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1 |  INTRODUCTION

The world built by financial integration allows crises that move quickly from one country to another, 
destroying the lives of people who are vulnerable to poverty. Witness the remarkable speed of the crisis 
that began as a home mortgage crisis in the United States in 2007 but quickly generalized into an eco-
nomic crisis around the world. When such contagion breaks out, the poor typically suffer disproportion-
ately. Even after a recovery, the lasting effects, the hysteresis, can trap an entire generation in poverty, 
which they might otherwise have avoided.1 The poverty produced by means of economic contagion is 
plausibly an example of what Iris Marion Young calls a structural injustice. Contagion is a powerful 
metaphor. One worthy theoretical project of global justice would be a pro-poor social epidemiology 
of this contagion. Such a pro-poor epidemiology would have many elements. In this paper, I limit my 
efforts to just two: Explaining the key role of crisis transition mechanisms in producing contagion; and 
in light of that, discussing how best to understand responsibility for reforming the institutions of the 
global economy in order to remove or mitigate the effects of crisis transition mechanisms. Although the 
contagion that spreads poverty can be understood, following Young, as a structural injustice, her social 
connection model of responsibility is less adequate for understanding responsibility in this case.

2 |  VULNERABILITY

To be vulnerable to poverty as a result of an economic crisis is to stand in a relationship of susceptibil-
ity to a catastrophic loss of the means of economic security due to forces beyond one’s control. The 
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general idea is that vulnerability is a relational property. For any particular person (p), she is vulner-
able (V) to some bad outcome or happening (o) due to various factors (f1, f2, f3, etc.). Vulnerability can 
be decreased or eliminated by either reducing or removing the power of one or more of the factors that 
affect the person or by empowering her to protect herself against the factors.2

We can approach vulnerability by way of another analysis. In their classic work on famines, Jean 
Drèze and Amartya Sen discuss vulnerability to starvation. A market for foodstuffs and a system of 
distribution that lacks entitlements other than property rights in the food that one purchases renders 
the poor vulnerable to famines.

The standardly accepted rights of ownership and exchange are not the authoritarian ex-
travaganzas of a heartless Nero or some brutal Genghis Kahn. They are, rather, parts of 
the standard legal rules of ownership and exchange that govern people’s lives in much 
of the world. But when they are not supplemented by other rights (e.g., social security, 
unemployment insurance, public health provisions), these standard rights may operate in 
a way that offers no chance of survival to potential famine victims.3

People are vulnerable to starvation because they have no entitlement to food when market forces render it 
too expensive. Identifying the factors causing vulnerability is important for a remedy. Remedying vulner-
ability to starvation could include establishing legal entitlements to sufficient food for healthy survival or 
providing supplemental income.

3 |  CRISIS TRANSITION MECHANISMS

Crisis transition mechanisms cause the contagion of economic crises, and are a major factor in vulner-
ability to severe impoverishment. In the aftermath of the home mortgage crisis in the United States, 
three important pipelines of cash to the developing world slowed to a trickle, official capital inflows, 
private capital investments, and private remittances. In 2009, net inflows of private capital were down 
by nearly 70% of their 2007 peak.4 Low-income people suffered as their already tiny share of the 
capital inflow dwindled to next to nothing. The value of shares on several equity markets plummeted. 
In Latin America and Asia, the average rate of decline was around 50% by the spring of 2009. Also, 
as the cash inflows slowed, the cost of borrowing increased five- to sixfold.5 Although more stable 
than capital inflows, remittances also dropped by about 6% in 2009.6 Remittances have become a very 
important source of income for many developing and low-income countries, amounting to more than 
three times the official development assistance. For many developing countries, they are the largest 
source of external income.

Overall, the contagion produced a precipitous and crippling fall in economic activity. World eco-
nomic output fell from growth rate of 3.9% in 2007 to 3.0% in 2008 to −2.2% in 2009, the first time 
in 60 years that the global economy had contracted.7 Emerging and developing countries saw growth 
rates fall from 8.3% in 2007 to 8.1% in 2008 to 1.2% in 2009.8 The fall in growth in this group of coun-
tries is especially significant for poverty eradication efforts. The World Bank estimates that for every 
percentage point in growth lost 20 million people are trapped in poverty.9 Although the effects were 
grim for global poverty, they were not as bad as the possibility suggested by that estimate. According 
to the Bank’s report in 2010, “Some 64 million more people around the world are expected to be liv-
ing on less than $1.25 a day by the end of 2010 than would have been the case without the crisis, and 
between 30,000 and 50,000 children may have died of malnutrition in 2009 in Sub-Saharan Africa 
because of the crisis.”10
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The language of “mechanism” suggests a reliable causal relation according to which an outcome 
can be explained.11 As mentioned above, identifying a factor of vulnerability is important for minimiz-
ing or removing vulnerability; mechanisms can sometimes be neutralized. As an example, consider 
the way in which Drèze and Sen explain famines by the mechanism of the entitlement system. “If peo-
ple go hungry on a regular basis all the time, or seasonally, the explanations of that have to be sought 
in the way the entitlement system in operation fails to give the persons involved adequate means of 
securing enough food.”12 According Drèze and Sen’s account, the mechanism by which famines come 
to ravage populations is roughly that food distribution systems based wholly on the market, with 
no entitlements other than to the food that one can purchase, do not secure entitlements for a large 
number of people in times of food shortage, rendering them vulnerable to famine; during shortages 
people lacking of such entitlements suffer famines. In short, famines arise due to a failure to establish 
effective entitlements other than property rights in the foodstuffs that one purchases. Crisis transition 
mechanisms explain contagion in roughly the following way: Economic down turns in highly devel-
oped countries reduce capital investments in developing countries, and they reduce demand for prod-
ucts produced in both developing and less-developed countries as well as the remittances sent to both 
classes of countries; the cumulative effect of reduced capital investments, demand for export products, 
and remittances received is diminished economic growth in such countries.

