 “Cosmopolitanism and Discourse Ethics: A Critical Survey”
I. Introduction

Cosmopolitanism is an ideal of global justice according to which, in some fundamental respects, all individual human beings matter, and matter equally. Each individual has, according to the cosmopolitan ideal, a duty to include all others in their non-instrumental practical deliberations. This ideal sets a basic constraint for any practice of moral and political justification: patterns of action with global consequences, to be considered valid, must be acceptable to all those who search for norms that equally respect all persons.


The aim of this paper is to introduce a critical survey of recent discussions of cosmopolitanism by elucidating a common normative core present in them and by providing a proposal for how that core can be best elaborated. I defend two theses. The first (developed in section II) is that an appropriate conception of cosmopolitanism must include three coordinates: a search for basic universal rights, sensitivity to contextual specificities, and autonomous empowerment of all individuals. I claim that a cosmopolitan stance framed by these conditions must be a form of social criticism. This is because in the world as we know it there is a serious gap between the generalized avowal of the importance of these conditions and their effective practical realization, because what are traditionally considered to be universal rights are often construed quite narrowly, and, particularly, because there is a tendency to pursue some of the three conditions unilaterally, without appropriate concern for the others. The second thesis (developed in section III) is that the practices of public deliberation recommended by the program of discourse ethics provide an ideal medium for the kind of discussion in which people enacting a critical cosmopolitan stance should engage. This thesis is motivated by the need for a procedure of justification of principles of global justice that can simultaneously instantiate the three coordinates of a critical cosmopolitanism while helping us to arbitrate the possible situational tensions between them.

II. Cosmopolitanism as a Critical Stance
In the classical formulation, “cosmopolitanism” refers to the normative ideal according to which all human beings can be seen as kosmopolites, “citizens of the world.” Most contemporary accounts of cosmopolitanism are not of the sort the Stoics or Kant proposed, but they include a normative core, which has both a moral and a political dimension. In this section I introduce a general survey of the ideal and its two dimensions (II.1) and a specific proposal for a critical understanding and deployment of it (II.2-4).

II.1. The core idea of moral cosmopolitanism is the idea of the equal moral worth of persons, according to which all persons have equal moral status no matter where they are from or to which cultural, national (or other) group they belong. This idea has a correlate in a duty of reasonable solidarity or responsibility, according to which individuals must include others, besides themselves, in their non-instrumental moral reasoning.
 This form of normative responsibility appeals to an idea of fairness that avoids, on the one hand, indifference and manipulative instrumentalism toward others, and, on the other, sacrificial denial of the self. Following Thomas Pogge’s and Martha Nussbaum’s recent work, we can gloss the core idea of moral cosmopolitanism in terms of a set of four fundamental normative axioms (1-4): 

1. Individualism: The ultimate units of moral concern are individual persons.

2. Universality: Every person is equally an ultimate unit of moral concern.

3. Generality: Persons are owed equal moral concern by everyone.
4. Priority: Fulfillment of duties grounded on cosmopolitan norms has priority over fulfillment of demands not grounded on cosmopolitan considerations when the two conflict.
These four axioms delimit a broad concept of cosmopolitanism. They do not yet amount to any cosmopolitan conception. Cosmopolitan conceptions of global justice must satisfy (1)-(4), but may take different forms. All forms of cosmopolitanism treat all human beings as equal in some set of fundamental respects, but they can disagree on what those respects are. A certain conception may, for example, identify as basic cosmopolitan norms certain entitlements regarding civil and political rights, whereas another may also want norms mentioning social and cultural rights. The first three axioms flesh out the idea of equal moral worth. Together they amount to the thesis of the existence of basic duties of global scope both in the domain of their beneficiaries and in the domain of their bearers. These three axioms contrast with radically particularist views according to which we have no duties to those who are not near and dear to us. Not all particularist views are, however, so radical. Some particularists accept that duties of global justice exist, but claim that they have less relative weight than particularist ones. The fourth axiom rejects this, softer particularism. It says that whenever global and local justice conflict, the former has priority.

From the four axioms, it follows, as a corollary, a certain view of cosmopolitan justification, which can be stated as follows:

Standard of Cosmopolitan Justifiability: An obligation is justifiable, from a cosmopolitan point of view, if and only if it is demanded by a norm (or set of norms) that no one subscribing to (1)-(4) could reasonably reject.

 The standard of cosmopolitan justifiability is employed in the determination of the basic norms a specific set of cosmopolitan demands should follow. Whatever the duties different individuals and institutions may be said to have, we can only have reason to hold them on cosmopolitan grounds if they are supported by norms that no one endorsing the axioms of individualism, universality, generality, and priority, could reasonably reject. It is important that reasonable rejection be understood as oriented by the four axioms.
 A racist may reject a cosmopolitan norm by saying that it gives inappropriate weight to the claims of individuals belonging to a race the racist considers inferior. This kind of reason should not count within a cosmopolitan conception of reasoning about global justice, as it contradicts the axioms of universality or priority (or both). Such reason would be a move in a game of argumentation about, not within cosmopolitan justification.


It is important to notice that moral cosmopolitanism need not be guilty of the common charge that it commits the fallacy of saying that “we have the same duties to each person” follows from “every human being has equal moral worth.”
 A universal norm according to which all children should be protected may be consistent with (or even require) more specific norms distributing responsibilities and duties in an unequal way (so that, for example, parents have more of a responsibility to protect their own children than they do to protect other parents’ children). The basic demand of protecting all children may be fulfilled by all through the construction of a battery of specific norms and policies, including the distribution of protection among families and the creation of supplementary forms of public protection when family based ones fail.
 A similar argument may be used for the distribution of responsibilities for securing the absence of poverty in different countries. Cosmopolitanism requires equal concern at the level of basic norms and their justification, not at all levels of social action.

