduction in the degree to which an agent experiences those emotions would, under 

some circumstances, constitute a moral enhancement’.552 Such claims raise the 

question of whether some emotions might be counted and evaluated into some sort of 

scheme so as to predict and dissolve them. 

Jesse Prinz discusses whether empathy is really a morally good thing and 

whether empathy makes us better people. While admitting that it may be true that 

empathy makes us better people or that empathy is a morally good thing, he sets out to 

challenge that empathy is also said to be somehow necessary for morality. Prinz does 

not want to recognise the kind of empathy Batson construes, which is ‘an other-

oriented emotional response congruent with the perceived welfare of another 

 
548 Of course, there are debates about scientific methods and about the truthfulness of scientific 
findings, but these are entirely different debates. My aim here is to posit that science does a good job 
of explaining the mechanisms underlying human interaction. 
549 Douglas, ‘Moral Enhancement’, 470. 
550 Ibid. 
551 Ibid., 470. 
552 Ibid., 471. 
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person’.553 According to Prinz, the reason he does not think challenging Batson’s 

notion of empathy is fruitful is that it is better characterised as a form of concern. Thus, 

Prinz is not against empathetic concern. The notion of empathy that Prinz challenges 

is found within this passage, first formulated by Smith: ‘Whatever is the passion which 

arises from any object in the person principally concerned, an analogous emotion 

springs up, at the thought of his situation, in the breast of every attentive spectator’,554 

and in Prinz’s own view of that empathy is, ‘a kind of vicarious emotion: it’s feeling 

what one takes another person to be feeling’.555 According to Prinz, it may be either a 

matter of automatic contagion, or ‘a complicated exercise of the imagination’.556 

Although Prinz suggests that morality should involve emotions, and consider emotions 

essential for morality, he states, ‘It’s just that empathetic emotions are not ideally 

suited for these jobs’.557 Being a promoter of emotional foundations of morality, here 

Prinz displays some remarkable counterintuitive counterarguments of empathic 

emotions when he says that empathetic emotions are not the kind of emotions we 

should consider necessary or best suited for morality. Prinz proposes a counterintuitive 

conclusion for two reasons. First, Prinz speaks of empathic emotions as unsuitable for 

morality, but since empathic emotions can be any kind of emotion this is an empty 

statement, or, alternatively, Prinz has simply missed adding to what he thinks 

constitutes an empathic emotion which separates that from the rest of the available 

emotions. These arguments make Prinz’s evaluation inconsistent. Secondly, in the 

beginning, Prinz argues that empathy makes us better people—and this in itself is 

 
553 Coplan and Goldie, Empathy, 2011. 
554 Ibid., 212. 
555 Ibid. 
556 Ibid. 
557 Ibid., 211. 
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sufficient for him to already state that empathy is morally good, and Prinz’s 

conclusions are contradictory to many of his own claims. 

Empathy is, as the conceptually independent but intersecting explanations of 

the term illustrate (see Chapter 4), a descriptive and morally neutral cluster of 

psychological phenomena. Karsten Stuber also makes this observation, claiming that 

‘the concept of empathy covers a wide range of related but relatively distinct, 

psychological phenomena’.558 Philosophers frequently ignore this fact today. Thomas 

Schramme gives an accurate depiction of the link between empathy and altruism. It is 

modest and the link between empathy and moral behaviour is not absent. Schramme 

contends in his analysis of the uses of the term empathy in moral discussion that, 

‘There might always be circumstantial and other psychological aspects undermining 

the motivational impact of empathic concern, hence empathy might not be sufficient 

for genuine altruism’.559 As farfetched as this may sound, others, such as pioneers in 

neuroscience, have pointed out that empathy ‘is relevant when accounting for all 

aspects of behaviour enabling us to establish a meaningful link between others and 

ourselves’.560 As Denham notes; ‘The idea that empathy is a developmental 

precondition of other-regarding motivation will not be so easily vindicated’.561 

Many philosophers (with some exceptions such as Douglas, Persson and 

Savulescu who discuss empathy and various pros and cons with the notion) have 

asserted that empathy is a moral notion. This debate is not ill-informed, but it is 

conceptually flawed. It is hard to find a concept of empathy that does not display, in a 

