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Abstract 

Thomas Pogge presents a relational theory of global justice.  He suggests that, in the present 

global economy, the global affluent have a special relationship, and thus a special responsibility, 

to the global poor.  However, Pogge has failed in causal attribution.  This paper aims to present 

an alternative relational theory which can avoid this failure.  Drawing from critical social 

science, I shall argue that two kinds of injustice – injustice in ecological space and injustice in 

time – can be causally attributed to the present global economy.  Also, I shall apply this 

argument to support Iris Marion Young’s model of responsibility.   
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1 Introduction 

Philosophers have discussed the responsibility of the global affluent to improve the situation of the 

global poor, and they have done so in either non-relational or relational ways (Risse 2012, 92-94).  

Non-relationists argue that the affluent should assume responsibility to the poor whether or not the former 

have a special relationship to the latter.  They, for example, identify morally paramount principles which 

should be applied globally (see Caney 2005; Shue 1996; Singer 1972).  In non-relational views, a state of 

affairs which infringes upon the identified principles is morally unacceptable.  The present situation of the 

poor infringes upon a morally paramount principle (e.g. the principle of human rights).  Therefore, 

someone should assume the responsibility to put right that situation.  And non-relationists normally argue 
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that this responsibility should be assigned to the affluent mainly because the affluent are able to put right 

the situation without incurring a significant cost.  Meanwhile, relationists argue that the affluent should 

assume responsibility to the poor because the former have a special relationship to the latter, such as a 

relationship mediated by institutional arrangements.  In relational views, the responsibility of the affluent 

to improve the situation of the poor is a responsibility of a particularly stringent kind – a responsibility of 

justice – because it is grounded in a special relationship between the affluent and the poor.   

Both approaches have difficulties.  For example, non-relational arguments may be unable to prompt 

compelling calls for decisive political action.  The kind of responsibility discussed by non-relationists can 

be described as humanitarian.  People have a humanitarian responsibility to each other ‘purely in virtue of 

their humanity and not in virtue of their special relationship’ (Nagel 1977, 59).  But humanitarian 

responsibilities are distinct from, and less stringent than, responsibilities of justice (Miller 2007, 247-59).  

So, if non-relationists wish to present compelling arguments which can urge the affluent to take decisive 

action for the poor, then they may need to establish that the responsibility of the affluent to take such action 

is a responsibility of justice, and not of a less stringent kind.  But, for this, non-relationists need to explain 

how common humanity generates such a stringent kind of responsibility (Risse 2012, 94).  Meanwhile, 

relationists are better equipped to discuss responsibilities of justice because they discuss special 

relationships which generate such responsibilities.  However, they need to bear the burden of empirical 

investigation.  They need to explain how a given injustice can be causally attributed to a given 

relationship.  Without such causal attribution, one cannot argue that the injustice in question has occurred 

as a result of the relationship in question.  What one can say is only that the injustice has simply occurred.   

The aim of this paper is to present a relational theory which can successfully attribute injustices to a 

certain relationship between the affluent and the poor.  More exactly, this paper shall present a theory 

which can attribute injustices to the global economic relationship (the relationship mediated by global 

economic institutions).  Despite this aim, I do not assume that non-relationists cannot present a plausible 

argument for the claim that the responsibility of the affluent is a responsibility of justice, and not a 

humanitarian one.  If non-relationists can find a way to present such an argument, their argument may 

suffice to urge the affluent to take decisive action.  But, even if a sufficiently compelling non-relational 

argument can be presented, it is nevertheless meaningful to present a plausible relational argument too 

because it provides an additional reason for the affluent to take action.   

My point of departure is a relational theory presented by Thomas Pogge.  Pogge’s theory is a good 

point of departure because it exhibits both a way of seeing which other relationists have generally accepted 

and a problem which they need to overcome.  Pogge argues that the affluent are involved in the global 

economy which is so structured as to reproduce injustices to the poor.  And this argument has been 

generally accepted (with modification) by other relationists such as Tim Hayward (2008) and Iris Marion 

Young (2004).  However, as I shall show in the second section, Pogge has failed in causal attribution.  He 
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has failed to offer a convincing causal explanation which can attribute injustices to the global economy.  

In the second section, I shall also explain how I aim to avoid the same failure.   

In the third section, I shall offer a causal explanation which can successfully attribute injustices to the 

present global economy.  In that section, more exactly, I shall argue that the present global economy is so 

structured as to reproduce two kinds of injustice: injustice in ecological space and injustice in time.  For 

this argument, I draw on three influential critical social scientists: David Harvey, Alf Hornborg, and Saskia 

Sassen.  These social scientists have drawn from various disciplines in social science (e.g. economics, 

sociology, geography, anthropology, and development studies) in order to understand how the present 

global economy works.  Their analyses are particularly important in my present project because their 

analyses show how the injustices in ecological space and time can occur as a result of the present global 

economy.  In the fourth section, I shall apply the explanatory theory presented in the third section to 

support the normative theory concerning responsibility presented by Iris Marion Young.  In the same 

section, I shall also explain why I support Young’s argument concerning responsibility, and not Pogge’s.   

This paper will contribute to the literature on global justice by presenting a relational theory which can 

succeed in causal attribution – a theory which is therefore more convincing than Pogge’s.  But this paper 

will also make three additional contributions.  First, this paper will integrate insights from critical social 

scientists into the philosophy of global justice.  In doing so, this paper will present a conceptual 

framework which can transcend the conventional liberal framework.  Liberal philosophers such as Pogge 

tend to accept the optimistic assumption that the present global economy, although presently unjust, can be 

rendered just with minor modifications.  In Pogge’s view, for example, the present global economy is only 

‘imperfectly developed: it needs reform rather than a revolutionary overthrow’ (Pogge 2005, 59L; quoting 

Risse 2005a, 18L, original emphasis).  ‘Minor redesigns’, therefore, Pogge argues, ‘would suffice to avoid 

most of the severe poverty we are witnessing today’ (Pogge 2005, 59L).  Based on this assumption, Pogge 

has proposed a modest solution which does not alter the fundamental features of the present global 

economy (see Pogge 2008, 202-21).  However, one might ask, what if the present global economy is so 

structured as to produce/reproduce injustices – thus, profoundly unjust – and therefore needs revolutionary 

reorganisation (if not overthrow) rather than minor reform?  Although this question has not been 

sufficiently considered within liberal political philosophy, it has been taken seriously by critical social 

scientists (see Chandhoke 2010, 70).  Therefore, if critical social scientists are right, and thus if the 

argument presented in this paper is right, it has profound implications for how we think about global 

justice.   

