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Introduction

Injustice in a Disorienting World

In December 2012, just north of Dhaka, Bangladesh, a fire started on the
ground floor of a garment factory named Tazreen Fashions. Even though
it was late on a Saturday night, hundreds of workers were in the factory,
making clothes for US corporations like Walmart, Disney, and Sears. When
smoke began to drift up through the factory, managers ordered workers to
stay at their sewing machines. One survivor later testified, “Our production
manager . . . pulled down the collapsible gate on the third floor, forcing us
to continue working. We pleaded with him to let us out, but [he] assured us
that nothing was wrong and we should keep working. He told us not to listen
to any rumors. He said again, ‘Nothing has happened, just keep working’ !
Workers who disobeyed and tried to leave found that there were no emer-
gency exits and even the regular exit was locked during business hours.
To escape the flames, workers jumped out of windows from five floors up,
breaking their legs and spines. At least 125 people died, with more than 200
injured.? Seeking compensation from the US corporations whose products
he sewed, another survivor who leaped from the building testified, “I was
the only earning member [in my family]. My brother stopped studying be-
cause of my accident and now works as a daily wage laborer. I have not done
any work since the accident because the doctor told me not to do any heavy
work. I still have to spend money on medicines. I cannot sit on the floor an-
ymore.”® In the end, after years of pressure from worker activists, Walmart
finally contributed just $250,000 to the fund set up to compensate the hun-
dreds of survivors and families of those died.*

The fire at Tazreen Fashions was not only a tragedy but an injustice. Such
avoidable catastrophes are a normal part of the global economy as it is cur-
rently structured; the International Labour Organization estimates that more
than 2.3 million people die from occupational accidents or work-related
diseases every year.” Indeed, just a few months later, an even worse disaster
occurred nine miles away when Rana Plaza, an eight-story commercial
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2 DISORIENTING NEOLIBERALISM

building with multiple garment factories, collapsed. This disaster took place
around 9 a.m., after most workers had already arrived, and killed 1,132 while
injuring more than 2,500; workers had pointed out ominous cracks in the
building to their managers the previous day but were told to come to work
or be fired. While the Tazreen fire drew comparisons with New York City’s
infamous Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire of 1911, which killed 146 people,
the Rana Plaza collapse was worse by an order of magnitude, the deadliest
accident in the history of the global garment industry.®

The Rana Plaza collapse is a paradigmatic global injustice not only be-
cause the humanitarian scale of the disaster was immense, but also because
Bangladesh’s garment industry is fully integrated into and dependent on the
global economy. Employing more than four million people, Bangaldesh’s gar-
ment industry is, in turn, a linchpin of the national economy; in defending
their industry in the wake of these disasters, manufacturers argued that
garments represented 80 percent of Bangladesh’s total exports and more
than 12 percent of the country’s entire GDP for FY 2016.7 Politicians and
factory owners see the industry’s success in the global economy as dependent
on low costs, so when workers have gone on strike to demand better wages
and working conditions, garment manufacturers have collaborated with the
government of Bangladesh to violently repress them—killing some workers,
imprisoning hundreds more, and firing thousands.®

If you're like me, you probably find thinking about this unsettling. The
injustice of the situation is not only obvious but urgent and ongoing; while
circumstances have improved since 2013, workers in Bangladesh still
struggle for safe working conditions and better wages while the garment in-
dustry continues to resist even modest reform efforts.” I want to do my part
to stop this injustice. But what can I do? The problem seems far away and the
solutions unclear. Workers are dying making clothes for US corporations to
sell in the United States. As a US citizen and as an apparel consumer, I feel
connected to the injustice, but the nature of that connection seems compli-
cated and difficult to grasp. I have my own problems to attend to and my
own work to do—none of it as urgent as these daily injustices, of course,
but pressing enough for me to wonder if I really have a responsibility to do
anything, especially when I feel largely powerless in relation to the social,
political, and economic structures that I inhabit. Even when I have had the
opportunity to take some action—for example, signing a petition to Walmart
executives or leafleting in front of a Disney store—I sometimes have to
wonder if what I did was meaningful. I'm left uneasy, with a bad conscience
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about living my life amid injustice and unsure not only about what I should
do but about how I should think about my circumstances.

Questions about what global justice requires have been a hot topic in polit-
ical theory for quite some time, yet these particular practical questions about
what global justice means for individuals in our unjust world still lack satis-
factory answers. This is not entirely surprising. For one thing, globalization is
complicated, making it difficult to understand what is happening, much less
what to do about it. Economists, political scientists, sociologists, and others
debate almost every claim about the global economy, from the effect of
trade agreements like the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)
to the employment impact of immigration. Many political theorists and
philosophers respond by trying to bracket the global economy’s complexity.
Some offer works of ideal theory that consider what fully just institutions
would look like, putting aside questions about how we get there from here;
others suggest this complexity is largely irrelevant to our urgent, humani-
tarian duty to meet the needs of the world’s poorest.

When theorists and philosophers do evaluate the justice of the global
economy, their standard approach takes as its starting point the fact that
most residents of the developed world have more resources and better life
chances than residents of the developing world and asks if this inequality
can be justified. This standard approach to global justice, which I aim to cri-
tique and transform in this book, owes its structure to the egalitarian lib-
eral political philosophy of John Rawls. Rawls self-consciously saw himself
as extending and updating the liberal social contract tradition and one of his
major contributions is formulating the “difference principle,” which requires
that social and economic inequalities be to the greatest benefit of the least
advantaged members of society. Consequently, political theorists have often
debated whether or not post-Rawlsian egalitarian convictions about social
justice should be extended by analogy to the world as a whole or defended
as normatively best when confined to domestic politics. Those who defend
global egalitarianism debate whether distributive justice is always owed to
humanity as a whole or required only on account of contemporary inter-
national political institutions and economic interdependence; those who
defend limiting distributive justice to the state argue about whether that is
due to the nature of sovereignty or national culture or some other unique
feature of domestic politics. As a result, much egalitarian political theory
about global justice remains structured by its origin in the challenge Charles
Beitz first posed in 1975: Is it morally permissible to ensure a fair domestic
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distribution of wealth while ignoring glaring international inequalities?!? As
critics like Raymond Geuss have pointed out, though, the ascendance of dis-
tributive justice within political theory has coincided with its retreat in the
actual politics of the Global North.!! Arguably, we are further than ever from
realizing the difference principle on any scale.

This standard approach is plainly inadequate for answering the questions
I want to ask about injustice in the global economy. Looking at the general
level of inequality is important but insufficient for understanding my partic-
ular relation to garment workers in Bangladesh. It doesn’t capture the spe-
cific injustices done in the production of garments so it doesn't help me think
about my own relation to those particular wrongs. What’s more, focusing
entirely on the ways in which Americans are better off than Bangladeshis
overlooks the fact that many Americans also experience the contempo-
rary global economy as unjust.!? For forty years, American income ine-
quality increased while median wages stagnated.!® At the same time, much
manufacturing that had been done in the United States was either automated
or moved abroad—a process that only intensified in the wake of permanent
normal trade relations with China. US manufacturing employment declined
by nearly one-fifth between 2001 and 2007.!* Workers and their communi-
ties scarcely had time to recover before the 2008 global financial crisis hit,
raising the national unemployment rate to 10 percent and causing the net
worth of Americans to drop by a third; on average, an American worker
could expect to earn $150,000 less over their lifetime as a result of the crisis.!>
European workers also suffered significantly in the years after the crisis.
Eurozone GDP per capita declined from 2007 to 2015. The unemployment
rate in the Eurozone as a whole stood at 13 percent in 2014 while countries
like Spain and Greece saw their unemployment rates spike over twice that.!¢
The causes of this crisis were intimately tied to a global economy increasingly
reliant on financial markets and products like mortgage-backed securities
and derivative options; products like these ultimately bankrupted the invest-
ment bank Bear Stearns, dramatically heralding the global crisis.!” Even as
millions of American homeowners were forced out of their homes by fore-
closure, political elites authorized massive state spending and intervention
to save the financial industry, all justified by appeals to the necessity of sus-
taining markets and liquidity.!® Any account of global justice that overlooks
these developments ignores the experiences of workers across the globe
and will have a hard time guiding action. This book is an effort to show that
we can do better if we take as our starting point the recognition that many
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people in both Bangladesh and the United States have an interest in changing
the institutions that govern the global economy.

Within contemporary American politics, globalization is often framed as
though we face a choice between the existing global economy and autarky.
This false choice disguises the fact that the contemporary terms of global
economic integration are shaped by neoliberalism, an influential political
theory that defines freedom as choice in the market and asserts the crea-
tion and sustaining of markets as the primary value of politics. Beginning
in earnest in the 1970s, just as Rawls was publishing his Theory of Justice,
neoliberal thinkers and their followers became key policymakers in do-
mestic and international political institutions, from the US Federal Reserve
to the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Trade Organization
(WTO)." Legitimated by their shared, market-centered vision of freedom
and politics, they pursued policies that made capital mobility and trans-
national supply chains centerpieces of the global economy, giving rise to
injustices like the Tazreen fire and the Rana Plaza collapse. Meanwhile, fol-
lowing neoliberal prescriptions, states shifted their domestic policies from
a Keynesian consensus on public spending aimed at softening economic
turmoil and hardship to austerity policies that cut welfare spending in
order to minimize budget deficits. Consumers in the developed world faced
increasing precarity even as they were able to buy ever cheaper t-shirts.

The global economy does not need to be conducted on these terms.
Seeing economic inequalities in the United States as related to injustices in
Bangladesh through these neoliberal policies and institutions opens up pos-
sibilities for theorizing that many theorists of global justice have passed over.
Grasping the transnational connections between these injustices doesn't add
a layer of complexity to otherwise comprehensible domestic problems, but
is essential for properly understanding both the injustices themselves and
how to combat them. Appreciating these complicated political and economic
relations need not lead to practical paralysis. On the contrary, people want
to understand the forces that shape their lives and constrain their freedom.
Theories of global justice can satisfy this desire by giving an account of how
people should orient themselves to the most important features of the global
economy, helping us to identify shared interests and build coalitions that
can actually achieve global justice. However, little of the existing literature
on global justice addresses this need.? The standard approach provides little
immediate guidance for responding to current catastrophe; meanwhile,
those who urge a humanitarian approach to global suffering overlook the
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political nature of our relations, framing my motivation as altruistic concern
unrelated to how the global economy touches my own interests. Meanwhile,
the robust literature on neoliberalism is essential for understanding the
institutions of the contemporary global economy, but it lacks a normative
framework for understanding our political responsibilities to combat their
injustice.

My aim in this book is to bring these literatures together in order to provide
an orientation to the neoliberal global economy that can facilitate actions to
resist and replace it with the aim of better realizing egalitarian justice. Being
effectively oriented to one’s political circumstances requires accounting for
three features:

1. how social and political arrangements operate;

2. how those operations are generally made intelligible and legitimate to
those subject to them; and

3. the normative values that one’s actions should promote in the context of
(1) and (2).

When effectively oriented, individuals can undertake actions that they be-
lieve meaningfully contribute to realizing their values in light of their actual
circumstances. In this book, I aim to provide accounts of these three features
so that readers can better orient themselves to their own role in the global
economy. These features are interrelated. Understanding my circumstances is
not a matter of being acquainted with bare facts, but requires some judgment
of their meaning. Interpretive work separating significant from peripheral
aspects of our circumstances invariably employs normative concepts—not
just whether we think something is good or bad, freeing or oppressive, but
whether it is appropriately described as a matter of politics at all.

On the account of orientation I offer, the operations of the global economy
today are (2) made intelligible and legitimate to those subject to them by ne-
oliberalism, which asserts the primacy of the economy as a realm of life. For
neoliberalism, political institutions are legitimate to the extent that they con-
tribute to the creation and functioning of markets, but largely illegitimate
when they pursue other aims. The paradigm of individual freedom is choice
in the market; guided by this value, individuals can navigate even tradition-
ally non-economic realms of life thinking of themselves as consumers or
entrepreneurs. Within political institutions, neoliberal theory has served to
justify policies creating and sustaining pervasive domestic austerity, capital
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mobility, and transnational supply chains. However, if we attend carefully to
(1) the actual operations of the global economy, we can see that they diverge
from neoliberal theory in important ways that reveal other political possi-
bilities. I look specifically at transnational supply chains and show how they
are better described as political institutions that govern the workers and con-
sumers subject to them rather than the free exchanges of neoliberal theory.

Those who want to contest the authority of these institutions and resist
global injustice can be guided by (3) an account of freedom as the capacity
of individuals to affirm the institutions that have shaped us as those we could
have freely chosen. Such freedom is denied to those who developed under
and are habituated by unjust institutions, but it can serve as a critical ideal
to orient efforts to resist them. For example, many people in Bangladesh and
the United States can see each other as partners in a movement to resist an
unjust global economy because of the way it impairs their freedom, in diverse
ways. Such resistance will not be in the interest of everyone; some people are
not subject to unjust institutions, but rather claim authority within them. But
for those who experience their freedom as constrained, their shared interest
in transforming the global economy should lead them to be disposed to sol-
idarity with the others who are also subject to those unjust institutions and
practices, even when those relations cross state borders.

Social change requires coalitions of people of diverse social and political
statuses working together. My conception of freedom reflects this, both in its
applications and in its sources, by drawing from the work of G. W. E Hegel,
John Rawls, W. E. B. Du Bois, Gloria Anzaldua, Theodor Adorno, Iris Marion
Young, and others. Most individuals lack the power to influence institutions
on their own and can only take effective political action as part of a move-
ment; consequently, an account of orientation also has to be one that can
be adopted widely enough to facilitate the participation of many different
people. My account accordingly offers a significant rereading of the egali-
tarian liberal tradition that frames much contemporary writing on global
justice in order to develop a view that can be supported by the multiple po-
litical traditions that share an interest in resisting neoliberalism, including
egalitarian liberalism, Marxism, critical race theory, and feminist theory.

Such a coalition of egalitarian views is both possible and necessary in light
of how neoliberalism orients us to existing inequality. Earlier laissez faire
justifications of economic inequality treated politics and the economy as
independent realms, holding that great material inequality was compatible
with political equality. Because of this presumption of independence, Marx
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could position himself as unmasking a hidden truth about the relationship
between liberalism and capitalism by revealing the unfreedom of real eco-
nomic inequality concealed by formally equal citizenship rights.?! Such an
unmasking presumes the political sphere to at least appear to be a place for
robust expressions of freedom. But unlike laissez faire views, neoliberalism
already proclaims that politics is determined by economic motives because
all activity is understood as fundamentally economic; there is thus nothing
to unmask and the space for internal critique of neoliberal freedom is ac-
cordingly limited.

Because it explicitly subordinates the political to the economic, ne-
oliberalism no longer pits the liberal defense of rights against the Marxist
unmasking of the limits of formal rights.?> When consumer choice is exalted
as a superior expression of freedom to political action, the limits of formal
rights in the face of economic power prevail as common knowledge that
liberals and Marxists alike can lament. Egalitarian critics of neoliberalism
share an interest in reorienting our view and inverting the normative valence
of this common sense, so that the contemporary impotence of public collec-
tive action relative to the market becomes a critique of the status quo rather
than its validation. Under neoliberalism, all those concerned with economic
inequality have a reason to want to repoliticize the economy, to show that it is
not best understood as a realm characterized by private individuals making
free choices but one where some people claim authority over others and
where we can and should collectively decide to organize our relations to each
other differently.

Now is an especially auspicious time to propose an alternative orienta-
tion. In the long wake of the 2008 financial crisis, many of the institutions
and individuals who were responsible for enacting neoliberal policies have
begun to question the efficacy of their own prescriptions. Two years before
the crisis, Larry Summers, the former Chief Economist of the World Bank
and US Treasury Secretary, commemorated the passing of Milton Friedman,
the great popularizer of neoliberalism, by writing, “We are all Friedmanites
now”—avowing neoliberalism’s political hegemony by explicitly contrasting
this state of affairs with Richard Nixon’s 1971 description of himself as a
Keynesian when that allegiance was de rigueur. Neoliberalism’s crumbling
self-evidence a decade later can be measured by Summers’s shift to arguing—
in the pages of the Financial Times, no less—that populists were actually
right to see globalization as “a project carried out by elites for elites with
little consideration for the interests of ordinary people.”®® Two months later,
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the June 2016 issue of the IMF’s own quarterly magazine ran an article by
three members of its research department titled “Neoliberalism: Oversold?”
that critiqued the inequality and instability caused by austerity and capital
mobility.>

The futility of discussing global justice in isolation from real world
developments was made abundantly clear by the election of Donald Trump
to the US presidency in 2016. Explicitly running against globalization,
Trump won the electoral college on the strength of better-than-expected per-
formance in Wisconsin, Michigan, and Pennsylvania—states where many
believe Trump’s promises to bring jobs “back” from Mexico and China made
the difference. Once in office, Trump withdrew the United States from the
Trans-Pacific Partnership and renegotiated NAFTA on terms that he sees as
more favorable.”> While the Trump administration’s other policies largely
offer clear continuities with neoliberal agendas, the discursive break with
elite consensus about global economic integration makes proceeding as
though globalization unambiguously benefits Americans and the victims
of global injustice reside entirely in the developing world seem more blink-
ered than ever.”® Even neoliberalism’s defenders have lost their confidence
in Margaret Thatcher’s slogan “There is No Alternative”; no one can take for
granted the stability of neoliberal institutions if people who grow up under
them do not reliably develop into subjects willing to identify their freedom
with the market.

Critique as Reorientation

To many worried about really existing global injustice, the development of
an alternative orientation may seem like an unnecessary detour. Who needs
political theory to know that Bangladeshi garment workers shouldn’t have
to risk their lives to make as little as $68 a month??7 In this section, I aim
to address such skepticism by showing how political theory can be of use
here. Both those who doubt the utility of normative theorizing and those
who doubt the importance of empirical developments for understanding
justice overlook the role that political theory can play as a source of ori-
entation to the world. The need for orientation is especially clear when we
consider the difference between the scale of the global economy and our eve-
ryday experiences. As Samuel Scheffler points out, “An emphasis on the sig-
nificance for human affairs of various large-scale global developments and
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dynamics—economic, political, technological, and environmental—does
not translate in any obvious way into a determinate picture of how ordinary
individuals should conduct their lives”?® Trillions of dollars of global trade
flows can feel like too much for our understanding to get a grip on; the num-
bers are too different from those that we encounter in our everyday lives.
An orientation addresses this experience by identifying the features of our
world that we should regard as the most salient for judgments about how to
act within it. When properly oriented, individuals find the institutional con-
text of their action comprehensible and can act accordingly, confident that
their actions are meaningful and appropriate (though, of course, their suc-
cess cannot be guaranteed).

When I suggest that political theory can and should guide action, I don’t
mean that political theory can or should provide a “to do” list for political
action or a set of rules that, if followed, would put one beyond reproach. The
kind of guidance it can provide is different. Explaining his view of what polit-
ical theory can do, Geuss writes, “My interest is in the practical coherence of
a certain general framework for orienting political action in the contempo-
rary world.”? Geuss, an acid critic of Rawlsian liberalism, thinks this interest
separates his “political realism” from other approaches to political theory,
but in Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, Rawls himself calls orientation one
of the primary practical aims of political philosophy. Geuss is right that egal-
itarian liberals have rarely centered this practical aim in their theorizing,
but Rawls’s avowal of orientation as a central aim suggests that this failure is
better understood not as the result of an error with their philosophical meth-
odology, as Geuss and others argue, but as a political shortcoming by their
own lights.?°

The shortcomings of egalitarian liberalism as a source of orientation are
nicely illustrated by a 2013 op-ed by conservative Senator Ted Cruz, which
asserted that “We should assess policy with a Rawlsian lens, asking how it
affects those least well-off among us! Yet Cruz’s orientation was explic-
itly anti-egalitarian and he concluded, “Conservative policies help those
struggling to climb the economic ladder, and liberal policies hurt them.
Taking the difference principle as a way of seeing, Cruz nevertheless argued
against the redistribution Rawls supported and in favor of neoliberal poli-
cies that interpret entrepreneurship as the highest form of citizenship. Cruz’s
argument shows how, taken as a normative principle in isolation, the dif-
ference principle may fail to orient us to even great inequality as an injus-
tice; it needs to be connected to some particular understanding of existing
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institutions in order to serve a critical function. Rawls recognized this need
in his call for orientation, but he failed to meet it; by providing (3) a guiding
normative value without properly accounting for (1) how political and social
institutions operate and (2) are legitimated, the actions that follow from his
theory are importantly undetermined.>?

The account of orientation that I offer here, in part by rectifying Rawls’s
view, thus begins the book’s work of developing an account that can be
endorsed by multiple egalitarian traditions in political theory. Rawls writes,
“The members of any civilized society need a conception that enables them
to understand themselves as members having a certain political status—in a
democracy, that of equal citizenship—and how this status affects their rela-
tion to their social world. This need political philosophy may try to answer,
and this role I call that of orientation.”*® Given the daunting complexity of
modern society, it is very difficult to judge what those arrangements require
of me; internationally but also domestically, I take part in a system of coop-
erative interdependence in which I am not able to understand all the details
of the social functions I rely on and contribute to. An orientation can help
us comprehend our relation to existing institutions by giving an account of
our political status and the typical relationships between our status and the
political status of others. This can make the complex interdependence of so-
ciety comprehensible by describing a role that it is feasible for individuals
to play and which helps them meet their obligations. In Rawls’s example, in
a modern democracy, each person contributes something different to the
functioning of social institutions, but it is understood that they share the po-
litical status of citizen and this shapes how people perceive each other and
how they understand themselves. An orientation thus helps individuals nav-
igate their world by giving them a general picture of where they stand and
how they ought to see the others who share their world. Ideally, in a well-
ordered society, orientation would come easily; most people would not need
to make any special efforts to see themselves and others as citizens with equal
political status, for example.

Notably, though, an orientation is not meant to work only in ideal socie-
ties, but is meant to help us understand how to act today. An orientation does
not provide a road map to a society where equality is fully realized, but it puts
existing inequality in perspective, enabling us to identify and act against in-
justice more effectively. When oriented by our role as citizens, we perceive
and treat others as the political equals they ought to be, even though many
Americans do not enjoy descriptively equal political status due to factors
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like their race, gender, and sexuality. Though it may not be easily acquired
in a society that reinforces racial hierarchy in many subtle and unsubtle
ways, an orientation to equal status is appropriate: it promotes values that
are embedded in our political institutions but imperfectly realized and, by
leading us to treat others as they deserve to be treated, promotes the fuller
realization of political equality.**

In order to facilitate effective action that promotes genuine equality, an
orientation cannot simply lead people to act as though such equality already
exists; formally equal treatment can allow persistent racial disadvantage to
remain unaddressed so an effective orientation must acknowledge these real
inequalities. Consequently, one must be oriented to (1) the factual existence
of entrenched hierarchy, (2) its legitimation, and (3) the normatively equal
status others ought to enjoy. In the United States, an effective orientation
considers (3) the normative value of political equality in the context of (1) the
actual operation of the United States’ inegalitarian and hierarchical political
and social institutions that, for example, reproduce the racial wealth gap, and
(2) the legitimation of those institutions by appeals to formal equality; this
facilitates the promotion of political equality in ways that do not legitimate
and entrench existing inequality. For white people, this may require devel-
oping an alienation from the habitual attitudes that they have developed in
the course of their experiences of social institutions that have largely treated
them as equals. In such circumstances, those who experience oppression
are in a better epistemic position to perceive how institutions operate while
those who are privileged with respect to that oppression may be easily ori-
ented to overlook the obstacles to equality that remain for others; W. E. B. Du
Bois’s conceptions of “second sight” and “the veil” provide an important ac-
count of this, as I discuss in chapter 4. When it comes to neoliberalism and
global justice, we likewise need to understand (1) the global economy’s most
important empirical features; (2) the orientations which most readily arise
from our interactions with those features and which tend to legitimate them;
and the institutions’ relationship with (3) the values we want to realize.

A shared orientation does not replace the need to exercise judgment
about strategy and tactics, but prepares the way for such judgments to be
shared by ensuring people attend to the same features of the political land-
scape. Thus a widespread orientation to equal status will make some poten-
tial political actions seems obviously incoherent or inappropriate without
leading everyone to converge on precisely the same actions as best; political
movements, after all, do not require internal unanimity to succeed, though



INTRODUCTION: INJUSTICE IN A DISORIENTING WORLD 13

they do need their disagreements to be mutually intelligible against a shared
background of empirical and normative assumptions. Because of these prac-
tical uses, a political theory is not only a collection of arguments which can
be judged sound or unsound but also a kind of practice to be judged more
pragmatically—one that facilitates particular forms of action by describing
a way of understanding our political status. Such descriptions can transform
our self-understanding in a way that disposes us to act in certain manners
and to see and treat others in a particular fashion as a result. Political theo-
ries need not consciously aim at orienting us in order to do so; they can (and
often do) provide material for our self-conceptions without themselves of-
fering a theory of self-conceptions. However, making such material explicit
can be illuminating. Evidence that a theory has the resources to describe and
promote an effective orientation to our social world should weigh in favor of
adopting it. I hope that the account I give in what follows passes this test.

Overview of the Book

So, how should I be oriented to the Bangladeshi workers in garment factories
struggling for better wages and working conditions? Because egalitarian lib-
eral theorists of global justice have largely overlooked the neoliberal trans-
formation of the world economy that has taken place since Rawls published
A Theory of Justice in 1971, they have not met the need for an orientation to
contemporary international politics.*> Many theorists of global justice offer
persuasive arguments that existing global institutions are sufficiently conse-
quential that distributive justice requires some concern for relative equality
beyond state borders.*® But these arguments focus on institutional rules and
omit any guidance for individuals, aside from a general exhortation to bring
about more just institutions. As Scheffler puts it, we still lack “a set of clear,
action-guiding, and psychologically feasible principles which would enable
individuals to orient themselves in relation to the larger [global] processes,
and general conformity to which would serve to regulate those processes
and their effects in a morally satisfactory way”—and he proclaims him-
self doubtful that anything is forthcoming to meet this need.’” One reason
why such concepts are both needed and hard to find is the apparent com-
plexity of my international political statuses. For example, simply being a cit-
izen of the United States means that I have some political status in relation
to many important international issues; the United States plays a key role in
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sustaining the international trade regime that makes it possible for me to buy
garments made elsewhere, for example. Beyond that, the United States is also
a member of many international organizations and some, like the IME, in-
fluence the governance of other countries. Sometimes individuals are even
given standing directly by these arrangements; trade agreements now stand-
ardly include investor-state dispute settlement, for example, which permits
investors of signatory nations to sue the states party to it for laws that affect
the profitability of their investments.*® Each of these features affects my polit-
ical status, since it makes me subject to some institutions and even grants me
some share of authority over others.

Equal citizenship doesn’t seem to readily orient us to these circumstances.
Some egalitarian liberals conclude from this that the global economy isn’t
properly a political domain. But it is equally clear that purely economic roles,
like that of the consumer, are insufficient to orient us; the choices that many
want—for example, to buy clothes made in safe conditions by workers who
enjoy a living wage and freedom of association—aren’t available while the
choices that are available are often contrary to one’s own economic interests
as a worker. In such circumstances, consumer choice hardly feels like an ex-
pression of freedom, as neoliberalism claims. Understanding how we ought
to act in the global economy requires a new set of orienting roles which
are rooted in people’s current experiences but incorporate different self-
understandings that more readily dispose people to resist injustice.