The process of deriving specific duties (e.g. duties not to deprive, to protect, and to assist) from universal cosmopolitan norms is one plagued with difficulties.
 But the fallacy of assuming that cosmopolitanism entails the absurd thesis that we have the same specific duties to each human being is not one of them. The process of derivation may be seen as involving at least three steps, none of which involves the absurd view criticized. The first step is the identification and ordering of a set of universal norms specifying maximally important objects to which human beings, in certain capacities and kinds of circumstances (either shared by all—e.g. propensity to become ill—or not shared by all but recognizable by all as ground for universal care—e.g. being children, aged, congenitally disabled, etc.) should have secure access to. The second step is the identification of kinds of circumstances in which persons are or may be in need of such access and of agents (be they individuals or institutions) who are or may become able to reasonably act to respond to that need. This may include the identification of standard threats to people’s enjoyment of their rights.
 This step also includes the identification of some people’s or institutions’ causal responsibilities for the deprivation of other people’s access to the basic objects identified in the first step. The third step, finally, consists in the generation of different relevant duties for the different relevant agents. The fact that certain agents are causally responsible for the deprivations we are trying to heal may be a reason for charging them with the primary responsibility to improve the situation. Other empirical considerations from the second stage of the argument will also bear on the judgments about duties at the third stage, including calculations as to which agents have more power to guarantee what needs to be guaranteed, and what way of distributing responsibilities (in such a way that we engage in reasonable solidarity rather than in instrumental manipulation or sacrificial service) would be the most appropriate one. 


Some critics fear that moral cosmopolitanism might lead to proposing the construction of a centralized world state.
 Unless this is the case, they say, the idea of persons as “citizens of the world” has little sense. This proposal, they also say, is nonetheless highly undesirable, as it might lead to cultural and political imperialism or lack of recognition for the specificity of different cultural and political contexts. I reject this line of criticism. Moral cosmopolitanism does require some forms of global political arrangements securing the realization of universal norms of justice. If it did not it would be an impotent moralistic fantasy. But political cosmopolitanism may take many institutional forms. An oppressive world government need not be one of them. It may even be a violation of what a reasonable moral cosmopolitan conception would require at the political level. There is nothing about cosmopolitanism that speaks in principle against the existence of nation-states. The collision of principle between cosmopolitans and nationalists emerges if and when the latter claim that nations are fundamental sources of political morality. Cosmopolitans deny that nations are normatively basic,
 without for that reason having to deny that nation-states, carefully constrained, may play significant roles, which can be justified by appeal to more fundamental reasons (not including national membership as a basic idea).

The crucial point of a political cosmopolitanism animated by moral cosmopolitanism is that it demands the introduction of that set of political practices, institutions, and policies that maximize the extent to which the universal norms catering to the equal moral worth of all persons are fulfilled at a given time. This set may include a combination of sub-national, national, international, and transnational arrangements. It may, for example, recognize the existence of nation-states and even strengthen their role in some crucial areas such as health care, while demanding a reformed United Nations (controlled by new legislative bodies at regional and global levels) with a capacity to generate and enforce policies focused on fair labor standards, development, humanitarian intervention, and preventing the impact of speculative capital flows.
 Different conceptions of political cosmopolitanism will construe this battery of institutions differently. Proposing an unaccountable centralized world government need not be among them.

II.2. A political cosmopolitanism oriented by moral cosmopolitanism may take different specific forms. By surveying the recent literature, I want to suggest that there are at least three minimal conditions that are reasonable to require any such form to satisfy. The three conditions I will mention do not suffice for the determination of a full conception of cosmopolitan justice. The point of their articulation is, rather, to outline important general adequacy constraints any defensible conception of cosmopolitan justice must respect. The first condition is the following:

(a) Universal rights: Cosmopolitan politics should be linked to a conception of justice that is not based on any particular national (or other) identity but rather focuses on honoring a set of basic claims any person can justifiably make on everyone else.

This first condition claims that there is a set of maximally important objects to which every person must have secure access.
 The identification and ordering of these objects provides a metric for comparing and assessing the life conditions of different people around the world. Of course, the proper way of constructing this metric is a matter of heated discussion. It may be built on the basis of a list of central human capabilities. Less ambitiously, it may be seen as determined by the list of civil, political, social, and cultural human rights already mentioned in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

I do not need to decide here the issue of which conception of universal rights is best (though in sec. III I will say some things about the proper way to conduct a discussion on it). It is important, however, to recognize that any cosmopolitan account of justice needs to construct a list of basic claims of this sort. The mobilization of the four axioms of cosmopolitanism requires this list, and the application of the standard of cosmopolitan justifiability must appeal to it as basis for the justification of obligations of global justice and the limits of national (and other) partiality. This list must at least focus on a subset of moral claims of justice centered on securing people’s access to some maximally important objects.
 This condition is motivated by the obvious need to secure the absence of sadly common phenomena such as severe poverty, genocide, and aggressive and imperialistic military interventions across the globe.

I want to stress that a defensible conception of global justice must include a more than merely formal understanding of the moral equality of persons. The point of equal moral worth is not simply to make all people accountable to a uniform set of basic universal norms, but to select a set of such norms whose fulfillment substantively makes the life conditions of people minimally good. This requirement may be stated as follows:

Equal Chances: Cosmopolitan politics must create equal basic opportunities for people to have a minimally good life.

The idea of equal chances is sufficiently abstract to allow for different specific distributive regimes at national and supra-national levels (it may, for example, be served by more or less market-based economic arrangements), but it precludes certain forms of them that reduce moral equality to a merely formal requirement. People must have equal opportunities to have a minimally good life, which means that the list of basic rights must be thick enough to include the general enabling conditions for such life. This thought seems to be expressed in the Universal Declaration’s inclusion of a battery of rights: civil, political, socio-economic, and cultural.


