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1
Rethinking Social Justice in 

the Global Age
Olaf Cramme and Patrick Diamond

Our argument

The aim of this volume is to articulate a modern conception of social 
justice that remains relevant for an era of rapid globalisation. The 
authors have developed a robust theoretical account of the rela-
tionship between globalisation and social justice, complemented 
by an underpinning policy framework that aims to promote new 
forms of equity and solidarity in both developing and industrialised 
economies.

The very defi nition of social justice has always been complex and 
contested. Here we use the term to refer to the relative distribution 
of rights, opportunities and resources within a given society, and 
whether it deserves to be regarded as fair and just. It is our conten-
tion that the principles of justice are under attack from two broad 
directions. There are those who believe that social justice is no longer 
a credible aspiration given the disciplines imposed by globalisation, 
the shift in the balance of power between labour and capital, and the 
extent of international economic competition. There are others who 
suggest that the claims of social justice in the west are now of a second 
order as against the new concern with global justice, where the focus is 
on defi ning the moral responsibilities of the world’s rich towards the 
world’s poor.

The underlying assumption of this book is that globalisation has 
profoundly affected both how we think about social justice and the 
extent to which we believe it is attainable. Our purpose is to reassess 
both the central principles of social justice and the radical reforms 
necessary to bring it about, as well as to tackle the myth that globali-
sation renders any strategy for social justice impotent. In essence, the 
contributors to this volume advance the following core arguments:

First, it is neither intellectually credible nor morally desirable to 
speak of social justice in one country. In other words, we cannot think 
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of global and national social justice in separate compartments, but 
need to recognise that both are inextricably intertwined given the 
nature of globalisation in the twenty-fi rst century. But second, this 
should not lead us to confl ate the principles of social justice and global 
justice. Not only is our sense of solidarity and our shared self-interest 
inevitably stronger at the national than at the global level. There is 
also a major discrepancy in how the national and the international 
community can assume responsibility for the promotion and execu-
tion of distributive justice. We need to realise that there may indeed 
be complex trade-offs and diffi cult choices to be made between advan-
cing social justice at home and promoting global justice abroad.

Third, this demands a credible reassessment of the principles 
required to achieve domestic social justice as well as a carefully 
nuanced analysis of how globalisation is actually affecting the capa-
city to achieve greater fairness in our own societies. The evidence 
suggests that secular trends in addition to globalisation may be 
responsible for increasing inequality in the distribution of rights, 
opportunities and resources, including the decline of manufacturing 
industry, the impact of fi scal policy, advances in technology, acceler-
ating demographic change and the very different characteristics of 
family formation. Essentially, social change is often internally driven, 
but globalisation – in particular when considered in relation to inter-
national economic competition and migration – may accentuate the 
risk of polarisation.

Fourth, there is still signifi cant space for national political choices 
about the extent to which social justice ought to be a central driver of 
domestic policy. Nonetheless, the heyday of the nation-state is irrefu-
tably at an end. The argument is not that national governments are 
absolutely powerless in the face of global forces, but rather that it may 
be increasingly necessary to pursue a strategy of multi-tiered govern-
ance in which power is redistributed between different levels of the 
state in pursuit of collective action at the local, national, regional and 
global levels. This includes being prepared to rethink the role of the 
European Union, as well as to undertake reform of international fi nan-
cial institutions from the World Bank to the International Monetary 
Fund. 

Finally, if we want to pursue a fairer distribution of opportuni-
ties and life chances, we also need to develop sophisticated policy 
approaches capable of dealing with the rise of complexity in western 
societies. This includes the vast range of choices and information now 
available to citizens; constantly rising aspirations and expectations 
alongside feelings of insecurity; fl uid and fl exible family lives; com-
plex and demanding careers; and new global anxieties ranging from 
terrorism to the looming threat of climate change.
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In the light of these arguments there are two central principles 
underlying a new kind of twenty-fi rst-century social contract. On 
the one hand, it is important to consider how social justice might be 
advanced beyond the bounded territories of the nation-state, taking 
into account new forms of governance using complex, overlapping 
forms of jurisdiction and authority to meet progressive goals. In 
addition, the practical policy challenge is to refashion a set of instru-
ments developed in the mid twentieth century that presupposed the 
existence of national economies and that did not take into account 
the concerns and aspirations of developing countries – many of 
them still on their way to independence after decades of colonial 
occupation and repression. Back then, governments could attempt 
to strike a balance between the power of capital, labour and the 
state by embedding the market within a regulatory framework that 
sought to reconcile economic effi ciency with social justice. In the 
United States, this led to the concept of the New Deal; in Europe to 
the social market economy; and in Britain to the post-war welfare 
state of Attlee, Beveridge and Keynes. The most recent phase of global 
economic integration and fi nancial turbulence is, however, continu-
ing to alter signifi cantly the context in which governments operate, 
while heightening tensions over the extent of inequality between 
‘winners’ and ‘losers’.