With that larger aim of the book in mind, I'd like to explain its structure
and provide a brief chapter-by-chapter overview ofits contents, with an eye to
the multiple theoretical traditions I hope to address. Chapter 1 substantiates
my interpretation of the neoliberal theory of political legitimacy through a
reconstruction of the views of Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman, whose
works were key to popularizing neoliberalism and its attendant orientation.
Even people who have not read Hayek or Friedman live in conditions and
institutions that were shaped by them and, as a result, have been habituated
to their way of seeing. As the economy has increasingly adopted neoliberal
policies and employment has become experienced as correspondingly pre-
carious, it makes more and more practical sense for individuals to adopt
the neoliberal conception of themselves as entrepreneurs who experience
freedom in the market. The task for those who want to resist neoliberalism
is to provide people in such circumstances with another way of attending to
their situation. I begin this work by considering neoliberal theory’s own ac-
count of what leads individuals to adopt a neoliberal orientation and show
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how it relies on an understanding of power that troubles their efforts to sepa-
rate an economic realm of freedom from a political realm of coercion.

It is in this context that I undertake a detailed look at transnational supply
chains in chapter 2 to make visible their actual operation, which diverge
from that neoliberal way of dividing up and legitimating the political and
economic realms. Focusing on the impressive mobility of multinational
corporations and the extensive dispersal of their supply chains across the
globe often leads analysts to assume that supply chains exemplify neoliberal
market exchange. In practice, supply chains diverge significantly from the
vision of spontaneous, self-organizing market activity and more closely re-
semble the kind of economic planning neoliberal theorists ostensibly decry.
When pressed to explain these prevalent economic forms, even neoliberals
concede that economic activity is not only dependent on extraeconomic
coercion from the political realm, but itself shot through with claims to au-
thority. Workers and consumers who are subject to supply chains can con-
test these claims to authority—in the first place, by insisting on their right
to freedom of association with each other—and thus begin to repoliticize
the economic realm that neoliberals seek to encase. The appropriate meta-
phor here is not an unmasking, but a reorientation—reinterpreting features
of our lives that are already visible so that we understand them differently
and attend to them in a different way, noticing new things about them as we
approach from different angles. The supply chain is especially useful in this
regard because supply chain products are omnipresent in our daily lives. We
literally wear the products of supply chains on our backs every day, which
helps anchor critique of a global economy that can otherwise be profoundly
disorienting.*

Sustaining this critique requires a deeper explanation of how freedom can
reorient us and so, in chapter 3, I offer an account of freedom that shows
how many people can see themselves as having an interest in reforming
or replacing unjust institutions. The injustices of the global economy vary
around the world, from the physical and sexual abuse of workers in the
factories of global supply chains to diminishing the value of political lib-
erties by limiting the ability of states to effectively regulate corporations.
Egalitarian liberal theorists have often overlooked these other forms of in-
justice, which are not well captured by Rawls’s difference principle, in favor
of debates about the appropriate scope of distributive justice. While di-
verse, I argue that a common thread among these injustices is that they vi-
olate the freedom of individuals. Against the neoliberal understanding of
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freedom as paradigmatically individual choice in the market, I place indi-
viduals’ dispositions and habits at the heart of freedom. Taking seriously the
effects that social and political institutions have on us before we could ever
choose them means that freedom has an essentially retrospective element;
a key experience of freedom is the recognition that the institutions which
have shaped us are ones we could have freely chosen. Rawls calls this “the
outer limit of freedom” and says it is expressed in the habitual attitudes or
dispositions that we acquire from just institutions. In a well-ordered society
that people perceive as one they can affirm, citizens both meet their political
obligations and express their freedom when they are disposed to reciprocity
with each other.

This dispositional conception of freedom is one that a range of theoretical
traditions can endorse, as I highlight by developing this conception through
areading of both Hegel and Rawls. The egalitarian liberalism to which Rawls
gave philosophical voice commands considerable public political support—
as indicated by Senator Cruz’s effort to lay claim to it—but has not been use-
fully developed as a source of resistance to neoliberalism. Disentangling
the parts of egalitarian liberalism that have served to support a neoliberal
status quo from those which have the potential to undermine it is neverthe-
less worthwhile; as Katrina Forrester observes, “even though parts of liberal
philosophy seem to be bound up in the political structure that lay behind the
crisis of 2008, others seem well suited to provide solutions to this moment
of dramatic inequality, with its longing for universalizing principles”*® Yet
even Rawls partisans may doubt the utility of his work for addressing the
questions I've posed; Rawls’s most extended work of international political
theory describes a world of self-sufficient societies—a vision that he calls a
“realistic utopia” and concedes is very different from the world of interde-
pendence and injustice that we face.*! Against the prevailing understanding
of Rawls’s work as fundamentally Kantian, I show how an appreciation of
the crucial Hegelian dimensions of his thought better helps us understand
and act within our own unjust world. By systematically elaborating Rawls’s
dispositional conception of freedom, egalitarian liberalism can more readily
contribute to productive conversations with the wide range of theoretical
traditions with roots in Hegel.

Employing this dispositional conception of freedom to repoliticize the
economic realm requires more than simply invoking ideal justice or bare
assertions of the priority of the political. In order to provide an account of
orientation to our unjust circumstances, this account of freedom must
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confront a tension within it: What is the value of this ideal to those of us who
have grown up under unjust institutions and who consequently have not de-
veloped freely but instead have been profoundly habituated by unjustified
inequality and oppressive hierarchy? In chapter 4, I show how thinkers like
Du Bois, Anzaldua, and Adorno transform the dispositional conception of
freedom to navigate unjust circumstances. Those of us alive today will never
be able to enjoy the kind of free development possible for people growing up
in a just society, but we can still use such an ideal critically to orient ourselves
to both constraints on our freedom and opportunities to express the freedom
we have. My account can thus be accepted even by those who believe the
outer limit of freedom to be a pious wish but concede its diagnostic utility,
especially as a way of dislodging neoliberal assumptions that have become
widely shared.

Where Hegel considers the influence of political institutions on indi-
viduals within just and rational states in which the smooth functioning of
political institutions effortlessly produces a patriotic disposition, Du Bois’s
concept of double consciousness provides tools for extending Hegel’s frame-
work to a nonideal world in which institutions have more disparate effects
and dispose us to misperceive the normative status of others. By showing
how the dispositional conception of freedom could lead whites and blacks to
regard each other as partners in efforts to remove the veil of racial injustice,
Du Bois illuminates both the role of race in the maintenance of global injus-
tice and the importance of people who stand in different relations to injustice
seeing each other rightly. Existing institutions constrain people’s freedom in
intersecting ways: some are constrained by racism that others benefit from;
some who benefit from racism are constrained by sexism; and so on. As I've
emphasized, reforming unjust institutions requires forming coalitions across
these lines, including across national lines; resisting supply chains requires
forming coalitions between factory workers in the developing world and
Americans who purchase the goods those workers produce, even though the
latter materially benefit from the former’s exploitation.

This is why I argue in chapter 5 that bringing about egalitarian justice
under neoliberal circumstances first and foremost requires being disposed
to solidarity with others who are also subject to unjust institutions. When
unjust institutions that I am subject to cross state borders, I should regard
others who are subject to those institutions as potential partners in efforts
to reform or replace those institutions. Seeing them as partners means that
I should be alert to appeals to act from those I rely on, open to hearing out
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claims that I have misperceived their political status, and ready to under-
stand the robustness of my freedom as partly dependent upon theirs. Such
solidarity is mutually beneficial because we have a common interest in the re-
moval of some shared obstacle to freedom, such as an exploitative economic
system that crosses borders or an international organization that imposes
austerity policies on member states without a real possibility of exit. This is
grounded in the recognition that reforming or replacing political institutions
requires the work of many people. Disposing ourselves in this way thus both
shows the appropriate attitude toward others and facilitates the achievement
of justice. This may seem to make it difficult to know if one is doing one’s
duty. However, dispositions maintain an essential connection to action; in
an unjust world filled with calls for solidarity, a person who never acts in
response to them isn’t really disposed appropriately. Practically, this entails
participating in and supporting transnational social movements that arise
in response to calls for solidarity. Such participation also facilitates the fur-
ther development of the disposition to solidarity, providing opportunities to
become habituated to political action and to accountability to one’s political
partners, as I detail in the conclusion.

However, given the inadequacies in the global justice literature that
I have highlighted, many who embrace egalitarian views are skeptical about
transnational social movements and seek instead to promote social justice
within domestic politics alone. We can see this in the widespread view that
reasserting unconstrained sovereignty is essential to resisting neoliberalism;
that view is expressed in politics in the arguments for so-called Lexit (that
is, self-described left-wing arguments for the United Kingdom to leave the
European Union) and within political theory by those who endorse egali-
tarian liberalism but who deny international institutions like supply chains
give rise to duties of justice. Consequently, in chapter 6, Ilook at how skeptics
of global justice depoliticize the market by associating coercion constitu-
tively with the state. Contemporary philosophers like Thomas Nagel and
Michael Blake develop views that suggest state coercion and distributive
justice are necessarily coextensive; they argue that distributive justice is
only possible thanks to state coercion and that distributive justice is neces-
sary to legitimate state coercion. Ultimately, by appealing to unconstrained
state sovereignty as necessary for politics, this approach homogenizes state
power and consequently overlooks the different ways people experience its
force, such as racial disparities in the use of force by police. Such a theory



INTRODUCTION: INJUSTICE IN A DISORIENTING WORLD 19

is ill-suited for understanding what equal political status actually requires,
even domestically.

In the booK’s conclusion, I consider widespread dispositions to resent-
ment and pity that can appear to motivate resistance to neoliberalism and
show why they too fall short and shore up unjustified hierarchies. While po-
litical theory and philosophy can help with understanding and critiquing
dispositions to resentment and pity that reinforce inequality, dislodging
them is not work for philosophy alone. But individuals are not on their own
when they cultivate more just dispositions. I close by arguing that the dis-
position to solidarity can become prevalent by looking at the crucial role
that social movements play in making it possible to call for solidarity and
to respond to such calls. Participating in social movements can be an at-
tractive expression of freedom for both workers and consumers governed
by supply chains and, by repoliticizing neoliberalism, can create additional
political possibilities that we cannot yet anticipate. These social movements
are a crucial form of political power undertheorized by egalitarian liberals
and neoliberals alike. But these groups are an essential part of how social
change occurs and justice may be achieved and a theory of dispositional
freedom helps account for their importance. If they want to realize their vi-
sion, egalitarians should follow the lead of feminist theories of global justice,
which self-reflexively consider their relationship to the social movements
that spur their theorizing.*?

As should be abundantly clear to those familiar with her work, my account
is particularly indebted to Iris Marion Young and her approach to global
justice, which also addresses how consumers should relate to sweatshop
workers.** Her engaged theorizing, which draws from egalitarian liberalism
even while critiquing it, serves as an intellectual model for me. Like egali-
tarian liberals, Young avowed that “justice is the primary subject of political
philosophy,” but she argued that they lacked the conceptual tools to realize
their ideals.** Her critique of the “distributive paradigm” underlying Rawls’s
difference principle is especially important for this project, which likewise
argues that we need to think about the process of production in order to
understand the demands of justice.*> Throughout her career, she was atten-
tive to the importance of social norms and the role that individuals in their
everyday life played in reproducing social structures. As a result, Young’s
concept of politics gives pride of place to the social movements and asso-
ciational groups that egalitarian liberals too often ignore. She writes, “My
aim is to express rigorously and reflectively some of the claims about justice
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and injustice implicit in the politics of these movements, and to explore their
meaning and implications.”*® Considering such movements in our theo-
rizing is essential because it is through them that the values we promote will
actually be realized. Sadly, Young was not able to develop her view of global
justice completely before her passing, but I draw on her insights throughout
this work and further elaborate on the relationship between my view and
hers in chapter 5.



1

Neoliberal Theory as a Source

of Orientation

In the introduction, I identified neoliberalism as an urgent impediment to
global justice. In this chapter, I substantiate this claim by explaining the na-
ture of neoliberal hegemony and showing how the widespread acceptance of
neoliberalism as common sense poses a problem for those concerned about
injustices like the Rana Plaza collapse. Neoliberalism has been an influential
political theory in part because it offers a complete orientation. In the face
of a bewildering global economy where money and goods can come from
seemingly anywhere, neoliberalism offers a plausible way of understanding
the world it has helped to make. Recall that being effectively oriented to one’s
political circumstances requires accounting for three features: (1) how so-
cial and political arrangements actually operate; (2) how those operations
are generally made intelligible and legitimate to those subject to them; and
(3) the normative values that one’s actions should promote. With its vision
of (2) efficient markets operating to general material benefit in the long run,
neoliberalism suggests that (1) the actual operation of capital mobility and
transnational supply chains exemplify free market exchanges while the im-
portance of (3) the individual freedom to choose means an unpredictable
market is both a worthwhile price to pay and an entrepreneurial opportu-
nity to be exploited. Through its account of political legitimacy as well as its
conception of individual freedom, neoliberalism makes it harder to discern
possibilities for resistance—for example, by making injustice appear to be
the responsibility of its victims or by making competition seem more natural
than cooperation.

In this chapter, my primary aim is to explain how neoliberal theory
habituates us to see the institutions of our world as legitimate. Neoliberal
theory divides the world up into the economic realm of freedom and
the political realm of coercion, but in order to get people to see the world
this way, it relies on the techniques of power that Michel Foucault dubbed
“governmentality, which escape this neat dichotomy. Neoliberalism’s
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tacit acknowledgment of its reliance on these forms of power, which pre-
serve freedom of choice but nevertheless reliably guide people to particular
perceptions and actions, lays the groundwork for an emancipatory reorien-
tation that recognizes the inherently political nature of the economic realm.
Egalitarians of all stripes have reason to resist the neoliberal legitimation of
economic inequality as beyond political contestation. Where Ellen Meiksins
Wood observes in a Marxist register, “the differentiation of the economic is
in fact a differentiation within the political sphere,” John Rawls makes the
same point for egalitarian liberals by writing, “the spheres of the political and
public, of the nonpublic and the private, fall out from the content and appli-
cation of the conception of justice and its principles. If the so-called private
sphere is alleged to be a space exempt from justice, there is no such thing”!
Recovering the common sense that the economic realm is ultimately polit-
ical, rather than vice versa, is indispensable for effectively challenging neo-
liberal policies. In the next chapter, I pursue that repoliticization by detailing
the operation of transnational supply chains in order to redescribe the ne-
oliberal economic order with an eye on developing an alternative concep-
tion of freedom so that people subject to injustice can perceive their shared
interests more readily.

In pursuing this aim, I should acknowledge that some doubt the analytic
utility of neoliberalism as a term. Originally used by an organized group of
influential economists and social theorists to describe their own market-
oriented views, neoliberalism has become a highly contested term in both
academic and popular discourse. Some have argued that its use has become
so promiscuous as to render the term almost meaningless as anything other
than a pejorative label.? And it’s true that neoliberalism is a multivalent term,
referring to both a particular historical form of capitalism and a political
theory that offers a new means of justifying capitalism. Because it names
both theory and practice, which often diverge, the term has understandably
generated confusion and skepticism about its utility. However, recent work
tracing neoliberalism’s intellectual history has produced a clear and focused
account of its content that is indispensable for orientation to the contempo-
rary global economy.®> Without some sense of how neoliberalism has shaped
and justified its operations, we will be badly oriented to our circumstances
and less able to act effectively within them.

Neoliberalism’s roots are typically traced to the 1930s, when classical
liberals from the United States and Europe began developing an alterna-
tive to the rising popularity of economic planning in the face of the global
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economic crisis. Neoliberalism was conceived from the beginning as both
a political movement and a school of thought; it was not merely a dif-
fuse trend in thinking, but an organized effort to promulgate particular
economic views and policies. In 1938, leading corporate managers, civil
servants, and economists gathered at a colloquium in Paris to discuss the
popular American columnist Walter Lippmann’s widely read 1937 book
An Inquiry into the Principles of the Good Society, which critiqued eco-
nomic planning. Among the attendees were economists who would go on
to shape the global economic order, including Friedrich Hayek, Ludwig
von Mises, Wilhelm Répke, and Alexander Riistow.* It was at this gath-
ering that the group first began to describe their views as “neoliberal” in
opposition to the laissez-faire liberalism that was perceived to have failed
and been discredited by the world economic crisis. After the war, Hayek
reconvened many members of the group, with notable additions including
the economist Milton Friedman, in the Swiss resort town of Mont Pelerin
in 1947. There, they continued their efforts to reformulate classical lib-
eralism so that it would be adequate to the complexity of the modern
economy and offer a more compelling alternative to the social liberalism
that undergirded the New Deal. The Mont Pelerin Society founded at that
meeting became one of the most important forums for the development
and circulation of neoliberal ideas in the decades to come.®

Neoliberalism is thus a self-consciously political project with the aim of
putting politics in its place; because it rests on a theory of political legit-
imacy grounded on factors it deems nonpolitical, it offers the perplexing
spectacle of a global political transformation enacted through decisions
that are often understood to be technocratic and apolitical.® As critics like
Wendy Brown have noted, justifications of neoliberal policies typically de-
politicize significant areas of policymaking; the expansion of the market
is portrayed as necessary while political action is understood to constitute
inefficient interference virtually by definition.” Unelected, technocratic
bodies like central banks derive legitimacy precisely from their lack of
popular accountability, which purportedly enhances their capacity to ex-
ercise objective expertise and resist partisan motives.® Yet these neoliberal
government actions remain thoroughly political, though we are often ori-
ented to them otherwise. Free trade agreements exemplify this tendency.
Popularly understood as technical documents that reduce tarifts, multilat-
eral trade agreements are actually complex political documents that create
new enforceable rights—rights to intellectual property, political standing



24 DISORIENTING NEOLIBERALISM

to sue governments, and penalties for domestic regulations that interna-
tional bodies determine are obstacles to trade.

Neoliberalism’s way of seeing the political and economic realms
underwrites the pervasive understanding of globalization as an apolit-
ical, technical, even inevitable process outside of our collective control.
As the historian of neoliberalism Quinn Slobodian puts it, for neoliberals,
the division between the realms of politics and economics is “more funda-
mental than the purely political distinction of foreign and domestic.”® On
the one hand, neoliberals see state power as necessary for the operation of
the market in order to enforce contracts and prevent extralegal violence;
on the other hand, neoliberalism does not require states to be authorized
by a demos in order to be legitimate and the internal logic of markets calls
for them to grow beyond state borders to in order to be more efficient and
beneficial. Neoliberalism thus endorses a kind of cosmopolitanism about
markets—for example, Hayek remarked, “It is neither necessary nor desir-
able that national boundaries should mark sharp differences in standards
of living”—even as it embraces the continued legitimacy of state coercion.!”
Neoliberalism’s ambiguous relation to state borders enables its adherents to
pursue multiple political strategies to advance their aims. For example, some
neoliberals advocate for the European Union (EU) on the grounds that it
enables an efficient common market while others were among the leaders
of the “Brexit” campaign to leave the EU on the grounds that it constrains
the United Kingdonys ability to implement even more market-friendly pol-
icies on its own. As I discuss at greater length in chapter 6, for those who
wish to resist neoliberalism, it is insufficient to declare oneself for or against
the EU or Brexit since neoliberals also seek to advance their own policies
on both sides—and given their institutional power, they are in position to
do so. Anyone concerned to effectively resist economic exploitation and in-
equality needs to provide alternatives to the neoliberal way of dividing up
and describing the political and economic realms by engaging in what Nancy

Fraser calls “boundary struggles” to redraw this organizing distinction.!!

Neoliberal Transformations

For the purposes of my account, three neoliberal transformations have
been especially significant for thinking about global justice: increased do-
mestic austerity, greater capital mobility, and the prevalence of supply chains.
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First, the shift from Keynesian government spending to austerity policies
prioritizes reducing public debt as a means of promoting growth. As a re-
sult of this strong opposition to certain kinds of government spending, social
safety nets are cut and public programs are often privatized.!? For example,
the welfare reform signed by President Bill Clinton cut the number of people
receiving federal welfare benefits in half within four years; today just one-
quarter of American families with children living in poverty receive welfare
in the form of cash assistance.!® These cuts were justified in part by the idea
that it would be easy to find work in the growing US economy of the 1990s.
But austerity can also be justified by appeal to the idea that it’s important
for the government to tighten its belt during lean times; for example, in the
wake of 2008 financial crisis, the United Kingdom passed budgets that cut its
annual social welfare spending by $36 billion from 2010 to 2020.'* Notably,
from the perspective of global justice, this means that gains from trade are
generally not redistributed to those who lose out.

Second, the widespread elimination of capital controls has increased cap-
ital mobility without a concomitant change in labor mobility. Both de jure
and de facto capital mobility increased significantly from 1980 until the 2008
financial crisis, with foreign ownership growing by an order of magnitude
from 1980 to 1984 to 2000 to 2004.'® The resultant viability of offshoring
through foreign investment has made it increasingly difficult to sustain effec-
tive national-level regulations while the enhanced ability to engage in specu-
lative investment has also increased the frequency of financial crises.!” From
the neoliberal perspective, constraints on capital mobility are much more se-
rious impediments to freedom than constraints on the movement of persons.
Immigration restrictions are compatible with an efficient international divi-
sion of labor while capital controls are seen as a direct violation of the right to
freely engage in economic exchange.!8 Given the size of labor markets within
states, neoliberals typically identify trade unions as much more significant
obstacles to efficient labor markets than national borders; as we'll see, neolib-
eral theory has a place for state coercion but no grounds to legitimate collec-
tive bargaining or any other kind of collective action by workers.

Finally, we are now long past the time when one could plausibly speak of
international trade as “the simple act of exchanging goods,” as Michael Blake
and Patrick Taylor Smith put it in their survey of the philosophical literature
on global justice.'® Politics has always played a significant role in creating and
shaping international markets and making private property rights effective
between states. As noted earlier, bilateral and multilateral agreements have
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now removed many tariffs and other trade barriers while the investor-state
dispute settlement systems built into the WTO and other institutions created
quasi-judiciary bodies to levy sanctions on countries that enact restrictive
policies. Indeed, sometimes geographical areas are literally “depoliticized”
to facilitate trade; the Export Processing Zones (EPZs) where supply chain
goods are often manufactured generally have separate, business-friendly
laws, including severe restrictions on freedom of association and freedom
of speech. For example, EPZs in Bangladesh provide foreign investors with
specially developed, government-maintained infrastructure along with
incentives like decade-long tax holidays and a complete prohibition of
trade union activity.?’ The Bangladesh Export Processing Zone Authority
(BEPZA) reports directly to the office of the prime minister, who also serves
as chair of the BEPZA board; the current executive in charge of BEPZA is also
alieutenant general in the Bangladesh Army, exemplifying the entanglement
of state coercion and free trade.?! By providing special expedited customs
processing literally at the factory gate, these EPZs effectively relocate the
state border to facilitate business—intensive political activity with the aim of
creating a space outside the political realm.?? Zones that relocate the border
to facilitate trade are not unique to the developing world; the United States
has 195 active free trade zones that promote the manufacture of cars, elec-
tronics, and pharmaceuticals as well as oil refining, among other industries.?
The remarkable result of all this is that an estimated 80 percent of global trade
now consists of supply chains coordinated by multinational corporations.?*
Unlike the image of trade as a fleeting act limited to the moment of transac-
tion, the practice of supply chains sustains much more durable connections.

Taken together, the rise of capital mobility, national austerity, and global
supply chains have dramatically reshaped the lives of people throughout
the world over the past forty years. Partly as a result of the foregoing, in-
come inequality within developed countries has increased significantly as
most workers no longer receive the returns from their improving produc-
tivity. In the United States, for example, wages now make up a record low
share of GDP.?> The twenty richest Americans now have as much wealth as
the poorest 152 million.?® The gap continues to widen. In 1965, the CEOs
of the 350 largest firms in the United States earned twenty times as much
as an average worker; in 2017, CEOs earned 312 times as much.?” Similar
patterns are observed around the world; since 1980, income inequality has
increased in every region of the world, varying only by the speed at which it
has grown.?
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These changes in the material conditions of people’s lives have contrib-
uted to changes in how they understand themselves. As the power of capital
has grown and public safety nets have receded, most people have become
increasingly exposed to the volatility of the global market. Left to manage
their circumstances with less national public assistance, workers have be-
come more tightly linked through international institutions and policies. Yet
despite a shared interest in resisting the policies that have disproportionately
benefited the very wealthy, these workers are as likely to perceive each other
as competitors as potential sources of support and solidarity. Citizens across
the political spectrum see that they are increasingly on their own and come to
understand themselves as strategic economic actors. It is now entirely unsur-
prising to come across a liberal New York Times columnist despairing about
politics because “Whatever your politics, there are activities your tax money
supports that I'm sure you find troublesome, if not deplorable” while encour-
aging readers to act conscientiously in their consumption because “You can
vote with your fork . . . and you can do it three times a day”* In light of the
way that neoliberal policies and institutions have exacerbated inequality and
advanced the interests of the wealthy, how have they been able to appear as
common sense even to many who have not reaped the benefits?

Market-Based Political Legitimacy

Neoliberalism is sometimes described as a kind of market fundamentalism,
but this obscures the fact that it has a theory of politics as a realm subordinate
to the economic but necessary for its functions; critics who simply point to
the role of government in economic affairs—for example, in sustaining trans-
national supply chains—as a critique of neoliberalism’s assumptions have
misunderstand their opponent. For neoliberalism, politics is precisely about
coercive institutions that keep order by imprisoning frauds, thieves, and
other lawbreakers—not a realm of freedom at all, but ugly, dangerous work
that is tolerated because it is unfortunately needed for the economy’s func-
tioning. Neoliberals recognize this is not work the market can do itself. In his
1951 article “Neoliberalism and Its Prospects,” Milton Friedman explained
that classical liberal supporters of laissez-faire policies “failed to see that
there were some functions the price system could not perform and that un-
less these other functions were somehow provided for, the price system could
not discharge effectively the tasks for which it is admirably fitted” The state’s
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task is to provide “a framework within which free competition could flourish
and the price system operate effectively.”*® The market is where we enjoy free
choice unencumbered by coercion, thanks to the state’s dirty work, which
must be carefully contained and kept to a minimum using economic tools
like cost-benefit analysis. As Thomas Biebricher writes, “What all neoliberals
share is the problem of how to identify factors indispensable to the main-
tenance of functioning markets, since the option of simply leaving them to
themselves is no longer on the table”?! Debates within neoliberalism are or-
ganized around the question of how best to accomplish that aim. This too
contributes to slippage in the term’s use; neoliberalism is defined more by the
problem it constructs and tries to solve than by particular solutions to it.

Elevating the protection and sustaining of markets as the highest political
aim invariably shapes one’s view of what legitimates political institutions.*?
This entails both a negative task of fencing off what state action is illegiti-
mate and a positive account justifying some forceful interventions. We can
see the positive side of state action in the definition of neoliberalism offered
by the geographer David Harvey, who influentially defines it as “in the first
instance a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human
well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial
freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by
strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade”** Economists
like Ronald Coase and Gary Becker were key to the development of the pol-
icies that defined neoliberalism’s institutional framework, but as Harvey’s
references to “liberating” and “rights” makes clear, neoliberal thinkers did
not merely advance particular economic policies, but offered normative and
conceptual arguments about freedom and justice to support that agenda.
Leading theorists of neoliberalism like Hayek and Friedman argued not only
that markets naturally produce efficient, Pareto-optimal outcomes unob-
tainable through other means, but that the legitimacy of political institutions
depended upon their capacity to sustain such markets rather than on polit-
ical criteria like the consent of the governed.>*

Having licensed the state in the name of individual freedom to do whatever
is necessary to sustain markets, however, neoliberals then must constrain
the state’s power lest it metastasize. To guard the economic order’s apolitical
appearance and to strictly delimit the sphere of legitimate political activity,
neoliberals portray the economic realm as a space of spontaneous order that
needs to be cultivated and protected but not directed or commanded in order
to function appropriately. They do this in part by marking that realm as being
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necessarily beyond human understanding and thus beyond effective control.
As Quinn Slobodian puts it, “To disavow the existence or visibility of ‘econ-
omies” themselves intentionally makes projects of social justice, equality, or
redistribution unthinkable. But it does not make power disappear . .. Indeed,
the invocation of complexity and unknowability is a useful practice of gov-
ernment.”*> We cannot know in advance who wants what or who is willing
to supply it at what price; the only way to know what the market wants is to
allow it to operate efficiently, trusting that everyone will benefit in the long
run. It is thus not entirely surprising to find Milton Friedman promoting ne-
oliberalism in 1951 by announcing, “We have a new faith to offer; it behooves
us to make it clear to one and all what that faith is

After decades of development within neoliberal networks, this combina-
tion of economic policies and their justifying normative framework emerged
as a key tool to address the legitimacy crisis that arose in the developed world
in the 1970s. The postwar order of “embedded liberalism” was under stress
from the economic changes wrought by the oil crisis, the end of the gold
standard, and high inflation combined with low growth. The terms of global
economic integration were in flux as newly decolonized nations contested
their subordinate position.?” In addition, the perceived legitimacy of polit-
ical institutions had been forcefully questioned by the social movements of
the 1960s and 1970s; Nancy Fraser even suggests a “subterranean elective af-
finity” between neoliberalism and the feminism of the period because they
both engaged in “the critique of traditional authority.’?® In the United States,
the war in Vietnam and Watergate further eroded the legitimacy of polit-
ical institutions, but the problem of a legitimation crisis was discussed more
widely.*® In this context, there was a political opportunity for neoliberals to
provide a new account of political legitimacy that foregrounded the state’s
work to maintain markets but did so in the name of individual freedom.
Neoliberalism could accordingly position itself as emancipatory even as it
provided a new justification for existing hierarchies.