Factors causing vulnerability to famines according to Drèze and Sen’s account include poverty, 
a market distribution system for foodstuffs, and a lack of additional entitlements to food. One has 
an entitlement just insofar as one qualifies under a legal system with certain recognized property 
rights. Being the bearer of the entitlement justifies one in demanding that it be honored. People are 
vulnerable to famines in times of shortage if they lack food entitlements that could be provided by a 
well-functioning social and legal system. Vulnerability is to famine is a condition of people within a 
system of social and legal entitlements; it is socially constructed.

Being vulnerable to poverty in times of economic crises bears some similarities. The factors   
producing vulnerability include living in a country susceptible to contagion in virtue of the crisis 
transition mechanisms and being entitled to income mostly or only through a stream that is condi-
tioned directly or indirectly on foreign investments, exports, or remittances. Such an income stream 
is governed by a system of property rights. Hence, the legal entitlement to income depends on the 
property rights that are recognized. Vulnerability to poverty is the result of occupying a socially con-
structed role—the bearer of an entitlement—in which one is only precariously protected against loss 
of income. Remedies could affect the existence of such roles either by protecting income streams or 
by supplementing them with other streams that are unconditional.

4 |  ATTRIBUTION PUZZLE

There is something perplexing about the forgoing explanations. Vulnerability in both the case of fam-
ine and poverty is due to an absence, a policy failure. In the case that interests us in this paper, poverty 
caused by the transmission of an economic crisis, there is a failure to regulate or insure against crisis 
transition mechanisms. At first, gloss that sounds plausible enough. But how can absence cause any-
thing at all, let alone poverty? Causes, presumably, are real. How, then, can something non-existent be 
causally efficacious? There must be more to the story of crisis transition mechanisms.

First back to the case of famines, analyzed by Drèze and Sen as a failure to establish food enti-
tlements. For the reason just highlighted, it would be implausible to attribute the famine merely to 
not acting, in this case a failure to legislate or to otherwise ensure entitlements. For that would be to 
attribute causal efficacy to nothing, a non-action. More troublesome still, it would explode the class of 
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causes. For every action taken, there is a potentially infinite set of possible actions foregone. It cannot 
be the case that all of these failures to act are causes. Still, even though it is imprecise, talk of failures 
producing outcomes is familiar to us. Consider this charge of a tort: The mechanic’s failure to tighten 
the bolts resulted in the wheel falling off, causing the accident. We all understand what that charge 
means. It is a counterfactual claim. If she had tightened the bolts, the wheel would not have flown off. 
Drèze and Sen are also making a counterfactual claim; if there had been a system of entitlements to 
foodstuffs, people would not have gone hungry on a mass scale.

We might, however, ask why the mechanic’s failure to tighten the bolts is any more responsible for 
the outcome than the failure of the dishwasher in the restaurant next door? In both cases, if they had 
tightened the bolts, the wheel would not have flown off. Consider the attribution of outcome responsi-
bility in tort law as explained by Tony Honoré. According to Honoré, attributing outcome responsibil-
ity to a person is not necessarily assigning causal efficacy to her, rather it is to credit or discredit her 
for an action or omission.13 The point is not whether an agent caused an outcome. Rather, it is whether 
she can be credited or discredited for the outcome. Now, crediting and discrediting suggests some 
kind of normative appraisal. There is a seemingly infinite number of actions not performed; outcome 
responsibility cannot be attributed to every one of them. Not all of them are legal failures. Outcome 
responsibility can only reasonably be attributed to some very small subset of non-actions. In the case 
of the law, this subset is often characterized by failures to act in accordance with a valid legal norm.14 
An outcome can be credited to a person if she fails to act in accordance with a valid legal duty. The 
mechanic is outcome responsible for the tire flying off, but the dishwasher in the restaurant next door 
is not, because the mechanic’s failure to tighten the bolts, unlike the dishwasher’s, contravenes a valid 
legal norm.

Suppose one used this method of attribution of legal failures in the case of famine attribution. In 
that case, the claim that legislative failures to establish entitlements are the mechanisms by which 
famines are produced, would be understood as a claim that famines are credited to legislative inaction. 
But to be credited to legislative inaction, rather than the infinite number of other non-actions, it must 
be the case that the legislature had a valid duty to act. It is not necessarily a legal duty, however, since 
there might be no legal duty of the legislature to ensure such entitlements. In this case, the explanation 
of why the legislature failure is the cause of the famine would seem to rely on the moral claim that the 
legislature should have established entitlements to food.