 
558 Karsten R. Stueber, ‘Empathy and Understanding Reasons’, in The Routledge Handbook of 
Philosophy of Empathy, ed. H. Maibom (Taylor and Francis, 2017). 
559 Thomas Schramme, ‘Empathy and Altruism’, in The Routledge Handbook of Philosophy of 
Empathy, ed. H. Maibom (Taylor and Francis, 2017), 210. 
560 Vittorio Gallese, ‘The “Shared Manifold” Hypothesis. From Mirror Neurons to Empathy’, Journal 
of Consciousness Studies 8, no. 5–6 (2001): 43. 
561 Denham, ‘Empathy and Moral Motivation’. 
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descriptive manner, various morally neutral social phenomena. Although various of 

these phenomena may exist in moral situations, the phenomena by themselves are 

morally neutral for behaviour.562 Conceptions of empathy that only apply to moral 

behaviour, or do not apply equally to non-moral everyday situations, are hard to find. 

The term empathy within definite moral connotations, would entail that human 

behaviour may equally be conceived this way.  

A slippery slope could plausibly emerge here: the slide into the awkward 

position of claiming that all human behaviour is moral behaviour, which would result 

in the term ‘morality’ losing its meaning. While empathy was once defined as a 

precarious feeling for others in a way of well-meaning, this is no longer true. Insofar 

as empathy is a neutral phenomenon, its effects as one in many are explaining the 

various instigating mechanisms in those moral behaviours we wish to understand and 

foster. 

Morality demands something of us, and when it does not, it is purely 

descriptive. As Lichtenberg puts it, 

If ethics demanded nothing of us over and above what we would do in its 
absence, it would have no point. It would be merely descriptive – telling us 
how people behave, and how they judge each other – rather than prescriptive 
or normative.563 

5.6 Conclusion 

The social neuroscience of empathy shows that empathic phenomena exist both 

within and outside the moral domain, and that these phenomena, the social glue that 

keeps societies together, extend beyond the historical underpinnings of the old moral 

 
562 Steuber, 2017. 
563 Lichtenberg, ‘Oughts and Cans’, 1. 
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empathy. The neuroscience of empathy shows that norms and values have their place 

in the emotional realm, which, in turn, would make it a part, perhaps a big part, of the 

feelings that motivate us. While this does not solve the motivation problem, it provides 

one more reason for turning to empathy research for support in our theorising. Ethics, 

the creating of norms and personal values all have an emotional motivating component 

that in turn leads to morally guided actions. As many theorists argue, to make a moral 

judgement involves making emotional statements, and this, according to the theory of 

collective emotions and empathy research, has motivating and affective consequences 

on others around us and ourselves. 

As noted by Douglas, Savulescu and Persson, the uses of oxytocin, for 

example, are not always of benefit. Oxytocin has been shown to induce significantly 

more trusting behaviour and facilitate increased cooperation, whereas some studies 

have shown that oxytocin’s pro-cooperation effects ‘may be restricted to others 

perceived as members of the same group’.564 The authors also discuss the uses of the 

neurotransmitter serotonin that can be found in serotonin reuptake inhibitors as moral 

enhancement method. These ‘seem to make subjects more fair-minded and willing to 

cooperate’.565  

Empathy and justice have a close relationship both in the historical 

philosophical literature on the origins of the sub-divisions of global justice 

(cosmopolitanism and statism) but also in the neuroscience of empathy. To overlook 

aspects that can help us better understand what this means for institutional global 

justice would seem to become costly. In neuroscience, the connection between 

 
564 Douglas, Savulescu and Persson, ‘Autonomy and the Ethics of Biological Behaviour 
Modification’, 94. 
565 Ibid. 
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empathy and justice is evident and alive, whereas in global justice philosophy there is 

a complete gap between these two subjects. Based on the relationship between 

empathy and justice in biological science, it would seem almost self-evident that more 

empathic people in power would lead to a more just world and better functioning 

institutions that serves the human rights of everyone on the planet. One should not be 

pessimistic and assume that this proposal is infeasible given the practical resistance 

that could arise in carrying out a scheme of moral enhancement of this proportion. 