The neoliberal account of individual freedom thus plays a significant po-
litical role today and understanding it is crucial to contemporary efforts to
achieve global justice. Neoliberal freedom is conceived with a particular view
of the individual in mind. Again, neoliberalism offers a different picture of
economic life than earlier liberal thinkers; rather than merely being homo
economicus while in the marketplace and homo politicus or homo familius
the rest of the time, neoliberal thinkers found that all of social and political
life, including criminal activity, could be interpreted as a matter of choices
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made based on expected future returns: voting is not fundamentally different
from selecting one€’s favorite detergent; education is an investment in a child’s
human capital; families are efforts to reduce the transaction acts of human
relations; and so on.*’ Developing a term from Michel Foucault, Wendy
Brown calls this neoliberalism’s “political rationality . . . the field of normative
reason from which governing is forged”*! Once one accepts neoliberalism’s
vision of what constitutes society, then the particular arguments about how
society should be governed can be readily accepted.

This way of seeing is facilitated by neoliberalism’s epistemological as-
sertion of our necessary ignorance of the market as a whole; not only does
this offer a powerful justification for neoliberal economic prescriptions but
it also disposes individuals to perceive themselves as wielding economic
power when they create demand through their consumption choices while
confronting profound uncertainty when supplying their labor to the market.
On this view, understanding oneself primarily as a laborer is to identify with
the activity where one has the least power; to the extent you want to feel like
you are exerting some control over your life, it is more natural to identify
primarily as a consumer or entrepreneur. Neoliberalism thus offers a com-
plete orientation to social life, one that explains how institutions work, what
legitimates them, and the values one’s actions ought to promote.

This way of seeing has had an influence far beyond the circle of those
who have read any neoliberal theory. Members of the Mont Pelerin Society
would eventually reject the label neoliberal, but others took it up; for ex-
ample, Washington Monthly magazine editor Charles Peters used the label
to describe approvingly the liberal movement to accommodate itself to the
elections of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, though that effort be-
came better known as “Third Way” politics when practiced by Bill Clinton
and Tony Blair.*? Politicians like Gary Hart or Clinton weren't thoroughgoing
Hayekians, of course, but they did believe the political ascension of neolib-
eral policies made it a necessity to limit and reformulate New Deal programs
in the terms of the market, thereby accepting the account of political legit-
imacy endorsed by the Mont Pelerin group and converging on some of the
same policies.*?

Now, as we've seen, the neoliberal legitimation story is itself showing signs
of wear and tear, which presents new political opportunities. But those who
want to achieve global justice can only take advantage of them if they under-
stand what made neoliberalism appealing in the first place and see how it has
transformed the world. In the rest of this chapter, I reconstruct the political
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theories of Hayek and Friedman and show how they seek to orient people to a
market they concede is disorienting by its nature. After laying out their view,
I show how and why individuals subject to neoliberal institutions would take
up their way of seeing even when those institutions disadvantage them—and
how understanding this process can help reorient us.

Becoming Oriented to Neoliberal Institutions

If it ever seemed plausible that—in the famous phrase associated with
Thatcher—“there is no alternative” to neoliberalism, this is in part be-
cause neoliberalism provides a consistent way of understanding the world
it has helped to make. Neoliberalism contains several schools of thought,
but Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman are undoubtedly its great
popularizers.** Hayek’s book The Road to Serfdom became a bestseller
shortly after its US publication in 1944, as companies like General Motors
bought tens of thousands of copies to distribute to their employees; a con-
densed summary of the book published in Reader’s Digest was also widely
circulated.®> The book’s US popularity is enduring; more than 100,000 copies
were sold in 2010 after the right-wing pundit Glenn Beck devoted an hour of
his TV show to praising it.*® Friedman’s 1962 book Capitalism and Freedom
has similarly sold hundreds of thousands of copies and his profile as a public
intellectual was further boosted by the success of his 1980 TV series Free
to Choose, which was produced with hundreds of thousands of dollars in
funding from the Getty Oil Company and the Reader’s Digest Association,
among others (and telecast on PBS, ironically); the accompanying book was
also a bestseller.*”

Taken together, the work of Hayek and Friedman provides a fully devel-
oped orientation that makes sense of the world; within that perspective, ne-
oliberal policies appear freedom-enhancing rather than unjust. This is no
easy feat, since a neoliberal orientation has the burden of making people
feel that their actions are taking place in a meaningful context while also
finding the very unpredictability of the market to be its source of value.
Erich Hoppmann, the neoliberal economist appointed to Hayek’s chair in
Freiburg on his retirement, described the challenge pithily when he wrote,
“Uncertainty is the prerequisite of freedom”*® Writing in the 1940s, Hayek
was acutely aware that getting people to take up this perspective was a per-
petual project because of their understandable resistance to putting their life
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prospects in the hands of forces that they could not influence and that, by def-
inition, had no concern for their well-being. In The Road to Serfdom, Hayek
bemoans this “unwillingness to submit to any rule or necessity the rationale
of which man does not understand . . . there are fields where this craving for
intelligibility cannot be fully satisfied and where at the same time a refusal to
submit to anything we cannot understand must lead to the destruction of our
civilisation.”*” Though he sees capitalism as the motor of human progress, he
also sees that the experience of capitalism seems only to stoke the desire for
orientation by thwarting it.

How can this popular desire for orientation be met in an inherently
disorienting system? The stakes for resolving this paradox are high, ac-
cording to Hayek: “It was men’s submission to the impersonal forces of the
market that in the past has made possible the growth of a civilisation which
without this could not have developed; it is by thus submitting that we are
every day helping to build something that is greater than anyone of us can
fully comprehend”™° As this suggests, a neoliberal orientation sets itself two
tasks: on the level of the individual, it reconceives submission to the market as
the archetype of freedom; on the level of the institution, it offers a “sociodicy”
which explains why market forces necessarily produce the best possible
results, despite the fact that no particular outcome can ever be predicted.>
The result is a highly effective orientation because it identifies real features of
the world, explains them, and makes it possible to endow one’s actions in that
context with meaning. Critics of neoliberalism too often weaken their anal-
ysis by failing to grapple with its effectiveness and appeal as an orientation in
favor of polemical denunciation.

Neoliberal freedom is, to echo the title of Friedman’s most famous work,
the freedom to choose. But to choose what? Not public goods like clean
air and water or the fraternity that comes from social equality. Rather, it is,
as Hayek puts it, “the possibility of a person’s acting according to his own
decisions and plans”*? This is what Eric MacGilvray aptly calls market
freedom, “freedom to do what you want with what is yours and to enjoy
the rewards or suffer the consequences.”>* The resources you have to enact
a plan; how you came to have the interests and desires that your plan is
meant to satisfy; whatever training you may have received in planning and
decision-making; the outcome of your plan; whether or not you belong to a
class of people who routinely have their plans frustrated while other social
groups typically succeed—all are irrelevant to your freedom. What remains
is a largely formal, negative definition of freedom; the quality and quantity of
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the choices available to you make no difference to your freedom so long as no
other individual is trying to coerce you into choosing something particular.>*

Such freedom is deeply individual; Friedman refers to society as “a collec-
tion of Robinson Crusoes, as it were”>> The plans such Crusoes devise are
always solo projects; Hayek and Friedman never discuss groups negotiating
a plan or devising one together. As Hayek puts it, his view does not “exclude
the recognition of social ends,” but redescribes them as “a coincidence of in-
dividual ends”*® Though not formally excluded, these accounts clearly orient
adherents away from compromise or collaboration in developing a plan and
suggest that individuals come to each other with plans and preferences fully
formed. In this view, other people figure primarily as threats to freedom be-
cause of their potential to coerce us. Hayek defines coercion as “such control
of the environment or circumstances of a person by another that, in order to
avoid a greater evil, he is forced to act not according to a coherent plan of his
own but to serve the ends of another”” Freedom is nothing other than the
minimization of such coercion; if you are so marginal to society that no one
ever formulates the intention to make use of you, you are quite free. As Hayek
putsit, “Even if the threat of starvation to me and perhaps to my family impels
me to accept a distasteful job at a very low wage . . .  am not coerced”® That’s
because the person offering the low wage did not intentionally impoverish
anyone in order to induce him to take the job; the existence of desperately
poor people is instead due to the impersonal forces of the market.

From the perspective of neoliberal freedom, all action is either involuntary
and coerced by another individual or the voluntary execution of one’s own
plan, which may include the acceptance of an offer from another individual.
A functioning market is, by definition, not a space of coercion because it
is a place where individuals voluntarily accept offers from others. In doing
so, they give rise to the spontaneous order of the economy, which produces
valuable information like prices unobtainable any other way.>® Neoliberal
freedom thus makes individuals responsible for their choices even as it also
holds that they cannot control the outcome of the market and that attempts to
do are illegitimate.®® Hayek writes, “The returns of the efforts of each player
act as the signs which enable him to contribute to the satisfaction of needs
of which he does not know, and to do so by taking advantage of conditions
of which he also learns only indirectly through their being reflected in the
prices of the factors of production which they use”®! That means our plans fit
together in ways we can never predict and therefore, Hayek argues, the result
is beyond judgments of their justice. He writes, “Since only situations which
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have been created by human will can be called just or unjust, the particulars
of a spontaneous order cannot be just or unjust.”®> But such order can be
more or less beneficial, depending upon how free they are; the more individ-
uals are free to go through with their plans, the more they can exchange with
others on voluntary terms, contributing to the creation of “an overall order
so superior to any deliberate organization.”®® This is a key element of neo-
liberal sociodicy; while the ways of the market are mysterious, its results are
nevertheless assuredly good. Recall John Rawls’s proposed egalitarian liberal
orientation discussed in the introduction, which simplifies the complexity of
society by suggesting that our interdependence can be made comprehensible
through a focus on equal citizenship. By contrast, a neoliberal orientation
reconciles us to an ultimately incomprehensible complexity through an ac-
ceptance of its outputs as both the cost of individual freedom and necessary
for the advancement of the common good.®*

In contrast to the bewildering market, neoliberalism sees politics as a
realm that is potentially dangerous but capable of being mastered because
it is not a spontaneous order like the market but deliberately constituted.
Rather than being defined as a space of collective decision-making about a
common life, neoliberals are oriented to government in a quasi-Weberian
fashion defined by its relation to violence. Conceptually, government is the
entity that aspires to a monopoly on coercion; normatively, it is legitimate
only when it intentionally uses its coercive power to reduce the threat of co-
ercion from other sources. Hayek writes, “Government is indispensable for
the formation of such [social] order only to protect all against coercion and
violence from others. But as soon as, to achieve this, government success-
fully claims the monopoly of coercion and violence, it becomes also the chief
threat to individual freedom.”® Government is never itself an expression of
freedom, but at best a tool for the realization of market freedom. Political
action is likewise not an expression of freedom but, at best, a form of harm
reduction; because it necessarily employs coercion, it is best to engage in it as
little as possible.

Because political institutions are, unlike the market, deliberate creations,
they are thus evaluable from the perspective of justice—which is deter-
mined essentially by compatibility with the market, the locus of freedom.
Consequently, political legitimacy derives from successful economic
ordering. Employing his distinctive terminology for the study of the market,
Hayek writes, “The truth is that catallactics is the science which describes
the only overall order that comprehends nearly all mankind, and that the
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economist is therefore entitled to insist that conduciveness to that order be
accepted as a standard by which all particular institutions are judged.”*® A le-
gitimate government does whatever is required to keep the spontaneous order
of society operating—Ilike bailing out banks in a liquidity crisis, for example.
Of course, all such action must itself be evaluated economically. As Friedman
puts it, “In any particular case of proposed intervention, we must make up
a balance sheet, listing separately the advantages and disadvantages”®’ This
accounting metaphor suggests the pervasiveness of the economic grid for
neoliberal orientation, imagining the political actor engaging in calculation
like a business executive. Unsurprisingly, neoliberals drawing up such bal-
ance sheets tend to find state functions other than coercion to be unneces-
sary. Hayek distinguishes government’s coercive function from “its service
functions in which it need merely administer resources placed at its disposal”
and, in keeping with neoliberal austerity policies, suggests that many of these
could be privatized.®® Moreover, even though they concede in theory that
calculating government coercion should be a matter of carefully weighing
specific situations, they argue that in practice, hard limits are required since
government is a standing threat to freedom and cannot be trusted. Friedman
thus proposes what he calls “package deals . . . self-denying ordinances that
limit the objectives we try to pursue through political channels. We should
not consider each case on its merits, but lay down broad rules limiting what
government may do.”®® But such broad rules can always be bent when the
market requires; while Hayek generally praises the rule of law as essential
for limiting government action and helping individuals to make plans, he
goes so far as to suggest that judges may legitimately depart from the plain
meaning of a law when doing so would help to keep the spontaneous order
working.”

For neoliberals, economics is primary in a deep sense; Friedman calls cap-
italism “a necessary condition for political freedom” and Hayek similarly
says, “only within this system is democracy possible.””! On their views, ec-
onomic freedom is the best guarantee that government doesn't overstep its
proper function because the concentration of economic power can serve as
a counterweight to government power. Inverting the view of government as
an institution for organizing collective decision-making about, for example,
how to structure economic relations, neoliberals see functioning economic
relations as the condition of possibility for free government. Democracy
is not, however, necessary for freedom in the neoliberal sense. Hayek spe-
cifically contrasts his conception of freedom with “political freedom” and
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asserts that “it can scarcely be contended that the inhabitants of the District
of Columbia . . . do not enjoy full personal liberty” simply because they lack
the right to vote for president or Congress; for his part, Friedman simply
defines political freedom as “the absence of coercion of a man by his fellow
men”—that is, utterly indistinct from market freedom.”” Indeed, the tumult
and unpredictability of democracy can often impede freedom by making it
hard to plan whereas a government insulated from the ballot box can some-
times more credibly commit to unpopular economic policies that protect
market freedom.”® Writing in the 1980s, Friedman held out Hong Kong as
“the modern exemplar of free markets and limited government,” finding it
only “somewhat ironic” that there were no elections of any kind there at the
time he wrote, since it was ruled directly by a colony governor appointed by
the British monarch.”

The dispensability—even undesirability—of popular authorization com-
bined with the view that certain kinds of force are not contrary to freedom
but rather make freedom possible produces an orientation that normalizes
obvious injustices.”” For example, overthrowing democratically elected
governments that refuse to endorse neoliberal conceptions of property rights
can appear not as violating important political freedoms, but as making
possible the preconditions for markets in which freedom can finally be
enjoyed.”® Even when an injustice is acknowledged, the neoliberal view rules
out action to end it. Friedman was just one of many neoliberals who pub-
licly opposed the demand for universal suftrage in apartheid South Africa;
both Friedman and Hayek saw sanctions on Rhodesia and South Africa as
much graver threats to freedom than apartheid itself. On their view, the state
employing unjustified coercion to enforce segregation is regrettable but un-
surprising; excessive force is only to be expected from the state and so apart-
heid is, in principle, no different than enforcing “equal pay for equal work”
laws.”” Hayek accordingly saw criticism of apartheid South Africa as “inter-
national character assassination” and worried that “arbitrary measures” like
economic sanctions to protest apartheid “have begun to destroy the inter-
national economic order” because they represented the politicization of the
economy—a line not to be crossed under any circumstances.”®

Once one accepts the fundamental neoliberal division between economic
action as expressive of freedom and political action as necessary coercion,
then it becomes implausible to orient oneself to others primarily through
the lens of equal citizenship, even as the state remains an essential institu-
tion. Friedman frames political participation as less free than consumerism,
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writing, “When you enter the voting booth once a year, you almost always
vote for a package rather than for specific items . . . you will at best get both
the items you favored and the ones you opposed but regarded as on balance
less important. Generally, you end up with something different from what
you thought you voted for” Market freedom, by contrast, can be exercised
all the time with much more success: “When you vote daily in the super-
market, you get precisely what you voted for, and so does everyone else”””
Even during World War II, Hayek went so far as to write, “We have no in-
tention of making a fetish of democracy” since “there has often been much
more cultural and spiritual freedom under an autocratic rule than under
some democracies”®® In short, the effectiveness and predictability of gov-
ernment coercion in ordering the economy is more important to freedom
than the popular authorization of that coercion. What might lead those sub-
ject to political institutions to adopt a view that minimizes the importance of
their authorization? And how might they now come to see those institutions
otherwise?

Becoming Oriented to Neoliberal Individuals

For people accustomed to think of democracy and political equality as ob-
viously good things, the appeal of this neoliberal orientation may seem
puzzling, especially since the material benefits of neoliberal policies largely
accrue to the already wealthy. What would lead ordinary people to identity
their freedom with the market? At the heart of this appeal is a conception
of freedom that allows almost everyone to avoid the ignominy of oppres-
sion by saying they are free. Most people do not feel politically empowered;
governments’ unresponsiveness to the interests and demands of working
people has only been exacerbated by the growth of inequality in recent
decades.®! The worry for egalitarians is that inequality can become self-
reinforcing as people who feel politically impotent find it better fits their
experience to identify their agency with choices in the market, making ne-
oliberal views into common sense. Neoliberals are as aware of this as an-
yone. Neoliberalism needs people to see the world in a particular way and
accept its self-description as freedom-promoting in order for its policies and
institutions to function stably. Such self-understanding is easily facilitated
for people like supply chain managers who are empowered to make con-
sequential market choices, but for people who more frequently experience
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themselves as subject to economic institutions rather than exercising au-
thority within them, this may not be the case. Subjects that refuse to identify
their freedom with entrepreneurial endeavor and instead associate freedom
with democratic decision-making will find the neoliberalism insulation of
market rights from majority rule a limit on freedom. Even if they do not
actively resist neoliberal policies, such subjects may perform their market
functions poorly by being “bad” workers or consumers—a serious problem
from the perspective of a theory that identifies maximizing the common
good with market efficiencies.

Though they see coercion as the central tool of politics, neoliberals rec-
ognize that you cannot directly coerce individuals to adopt an orientation.
Friedman notes, “In both games and society also, no set of rules can pre-
vail unless most participants most of the time conform to them without ex-
ternal sanctions”®? So how can individuals be induced to take up this way of
seeing? Hayek argues, essentially, that the experience of living under neo-
liberal institutions can make one into a properly oriented neoliberal subject
who will submit to the market. As he pithily puts it, “Competition is as much
amethod for breeding certain types of mind as anything else.”®®> Competition
shapes the mind because of what it forces people to focus on and how it forces
them to act or suffer the consequences of losing—though the necessity that
prompts people to act does not count as coercion. Hayek acknowledges an
element of bait and switch here; people seek freedom and get discipline along
with it. Hayek says, “It may well be that the benefits we receive from the li-
berty of all do not derive from what most people recognize as its effects; it may
even be that liberty exercises its beneficial effects as much through the disci-
pline it imposes on us as through the more visible opportunities it offers.”8*
That means it is essential to neoliberalism that people be free without a safety
net; otherwise, there will be insufficient self-discipline. As Friedman writes,
“Indeed, it is important to preserve freedom only for people who are willing
to practice self-denial, for otherwise freedom degenerates into license and ir-
responsibility”8> A social safety net allows people to avoid the consequences
of their decisions.

While the market is the ideal source of discipline and might even be a suf-
ficient source of discipline in an fully neoliberal society, neoliberals also need
an account of how to acquire the political power needed to bring that so-
ciety about—as well as how to encourage self-discipline in a society where
the safety net is not yet fully dismantled.3¢ Neoliberalism is thus necessarily
concerned with social norms, which cannot simply be coerced into being but
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must be inculcated. As Melinda Cooper has argued, this has led neoliberals
to form a political coalition with social conservatives, who are likewise com-
mitted to supporting social norms that forbid “license” and reinforce so-
cial hierarchies. Neoliberals are generally skeptical about noncoercive state
functions, but they enthusiastically embraced state spending to promote
marriage precisely on the grounds that it was the most cost-effective means
to promote the kind of responsibility that the market requires.”

We can reconcile this role for disciplining social norms with the emanci-
patory spirit of neoliberalism’s emphasis on individual freedom by turning
to Michel Foucault’s concept of governmentality. As Foucault, an early and
significant analyst of neoliberalism, puts it, “ ‘governmentality’ implies the
relationship of the self to itself, and I intend this concept of ‘governmentality’
to cover the whole range of practices that constitute, define, organize, and
instrumentalize the strategies that individuals in their freedom can use in
dealing with each other”®® Governmentality thus takes us beyond the use of
coercion and force into less obvious techniques for conducting the actions of
subjects by shaping their self-understanding, their orientation, and the habits
they adopt. By setting up institutions in particular ways, providing certain
incentives, and so on, behavior can be governed and particular outcomes
produced without commanding individuals to choose a particular course of
action. As Cooper writes, “Neoliberals may well be in favor of the decrim-
inalization of drugs, sodomy, bathhouses, and prostitution . . . Yet, their
apparent moral indifference comes with the proviso that the costs of such
behavior must be fully borne in private.”® In other words, state coercion to
prohibit certain kinds of markets is unjustified in principle, but political and
social institutions can be arranged so that the costs of certain behaviors are
prohibitive to the individuals who engage in them, bringing freedom and
discipline together. For example, you are free to be gay, but if your family
kicks you out of the house for it, there will be no safety net to catch you; once
youre homeless, you're free to make money by engaging in sex work, but if
you are infected with a disease as a result, there will be no public health insur-
ance to treat you; and so on.

These ways of directing behavior are of particular interest to neoliberals
because they are means of governing people that are formally compatible
with free choice and so can be disavowed as exercises of political power un-
derstood as state coercion. In his 1978-1979 lectures at the Collége de France,
Foucault draws a helpful contrast with earlier laissez-faire thinkers, for
whom “from the point of view of a theory of government, homo oeconomicus
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is the person who must be let alone” By contrast, for neoliberals, “homo
oeconomicus, that is to say, the person who accepts reality or who responds
systematically to modifications in the variables of the environment, appears
precisely as someone manageable, someone who responds systematically to
systematic modifications artificially introduced into the environment. Homo
oeconomicus is someone who is eminently governable® Just as we earlier
saw that neoliberalism could shape political institutions and claim the re-
sult to be outside politics, here we see neoliberalism reckon with the need
to shape the individuals who are subject to it so that they act predictably
and comply—and, because their vision of freedom narrowly focuses on the
freedom to choose, institutional influence on their character and choice-
making capacities does not appear as a constraint on freedom or an exercise
of political power.

By using techniques for governing behavior that go beyond the coer-
cion that formally defines political power for them, neoliberals believe that
a market system can be both free and stable because people living under
properly operating market institutions will internalize their norms and
come to find complying with them congenial, even though it involves self-
denial. Being constantly subject to the competitive order shapes one’s view
of life outside the market as well, as one employs its political rationality to
understand society as a whole. Foucault described how, for neoliberalism,
“the economic grid . . . involves anchoring and justifying a permanent po-
litical criticism of political and governmental action”®! Neoliberals see only
one realm of human life; they employ “the generalization of the economic
form of the market beyond monetary exchanges . . . as a principle of intel-
ligibility and a principle of decipherment of social relationships and in-
dividual behavior”* The economic grid interposes itself as a new kind of
veil between all relations; Hayek notes, “The ultimate ends of the activities
of reasonable beings are never economic. Strictly speaking there is no ‘ec-
onomic motive’ but only economic factors conditioning our striving for
other ends”>* Once we recognize this, we will orient our behavior in a similar
fashion throughout our lives, understanding freedom as choosing among the
options we are presented with rather than changing them. We are free to nav-
igate our circumstances, but powerless to change them.* Thus, we can and
should conduct our choosing without considering anything other than our
preferences and the need to submit to the market and the law. Friedman says,
“The participant in a competitive market has no appreciable power to alter
terms of exchange; he is hardly visible as a separate entity; hence it is hard to
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argue that he has any ‘social responsibility’ except that which is shared by all
citizens to obey the law of the land and to live according to his lights®>

By seeking to redefine responsibility to others as the imperative to be above
all a responsible market actor, neoliberalism changes the self-understanding
of those subject to its institutions. I've already argued a neoliberal orienta-
tion disposes us to identify with the role of the consumer, which we can more
readily identify with the exercise of power and control, rather than the role of
worker, where we face a disorienting market and uncertain demand for our
labor. However, an effective neoliberal orientation cannot entirely bracket
that experience since people who need to sell their labor for income need
some way to understand it. Here, Gary Becker’s theory of “human capital”
provides the resources to reinterpret it in a consistent way.’® Like supply
chains, references to human capital are now nearly ubiquitous, but in his
1978-1979 lectures, Foucault pointed out how significant a shift in under-
standing one’s relationship to the economy it is when the distinction between
capital and labor becomes simply the omnipresence of capital. Labor is no
longer a uniquely human factor in the economy, but simply one more input
that can produce a return. As Foucault explains, to identify oneself directly
as a form of capital “is not a conception of labor power; it is a conception
of capital-ability which, according to diverse variables, receives a certain in-
come that is a wage, an income-wage, so that the worker himself appears as a
sort of enterprise for himself”” In other words, every individual is first and
foremost a firm of one—a natural entrepreneur who engages above all not in
exchanges but in investments.

Why would workers come to identify as, in effect, bosses of themselves?
Again, one should not discount the appeal of the theory itself.”® When taken
as a way of understanding the world, human capital theory offers a picture in
which individuals can define their own interests and choose to pursue them.
Moreover, conceiving of one’s daily labor as a form of entrepreneurship can
lend an air of potentiality to what might otherwise be drudgery. The busi-
ness management guru Tom Peters exhorts, “a janitor does not need a ‘flashy
website’ But a janitor’s attention to craft and distinction will always be the
key to her/his personal brand, and ensure employment long-term, whether
with one employer or a string of them.”®® To be a brand rather than a laborer
expands the amount of life interpretable through an economic grid, but in a
world where one is forced to compete, it can also imbue actions that might
otherwise be understood as undertaken out of necessity with a different
kind of meaning and import. My activity’s meaning is not determined by the



42 DISORIENTING NEOLIBERALISM

present, but by its future returns, which always remain mine to imagine; it
may look like I'm just trying to earn a black belt in Six Sigma quality assur-
ance or working as a janitor, but I know what I'm doing is saving up to get
an education and then a higher paying job, or getting by while I work on
promoting my personal brand on Twitter—or even just working on my own
individual brand qua janitor.