Second, this paper will identify one form of injustice which has been largely disregarded in the 

literature on global justice: namely, injustice in time.  Philosophers have already started to discuss time in 

the context of social justice (see Burchardt 2010; Goodin 2010).  They have discussed how ‘discretionary 

time’ – time which is free to spend as one pleases – is distributed within affluent societies (see Goodin et al 
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2008).  However, clearly, there are poor people outside affluent societies as well.  And, as we shall see in 

this paper, their time can be affected most severely by the present global economy: the present global 

economy is so structured as to undermine not only poor people’s discretionary time, but even time 

necessary for their healthy subsistence.   

Third, this paper will both support and supplement the critical strand of relationism developed by 

environmental philosopher Tim Hayward.  Hayward has discussed global injustice in ecological space.  

More exactly, he has argued that the present global economy is profoundly unjust because it is so structured 

as to reproduce injustice in ecological space, and that this kind of injustice cannot be corrected without a 

radical reorganisation of the present global economy (see Hayward 2008).  This paper will support this 

argument by drawing on the analyses conducted by critical social scientists.  This paper will also 

supplement Hayward’s argument by discussing global injustice in time as well.   

 

2 Beyond Pogge’s Liberal Relationism 

As noted above, a relational theory needs to offer a certain causal explanation which can attribute a 

given injustice to a given relationship (in my present project, the global economic relationship).  Pogge 

(2008, 18-26) aims to offer such an explanation, drawing on the relational concept of ‘harm’.  He 

discusses two ways to attribute harm to the present global economy.  First, Pogge (2008, 19-23) argues 

that harm can be causally attributed to the present global economy on the basis of what he calls a 

‘diachronic’ comparison.  This refers to a comparison between how people fare under the present global 

economic system (in Pogge’s argument, the WTO regime) and how people used to fare under the preceding 

system, or alternatively how people would fare now if the transition to the present system had not occurred.  

According to Pogge, this comparison can show that inequalities have grown under the present system.  

Therefore, he argues, the present global economy is harmful to people at the bottom of inequalities – 

namely, the global poor.  Second, Pogge (2008, 23-26) also argues that harm can be causally attributed to 

the present global economy on the basis of what he calls a ‘subjunctive’ comparison.  This refers to a 

comparison between how people actually fare under the present global economic system and how people 

would fare under a feasible alternative system.  According to Pogge, this comparison can show that the 

global poor ‘are worse off than anyone would be if the design of the global order were just’ (Pogge 2005, 

55R).  Pogge suggests that poor people would fare better under an alternative system where what he calls 

the ‘Global Resources Dividend’ (GRD) is in place (see Pogge 2008, 202-21).  Therefore, he argues, the 

present global economy is harmful to the global poor.  However, it can be argued that these comparisons 

cannot show what Pogge wants to show – namely, that the present global economy is so structured as to 

harm the global poor.   

According to Pogge, a diachronic comparison can show that the present economic system has 
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increased global inequalities in several dimensions such as income, child mortality, and literacy.  If this is 

empirically true, then it can be argued that the global poor have been harmed by the transition to the present 

system.  They have been harmed in the sense that they have been made worse off than they used to be 

under the preceding system.  However, this argument is problematic from an empirical point of view.  As 

Mathias Risse (2005a, 12L-R) argues, it is next to impossible to compare the magnitude of inequalities 

under the present system with Pogge’s second diachronic benchmark (how poor people would fare now if 

the transition to the present system had not occurred).  We cannot know for sure what things would be like 

had the past been different: we are completely ignorant of what people who were never born would have 

done, how events which never occurred would have turned out, or how innovations which were never made 

would have changed lives.  Therefore, the only diachronic benchmark which makes sense is the first one 

(how people used to fare under the preceding system) (Risse 2005a, 14R).  But this benchmark cannot 

show what Pogge wants to show because global inequalities in income, child mortality, and literacy have 

actually declined under the present system (Risse 2005b, 370).  Therefore, at least in so far as inequalities 

in these dimensions are concerned, the present system has made the poor better off, and not worse off, than 

they used to be (Risse 2005a, 12L).   

One can also challenge Pogge’s subjunctive benchmark – namely, the GRD.  Pogge’s claim is that 

poor people would fare better if the GRD were put into practice.  The GRD is a redistribution scheme 

based on a global tax levied on the extraction of selected natural resources and the discharging of selected 

pollutants.  Arguably, the tax levied on these activities would fall most heavily upon the poor societies 

engaged in primary resource extraction and pollution, and not upon the affluent societies which have 

command over finished products.  But Pogge suggests that the tax burden could be passed on to affluent 

societies through higher prices for resource commodities.  However, as Hayward argues, ‘Pogge “forgets 

that it will be passed right back to poorer nations, in the form of higher prices for manufactured goods, 

which is what those commodities are exchanged for”’ (Hayward 2005, 320; quoting Heath 2005, 215-16).  

Therefore, poor people (in poor societies) would not necessarily fare better under the GRD regime.  If 

Pogge wants to show that poor people would fare better under an alternative system than under the present 

economic system, then he needs to find a more plausible benchmark than the GRD.*1   

These observations show that Pogge has failed in causal attribution.  One cannot attribute harm or 

 
*1 I suggest that Hayward’s ‘ecological space tax’ may be a better alternative (Hayward 2005).  This is a global tax levied 

on each society’s per capita utilisation of ecological space (ecological footprints).  However, as Hayward himself 

admits, this scheme would serve only global income redistribution, but not ecological sustainability (Hayward 2005, 

322).  This means that, even if this tax were in place, there would still be people who would be severely disadvantaged 

by ecological unsustainability.  And it is possible that such ecological disadvantages would be greater than the 

redistributive benefits from the tax scheme.  (As I shall discuss later, ecological unsustainability could deprive people 

of life and health.)  Therefore, even if Pogge accepted this scheme as his subjunctive benchmark, I suggest, he would 

be unable to show what he wants to show (that poor people would fare better under an alternative system than under the 

present system).   
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other kinds of injustice to the present global economy on the basis of Pogge’s diachronic or subjunctive 

comparison.  How can one formulate a relational theory which can successfully attribute a given injustice 

to the present global economy?   