The second condition is the following:

(b) Contextual Sensitivity: There are different reasonable ways of conceiving and fulfilling universal rights and duties, and there are some special rights and duties that are not universal but are consistent with universalism (and in some cases even required by it).

This condition claims that universal rights may be fulfilled differently in different contexts. An explicit, written constitution may not always be necessary to identify and enforce basic rights. The satisfaction of some rights may be more salient than the satisfaction of others in certain circumstances (e.g. in desperately poor countries eliminating famine may, for some time, have priority over enforcing some preexisting property rights).
This condition also serves to address a common but mistaken criticism against cosmopolitanism’s fourth axiom of priority, according to which the latter must overlook the importance of people’s particular attachments and special relationships (such as those focused on family, friendship, religious groups, cultural groups, and, more controversially, nations). Cosmopolitanism need not deny that relational facts of the form “X has a special relationship with Y” are the source of reasons for certain special responsibilities of the form “X should help Y rather than Z (with whom X does not share the special relationship).” What cosmopolitans reject is the thesis that an appeal to relational facts provides ultimate reasons for grounding special duties, particularly when prima facie versions of the latter conflict with basic duties of justice (as when helping your daughter to get a job in a public office of which you are in charge would amount to violating a norm against nepotism).

Unlike Bernard Williams, cosmopolitans do not think that to ask whether, how, or why a relational fact F grounds a special duty D is to engage in “one thought too many.”
 For cosmopolitans, statements of the form “If F, then D” do not stand on their own. They always need to have a more complex structure such as “(If F, then D) only if C,” where “C” stands for some relevant set of impartial cosmopolitan considerations. These considerations frame acceptability conditions for special duties based on relational facts, as the standard of cosmopolitan justifiability demands. Three possible ways of justifying special duties satisfying the standard of cosmopolitan justifiability are the following (I do not claim this list to be exhaustive):

1. Special duties may be seen as derived from general duties, in accordance to the “assigned responsibilities” model mentioned above when discussing the protection of children. According to this model, I have a special duty to assist X who is a member of my particular group rather than Y who also needs assistance but is not a member of my group when I have a general duty of assistance and fulfillment of this duty is best undertaken by a “division of labor” assigning special responsibilities to members of different groups (e.g. families, nations, etc.).

2. Special duties may also be seen as resulting from the acknowledgment of certain primary goods that all humans have reason to value. I have a special duty to assist X rather than Y when entering into a special relationship (for example with X) is a case of a primary good whose enjoyment is universally permissible and entails special obligations to those with whom we share the special relationship. Friendship is an obvious example. I have reason to let a friend call me at 3 am if they are depressed and need to talk to someone, while I have a right to hang up the phone on a stranger. Friendship is a primary good we all have reason to value, and it carries with it justifiable forms of unequal treatment.

3. A third possibility is to say that special duties must be constrained by certain considerations which, even if not fully determining the content of the special duties, they certainly limit their legitimate scope. For example, it could be permissible for me to adopt a policy of taxation to assist X rather than Y, when X is a compatriot, Y a foreigner, and both X and Y are destitute. On the other hand (and here comes the constraint), it might not be permissible for me to adopt a policy of taxation to assist X rather than Y when Y is destitute and X is rather well-off. Given certain circumstances of global distribution of income, wealth, and so on such that Y is destitute and X is rather well-off, the universal duty to help humans in desperate need when that would not involve an unreasonable sacrifice demands I “reasonably sacrifice” my money and certain benefits that X would obtain from its use in order to help Y.

A detailed conception of the cosmopolitan justification of special duties might appeal to these (and possibly other) types of cases, explaining in what kinds of circumstances they become relevant. The schema could say “(If F, then D) only if C1, in circumstances S1; or only if C2, in circumstances S2; … or only if Cn, in circumstances Sn.” It is important to notice that this schema does not violate the axiom of priority. That axiom asks us to prioritize general duties of global justice over prima facie local duties based, for example, on special relationships when the two conflict.
 The schema establishing clauses invoking the satisfaction of cosmopolitan considerations as necessary condition for the justifiability of special duties stemming from special relationships precisely services this demand.


The third general requirement of a defensible cosmopolitan approach I will elucidate here is the following:

(c) Empowerment: Practices, institutions, and policies enacting global justice must be framed in such a way that those affected can recognize them as catering to their autonomous self-determination rather than as external paternalistic impositions.

This condition demands that people have real opportunities to participate in the construction and implementation of norms and policies identifying and fulfilling the demands mentioned when referring to condition (a). This requires practices and institutions of self-determination in different areas (economic, cultural, political etc.) at different levels (local, national, regional, transnational). This is the point where cosmopolitanism links to the democratic ideal of increasing the extent to which people live lives whose socially constructed constraints are under their ultimate control. 

The motivation for this condition is evident if we consider the ambiguity with which citizens across the world regard current processes of creation of supranational or international political and economic structures. A salient case is the one of the European Union. Though the process of political integration is seen as progressive in many ways, it is also felt to be alienating from the point of view of the prospects for effective political participation: the newly created institutional structures (such as the Commission) suffer from a “democratic deficit” in terms of their accountability to citizens.
 Another example is the political impotence felt by many citizens in Latin America, as they vote into power politicians who are forced by the pressure of international organizations such as the IMF to abandon their policies of internal economic redistribution in order to introduce policies of “structural reform” securing a friendly atmosphere for profitable investment by transnational corporations.