Attributing legislative inaction as outcome responsible on the model of legal attribution is prob-
lematic for two reasons. First, it would render the Drèze and Sen account normative. Although they 
might have been thought to be doing positive social science, attempting to understand the causes of 
famines, as the first step to remedying the problem, in fact the explanation itself would be normative; 
it only makes sense if there is moral duty of legislatures to act. The language of “mechanism” sounds 
explanatory, but in fact it would be normative. This is closely connected to the second problem, which 
is that is seems to get things backwards. Positive social science seems to have an important indepen-
dent role to play in correcting social ills such as famines. If we can understand how famines come to 
pass, then we can understand how they might be prevented. After understanding that, we can develop 
a moral account of who is to be held morally responsible when constructing alternative systems of 
entitlements. But the legal attribution model requires that we already have the answer to at least one 
question of moral responsibility.

In light of these problems, let's consider an alternative approach to attributing an outcome to a policy 
or institutional failure. Instead of taking the outcome to be caused by some morally relevant non-action 
picked out from an infinite set of non-actions, take it to be the effect of other real policies. The identifi-
cation of the factor is non-normative. This seems to fit better with Drèze and Sen’s approach. A system 
of property rights in which the market plays the sole role of distributing foodstuffs is the factor that 
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produces a loss of effective demand for many people when prices are driven up. But relying only on mar-
ket forces is a policy choice. For that reason, one can credibly claim that policies have caused the famine. 
We understand the cause to be the actual policies, not a lack of policies. The explanation rests on causal 
rather than normative attribution; the mechanism is positive, not normative. The preservation of the 
causal relations all of the way down is the chief advantage of the second approach over the first approach.

5 |  STRUCTURAL INJUSTICE AND RESPONSIBILITY

Impoverishment caused by the contagion of economic crises seems to be a good example of what 
Iris Marion Young calls a “structural injustice.” For in cases of structural injustice, “The actions of 
particular persons do not contribute to injustice for other persons directly…but rather indirectly, col-
lectively, and cumulatively through the production of structural constraints on the actions of many 
and privileged opportunities for some.”15 A person who purchased a home in the United States and 
refinanced that purchase with a larger second short term mortgage in order to pay off some acquired 
consumer debt, but who found herself unable either to pay for the remainder of the amount owed on 
the house or to refinance again, did not directly cause the impoverishment that came to be in the de-
veloping and less developed world. Nor did the real estate agent who facilitated the house purchase, 
the mortgage broker who arranged the loan package, the bank employee who approved the loan, the 
other bank employee who sold the loan bundled with others in order to manage the risk, the employee 
of the financial corporation who purchased the bundle of loans, and so on. But it seems reasonable to 
say that all of them contributed to the crisis indirectly. The injustice is structural in the sense that it is 
not attributed to any particular person’s action but to a set of actions permitted or encouraged by the 
structure of existing institutions.

As Young notes, both the law and the ethics of responsibility often look backward. In order to 
attribute backward looking responsibility it is important to identify the agent who brought about 
the blameworthy event or should have acted to prevent it. The backward looking conception of re-
sponsibility that employs these ideas, Young calls “the liability model.” She notes that the liability 
model seems appropriate “for the purposes of sanctioning, punishing, or exacting compensation or 
redress.”16 Typically, but not always, one must have been at fault to be held morally or legally liable 
for an accident. Fault requires a culpable failure to act according to a duty. The law usually recog-
nizes a small class of exceptions to fault known as strict liability. For actions in this class, one is held 
responsible despite doing nothing for which one could be faulted. Strict liability remains somewhat 
controversial morally, but typically it is defended in the case of particularly dangerous or important 
classes of activity and when one is put on prior notice that by acting one is assuming liability for an 
action.17 The relevant point, however, is that dominant idea of the liability model is that an outcome of 
harm to persons or of damage to property can be attributed to an agent’s action or culpable inaction. 
The person refinancing the home, the mortgage broker, and the bank employee are not to be blamed 
for the global recession, even if they participated in the structural injustice of the economic contagion.

Young rightly rejects the liability model of responsibility for structural injustices. In such cases lia-
bility cannot be attributed to agents because “it is not possible to identify how the action of one partic-
ular individual … has directly produced harm to other specific individuals.”18 But, agents are involved 
in the reproduction of social and political structures and their actions permitted or encouraged by these 
institutions may have unjust outcomes. Young believes that this activity of reproduction by individu-
als is relevant to an account of responsibility, even if it does not entail liability and blame. For cases 
of structural injustice, she defends what she calls “the social connection model” of responsibility, 
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according to which “all those who contribute by their actions to structural processes with some unjust 
outcome share responsibility for the injustice.”19 (Emphasis added.)