Risse (2005b, 367-68) indicates a possible direction in which relationists could move.  He argues that 

Pogge could draw on ‘dependency theory’ – an explanatory theory presented by critical social scientists.  

As Risse explains, this theory aims to identify a specific causal mechanism through which poor societies, or 

the ‘peripheries’ of the global economy, can be made worse off (thus harmed).  This theory, or at least one 

of its versions, aims to establish that ‘prices of primary commodities (their main export articles) are bound 

to fall relative to manufactured goods’ (Risse 2005b, 367).  However, Risse himself turns down this theory 

because this theory ‘comes with a heavy burden of proof’ (Risse 2005b, 367).  Indeed, this particular 

theory has lost most of its defenders because social scientists have been unable to find convincing evidence 

which supports this theory (Velasco 2002).  But critical social scientists have developed other explanatory 

theories which seem more convincing from an empirical point of view.  I shall draw on such theories.  

More specifically, I shall draw on the theories presented by Harvey, Hornborg, and Sassen.  These social 

scientists explain how the present global economy works.  Their analyses do not explain how ‘harm’ can 

occur as a result of the present global economy.  (This is what Pogge needed to explain.)  But their 

analyses do explain how ‘injustice’ more broadly conceived can occur as a result of the present global 

economy.*2   

Also, it should be noted that those critical social scientists have applied a certain method of causal 

attribution which is firmly established in the literature on the philosophy of social science (the study to find 

reliable methods of understanding the social world).  This method can be described as ‘mechanism-based’ 

(see Brady 2008; Hall 2004).  This method aims to identify a specific causal mechanism through which a 

certain cause c produces/reproduces a certain effect e.  There is also another method which can be 

described as ‘difference-making’.  This method aims to establish a robust connection between c and e.  

One can establish such a connection by demonstrating both that if c occurred e would always occur and that 

if c did not occur e would never occur.  In my present project, the cause in question is the present global 

economy, and the effect in question is a certain kind of injustice.  But it seems extremely difficult to 

establish a robust connection between these two with the difference-making method.  This is because, as 

explained above, we cannot know for sure what things would be like if the present global economy did not 

exist.  Therefore, it is reasonable to draw on the mechanism-based method instead.  This method can 

identify a specific causal mechanism through which the present global economy (cause) can 

 
*2 I think there is no point in sticking to the concept of ‘harm’ as Pogge does unless one wishes to defend a particular 

libertarian position.  Even libertarians seem to disagree on their starting concepts.  For example, David Miller (1989) 

discusses ‘freedom’ and ‘exploitation’ rather than ‘harm’, whereas Daniel Butt (2009) discusses not only ‘harm’ but also 

‘exploitation’, ‘duties of reciprocity’, and ‘duties of assistance’.  I am indebted to Eric Palmer for his enlightening 

comment on this point.   
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produce/reproduce a certain injustice (effect).   

To sum up, I shall transcend the traditional liberal ways of formulating a relational theory by 

integrating insights from critical social science.  Meanwhile, liberal values will nevertheless play a 

significant role in the formulation of my theory.  Specifically, as we shall see shortly, some of the values 

identified by liberal philosopher Martha C. Nussbaum will provide a basis for my conception of 

justice/injustice.  Those values are not particularly ‘liberal’ but ‘human’: they are valuable because they 

characterise the kind of existence which can be properly described as human.   

 

3 Global Injustice in Ecological Space and Human Time 

As just noted, Nussbaum’s (2011, 17-45) discussion provides a basis for my observation of the 

injustice attributable to the present global economy.  She identifies fundamental human faculties and 

capacities including the following:  

• Continued life – the ability to live a life of normal length;  

• Bodily health and integrity – the ability to live a healthy life without unwarranted disruption to one’s 

physical security;  

• Practical reason – the ability ‘to form a conception of the good and to engage in critical reflection 

about the planning of one’s life’ (Nussbaum 2011, 34); and  

• Affiliation – the ability ‘to live with and toward others, to recognize and show concern for other 

human beings, to engage in various forms of social interaction’ (Nussbaum 2011, 34).   

Nussbaum (2011, 33-34) presents a longer list than this, and also defines ‘affiliation’ in a broader way.  

Meanwhile, I shall limit the scope of my enquiry to the elements listed here in order to avoid unnecessary 

controversy.  Also, two points should be noted for my subsequent discussion.  First, what Nussbaum 

describes as ‘practical reason’ relates closely to the concept of ‘autonomy’: the former is necessary for a 

person to live an autonomous life (a life directed by one’s own decisions, plans, and goals).*3  Second, 

family can be assumed to be a special form of affiliation which generates the special responsibility to take 

care of each other.   

The elements listed here can be taken to be fundamental human values, or fundamental human 

interests.  A life which lacks the opportunity to enjoy those elements cannot be properly called a ‘human’ 

life.  Therefore, it can be assumed that every person is entitled to the opportunity to live a life 

characterised by those elements.  Also, this entitlement can be taken to identify the absolute baseline of 

justice which Henry Shue would call the ‘morality of the depths’: ‘the line beneath which no one is to be 

 
*3 ‘Autonomy’ is a broader concept than ‘practical reason’.  It refers not only to one’s ability to form a conception of the 

good and to engage in critical reflection about one’s life.  But it also refers to one’s ability to act upon such conception 

and reflection (see Raz 1986, 369, 370, 381).   
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allowed to sink’ (Shue 1996, 18).  Therefore, a social/global system which is so structured as to 

undermine this entitlement can be judged to be unjust.   

In what follows, I shall show that the present global economy is unjust in this sense.  For this, I shall 

identify a specific causal mechanism through which the present global economy can set back necessary 

conditions for the said entitlement.  More exactly, I shall argue that the present global economy is so 

structured as to set back ecological and temporal prerequisites for the elements listed above.   