As said above, the fulfillment of cosmopolitan ideals in the political arena may require a combination of local and global power-structures. Elements of both may be necessary for increasing autonomous realization of universal norms of global justice. Keeping global warming in check is not something that local agencies can guarantee. A balkanization of units of power would create (as it does today) a general collective action problem in which all recognize that all would benefit from cooperative restraint, but each has an incentive to avoid taking their own steps to cooperate. Devising policies and structures integrating labor, investment, and communal planning and selection of priorities may, on the other hand, require more localized forms of decision-making. The balance between these two tendencies is a difficult matter that political theory and practice must decide in different situations in different ways. The important point relevant to the design of a general conception of cosmopolitism is, however, that we must understand “citizenship” in the ideal of “world citizenship” in the contemporary democratic (rather than the classic Stoic) sense. Cosmopolitanism should see citizenship as entailing active membership in overlapping demoi in which people across the world gain the power to shape the social world they live in, rather than finding themselves caught in dynamics that are imposed on them, either paternalistically by unaccountable agencies (be they governments, corporations, or international organizations), or by blind economic and institutional systemic mechanisms subtracted from social regulation.

II.3. There are three senses in which a cosmopolitan stance seeking to fulfill the three conditions of universal rights (including equal chances), contextual sensitivity, and empowerment must be a critical stance. The first, and most obvious, has to do with the visible fact that our contemporary world fails miserably to satisfy the three necessary conditions. There certainly have been real advances since the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (with the stream of associated treaties and covenants at regional and global levels): formal and informal political practices and institutions have advanced the agenda of global justice, and it is at least clear that the four axioms of moral cosmopolitanism and the three coordinates of a normatively oriented political cosmopolitanism are today widely recognized as ideal standards. But there are tremendous gaps between ideals and realities alongside the three coordinates. Despite the recognition of the language of basic human rights, the levels of poverty and inequality of life-chances between people in rich and poor countries (and in many cases within the former) has increased in recent decades, even though the technological development achieved makes it possible to eliminate world poverty and secure basic economic opportunity to all at relatively low costs.
 The capability of sub-national cultural, economic, and political forms of agency have shrank under the impact of sweeping globalizing trends overlooking the specificity of different contexts. Despite the recognition of the value of autonomous empowerment, the political influence of the citizenry within nation-states has decreased, while the traditional power of national governments to deliver on policies focused on social justice has been curbed by the enormous bargaining power of largely unaccountable transnational corporations. Certain nation-states (the United States being the most obvious case), on the other hand, hold a capacity to wage war and arbitrarily redefine or violate international rules in quite unilateral ways.
 In the face of these facts, social movements with a cosmopolitan outlook on social justice, and academics and intellectuals helping in the articulation of their demands, cannot but take a critical stance focused not so much on the positive administration of what there is as in its negative assessment and reform.


A second way in which the account of cosmopolitan constraints discussed here should be seen as critical is that it counters too narrow interpretations of the list of universal rights. A peculiarly prominent case is the tendency to disregard the existence or the importance of social rights. This is sometimes associated with a use of the jargon of autonomy selectively conceived as the absolute liberty to do whatever one wishes with one’s body and one’s property (if one does not harm others’ bodies and property). So called “neo-liberal” policies promoting the dismantlement of national and international controls on market transactions are defended on the basis of this narrow conception of rights, which disregards as mere charity (i.e. as not addressing issues of justice) demands associated with socio-economic human rights focused on securing even the most basic material conditions of subsistence.


I want to emphasize a third, less obvious but equally important way in which the cosmopolitan stance must be seen as critical. As presented above (II.2), the three minimal conditions of cosmopolitan solidarity flow nicely from each other. Universal rights include the recognition and protection of contextually specific practices and allegiances and the empowerment of individuals as autonomous constructors of their social world. Sustaining this view, however, involves engaging in a critical enterprise countering one-sided views of universal rights, contextual plurality, and autonomous empowerment. It requires addressing the permanent potential danger of focusing on only one of these conditions while disregarding or downplaying the others. As I will illustrate now by reviewing and elaborating on recent discussions on cosmopolitanism, these unilateral approaches give raise to problematic implications with regard to the demands of global justice, and motivate a constant critical monitoring by a cosmopolitanism firmly committed to the simultaneous attention to its three minimal coordinates.

(a) Consider, first, the condition of universal rights. Unilateral approaches to it overlooking the importance of the condition regarding contextual sensitivity may lead to at least two problems. The first is the disregard for special relationships and attachments. This may happen for example in extreme forms of cosmopolitanism that slide from a conception of impartial justice to proselytism about a peculiar conception of the good life as a disengaged, shifting and ever-changing “adventure” in which the subject experiments with different roles, traditions, and identities without fully embracing any.
 There is no problem with this view if it is taken simply as a possible choice of a way of life among others. But it turns problematic when it is elevated to the status of guiding moral and political standard, as it may lead to disrespect for the special responsibilities that we saw a cosmopolitan approach may justify. 
A second problem with a unilateral pursuit of condition (a) without attention to condition (b) is that it may lead to inability to recognize the extent to which the motivation for action satisfying universal norms may be linked to specific narratives focused on the experiences of different communities or groups. In different contexts people may construe their duties of global justice differently, without losing touch with their demanding content, by approaching them in terms of their own shared histories. The language of human rights in Germany is, for example, most effectively developed on the basis of a review of the Nazi years in contrast with the tradition of the Aufklärung. In Latin America, it profits from a critical account of the complexities of the encounter between European colonialists and immigrants and native-Americans, or by considering the costs in terms of civil, political, and social rights caused by the brutal military dictatorships during the 1970s and the 1980s. In Thailand, it may be best developed by contrasting some forms of religious fundamentalism with reformist tendencies within Buddhism.


A traditional critique of universalism points at its tendency to underwrite imperialistic practices of paternalistic imposition. As we saw above, there is nothing a priori about cosmopolitanism that leads it to endorse oppression of this sort. Cosmopolitanism may even be necessary for successful condemnations of imperialism, by putting forward clear standards that all, powerful and weak states and groups alike, must respect. There is, however, a wealth of historical evidence (spanning from the years of European colonialism to the Soviet Union’s imperialism to much in contemporary American foreign policy) showing that a language of universal rights may be manipulated to either promote veiled particular agendas or to introduce genuinely universal agendas in offensive paternalistic ways. There is, in other words, the risk that universalist talk may function ideologically, naturalizing as “universal” interests and claims pertaining only to some groups,
 and there is the danger that truly generalizable demands are coercively handed down on those who should honor them instead of promoting a dialogue in which they can be recognized and developed endogenously.
 I come back to this issue in II.4.