Contribution to structural processes with unjust outcomes is sufficient to render one responsible 
on the social connection model. Comparison to the liability model helps to clarify the differences 
between the two conceptions of responsibility. Young does not say much about the liability model, 
but as cited above, she has in mind responsibility for “the purposes of sanctioning, punishing, or ex-
acting compensation or redress.” Responsibility according to the liability model seems to be captured 
approximately like this:

Liability model: An agent is responsible for an outcome only if she is outcome respon-
sible for it.

In contrast, the social connection model holds the following:

Social connection model: An agent is responsible for a structural process producing un-
just outcomes if her action contributes to the structural processes.

Being outcome responsible requires either causing the outcome or not preventing it when it was in one’s 
power do so. The contrast, contributing to a structural process, needs to be clarified. Young explicitly 
rejects any requirement of directly producing the injustice. Her examples of contributors include both 
consumers who create demand for products made under unjust work conditions and producers who make 
products in those conditions. Still, a clear account of what it is to contribute to an injustice is required in 
order to evaluate the account.

Causation, one might think, is clearer than contribution. In fact, however, controversy abounds in 
jurisprudence about how to attribute causation, and ethics is beset by the same problems. One common 
way to think about causing harm is but-for causation. X causes Y only if X is a necessary condition 
of Y. That, however, is often an unsatisfactory account of causation since it does not identify causal 
factors in cases of over-determination, where more than one factor could have been sufficient alone to 
cause the outcome. If either of two penetrating bullets shot by two different people would have killed 
someone without the other, then according to but-for causation neither shooter caused of the death. 
More sophisticated versions of causation require a cause to be a necessary element of a number of 
events that together where sufficient to produce the outcome. More exactly, X is a cause of Y only if X 
is a necessary element of a set of conditions that are sufficient for Y.20 Throwing a rock, which broke 
the car window, is the cause of the subsequent accident, even if the accident also required the driver 
to brake improperly on an icy road, and if the accident might have occurred without rock throwing 
due to speed at which the car was going on the icy road. According to this account of causation, we 
might hold the thrower responsible. But in the case of structural injustices, an individual action—any 
particular default on a mortgage, for example—is not even necessary element of a set of sufficient 
conditions. The collapse of the market did not require any particular person defaulting.

When a broker sells a home mortgage in the United States, she does not cause a drop in the demand 
of basic commodities in less-developed countries or a reduction in the remittances sent to persons in 
the developing countries. The sale and purchase of the mortgage, along with the sale and purchase 
of a great many others, creates a real-estate bubble. When the bubble bursts the result is large scale 
defaulting on loans, which, depending on how the risk is bought and sold, can spread from the finan-
cial sector to the real economy and then via crisis transmission mechanisms across borders. The harm 
occurs only because of the actions of many other people and only in virtue of the rules of various in-
stitutions, including the real estate market, the home mortgage market, the banking sector, the market 
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for various financial instruments, and so on. If any particular person decided to quit selling home 
mortgages, there would be no change in the harmful outcome. Although as a matter of fact there seems 
to be evidence of liability responsibility for the financial crisis, even despite a paucity of prosecution 
attempts, none of the actions discussed here would render an individual liability responsible.21

6 |  CONTRIBUTION

In order to assess Young’s account, we have to get clear on what it is for an agent to contribute to a 
structural process. Doing so may be just as tricky as being clear on what it is for an agent to cause an 
outcome. Young takes the class of those persons who contribute to structural process causing injustice 
to be much bigger than the class of those causing the injustice since the latter is, she thinks, implau-
sibly small and the former includes even those who suffer injustice. One proposal is to include in the 
class of contributors all those people who follow the rules, either formal or informal, of the institutions 
comprising that process generating the injustice. The action required by the rules may be unobjection-
able, such as refinancing a house, but the rules nonetheless constitute institutional structures that pro-
duce injustice. According to this proposal, contributors are rule followers. In the case of the financial 
crisis, contributors would include not only bank managers and stockholders, but also mortgage bro-
kers, consumers of home loans, consumers of basic commodity imports, as well as producers of basic 
commodities in poor countries and recipients of remittances. This proposal conforms to Young’s view 
that the contributor/non-contributor distinction does not track the oppressor/oppressed distinction. For 
even the workers in the sweatshop are contributors.

In the context of assigning responsibility for the financial crisis, however, the proposal that con-
tributors are institutional rule followers is problematic. The crisis unfolded in part because millions of 
people defaulted on their home loans. Presumably, the social connection model should identify them 
as among those who contributed to the crisis. If not them, then whom? But those defaulting did not 
follow the rules. On the contrary, they violated the terms of their contractual obligations, and in doing 
seemly contributed. Hence, the proposal that contributors are limited to rule followers limits the class 
of contributors too narrowly to capture everyone who seems to have contributed to the financial crisis.