3.1  Ecology, Time, and Human Existence 

3.1.1 Ecological Space and Human Existence 

Everything which exists exists in space and time.  The kind of space which is particularly important 

for human existence is what ecological economists have called ‘ecological space’.*4  Hayward has 

discussed ecological space in the context of global justice.  According to him, ‘natural resources are not 

straightforwardly “used up” in their extraction; nor do they disappear at any point in the processes of 

production, exchange and consumption; they are certainly not destroyed’ (Hayward 2005, 323).  He 

continues:  

 

What actually happens is that their form and composition change.  The physical and energetic 

constituents of raw materials and fuels continue to be embodied in the products manufactured from 

them; the constituents that are not embodied in the products are also not destroyed but rather 

contribute to changes in the environment – changes which can also be conceived in terms of utilization 

of the environment itself as a resource in providing absorption services.  Thus those who valorize 

resources, even in increasingly ‘refined’ forms, are all the time drawing benefits from natural 

resources in one state or another which are under their command.  (Hayward 2005, 323)   

 

Hayward’s point is that economic benefits drawn from the consumption of natural resources necessarily 

entail ecological disbenefits in the form of pollution.*5  There is, therefore, as Hayward argues, ‘just one 

 
*4 To describe the same thing, ecological economists have used different words such as ‘ecological space’ (Daly 2014), 

‘natural space’ (Hornborg 2013), and ‘eco-space’ or ‘environmental space’ (Martinez-Alier 2002).  Following the 

terminology used in the literature on global justice (see Hayward 2005, 2008, 2013), I have chosen ‘ecological space’.   
*5 One may challenge this way of seeing by pointing out that humanity has developed green technology to reduce 

ecological disbenefits resulting from economic activities – notably, solar panels.  However, the perspective of 

‘ecological space’ to be adopted in this paper can question how green such technology is really.  As we shall see 

shortly, ‘ecological space’ is a holistic perspective: it enables us to see the earth’s biophysical system as an integrated 

whole and track down any use of this whole which occurs with regard to a given item, from its production to its disposal.  

In the case of solar panels, this perspective leads us to question: how such panels are produced, using what kinds of 

ecological resource, causing what kinds of ecological impact; how such panels are used (whether they are used to 

facilitate further production and consumption, which entail further resource consumption on the earth, or whether they 
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biophysical reality to which the various categorizations of environmental goods and bads relate’ (Hayward 

2005, 323).   

The concept of ‘ecological space’ can grasp such goods and bads, benefits and disbenefits, in a holistic 

way.  This concept refers to the totality of the earth’s biophysical functions required to produce/reproduce 

the resources a given species consumes and to assimilate the wastes that species generates (Hayward 2005, 

324, see also 2017).  So, ecological space for humans is the totality of the earth’s biophysical functions 

required to produce/reproduce the resources humans consume and to assimilate the wastes they generate, 

using prevailing technology.  This concept tracks down any use of the said totality which occurs in the 

processes of production, exchange, consumption, and disposal.  It is appropriate to describe this totality as 

ecological space because it makes no conceptual reference to any particular territorial place other than the 

planet earth as a whole (Hayward 2005, 325-26).  Also, this shift of focus from each society’s territorial 

endowment of natural resources to global ecological space is meaningful because, in the globalised 

economy as we have it today, what determines the wealth of a given society is no longer its territorial 

resource endowment, but its power to use, occupy, and command resources no matter where they originate 

(Hayward 2005, 324, 2017, 314-16).   

What implications does ecological space have for the fundamental entitlement identified above (the 

entitlement to the opportunity to live a life characterised by continued life, bodily health and integrity, 

autonomy, and affiliation)?  Human interaction with ecological space is now commonly mediated by the 

complex technology and infrastructure under a society’s command.  However, no matter how much 

mediated our reliance upon it may be, ecological space is a necessary prerequisite for individual well-being.  

To realise continued life or bodily health and integrity, a person needs food, drink, clothing, shelter, 

essential medicines, etc.  And the production of these requires productive inputs from, and waste outputs 

to, ecological space (via productive infrastructure and technology).  Also, the production and maintenance 

of productive infrastructure and technology require such interaction with ecological space.  Ecological 

space is, therefore, a ‘productive force’ for societies (Hornborg 2013, 105).  Each society needs secure 

access to ecological space in order to accumulate wealth – wealth of the kind which is conducive to the 

well-being of its members.*6  Finally, ecological space is also a prerequisite necessary for a person to live 

an autonomous life.  It provides resources necessary for human subsistence.  However, as Cécile Fabre 

 

are used to constrain such production and consumption); and how such panels are to be disposed of, using what kinds of 

ecological resource, causing what kinds of ecological impact.  From this holistic perspective, one can say, solar panels 

are not so green as they are normally assumed to be because their production requires polluting chemicals and emits 

greenhouse gases (see Nunez 2014).   
*6 Some philosophers (Miller 2007, 56-57, 242-43; Risse 2005b, 355-59, 365) deny that the appropriation of ecological 

space, historical or ongoing, plays a significant role in the accumulation of societal wealth.  But empirical research 

shows that it actually does (Barbier 2005; Global Footprint Network 2018; Jorgenson 2003; Jorgenson, Rice, and Crowe 

2005; Pomeranz 2000; Rice 2007; Venetoulis, Chazan, and Gaudet 2004).   
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writes, ‘if through lack of resources we must spend most of our time and energy fighting for subsistence, it 

is unlikely that we will find both the time and the energy necessary to make use of available opportunities, 

to decide, on the basis of these opportunities, what we want to do with our life’ (Fabre 2000, 19).   

These points indicate that secure access to ecological space is a necessary prerequisite for the 

fundamental entitlement identified above.  Therefore, if every person has the said fundamental entitlement, 

then every person also has the entitlement to a minimally adequate share of ecological space (adequate to 

guarantee continued life, bodily health and integrity, autonomy, and affiliation).  And, if the present global 

economy is so structured as to set back this entitlement concerning ecological space, then it can be judged 

to be unjust.   

3.1.2 Time and Human Existence 

We can speak of two ways in which people use time.*7  First, there is time spent on the ‘necessities of 

life’ – factors (a), (b), and (c) to be identified below.  Second, there is time which people can choose to 

spend as they please – factor (d) to be identified below.  Since life is finite, the longer it takes a person to 

secure the necessities of life, the less time the person has for discretionary use.  The following temporal 

factors are necessary prerequisites for continued life, bodily health and integrity, autonomy, and (familial) 

affiliation (see Goodin et al 2008, 27-60; Burchardt 2010, 319-27).   