(b) Let us turn now to some potential pathologies of a unilateral deployment of the idea of contextual specificity. We saw that attention to this condition is not incompatible with emphasis on universal rights, and that it is even a requirement for their serious pursuit and implementation (in the determination of motivational sources and specific implementation schemes). It is also important to stress the importance of contextual variation in the practice of moral and political judgment, in which different universal norms may be in conflict with each other and stand in complex relations with empirical data and traditions of thought and action.
 Careful consideration of contextual variation is also important in order to avoid the assumption that current trends of “globalization” leave all countries and persons in the same condition. These trends affect different regions, nations, and sub-national groups differently, involving strong inequalities of economic, political, and cultural power. 

There are, however, a number of risks when these contextual considerations are developed unilaterally. Lack of attention to the importance of universalist considerations generate the potential for at least three pathologies. The first is confusing sensitivity to contextual dependence with conventionalism. The fact that all normative judgments are always made within certain contextual settings does not imply that their validity lies in their being expression of those contextual settings. Even if it were true, for example, that certain forms of universalism about human rights have emerged first within the context of Western democratic cultures (though this historical point may be contested), it would not therefore be true that someone sharing that universalism and operating within that context should say that universalism about human rights is valuable because “we (citizens of the democratic West) value it.”
 If anything, the order of justification goes the other way around: Western talk of universal human rights is correct because universalism about human rights is correct.


Two other dangers of unilateral stress on contextual particularity without proper attention to universalism have to do with sliding over into either empirical or normative atomism or insularism regarding groups or nations. The empirical variant is sometimes associated with “realist” conceptions of international relations, according to which the basic units of analysis are the nation-states.
 However, as Ulrich Beck has argued, in the midst of current trends of globalization to assume that nation-states are the basic units of analysis is not a form of realism, but of “irrealism.”
 The normative variant of insularism collides, on the other hand, with the four axioms of cosmopolitanism, assuming that some human beings are morally more important simply because they are near and dear to us. Elements of these two dangers appear, in a somewhat complex way, in the common argument against cosmopolitan views of justice that rejects the existence of global duties of economic assistance to the global worse-off on the basis of the claim that the world cannot be considered a shared context of justice. This argument has two variants, based on two ways of defining a shared context of justice. The first assumes that there is no world community in the sense of a unified space of social (especially economic) interaction, whereas the second assumes that there is no world community in the sense of a shared juridical-political structure licensing calling all human beings “world citizens.”


There are two ways of countering the preceding line of argument. First, one can challenge the empirical claim about the lack of an existing shared basic structure in its two variants. One can show that the world as we know it actually includes a sufficiently thick network of economic interactions such that questions about distributive justice at the global level make perfect sense.
 One can also show that there is a thick set of juridical, political, and military structures subjecting persons around the world to certain coercive policies.
 There is good empirical support for both moves. The problem is then not that there are no economic or political global relations, but that they are not structured in a just way. The existence of economic and political interdependence actually puts questions of distributive justice on the table, including the duty to assist the worse-off.

A second critical approach is to say that even if there is no shared economic or political structure of the required “thickness,” these ought to be created. The idea here is that one need not ground duties of assistance on the basis of the existence of certain relations (which should be properly reformed to meet standards of justice), but on the basis of the need for (just) relations that would secure fair life-chances to all. On this view justice requires creation of economic cooperation and (democratic) juridical-political structures (to the extent that this does not impose an unreasonable sacrifice on the agents of this creation). The presence of bad economic and political relations may be a sufficient condition for the duty to assist those who, as a result of those relations, suffer hunger, avoidable illness, and lack of basic education, but is not a necessary condition for that duty. Human rights link to correlative duties that are not only negative but also positive in nature. Fulfilling human rights to subsistence requires that we avoid imposing economic and political structures that make others unable to have secure access to what they need to subsist, and therefore that we assist those whom we deprive of such secure access. But it also requires that we do what we reasonably can to assist those who fail to have such secure access for reasons that are unrelated to our past interactions with them.

(c) Let us finally consider the condition of empowerment. We saw the importance of heeding to this condition in avoiding paternalistic and arrogant forms of universalism. We should also stress the risk of certain forms of contextualism that invoke the empowerment of cultural or national communities without pursuing the empowerment of the individuals who live in them. When these communities are authoritarian, defending their integrity may violate the integrity of individual persons,
 and this goes against the first axiom of cosmopolitanism. The emphasis on autonomous empowerment has, however, potential pathologies if it is pursued unilaterally. Some of these are linked to the problems of empirical and normative insularism referred to when discussing particularism. These problems may reappear when it is assumed that global justice must focus only on empowering individuals in local communities or certain nation-states. This focus may overlook, at the empirical level, the extent to which globalization processes render local or national political agents unable to control even their own contexts as the causal levers affecting them simply cannot all be in their hands. Environmental issues are a good example of this. No region or nation alone is able to determine whether the air quality in its territory is good.

But there is also the risk of normative insularism. This may be of different kinds and degrees. Two examples are the following. First, taking self-determination as the only fundamental value may lead to overlooking the importance of global positive duties of assistance. If the only bad to be avoided is the coercive imposition on others of unfavorable conditions, then unfavorable conditions suffered by some which do not result from our actions may not be seen as requiring our moral attendance. This is counterintuitive if we recognize that normative responsibility involves not only a set of negative duties to avoid domination and harm, but also the positive duty to avoid indifference regarding how people fare with respect to access to the objects of their human rights (even though the latter is less stringent than the former, and the specific correlative duties it implies are harder to identify).
 