Good and grand things happen every day, and it would be up to political scientists to 

shape this type of programme. Furthermore, it is not self-evident to say that if we had 

institutions that would allow for the complete enhancement of moral motivation within 

them it would be easier to use them and pursue global justice directly; the research 

suggests that empathic mechanisms are a prerequisite for justice and prosocial 

behaviour, so, without empathy the chances of such institutions pursuing global justice 

would be minimal. In short, it seems that empathy must be prior to justice given two 

claims based on the neuroscientific findings presented in this chapter: 1) empathy leads 

to justice and moral motivation, and 2) moral motivation is needed for action to pursue 

global justice.  
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, this thesis has explored the institutional notion of global justice, 

and showed that, while everyone stands morally required by cosmopolitan virtue to 

care for everyone else globally, those who are institutionally placed to be able to do 

more to affect the living conditions of the poor and the vulnerable have greater 

obligations. Of course, it is ludicrous to suggest that we should invoke biomedical 

enhancement to pursue a better world. However, as a philosophical idea, it is worth 

pursuing, with no limitations, to ensure we have delved into all possible measures 

presented. The thesis does not suggest we ought to turn to these extreme measures, 

but, given the state of global injustices today, all minimally moral suggestions together 

create a wider view of what is available and also possible for us to achieve. Having 

said that, this thesis has also explored the question of what seems most viable and 

plausible to actually achieve, and in the face of reasonable actions, it suggests that 

education and empathy or psychopathy tests could be administered on an institutional 

level. This seems within the realm of reasonable political courses of action. Needless 

to say, it would require effort and unity to get institutions and individuals to align with 

the proposals suggested by the results of this analysis. The processes of utilizing these 

findings would probably engage a lot of individuals in vibrant discussion. However, 

in the vein of Brock, a lot of progress can be expected without complete unification.  

This thesis has criticised the view that affluent people lack motivation for 

misplacing the blame for lack of motivation on individual agents with diminished 

capacity to perform those actions that they believe are morally right. Additionally, the 

motivation question gets confused by the fact that it is frequently impossible for the 

affluent to find reasonably easy, available paths for the individual to take towards 
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global justice. As shown in this thesis, people do display concern and care for global 

injustices, and they do engage in the more complex questions of what causes poverty 

and what sustains it. Thus, this thesis argues that because ordinary individuals  lack 

important capacity for action or reasonable information of available paths of action, 

the responsibility to alleviate global poverty falls on individuals with institutional 

power.  

In this thesis, it is made clear that existing debates on responsibility fail to 

address any implications motivation may have for institutions. In attempting to target 

and change the affluent population’s convictions and their lifestyles, philosophers 

typically argue that affluent individuals lack moral motivation and ought to see 

themselves—and ought to be seen as—responsible for moral wrongs like global 

poverty. This thesis has broadly challenged this outlook. First, by questioning the 

capacities of the affluent in our increasingly institutionally shaped, globalised world. 

Secondly, by arguing for a debate on motivation in institutions.566 While I show that 

the research repeatedly indicates that we do not ultimately know what motivates 

people, nonetheless research on motivation gives us many useful insights. As 

presented in the thesis, theories of motivation repeatedly show the feelings that caused 

the most morally right actions are compassion or sympathy.567 Sometimes the problem 

is not motivation, but rather, capacity to act. 