On the other hand, building on the work of the political philosopher 
David Miller, it is important to be able to demonstrate how the basic 
principles of social justice and global justice might be interwoven and 
mutually reinforcing rather than fundamentally incompatible. It is 
not a case of global justice versus domestic social justice, but of how 
different conceptions of justice might be brought into play in order 
to advance ethical objectives such as the dignity and the equal worth 
of all. The relationship between principles of social justice and global 
justice is of course complex, and it is important to grasp how the world 
order as a context for justice is both similar and different to that of the 
nation itself, as Miller elaborates.

For instance, a familiar notion of social justice such as the com-
mitment to equality of opportunity cannot be easily transposed to 
the global level. In the domestic context, such principles are pursued 
through the redistributive machinery of national governments, but 
no such means exist on a global scale. Neither is there the same ethic 
of mutual self-interest and belonging globally that sustains collective 
risk-pooling and social insurance in bounded national territories. As 
a consequence, we cannot dismiss the possibility of profound and 
fundamental confl icts in the pursuit of both social justice and global 
justice. Instead, it is vital to confront the potential dilemmas and 
trade-offs upfront.
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Social justice and global justice

This naturally leads to the question of how we can best reconcile the 
quest for greater social justice in our own societies with greater social 
justice in the world. There are no simple answers. This inevitably 
challenges our thinking about how to create the necessary conditions 
under which social justice and global justice can be simultaneously 
realised.

The fi rst prerequisite is economic growth and wealth creation. If 
individuals and societies care about improving the living standards 
of people in both the developed and developing world, the pursuit 
of growth will remain an imperative. It matters not only because of 
its positive consequences for employment and the labour market, 
but also because economic growth helps to generate the revenues 
that are necessary to deal with the long-term challenges of an ageing 
society and demographic change – such as fi nancing national health 
systems and improving income support for the elderly – and to 
avoid a ‘generational clash’ which may result from stagnant, or even 
worse declining per-capita incomes, in particular when coupled with 
widening inequalities.

There are recent critics of growth who have highlighted its apparent 
incompatibility with the challenge of environmental sustainability 
and tackling climate change. While this claim certainly requires care-
ful exploration, practical solutions to the challenge of climate change 
are more likely to originate in a combination of technological progress 
and intelligently designed policies that curb carbon emissions through 
a global ‘cap and trade’ approach – and ultimately, this still requires 
rapid economic development and innovation.1

The mounting literature on the economics of happiness and well-
being has also challenged some of the taken for granted assumptions 
about the virtues of growth.2 It is suggested that despite record levels 
of GDP and the emergence of what Ronald Inglehart terms ‘post-
materialist values’, people have not become happier over the last fi fty 
years.3 It is certainly true that relative degrees of wealth may be more 
important to our sense of well-being than absolute wealth, but with-
out economic growth current levels of prosperity could simply not 
be sustained in the developed world. Neither would it be possible to 
effectively tackle poverty, in particular in developing countries where 
roughly two billion people still live on the equivalent of less than two 
dollars a day. The fact that growth rates in developing countries have 
accelerated during the last three decades and are now higher than in 
richer countries should in many respects be celebrated.

But there are many who still believe that growth in emerging econo-
mies will take place at the cost of our own living standards in the west, 
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fuelling the seemingly inexorable drift towards protectionist trade 
policies in the United States and elsewhere. As a result, so it is thought, 
globalisation will not only create new winners and losers in industri-
alised nations, but also slowly shift prosperity from one region of the 
world to another. Such fears are fundamentally misplaced, however. 
Growth is not a zero-sum game whereby every dollar or euro which 
accrues to one country comes out of another. Instead, global economic 
integration often creates win–win scenarios, allowing countries to use 
their competitive advantage while growing their economies through 
increased trade. Unsurprisingly, there are a considerable number of 
policy-makers in the industrialised world who regard globalisation 
as a major opportunity for their countries and their people, not as a 
threat.