Consider an alternative proposal that contributors include not only institutional rule followers, but 
anyone responding to her role as assigned by institutional rules, regardless of whether she adheres 
to the norms of the role. Accoridng to this second proposal, contributors are rule responders. The 
proposal has the virtue of including people who defaulted on their loans since defaulting is a way of 
responding to a lending contract. Rule breaking is a way of responding to a rule, but sometimes such 
responses are done deliberately to change the rule. That suggests a problem. The worker on strike 
for better pay and work conditions, or the consumer who refuses to buy products made in highly ex-
ploitative conditions, are responding to institutional rules, and it would seem strange to say that the 
activity of striking and boycotting makes the employees and consumers responsible for the injustice. 
Presumably, what the account should conclude is that these sorts of actions are appropriate in light of 
the participation-generated responsibility of employees and consumers.

Young’s examples of contributors tend to focus on people who follow the rules. She suggests that 
contributions can include “actions and policies that most people consider normal and acceptable, or 
even necessary and good,”22 that agents often possess “little awareness of how their actions contrib-
ute” to injustices,23 and that “it is in the nature of such structural processes that their potential harmful 
effects cannot be traced directly to any particular contributor to the process.”24 Any action in response 
to one’s role assignment, then, seems too broad a category for contribution. However, we have seen 
that the class of contributors to structural injustice needs to be broader than mere rule followers, to 
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capture the defaulters. Nonetheless, the class of contributors should not include everyone acting in 
response to a role since efforts to change structural injustice should not render one responsible for it.

The person defaulting on her mortgage is not typically seeking to change the rules. She is rather 
seeking relief from her obligations. It would be desirable for an account of contribution to include 
the person defaulting but not those breaking the rules by resisting oppression. They key is to carve 
out an exception for those who in responding to their roles seek to change the rules. Consider then a 
third proposal. Contribution to structural injustice includes all action in relation to institutional role 
assignment, except that which seeks to change the way institutions assign outcomes. Those seeking 
only relief for themselves—home owners defaulting on loans—are contributing to structural injustice, 
while those resisting rules—workers on strike—are not. According to this third proposal, contributors 
are rule responders, except those intending to change the rules.

7 |  THE SOCIAL CONNECTION MODEL

Although there are controversies about how best to understand causation on the liability model, the 
model survives because there are morally important reasons to think that a person who causes an 
injustice should be held responsible. As Young recognizes, holding people liable for their actions is 
a way of recognizing and respecting their agency.25 It assumes that people are able to control their 
actions in light of the foreseeable consequences, and that they can be influenced by reasons to do so.

But why hold people responsible for contributing to institutions in the absence of causing outcomes? 
Why hold people responsible either for acting in ways assigned to them by institutional rules or for 
seeking relief from the strictures of the rules, especially when their actions seem reasonable given the 
alternatives? We are not expressing respect for someone’s agency when it is not the outcomes of their 
action, but their contribution, that matters. What moral purpose then is served by such an account of 
responsibility? And what are the moral costs of doing so? Consider the consumer who defaults on her 
home loan. She is unwittingly contributing to a set of market responses that have powerful effects on 
the well-being of people in poor countries. Someone might object that to hold her responsible for such 
actions in this case is to demand too much of her. She cannot be expected to continue to make loan 
payments if she has to choose between doing that and buying food and clothes for her children.

Young’s account can deflect the immediate force of the objection. Holding a person responsible 
under the social connection model is not for the purpose of sanctioning her for her action. Instead, 
responsibility claims according to the social connection model are forward looking.26 “Being respon-
sible in relation to structural injustice means that one has an obligation to join with others who share 
that responsibility in order to transform the structural process to make their outcomes less unjust.”27 
One need not be outcome responsible to be responsible for changing an unjust social structure.

The concept of responsibility as it is typically used in discussions of injustice seems to point to a 
kind of debt. The agent held responsible owes a moral debt for some reason, a debt requiring some 
kind of action. Consider how Martin Luther King Jr. when in speaking before the Lincoln Memorial 
in 1963 used the language of a “promissory note.”

When the architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and 
the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a promissory note to which every 
American was to fall heir. This note was the promise that all men, yes, black men as well 
as white men, would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness. It is obvious today that America has defaulted on that promissory note in 
so far as her citizens of color are concerned.28
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If the concept of responsibility involves debt, one way to think about the differences among conceptions 
of responsibility is that they vary according how the debt is incurred and what must be done to relieve it. 
King believed that the responsibility was general; every American was heir to the responsibility to estab-
lish racial equality. It was not a special responsibility of a few.

Conceptions of responsibility also vary by purpose. It makes little sense to evaluate an account 
without understanding its purpose. The liability model aims to express respect for persons’ agency 
by assigning blame for misdeeds. However, a practice of holding a person responsible in the absence 
of outcomes attributed to her is not plausibly an expression of respect for her agency. According to 
the social connection model, a person is responsible regardless of the outcomes of the exercise of her 
agency. According to the social connection model, a finding of responsibility amounts identifying a 
person as owing a special debt of effort to overcome social and political injustice. The purpose is to 
motivate action in the service of social and political justice.