The investigation has thus responded to the urgent call for attention on people’s 

psychological motivation to cover a range of areas in global justice that all seek 

 
566 What is discussed is individuals and their various degrees of capacity to influence institutional 
mechanisms. Compare this view with Scanlon’s paper, ‘Individual Morality and the Morality of 
Institutions’ (2016). 
567 Ibid. 
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answers to questions of responsibility.568 In meeting the outspoken demands for 

motivation questions and associated questions of responsibility to be answered, from 

philosophers such as Lichtenberg, Brock, Lawford-Smith, Miller, David Wiens, Lea 

Ypi and Valentini, this thesis examined the neuropsychological studies of empathy and 

collective emotions theory. The presentation of a summary of neuropsychological 

concepts569 that each explain moral motivation mechanisms570 at very basic and often 

automatic levels of psychology,571 showed that neural processes in social cognition 

matter deeply572 to the social interactions that shape our society,573 our conceptions of 

justice and574 our caring behaviour,575 and motivate our actions in relation to each other 

and distant strangers.576 Brock is correct to note that we do not know what motivates 

people. And, we do not ultimately know what motivates people, but we do know about 

a range of mechanisms and phenomena that are involved in moral motivation and 

motivation relevant for justice, so it is faulty to claim or even ask for a general, single 

motivator for global justice engagement. In response to this, this thesis examined and 

defined a range of questions relevant for the psychological foundations of global 

justice. As such, this thesis was an inspection of these foundations and an interactive 

call to philosophers who deal with these types of questions. Ultimately, this thesis 

provided a discussion that can help philosophers grapple with these important 

enquiries in the pursuit of motivating behaviour appropriate for global justice. Further, 

 
568 Patti Tamara Lenard and Christine Tappolet, ‘Special Relationships, Motivation and the Pursuit of 
Global Egalitarianism’, Ateliers De L'éthique 8, no. 2 (2013). 
569 Batson. 
570 Decety and Cowell, ‘The Complex Relation between Morality and Empathy’. 
571 Morelli, Rameson and Lieberman, ‘The Neural Components of Empathy’. 
572 Ibid. 
573 J. Decety and J. M. Cowell, ‘Friends or Foes: Is Empathy Necessary for Moral Behavior?’, 
Perspectives on Psychological Science 9, no. 5 (2014). 
574 Aaltola, ‘Affective Empathy as Core Moral Agency’. 
575 Hoffman, Empathy and Moral Development. 
576 Lichtenberg, Distant Strangers. 
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the proposition located the problem with motivation in an institutional setting, setting 

the boundaries for these discussions near individuals in actual positions to effectively 

change things.  

If ordinary individuals had the power to affect causes of global poverty in the sense of 

the ruling elite’s practical power, the right motivations ought to lead to better decisions. 

If one argues that ordinary individuals ought to be morally enhanced by means of their 

motivation, it presumably is assumed to follow that these individuals will actively 

engage in some practical way from their now enhanced moral motivation, and these 

practical actions must be by definition linked in some sense to the causative power of 

affecting institutional agreements etc. How else would the motivation question matter 

morally in ordinary citizens? If all ordinary citizens become more motivated, as is the 

argument in the literature relating to the motivation question, does this literature not 

presuppose that citizens’ actions therefore follow? Do these actions not in some sense 

now appear more moral? Does it not make more sense that if they also had a position 

of institutional power, that their new enhanced motivation would lead to better 

decisions and thus better and more moral outcomes? It would seem so, and this in turn 

means that the individuals that ought to be more morally motivated are those already 

in power.  

One could regard the positional self, in Ahn’s terms, as a parent relationship with many 

children. The parent has the executive formal power; the responsibility to abide by laws 

regarding child welfare and children’s rights together with moral norms such as character, 

virtue and kindness (or love). The parent might have different individual moral motivations 

however, affecting the executive functions significantly: a parent with less love or concern for 

the feelings of her children may conform strictly to the laws relating to the wellbeing of her 

children only insofar as they regard nutritional and social health for instance, rendering the 
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children emotionally destitute. In a more severe case, however, a parent with less individual 

emotional motivation might not care much for the children thus overlooking the consequences 

of her parental actions regardless of whether they are seen as legally correct. The children may 

not be fed enough to flourish but merely enough to survive thus leaving them hungry but not 

starving and so on. In such a regard, the moral motivation of the parent may very well affect 

her actions towards keeping her children flourishing or even alive. Of course, regardless of 

laws or moral norms, the parent’s actions might even completely diverge from these stemming 

from her moral motivation. Such cases might involve those we refer to as child abuse. It is not 

difficult to see how this analogy might serve to explain positional selves deviating from acting 

in morally or legally significant ways when signing agreements, possibly diverting from laws 

of human rights and so on. 