First, continued life indicates (a) normal temporal lifespan.  Second, for bodily reproduction, or the 

maintenance of bodily health and integrity, a person needs (b) a certain amount of time a day which can be 

spent on personal care (e.g. resting, eating, bathing, and procuring various means of subsistence).  

Additionally, a person may have family members who need assistance (e.g. children, elderly members, etc.).  

As noted above, one has the special responsibility to take care of one’s family members.  Therefore, third, 

a person needs (c) a certain amount of time which can be spent on familial care.  Time necessary for 

reproduction in the generative sense (the birthing and rearing of a child) also falls under this third category 

of time.  Meanwhile, time for familial activities beyond familial care falls under a fourth category: (d) 

‘discretionary time’.  According to Robert E. Goodin (2010, 1-2), ‘discretionary time’ refers to the time 

which is not dictated by the necessities of life such as personal or familial care and productive labour.  

People who are substantially deprived of discretionary time lack an important resource for an autonomous 

life.  As Goodin argues, ‘whatever plans or projects one might care to pursue, without time to devote to 

them an absolutely essential input would be missing’ (Goodin 2010, 2).   

Two points should be noted.  First, discretionary time is different from free/spare time (see Goodin 

2010, 3).  Discretionary time refers to the time left under one’s autonomous control after procuring the 

 
*7 ‘Time’ is a very rich concept.  The complexity of this concept has been explored by Barbara Adam (1990, 1995, 2004) 

and many notable thinkers preceding her (e.g. Hegel 1977[1807]; Kant 1998[1848]; Bergson 1921[1889]; Husserl 

1991[1893-1917]; Durkheim 1976[1912]; Heidegger 1973[1927]).  In this project, I shall focus on one specific aspect 

of time – namely, time as a resource necessary for individual well-being.   
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means of healthy subsistence, whereas free/spare time refers to the time left after all working hours.  This 

distinction has an important implication for how we should think about poverty in time.  It indicates that 

people who are materially affluent but work long hours because they choose to do so or because of the 

nature of their chosen occupations cannot be referred to as the ‘time poor’.  The time poor are people who 

have no choice but to work long hours in order to eke out a bare living – namely, the global poor.   

Second, by shifting the focus of discussion from poverty in income to poverty in time, one can shift 

the burden of proof back to Risse.  As explained above, Risse’s observation is that poverty in income has 

declined in the present global economy.  However, this observation overlooks the possibility that the poor 

may be earning subsistence income by sacrificing discretionary time or time for personal care or familial 

care.  The question which matters from the temporal perspective is not how much money a person earns 

per day, but how many hours per day it takes a person to secure subsistence income and other necessities of 

life.  Therefore, even if poverty in income has declined in the present global economy as Risse argues, the 

present global economy can be nevertheless judged to be unjust if it is so structured as to make the poor 

work long hours, and thus make them lose discretionary time or time for care.   

To sum up, every person needs the four temporal factors identified here in order to secure the 

fundamental entitlement identified above (the entitlement to the opportunity to live a life characterised by 

continued life, bodily health and integrity, autonomy, and affiliation).  Therefore, if every person has the 

said fundamental entitlement, then every person also has the entitlement to the temporal factors identified 

here.  And, if the present global economy is so structured as to set back this entitlement concerning time, 

then it can be judged to be unjust.   

3.2  Ecology, Time, and the Global Economy 

As Harvey (2010) observes, the present global economy is a capitalist one so structured as to facilitate 

endless capital accumulation.  A capitalist economy is also characterised by fierce competition: capitalists 

must either sustain a ‘healthy’ rate of profitability – according to Harvey (2010, 27), 3 per cent per annum 

or higher – or lose to competitors.  This kind of competition creates a strong incentive for capitalists to 

either overcome or circumvent barriers to profit maximisation, including spatial and temporal ones.  

Profitability depends partly on how fast (in terms of time) capital can be circulated.  As Harvey explains:  

 

Those who can move faster through the various phases of capital circulation accrue higher profits than 

their competitors.  Speed-up nearly always pays off in higher profits.  Innovations which help speed 

things up are much sought after.  (Harvey 2010, 41)   

 

Also, as Harvey (2010, 42) continues, profitability depends on how far (in terms of space) capital can be 

circulated.  Capital circulation entails spatial movements of productive resources and commodities, such 
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as money, labour, resources from ecological space, and productive infrastructure.  For profit maximisation, 

capitalists must overcome technological and institutional barriers to such movements of resources and 

commodities.  The result has been the phenomenon which Harvey describes as ‘time-space compression’: 

the emergence of ‘a world in which capital moves faster and faster and where distances of interaction are 

compressed’ (Harvey 2010, 158).   

Meanwhile, as Hornborg points out, time-space compression experienced by some in the global 

economy requires time-space appropriation experienced by others (see Hornborg 2013, 19-20).  In the 

present global economy, Hornborg (2001, 2003, 2013) observes, space and time – more exactly, ecological 

space and labour time – tend to be appropriated in one region of the world so that they can be saved 

elsewhere.  Hornborg’s account reveals the basic mechanism through which the present global economy 

can reproduce what critical social scientists (e.g. Wallerstein 2004, 28) have called ‘unequal exchange’.  

We can supplement his observation with Sassen’s.   

3.2.1 Ecological Space and the Global Economy 

In explaining how unequal exchange can occur in relation to ecological space, Hornborg draws on the 

work of ecological economist Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen (1975).  Georgescu-Roegen highlighted the 

significance of the Second Law of Thermodynamics – and what is called ‘entropy’.  ‘Entropy’ is an index 

of disorder and dissipated energy: higher entropy means greater disorder, and lower energy available for 

human use, while lower entropy means greater order, and higher energy available for human use.  The 

Second Law of Thermodynamics stipulates that entropy necessarily increases through irreversible 

transformations of energy.  Since production processes are subject to this law, finished products represent 

an increase in entropy and disorder, and a decrease in available energy, compared to the resources they are 

produced from.  Therefore, what is thought of from an economic perspective as an investment of socially 

productive energy can be taken, from the ecological perspective, to involve the dissipation of socially 

productive energy.   