Young maintains, “That many of those properly thought to be victims of injustice nevertheless 
share responsibility for it.”29 In other words, they share in the special responsibility to work to remove 
the injustice. Furthermore, “[t]hose who might be argued to be in less advantaged positions within 
structures perhaps should take the lead in organizing and proposing remedies for injustice, because 
their interests, it might be argued, are most acutely at stake.”30 Young seeks to avoid the charge that 
the social connection model blames the victims of injustice by maintaining that a finding of respon-
sibility is not to blame or otherwise sanction the victims of structural injustice for the existence of 
the injustice. The account is forward looking; it lays an obligation on contributors to work towards 
improving the institutions under which the injustice arises. In the case of responsibility for crisis 
transmission mechanisms, this would seem to entail somewhat implausibly that both the recipient of 
remittances and the producer of basic commodities are responsible for efforts to remove crisis transi-
tion mechanisms.

One problem for the social connection model is that the assignment of responsibility extends be-
yond what would usefully serve the purpose of the account. If the purpose of the social connection 
model is to motivate people to pursue social and political justice by assigning them a debt to work 
towards reforming or removing structural injustice, it seems doubtful that that there is reason to assign 
a debt to those oppressed by the social structures. If self-interest is not already sufficient to motivate 
someone to fight against her oppression, it seems doubtful that any motivational supplement is to be 
gained by identifying her as responsible to resist.

Another problem for the social connection model is that despite Young’s claim to contrary, it risks 
justifying victim blaming. Are those who bear special responsibility to work to overcome injustice 
blameworthy under the model if they fail to do so? If they are, then the oppressed are blameworthy 
if they fail to fight oppression.31 If those who bear special responsibility to work to overcome justice 
are not blameworthy when they fail to pursue justice, then the motivational gain supplied by account 
would be diminished. More than that, absent a basis to blame those who do not act on their special re-
sponsibilities, the normative force of responsibility would evaporate. But responsibilities are nothing 
if not normative.

In the case of the Great Recession, a poor producer of basic commodities is not outcome respon-
sible, but she is responsible if she does not work with others to reform or remove crisis transition 
mechanisms. Victim blaming is not immediate, but it is right around the corner. The blaming is likely 
to be ineffective in any case. If self-interest is insufficient to motivate her to pursue available solutions, 
it defies credulity to claim that an account of responsibility discussed in an academic setting would 
do so. These considerations suggest that alternatives to the social connection model of responsibility 
merit consideration.
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8 |  BENEFICIARY RESPONSIBILITY

Beneficiary responsibility holds that all beneficiaries of injustice—regardless of where they stand 
in causal and contributory chains—are responsible. The basic idea is simply that when one enjoys 
benefits deriving from an injustice, one incurs a responsibility for some kind of rectification. This 
conception of responsibility has a long history. Hugo Grotius held that anyone who was enriched by 
the spoils of war captured unjustly was obligated to return them.32 The idea is to distinguish between 
mere possession of a benefit and an entitlement to possess it. Those who benefit from unjust structural 
process may be in possession of goods that they are not entitled to possess, even if the manner in 
which they came to possess them was not unjust. A person, who purchases art that another has stolen, 
has not herself come to possess the art unjustly. Still, she benefits from an injustice. Beneficiaries need 
not be outcome responsible for the injustice in order to be responsible for rectifying it.

Not everyone suffered as a result of the Great Recession. Plenty of money was made as well. 
Neither the beneficiaries nor the benefits that they enjoyed have received much public attention. A 
rare exception is the following postmortem from Time Magazine in January of 2012:

Labor costs are down while productivity is up. The most recent data from the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics show that quarterly productivity in manufacturing rose 5%, while 
unit labor costs declined 5.1%. Basically, as companies shut down their least successful 
business operations, they are left with the most efficient and productive ones. Moreover, 
wages are not keeping pace with inflation right now. In fact, adjusted for inflation, they 
are down 2.3% from a year ago, the biggest such decline since 1948. The overall result 
is that companies are getting more from their workers without having to pay them more.

Top companies are able to refinance their debt at low interest rates. The Federal Reserve’s 
policy of quantitative easing has made plenty of money available at low interest rates. 
Giant corporations with excellent credit ratings can therefore restructure their balance 
sheets any way they want—boosting cash on hand or locking in long-term borrowing 
exceptionally cheaply. As a result, the value of corporate balance sheets has risen by 28% 
since late 2009…

Money is rolling in. Higher productivity, moderate labor costs and restructured balance 
sheets combine to make companies more profitable. In fact, corporate profits are now at 
a peak in dollar terms and close to an all-time high as a percentage of GDP…

Perhaps not surprisingly, some of the companies with lots more cash on hand than they 
need are paying ample dividends.33

In the aftermath of the Great Recession, as profits rolled in, owners of capital enjoyed ample dividends. 
Although this group of owners could include some middle-income people with investments in pension 
funds, most of the profits accrued to the very wealthy. The economist Emmanuel Saez argues that in the 
United States the top 1% reaped 91% of the gains of post-recession economic growth from 2009 to 2012.34

In the case of the Great Recession, the burden of beneficiary responsibility for structural injus-
tice would have a sharper class focus than would the vaguer focus of responsibility according to the 
social connection model, which tends to draw people of all classes into the scope of responsibility. 
Beneficiary responsibility, by contrast, would zoom in on the owners of firms who have been able to 
exploit the crisis for tremendous profit.
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Perhaps one might object that what is described by Time Magazine above is after all just how capi-
talism operates, hardly a violation of a social norm. It is part of the creative destruction of capitalism, 
which regenerates itself precisely by means of the profit seeking activity of efficient firms exploiting 
the competitive weaknesses of other firms. Those who benefit from this activity have not necessarily 
done anything wrong. Indeed, mostly they were simply acting within the rules of the game.