A second kind of normative insularism arises in some forms of radical “anti-globalization” movements advocating a return to local politics. Despite the importance of increasing the extent to which people gain control over their own social life, and the correct critique of the ways in which some globalization trends undermine it, the lesson should not be that global processes of institutionalization should be avoided. Not all local contexts are equally lucky in terms of what their inhabitants can count on. A local setting A may be rich in natural resources, while another local setting B may be a desert. Insisting on people’s self-determination at the local level may sanction the morally arbitrary inequalities in starting points between people in A and B, which result from a natural lottery for whose results no one of them is responsible. Global institutions securing some forms of transference from A to B would be just.

II.4. We can conclude, from the foregoing discussion, that the demand of a critical cosmopolitanism that the three coordinates of universal rights, contextual sensitivity and autonomous empowerment be simultaneously attended to is reasonable. Does this suffice to account for the possible tensions between the three coordinates? Is it not possible that contextual sensitivity, for example, is here construed too narrowly, missing the point that there may be legitimate conflicts between attendance to particular contexts and pursuit of universal equality? A version of this worry has been introduced by Samuel Scheffler. According to Scheffler, many strong cosmopolitans face what he calls the “Nussbaum’s dilemma,” which says that “in trying to justify our particular attachments or loyalties, we … either … must argue … that devoting special attention to the people we are attached to is an effective way of doing good for humanity at large, or else we must suppose that the people we are attached to are simply worth more than others.”
 The problem with this dilemma is, according to Scheffler, that it ignores that there are some special duties whose value for us is not “derived” from general cosmopolitan duties and are still perfectly reasonable (i.e. do not entail rejecting the idea that all persons have equal moral worth). It might seem that the construal of cosmopolitanism given here, assuming the axiom of priority and the demand that condition (b) be seen as dependent on condition (a), must fall prey to “Nussbaum’s dilemma.”

But a critical cosmopolitanism of the kind discussed here need not fall into “Nussbaum’s dilemma.” The reason is that, as it construes condition (b), it does not assume that all special duties must be derived from general ones (though some may, of course, be so derived—as in the “moral division of labor” model proposed by Goodin and Nielsen).
 The point of formulating (b) as dependent on (a) is not to say that all particular duties are derived from universal ones, but that any justification of the former must be consistent with endorsement of the latter. Derivation is only one way in which this consistency requirement may be satisfied. The “primary goods” and “constraints” examples given above show other ways.
 The central idea is that reference to particular contexts and attachments does not provide sufficient grounds for duties unless they do not violate cosmopolitan considerations. This idea does not lead to “Nussbaum’s dilemma.” The rejection of unjust particularism does not entail the rejection of the independent value of some genuine particular allegiances. Using Barbara Herman’s felicitous expression, we can say that a universalist morality is “ubiquitous” without being “pervasive.”


There is, however, a more serious concern. Is not the account of sensitivity to contextual plurality given here too thin in the sense of justifying external interference with existing specific cultural practices and institutions? If sensitivity to context is conditional on the satisfaction of universal rights, then contextual frameworks that go against universal rights would not be respected. Even if the conventional morality framing the practices in those contexts supports them, a critical cosmopolitanism would not accept them. (Sensitivity to contextual specificities is not, as we saw, equivalent to conventionalism.)


It is important to see what exactly the problem here might be. It is not the need to reconcile the condition of universal rights with particular contexts that violate it. Particular contexts that include violation of basic demands of universal justice (e.g. genocide, unjust wars, denial of civil or political rights to women) should not be respected. Reconciliation (or a narrower construal of human rights) is not here a legitimate aim. No account of cosmopolitan justice can or should be neutral toward unjust practices, even if they are supported by the existing moral conventions of some group.
 The genuinely important questions here are, rather, the following: (i) How can we avoid, to the extent possible, mistaken condemnations of particular settings as failing to satisfy universal rights? and (ii) How can we avoid, to the extent possible, introduction of policies geared to the satisfaction of universal rights by coercive means? The challenge is twofold: we need a mechanism to secure that our account of universal rights is truly universally shareable, and we need a way to reach that conclusion (and devise policies according to it) that can be autonomously pursued by all those affected, rather than imposed on them externally. We need, in other words, to steer clear of the epistemic error of pursuing false universals, and to connect the political limitation of contextual practices that violate human rights with the demands stemming from the condition of empowerment. In the following section I claim that embracing the practices of justification proposed by discourse ethics would help us to face this challenge.
III. Discourse Ethics and Critical Cosmopolitanism

In this final section I further develop the perspective of a critical cosmopolitanism by taking a closer look at the standard of cosmopolitan justifiability. What should practices of cosmopolitan justification look like? More specifically: What should be the structure of the global practices of justification of principles of global justice if these practices are to enact the standard of cosmopolitan justifiability in such a way that the three minimal coordinates of a critical cosmopolitanism are also satisfied? I will argue that the practice of public deliberation as described by the program of discourse ethics provides an ideal instantiation of the demands of a critical cosmopolitanism in such a way that it would be of great help in (i) avoiding the unilateral attendance to some of the three coordinates and (ii) defusing the epistemic problem of false universals and the political problem of coercive imposition identified in II.4. Before explaining how this is so (III.2), I will clarify, briefly, what “public deliberation” in accordance with the discursive program means (II.1). It is important to keep in mind that the discussion that follows functions within the boundaries of an “ideal theory.” To adjust the account to the real circumstances of our world we would have to recognize that not all disputes are likely to be resolved via argumentative debates, that global justice would be the result of strategic pressures no less than of impartial argument.
 But the latter still plays a role in our emerging “global public sphere,” and it is important that that role be maximized.
 It also provides an orientation for our political imagination, and a touchstone for assessing alternative feasible schemas of justification, demanding that we select those that come closest to satisfying the discursive ideal. What follows is, then, an incomplete account, but one referring to a vital aspect of the practice of bringing about global justice.
III.1. The discursive program says that the validity of norms depends on their being acceptable to all those affected in practices of public deliberation.
 These practices of discursive argumentation can be characterized by reference to two dimensions. First, we can refer to the general pragmatic rules determining how participants in discursive exchanges should treat each other. Discursive exchanges are argumentative practices geared to testing the validity of certain claims. Participants should go about this by proposing and criticizing alternative reasons pro and con the contested claims. In doing so (and these are the pragmatic constraints), they should grant each other equal discursive rights, avoid overt or covert coercion, speak their minds sincerely, and let all those who could contribute to the discussion partake in it. Satisfying these conditions secures that the outcomes of discussion result only from (in Habermas’s famous phrase) the non-coercive “force of the better argument.”