This ability to renarrate our lives to make ourselves the protagonist no
matter what happens can have a deep appeal—one that is not diminished
but rather enhanced by personal, social, and economic crises.!% This enables
neoliberal theory and practice to reinforce each other. As social safety nets in
many developed countries were removed over the course of the 1970s, 1980s,
and 1990s, individuals were in fact forced to act more and more on their own.
Employment relations themselves have become increasingly precarious, as
larger and larger portions of the US workforce are treated as independent
contractors and forced to cobble together employment from part-time jobs
and task-based payment in the “gig economy.’!%! In an exemplary instance
of economic governmentality, apps now routinely require customers to rate
the independent contractor who performed the task they requested, such as
giving a ride, and if the driver’s rating gets too low, they will kicked off the
system and out of work.!%? As Peters’s comment suggests, developing a per-
sonal brand has effectively become a requirement for many jobs, from high
status positions to those typically classed as unskilled labor; for example,
while nannies and babysitters used to find work through word of mouth,
they now must maintain sophisticated online presences to get jobs as a re-
sult of online marketplaces like Care.com.!? In short, workers really are in-
creasingly treated as entrepreneurs and held individually responsible for

the economic outcome of their labor.1%4

Consequently, as policies became
increasingly neoliberal, human capital theory became a more plausible and
even attractive way of understanding how one actually needs to behave in
the world. Education has also increasingly reinforced this view, as children
become habituated to standardized assessment and are instructed from an
early age to see schoolwork as an investment in their future income—a view
turther naturalized by the staggering amount of debt they’re likely to take on
to pay for college.'%

Such neoliberal reorientations are not limited to the developed world. As
Bangladesh, China, Vietnam, and other countries developed large export-
oriented manufacturing sectors, workers driven from the countryside into

the city for employment have also come to regard themselves as neoliberal
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free agents. Newspapers and magazines aimed at migrants tell lurid stories
with the moral that, in the city, no one is looking out for anyone but them-
selves; exploitative Ponzi schemes provide apparent opportunities for entre-
preneurship while preaching that wealth is a sign of virtue; to get ahead in
both the job market and the marriage market, they pay for special classes
aimed at developing their human capital and are taught that “We are all in the
sales business . . . We are selling ourselves.”!% This sense that everyone must
act as an entrepreneur to get by is intensified by the incredible turnover in
the factories of transnational supply chains. Studies suggest that turnover in
factories owned by Foxconn Technology Group, the world’s leading personal
electronics manufacturer, is roughly 5 percent per week, with a majority of
workers employed in the same factory for less than six months at a time.!%”
Similarly, a majority of workers in the factories that produce electronics
for Hewlett-Packard are contract or “agency” workers, hired as temporary
employees for a month or two at a time.!% Factories show little loyalty to
workers and workers show little loyalty in return. As a result, workers are fre-
quently in a position where they must demonstrate their exceptional human
capital to human resources professionals so they can be hired again. Adopting
aneoliberal orientation is an understandable—and readily available—means
of navigating these circumstances.

Collectively Reorienting Ourselves

To recap, neoliberalism offers a complete orientation to society that explains
(1) how social and political arrangements actually operate; (2) how those
operations are generally made intelligible and legitimate to those subject
to them; and (3) the normative values that one’s actions should promote.
From this perspective, (1) social life is fundamentally a competitive order
maintained by a coercive government, an arrangement that (2) produces the
best possible material outcomes in the long run, however unpredictable it is
in the short run, and which protects (3) individual freedom, exemplified by
consumer choice and entrepreneurial activity. As societies become increas-
ingly competitive, this orientation becomes correspondingly plausible. Part
of why it can be difficult to resist neoliberalism is that this view orients us
most effectively to individuals and coercive institutions, leaving other forms
of social organization marginal; there are no intermediate associations, ex-
cept occasionally the family, no way of combining and exercising strength in
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numbers, except perhaps as consumers who share similar tastes. Hayek says,
“A Great Society has nothing to do with, and is in fact irreconcilable with ‘soli-
darity’ in the true sense of unitedness in the pursuit of known common goals.
If we all occasionally feel that it is a good thing to have a common purpose
with our fellows, and enjoy a sense of elation when we can act as members of
a group aiming at common ends, this is an instinct which we have inherited
from tribal society.’!% Instead of changing the principles that govern our so-
cial institutions, we should submit and be grateful for them: “It is precisely
because in the cosmos of the market we all constantly receive benefits which
we have not deserved in any moral sense that we are under an obligation also
to accept equally undeserved diminutions of our incomes. Our only moral
title to what the market gives us we have earned by submitting to those rules
which makes the formation of the market order possible”!!? For neoliberals,
we simply have no standing to object to the global economy; complaints
about injustice are not only out of place but reveal our ingratitude.

For those who believe existing inequality is unjust and the neoliberal con-
ception of freedom is inadequate, the task is to reorient ourselves to a world
that does in fact increasingly resemble a competitive order in a way that in-
stead disposes us to solidarity, recognizing opportunities to cooperate in the
promotion of a shared interest in resisting neoliberalism. In concluding this
chapter, my suggestion is that the neoliberal acknowledgment of politically
important of forms of power other than state coercion points to elements of
social life that can be redescribed to highlight opportunities for cooperation
and free association. In other words, the awkward fit between neoliberalism’s
political rationality and its governmentality creates opportunities for re-
orientation and resistance. While the neoliberal orientation centers on ec-
onomic individuals and a coercive state, acknowledging the significance
of social norms and governmentality can also orient us to other social ac-
tors, like social movements, and that recognition can be used to redraw the
boundaries of the political.

We can see this in Milton Friedman’s 1962 description of segregated
institutions and his opposition to civil rights legislation in Capitalism
and Freedom. Friedman’s account here is strikingly individualizing and
suggests that the primary actors are individual consumers and the coer-
cive state. When Friedman writes about “grocery stores serving a neighbor-
hood inhabited by people who have a strong aversion to being waited on by
Negro clerks,” he sees only the freedom of white people to choose in con-
formity with their “preference” or “taste” for segregation and the potential
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for government coercion in the form of fair employment legislation to in-
terfere with the exercise of such market freedom.!! Friedman does not at-
tend to how or why white people may have developed such a “taste,” since
that is regarded as irrelevant to questions of justice. Nor does he consider the
forms of nonstate coercion that whites exercised both on blacks and whites to
maintain social norms of segregation even where it was not legally enforced.
Nor, finally, does he mention the forms of direct political action that the civil
rights movement engaged in like sit-ins and boycotts that targeted businesses
without appealing to government.

Recognizing that noncoercive forms of power, including social norms, are
essential to the market but are not themselves market activity implies three
things that are inconvenient for a neoliberal orientation: first, the realm of
politics extends beyond state coercion; second, cooperation can be a way to
achieve a common aim, as with collective action to change norms; and third,
nonstate actors may appropriately exercise authority over others, making
claims about how they have a responsibility to act. These features of social
life do not necessarily contradict neoliberalism’s political rationality but
Friedman minimizes them in his description of Jim Crow precisely because
centering them in on€’s orientation readily lends itself to seeing things like ac-
cess to businesses as a political matter of public accommodation, not private
taste. This is not an internal critique of neoliberalism; reorienting ourselves
to these features effectively will require breaking with the neoliberal concep-
tion of freedom and offering a different account of freedom’s value. But it
does suggest elements of social life that people experience and that can be
revalued. These are features where the neoliberal orientation is least effective
at guiding action—where the operations of society least resemble the com-
petitive order of market exchange and where, consequently, neoliberalism’s
legitimating story and normative values are less obviously relevant. When
neoliberals argue that certain forms of governmentality are justified or that
certain social norms should be collectively promoted, they are acknowl-
edging places where their view of the legitimacy of existing social and polit-
ical institutions can most readily be contested. In the next chapter, I pursue
this strategy specifically with regard to transnational supply chains and show
how a look at their actual operation comes apart from their neoliberal justi-
fication precisely where supply chains rely on governmentality, cooperation,
and weakly justified claims to authority; as I will argue, contesting supply
chains on these grounds can be used to repoliticize the neoliberal economic
realm more broadly.






2
Seeing (Like) Supply Chain Managers

Today, though man is born free, he is everywhere in supply chains.
Commodities have long been traded internationally, but the particular dis-
tributed form of production known as the global supply chains can be traced
to the late 1970s, the period of neoliberalism’s ascendance; they became
common enough that the term “supply chain management” was coined in
1982.! Nike offers an exemplary case study: the Nike brand was launched
in 1972 in Oregon and already by 1982, 86 percent of Nike’s athletic foot-
wear was produced in South Korea and Taiwan; its last American factory
closed in 1985.2 Today, roughly one million workers in around 750 factories
around the world make Nike products, but Nike owns none of the factories
where its products are assembled.? This is a striking development in the his-
tory of manufacturing. In 1928, Henry Ford opened the River Rouge plant
which took raw materials and turned out Model A cars—a “dream of con-
tinuous, integrated manufacturing” that employed 75,000 people in eve-
rything from milling steel and glass to its own powerhouse.* While River
Rouge represented an apex of aspirations to centrally control manufacturing,
such “vertical integration,” in which a corporation actually owns the facili-
ties that manufacture its products, is now such an exception that when the
clothing company American Apparel owned its own factory in Los Angeles,
it advertised this fact as evidence that it “considers its workers family” It's a
fitting symbol of the ascendance of global supply chains that after American
Apparel declared bankruptcy a few years later, the new owners closed the Los
Angeles factory and moved production to Honduras, where reports of sweat-
shop conditions quickly emerged.® Today roughly half a billion people are
employed in jobs that are part of or depend on transnational supply chains
like these.”

Transnational supply chains are not only the predominant form of in-
ternational trade today; they are inseparable from the texture of daily life.
As I write this, I'm wearing pants made in Bangladesh and a shirt made in
Haiti while communicating with friends and coworkers through a phone
assembled in China. These ubiquitous products are an important material
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manifestation of how the global economy intimately shapes my life, but
their significance is far from obvious. How should I think about my en-
tanglement in these chains? How should an effective orientation to the
global economy account for these physical objects which are a practical
precondition to so many of my actions? Consider some infamous facts
about the iPhone. Its inner components make use of metals and minerals
like tantalum, mined amid armed conflict in the Democratic Republic
of Congo. Miners there are lucky to make $2 a day and mining profits
are sometimes a source of revenue for militias that prolong violent con-
flict.® The iPhones themselves are assembled in China largely by Foxconn
Technology Group, the world’s largest electronics manufacturer. Foxconn
produces not only for Apple but also Sony, Nintendo, Amazon, and many
others, and employs as many as 1.3 million workers when operating at
peak capacity. To put that in perspective, that’s about as many people
as Walmart employs in the United States; Apple itself has about 66,000
employees.” With $60 billion in net income in 2018, Apple is one of the
most profitable companies in the world, second only to Aramco, Saudi
Arabia’s national oil company.'? Notoriously, workers at Foxconn factories
in Shenzen found the wages and working conditions there so oppressive
that in 2010, fourteen of them jumped to their deaths off the roof of a fac-
tory rather than continue working; the company then installed nets on the
side of the building to catch falling workers, only to have another worker
reportedly die of overwork.!! The collapse of the garment factories at Rana
Plaza occurred not long after the Foxconn suicides—all this in facilities
that two supply chain management experts call “textbook cases for highly
efficient global supply chains”!?> While Apple keeps most information
about the manufacturing process confidential, estimates for the iPod sug-
gest that all assembly, including labor, make up about 3 percent of input
costs while Apple makes a gross profit of 40 percent of the wholesale price
per device.!?

These transnational supply chains make the question of how I should be
oriented to the global economy concrete and practical when it might oth-
erwise seem abstract. As Jennifer Bair puts it, the study of supply chains
“permits one to analyze globalization in situ, directing our attention to
the specific locations where particular production processes occur, while
simultaneously illuminating how these discrete locations and activities
are connected to each other as constituent links that collectively comprise
the commodity chain”!* Yet the standard approach to global justice in
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political theory offers arguments about justice in the economy without of-
fering a picture of how the economy actually functions, making it hard to
provide an orientation and consequently to guide action.!” As I argued in
the introduction, an effective orientation provides an account of (1) how
social and political arrangements operate; (2) how those operations are
generally made intelligible and legitimate to those subject to them; and
(3) the normative values that one’s actions should promote, given (1) and
(2). In the previous chapter, I provided an account of how neoliberalism
orients its subjects through an economic grid that sees the market as the
foundation of social life generally and political legitimacy specifically.
From a neoliberal perspective, supply chains appear as a natural expres-
sion of market logic; the replacement of vertically integrated firms that
build products from scratch with multiple firms specializing in distinct
steps of the production process is an obvious improvement in efficiency.
The decomposition of firms into smaller units brings us another step
closer to the complete realization of the neoliberal vision of an economy in
which every individual acts as an entrepreneur, a firm of one.

However, as I argued in chapter 1, neoliberalism’s own account of why
individuals would come to see the world on its terms appeals to features of
social life that fit awkwardly with its vision of the world. This provides critics
of neoliberalism with an opportunity to reorient our perspective on society;
in Foucault’s terms, the very techniques of governmentality by which people
come to adopt a neoliberal orientation can themselves become the source
of an alternative orientation because of their poor fit with neoliberal polit-
ical rationality. In this chapter, I show how transnational supply chains pro-
vide a focal point for this reorientation. I argue that an examination of the
mechanisms that habituate workers and consumers to this view show that
supply chains are better understood as political entities that claim the au-
thority to govern us rather than as approximations of free exchanges between
individual entrepreneurs. What makes the supply chain form so politically
potent is the way that the rationality of the chain itself effectively conceives
of workers and consumers as linked cooperating enterprises while the gov-
erning practices of the chain train workers and consumer in understandings
of their role that obscure their links to each other. Reorienting ourselves to
supply chains as political entities helps us contest their authority; defending
the freedom of association for workers and consumers so that they can coop-
erate becomes an opportunity to repoliticize the neoliberal economy more
broadly.
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In the rest of this chapter, I will first look at how neoliberalism manages
the popular disorientation produced by transnational supply chains through
its account of the consumer’s necessary ignorance of commodity production,
which it narrates as a kind of sacred mystery. However, supply chain man-
agers need a way of making sense of their own role in production; their ex-
pert discourse reveals a political rationality of the supply chain that differs
from the perspectives of customers and workers shaped by supply chain
governmentality. Third, I exploit this mismatch between political rationality
and practices of governmentality and argue that we should reorient our view
of supply chains to see them as political institutions; I accomplish this in part
by turning to Ronald Coase’s theory of the corporation and show how even
neoliberal theory acknowledges that corporate power rests on a contestable
claim to legitimate authority. Fourth, I show how that authority can be chal-
lenged and conclude by illustrating how this reorientation facilitates resisting
neoliberalism more broadly.

The Logic of Supply Chains

Consider what it takes to get a Nike shoe into a consumer’s hands. The pro-
cess begins with designers in Nike’s headquarters in Oregon sending shoe
specifications to a design firm in Taiwan, which in turn sends its design
to engineers in South Korea, which in turn sends its plans to a factory in
Indonesia. At that factory, workers will assemble shoes out of leather made
of skins from cows slaughtered in Texas and tanned in South Korea; foam
derived from Saudi Arabian petroleum; and rubber soles refined in South
Korea, among other components; the assembled shoes then end up in boxes
from a paper mill in New Mexico with tissue paper made from Indonesian
trees.!® Then, of course, there’s the matter of getting those boxed shoes to
stores in the United States. This logistics process requires the infrastructure
to get the shoes from the factory to a port, then loaded onto a boat full of
containers that will sail to Long Beach or another West Coast port, where it
will be unloaded and put onto a truck which will drive it to a nearby distri-
bution center, where they will be unloaded again as the company figures out
their final destination.!”

I began the book by highlighting injustices in production, but each stage
of the process offers new possibilities for exploitation. In the United States,
ports are behind only mines in the number of workplace deaths and injuries
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annually.!® Whats more, port ownership is consolidating worldwide—the
UAE-based corporation DP World now owns and operates ports in forty
countries, for example—and firms are using the resultant monopoly power
to refuse to recognize port worker unions, demanding increasing hours for
lower pay.!” Workers on the container ships that transport all these goods are
at sea for months under the authority of a captain with no possibility to leave
in cases of abuse; even with a respectful captain, they risk being held hostage
by pirates or abandoned in foreign ports.?’ In exchange, the International
Labour Organization (ILO) recommends a minimum monthly wage of
$614 for seafarers, but enforcement is uneven; many workers pay thousands
in bribes just to get the job and unscrupulous employers sometimes simply
refuse to pay at the end of a voyage.?! Meanwhile, the truck drivers that bring
the goods from West Coast ports to retailers’ nearby distribution centers are
sometimes indentured servants, forced to take out exorbitant loans from
their employers to pay for their own trucks, leaving them working twenty
hours a day while taking home less than a dollar a week.??

Trying to keep all this in view at once feels almost impossible, but this
dizzying geographic dispersal is the norm in global supply chains. For con-
sumers, contemplating the origins of the everyday goods that constitute the
practical context of our daily lives thus predictably produces a profound dis-
orientation. One effect of this disorientation is the compulsion to renarrate
these stunning yet banal facts, often as a story of unmasking. I've already
done this myself in the way that I've described the activities of Foxconn and
Nike; “behind the labels lurk great injustice” is a genre with a long, proud
history. There is great injustice and many people are genuinely unaware of it.
But I expect many readers do know about these cases—and yet that doesn’t
diminish the uncanny magic of how we can’t quite grasp these remarkable
networks. The gesture of unmasking is ineffectual, but nevertheless feels
inescapable.

Neoliberal theory offers a strategy for containing this unsettling feeling
by transforming incomprehension into grateful wonder. Rather than muck-
raking exposure, neoliberals recast the story of production as one of miracu-
lous creation through spontaneous order beyond human control. In the book
that precipitated the first convening of neoliberals, Walter Lippmann argued
for accepting our necessary ignorance of the production process, writing,
“The thinker, as he sits in his study drawing plans for the direction of society,
will do no thinking if his breakfast has not been produced for him by a social
process which is beyond his detailed comprehension.” Similar to the process



52 DISORIENTING NEOLIBERALISM

I narrated earlier, Lippmann explains that “his breakfast depends upon
workers on the coffee plantations of Brazil, the citrus groves of Florida, the
sugar fields of Cuba, the wheat farms of the Dakotas, the dairies of New York;
that it has been assembled by ships, railroads, and trucks, has been cooked
with coal from Pennsylvania in utensils made of aluminum, china, steel, and
glass”?® However, the lesson that Lippmann draws from this is not that the
thinker has reason to be concerned with the just treatment of workers in all
these places, but rather that the entire process is beyond conscious human
control, limiting the potential for its regulation. Because “the human mind
must take a partial and simplified view of existence,” an effective orientation
to action accepts its reliance on these processes with gratitude and without
undue reflection.

In the context of this assertion of necessary ignorance, the creation of any
product appears as a kind of miracle and the retelling of its creation can ap-
proximate the genre of religious revelation. In his television show Free to
Choose, Milton Friedman famously narrates the incredible geographic dis-
persal of the production process of a single pencil as a fable about the virtues
of the free market. Friedman drew this story from a short 1958 essay called “I,
Pencil” by Leonard Read, founder of the libertarian Foundation for Economic
Education.?* Read’s story foregrounds the limits of human understanding of
the economy by having the pencil itself narrate the story. The commodity
testifies to its own unknowability and announces “I am a mystery—more so
than a tree or a sunset or even a flash of lightning” The very existence of the
pencil itself—bringing together trees from Oregon, graphite from Sri Lanka,
clay from Mississippi, rape seed oil from Indonesia, and so on—is presented
as evidence of neoliberal sociodicy and a revelation of the market’s goodness.
The story concludes with the pencil asserting, “I, Pencil, seemingly simple
though I am, offer the miracle of my creation as testimony that this is a prac-
tical faith, as practical as the sun, the rain, a cedar tree, the good earth” The
neoliberal legitimating story thus embraces the uncanniness of mundane
objects, turning their unsettling nature into a reason to accept the market’s
bounty, whose origin is as natural and wholesome as the earth.

This legitimating story fits well with a neoliberal account of supply chain
operations as the product of independent individuals producing an eco-
nomic outcome inadvertently by pursuing their own aims. As Foucault
puts it, for neoliberalism, “the basic element to be deciphered by economic
analysis is not so much the individual, or processes and mechanisms, but
enterprises. An economy made up of enterprise-units, a society made up of
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enterprise-units, is at once the principle of decipherment linked to liberalism
and its programming for the rationalization of a society and an economy.’?
Supply chains can be interpreted as the apotheosis of the enterprise form.
Apple and Nike appear as pure enterprise, corporations no longer tied to
any location but calling forth commodities from wherever appears most ef-
ficient; freed from vertical integration, they coordinate enterprises that be-
come smaller and more focused as they efficiently manage just one link in
the chain. The geographic reach of supply chains seems to exemplify the
neoliberal commitment to make markets ever bigger and faster.?® Since, for
neoliberalism, an increase in efficiency is by definition an improvement in
collective well-being, supply chains’ emphasis on the twin virtues of “cost effi-
ciency and supply assurance” can appear to be a contribution to the common
good no matter what its other consequences.?’

In one of the most famous gestures of unmasking in Capital, Marx wrote
of the need to enter the “hidden abode of production,” but it turns out the
meaning of what you see there isn't self-evident.?® From the perspective of
neoliberal thinkers, who explicitly avow the primacy of the economic realm
which Marx sought to uncover, supply chain production doesn’t look all that
different from the sphere of commodity circulation which purportedly con-
cealed it. Where Hobbes’s Leviathan and Ford’s River Rouge plant were com-
posed of many individuals at the direction of one leader, global supply chains
can be understood as enterprises all the way down; at each level, one finds
an enterprise that is itself composed of enterprises until we reach the level
of the individual entrepreneurs of human capital who work in the factories,
who buy the commodities produced, and, of course, who manage the sour-
cing process itself, using their investment in their own human capital to get
income returns for the service of making efficient investments of the human
capital of others. From this perspective, supply chains embody a neoliberal
view of the corporation as, in the words of economists Michael Jensen and
William Meckling, “simply legal fictions which serve as a nexus for a set of
contracting relationships among individuals.”?® On their face, corporations
pose a difficulty for a neoliberal orientation similar to the social movements
that Milton Friedman notably omitted from his account of Jim Crow, noted
in chapter 1; they both appear to embody consequential cases of group action
rather than the independently-choosing individuals that are the paradigm
of neoliberal freedom. But on this view, corporations are nevertheless effec-
tively reducible to contracts between individuals; their organizational form
simplifies, but does not change, the fundamentally individual nature of the
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market. Supply chains can thus be understood simply as corporations that
have been even further disaggregated, making their nature as enterprises
made up of enterprises even clearer.

This picture of ever-mobile and disruptive capital turning the world into
a fluid and homogenous space of functionally identical units is tempting
for both champions and critics of neoliberalism. Sweatshops in transna-
tional supply chains came to public consciousness in the 1990s and when
critics tried to articulate why consumers should be concerned about them,
they often cited anxieties about how globalization was “pressing nations into
one homogenous global theme park.”*® The way supply chains decompose
the corporation served as a convenient synecdoche for neoliberalism as a
corrosive force, dissolving a world of diverse cultures and solidarities into
a single market. Defenders of globalization often responded by valorizing
such homogenizing force. Thomas Friedman not only praised global supply
chains for making it possible for “work to be broken apart, reassembled, and
made to flow, without friction, back and forth between the most efficient pro-
ducers,” but described their value in aesthetic terms, comparing an efficiently
run supply chain to a symphony.*! Nor did defenders shy away from Read’s
theological framing of their power. In ranking the work flow software em-
ployed by supply chain managers alongside the fall of the Berlin Wall as chief
contributors to the creation of a flat world of frictionless flows, Friedman
overtly embraced an evangelical register, writing, “The Bible tells us that God
created the world in six days and on the seventh day he rested. Flattening
the world took a little longer.** The work of supply chain managers may be
slower than God’s, but they’re on the same continuum.

The persistence of the theological framing of supply chains as analogous
to divine power suggests what remains enduringly useful in Marx’s account
of commodity fetishism. As Marx explains, a table, despite being the product
of human labor, is “changed into something transcendent” when it becomes
a commodity. Though it remains nothing more than wood, the table as
commodity is endowed with a “mystical,” “enigmatic” character because its
price seems an objective but immaterial feature of it—an expression of its
value—when its commodity character is, in reality, a product of social rela-
tions. What's important about Marx’s analysis for my purposes here is that
learning the secret of the commodity’s agency doesn’t break its power over
us. The knowledge we get from reading Capital on its own isn’t enough to
alter the phenomenological character of our encounter with commodities.
Marx begins the section on “The Fetishism of Commodities and the Secret
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Thereof” by writing that “so soon as it steps forth as a commodity;” the table
becomes “far more wonderful than ‘table-turning’ ever was”—that is, com-
modity fetishism is even more remarkable than séances that purport to speak
with the dead.® Yet after thoroughly demystifying the commodity, Marx still
ends this section by having commodities speak for themselves, saying, “Our
use value may be a thing that interests men. It is no part of us as objects.
What, however, does belong to us as objects, is our value” Unlike séances,
where the dead fall silent when their trickery is revealed, commodities con-
tinue to speak to us even when we know they are nothing more than wood,
because we cannot “strip off its mystical veil until it is treated as production
by freely associated men.”** But only a real change in social relations can do
that; social criticism alone cannot make it the case that existing garment fac-
tories like Rana Plaza are genuinely free associations, for example.

This explains why unmaskings of global supply chains always have to be
repeated because they never quite take hold; because of the way we experi-
ence them, workers and consumers isolated from each other, these compli-
cated and ever shifting institutional connections always feel a bit unreal. In
that respect, a neoliberal orientation can feel like a more natural orientation
to adopt in our circumstances; where Marx has to explain the persistence of
a feeling that we know to be false, neoliberalism can valorize and embrace its
persistence. Even though they’re intended as exposés, stories of unmasking
typically echo “I, Pencil” and turn commodities themselves into anthropo-
morphized protagonists while people become bit players in “Your T-shirt’s
life story (before it met you).”*® Nor is this experience limited to consumers;
workers too report the experience of finding it laughably hard to compre-
hend the “journey” that the products they assemble undertake.*® This has
important implications for an effective orientation to the global economy.
It is not enough to identify the injustice hidden in supply chains; absent the
creation of new social relations among people at different sites along the
chain, such unmasking can be neurotically repeated as the felt unreality of
supply chains continues. Consequently, we need an orientation that accounts
for the human agency in the production process and that facilitates prac-
tical action to change the social relations between workers and consumers.
In the next section, I argue that the mismatch between the political ration-
ality of supply chains, which relies on workers and consumers being linked,
and their governmentality, which produces their experience of separation,
presents an opportunity to reorient workers and consumers to each other as
subjects governed by the supply chain.
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Rationality and Governmentality in Supply Chains

To see how workers and consumers might develop another orientation to
supply chains that better identifies opportunities to promote their shared
interests and values, I turn to the perspective of supply chain managers. If
ignorance of production can be valorized and even sanctified for consumers,
supply chain managers require a somewhat different orientation to perform
their duties; the process can remain transcendental but supply chain man-
agers need to understand how to oversee the transubstantiation, as it were.
Theirs remains a neoliberal orientation and their job readily lends itself to
associating freedom with choice in the market. But beyond the general ori-
entation to economic activity, the perspective of supply chain managers
offers a clear view of the specific political rationality of the supply chain—that
is, what Wendy Brown calls “not an instrument of governmental practice, but
rather the condition of possibility and legitimacy of its instruments, the field

of normative reason from which governing is forged”?”