There is no need to challenge that characterization of the normal workings of capitalism in order 
to respond. First, an assignment of beneficiary responsibility is not necessarily a finding of fault or 
blame. Beneficiaries of injustice are not necessarily blameworthy for the wrong doing from which 
they benefit. The person in possession of stolen goods is not always the thief. And if she is not, her 
acquisition of them may or may not have been just. Still, she may bear responsibility for returning 
the stolen goods. The assignment of beneficiary responsibility is distinct from responsibility for 
the injustice from which one has benefitted. Second, according to Young, the identification of a 
structural injustice is not the identification any wrong doing by an agent. Rather, it is of the nature 
of structural injustice that assignment of individual wrongdoing for injustice might not be available. 
A finding of structural injustice focuses instead on “social processes, considering how the effects of 
actions within institutions are mediated by the actions of other people in the institutions to produce 
outcomes we judge just or unjust.”35 The criticism is not of individual conduct.

There is in fact a tradition of separating social criticism from the appraisal of individuals that has 
a long history in writing about capitalism. Adam Smith after describing the plunder of the East India 
Company circumscribes his remarks to exclude from criticism “the servants” of the company. “It is 
the system of government, the situation in which they are placed that I mean to censure; not the char-
acter of those who have acted in it.”36 In the case of economic contagion, the objects of criticism are 
the crises transition mechanisms by which those who were especially vulnerable to poverty came to 
suffer it unjustly. Responsibility for those mechanisms based on benefit is a distinct matter from any 
wrongdoing, which might also have occurred.

There is another criticism of beneficiary responsibility that could be more damaging. Beneficiary 
responsibility seems to be backward looking. Grotius’s discussions suggest that when lands are taken 
in an unjust conquest, those who benefit from the conquest bear a responsibility to return them or 
somehow to compensate the victims. The normative aim is the condition prior to the injustice. The 
point is to remedy an injustice by restoring things to a just status quo ante. If that were the only plau-
sible way to interpret beneficiary responsibility, it would disqualify it in cases of structural injustice. 
In these cases, the point is not to find some prior just relations that were disrupted by acts of injustice. 
Those often do not exist. The purpose of responsibility assignment in cases of structural injustice is 
to serve the creation of a new more just order. A fundamental problem with the liability model of 
responsibility is not only, as Young stresses, that we are often unable the identify persons who are 
the causes of structural injustice, it is also that it fails to look forward in the needed way. The liability 
model typically seeks to repair things to their rightful place under the existing rules. However, in cases 
of structural injustice, existing rules are often the problem. In the case of benefitting from rules per-
mitting unjust wealth creation and impoverishment—as opposed to benefitting from theft — looking 
backwards, to restore a just set of prior holdings makes no sense.

Can beneficiary responsibility be pressed into service for the purpose of changing the rules? If one 
possesses riches unjustly, not by fault but due to social processes whose cumulative effect is the unjust 
outcome of impoverishment for a great many people, then both responsibility to change the rules that 
permit such deprivation and liability to redistributive taxation seem to fit nicely. The economically 
powerful tend to be politically powerful. They often have more than the average capacity to influence 
legislation. Holding them responsible for making legislative changes in that case would be reasonable. 
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In addition, assigning liability to them in a scheme of progressive taxation, even up to confiscatory 
levels, on grounds of the enjoyment of wealth unjustly possessed also seems reasonable.

Neither the beneficiary responsibility to make legislative changes nor the liability to taxation re-
quires that the beneficiaries be blameworthy for the injustice. The beneficiaries, however, may be 
blameworthy in virtue of their responses to their obligations. Beneficiaries would be blameworthy to 
the extent that they shirked their obligation to change the rules from which they benefit or sought to 
avoid taxation to which they are by justice liable. In this case, contrary to the criticism of the social 
connection model raised above, assigning the beneficiaries of the injustice blame for their failures 
either to work towards change or to pay fair taxes seems morally appropriate.

9 |  NATURAL DUTIES OF JUSTICE

The liability model, the social connection model, and beneficiary responsibility are all conceptions of 
special responsibility. A conception of special responsibility picks out some people who bear respon-
sibility for an injustice because that person is in some way specially related to the injustice, by causing 
it, by contributing to processes that causes it, or by benefitting from it. The special relation identified 
by the previous accounts serves both to identify a class of agents in order to assign obligations to them 
and to protect all other agents from the assignment of responsibility.