Besides these pragmatic conditions of equality, non-coercion, sincerity, and inclusiveness, which apply to any argumentative discussion, participants in moral discussions must satisfy a condition pertaining to a second dimension, this time constraining the peculiar focus of their search. In evaluating a moral claim, participants in public deliberation should appeal only to those norms that can be seen by all to protect generalizable interests, i.e. norms that are equally good for all. In testing whether a norm N is acceptable or not, participants in public deliberation have to consider what interests would be affected by following N, and, if those interests are universally shared, reject N if following it affects them negatively, permit N if it does not affect them negatively, or require N if following it is necessary for protecting them. Thus, for example, the norm candidate “Torturing people is allowed” would be rejected by participants in discourse who find that bodily integrity is a generalizable interest; whereas the opposite norm “Torturing people is prohibited” would be accepted by the same participants for the same reasons.


The discursive program advances, then, an account of practices of public deliberation that includes certain pragmatic constraints and a condition of validity according to which just are those norms that protect generalizable interests. The practice of public deliberation is then focused on identifying norm candidates, finding out which interests would be affected by their observance, and considering whether those interests are universally shared by all. This account of moral justification satisfies the four cosmopolitan axioms: the interests of all individuals are equally taken into account by all, and interests shared by all are given priority over those not shared by all if protection of the latter collides with protection of the former. Public deliberation can, therefore, be seen as a practical instantiation of the standard of cosmopolitan justifiability. Does it also enact the three conditions of critical cosmopolitanism? Does it help us to defuse the problems of false universals and coercive imposition identified in II.4?

III.2. I will close this paper by arguing that, in expressing in a simultaneous way the three coordinates of searching for universal rights, sensitivity to contextual variation, and autonomous empowerment, the practice of public deliberation recommended by discourse ethics offers a satisfactory instantiation of what a critical cosmopolitanism demands in the way of argumentation about principles of global justice. Engaging in practices of public deliberation helps us to avoid the risks of unilateral focus on only some of the three coordinates, and defuses the epistemic problem of false universals and the political one of coercive imposition.

(a) Consider, first, how public deliberation instantiates the search for universal principles regarding human rights. There is a straightforward connection here. The condition of universal rights demands that we engage in a global solidarity that focuses on the identification and fulfillment of basic human rights. These rights are said to protect (if necessary by being backed by coercive juridical structures) people’s access to maximally important objects without which they would be unable to have even a minimally good life. Now, public deliberation, in focusing on the identification of generalizable interests, precisely provides the mechanism needed for identifying the maximally important objects access to which human rights demand. Those objects are the ones catering to the maximally important interests shared by all, the discovery of which is the primary job of public deliberation.


Discourse ethics contrasts with other approaches that also emphasize the search for universally shared norms, by saying that we gain impartiality via dialogic inclusion, rather than via monologic abstraction. Thus, this approach differs from the test of universalizability as understood by Kant, according to which we can assume that what a rational agent finds universalizable necessarily coincides with what other rational agents would find universalizable. It also differs from Rawls’s “original position,” in which any agent thinking from behind a “veil of ignorance” blocking information about their natural and social endowments and particular conceptions of the good would secure, again, that what they take to be in their interest necessarily turns out to be in the interest of all others.
 The problem with these approaches is that they assume that the particular perspectives of the agents undertaking the universalizability test can be disconnected from the practice of moral reasoning. This is illusory. Two agents may “universalize” different maxims if they sincerely think that certain interests are shared by all. A sexist may say that subordinating women is in the best interest of the latter (e.g. by affording them protection). To check this kind of faulted universalization we need an intersubjective mechanism in which the particular perspectives of each can be criticized by others. Impartial results would then emerge in an “ascending,” bottom-up way rather than in a “descending,” top-down way. Universal interests would be distilled, in actual intersubjective discussion, from a critical consideration of candidates emerging from different, acknowledged perspectives. In this way discourse ethics avoids the potential dangers of abstract universalism.

(b) We saw that discourse ethics avoids the mistakes of abstract universalism. Universalizable interests are not called to be captured from a “view from nowhere,” but from a view “from everywhere,” or, more precisely, “from everyone.” Discourse ethics accommodates, then, the contextualist suspicion against perspective-less accounts of practical reasoning, and emphasizes the potential for (mutual) learning opened up by dialogue. But, does it also avoid the potential dangers of insularist contextualist practical reasoning? It does so in at least two ways. First, it prevents any disregard for those affected by one’s actions even if they are not near and dear to us. The pragmatic conditions of public deliberation emphasize inclusion of all affected, and the condition of validity framing inquiries within it demands that the interests of all possibly affected be taken equally into account. Of course, participants in global public deliberation may decide that some issues be left to some specific groups. Thus, there could be some normative discourses of local nature, establishing specific demands for specific persons excluding others. But these, localized arrangements must be acceptable in a second-order global discussion in which all those affected (be they members of the specific group or not) give their consent. This would simultaneously accommodate and frame views about special duties and allegiances.