As T explained in
chapter 1, the political rationality of a practice is the conceptual framework
in which the practice makes sense, though the reality of the practice may
depart significantly from how the political rationality imagines it. While the
term is generally used to refer to the logic of neoliberalism as a whole, I use it
here to tease out how those in a particular institutional role make sense of the
practice they help to manage. This provides a perspective that those whom
they seek to manage can repurpose to understand their own circumstances.
One can readily understand the political rationality of supply chains by
looking at how supply chain managers describe their work to each other.
As Peter Gibbon and Stefano Ponte note, “Even the briefest glance at the
trade press over the last thirty years shows that [supply chain] govern-
ance has existed not simply as a type of relation between firms but also
as an expert discourse which includes, among other things, paradigms of
suppliers’ideal roles and capacities and of how these may be measured and
shaped.”? This expert discourse reveals the logic that makes supply chains
comprehensible and self-evidently legitimate practices to those who
govern them. The Council of Supply Chain Management Professionals
(CSCMP) provides an exemplary source of this expert discourse in the
form of a glossary for its work that, in explaining how they understand
their jobs, also offers a kind of official version of the political rationality of
supply chains. Notably, the CSCMP defines the task of its member as
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the planning and management of all activities involved in sourcing and pro-
curement, conversion, and all logistics management activities. Importantly,
it also includes coordination and collaboration with channel partners,
which can be suppliers, intermediaries, third-party service providers, and
customers. In essence, supply chain management integrates supply and de-

mand management within and across companies.*

On the level of its own political rationality, supply chain management
changes the nature of the boundary of the corporation itself. No longer
is the firm’s legal boundary of primary practical importance; instead, the
logics of supply chains operate “within and across companies,” traversing
corporate lines and incorporating multiple actors, including consumers
and workers employed by other firms. The CSCMP glossary defines supply
chains themselves as “the material and informational interchanges in the
logistical process stretching from acquisition of raw materials to delivery
of finished products to the end user. All vendors, service providers and
customers are links in the supply chain.” I want to note three things about
how this definition illuminates the political rationality of supply chains.
First, by making “interchanges” the heart of supply chains, the definition
indicates clearly that relevant identities are relational; the central unit is
never asingle firm.* While supply chains do decompose firms into constit-
uent parts, supply chain managers do not see this process as creating iso-
lated enterprise units but rather as a process of constituting connections.
Second, it is an expansive definition that assimilates the customer, whether
the retailer or the individual end user, into just another link in the chain;
if supply chains have a telos, it is neither consumption nor production but
the creation of value through movement along the chain. Often, the act
of consumption does not extinguish value but can also augment it fur-
ther (as the prevalence of iPhones creates more reasons for others to start
using iPhones so they can enjoy shared features like FaceTime and so on).
Supply chains thus became a grid for interpreting the behavior of many
actors who may not even be aware that they belong to the chain and are
themselves a relay connected to others. Third, the distinctive contribution
of the production performed by workers in factories has receded com-
pletely from view; material and information interchanges are treated as
equivalent and production itself becomes virtually a black box at the heart
of a process that foregrounds logistics rather than manufacturing.*! In the
supply chain manager’s “logistical gaze,” circulation rather than creation is
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explicitly the source of value.*? After all, that is what’s complicated about
supply chains and makes it possible to imagine them as symphonies; the
physical assembly of products can be simple and mind-numbingly repet-
itive while the process of efficiently determining how to get precisely the
right number of components to arrive at precisely the right time so that no
inventory ever wastefully sits idle requires the creative interpretation and
application of vast quantities of data.*?

From this perspective, supply chains are not what a critic might see: a way
of engaging in regulatory arbitrage, sourcing production from whichever
country has the lowest labor and environmental standards, producing a race
to the bottom in an increasingly homogenous global market. Rather, they are
means of increasing value through large networks that can disaggregate the
division of labor at an unprecedented scale that allows for enormous gains in
reliability and efficiency, which benefits everyone in the long run. In practice,
however, these gains have not been widely distributed but instead contributed
to the growth of inequality. While transnational supply chains have improved
firms’ productivity and profitability, they have not brought improved wages
to the developing world but rather contributed to the depression of wages
in participating industries.** The academic study of supply chains arose
partly out of the effort to explain this. The sociologist Gary Gerefhi and his
colleagues have offered the most influential approach. They defined “global
commodity chains” as “sets of interorganizational networks clustered around
one commodity or product, linking households, enterprises, and states to one
another within the world-economy.’** They identified four main dimensions
of these chains that determine its character: (i) its inputs and outputs, in-
cluding products, services, and resources; (ii) its geographic scope; (iii)
“relationships between firms that determine how financial, material, and
human resources are allocated and flow within a chain,” which they call its
governance structure; and (iv) its local, national, and international institu-
tional context.*® This definition usefully disaggregates some of the factors
that define the field in which supply chain managers operate. In particular,
isolating the relations between firms helps to identify a key cause of the une-
qual distribution of the chain’s benefits. Lead brands like Apple and Nike are,
ironically, the least fungible part of the chain since their contribution is the
most immaterial and thus hardest to duplicate.’ Their position in the market
gives them the ability to pit suppliers against each other and to externalize
the risk of the actual production process, giving them the capacity to capture
a disproportionate share of gains.*® Recent estimates suggest Apple earns a
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gross profit of $283 on the retail sale of a $649 iPhone, while Foxconn and
other Taiwan-based firms receive roughly $48—with only about $8.46 going
to workers and their bosses in China.*’

This analysis crucially introduces the question of power into an account of
supply chain operations, which is not explicit in the supply chain manager’s
expert discourse. The rationality of the chain is formally egalitarian, under-
standing relations as interchanges rather than hierarchies. But hierarchies
pervasively structure the chain’s operations: not only hierarchy between the
lead brand and suppliers but also economic hierarchies between workers and
their employers and political hierarchies between the developed countries
that have largely determined the terms of trade and the developing countries
that have had to accept them. Unfortunately, Gerefli’s definition of supply
chains occludes many of these important power relations by defining the
chain’s governance exclusively in terms of relations among firms; the per-
spective, agency, and governance of workers and consumers, for example,
is defined as part of the chains context rather than internal to the chain it-
self. In that way, this definition stays too close to the lead firm and its supply
chain managers, who remain the paradigmatic agent whose perspective au-
thoritatively defines the chain’s operations and boundaries.>® We can expand
on Gerefli’s account and reorient our view in a way that better facilitates ac-
tion by workers and consumers by looking more specifically at the power
relations that relate them to supply chains. By distinguishing between supply
chain’s political rationality and governmentality, we can see the practices that
relate workers and consumers to supply chains as techniques aimed at gov-
erning them, in part by structuring their experience of the chain to conceal
their status as enduring links. While supply managers describe their work as
apolitical and technocratic, facilitating connections with others who equally
participate in the marketplace, their relationship to consumers and workers
is better understood as a hierarchical relation of governance, making claims
to authority and subjecting others to power derived from asymmetries of in-
formation and resources with the aim of determining their conduct. As is
true of neoliberalism generally, this mismatch between political rationality
and techniques of governmentality provides an opportunity to contest the
legitimacy of existing practices.

Consider first how consumers are related to supply chains. As we've al-
ready seen, supply chain managers regard consumers as integral links in the
chain, yet most consumers do not experience supply chains that way. Rather
than seeing themselves as permanent links in the chain, they imagine that
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they only intersect with the supply chain at the actual moment of exchange.
But such an impression is carefully produced by brands, who in fact inten-
sively track and surveil consumers so that their actions can be anticipated and
directed. The concept of governmentality helps us see why it’s appropriate to
describe consumers as subjects of the supply chain, since their actions are
uncoerced but nevertheless shaped by a power that seeks to govern them,
nonconsensually leading them to “freely” act in particular ways. Nikolas
Rose describes “a whole array of strategies and tactics that have been devel-
oped, over the course of the twentieth century, to ‘assemble the subject of
consumption’: to render the consumer knowable and calculable . . . the com-
mercial surveillance aspects of banking, insurance, credit card checking,
the datachecking entailed in consumer credit agreements, automatic credit
checking at EFTPOS, the strategic use of data on purchasing preferences for
targeted marketing on the one hand and retail strategies on the other,” and so
on.’! At this point, virtually everything we do can be digitally tracked, which
has vastly increased the capacity to anticipate consumer action and produce
goods accordingly.> This has consequences for the freedom of consumers
and supply chain workers alike; as I discuss in the next section, the use that
supply chains make of this information leads directly to the increased ex-
ploitation of workers who are employed on the increasingly erratic schedules
required for just-in-time production.

Of course, brands are not content to merely anticipate consumer actions,
but actively seek to shape them—even as they work hard to disguise how
much information about individuals they have. And the amount of infor-
mation they have is staggering. I have so far largely focused on the iPhone
as an example of a good produced by supply chains, but the role that it plays
once it is in the hands of consumers is also essential. Pew Research Center
estimates that more than 75 percent of all US adults have a smartphone
while over 90 percent of US adults between eighteen and twenty-nine years
old have one.”® Retailers have a staggering number of tools to track smart-
phone users not only on the web but also in physical space. Phones that scan
for wifi networks announce their location whenever their user approaches
physical stores. But retailers can get even more fine-grained information
about a customer’s location through placing Bluetooth beacons throughout
their stores or by using the phone’s camera to identify the particular lights
installed in that store location, enabling them to see how a consumer pro-
ceeds through the store and even how long she stands in front of a particular
display.>* Retailers combine this with other data they purchase, including
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GPS data about our other movements, from largely anonymous data
brokers—companies like Acxiom, Experian, BlueKai, and eXelate that track
your internet use with cookies and correlate it with publicly available infor-
mation as well as data they purchase from still other retailers.>> All this is
done with an eye toward discerning the most effective ways of intervening in
customer behavior—for example, sending a push alert to my phone around
4 p.m. letting me know that the store I usually pass on the commute home
from work is offering a discount on the item that I was idly Googling on my
work desktop.

As a result, while Google has boasted that they know “roughly who you
are, roughly what you care about, roughly who your friends are,” the same is
true for the lead brands of many supply chains, though they generally prefer
not to say so in public.”® That’s because their efforts to govern consumer be-
havior are more effective when consumers don’t know that they’re being
targeted—at least for now. As it stands, most consumers are turned off when
they realize how intensely they are being watched; Target reports that they
intentionally intersperse irrelevant coupons with their personalized offers
so that customers don't realize how closely their habits are being tracked.>”
But when supply chain professionals, data brokers, and others talk among
themselves in the trade press, they are clear that their aim is, in the words
of one digital marketer, “retraining customers”—retraining them not just to
patronize their particular brand but also to habituate them to be the kinds
of subjects who part willingly with their data.”® The enthusiastic sharing of
personal information over social media platforms has been significant here.
Twitter provides its users with a free snapshot of the data it collects in order
to induce them to pay for promotions to particular audiences; for example, of
the roughly 1,100 people who follow me on the service, Twitter reports that
16 percent of them earn between $100,000 and $124,999 while 20 percent
have a “consumer buying style” described as “value conscious” and 36 per-
cent use AT&T as their wireless carrier.”® Unsurprisingly in this context,
many people are already resigned to the ubiquity of digital surveillance and
can be readily induced to give up personal data for small discounts. As the
fashion magazine Allure excitedly reported to its readers in an article about
how the cosmetics company Ulta’s “loyalty program” offers free samples of
lipstick, “Typically, news of companies monitoring shopping habits and
hoarding data gives us some major Big Brother vibes. But you're going to like
what Ulta is doing with all of your shopping data: using it to send you free
beauty swag . . . As long as the retailer keeps fighting to share more newness
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with its customers, we're down to share our shopping data to score some new
beauty swag”%°

There’s good reason to be skeptical about some of the more grandiose
claims that brands make about their ability to track their customers. While
such statements risk temporarily alienating customers if they go viral, their
real audience is often investors who need reassurance that the firm has a
strategy for managing consumer behavior. Even taking these claims with a
grain of salt, it’s appropriate to describe customers as subjected to the supply
chain in light of the practices used to try to govern their behavior. For a con-
sumer to imagine that he only makes up a link in the chain when actually
purchasing a good is thus a very consequential misunderstanding because,
on that view, the natural method of resisting is by making different choices at
the point of consumption, through boycotts and ethical consumption from
responsible supply chains (after all, who wants their personal brand to be
tarnished by association with injustice?).! To recognize that one is subject
to the supply chain beyond the moment of exchange would already suggest
that one’s own freedom may implicated in ways that go beyond choice in the
market and point toward an alternative orientation to supply chains outside
of their political rationality.

Though a neoliberal orientation may reject the distinctiveness of labor,
workers themselves are still clearly essential to supply chains. Brands claim
the authority to determine which workers count as part of the chain, typi-
cally including only those who are officially employed by firms with a direct
contracting relationship. However, firms often place orders with suppliers
on terms that are foreseeably impossible for the contracted supplier to
meet, necessitating further outsourcing to other firms or even informal
work performed by individuals outside the factory, sometimes in their own
homes.®? These workers contribute labor to their supply chain but are not
recognized by lead brands as members of it, enabling them to disclaim know-
ledge of and responsibility for their wages and working conditions. Even for
those workers who are recognized as included, taking the political rationality
of supply chains at face value directs attention to workers in two ways: first,
it normally focuses on the choice to accept factory employment as an ex-
ercise of market freedom, a voluntary choice to accept low wages and dan-
gerous working conditions that prima facie deserves to be protected from
government interference. Such employment is in fact preferable to most re-
ally available alternatives to them, but this should not direct attention away
from the political and economic conditions that made the choice necessary
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in the first place. Exclusive focus on the normative significance of the choice
to accept employment without a broader reflection on political context
not only reinforces neoliberal and libertarian defenses of sweatshops, but
overlooks other ways that workers express resistance to factory conditions—
union organizing, strikes, slowdowns, sick-ins, and other actions that at-
tempt to change they options they face rather than to accept one they are
presented with.®* Second, when every subject is defined as an enterprise,
then consumers and workers appear to have different investments with con-
flicting interests. Getting the best return for me as a consumer obviously
entails getting the lowest price possible for a garment so I can minimize my
expenditures, while the best return for a garment worker entails getting the
highest wage possible. It is not obvious what reason workers and consumers
would have to build coalitions to demand justice together.

This is the political effectiveness of the supply chain form: even as the po-
litical rationality of the supply chain includes and connects workers and con-
sumers, consumers are habituated to think of their connection to the chain
as limited to the moment of purchase; meanwhile, workers are treated as dis-
posable, screened from the view of others, and often kept in the dark about
the identity of the lead brand for which they produce. Both workers and con-
sumers are denied ready access to the information supply chain managers
have about their connection which would facilitate acting together. In light
of their respective experiences in isolation from each other, a neoliberal ori-
entation can seem to them like a sensible way to make sense of supply chains.
But whether it’s proffered by critics or defenders, accepting the picture of
supply chains as infinitely mobile dreams of neoliberal flexibility reinscribes
the ways that workers and consumers are weakest. When an individual
worker declines to take a sweatshop job or a single consumer refuses to buy
sweatshop clothing, there are enormous numbers of consumers and workers
who are willing to step in and do so instead. Unsurprisingly, then, strategies
to prevent injustices in supply chains based on this view have largely failed.
Public handwringing about the production of iPhones and worker suicides at
Foxconn have generated lots of headlines, but little change in consumer beha-
vior or working conditions; the amount of illegal forced overtime in Foxconn
factories actually went up from 2013 to 2014.%* What it has done is give rise to
asignificant public relations effort on the part of lead brands to show concern,
often by establishing ethical sourcing departments and announcing “social
audits” of their suppliers. An ample literature attests to the failures of these
forms of self-regulation to change conditions for workers.®> What they do in
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practice is bolster the legitimacy of supply chain managers; as a matter of po-
litical rationality, these forms of self-regulation treat supply chain managers
and their firms as well-intentioned agents seeking to advance the common
good, only to be thwarted by the market itself, whose verdict of course must
be accepted. However, the market will not produce better wages and working
conditions simply through people preferring that it do so. A neoliberal orien-
tation to supply chains thus offers no effective strategies for reforming them.

Neoliberal in Theory, Cooperative in Practice?

What then is an alternative strategy for resisting injustice in supply chains?
According to many critics of neoliberalism, we need to develop an entirely
different theoretical vocabulary to resist it. In 2003, Wendy Brown argued
that neoliberalism had so thoroughly hollowed out liberal democracy that
it no longer offers any critical potential; efforts to critique the economy for
subverting liberal democracy won't work when liberal democracy is itself
populated by citizen-entrepreneurs and justified on the economic terms of
neoliberalism.®® David Harvey likewise has suggested that those who want
to resist neoliberalism need to abandon the language of freedom as incom-
patible with social justice because freedom has been so thoroughly appropri-
ated and individualized by neoliberalism.®” Such pessimism about freedom
and democratic politics might seem warranted for all I've said so far. On the
neoliberal understanding of supply chains, the existence of efficient supply
chains provides evidence that consumers and workers already understand
themselves as entrepreneurs, and this self-understanding in turn makes re-
sistance ineffective. Likewise, when appeals to freedom and democracy can
be reduced to assertions of the importance of individual choice, then we end
up stuck with the neoliberal understanding of supply chains which treats
every link in the chain as fungible calculating units.

While neoliberal theory and practice can go hand in hand and economic
precarity can deepen the appeal of a neoliberal orientation, the gap between
political rationality and practices of governmentality provides an oppor-
tunity to reorient our experience of neoliberalism, as I argued in chapter 1.
Attending to the practices of neoliberal governmentality I've described
undermines neoliberalisms self-description as defending the economy
against politics; we can instead come to see what is already political about
features of social life that neoliberalism would have us see as economic.
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Repoliticizing the economic realm by showing how it already centers
around characteristic features of political life, like claims to legitimate au-
thority, facilitates collective action that can be effectively guided by appeals
to freedom and democracy. To that end, in this section, I develop the view
of supply chains as political institutions by showing how, in actual practice,
they more closely resemble the economic planning Hayek decried than the
necessarily unknowable production process he praised. Even on the neolib-
eral view, the operations of supply chains—which are characterized by co-
operation among a ruling elite who claim legitimate authority to govern the
actions of others—can aptly be described as political; as a result, workers and
consumers who are subject to supply chain governance can come to see each
other as sharing a political status and work together to contest the authority
that seeks to govern them.

Far from being separate enterprises engaging in individual contracts
loosely organized around corporate nexuses, global supply chains centrally
rely on standardization and cooperation, two features which resist incorpora-
tion into an orientation to society where the primary unit is the independent
enterprise. To the extent that global supply chains are ruthlessly efficient, it is
not merely because outsourcing functions enables specialization and lower
costs, but because each link in the chain needs to abide by strict rules in order
for the chain as a whole to be successful. Standardization of both material
and information is required. Physically, for example, the entire logistics of
transportation in global supply chains is only possible because of the stand-
ardization of shipping containers.®® With respect to information, one can
look at the International Organization for Standardization (ISO), an interna-
tional NGO which sets standards for products and services—almost 20,000
standards that cover everything from the compatibility of computers to a
uniform benchmark for the speed of photographic film. Notably, the ISO it-
self stands outside the logic of entrepreneurship. The importance of this was
made clear in 2003, when they floated a plan to charge money for the use of
the codes it employs to describe the standards; in other words, if two compa-
nies wanted to affirm that their products were compatible, they would both
have to pay a fee to the ISO in order to “speak” in standards to each other.
Imposing costs on the transmission of such information would have shaken
the foundations of supply chains and the ISO backed away from the plan.®’
This resistance to turning standards into simply another form of capital that
can bring a return is a telling break.
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With respect to cooperation, though they have some conflicting interests
when they negotiate over margins, orders, and profits, Apple and Foxconn
are not competitors but neither is Foxconn merely a supplier of commodity
goods; the relationship is rather one of interdependence and continuous
coordination.” To be clear, not all iPhones are assembled by Foxconn and
Foxconn does not assemble exclusively for Apple.”! But neither could exist
in anything like its current form without the other. The parts that go into an
iPhone are not commodities just anyone can purchase; the batteries, screens,
and other components used are custom engineered precisely to Apples
specifications. Indeed, Apple directly coordinates engineering details even
with the firms that supply parts to the firms that supply parts to Foxconn—
for example, the firms that make the parts that go into the batteries that go
into iPhones—so they are directing supply chain activity even at firms with
which they have no contractual commercial relationship. These firms, in
turn, purchase inputs like tantalum and cobalt from commodity markets,
which is where so-called conflict minerals enter the supply chain. Supply
chains are thus not merely a matter of what corporations other corporations
buy components from, even while it remains possible to maintain that fic-
tion; as the CSCMP’s definition indicated, multinational corporations are in
practice defined as much by who they cooperate and collaborate with as by
who they compete with.

So-called lean production and just-in-time manufacturing requires both
clear communication about standards and extensive cooperation along the
supply chain. On the one hand, “lean manufacturing” remorselessly strives
for efficiency by constantly introducing innovations found anywhere else on
the chain into the production process.”? This evolving production process
constantly asks more and more of workers to the point that it causes signif-
icant physical and psychological harm. Such production techniques often
work in conjunction with “just-in-time” manufacturing in which inven-
tory is kept to a minimum and production responds as quickly as possible to
demands; as information about consumer demand and consequent produc-
tion volume is disseminated, every link needs to be ready to deliver highly
varying quantities of goods at precisely the time the next link requires.”
Together, lean production techniques and just-in-time manufacturing can
maximize responsiveness to consumer demand and generate tremendous ef-
ficiency for corporations, but require putting workers on extremely erratic
schedules; in these supply chains, hours can vary by as much as 80 percent
from week to week and illegal forced overtime is the norm.”* But all this
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efficiency is only possible if buyers and sellers agree not to re-enter the mar-
ketplace for each transaction; they need to plan and act together in order to
capture these gains. Yet only certain parties participate in this collaborative
planning.

By contrast, neoliberal markets putatively produce a common good
through independent actions; through price mechanisms, information
about supply and demand becomes public and allows people to coordinate
economic activity efficiently. Hayek writes, “Fundamentally, in a system
where the knowledge of the relevant facts is dispersed among many people,
prices can act to coordinate the separate actions of different people in the
same way as subjective values help the individual to coordinate the parts of
his plan . . . The whole acts as one market, not because any of its members
survey the whole field, but because their limited individual fields of vision
sufficiently overlap so that through many intermediaries the relevant infor-
mation is communicated to all””® Yet supply chain managers do, in a sense,
aspire to survey the whole field; their cooperation and mutual reliance is
quite different from the impersonal coordination among anonymous actors
that is Hayek’s paradigm of an economic relation.

Indeed, while his view has affinities with Jensen and Meckling’s “nexus of
contracts” view, Hayek himself never developed a theory of the corporation,
much less one that would be adequate to explain the relationship between
Apple and Foxconn, which troubles his neat distinction between sponta-
neous order and planning.”® Notably, in Hayek’s account of how markets
generate knowledge, he talks about how a factory manager needs to have
“tiles for its roof, stationary for its forms” and other kinds of equipment avail-
able for purchase from the market; when he considers production inputs, his
example is the price of tin.”” In other words, he only imagines utterly fun-
gible commodities available to all as the paradigm of the market rather than
a world where Walmart can dictate to its suppliers the exact specifications
and price of the goods it is purchasing.”® Fungible commodities do enter
into supply chains, as we've seen, but Hayek’s account isn’'t adequate for un-
derstanding Apple’s leverage over production not only at the plants that as-
semble iPhones but at the factories that make iPhone components and even
at the factories that make components of its components. In short, supply
chains much more resemble the kind of planning and regulation that Hayek
rejected than a spontaneously arising order.” The central form of interna-
tional trade in the global economy is thus more characterized by on-going
interdependence rather than independence and by negotiations over terms
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of on-going cooperation than ephemeral exchanges. Combined with the
practices of governmentality that supply chains use to steer the behavior of
consumers and workers subject to them, this represents a fundamental chal-
lenge to the neoliberal orientation because it suggests politics and economics
cannot be clearly separated, even conceptually—opening the door to politi-
cizing the market and raising questions of justice and equality within it.

Importantly, HayeK’s is not the only neoliberal way of seeing the market;
the University of Chicago economist Ronald Coase offers another, more so-
phisticated neoliberal account of the corporation. However, as I'll now argue,
Coase’s account only deepens the problems for neoliberal political rationality
and bolsters the case for considering supply chains as political institutions.
Unlike the “nexus of contracts” account, which regards the corporation
as a legal fiction draped over the reality of individual agreements, Coase’s
view recognizes that the internal workings of corporations are not examples
of spontaneous order but of hierarchy; employees do what their bosses di-
rect them to do.® In keeping with neoliberal theories of political legitimacy,
Coase provides an economic reason why hierarchy, rather than market co-
ordination, is employed: transaction costs.®! It's not actually efficient to ne-
gotiate new contracts for every single task or product; sometimes it's more
efficient to be directed by a “controlling authority.”®* Consequently, Coase
defines a firm as “the system of relationships which comes into existence
when the direction of resources is dependent on an entrepreneur”®3 Within
a competitive market, the size of a corporation will be determined by how
many functions it is efficient to direct hierarchically and how many are more
efficiently determined by the price mechanism.

Coase’s story complicates and improves upon the explanatory power of
HayeK’s account but remains essentially faithful to the neoliberal orientation
in important ways. First, Coase retains the divide between the spontaneous
order of the market and the coercive planning that is otherwise required
to get people to do things. Coase makes his understanding of the nature of
the employment relation especially clear in his analysis of what he calls “the
legal relationship normally called that of ‘master and servant’ or ‘employer
and employee’” He writes, “it is the fact of direction which is the essence”
of the employment relation, both legally and economically.3* Employees
have agreed to unique contracts that are limited but open-ended about what
kinds of performance are required; they have consented to submit not to the
market but to their manager. This means, second, we can still reduce com-
plex organizations to individuals because they are run by the entrepreneur
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who directs them; in that sense, we can effectively treat corporate actors as
a unit in the same way that we treat individual actors who have preferences
and seek to maximize returns. Above all, Coase’s view suggests that so long as
a firm survives in the market, corporate managers’ authority is justified and
that employment never entitles one to a voice at work; any attempt to incor-
porate worker voice into the operations of a firm is at the discretion of man-
agement. To the extent it makes sense to talk about “corporate responsibility”
on this view, the employer’s responsibility is to command their employees in
a manner consonant with economic efficiency, since that is how the market
serves the common good.*®® If an employer abuses his authority, the only
mechanism for accountability is the market itself.

Coase’s theory improves upon Hayek’s by offering a tool to explain why
huge swathes of the economy do not look like spontaneous order. However,
his picture of authority in the workplace is both descriptively and norma-
tively inadequate. I've already argued that relations between firms in supply
chains overturn the strict distinction that Coase maintains between the spon-
taneous order of a market coordinated by the price mechanism and the in-
ternal life of a firm controlled by hierarchical authority. We have seen supply
chain managers themselves describe how their work “integrates supply and
demand management within and across companies”; the logic of the chain
itself supersedes the boundaries of the firm and, as we've seen, involves nego-
tiated planning in a way not aptly described as either market coordination or
employer direction. Even within a single corporation, different departments
compete for authority over decisions in a way that belies the assumption of
a simple, univocal hierarchy; departments in charge of compliance with en-
vironmental and labor standards routinely compete with the departments
in charge of operations and logistics for authority over decision-making, for
example.®¢

Most importantly, in order to explain corporations within a neolib-
eral framework, Coase’s theory of the firm has to acknowledge that hier-
archical authority is intrinsic to contemporary economic activity. That
acknowledgment is hugely significant because it captures the inadequacy of
neoliberalism’s central organizing distinction between politics as a space of
coercive force and the economy as the site of market freedom. For Coase, ec-
onomic efficiency remains the ultimate justification for that authority, just as
Hayek and Friedman ground the legitimacy of political authority; however,
by acknowledging that coercive authority is structurally part of the economy
itself rather than just part of government that clears the way for economic
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activity, Coase’s theory exposes a breakdown in neoliberalism’s ability to
orient us to the global economy as apolitical. This also suggests the grounds
for an alternative orientation—one that takes note of the same hierarchical
authority but calls its basis and legitimacy into question. In the next section,
I examine what this contestation looks like.