The debate in western Europe should be concerned with how we 
develop a vision of global integration and of how market forces are 
shaped that works in the interests of both developed and developing 
countries. Addressing global justice requires us to meet the collec-
tive challenges of securing decent humanitarian and environmental 
standards. This is best advanced through a twofold strategy. First, 
through international political engagement that addresses key issues 
such as poverty and development, energy and climate change, security 
and migration, and improved global governance. Second, through 
economic openness that permits developing countries to benefi t from 
international trade.

We also have to accept that in industrialised democracies this 
approach of openness to globalisation will only be sustainable if the 
economic, social and cultural changes unleashed are seen to benefi t 
the majority, not just privileged elites, and if we fi nd a way to advance 
social justice that ensures a fairer distribution of life chances, tack-
ling the insidious transmission of inter-generational disadvantage. In 
truth, the global economic system will not be durable unless the win-
ners are prepared to share more of the gains with the losers.

The urgency of defi ning a modern conception of social justice car-
ried forward in this volume is based precisely on that proposition. 
The book is divided into four main parts. First, it seeks to develop new 
principles of social justice appropriate to the global era. It then consid-
ers the impact of globalisation and other secular trends on patterns of 
social justice in the industrialised countries over the last thirty years. 
Third, it puts the debate in the context of political economy by focus-
ing on the social justice challenges for modern social democracy in the 
global era.4 Finally, the volume examines the variety of policy frame-
works, from social policy to sustainability, that could be implemented 
by international institutions and national governments in pursuit of 
social justice principles. In particular, the concern is how to entrench 
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progressive change, ensuring that reforms at both the domestic and 
the international level acquire popular support and leave a lasting 
legacy equivalent to Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal and the form of 
welfare capitalism that prevailed throughout much of western Europe 
in the mid to late twentieth century.

Social justice as a theoretical concept

As a concept, social justice cannot be defi ned as a set of principles that 
apply in all situations and contexts, as David Miller has elaborated 
elsewhere.5 Nor can social justice be measured along a single metric 
such as human welfare or individual liberty. Of course, the basic idea 
of social justice is inevitably contested since it is an ethical commit-
ment, not an empirically verifi able end-state or ‘ideal-type’ of society. 
While it often involves ensuring that people are treated equally, at the 
same time the demands of social justice might require that people 
are treated differently according to the diversity of human needs and 
capabilities. As the philosopher Michael Walzer has speculated, social 
justice is a radically plural notion, with its principles often deter-
mined by the different social goods that are available for allocation.6 
Accordingly, social justice at the domestic level will be implemented 
differently in the economic sphere than in the realm of public services 
and the welfare state, for example. Miller proposes four principles of 
social justice within the context of the nation-state:

• Equal Citizenship: an equal set of basic rights including the means 
to exercise those rights effectively.

• Social Minimum: the resources that allow all citizens to meet essen-
tial needs and to live a secure and dignifi ed life in today’s society.

• Equality of Opportunity: where life chances depend on motivation 
and aptitude, not on factors such as class, gender or ethnicity.

• Fair Distribution: the resources that do not form part of equal 
citizenship or the social minimum may be distributed unequally, 
but that distribution must refl ect relevant factors such as personal 
desire and personal choice.

What is imaginative about Miller’s formulation is his insistence that 
social justice is not merely about the distribution of income and 
wealth, but involves a richer appreciation of human well-being. Social 
justice should be defi ned in terms of personal autonomy, self-esteem, 
and the capacity to open up life opportunities and make use of them 
– all desirable qualities of the good life. The pursuit of social justice 
also requires an understanding of the underlying attitudes and values 
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of the population at large, and how policy can work with the grain of 
these views. It is necessary to explore how particular conceptions of 
justice might reinforce or undermine strongly held public sentiments 
about fairness involving such issues as the legitimacy of inheritance 
tax and the extent of reciprocity towards new migrants, both central to 
contemporary political debate in the industrialised countries.

To reiterate, the central concern of this volume is that the basic con-
text for social justice has substantially altered over the last fi fty years 
as the traditional boundaries of the nation-state have melted away 
under pressure from global forces. In particular, it means that the link 
between social justice and the boundaries of the nation-state that was 
central to the formation of the welfare settlement in Europe during 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries can no longer be 
taken for granted.