A key point is that, in order to stay in business under the present economic system, ‘every industrialist 

will have to be paid more money for his products than he spends on fuels and raw materials’ (Hornborg 

2001, 45).  This means that people who command later stages of a production process will be paid more 

money than those who export the original resources dissipated through that process (fuels and raw 

materials).  The corollary to this is that people who command and export final products will gain the 

greatest purchasing power in the form of money – namely, the power to use, occupy, and command 

productive resources available globally.  Mostly, such people are located in affluent societies, or, in 

Hornborg’s words, ‘industrial centres’.   

As a result, in aggregate, ‘industrial centers exporting high-utility commodities will automatically gain 

access to ever greater amounts of available energy from their hinterlands’ (Hornborg 2003, 6R).  ‘The 
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more energy they have dissipated today’, therefore, ‘the more “new” energy they will be able to buy – and 

dissipate – tomorrow’ (Hornborg 2003, 6R).  Meanwhile, the part of energy which has been dissipated 

cannot be employed for human use again.  Therefore, as the ‘centres’ dissipate greater amounts of energy, 

the ‘hinterlands’ lose access to the amounts of energy which could be otherwise employed for their use.  

This relationship can be described as the unequal exchange of ecological space (socially productive energy 

from ecological space).*8   

In Hornborg’s observation, the centres of the global economy refer to affluent societies whereas the 

hinterlands refer to poor societies.  Also, in his observation, people who command and export final 

products are people in affluent societies, or, more exactly, capitalists in those societies (‘industrialists’ in 

Hornborg’s terminology).  (‘Capitalists’ here refer not only to individual capitalists, but also to capitalist 

firms, and people who own or work for those firms.)  Some may ask whether it is capitalists in affluent 

societies who command and export final products even today, because, in this age of globalisation, capital 

can move anywhere in the globe, and production can now take place anywhere in the globe.  However, 

drawing on Sassen (2001, 23-36), we can argue that Hornborg’s observation is relevant even today.   

Sassen observes that the present global economy exhibits both the process of dispersal and the process 

of centralisation.  The former refers to the dispersal of production processes to any place where capital 

can find cheap ecological and labour resources.  The latter refers to the centralisation of ownership and 

control over production processes and final products to affluent parts of the world.  According to Sassen, 

production can now take place anywhere in the globe.  However, as Sassen thinks, what really matters is 

the location of people who command production.  And, as Sassen shows, in general, such people (or 

capitalist organisations which contain such people, i.e. head offices) have not moved from affluent parts of 

the world.  Also, as Sassen shows, in affluent parts, there has been rapid expansion of such producer 

services which consolidate command over dispersed production chains (e.g. financial, legal, accounting, 

consulting, advertising, research and development, etc.).  These points support Hornborg’s observation – 

namely, the one that it is after all people in affluent societies who command and export final products, and 

thus tend to benefit most from the productive dissipation of ecological space, whereas people in poor 

societies tend to lose secure access to ecological space.   

To sum up, Hornborg’s observation shows that the present global economy is so structured as to 

 
*8 One may object that Hornborg’s observation – or any observation drawing on thermodynamics – is true only if the earth 

is a closed energy system.  Humanity has developed technology to capture energy from outer space – namely, solar 

panels.  And such technology can convert the earth into an open energy system.  I wish to raise two points to shift the 

burden of argument back to those who may object in this way.  First, this objection seems to overlook the fact that 

solar energy must be captured on the earth in the first place, using solar panels.  But the production, installation, and 

maintenance of solar panels require energy flows on the earth such as greenhouse gas emissions (see Hornborg 2019).  

Second, global energy use still relies heavily on non-renewable energy resources such as fossil fuels.  Based on these, 

it can be argued that the earth is, at least now, a closed energy system, and that Hornborg’s observation is therefore, at 

least now, relevant.   
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reproduce the unequal exchange of ecological space.  His main point is that people in affluent societies 

command productive energy available from global ecological space whereas people in poor societies lose 

access to such energy necessary for development.*9   

Hornborg’s observation can be applied to support Hayward’s (2008, 2009) relational view.  

According to Hayward, the total amount of resources available from ecological space (available for 

sustainable human use) is finite.  In this ecological finitude, he argues, the exchange of ecological space 

can be seen as a ‘zero-sum’ game, or at least something similar to it: a gain to one party will result in a loss 

to another (see Hayward 2008, 14, 2009, 283-89).  In Hayward’s view, the finitude of ecological space has 

resulted in the following zero-sum relationship: to the extent that people in affluent societies are drawing 

economic benefits from excessive amounts of ecological space, people in poor societies are losing even 

adequate amounts.  This situation is setting back the entitlement of the poor – especially, those in poor 

societies – and also of future generations to a minimally adequate share of ecological space (see Hayward 

2008, 14).  Therefore, this situation is, as Hayward suggests, unjust.  Meanwhile, Hornborg’s observation 

shows that the unjust situation observed by Hayward can be causally attributed to the structure of the 

present global economy.  Therefore, ultimately, the present global economy can be judged to be unjust.   

Of course, as the present circumstances show, both affluent and poor societies can pursue greater 

resource consumption simultaneously, disregarding ecological limits.  But the result has been ecological 

unsustainability on a global scale.  And, as I shall explain below, ecological unsustainability and 

consequent ecological problems (e.g. climate change, pollution, and resource depletion) can set back the 

entitlement of the poor concerning time.   

3.2.2 Time and the Global Economy 

It has been shown that the present global economy is unjust from the ecological perspective: it is so 

structured as to set back the entitlement of the poor concerning ecological space.  But the present global 

economy can be also judged to be unjust from the temporal perspective too: it is so structured as to set back 

the entitlement of the poor concerning time.  There are four ways in which this kind of injustice – injustice 

in time – can be observed.   

Unequal exchange of labour time.  In the present global economy, the affluent are able to save time 

precisely because the poor spend even longer on securing subsistence income.  It is often hard to 

recognise this kind of inequality – inequality in time – because the quantity and quality of the temporal gain 

reaped by the affluent do not necessarily correspond to those of the temporal loss incurred by the poor.  As 

I argued elsewhere with Hayward, ‘however many millions or even billions of people might be driven into 

effective servitude with all prospect of any free or rewarding time removed from them, the rich minority 

can never make a remotely equivalent gain for themselves’ (Hayward and Iwaki 2016, 392).  But 

 
*9 For my earlier view on Hornborg, see Hayward and Iwaki 2016, 389-92.   
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Hornborg reveals the basic mechanism through which inequality in time can be reproduced by the present 

global economy.   