Supply Chains as They Are, Laws as They Might Be?

In this section, I show how an orientation to supply chains as political entities
can help contest their authority. By calling supply chains political entities,
Imean that they are institutions that aim to govern individuals and make con-
testable appeals to authority that require justification; that these institutions
are only possible given certain avowedly political decisions; and that they
essentially implicate political values like freedom and justice. Seeing supply
chains as simply the product of spontaneous economic development leaves
the authority of supply chain managers untroubled; oriented to supply chains
in this way, we are likely to approach their reform by providing ethical guid-
ance to the supply chain managers, helping them to make tough decisions
about how to use their power responsibly. By contrast, orienting ourselves to
supply chains as political institutions facilitates the democratic contestation
of economic hierarchy and repoliticizing the neoliberal economy in order to
raise claims of justice within it.

The central exercise of authority that I want to consider here is the supply
chain manager’s claim to determine the boundaries of the chain itself. The
political rationality of supply chains, as we've seen, can make these bound-
aries vague since the primary unit is held to be the interchange; supply chains
are conceived as ways of relating different units, so it is always possible in
principle for each unit to extend the chain, making it hard to know where the
boundary lies. The supply chain of a t-shirt could be traced back not only to
the cotton grower but from there to the company that provided fertilizer to
grow the cotton and from there to the company that provides the fertilizer
company with the natural gas that it will convert into ammonia, and so on.?’
Where does it end?

This question highlights the fact that the boundaries of a supply chain are
not a pregiven fact. Rather, the decision where to draw the line between what’s
in the supply chain and what's out should be understood as essentially political;
it’s just that brands have claimed the exclusive authority to determine this. This
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appeal to authority is entirely consonant with Coase’s view that what defines a
firm is that it has a controlling authority who directs employees. Coase grounds
the legitimacy of this authority on economic efficiency, but as the previous sec-
tion showed, the actual exercise of corporate authority often does not resemble
Coase’s model. Corporations often exercise their authority in ways that cannot
plausibly be justified by appeal to economic efficiency. For example, as Elizabeth
Anderson has noted, employers routinely claim the authority to regulate their
employees” behavior outside the workplace. In the United States, roughly half of
all workers do not enjoy robust protection of their freedom of speech since their
employer can fire them for off-duty speech.®® Employers regularly compel their
employees to engage in overtly political acts like attending rallies or lobbying
for legislation that the firm’s owners and managers favor.** And in many supply
chain facilities like Foxconn’s, there is never any completely “off duty” time at
all since workers live in dorms attached to the factory and eat their meals in the
factory cafeteria.

My argument here is not that economic efficiency can never support a
claim to authority, but that the grounds and scope of corporate authority—as
well as the responsibilities that accompany the exercise of that authority—are
rightly subject to contestation by those subject to it. Importantly, that means
supply chain managers do not always have final authority to determine who
counts as subject to their power. We need not cede to Nike the legitimate au-
thority to decisively determine who counts as a member of its supply chain.
Recent years have seen many challenges to corporations’ authority to deter-
mine who counts as an employee. Multiple lawsuits in several countries have
argued that ridesharing apps like Uber have illegally classified their drivers as
independent contractors when they treat them like employees.”® Under the
Obama administration, the US National Labor Relations Board determined
that fast food companies were “joint employers” with their franchisees of the
employees who worked in franchise restaurants that the corporation did not
own.”! Fast food corporations lobbied furiously against this determination
and it was quickly rescinded by the Trump administration, but this only fur-
ther illustrates how questions about the scope of corporate authority—about
who counts as a corporate subject, if you will—are political questions that
cannot simply be resolved by appeal to economic efficiency or existing law.

The same is true of supply chains. Coase’s view suggests that if the
supply chain that produces Nike sneakers always contained the same
corporations, then the efficiency gains over a vertically integrated com-
pany would be slim to nonexistent. Supply chain managers often cycle
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among suppliers in the interests of efficiency and argue that these firms
are not part of the supply chain except during those times when they are
specifically contracted to produce goods. But this begs the question in
an important way. As I detailed earlier, just-in-time production can be
highly irregular with production for a lead brand occurring just a few
months a year. Yet such just-in-time production is only possible with
a reserve army of idle factories, as it were, ready to spring back to full
production when called upon. What's more, these factories often pro-
duce for the same lead brand several times over many years on multiple
short-term contracts. While it is convenient for supply chain managers to
consider those factories part of the chain only at the moments of produc-
tion, there is not a good reason to take their claim as authoritative. The
same goes for production that authorized suppliers further outsource to
other factories or even to individual workers performing informal labor,
as detailed earlier. Many Western retailers had clothes produced in the
factories that collapsed at Rana Plaza but have denied that the factories
were part of their supply chain; they argued that they sourced from other
factories in Bangladesh that in turned sourced from Rana Plaza factories
without the brands’ knowledge. In the aftermath of the collapse, workers
who survived actively claimed belonging to the supply chain of, for ex-
ample, Benetton and The Children’s Place.”? We are faced with two con-
flicting definitions: the workers argue that what defines belonging to the
supply chain is the fact that the work done contributes to the final product
(and, in this case, the companies do not dispute that their work did so); the
corporations argue that what defines belonging to the supply chain is their
explicit authorization. No facts in the matter are in dispute; rather, there
is a political argument about who has the authority to define the supply
chain.”® Whether one counts as a subject, what conduct is proper to a sub-
ject, and the responsibilities a supply chain has to its subjects are matters
to be contested.

Importantly, one way that supply chain managers govern people is pre-
cisely by excluding them from the chain. This is visible not only in the
discursive exclusion of Rana Plaza workers with the aim of avoiding re-
sponsibility for providing them compensation, but also in the material
deprivation suffered by workers through the decision to source work
elsewhere. For example, Lordstown, Ohio, was devastated when General
Motors closed its factory there at the same time that it allocated new pro-
duction to factories in Mexico; the factory had been the main source of
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employment for the city’s residents for decades.®* It would be strange to
say that the thousands of Lordstown workers who found themselves un-
employed in a city with few other employment prospects had ceased to
be subject to G.Ms supply chain at a moment that so profoundly demon-
strated the power of the supply chain to determine the course of their lives.
The structure of their cities and their families were profoundly shaped by
the supply chain and did not cease to be so when G.M. stopped produc-
tion there. This suggests how an orientation to supply chains as political
institutions facilitates a broader repoliticization and contestation of neo-
liberalism, which I explain further in the chapter’s next and final section.

Next Steps?

Against outlooks that see neoliberal theory and practice as seamlessly
reinforcing each other, I've tried to trace some gaps between them by
looking at transnational supply chains and how their rationality and op-
erations diverge from how most of us typically experience them. These
gaps offer spaces for those subject to supply chains to reorient their view
of them and try to govern themselves in other ways. Specifically, the gap
between neoliberal views of markets and supply chain practices turned
us to the need for a neoliberal theory of the corporation. But as Coase
showed, that required acknowledging coercive authority as an intrinsic
part of the modern economy, one that consequently requires a theory of
legitimacy. Yet efforts to explain and justify hierarchical authority within
what neoliberalism had designated as the space of freedom unsurprisingly
produce new gaps, as these theories of legitimacy fail descriptively and
normatively. On the one hand, the functioning of supply chains cannot
be reduced to hierarchical commands backed up by coercion; many rela-
tions along the chain are better described as matters of cooperative inter-
dependence (as firms relate to each other) or governmentality (as firms
relate to consumers) than as obedience to commands. On the other hand,
the coercion that workers do experience is not well justified by the theory;
bosses” claims to authority routinely exceed the scope that can be justi-
fied by appeals to economic efficiency. Rather than see each other as rival
independent enterprises, workers and consumers can instead see each
other as sharing the political status of supply chain subjects. An orienta-
tion to supply chains as political institutions better captures their actual
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operations and makes it possible to see the inadequacy of prevailing efforts
to legitimate those operations, facilitating efforts to contest that authority.

This account of supply chains as political entities is importantly different
from the picture of supply chains as a corrosive force that transforms eve-
rything into a homogenous global market; on the contrary, supply chains
rely upon workers, consumers, and managers all being differently posi-
tioned in order to operate. Rather than a cause of homogeneity, supply
chain managers conceive of their work as a way of organizing difference.
This provides a different explanation for our disorientation at supply
chains’ sprawling geographic scope than neoliberalism’s appeal to our nec-
essary ignorance. As Anna Tsing points out, we find supply chains dizzying
because they characteristically model bigness without homogeneity.”> In
contrast to the sovereign state imagined as a big and unitary entity, supply
chains connect diverse locations and functions into huge networks that
still result in a single product. Crucially, economic efliciency does not al-
ways dictate erasing difference, but can reinforce it through optimizing
around it. For example, supply chains depend on and exploit the existence
of national differences; the mobility of apparel production makes it pos-
sible to pit different countries against each other in a “race to the bottom”
that would be impossible if the world was a single unit with uniform labor
and environmental regulations. Supply chains also take advantage of, and
play a role in constituting, gender differences. Garment factories dispro-
portionately employ women because managers see them as easier to con-
trol, leading workers to enact gendered submission in order to get hired
and keep their jobs.”® It reveals the extent to which supply chain opera-
tions are bound up with reproducing social differences that some men in
Lordstown experienced the G.M. factory closure as making it impossible
for them to continue performing traditional masculinity; changing their
role in the chain led them to ask, “What am I as a man?”%’

We misunderstand supply chains—and how to resist them—if we think
that they are machines for turning diverse social relations into homoge-
nous enterprise units; that view suggests we can resist them by staying out
of them. But as we've seen, one way to be subjected to supply chains is pre-
cisely by being excluded from them. Seeing the question of whether one
is in or out of the chain as a political question about who has the authority
to determine the answer makes it easier to understand the relationship
between the supply chain and the neoliberal policies and institutions that
sustain it.”® As I've already argued, global supply chains are part of and
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reliant on political arrangements that a neoliberal orientation will tend to
depoliticize; because those arrangements have played an important role
in determining supply chain boundaries, effectively contesting authority
within the supply chain can require a broader resistance to the political
institutions that make them possible.

In the absence of a more political understanding of supply chains, many
brands have developed “codes of conduct” to govern the behavior of their
suppliers and hired auditing teams to report on whether or not the nodes
in their supply chain are behaving as requested. Corporate codes of con-
duct make explicit what was always implicit in the practice of supply chain
management; it would be impossible for supply chains to function without
clear rules and standards that every link in the chain knew about and
the codes represent an acknowledgment that it is practically impossible
to deny entirely the normative responsibilities that cooperation entails.
Codes of conduct, which are typically issued by lead firms rather than de-
veloped in cooperation with the chain as a whole, represent an attempt for
brands and retailers to retain their authority in the face of public contes-
tation that asserts its illegitimacy. Nevertheless, they can serve as starting
points for democratizing supply chains to the extent that they provide a
common point of reference to workers and consumers, giving them a set
of standards the supply chain has acknowledged but failed to meet. As
we have seen, what links in the supply chains generally lack is common
knowledge of their cooperation.”” If we want to politicize supply chains
in the service of achieving global justice, we could see codes of conduct
representing a kind of incipient common knowledge; even when they are
adopted and implemented insincerely, as efforts to distract attention from
unjust wages and working conditions, they could mark the existence of a
kind of public.

When workers and consumers jointly conceive of supply chains as a
political form to which they are subjected, new self-understandings are
possible that can facilitate cooperative relations among these disparate
links of the chain and together they can perhaps transform these mate-
rial relations. Workers and consumers have developed a small but growing
number of solidarity campaigns where they have linked not only supply
chain consumers to supply chain workers but also workers to each other
from distant links; for example, workers at different factories producing
for Adidas have created networks that include sites in Turkey, Indonesia,
Nicaragua, El Salvador, and elsewhere.!” Even when manufacturing
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has moved, these campaigns to improve wages and working conditions
through the supply chain have continued, showing how workers are likely
to continue contesting supply chains once they recognize their polit-
ical form.1%! As I describe further in chapter 5, consumer participation
in such campaigns puts the activity of “ethical consumption” in its place
by showing that a supply chain can be contested in multiple, political
ways which may include consumption-oriented activities like boycotts or
purchasing “fair trade” goods but which are not reducible to neoliberal
choosing.!%2

Practically, the political conception of supply chains should lead us to
demand freedom of association for workers and consumers as a tool to
achieve global justice. Through free association, workers can develop al-
ternative accounts of legitimate authority and coordinate to press for the
improvements that matter most to them. Free association also allows
workers to organize connections with others along the chain, both
workers and consumers. What’s more, enjoying the freedom of associa-
tion is a good in itself and the habitual exercise of this freedom provides an
experiential ground for forms of identity that diverge from the neoliberal
self-understanding of individuals as human capital fostered by constant
competition for income—a point I return to in the book’s conclusion.
Some might note the enormous amount of turnover in most supply chain
production facilities as a reason to be skeptical that workers will take
meaningful advantage of the freedom of association. Why invest in de-
veloping cooperative relations at a particular factory if you won't be there
long? Yet this skepticism is belied by the staggering number of job actions
that workers undertake even in countries where the freedom of associa-
tion is prohibited.!% The flipside of the high amount of churn in factories
is that workers are also emboldened to work together to strike, knowing
that other factories will also have soon burned through their workers and
be hiring again. The importance of freedom of association for challenging
the legitimacy of authority in supply chains is also clearly recognized by
firms themselves, who regard China as a desirable location for produc-
tion at least in part because freedom of association is officially prohib-
ited there.!%* Elsewhere, they push hard to prohibit freedom of association
in export processing zones and blacklist workers who are known to have
exercised their freedom of association by supporting unions.!%

It's no coincidence that promoting and protecting freedom of associa-
tion plays a key role in the most effective efforts to reform supply chains.!%
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Following the collapse of Rana Plaza, unions and worker organizations
played a key role in founding the Accord on Fire and Building Safety in
Bangladesh (“the Accord”), which grew to include 160 corporations from
North America, Europe, Australia, and Asia; 10 unions, including 8 unions
that represent workers in Bangaldeshi factories; and 4 NGOs.!%7 As Alan
Roberts, the international executive director of the Accord, explained,
“the Accord contains provisions that ensure not just that workers can par-
ticipate in the programme, but that workers can influence the programme,
both in terms of what happens on the factory floor and at the highest
levels of Accord decision-making through labour representatives in the
Accord’s governing body.” 1% While it is not clear that the Accord fully
embodied these lofty claims, they mark a significant recognition of the
political logic of supply chains and the agency of workers. While compa-
nies like Walmart refused to take responsibility for the wages and working
conditions in their suppliers, companies that signed the Accord were re-
quired to spend millions to improve the safety of 1,700 factories; as a re-
sult, workplace deaths in the Bangladesh garment industry declined, with
twenty workers dying on the job in 2017. While these gains are limited, the
importance of even the Accord’s limited recognition of freedom of associ-
ation is underscored by the fact that Bangladesh’s garment manufacturers
have pursued a lawsuit all the way to the Bangladeshi Supreme Court to
prohibit the Accord from extending its operations beyond its original five-
year contract.!% It is likewise important to note the ways that the Accord
has been taken up as a model elsewhere; for example, garment workers
in Lesotho along with labor rights and women’s rights advocates success-
fully pressured brands to sign a legally binding agreement like the Accord
protecting their rights against sexual harassment and abuse there.!!°
Demanding and exercising the freedom of association is crucial to
politicizing and contesting both corporate authority and neoliberalism
broadly. It asserts the importance of collective organization against the
neoliberal picture of a market of independent individuals and facilitates
alternative self-understandings. Such collective organization also can
exercise power in a way solitary individuals cannot while potentially of-
fering an alternative source of authority within supply chains. In the end,
any changes in supply chains will only be successful if supply chains are
politicized so that workers and consumers can exercise their freedom
not only through neoliberal exit and exchange, but also through demo-
cratic voice. Against the pessimism of those who see neoliberal theory and
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practice invariably reinforcing each other, this represents a great opportu-
nity to repoliticize neoliberalism in the name of democracy and freedom.
However, doing so requires a more fully developed account of freedom
that can serve as a guiding ideal and alternative to neoliberalism’s account
of freedom as choice in the market. I turn to this task in the next chapter.



3
The Outer Limit of Freedom

I began this book by considering cases of egregious injustice: the Tazreen
factory fire and the Rana Plaza building collapse. Some people do deny these
are injustices, like the self-described neoliberal pundit who responded to
Rana Plaza by arguing that “in a free society it’s good that different people are
able to make different choices on the risk-reward spectrum.”! While my ac-
count does have something to say to those who hold such views, the primary
problem I seek to address is somewhat different: it's about how those who are
troubled by these events should be oriented to them. Calling them injustices
is certainly important; it helps us to identify what’s at issue as a political
problem and not just a humanitarian one. But this isn't enough to orient us
to these circumstances and facilitate effective political action to change them.
As T've argued, an effective orientation to politics has three components: a
description of how existing social and political arrangements operate; an ex-
planation of the prevailing means of making those arrangements intelligible
and legitimate; and an account of normative values that ought to be pro-
moted. I've now explained how the key neoliberal institution of the supply
chain is legitimated and offered another way of understanding its operation.
But this is not enough to guide action. An effective orientation requires more
than ad hoc normative judgments; it needs an account of values that can help
organize our perceptions and lead us to act.

Neoliberalism represents a formidable challenge to egalitarians of all
stripes because it offers an orientation that makes sense of contempo-
rary circumstances and can guide action within it. Neoliberal sociodicy
explains not only how things work but also why these arrangements are for
the best: though they make the fate of any individual uncertain, markets are
uniquely able to produce efficient outcomes that benefit everyone overall. At
the same time, neoliberal thinkers like Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman
offer an account of freedom that is attainable within these institutions and
legitimates their adoption of neoliberal policies. On this view, the aim of
politics is to protect the forward-looking freedom to choose from coer-
cion; other elements of freedom, like the range and distribution of choices
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available to individuals, are not normatively relevant. Freedom also means
that individuals, rather than institutions, should be held responsible for the
bad outcomes that come from their choosing among a bad set of options—
like accepting a job in a sweatshop.

Resisting neoliberalism requires a different orientation and with it, a dif-
ferent conception of freedom. Flawed conceptions of freedom can seem to
provide a path for resisting neoliberalism but instead reinforce it, as Nancy
Fraser has argued. Fraser argues that the new social movements of the 1970s
endorsed conceptions of freedom too disconnected from solidarity and, as
a result, became inadvertent vehicles for neoliberalism by endowing it with
their emancipatory sheen.? While Fraser’s account of history is contested,
the general concern she raises remains worth addressing.’ It's easy to en-
dorse a conception of freedom that has an elective affinity with neoliberalism
in part because neoliberal freedom is so ambivalent: it isolates by seeing
others primarily as obstacles to the expression of our freedom of choice,
but also frees us from customary ties we want to break; its forward-looking
orientation readily endows our present choices with the hope that these
investments will produce great returns, but also holds us alone responsible
for the circumstances we presently find ourselves in. Resistance to neolib-
eralism needs another conception of freedom—one with a broader view of
what threatens freedom today; an explanation of how individual freedom
is connected to equality with others; and an account of the temporality of
freedom that does not allow the promise of the future to excuse the injustices
of the present. The question is where to find this.

As T argued in the introduction, existing arrangements are susceptible to
multiple orientations because they realize different, conflicting values; this
is also part of what makes it possible to change them.* Iris Marion Young
writes, “The method of critical theory, as I understand it, reflects on existing
social relations and processes to identify what we experience as valuable in
them, but as present only intermittently, partially, or potentially . . . looking
for possibilities glimmering in it but which we nevertheless feel lacking”> An
effective orientation directs us to those values and leads us to act in ways
that realize their potential. In chapters 1 and 2, I emphasized the extent to
which the actual practices of the global economy reveal a neoliberal orienta-
tion to be more disjointed and fragmentary than both supporters and critics
recognize. In this chapter, I present an alternative account of freedom. In
reorienting our view of supply chains, I made a practical case for the impor-
tance of associational freedom to resist neoliberalism; that kind of freedom
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suggests we can find freedom in our relations with others rather than seeing
them as obstacles to the exercise of freedom. However, because we live in
an unjust world where our relations with others are marked by oppression,
we are denied the full experience of this freedom; consequently, this fuller
freedom will sometimes mark our experience through feeling ourselves as
blocked from realizing it, as unfree. It's not merely that we have a sense we're
being subjected to forces we can’t quite grasp. Pathologizing that experience
entirely can lend itself to a fruitless search for control. As individuals, we’re
always subject to forces beyond our control; to desire a form of freedom that
escapes that condition is to put freedom permanently beyond our reach.®
What's needed is a conception of freedom that doesn’t pretend we can be
tully masters of our lives while still facilitating resistance to the neoliberal
freedom that leaves us entirely at the mercy of market forces.

In this chapter and the next, I argue that we can draw this desirable and
useful conception of freedom from Hegel, John Rawls, W. E. B. Du Bois,
Gloria Anzaldta, and Theodor Adorno, among others. This conception of
freedom connects individual freedom to the freedom of others; gives us a
different relationship to the past and future; and can ground alternative self-
conceptions outside of neoliberal concepts like human capital. As I noted in
the introduction, an account of freedom drawn from these sources should be
appealing to and endorsable by adherents of a range of theoretical traditions.
In this chapter, I show how Rawls’s synthetic, widely appealing vision of so-
cial justice seeks to capture the relationship between freedom and equality in
a way that can be used in opposition to neoliberal orientations. Much of the
reception of Rawls’s theory has focused on elaborating the implications of his
principles of justice for ideal institutions, but comparatively little attention
has focused on articulating the vision of freedom found in his work. Drawing
out Rawls’s Hegelian dimensions breaks from prevailing interpretations that
badly orient us to our nonideal world, highlighting how the conception of
freedom he shares provides an appealing alternative to market freedom.
Emphasizing his connection to Hegel also helps us to see, as I believe Iris
Marion Young did, important continuities between Rawls’s work and critical
theory that suggest further political and philosophical uses for his work.”

Yet Rawls’s vision on its own is insufficient as a source of orientation; as
has been widely noted, his theory of justice ascended in the academy pre-
cisely as neoliberal inequality ascended in the global economy. Rawls’s
method is useful for identifying the normative values embedded in existing
circumstances that should be promoted, but taken on its own, his theory
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lacks an account of power that would enable us to see how institutions ac-
tually operate and the other values they promote.® That leaves him in the
position of only being able to offer a partial orientation—orienting readers
to the equality embedded in American institutions while overlooking their
reproduction of white supremacy, for example. Consequently, while Rawls
and Hegel develop a useful conception of freedom to aspire to, we need
to look elsewhere for an account of how that freedom is realized in unjust
circumstances. In the next chapter, I turn to Du Bois and others for help with
that task.

Rawls and Hegel as Unlikely Theorists of Freedom

Drawing on Rawls and Hegel to resist neoliberalism might strike you as un-
likely for a host of reasons, not least because with the ascendance of Rawls’s
work in political philosophy, it appeared to many that liberalism’s face had
thereby assumed a Kantian cast.” This belief seems well founded on the nu-
merous explicit references to Kant found throughout Rawls’s work. As early
as 1958’ article “Justice as Fairness,” Rawls footnotes Kant when introducing
the ancestors of his famous two principles of justice.!? So it is no surprise to
find that in his lectures on the history of moral philosophy, Rawls assigns his
theory of justice as fairness to a tradition he calls “the liberalism of freedom”
and places Kant’s theory alongside it.!! What may be cause for greater sur-
prise is that Rawls also assigns Hegel's theory pride of place there. This may
surprise for two reasons: first, because Hegel is not always understood to
value liberalism and freedom very highly; second, because it is unexpected
to find Rawls identifying himself with Hegel.!? Insofar as Rawls is famous as
an exponent of egalitarian liberalism, it may seem strange to attribute great
influence to Hegel, who was no obvious friend of equality, given his repel-
lent, hierarchical views about gender and race, among other things.!* Rawls
himself notably describes the Hegelian political state not as liberal but as a
“decent consultation hierarchy”—the term he uses to describe the kinds of
peoples that liberals must tolerate in international relations.!* However, over
the last decades, there has emerged a consistent and persuasive interpreta-
tion of Hegel as a theorist of freedom and restrained advocate for reform.!
Rawls explicitly avows an interest in this Hegel; he says that he “[interprets]
Hegel as a moderately progressive reform-minded liberal” and even says that
John Stuart Mill is “less obviously” part of his freedom-loving pantheon.!®
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A contributing factor to the relative paucity of writing on Rawls’s
debt to Hegel is a hangover from the long debate between liberals and
communitarians, with Rawls and Hegel typically assigned to opposing

sides.!”

Roughly contemporaneous with the publication of Political
Liberalism, that debate evolved into the somewhat less polarized dynamic be-
tween multiculturalists, who sought for forms of personal identity to be pub-
licly recognized, and political liberals, who championed a concept of public
reason that was said to prohibit such expressions and acknowledgments;
given Charles Taylor’s deployment of Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit on
behalf of multiculturalism, Hegel and Rawls were again rarely seen as
compatriots.!® In some quarters, that was resolved into a truce of so-called
liberal nationalism—a development welcomed by Rawls in The Law of
Peoples—which the contemporary global justice literature now pits against
forms of cosmopolitanism.!? By placing Rawls and Hegel in opposition to
cosmopolitanism, this framing has made it easier to draw connections be-
tween them, but at the expense of making them unlikely resources for
thinking about freedom and justice in transnational supply chains. My ar-
gument resists all these inherited ways of dividing up conceptual space by
asking how their account of freedom can provide an alternative to market
freedom.

Rawls’s debt to Hegel is considerable and a failure to understand it has
distorted many interpretations of Rawls’s views. Rawls’s Dewey Lectures
are characteristic; though they are titled “Kantian Constructivism in Moral
Theory;” the actual view Rawls elaborates is avowedly Hegelian. In praising
Dewey, he writes, “In elaborating his moral theory along somewhat Hegelian
lines, Dewey opposes Kant, sometimes quite explicitly, and often at the same
places at which justice as fairness also departs from Kant. Thus there are a
number of affinities between justice as fairness and Dewey’s moral theory
which are explained by the common aim of overcoming the dualisms in
Kant’s doctrine”?® Rawls reiterates this point in §40 of the revised Theory
of Justice, which Rawls titles “The Kantian Interpretation of Justice as
Fairness”?! Again, while he pays tribute to Kant, his method of doing so is
notably Hegelian. Rawls writes, “Kant’s view is marked by a number of deep
dualisms . . . His moral conception has a characteristic structure that is more
clearly discernible when these dualisms are not taken in the sense he gave
them but recast and their moral force reformulated within the scope of an
empirical theory. What I have called the Kantian interpretation indicates how
this can be done”*? It is debatable whether or not a Kant freed of dualisms
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really represents the core of Kant’s own thought as Kant understood it. But
it is certainly the case that the project of recasting Kant’s thought so that its
dualisms are reformulated and reconciled by being realized in an empirical
framework bears striking resemblance to key elements of Hegel’s project.??
Elsewhere, Rawls explicitly notes his acceptance of Hegel’s views, including
his criticisms of earlier social contract theories; for example, the final section
of Political Liberalism’s lecture “The Basic Structure as Subject” is somewhat
misleadingly titled “Reply to Hegel’s Criticism” because there he repeats and
accepts four such criticisms.?*

Reading his corpus with this identification in mind shows that Rawls
shares Hegel's conception of freedom as having subjective and objec-
tive components that are interdependent and expressed concretely in the
dispositions of individuals. In striking contrast to the neoliberal freedom
to choose, Rawls shows how a disposition to reciprocity both expresses
freedom and contributes to the maintenance and reproduction of just so-
cial institutions. Of course, there are many obvious areas of disagreement be-
tween Rawls and Hegel when it comes to philosophy as a whole and political
philosophy more specifically.?* But Rawls’s debt to Hegel is no novelty; those
arguments where Rawls departs from Kant by drawing from Hegel are pre-
cisely those parts of his theory that make it possible for him to specify what it
means to live freely in a stable society characterized by reciprocity and sub-
stantive equality.