Globalisation and new social realities

Any discussion of globalisation implies a vast range of issues and 
debates linked to a rather elusive, misunderstood and heavily con-
tested concept. It is a commonplace assertion – particularly among 
leading exponents of neo-liberalism – that nation-states no longer 
have the latitude to pursue domestic objectives such as equality of 
opportunity. Indeed, such myths have become the dominant theme of 
contemporary debate about economic policy in the west. It is asserted 
that countries are no longer free to pursue their own macroeconomic 
policy given the disciplines imposed by global fi nancial markets.

The attempt to limit fi nancial market liberalisation is viewed as 
anachronistic and positively harmful to future growth. Moreover, the 
tax base is apparently under threat as the result of intense competi-
tion for mobile capital and labour, and levels of public expenditure in 
western Europe are judged to be unsustainable given the competitive 
pressures unleashed by globalisation.7

The diffi culty with these now widely accepted assumptions is that 
they are either half-true but plainly exaggerated, or merely just wrong. 
For instance, while elements of all national economies in the west 
have been increasingly open to international trade and competition 
since the 1970s, a large proportion of economic activity, particularly 
in the low-skilled service industries, is inherently untradeable. It is 
only a minority of the workforce which is in reality exposed to global 
competition. In certain respects, economies have become more local 
and less global since the late 1970s.

In this context, threats of off-shoring and outsourcing have become a 
populist rallying cry. For many, openness to globalisation equates with 
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being threatened by dislocation and loss of jobs, depressing wages and 
living standards. Economists are still arguing about the actual scale 
of the phenomenon, yet those who have examined the precise levels 
of aggregated job losses due to international economic competition 
have not found any large-scale negative impact on employment pat-
terns. In his contribution to this collection, Lionel Fontagné elaborates 
how standard trade theories fail to capture the precise magnitude of 
changes in the labour market as well as the distribution of income. 
The empirical evidence appears to suggest that biased technological 
progress has largely been responsible for widening inequality and 
shifts in the demand for skilled and unskilled labour. Furthermore, 
Fontagné uncovers a degree of international specialisation which has 
profound consequences for the trade relationship between developed 
and emerging economies. If high-wage and low-wage countries spe-
cialise in varieties within products rather than on the same bundle of 
goods, fears that global competition will have a large-scale impact on 
jobs may well be misplaced. In addition, increasing pressure on the 
income of blue-collar workers has to some extent been compensated 
by the further fall in import prices which translates into increasing 
purchasing power, especially among low-income households.

Finally, there is very little robust economic evidence that global 
tax competition has made the welfare state inherently unaffordable. 
Theories abound concerning an alleged ‘race to the bottom’ in taxes 
and welfare standards. It is argued that international competition 
severely constrains welfare-state spending as a consequence of declin-
ing rates of corporation tax. It is true that over the last two decades 
we have witnessed a considerable reduction in corporation tax rates 
across the OECD, leading to a large degree of convergence across 
countries. However, it is often overlooked that corporation taxes are of 
only limited importance for welfare fi nances and therefore cannot be 
blamed for any major retrenchment of the welfare state. The contribu-
tion of corporation taxes to overall tax revenues in OECD countries 
has held steady over the last two decades, primarily due to rising cor-
porate profi ts. Claims that levels of social spending are under strain 
because of globalisation should therefore be treated cautiously. In fact, 
in most OECD countries social spending as a proportion of national 
income has increased since the late 1970s.

All too often distinct and specifi c events and crises in the inter-
national economy are misleadingly attributed to the hidden hand 
of globalisation. The collapse of central planning and the spread of 
markets is not the same as the increasing interdependence of the 
global economic system, which – as David Coates reiterates in this 
volume – has been brought about through the greater capital mobil-
ity following the collapse of exchange controls in the early 1980s. It 
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is necessary to distinguish here between the international economy 
and the global economy, which implies the existence of a co-ordinated 
neo-liberal policy regime. One of the most signifi cant developments 
is the increasing integration of the European economies over the last 
thirty years, rather different to the changes implied by the concept of 
globalisation.