In contrast to these special conceptions, I now consider a conception that holds that all members 
of the association of people bound by duties of social justice are responsible for structural injustice; 
they all have a duty to work towards improving the unjust social structures. This is a view maintained 
by John Rawls. He defends natural duties that, “apply to us without regard to our voluntary acts,”37 
and that these include duties “to further just arrangements not yet established.”38 This approach does 
not pick out people who are specially related to an injustice for the purpose of laying an obligation 
on them not shared by others. Rather, everyone is implicated. Injustice creates a duty for everyone to 
seek its abolition. Identifying someone as a duty bearer in this case is wholly distinct from identifying 
her as at fault or blameworthy for the injustice, and no one is shielded from the obligation to work to 
make institutions more just.

Still, there could be more or less general conceptions of this kind duty. Rawls famously, or infa-
mously as I have argued extensively elsewhere, limits this version of responsibility to co-citizens.39 
Peoples or states limit the reach of an account of general responsibility. Individuals are generally not 
responsible for injustice beyond the borders of domestic jurisdiction. Although in some special cases, 
referred to by Rawls as “burdened societies,” the political communities in which individuals live are 
under a duty to remedy the burdening circumstances.40 Cosmopolitan critics of Rawls, including me, 
argue that Rawls is wrong to limit duties of social justice to compatriots. If Rawls is right about the ex-
istence of natural duties of justice, then by implication cosmopolitans are committed to the existence 
of duties of natural justice to remedy injustice suffered by non-compatriots living in other countries.

Within the class of cosmopolitan accounts of natural duties of justice, some humanity-centered ac-
counts hold all persons responsible in principle for remedying all injustices.41 Other association-based 
cosmopolitan accounts, such as the one I defend, limit those picked out to co-associationists.42 The 
difference here is not about one’s special relation to the injustice, as either causing, contributing to, or 
benefitting from it. A special relationship of that sort is not required. Rather, the difference has to do 
with the scope of the circumstances of social justice. Humanity-centered accounts hold that everyone 
is in relations of social justice with all people. Association-based cosmopolitan accounts hold that 
people owe duties of social justice only to those with whom they share an association of the right sort, 
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and contingently in virtue of globalization that includes non-compatriots. For the contrast with special 
conceptions of responsibility this difference does not matter.

One fundamental criticism of natural duties of justice is that if a person has no special relation to 
the injustice (by causing it, participating in processes that cause it, or benefitting from it), it seems 
like an unjust limitation of her moral freedom to hold her duty bound to remedy the injustice.43 In 
response, it is important to notice that we do not think that about morality in general. Being the cause 
of suffering might create a special duty help relieve it, but a general duty can exist even in the absence 
of causing the suffering. If one pushes a child in a pond in which she might drown, one surely has a 
duty to rescue, but the duty is not entirely absent even for a passerby who bears no special relation 
to the child. Generally, we are not morally free in every case to ignore a harm not attributable to us. 
Sometimes the mere capacity to prevent the harm is sufficient to render us duty bound.

The action requirements for satisfying a duty of natural of justice seem indeterminate. A defender 
of the social connection account might claim that such lack of precision is a weakness of the account. 
But that hardly seems compelling. First, of all such indeterminacy seems to feature in the social 
connection model of responsibility as well. What one must do will vary according capacity, extent of 
benefit, and role in the structural injustice. Second, a lack determinacy does not mean that nothing at 
all can be said about what a person should do. In either case one should act, within reasonable costs, 
to overcome injustice. The point, however, in both accounts is not to provide a precise guide to action, 
but to assert a reason for acting.

As the example of the child in danger of drowning in the pond suggests, general duties and special 
duties are not incompatible. All of those who can rescue her should, simply in virtue of being able to 
do so, but the person who caused her to be there has a special, and presumably perfect, duty to rescue 
her. Responsibilities of both kinds can exist simultaneously. The same is the case with beneficiary 
responsibility and natural duties of justice. Although the owners of corporations who profited from 
the global recession have a special duty, in virtue of benefitting, to contribute to the effort to create 
institutions of a global order that protect people from vulnerability to impoverishment as a result of 
economic contagion, we all have an imperfect duty to contribute to that effort.

10 |  CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

A pro-poor social epidemiology of economic contagion would be incomplete without a more detailed 
account of the causes of the problem and importantly an account of plausible institutional remedies. 
This paper is merely a start. Identifying the mechanism in broad terms is necessary to work towards 
the cure. Being clear about responsibility is necessary to know who stands indebted to make change 
and who is liable to finance protection against the factors that currently render the poor vulnerable. 
The account of responsibility points especially to the beneficiaries, but everyone has a role to play in 
the remedy. We should not be surprised if powerful actors who bear special responsibility are recal-
citrant. In that regard, Young’s emphasis on involving the oppressed in remedying their oppression 
is understandable. But the drawback of Young’s social connection model is that the special respon-
sibility that is assigned to the oppressed, as well as to all others who contribute, can be used against 
them in assignments of blameworthiness if they fail to act as her model would require. Beneficiary 
responsibility avoids adding such insult to injury. Nonetheless, it is likely that many of the responsible 
parties will not be present in any case when the charge of beneficiary responsibility is read out. And 
they will resist the claims of liability to redistributive taxation. If a cure is to be administered, it is will 
be despite resistance. The likelihood of such intransigence makes all the more important the general 
responsibilities that everyone has to promote just institutions.
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