Explicating the relation between Hegel and Rawls thus serves two
purposes: first, it recontextualizes egalitarian liberalism in a way that clari-
fies its shared ancestors with critical theory and, second, it shows us how to
develop a new account of freedom which can both orient us to the injustices
of the global economy and be endorsed by adherents of multiple theoretical
traditions. To achieve these aims, the following section lays out the traditional
interpretation of Rawls’s conception of freedom, which focuses on the priority
of liberty in his principles of justice. However, this interpretation fails to cap-
ture an important element of his thought—what Rawls calls “the outer limit of
our freedom.”?¢ To understand what this limit entails, I then explain the basics
of Hegel's conception of freedom, highlighting those elements that Rawls
draws upon. In explicating the relationship between political institutions
and individuals, Hegel emphasizes habits, dispositions, and attitudes; ethical
life (Sittlichkeit) constitutes the highest political ideal, subsuming the laws of
Kantian politics and morality. This account of norms for individuals in polit-
ical society has three features especially important to an account of freedom
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that can offer an appealing alternative to neoliberal market freedom: a sensi-
tivity to the nature of the development and exercise of our choice-making ca-
pacity as shown in his account of habit; an explanation of the interdependence
of individuals and institutions; and the view that freedom is fully instantiated
when our subjective attitudes and habits are facilitated by and help to support
political institutions. Freedom is thus both expressed and preserved by the
durable dispositions of individuals and so I call this a habitual or dispositional
conception of freedom.?’

Having set out Hegel’s account of freedom, I next explain how Rawls
revises it for egalitarians.”® Rather than the forward-looking freedom of
choice defended by Hayek and Friedman, Rawls strikingly argues that the
extent of a person’s freedom can only be known retrospectively, as she looks
back on how she has been shaped by and continues to live among forces that
are largely beyond her control. Rawls believes that this Hegelian account of
freedom as acceptance of forces beyond one’s control is not an overly con-
servative view since he does not counsel accepting just any society as com-
patible with the outer limit of freedom; accepting unjust institutions neither
expresses nor affirms freedom. This is crucial to employing a habitual con-
ception of freedom in orienting us to our world, though Rawls himself never
develops such an account. For this, I turn in the next chapter to Du Bois,
whose conception of double consciousness provides a model account of ha-
bitual unfreedom.

Rawls’s Liberalism of Free Persons

As the exemplary liberal of twentieth-century Anglo-American polit-
ical philosophy, it may be assumed that Rawls holds an obvious or familiar
view that would be compatible with or even reducible to neoliberal market
freedom. When Rawls’s conception of freedom is discussed, debate has most
often concerned his justification for the priority of liberty, which sparked
a famous objection from the British legal philosopher H. L. A. Hart. Rawls
himself occasionally writes as though he has no distinct conception of
freedom or believes that having one is undesirable. In A Theory of Justice,
Rawls expresses a desire to “bypass the dispute about the meaning of liberty
that has so often troubled this topic.”*® And in his Lectures on the History
of Political Philosophy, Rawls describes what he calls the “Main Ideas of
Liberalism” and says, “the essential thing is to stress the great significance
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that liberalism attaches to a certain list of liberties, rather than to liberties as
such3? These quotes sound like attempts to deflate the concept of freedom
so that it contains nothing more than an enumerated list of protected rights.

If Rawls thought freedom were nothing other than such a list of enumer-
ated liberties, his account would not obviously offer an alternative to neolib-
eral market freedom (and Hegel would be a considerably less likely source of
influence). However, the list of liberties is only part of Rawls’s larger concep-
tion of freedom, which can be illuminated by the role that this list is meant
to play in the principles of justice. Rawls’s two principles of justice are meant
to regulate the institutions that comprise what he calls the “basic structure”
of society and so the liberties considered by the principles must be those that
institutions can protect. As formulated in A Theory of Justice, the first prin-
ciple of justice says, “Each person is to have an equal right to the most exten-
sive total system of equal basic liberties compatible with a similar system of
liberty for all”*! This specific role for enumerated liberties in Rawls’s larger
theory does sometimes lead Rawls to sound dismissive of a more general
concept of liberty. For example, in Political Liberalism, Rawls writes, “No
priority is assigned to liberty as such, as if the exercise of something called
‘liberty’ has a preeminent value and is the main if not sole end of political
and social justice”3?> However, contrary to appearances, Rawls is not arguing
here against having a conception of liberty; instead, he is making the more
limited claim that justice requires giving priority only to a particular list of
liberties. A more general conception of freedom need not be given priority
over the fair distribution of resources; in fact, Rawls has his own conception
of freedom that is not abridged but instead realized in such distributional
concerns.*

The shape of Rawls’s conception becomes clear if we look at his response to
Hart’s critique. Hart argued that Rawls was incapable of defending the claim
that a liberty could only be justly compromised for the sake of another li-
berty since he had failed to weigh properly how the use of a liberty by one
person could affect the interests of another.3* Rawls’s responded that Hart
was wrong about the ground of his view. The priority of liberty rests “on a
conception of the person that would be recognized as liberal and not, as Hart
thought, on considerations of rational interests alone”* Importantly, per-
sons conceptualized as free and equal have the capacity to engage in social
cooperation, which Rawls glosses as instantiating “reciprocity and mutu-
ality”* Now the limits of an enumerated list become clearer. It won't do to
say that a free person is one who enjoys the most extensive set of liberties
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compatible with others, since the conception of the free person is supposed
to guide us in finding and justifying that same set. To meet Hart’s criticism,
a conception of the person needs to provide a basis for determining the ex-
tent of some liberties in order to protect others. Here, Rawls identifies what
is most worth protecting as those liberties that make it possible for us to de-
velop and exercise the capacities that enable cooperation.’” Rawls calls these
capacities the two moral powers, which he describes as (i) the capacity to de-
velop and revise our own conception of the good, which gives us an interest
in mutually beneficial cooperation, and (ii) a sense of justice, which is the ca-
pacity to understand, apply, and act because of fair terms of cooperation.®® In
other words, in Rawls’s conception, a free person is someone whose capacity
to reflect and act is developed and exercised within society. The priority of
enumerated liberties is founded on the capacity to see cooperation as worth-
while and to be motivated to pursue it fairly.

This already suggests the extent to which Rawlss account of freedom
provides resources for orientations and self-conceptions in opposition to ne-
oliberal freedom, which sees cooperation as having at best a contingent rela-
tionship to freedom. Indeed, Rawls’s conception of freedom shapes not only
his first liberty-focused principle of justice, but also the redistributive second
principle, which governs the distribution of offices and goods. Rawls writes,
“Taking the two principles together, the basic structure is to be arranged to
maximize the worth to the least advantaged of the complete scheme of equal
liberty shared by all. This defines the end of social justice.”* The larger aim of
justice is to maximize not the formal extent of liberty but the worth of liberty,
and this is accomplished by promoting the development and exercise of our
capacity to cooperate fairly. Rawls describes the priority of liberty and the
distribution of the primary goods that guarantees their worth as “a first step
in combining liberty and equality into one coherent notion [of justice] 40

What marks the break from neoliberal logic is that Rawls’s conception of
freedom attends not only to the human faculty for choice, but also the egal-
itarian conditions required for its free development. According to Rawls,
people are such that society shapes the development of the capacities that
make meaningful choice and consent possible within a society. Yet Rawls
does not suggest consent as a model for understanding how individuals can
relate freely to the society that shaped them. Instead, Rawls writes:

The government’s authority cannot, then, be freely accepted in the sense
that the bonds of society and culture, of history and social place of origin,
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begin so early to shape our life and are normally so strong that the right
of emigration (suitably qualified) does not suffice to make accepting its
authority free, politically speaking, in the way that liberty of conscience
suffices to make accepting ecclesiastical authority free, politically speaking.
Nevertheless, we may over the course of life come freely to accept, as the
outcome of reflective thought and reasoned judgment, the ideals, princi-
ples, and standards that specify our basic rights and liberties, and effectively
guide and moderate the political power to which we are subject. This is the
outer limit of our freedom.*!

Freedom on this account is necessarily retrospective and reflective: we
must exercise the choice-making capacities of our will in order to deter-
mine if we're free, but we can only do so after this choice-making capacity
has itself been developed by an environment beyond our control. As Rawls
makes clear here, freedom does not aspire to absolute self-determination but
accepts the always situated and social character of human agency. To count
as being free, it is not enough that a person simply be unconstrained to do
whatever she happens to want to do. Nor is it enough that society actively
protects a reasonably robust set of possible activities. An essential element
of freedom—the outer limit of freedom, as Rawls has it—is an affirmation
of our situatedness, even though we are shaped by that very situation in a
fashion that is fundamentally unchosen and out of our control.

A view that combines an emphasis on the sociality of persons with a belief
that freedom can be found by affirming what is unchosen might be expected
from Hegel, but it cuts against well-known interpretations of Rawls. In the
communitarian critique of Rawls’s liberalism, for example, the unchosen
encumbrances of human life are often set against a form of reflection that
floats free of them; liberalism is said to conceive of a free person as a rad-
ical chooser whose relationship to the world is entirely self-determined. The
very idea of being able to reflect and revise ends is even said to diminish the
ends I do hold, reducing them from “a constituent of my identity” into a mere
attribute that can be discarded like yesterday’s fashion.*? But to emphasize
only the ability to choose and revise a lifeplan is to ignore Rawls’s account
of the circumstances required for such an ability to be possible. On Rawls’s
theory of freedom, reflection and encumbrance are necessarily intertwined.
Individuals cannot develop their capacity for reflection on their own. The
kind of freedom available to people necessarily includes the retrospective as-
sessment of unchosen elements of their lives so that they may be accepted
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and affirmed as part of them. Such a conception of freedom is not best exem-
plified by changing who one is or by being alienated from one’s ends. Rather,
such freedom has the same structure as philosophical wisdom in Hegel’s
aphorism that “the owl of Minerva begins its flight only with the onset of
dusk™? Far from being marginal to his account, what Rawls calls the outer
limit of our freedom is where we must look to understand the concept fully—
and this is not found in decision-making about the future but contemplation
of the past, not in distancing oneself from society but in accepting it so that
one can feel at home there.

Rawls’s “Hegelian Expressivism”

I've argued that these features of Rawls’s view can be used in a conception
of freedom that helps orient resistance to neoliberalism. But these Hegelian
dimensions of Rawls’s view can be easy to overlook since, as I've noted,
Rawls himself more often highlights what is Kantian about it. In a footnote
commenting on the passage where he introduces the idea of the outer limit of
freedom, Rawls writes,

Here I accept the Kantian (not Kant’s) view that what we affirm on the basis
of free and informed reason and reflection is affirmed freely; and that in-
sofar as conduct expresses what we affirm freely, our conduct is free to the
extentit can be. .. Limits on freedom are at bottom limits on our reason: on
its development and education, its knowledge and information, and on the
scope of the actions in which it can be expressed, and therefore our freedom
depends on the nature of the surrounding institutional and social context.**

Rawls notes that his own view is not Kant’s, though he insists it is Kantian
and it is surely reasonable (in the non-technical sense) to say that a view
which links freedom to the exercise of reason has an importantly Kantian
strand. So what isn’t Kantian about this view? The Kantian and Hegelian
strands can be disentangled by describing how actions can express freedom.
A Kantian method can be drawn from Rawls’s remark that “Kant held, I be-
lieve, that a person is acting autonomously when the principles of his action
are chosen by him as the most adequate possible expression of his nature
as a free and equal being*® This leads Charles Larmore to describe Rawls’s
view as “Kantian expressivism” because individuals express their nature as
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free and equal beings by giving priority to right and justice over the good.*6
Larmore’s interpretation resembles the communitarian picture of Rawls in
that freedom is expressed by distancing oneself from one’s own conception
of the good. Larmore believes that Rawls turned away from this view and
describes the Dewey Lectures that mark Rawls’s turn to political liberalism
as anti-expressivist.# However, the inclusion of this footnote in Political
Liberalism itself suggests that Rawls continued to find the expression of
freedom to be important and did not believe that a political conception of
justice as fairness needed to turn away from this concern. Consequently, a
different understanding of how action can express freedom is needed.

Here, I want to point to what might be called Rawlss “Hegelian
expressivism,” since I will argue that it is foremost in the disposition to rec-
iprocity that an individual expresses and affirms his or her nature as free
and equal, according to Rawls. Rawls attributes to Kant “the idea that moral
principles are the object of rational choice” where the principles are public
and agreed to “under conditions that characterize men as free and equal ra-
tional beings.”*® But as I have shown, Rawls recognizes that in practice free
people do not actually choose principles this way, as fully developed but
blank individuals employing pure practical reason. People grow up in certain
ways that develop their capabilities for reflection and desire. It is only after
they are raised within a society and shaped by its particular ideals and prin-
ciples that that they can choose freely, which means that they choose after
already having particular desires and interests. So how do encumbered cit-
izens express freedom at its outer limit? Since freedom requires certain so-
cial institutions to be in place so that capacities can develop appropriately,
the expression will reflect not just the nature of the person but also of the
institutions. Consequently, because justice requires institutions designed
to promote freedom and equality, the way an individual growing up under
such institutions will affirm his or her freedom will accordingly involve an
egalitarian component. Thus, for Rawls, situated freedom is expressed and
affirmed by a disposition to reciprocity.

Of course, for us to attribute a particular disposition to someone, she
needs to perform actions that follow from that disposition with some reg-
ularity. In subsequent sections, I consider the acts that follow from the dis-
position to reciprocity, but first I want to consider the idea of freedom being
expressed in any disposition. From the perspective of neoliberal freedom of
choice, the actions that come from a disposition are not an obvious place to
look for an expression of freedom since it suggests something done naturally
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or habitually rather than according to a consciously selected plan or prefer-
ence. However, this captures perfectly how freedom can incorporate and af-
firm the unchosen. This incorporation of the unchosen follows from the way
in which Rawls and Hegel both hold conceptions of freedom that include
subjective and objective elements that are interdependent. Subjective aspects
of freedom are those that relate to the psychology or will of the person while
objective aspects of freedom are those that relate to circumstances outside
the individual. Conceptions of freedom that consider only one aspect can
easily be imagined. A purely objective description of freedom would be one
that bracketed psychological obstacles to the exercise of the will and maxi-
mized the number of choices or actions hypothetically available to us; this
is something like Hobbes’s conception of freedom as the absence of “ex-
ternal impediments to motion.”*® A purely subjective conception of freedom
would be one in which freedom of the will is always possible and external
circumstances regarded as irrelevant. Hegel interprets Fichte as having
something like this view; where limits are encountered, they are understood
as self-imposed.*

Kant himself provides a conception of freedom with both a subjective
component—the inner freedom of setting one’s own end—and an objective
one—the external freedom that the state protects through coercion.’! Kant’s
view tries to keep these two parts of freedom separate so that duties of right
only concern external freedom. This leaves his conception of justice deeply
inegalitarian; redistributing property appears to be a violation of external
freedom and so, rather than have justice require material equality, Kant
describes those who are economically reliant on others as “passive citizens”
who are not entitled to exercise political will.>? In contrast, Rawls stands with
Hegel by adding a third component connecting these two parts of freedom.
Freedom comes not only with the appropriate subjective mindset and the
correct institutions, but from the way these two components can support
each other and be expressed in the particular disposition of individuals—
that is, their habitual attitudes. Habituating ourselves to certain kinds of
physical activity frees us to virtuosic improvisation in its performance; habit-
uating ourselves to thinking frees us from distractions; habituating ourselves
to seeing society in certain ways disposes us to take the kind of political ac-
tion that support just institutions. Habit is thus an outstanding figure for the
general conception of freedom at work in both Hegel and Rawls, because
freedom is understood to incorporate affirming parts of human life that are
not experienced as the result of conscious choice.
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Hegel on the Subjective and Objective Conditions
of Freedom

In this section and the next, I begin to draw out the political implications of
dispositional freedom by offering a reading of certain elements of Hegel’s po-
litical philosophy as found in Elements of the Philosophy of Right. I highlight
Hegel’s linked arguments about three topics of particular importance to de-
veloping an alternative to neoliberal market freedom: the interdependence of
the objective and subjective aspects of freedom; the nature and scope of the
institutions of ethical life relevant to right; and, in the next section, the ideal
stability of the ethical society as expressed in the dispositions of its citizens.

Though the relationship between objective and subjective aspects of
freedom may seem like an abstract philosophical issue, it has significant
practical consequences. For neoliberal market freedom, freedom of choice is
protected so long as one is not subject to coercion by another; in that sense,
the relevant subjective condition of freedom is an individual’s bare capacity
to formulate plans and preferences while the relevant objective condition
of freedom is the presence or absence of other individuals who intention-
ally seeking to direct your actions to accord with their own plan. But these
are fundamentally disconnected; their problem with coercion is not that it
impedes your ability to formulate plans, but that it frustrates your ability to
try to realize them. The alternative view I develop here not only defines dif-
ferent objective and subjective conditions of freedom, but also posits that
these conditions must be related in the right way for individuals to be free.
In Hegel’s account, both subjective and objective conditions are required to
experience concrete freedom—analogous to what Rawls calls the outer limit
of freedom. Roughly, the subjective conditions of freedom exist when indi-
viduals face no psychological obstacles to the exercise of their will while ob-
jective freedom consists in the external institutional framework that makes it
possible to act freely in the world. Concrete freedom is the resolution of these
two into a single concept, in which individuals subjectively grasp the role
that the external framework plays in enabling their freedom and so freely
endorse it in the course of their everyday actions; this is why Hegel argues
that the political state really exists in the dispositions—that is, the habitual
attitudes—of its citizens.>®

How does habit come to play such a fundamental role in expressing our
freedom as an individual in society? The argument begins with Hegel’s
understanding of the subjective conditions of freedom. In §151 of the
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Philosophy of Right, Hegel writes, “In habit, the opposition between the nat-
ural and the subjective will disappears, and the resistance of the subject is
broken; to this extent, habit is part of ethics, just as it is part of philosophical
thought, since the latter requires that the mind should be trained to resist
arbitrary fancies and that these should be destroyed and overcome to clear
the way for rational thought” For Hegel, it is habit that marks the transition
from natural impulses to rational self-determination. Habits start with ap-
parently insignificant matters, such as inuring ourselves to external stimuli,
for example, accustoming us to hot and cold so that they don’t distract us.
But habit remains significant at a much higher level, as Hegel holds that it is
even impossible to think seriously without habituating oneself to it. In the
Encyclopedia, Hegel writes, “The essential determination is liberation, which
the human being wins from sensations . . . through habit” and “when one is
not in the habit, sustained thinking causes headaches”>* As the considerable
range between habituation to temperature and to thought implies, habits can
be acquired intentionally or unintentionally and when they are acquired in-
tentionally, they may be the product of education and training.

Habit thus plays an important role in Hegel’s normative ideal, not only as a
transitional stage which the individual must pass through as part of learning
self-mastery but also one of continuing relevance to ethical and political ac-
tion.> At §151, Hegel writes, “If it is simply identical with the actuality of indi-
viduals, the ethical [das Sittliche], as their general mode of behavior, appears
as custom [Sitte]; and the habit of the ethical appears as a second nature which
takes the place of the original and purely natural will and is the all-pervading
soul, significance, and actuality of individual existence [Dasein]” (emphases
in original). Hegel makes a cluster of claims here. Describing habit as a
second nature indicates both that habit essentially replaces the first nature
of our impulses but also that it becomes so natural that we do not necessarily
notice its operation. Thomas A. Lewis puts it nicely when he writes, “Hegel’s
point is that our habits, our ways of doing things, and our background beliefs
make up much of our identity and determine the vast majority of our activity
in the world. These are acquired habits, but they have become part of us; they
are no longer external or opposed to the self.’>® The way in which habit gets
incorporated into the self, so that habitual action can become an expression
of the individual, anticipates on a personal level how Hegel will apply these
ideas politically. Hegel’s ethical ideal is achieved when we are habituated to
doing the right thing because it has become internalized from the customs of
our society; in his terminology, it is only then that society becomes “actual”
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and realizes its rationality. This has significant implications for the experi-
ence of political freedom and justice, as it may be the case that actions of
which we need not be aware play a crucial role in supporting even conscious
acts of freedom. The contrast with market freedom understood simply as the
deliberate exercise of the capacity for choice is clear.

If the maintenance of freedom requires that individuals be habituated in
particular ways, the number and nature of the institutions relevant to justice
expand beyond the state to encompass other parts of the social world that
habituate us. This turns us to the objective conditions for Hegel's conception
of freedom. Unlike the a priori identification of justice with the state found
in Kant and some contemporary Kantians (discussed further in chapter 6),
Hegel includes all the ethically relevant institutions of the social world—as
Rawls puts it in his lectures on Hegel, “the whole ensemble of rational polit-
ical and social institutions that make freedom possible: the family, civil so-
ciety, and the state.””” These three primary institutions together form the part
of right that Hegel calls ethical life. Hegel regards family, civil society, and
the state as all fitting together into a framework that is, taken as a whole, the
complete instantiation of right. In this, it plays a role very much like society’s
basic structure does for Rawls, providing a unit of ideal evaluation comprised
of multiple discrete institutions that constitute the background for indi-
vidual action.”® Though Hegel speaks of the state as the foremost institution
of right, the other institutions are also essential to the achievement of con-
crete freedom; all these institutions are interdependent and need the others
to serve their purposes in conditions of modernity. This is in part because of
the nature of individuals, who require institutions in multiple areas of life to
develop their rational capacities. It is also because these constituent elem-
ents can be in tension internally as well as with each other, so that each must
play an essential role in correcting and thereby supporting the others. The as-
sumption of institutions instantiating multiple conflicting values lays impor-
tant groundwork for employing this view to resist neoliberal hegemony and
perceive other possibilities in our unjust present, but Hegel himself described
these conflicts as beneficially contributing to human development.>®

To clarify how this occurs, consider Hegel's account of how the institutions
of civil society habituate individuals and thereby shape their subjectivity.
Though sometimes interpreted as being predominantly the economic
institutions of the market, civil society is a notoriously complicated concept in
Hegel with many disputed interpretations.® However, while the details of its
institutional instantiation can be confusing, the overall principles and effects
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of civil society are comparatively clear. The market and other institutions of
civil society have two primary effects: first, they treat people as private indi-
viduals with their own needs and desires, thereby reinforcing their individ-
uality; second, they show how interdependent individuals in fact are when it
comes to being able to satisfy those needs and desires (see §$181-183). Since
these effects can be in tension, the institutions that habituate people to regard
themselves as both atomistic individuals and interdependent cooperators
are a diverse group, including not only private economic institutions like
corporations, but also the administration of justice and what Hegel calls the
police, which includes public works, economic regulation, and the public
welfare system. Though we more commonly associate these government
functions with the state, for Hegel, these belong to civil society because they
treat people as private individuals with common needs.

This illustrates how institutions habituate individuals: when we continu-
ally experience public life in particular ways, we come to understand our-
selves along those lines. Consequently, how individuals are treated in one
area of their lives may affect their self-understanding in other contexts. This
basic thought should be familiar from chapter 1’s discussion of how habitu-
ation to experiences of the neoliberal market facilitated looking at the rest
of society through an economic lens. As I argued, the pervasiveness of that
orientation was the result of a political project that recognized neoliberal
institutions would only operate successfully if those subject to them adopted
particular ways of seeing themselves. Hegel too recognizes the political im-
portance of promoting particular self-understandings and connects this di-
rectly to the institution of the corporation—a connection that is especially
striking in light of the argument in chapter 2 that we should identify the
supply chain as a political institution. He writes, “In providing for himself,
the individual in civil society is also acting for others. But this unconscious
necessity is not enough; only in the corporation does it become a knowing
and thinking [part of] ethical life” (§255). Of course, corporations for Hegel
are not the multinational firms that are central to neoliberal practice if awk-
ward to account for in neoliberal theory; while some commentators com-
pare them to medieval guilds, Hegel's corporations are better understood as
something between trade associations and unions.®! Corporations for Hegel
serve as mediating institutions that make it possible for individuals to bridge
the self-interest of the economy and the common good pursued by the state.
As habit represents a kind of second nature, so the corporation “has the right
to assume the role of a second family for its members” (§252) by training
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their habits, dispositions, and attitudes to incorporate a sense of their inter-
dependence and thereby broaden individuals’ interests beyond themselves.
Corporations thus play a potentially pivotal role in habituating individuals
so that they are prepared to be good citizens who can perceive and act for
a common good.®> But Hegel's particular conception of the corporation
is flawed because it too readily assumes an identity of interests among the
members of the corporation; this naturalizes the authority of those who are
currently in charge, much the way that neoliberal theories like Ronald Coase’s
do. However, when the economy is organized hierarchically, we should ex-
pect there to be conflicting interests, which means that those who are not in
charge will often appropriately contest the legitimacy of those with authority
over them. Nevertheless, Hegel’s account of the corporation usefully marks
the fact that dispositions can be trained intentionally by institutions set up
in part to serve that purpose and further underscores the appropriateness of
seeing economic arrangements like supply chains and multinational firms as
political institutions. It also raises the question: Where can we look to find
alternative sources of habituation? As I'll argue in the book’s conclusion, we
can see contemporary social movements play an important role in helping
individuals to dispose themselves appropriately.

Dispositions and the Stability of Justice

In this section I introduce the key idea of a political disposition, which use-
fully encapsulates the way that this account of freedom can be realized and
thus how it can contribute to an effective orientation that can guide action.
Recall that an orientation does not direct a particular action; rather, someone
who is effectively oriented will habitually attend to the most salient parts of
her circumstances. A political disposition is the habitual attitude that an in-
dividual should take up that is appropriate to her social and political world;
ideally, being appropriately disposed to on€’s circumstances facilitates judg-
ment about what to do and makes meaningful action come naturally.
Framing this in terms of what individuals ought to do—how they should
habituate themselves and so on—raises the question of what would moti-
vate someone to comply with these normative demands. On the habitual
conception of freedom, because the subjective and objective conditions of
freedom are interdependent, duty and desire are intrinsically related. When
a properly habituated individual inhabits social institutions that facilitate



THE OUTER LIMIT OF FREEDOM 97

and protect the development and continued exercise of her capacities, then
affirming her own freedom also affirms the institutions that have made pos-
sible her freedom and the freedom of others subject to them. Consequently,
complying with the demands of right—doing her duty as specified by the
laws, respecting the rights of others, and so on—does not feel like a con-
straint on her freedom but an expression of it, since she has already accepted
these institutions and their requirements. In the world as Hegel conceived
it, the complete expression of concrete freedom appears in the attitude he
calls patriotism. However, in the unjust world I've described, the best expres-
sion of concrete freedom appears in a disposition to solidarity, as I'll argue in
chapter 5.

First, though, I want to explain why it makes sense to think of freedom
being paradigmatically expressed in a habitual political attitude rather than
the exercise of our capacity for choice in the market. Consider Hegel’s ep-
igrammatic statement that “it is the self-awareness of individuals which
constitutes the actuality of the state” (§265A). This sounds puzzling, to say
the least: Why would the actuality of a state consist in the psychology of its
citizens? Hegel’s claim can seem like a category mistake. But for Hegel, this
is what marks the fullest instantiation of the idea of a state—not only the
right institutions, but also the right attitudes toward them. As argued earlier,
these attitudes develop out of the experience of the family and civil society,
so the self-aware freedom of individuals represents the ideal of all social
institutions taken together: “In an ethical community, it is easy to say what
someone must do and what the duties are which he has to fulfill in order to be
virtuous. He must simply do what is prescribed, expressly stated, and known
to him within his station” (§150, emphases in original). Concrete freedom
consists in the individual and applicable social institutions having a trans-
parent relationship so that the actions prescribed by those institutions have
four characteristics: first, the activities are known to the individual; second,
they promote the reproduction of the social institutions; three, they are fea-
sible for an individual to perform; fourth they are in the individual’s interest
to the extent that the prescribed actions promote freedom by protecting the
institutions or insofar as the activity itself more directly promotes freedom
by training the individual (or both).®* In short, when both the subjective and
objective conditions of freedom exist, they reinforce each other. Actions that
express concrete freedom thus also tend to its preservation.