Besides ecological space, time which workers spend on productive labour (labour time) is also a 

productive force for societies.  But, according to Hornborg (2003, 7L-R, 2013, 83-109), the exchange of 

labour time between affluent and poor societies can become unequal in the same way as that of ecological 

space.*10  A key point is again that, in order to stay in business under the present economic system, people 

who command later stages of a production process will have to be paid more money than those who 

provide original labour inputs.  The corollary to this is that people who command and export final 

products will gain the greatest purchasing power in the form of money, and thus the power to use, occupy, 

and command the fruits of labour.  Mostly, as explained above, such people are located in affluent 

societies.  Therefore, in aggregate, affluent societies tend to gain ever greater command over the fruits of 

labour produced in poor societies.  Meanwhile, workers in poor societies tend to receive only meagre 

earnings.  The EU, for example, ‘has 6 times as much employment embodied in imports as in exports’, but 

‘compensation of employees associated with imports corresponds to only 0.9 that associated with exports’ 

(Simas, Wood, and Hertwich 2015, 352L).   

We can supplement this observation with Sassen’s again.  As Sassen (2001, 10, 33) observes, a 

number of low-paying jobs exist even in affluent societies.  Some of these jobs relate to the cleaning and 

maintenance of office buildings, and others relate to lifestyles of affluent workers (e.g. the staffing of 

restaurants and convenience stores, storage and transportation of consumer goods, etc.).  Many of these 

jobs are performed by unskilled immigrant workers.  This means two things.  First, the unequal exchange 

of labour time can take place not only between societies, but also within societies – between affluent 

workers and poor workers.  Second, the unequal exchange of labour time can entail the geographical 

movements of poor unskilled workers, rather than the movements of their fruits of labour.  Additionally, 

there is also a trend for ‘brain drain’ – the emigration of skilled workers to affluent societies.  Such 

movements of unskilled or skilled workers can be conceived in terms of unequal exchange too – gains to 

affluent societies and losses to poor societies – because those workers could otherwise contribute to the 

development of poor societies.   

These observations show that the present global economy is so structured as to reproduce the unequal 

exchange of labour time.  These observations also show one way in which the present global economy can 

set back the entitlement of the poor concerning time.  Labour is necessary for workers to secure access to 

the means of life in the form of income.  However, if a person needs to work long hours in order to secure 

 
*10 Hornborg’s focus is placed primarily on the unequal exchange of labour time which happened during the Industrial 

Revolution in Britain.  Meanwhile, there has been development in empirical research which supports the view that this 

kind of exchange is also prevalent in the present world (see Alsamawi, Murray, and Lenzen 2014; Dorninger and 

Hornborg 2015; Simas, Wood, and Hertwich 2015).   
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subsistence income, this person can lose time for autonomous activities (discretionary time).  In a worse 

case, this person can also lose time for personal care and familial care.  The unequal exchange of labour 

time is one way in which poor workers can be made to work long hours, and thus lose discretionary time or 

time for care.  And, as Hornborg’s observation shows, this exchange relationship can be causally 

attributed to the structure of the present global economy.  Therefore, the present global economy can be 

judged to be unjust from the temporal perspective.   

Ecological unsustainability.  As already noted, the present global economy is so structured as to 

facilitate endless capital accumulation.  However, endless capital accumulation is ecologically impossible.  

Therefore, the global economy has caused ecological problems such as climate change, pollution, and 

resource depletion (Foster, Clark, and York 2010).  These ecological problems can set back the entitlement 

of the poor concerning time.  For example, pollution can make poor farmers work longer hours to produce 

adequate amounts of food, or walk farther to get clean water.  Those farmers can lose discretionary time.  

Also, ecological problems can cut short poor people’s temporal lifespans.  Air pollution, for example, has 

actually done so (WHO 2014).   

Direct labour exploitation.  In order to sustain a ‘healthy’ rate of profitability, some capitalists have 

imposed unhealthy and unsafe working conditions upon poor workers (BBC 2000, 2010; Kawakami 2015).  

Such working conditions can prolong the time workers have to spend on personal care: people who suffer 

health or bodily damage have to spend more time (and energy) on sleep, curing, medical care, or 

rehabilitation than they would otherwise need to.  Therefore, injured workers can lose discretionary time.  

Meanwhile, the recovery of injured workers may require familial assistance.  Therefore, the members of 

the families of injured workers may have to spend longer on familial care, and thus lose discretionary time.  

Also, because humans are sentient beings, unhealthy and unsafe working conditions can even cut short 

workers’ temporal lifespans.   

Additionally, people in extreme poverty are vulnerable to forced or child labour (ILO 2010, 2012, 

2013).  The victims of these kinds of labour exploitation lack any choice, and voice, with regard to their 

working conditions.  So, they are vulnerable to direct physical harms from their employers.  And such 

harms can prolong the time the victims have to spend on personal care, and thus reduce their discretionary 

time, or, in the worst case, cut short their temporal lifespans.   

Gender inequality in time.  Finally, the present global economy can affect the time of poor women 

most severely.  Women, in every society, affluent or poor, tend to spend far more time than men on 

familial care.  But, as Harvey observes, women in poor societies tend to be seen by capitalists as a 

convenient source of cheap and long labour – because of their conformity to certain cultural values such as 

‘patriarchy, respect for authority, social relations of dominance and subservience’ (Harvey 2010, 104).  

Therefore, while women in general tend to lose more time than men, women in poor societies can lose even 
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more in the present global economy (see Bardasi and Wodon 2009).*11   

 

4 Towards Young’s Social Connection Model of Responsibility 

To sum up, the present global economy can be judged to be unjust from both ecological and temporal 

perspectives.  It is so structured as to set back poor people’s entitlements concerning ecological space and 

time – and, ultimately, their fundamental entitlement concerning continued life, bodily health and integrity, 

autonomy, and affiliation.  From this judgement, relationists can move in different directions.  For 

example, they could apply this judgement to support Pogge again – to support his model of responsibility.  