While admitting that protesting, collectively organising and running for 

political office are all effective means for change, these questions are best suited in the 

institutional setting, rather than at an interactional level of analysis. The reasons for 

this were given as 1) because it is intellectually honest and 2) theoretically consistent 

to place the burden of proof in the same area as the original setting is placed, and 3) 

the institutional setting best mirrors the state of play for these problems. 

To address the motivation question as defined by theorists in global justice, I 

also stressed areas in the literature that contain what I refer to as psychology statements 

to show that there is  a tendency to have in mind the psychology and motivations577 of 

those most causally relevant578 for what Pogge calls institutional moral analysis by 

making claims about the leaders who are corrupt or autocratic.579 Critics of Pogge 

 
577 Lenard. 
578 Boddy, Ladyshewsky and Galvin, ‘Leaders without Ethics in Global Business’. 
579 Pogge, Politics as Usual. 
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claim that he overestimates the causal impact various global institutions have,580 and 

that he is vague and inconsistent in his formulation of negative duties.581 Nevertheless, 

Pogge’s concept of institutional global justice conveniently located the practical issues 

within the debate to be about institutions, disregarding the various complexities and 

criticisms that exist outside that field, to enable a proactive and goal-directed 

discussion. While aware of the above, I did not intend to solve either the global justice 

debate’s problems within these issues or solve the problem with motivation, but to add 

a layer of detailed and better-conceptualised discussion to assist these debates. 

Theories of political philosophy and global justice typically establish that 

affluent parties in general have responsibilities towards low-income parties, and that 

these affluent parties in general are to blame for their lack of motivation to transition 

to global justice. This thesis shows that global justice typically conflates debates582 

about responsibility with the result that the direction of norms is misguided. They 

typically argue vaguely or indefinitely about which actors lack the motivation for 

global justice, leaving out relevant players in the fields of global justice analysis (those 

individuals with institutional power) to instead direct misguided norms towards 

ordinary citizens. Ordinary citizens, as I showed in this thesis, may be morally 

correctly motivated by the fact that people are suffering abroad, while at the same time 

having beliefs that stop them from acting from their motivation because they know 

that no matter how much they want to help and alleviate the suffering of the others, 

their actions will not make a difference. While it is certainly true that many individuals 

in all settings across the world lack the motivation needed to pursue global justice, it 

 
580 Risse. See also Fuller, ‘Poverty Relief, Global Institutions, and the Problem of Compliance’. 
581 Jaggar, Thomas Pogge and His Critics. 
582 Bridget Pratt and Bebe Loff, ‘Justice in International Clinical Research’, Developing World 
Bioethics 11, no. 2 (2011). 
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is far from accurate to claim that this is the general truth about people’s motivation. 

What is it that we want to accomplish by blaming ordinary affluent citizens for failure 

and lack of moral motivation? 

Critics of collective emotions are correct to note that this subdiscipline of 

psychology has weaknesses in performance, such as its ‘totalitarian forms of counting-

for-one’, 583 highlighting the need to reflect on issues such as what a collective entity 

might even consist of, since it is properly and best understood as many individuals 

displaying by aggregate some form of sharing of emotions (or thoughts). We must not 

forget about the individual. However, collective emotions as a research field adds to 

the idea that people are motivated,584 be it together or as individuals sharing by 

aggregate their emotions—but most importantly, by displaying their motivation585 for 

change.586 Collective emotions theory gives support to the idea that on the contrary, 

people in general do not lack motivation for justice; rather, they may be deliberatively 

and correctly aware of and have morally decisive reason to believe in their inability to 

actually have any effect on the ruling elites and their global business that, in many 

instances, have dire consequences for millions of people’s livelihoods. To this, I 

argued that it is up to the individual to make a priority of becoming an individual within 

a setting of effective institutional means to global justice, or placing pressure on such 

individuals to act differently, otherwise it may be best to do nothing at all. 

  

 
583 Steven Connor, ‘Collective Emotions: Reasons to Feel Doubtful’, History of Emotions Annual 
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