Secondly, and most importantly, public deliberation is context-sensitive without being conventionalist. Habermas explains this by noting the difference between a norm’s being “valid” and its being “socially accepted.”
 It is always possible for a norm to be accepted and still not be valid. Moral cognitive processes are, just like any other cognitive process, fallible. Moreover, moral validity claims, even if they always appear within a context, they always also “overshoot every context” (thus affording a kind of “transcendence from within”). Claims about human rights, in particular, address a universal and ongoing audience of human beings as potential bearers and arguers. No partial, contextually circumscribed account of such rights can provide a “closure” for the potentially infinite discussion on their validity. All contextual perspectives count, but none is definitive or privileged, in the justification of basic norms. Mutually indifferent self-articulations of communitarian traditions cannot provide an appropriate logic for cosmopolitan justifiability.


We can see now that the discursive account of cosmopolitan justifiability helps address the epistemic risk of pursuing false universals. Though this is a desideratum obviously shared by all cosmopolitans, not much has been said about how its fulfillment should be effectively approached. In calling for the open and continuous critical discussion over conceptions of universal rights, the discursive program gives us a way to counter hasty generalizations that overlook the claims of different people in different contexts, and thus a mistaken pursuit of what may be a parochial view of what human rights there are. Discourse ethics respects the integrity of different contextual perspectives. It does not, however, assume that the views advanced from such contextual perspectives are legitimate or self-validating. This is as it should be. As we saw in II.4, the genuine challenge is not to reconcile universalism with unjust particular practices, but to avoid a construction of universal rights that fails to be truly shareable or does not take into account its contextual dependence. Discourse involves the inclusion of all perspectives, but also their critical treatment: what must be shareable are the results of critical discussion, not every initial assumption or belief that those contributing to it might have.

(c) Consider, finally, individuals’ empowerment. Discourse ethics is particularly strong in this respect. Since it demands universal norms to be identified and justified (to the extent possible) to and by all those affected, it discourages paternalism.
 People are recognized as having a status such that in principle nobody can speak for them instead of speaking to them. Since this idea of intersubjective justification is universal in scope, it is also incompatible with unilateral restrictions of audiences. Members of setting A must talk to members of setting B if their policies affect them. I would add that the solidaristic presuppositions of discourse ethics also demand members of A to talk to members of B in order to affect them in justifiable ways (e.g. by giving assistance in case of grave need). 
Practices of public deliberation do not only serve to regulate existing frameworks of interaction. They also help reform existing frameworks when these fail to protect generalizable interests and create new ones that do it. This is where a political translation of discourse ethics into the practices of public deliberation within emerging global public spheres is very important. The informal experience of the World Social Forum, with its polyphonic annual encounters in Porto Alegre, is a good example of this. It is also important to reform those already existing formal institutions in which participation is grossly unequal and whose rules of engagement are closer to manipulative bargaining than to discursive deliberation (as is the case with the WTO, for example). It is no less important to create truly cosmopolitan formal institutions in which all those affected can participate on equal footing. The ideal of global justice should not only be connected with the content of principles and policies with global scope, but also with democratic practices of political participation and representation in which such contents are selected and vindicated.

We can see now that discourse ethics, via its requirement of discursive empowerment, might help defuse the political risk of failing to minimize the extent to which the limitation of particular frameworks is undertaken by means of coercive impositions. Coercive impositions, be they by certain states on other states or by governing elites of one state on its members, would be minimized if political arrangements approximate the demands of the discursive procedure, which precisely prevents heteronomous generation of normative frameworks. Using Nancy Fraser’s helpful terminology, we can say that the democratic practices of discursive empowerment contribute to fulfill the demand for the “parity of participation” of all individuals in their global relations.

Some might still complain that, in insisting on the empowerment of individuals, discourse ethics and a critical cosmopolitanism fail to respect certain cultures that do not value individual autonomy (e.g. cultures that do not recognize civil and political rights or their social and cultural preconditions). But this, again, would not be a fault of discourse ethics or a critical cosmopolitanism, but of the aspects of those cultures that fail to respect the freedom of their members. No reconciliation is needed here. In this sense a critical cosmopolitanism would side with “cosmopolitan liberals” (such as Beitz) in their debate with “social liberals” (such as Rawls) in taking the status of individualism (properly understood, as including a solidaristic recognition of duties and responsibilities toward others) as being truly global rather than a provincial “aspiration” of liberal societies. It would also go further, however, by requiring a generalization of practices of public deliberation (and of what makes them possible—such as freedom of thought, assembly, and their material preconditions). After all, these practices would not only be desirable in themselves (as expression of political empowerment), but they would also be of great help in deciding what demands and aspirations really are provincial rather than genuinely universal. This double aspect (epistemic and political) makes the discursive approach to cosmopolitanism a distinctive contribution to the ongoing struggle for global justice.
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� Between Facts and Norms, pp. 20-1.


� It avoids, by the same token, a construal of autonomy in terms of possessive individualism. A defender of discourse ethics does not only criticize societies in which individuals are sacrificed for the sake of “communal integrity.” It also criticizes the atomistic individualism so common in the capitalist West, which denies the importance of intersubjective practices of justification, or misconstrues them as strategic bargaining among instrumentally oriented “utility maximizers.” See Jürgen Habermas, The Postnational Constellation, trans. M. Pensky (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2001), pp. 125-26.


� Nancy Fraser, “Institutionalizing Democratic Justice: Redistribution, Recognition, and Participation,” Pragmatism, Critique, Judgment, ed. S. Benhabib and N. Fraser (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2004), pp. 125-47. On the importance for a critical theory of global justice to focus on power, see Rainer Forst, “Towards a Critical Theory of Transnational Justice.” Metaphilosophy 32:1-2, (2001), pp 160-79.
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