Pogge argues that ‘one should be willing to contribute toward reforming unjust institutions’, and that how 

much one should be willing to do so ‘depends on how much one is contributing to, and benefiting from, 

their maintenance’ (Pogge 2008, 56).  In this argument, Pogge identifies an important kind of 

responsibility which the affluent should certainly assume in order to improve the situation of the poor: 

namely, the responsibility to change the present global economic structure.  However, it should be noted 

that myriad people are involved in the maintenance of the present global economy in myriad ways.  In this 

situation, it is next to impossible to know how or how much each affluent agent is contributing to or 

benefiting from the maintenance of the present global economy.*12  Therefore, I shall move in another 

direction.  I shall support the model of responsibility presented by another relationist: Young.  Young 

develops a model of responsibility which is different from Pogge’s.  Meanwhile, like Pogge, Young 

suggests that certain kinds of injustice can be causally attributed to the institutions or structural processes 

which mediate the global relationship between the affluent and the poor.  In this sense, like Pogge, Young 

can be regarded as a relationist.   

The discussion in the previous section highlights two kinds of injustice which Young (2011) would 

describe as ‘structural’.  According to Young, ‘structural injustices’ refer to the injustices causally 

attributable to the institutions or processes in which myriad people are involved in myriad ways.  

Normally, people are involved in such unjust institutions and processes without being morally blameworthy.  

As Young explains, people are just ‘minding their own business and acting within accepted norms and 

rules’ (Young 2011, 106).  Therefore, they are not morally responsible.  Or, to use Young’s terminology, 

they are not responsible in a ‘liability’ sense – in the sense that they are ‘guilty’ or ‘at fault’ (Young 2011, 

97-104).  But they are responsible in another sense.  They are responsible because they are involved in 

the structural processes which can (re)produce unjust outcomes.  As Young argues:  

 
*11 For my earlier view on injustice in time, see Hayward and Iwaki 2016, 392-95.   
*12 How or how much particular agents are involved in a given institution/process and how that institution/process can 

reproduce unjust outcomes are two distinct questions.  This paper has discussed the latter, and not the former.  It is 

next to impossible to answer the former question.  But, as this paper has shown, it is possible to answer the latter.   
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Our responsibility derives from belonging together with others in a system of interdependent 

processes of cooperation and competition through which we seek benefits and aim to realize projects.  

Within these processes, each of us expects justice toward ourselves, and others can legitimately make 

claims of justice on us.  All who dwell within the structures must take responsibility for remedying 

injustices they cause […].  (Young 2011, 105)   

 

This describes what Young refers to as the ‘social connection model of responsibility’ (Young 2011, 

104-13).   

Young’s model of responsibility does not question how much each particular agent is contributing to 

or benefiting from unjust institutions or processes.  As Young explains, ‘there is no point in trying to seek 

redress from only and all those who have contributed to the outcome, and in proportion to their 

contribution’ (Young 2011, 109).  Instead, the point is in ‘changing the institutions and processes so that 

their outcomes will be less unjust’ (Young 2011, 111).  But no one can change institutions or processes 

alone.  Therefore, the kind of responsibility referred to in Young’s model – the responsibility to change 

unjust institutions and processes – is a collective responsibility.  Young’s model demands collective 

political action.   

Now, how does the discussion in the previous section contribute to Young’s model of responsibility?  

The kind of responsibility discussed in Young’s model is primarily forward-looking: the question asked by 

Young is how we can change present institutions or structural processes so that they will no longer produce 

unjust outcomes.  However, as Young admits, her model ‘does need to look backward in one respect’ 

(Young 2011, 109).  It needs to explain ‘how structural processes produce and reproduce injustice’ (Young 

2011, 109).  Young suggests that this kind of causal explanation ‘helps those of us who participate in those 

processes understand our role in them’ (Young 2011, 109).  But, I suggest, we also need such a causal 

explanation to argue that a given injustice is ‘structural’ – causally attributable to a given institution or a 

given structural process.  Without such a causal explanation, one cannot plausibly argue that a given 

injustice is causally attributable to a given institution or a given structural process.  In the previous section, 

I offered such a causal explanation.  I explained how a given structural process – namely, the global 

economy – produces or reproduces two kinds of injustice – namely, injustice in ecological space and 

injustice in time.  I did so by performing a mechanism-based analysis.  I identified a causal mechanism 

through which the present global economy (a structural process) produces or reproduces the injustices in 

ecological space and time.  That analysis demonstrates that the injustices in ecological space and time are 

causally attributable to a structural process (the global economy).  In this sense, those injustices are 

‘structural’.  According to Young, people who are involved in the causation of ‘structural injustices’ 

should assume the kind of responsibility discussed by her.  People involved in the present global economy 
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are involved in the causation of two kinds of ‘structural injustice’ – namely, injustice in ecological space 

and injustice in time.  Therefore, people who are involved in the present global economy should assume 

the kind of responsibility discussed by Young.   

Among those who are involved in the present global economy, I suggest that it is mainly the global 

affluent (such as capitalists and affluent workers) who should assume the kind of responsibility discussed 

by Young.  Clearly, there are people who are poor but nevertheless involved in the present global economy, 

such as poor workers engaged in low-paying jobs.  However, such people can be assumed to be exempt 

from the kind of responsibility discussed by Young because it is too demanding to ask them to take on this 

responsibility.  The temporal perspective adopted in this paper supports this assumption.  Political time – 

namely, the time which one can devote to collective political action – can be regarded as a part of 

discretionary time.  However, poor workers, or the global poor more broadly conceived, may have already 

lost considerable amounts of discretionary time, and even time for personal or familial care.  Therefore, 

they cannot devote time to political action without sacrificing time for more important personal activities.   

 

5 Conclusion 

This paper has done two things.  First, this paper has argued that relational theories need a plausible 

causal explanation of how a given relationship can produce/reproduce a given injustice.  This paper used 

Pogge’s theory as an example which failed to offer such a causal explanation.  Second, this paper has 

sought to present an alternative relational theory which can offer such a causal explanation.  In doing so, 

this paper has integrated insights from critical social science, and also supported Young’s model of 

responsibility.   
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