As a matter of fact, global integration is not only limited to economic 
factors but also impinges on other dimensions. For instance, in the 
last decade alone, the volume of migration into the advanced econo-
mies has increased substantially and migrant fl ows have grown more 
complex in their scale and impact. The United Nations estimates that 
more than 200 million people live and work outside their country of 
birth – twice the level of twenty-fi ve years ago. In 2006, according to 
the Migration Policy Institute, migrants worldwide sent home an esti-
mated $206 billion in remittances – more than twice the level of offi cial 
aid received by developing countries.8 The issue of increasing levels of 
migration has already provoked heated debate in many European 
countries. All too often such increases are misleadingly attributed 
to the scope and role of national politics in managing the process of 
migration and integration. As Germano Dottori argues, mass migra-
tory fl ows in today’s world stem primarily from strong demographic 
pressures as a consequence of global population imbalances and will 
not signifi cantly decrease at least in the short to mid term, regardless 
of a particular country’s immigration-control policy.

This only serves to emphasise that it is vital to operate with a more 
sophisticated understanding of what is, and has been, involved in the 
process of globalisation – that is to say, a better understanding of the 
extent to which the principal facets of globalisation (capital mobil-
ity, technology transfer, outsourcing, trade adjustment, pressure on 
energy supplies, environmental sustainability and climate change, 
migration, crime and security) are impacting on our social models 
and welfare states. Roger Liddle exposes in his contribution how 
the success of Europe’s social models as well as the development of 
the knowledge and service economy are fundamentally altering the 
underlying trajectory of our societies: increased life expectancy with 
its consequences for pensions and social care; extended life choices for 
women with their impact on the differing fortunes of one-earner and 
two-earner households; new social risks relating to the emergence of a 
rise in depression and mental illness, obesity and alcohol misuse; and 
the disappearance of the ‘good working-class job’ due to major occu-
pational shifts in the labour market in the light of new demands and 
the widespread use of technology.

As a result, new forms of insecurity and inequality have emerged, 
often relating to a complex set of causal drivers. Despite the claims 
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that globalisation has considerably widened the gap between rich and 
poor, Liddle shows how European states still have considerable room 
for manoeuvre about the choices they make over the distribution of 
opportunities and resources, as well as how they counter the risks of 
polarisation. As a precondition, we need to recognise that the needs of 
‘losers’ from structural change are often very diverse, while fears about 
marginalisation and alienation can have multiple and complex roots.

Social justice and political economy

At any rate, whether or not globalisation itself has been conceptually 
misunderstood, it is no longer plausible to pursue a conception of 
social justice that assumes a closed political community, usually the 
nation-state. In a fundamental sense, the post-1945 era of ‘golden age’ 
Keynesianism, where many traditional instruments of social justice 
were developed, presupposed a particular kind of ‘closed’ world order 
based on two distinct characteristics that have now largely disap-
peared. As David Coates elaborates, the fi rst was communism, which 
split the world in two and created hermetically sealed units shutting 
off vast swathes of labour and capital from integration into the world 
economy. Second, colonialism in the third world locked workers into 
subsistence agriculture and primary export production, reinforcing 
the separation of the world economy into discrete enclaves and limit-
ing the fl ow of capital and labour.

Inevitably, social justice in the industrialised countries was associ-
ated with a national settlement between the corporate interests of 
labour and capital, in which ‘fair shares’ for all and universal wel-
fare provision were guaranteed through national citizenship. But 
the conditions that underpinned this class compromise have all but 
evaporated, replaced by a global order whose central characteristic 
is the free and rapid movement of people and capital across borders. 
Capital mobility in particular has enabled business and governments 
in the industrialised countries to contain and discipline the demands 
of labour.

This context entails a wholly different approach to social justice and 
its implementation. Of particular importance to redefi ning social jus-
tice is consideration of the relationship between states and markets, 
and the role of the state itself in the production and distribution of 
public goods. For Coates, this means that a ‘strategy of progressive 
competitiveness’ will ultimately fail to adequately tackle the socio-
economic challenges thrown up by the latest phase of capitalist 
development. Globalisation should not only be considered in relation 
to new technologies and opportunities for innovation, but also in 



 Rethinking Social Justice in the Global Age 13

relation to the global increase in the supply of labour. As a consequence, 
re-education and up-skilling alone will ultimately transfer unemploy-
ment and precariousness to different regions of the world economy. 
Instead, globalisation needs to be understood as a ‘social relationship’ 
which requires new forms of regulation. The progressive challenge is to 
pursue policies at the supranational and national level that strengthen 
the economic and social rights of labour around the world, and which 
avoid unregulated free trade between economies with vastly different 
wage levels but common access to modern technologies.

Robert Atkinson adopts a very different stance, arguing that raising 
domestic productivity through global production chains, as well as 
better use of information and communication technologies, ought to 
be the priority for those concerned with social justice. This approach 
seeks to defend economic openness, refuting claims that globalisation 
is the culprit for widening inequalities and job losses in the industri-
alised nations. Atkinson dismisses ‘new mercantilism’ and ‘global 
Keynesianism’ which would merely aim at a supposedly fairer distri-
bution of the global economic cake, but fail to raise living standards 
in both developed and developing nations. The debate should instead 
turn to the question of how best to manage globalisation to ensure 
that the benefi ts of the new global economy characterised by an 
international division of labour between industrialised and emerging 
economies fl ow to all workers and not only the wealthy winners.

That said, none of the contributors to this volume would deny that 
there is a price to be paid for economic openness: to remain an inte-
gral part of the global economy, national governments must sustain 
the confi dence of the fi nancial markets, and this has altered the terms 
of trade in political debate and domestic policy-making. The rapid 
growth of international trade since the 1950s and the increasing 
interdependence of the world economy have also shattered confi dence 
in traditional protectionist policies. But none of these developments 
equate simply to obliging governments to adopt particular neo-liberal 
reforms in domestic economic management. Part of our purpose in 
this volume is precisely to emphasise that there is still considerable 
variety in the policies that nation-states might adopt, and that there 
are still a variety of credible strategies to advance the broader princi-
ples of social justice. In other words, national governments that have 
been forced to adapt to new pressures and demands have also retained 
important capacities to choose particular policies and to shape the 
economic environment in which they operate. The Scandinavian 
model of social democracy is perhaps the best evidence of this open 
policy space, despite the apparent supremacy of neo-liberalism and 
the triumph of the Anglo-American model, which has recently been 
threatened by global economic turbulence.
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This should not be taken to imply that it is still possible to resurrect 
the traditional model of social market democracy ‘in one country’ 
as exemplifi ed by the Keynesian settlement after 1945. According to 
Andrew Gamble, two transformations stemming from global move-
ments have had a particular impact on social democracy, in terms 
of both policy frameworks and domestic political management: the 
new international division of labour, and the growth of migration. 
Historically, social democracy has used various means to protect 
and subsidise employment, for instance by championing national 
industries that could ensure suffi cient levels of competitiveness and 
productivity. Yet the increased mobility of labour and capital as well 
as the dominance of global companies – who often organise their 
system of production transnationally – have not only created major 
policy dilemmas for social democratic governments, but also weak-
ened the traditional constituency of industrial workers who are often 
most exposed to the pressures from global competition and restruc-
turing. In addition, there are fears about the impact of migration on 
living standards, employment and the supply of housing. This has 
encouraged elements among the governing class of European social 
democratic parties to take on defensive and protectionist positions. 
They have sought to defend the standards and citizenship benefi ts 
that have been achieved in particular national contexts, projecting an 
appeal that is based on upholding traditional economic and sectional 
interests against the unruly forces of globalisation.

In our view this is not an adequate approach given the rise of complex-
ity and the emergence of the new global economy. As Gamble reiterates, 
the transformations alluded to in this volume invalidate the defensive 
mind-set of traditional social democracy, and demand a quite differ-
ent approach to institutional reform. The fi rst challenge is to create 
a transnational system of governance which complements national 
authorities in delivering the services and public goods that citizens 
need to enjoy opportunity and security. This collection refl ects on the 
particular role that might be fulfi lled by a reformed European Union.

The challenge of governance throws up a second major issue: how 
to engage and involve citizens in the policy-making process given 
the increasing complexity of post-industrial societies, and the global 
scope and scale of major developments. The collapse of deference 
and the role of the media in fostering cynicism have made the task 
of governance and political leadership far harder. Politics, as Gerry 
Stoker suggests elsewhere, is doomed to disappoint because like any 
centralised collective form of decision-making, it requires trade-offs 
between competing interests, is prone to failures in communication, 
and often produces messy and muddled outcomes.9 But the only way 
through the problems thrown up by globalisation and the diversity of 
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structural pressures and demands alluded to in this volume is to con-
struct a politics that works for citizens and communities. They will not 
be solved by any other means.

In summary, we argue that a conception of social justice operating 
within the bounded territory of the nation-state will be quite inad-
equate for the future. The challenges have not suddenly emerged since 
the late 1970s, nor are they wholly to do with economic globalisation 
and its impact on national policy regimes where, as we have seen, 
the evidence is less than conclusive. The issues are to do with govern-
ance itself and with the processes unleashed by modernity, above all 
advances in technology and science. And this, in turn, also has a pro-
found impact on diverging levels of development and the widening 
disparity between the global rich and the global poor.

In pursuit of social justice: creating new political spaces 
and policy tools

This is the context that those committed to principles of social justice 
now need to address. Our claim is that it requires us above all else to 
open up new political spaces and to develop new forms of governance 
that transform how the state is organised and run. It is about building 
a different set of capabilities at the local, national and transnational 
level. The most obvious area for innovation beyond the nation-state is 
the European Union, which is gradually creating a common member-
ship space in which all citizens are accorded fundamental rights. This 
is combined with the strengthening of the EU social dimension where 
a variety of ‘hard law’ and ‘soft law’ instruments make possible the 
notion of solidarity across borders. The EU has also encouraged the 
development of transnational schemes and collaborative partnerships 
designed to secure shared objectives such as improved labour and envi-
ronmental standards.

The experience of European integration has opened a ‘window of 
opportunity’ for the ‘un-bounding’ of solidarity, as Maurizio Ferrera 
explains. Driven by political determination, European states have 
gradually pooled sovereignty for the pursuit of collective action. 
With the emergence of a new layer of governance and, subsequently, 
through a series of binding regulations and court rulings, a number 
of social rights have been de-coupled from national citizenship within 
the EU and linked merely to work and residence status. While this 
process has been and still is by no means free of tensions – as the 
rise of right-wing, anti-immigration populist movements exempli-
fi es – it also demonstrates that fi nding a balance between the ‘logic 
of closure’, as a precondition for social solidarity, and the ‘logic of 



16 SOCIAL JUSTICE IN THE GLOBAL AGE

opening’, which inspires European integration, is far more credible 
than it once was.

Comparing different regions of the world economy, it is clear that 
development is increasingly characterised by a ‘complex mosaic’ of 
fast growing ‘superstar regions’ found in both the north and south, as 
Diane Perrons reiterates in her contribution.

Regional patterns of inequality coincide with interpersonal ine-
qualities shaped by gender, ethnicity, race and social class. This poses 
a particular challenge for those who are concerned about the ineq-
uitable model of global capitalism, inasmuch as neo-liberal growth 
policies such as supporting development clusters tend to exacerbate 
the growing divide between different regions. Perrons argues for a 
new mode of regulation that would allow contemporary productiv-
ity gains to be spread more evenly. This needs to encompass both 
the national and the international levels in order to achieve more 
inclusive growth and development, while re-balancing the division 
of labour between women and men which, based on the extension 
of parental leave and childcare support, can help reduce gender 
inequalities.

There is not only a need to move beyond traditional policy trade-offs 
in tackling new governing challenges, but also a recognition that the 
global market alone is an inadequate instrument for ensuring an equi-
table and sustainable distribution of opportunities and life chances. 
This should not mean returning to an old-fashioned form of ‘tax and 
spend’ social democracy wholly oriented to the nation-state. That is a 
defensive and anachronistic means by which to secure social justice in 
an open world where the tendency towards inequality, as well as senti-
ments of insecurity and polarisation, are stronger than in any previous 
era of economic history. Instead, we need to develop intelligent new 
adjustment policies that can adequately address the pressures felt 
most acutely by low-skilled workers and their families.

As Anke Hassel highlights, this requires a policy mix based on 
four pillars of reform: investing in and protecting skills and human 
resources to allow workers to move between jobs more easily; address-
ing concerns about employability, education and economic security 
by maintaining suffi cient levels of social protection; identifying a 
country’s comparative strength in terms of both economic and insti-
tutional assets, using them to the advantage of social and economic 
cohesion; and considering the distribution of in-work benefi ts and 
wage subsidies to tackle poverty while strengthening centralised 
wage-setting institutions and unionisation in order to combat income 
inequalities. Rejecting the current orthodoxies, Hassel insists that 
each country must fi nd the appropriate blend of interventions and 
institutional reforms.