Individuals habituated by the right kind of social institutions will find that
action respecting the claims of those institutions can itself be an expression
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of their freedom. Hegel holds the view that the institutions which represent
the fullest instantiation of right will lead individuals to support them freely—
that is, the institutions will foster durable dispositions that conduce to social
stability. Hegel expresses this by saying that, in the ethical society, duty and
right coincide (§263). That is, what ought to be done and what people do
freely as a matter of second nature coincide—an ideal Rawls too endorses in
his conception of a well-ordered society, as I'll discuss in the remainder of
this chapter.® It is this attitude—the attitude of doing one’s part rather than
any jingoism—that Hegel calls patriotism. He writes, “The political dispo-
sition, i.e. patriotism in general, is certainty based on truth . . . and a voli-
tion which has become habitual. As such, it is merely a consequence of the
institutions within the state, a consequence in which rationality is actually
present” (§268, emphases in original). Hegel contends that individual citi-
zens do have actions that are required of them, but in a just society, to do
so would be a habit, a largely unnoticed and unobtrusive second nature.5
Indeed, in a fully ethical society we would not need to seek out this training,
as the development of this attitude happens fluidly; individuals there are
trained in the moral sentiments first by the family and then by civil society
until one acquires the universal perspective appropriate to a citizen.%

The political disposition that Hegel calls patriotism is thus an expression
of the existence of ethical institutions as well as an essential component of
their perpetuation. Hegel writes, “Patriotism is frequently understood to
mean only a willingness to perform extraordinary sacrifices and actions.
But in essence, it is that disposition which, in the normal conditions and
circumstances of life, habitually knows that the community is the substantial
basis and end” (§268). Patriotism is simply the willingness to do one’s part
in an ethical community. In a similar formulation, Rawls writes, “We need
not suppose, of course, that in everyday life persons never make substan-
tial sacrifices for one another, since moved by affection and ties of sentiment
they often do. But such actions are not demanded as a matter of justice by the
basic structure of society.”®” Just as Hegel had contended that an ethical com-
munity would not require extraordinary demands, Rawls’s ideal society is
one that makes acting justly a matter of course. Once one accepts that the ful-
lest freedom entails not only the right subjective and objective conditions but
also individuals expressing their freedom by affirming their circumstances,
then it follows that individuals with developed capacities enabling them to
reflect and cooperate must all be able to endorse the institutions as compat-
ible with their freedom rather than as alien impositions on it. In short, the
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outer limit of freedom can only be found once justice is achieved for each
citizen in the state and, having been achieved, affirming that freedom helps
make justice stable and enduring.

While Hegel and Rawls are sometimes criticized as thinkers with static
and homogenous conceptions of society, this conception of freedom can ef-
fectively accommodate the experience of pluralism, tension, and complexity
that characterizes modern societies even as it identifies feeling at home as a
potentially emancipatory experience.®® While being among people who are
like us may be one feature that makes us feel at home (though it can equally
be stultifying and make us long to escape), Hegel's account importantly
shows that difference can also make us feel at home through its emphasis on
interdependence and the way in which conflicting institutional influences
contribute to individual freedom; individuals having different roles within
these institutions is not only compatible with the political disposition of pa-
triotism, but necessary for it. As a result, the disposition to patriotism can
lead individuals to respect others precisely because of how they are different
and how their differences contribute to the functioning of social and political
institutions.

This discussion of patriotism in an ethical society illustrates how the com-
mitment, shared by Hegel and Rawls, to ground Kant’s political philosophy
empirically reformulates the relation between individual and institution: the
attitude of the former toward the latter invariably becomes a subject of justice
because the subjective and objective components of political life are seen to
be interdependent.®® For Hegel, the state is made actual in individual self-
consciousness because our habits, dispositions, and attitudes are essential to
making a free society function stably. To orient one’s conception of politics
around coercion, as neoliberals like Hayek urge, is profoundly misguided.
Hegel writes, “It does not occur to someone who walks the streets in safety at
night that this might be otherwise, for this habit of [living in] safety has be-
come second nature, and we scarcely stop to think that it is solely the effect
of particular institutions. Representational thought often imagines that the
state is held together by force; but what holds it together is simply the basic
sense of order which everyone possesses” (§268A). As we saw in chapter 1,
neoliberals define the political realm as coextensive with coercion; by con-
trast, Hegel argues that it is the insufficiency of coercion for maintaining a
state which shows that compliance must be an expression of freedom.” This
concrete freedom expresses a person’s freedom in a way that befits people
who can only develop their choice-making capacities in collaboration with



100 DISORIENTING NEOLIBERALISM

others, through experiences of multiple institutions. Consequently, affirming
the outer limit of freedom also affirms one€’s society. In the next section, I in-
terpret Rawls as adopting and refining Hegel’s approach to link this concep-
tion of freedom to material and social equality in a coherent conception of
justice.

Rawls on How Freedom is Expressed

In order for this account of freedom to provide an alternative to market
freedom and facilitate resistance to neoliberalism, we need to see why ine-
quality should be seen as inimical to freedom. Rawls’s conception of freedom
explains this. As shown earlier, Rawls endorses a conception of freedom with
both objective and subjective conditions; like Hegel, he holds a conception of
freedom in which those conditions are interdependent and find their expres-
sion in dispositions. But where Hegel sees freedom expressed in the habitual
attitude of patriotism, Rawls finds it in the disposition to reciprocity, forging
an essential connection between freedom and equality. To show this, I first
explain how Rawls sees the subjective and objective conditions of freedom
as interdependent and then explain why he finds freedom expressed in reci-
procity particularly.

As with Hegel, Rawls argues that the achievement and protection of
freedom places particular requirements on social institutions, including
the state and family, but also requires that individuals respond to those
institutions—and to others subject to those institutions—with particular
attitudes in order for their actions to preserve and express their freedom.
The first direction of interdependence—that of subjective freedom upon ob-
jective social institutions—is made clear in Rawls’s conception of the basic
structure of society. Because multiple social institutions contribute to the de-
velopment of our choice-making capacity and so condition our freedom, the
basic structure of society—the primary unit of evaluation for social justice—
takes in more than the state. It is a single structure only as a matter of con-
venient idealization and evaluation.”! This view that multiple institutions are
necessary to the exercise of freedom and the achievement of right stands in
opposition to Kant’s view, in which the singularity of the state was its defining
feature; its sovereign capacity for uniting the will of all citizens is precisely
what enabled it to establish external freedom and its own objective neces-
sity.”? By contrast, it is clear that Rawls always means to include a variety
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of discrete nonstate institutions among those which make freedom pos-
sible and to which the two principles of justice apply, much as Hegel also
highlighted the contributions of the family and civil society to right. Nor
does this social influence ever cease. He writes, “The social system shapes the
wants and aspirations that its citizens come to have. It determines in part the
sort of persons they want to be as well as the sort of persons they are. Thus
an economic system is not only an institutional device for satisfying existing
wants and needs but a way of creating and fashioning wants in the future””
This is very much like Hegel’s view of how, for example, civil society itself
generates new needs in order to induce further consumption (§191). But
while Hegel describes how civil society is in tension with the family and must
be moderated by corporations and the state even in an ethical society, for ex-
ample, Rawls has comparatively little to say about possible tensions among
social institutions in a well-ordered society—an issue that I return to in this
chapter’s conclusion.

Having established Rawls’s view that objective institutions shape the sub-
jective attitudes of individuals, I turn briefly to the second direction of inter-
dependence and show that the functioning of institutions in turn depends
upon individual attitudes. While Rawls’s account of stability undergoes sig-
nificant changes from A Theory of Justice to Political Liberalism as individuals
shift from afirming a comprehensive liberalism to an overlapping consensus,
what remains consistent—and what I emphasize here—is the form of the ar-
gument: individuals must adopt particular subjective attitudes toward each
other in order for political and social institutions to function successfully.”
On the instrumental utility of the affective dimensions of subjectivity for jus-
tice, Rawls writes straightforwardly, “Moral sentiments are necessary to in-
sure that the basic structure is stable with respect to justice.””> Institutions
will only reproduce successfully if enough people want them to; as Hegel also
recognized, there are practical limits to what coercion can accomplish. Rawls
understands that a free, stable society needs citizens who not only endorse an
overlapping consensus of principles, but who are also emotionally attached.

Recall that, for Rawls, the outer limit of our freedom is the affirmation
of the society that has shaped us since long before we could choose it. Now
we can bring this together with the role of habitual attitudes and sentiments
to see why it is appropriate to describe Rawls as offering a dispositional ac-
count of freedom. The general adoption of an appropriate attitude toward
the basic structure transforms the nature of a society, giving it three distin-
guishing features: (i) everyone endorses and knows that everyone endorses
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an overlapping consensus regarding the principles of justice; (ii) the
institutions of the basic structure are publicly known to satisfy those princi-
ples; and (iii) citizens have “a normally effective sense of justice” and so gen-
erally comply with those institutions.”® This resembles Hegel’s conception of
an ethical society, which emphasized the transparency of the requirements
on citizens, the ease of compliance, the self-sustaining nature of the whole,
and the provision of a motive to express freedom through compliance. By
meeting Rawls’s criteria, a well-ordered society is one that has no internal
sources of instability; individuals have no reason to be alienated from their
social institutions and so can feel at home while just social institutions are
not threatened by a lack of individual investment in their continuation.

Each of these three features helps show how an individual’s actions and
attitudes can express an understanding and affirmation of a society that she
did not choose. In remainder of this section, I reinterpret Rawls’s account
of an overlapping consensus along these lines, turning to publicity and the
sense of justice in the next section. Some worry that an overlapping con-
sensus about principles of justice would stifle debate by excluding certain
points of view from the public sphere; others regret the move away from a
more comprehensive agreement about value to a “merely” political arrange-
ment. What I want to draw attention to is not the substance of agreement
itself, but the general feature around which this contention is centered: the
way in which individuals are directed to attend to each other. This returns
us to Rawls’s account of the role that citizenship plays in orientation, first
discussed in the introduction. A well-ordered society is one in which seeking
agreement is valuable because those subject to the same social institutions
share an equal status; it matters what others think because each is oriented to
the others as partners in a cooperative enterprise.

This return to Rawls’s conception of orientation cements the description
of Rawls as offering a dispositional account of freedom: in order for social
institutions to be stable, those subject to them must grow to understand those
institutions in a particular way and habitually hold certain attitudes about
others subject to them. Where Hegel found freedom made actual in the polit-
ical disposition of patriotism, Rawls argues that free citizen-cooperators ex-
hibit the political disposition of reciprocity. Rawls tells us that citizens exhibit
reciprocity “when, viewing one another as free and equal in a system of so-
cial cooperation over generations, they are prepared to offer one another fair
terms of social cooperation (defined by principles and ideals) and they agree
to act on those terms, even at the cost of their own interests in particular
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situations, provided that others also accept those terms.””” As one of the un-
derlying values of public reason, the familiar role of reciprocity is to describe
limits on permissible public justification of political power.”® It is less noted
that reciprocity also encompasses the habits, attitudes, and dispositions
that make up a form of life that fulfills the obligations associated with the
status of citizen in a well-ordered society. Such a disposition shapes not only
their actions toward each other, but also their perceptions of each other. It
matters whether or not individuals perceive the institutions of their society
as instantiating values consistent with their status as cooperators. Nancy
Fraser nicely captures this relationship between institutional egalitarianism
and the perceptions of the individuals subject to them. She writes, “Proposals
to redistribute income through social welfare, for example, have an irreduc-
ible expressive dimension; they convey interpretations of the meaning and
value of different activities, for example, ‘childrearing’ versus ‘wage-earning,
while also constituting and ranking different subject positions, for example
‘welfare mothers’ versus ‘taxpayers.”’ Rawlss egalitarian liberalism shows
how questions of redistribution relate to the political status and identity of
individuals, giving them resources other than their material self-interest to
weigh in determining their actions; some candidate actions might be not
only considered and rejected but never even contemplated because they are
inappropriate to the self-understanding associated with the roles of cooper-
ator to which citizens have been habituated.?

Such a disposition cannot be simply willed or coerced, but must be fos-
tered. When it comes to the laws of the state for individuals, we expect com-
pliance to be within our reach at any time; we are asked to do (or refrain
from doing) things we already have the ability to do. Yet a disposition to reci-
procity is not like this; it requires development and training. As Rawls puts it,
the role of the criterion of reciprocity is “to specify the nature of political rela-
tion in a constitutional regime as one of civic friendship.”®! Looked at in this
way, it is clear that many of the thought experiments in which Rawls engages
throughout his corpus are not meant only to give reasons; they are also rituals
and practices that, if properly undertaken, can help change dispositions and
reorient our ways of seeing—or at least illuminate what it might be like to be
so disposed. As Raymond Geuss notes, Rawls offers “imaginative constructs
that have not primarily an analytic or cognitive function, but persuasive and
transformational power.”8> Rawls calls such a constructed viewpoint a “de-
vice of representation” and is frank about how they are meant to shape ways
of seeing.®? They are tools to help us see political and social institutions from
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a new perspective—tools that can be particularly useful when neoliberal
institutions train us to see each other in ways that normalize inegalitarian
relations.

The original position is the best known such construct, so it may be useful
to talk about its relationship to dispositions briefly. In the closing paragraph
of A Theory of Justice, Rawls contends that the original position is “not a per-
spective from a certain place beyond the world, nor the point of view of a
transcendent being; rather it is a certain form of thought and feeling that ra-
tional persons can adopt within the world”%* When Rawls says of the orig-
inal position that “it seems that we have simply materialized, as it were,
from nowhere to this position in this social world with all its advantages and
disadvantages, according to our good or bad fortune,” he is not advocating
that we think like this all the time.®> Rather, he is suggesting that doing so
provides another perspective on one’s position in society, one achieved by
resisting our habituation to injustice. When Rawls rather grandly concludes
A Theory of Justice by extolling how occupying the original position can help
us to “to see clearly and to act with grace and self-command,” he is prescribing
a way of training ourselves to be disposed to reciprocity.®® For individuals
living under unjust institutions that afford unjustified privileges to certain
groups, this perspective may unsettle comfortable assumptions about how
individuals have come to enjoy their present status.®’ I explore this function
at greater length in chapter 4. For now, I want to note that, in a well-ordered
society, the original position can be an affirmation of freedom—not because
it alienates individuals from their society but because it helps to affirm and
make them feel at home there.

Why Freedom Is Expressed

For all I've said so far, it is not yet clear that the habitual affirmation of so-
ciety Rawls envisions is itself an affirmation of one’s own freedom rather
than the conditions that make it possible. That’s critical for an account of
freedom that offers a full alternative to market freedom. Ultimately, Rawls
argues that a disposition to reciprocity expresses an affirmation of the self
that makes this an attractive conception of freedom—one that has diag-
nostic value for those of us trying to orient ourselves in an unjust world. To
see this, I turn from the overlapping consensus to reinterpreting the second
and third features of a well-ordered society: publicity and the sense of justice.
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Publicity in Rawls’s sense requires the relationship between individuals and
institutions to be in principle understandable if it is to be freely affirmed; the
sense of justice concerns the affective resources that can move us to be dis-
posed to reciprocity. What these features show is that when individual iden-
tity is understood as relational—that is, when one’s identity is understood
to be constituted by the institutions and relations under which one’s desires,
preferences, capacity to plan, and so on were developed—then affirming and
expressing one’s own freedom is necessarily an affirmation of the relations
that have developed and continue to sustain that identity.3® Market freedom,
by contrast, assumes individuals are endowed with desires, preferences, and
a capacity for free choice. Freedom is when relations with others allow for
that capacity to be exercised unimpeded, but as we've seen, freedom is not
relevant when it comes to what constitutes an individual’s desires or other
elements of their identity; nor does freedom require the possibility of under-
standing an individual’s relationship to those who made the clothes on her
back, since such relations of production necessarily escape human under-
standing, as we saw in chapter 2.

The importance of publicity to dispositional freedom is clear. Rawls
describes publicity as obtaining when the political order does not “depend
on historically accidental or established delusions, or other mistaken beliefs
resting on the deceptive appears of institutions that mislead us as to how they
work”®® As he puts it, in such a society citizens are thereby “presented with a
way of regarding themselves that otherwise they would most likely never be
able to entertain. To realize the full publicity condition is to realize a social
world within which the ideal of citizenship can be learned and may elicit an
effective desire to be that kind of person”®® Individuals must have attitudes
toward social institutions that are well-grounded in the nature of those
institutions themselves. That does not mean the relations and institutions
that have constituted an individual’s identity are fully transparent to that in-
dividual, but it does mean that in principle, when an individual interrogates
the social sources of their identity, what they find is consistent with their self-
conception. The affirmation of one’s society is freely given in that it does not
depend on deception, which would obviate the need for most ideology cri-
tique in a free society. This again suggests the fruitful connections between
Rawls and critical theorists, for whom ideology represents a key means for
stabilizing an unjust society; indeed, Rawls specifically says a well-ordered
society will be one in which there is no need for “ideological, or false, con-
sciousness.”! Theodor Adorno expresses just such a thought when he says,
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“an action is free if it is related transparently to the freedom of society as a
whole®? In such a society, individuals can freely affirm the circumstances
that shape them, confident that they are not doing so simply as a result of
those circumstances inducing them to do so.

However, for an affirmation to be freely given does not yet establish it
as itself an expression of freedom. To see why a disposition to reciprocity
expresses one’s own freedom, recall that Rawls seeks to offer a theory of
justice that makes freedom and equality coherent together. So meeting the
demands of justice by complying with and affirming just institutions should
not be experienced as an abridgement of freedom but rather as an expression
of it. What makes people want to affirm those institutions? As in Hegel, the
capacity for one’s attitude to express the nature of the social institutions to
which one is subject makes it possible for individuals to understand them-
selves in a new way. Indeed, Rawls argues that the possibility of seeing our-
selves in this way can motivate individuals to act in ways that sustain just
institutions. This is the third feature of a well-ordered society—that its cit-
izens have a normally effective sense of justice. According to Rawls, indi-
viduals crucially develop their sense of justice from the way in which the
institutions of the basic structure not only comply with the two principles of
justice, but also express them in some broader sense, promoting a public cul-
ture in which those principles play a foundational role. Just institutions have
to freely elicit particular dispositions from individuals or their justice will be
for naught.

To a skeptic, Rawls’s insistence on a sense of justice that motivates compli-
ance might seem like a deus ex machina, and a Kantian one at that—one that
succeeds by stipulating that people naturally prioritize the right over their
own good. But even from the perspective of our unequal and unjust world,
we can find reasons to think that “an effective desire to be that kind of person”
can indeed be elicited. Desiring self-respect can lead people to desire fair co-
operation and reject benefits from cooperating on unfair terms.>® Experience
in many parts of life attests to our interdependence so Rawls does not im-
agine that individuals aspire to an impossible form of self-control or self-
creation. But he says that we can be disposed to want our accomplishments to
be our own in the sense that we would feel our actions and self-conceptions
to be less deserving of respect if they relied on deceiving, manipulating, or
exploiting others. Cooperating on fair terms makes our interdependence as
free as it can be; affirming our society as just thus also affirms our individual
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freedom, by showing that the institutions and relations that have constituted
our identity are compatible with our self-understanding.

Note that Rawls is not arguing that our sense of justice as it has developed
in an unjust and unequal world is so strong as to make a desire to cooperate
on fair terms strong and widespread. If that were the case, then we would al-
ready be living in a just world and fair cooperation would prevail. He is more
modestly arguing that people in a just society would desire to perpetuate it.
But if this argument is to help orient us within a neoliberal global economy,
then we should still be able to draw from some part of our experience to
find this plausible. And we do find this; after all, it was the very discomfort
with the injustices of our world that began this inquiry into how individuals
should orient themselves today. Think again about the transnational supply
chains in which thousands of workers die unjust deaths. People in the devel-
oped world are wearing clothes assembled by workers struggling to survive
and consumers are often made profoundly uncomfortable when attention is
drawn to this.” This reflects the kind of sense of justice that Rawls appeals
to—a visceral discomfort at the way we literally wear violations of our princi-
ples against our skin.

It's hard to feel at home when you’re uncomfortable in your own clothes.
But under just institutions, the disposition to reciprocity enables one to feel
at home in just the way that Hegel identified with patriotism. Actions that
follow from the disposition to reciprocity express a person’s freedom be-
cause they affirm that the social forces of a well-ordered society—forces out
of an individual’s control but which have nevertheless shaped her and devel-
oped her capacities—are not alien but freely accepted. The unchosen is not
an obstacle to but a reflection of her convictions. Again, Rawls’s argument
connects the subjective and objective: this disposition is grounded in the ob-
jective features of that individual’s social world and the political institutions
that make it up; it makes sense to be disposed to reciprocity when you've
benefited from just institutions that guarantee relative equality and when
you have good reason to expect that your reciprocity will be reciprocated.
Such arrangements give individuals good reasons to see the institutions of
which they are subjects as expressions of egalitarian liberal values and also to
take up a particular way of seeing others subject to them. Individuals can be
motivated to adopt these attitudes and perspectives because doing so enables
them to affirm that their self-understanding belongs with their political
institutions and vice versa—and this is the very thing that Rawls identified as
the outer limit of human freedom.
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Unequal Status as a Violation of Freedom

Adopting the disposition of reciprocity thus contributes to stability
not only for the instrumental way it enables the reproduction of social
institutions; it also affirms the individual’s status as a free and equal person.
Rawls notably maintains precisely the same formulation of this view
across his work, writing, “The most stable conception of justice, there-
fore, is presumably one that is perspicuous to our reason, congruent with
our good, and rooted not in abnegation but in affirmation of the self”> In
other words, justice affirms the political status of the individual—that is,
the self regarded and treated by others as having the two capacities that
make it possible to engage in politics as a free equal with similar others.?
One will find understanding herself and doing her part as a social cooper-
ator to be second nature—and an expression of herself and her freedom.
Expressing human freedom thus becomes not a threat to the stability of a
society, but rather, as in Hegel, the surest guarantee of it. Actions that ex-
press freedom also uphold justice; equality is not in conflict with freedom,
but supports it.

Meeting the demands of justice in a well-ordered society is relatively
easy. In keeping with the idea of freedom as entailing affirmation rather
than abnegation, Rawls’s argument here is attentive to the cost to individ-
uals of compliance; for reasons discussed at greater length in chapter 5,
Rawls even argues that the natural duty of justice requires only actions
“without too much cost to ourselves.””” Dispositions are thus an appro-
priate object of attention since the costs of habituation are repetitive
but low. However, the focus on cost and on the right instead of the good
should not blind us entirely to the benefits that may accompany meeting
the requirements of justice. Rawls’s conception of justice requiring only a
thin theory of the good has too often led discussion away from the ways
acting in accord with right stands to benefit the individual for fear of
speaking too fully about the particular good that may result. But to shy
away entirely from the topic of how acting in accord with the demands
of justice changes individuals, including the potential subjective benefits
that may follow, risks creating problems in the other direction by making
it seem as though individuals experience only costs when acting justly.
This needlessly exaggerates the strains of commitment and disables im-
portant resources for helping us understand why individuals might dis-
pose themselves justly. This is especially important when we consider the
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challenges of using a dispositional conception of freedom as a source of
orientation in an unjust world.

In the rest of this book, I turn to providing such an account. In con-
cluding this chapter, I want to return to its opening question about why
people might want to resist neoliberalism by suggesting some ways that
they are denied freedom today, including its outer limit. Workers in fac-
tories like the Savar building that collapsed at Rana Plaza face many kinds
of unfreedom. They are desperately poor. Most have migrated from other
parts of Bangladesh with even fewer options, as anthropogenic climate
change has made agriculture more difficult and precarious a source of in-
come.”® Most are women, which means they have even fewer opportuni-
ties to earn money. Once hired, they face not only punishing hours for
little pay, but other clear violations of their freedom: harassment, abuse,
denial of bathroom access. These are the urgent injustices that prompted
my opening query about how consumers should be oriented to this sit-
uation. Now we can add that they are denied the outer limit of freedom.
Workers cannot affirm the forces that have made them who they are
and brought them into unsafe factories, though they often appeal to fu-
ture hopes to reconcile themselves to their circumstances. From an in-
dividual perspective, they hope working these jobs will mean that their
children don’t have to; from a social perspective, the justification for per-
mitting such jobs is that they contribute to economic development that
makes them unnecessary in the future. Unfortunately, the empirical ev-
idence for either hope is weak. Outside of China, garment worker wages
have declined over the past decade.” Other evidence suggests that factory
work does not even pay more than labor in the informal economy, despite
coming with significant larger health risks.!?’ Nor is there much evidence
that export-oriented development generally has proven to be a reliable
path to national wealth.!%!

However, even if these hopes were well-founded, these workers would
still be denied the outer limit of freedom because this forward-looking
justification depends on the future, not on freely accepting the past.
Indeed, what makes these circumstances tolerable to the workers is pre-
cisely an acceptance of their purported necessity, of the thought that it
could not be otherwise since, for example, economic development must
pass through certain stages. But that is not a claim to freedom; it is a way
of justifying unfreedom. Of course, libertarians will be quick to note that
workers did agree to accept these jobs—and they’re right that that fact is
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normatively significant and should condition how others respond to the
injustices they face; as I'll argue in chapter 5, it’s one of the reasons why
consumers concerned about these injustices should generally defer to the
workers” judgment about the best actions to take in response. But such
constrained consent in unjust circumstances doesn’t mean they are free.

The self-respect of consumers is threatened when they too face a
constrained set of options that lead them to live their lives in contradic-
tion with their principled beliefs in fairness. They cannot look back on a
life that has been shaped by a habitual reliance on unjustly produced com-
modities and freely affirm the forces and relations that have shaped their
self-conceptions. These supply chains also violate publicity in a way that
denies consumers the outer limit of freedom; the systematic opacity of
their sourcing—the impossibility of consumers even knowing the origins
of many of their goods—makes it all but impossible to know the princi-
ples guiding a central institution of our lives. What’s more, as I argued
in chapter 2, supply chains also try to govern consumers, as lead brands
gather and systematize unprecedented quantities of data in order to direct
their conduct in visible and invisible ways. Consumers clicking “agree”
on long, byzantine data security policies they haven’t read is not a mean-
ingful form of consent; not only are most consumers not sufficiently well
informed to make sense of them, but they also have little opportunity to
say “no” if they wish to engage in normal activities like reading the news or
communicating with their friends.!? And, of course, companies routinely
violate these policies in any case.!%® In addition, most consumers are also
workers themselves, facing an economy transformed by neoliberalism in
a way that more directly constrains their own freedom as work becomes
increasingly precarious and responsibility to invest in one’s own human
capital shifts from social institutions to individuals, resulting in unprece-
dented student debt, among other consequences.

How does the outer limit of freedom guide action as part of an effective
orientation? We now have the first half of the story. Note that it won’t do
to simply tell those subject to the global economy to aspire to enjoy the
outer limit of freedom since they will never be able to affirm the forces
that have shaped them. While it is essential that we've clarified the norma-
tive value an effective orientation should promote, specifying that value
entailed accepting a view in which individuals are deeply shaped by the
institutions and relations to which they are subject and under which they
develop. That means individuals in our world are habituated to injustice
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and will often normalize unjust relations and incorporate this into their
self-conceptions. In other words, the account of motivation that underlies
dispositional freedom means that an orientation to our neoliberal world
has to be one that individuals who are accustomed to injustice can adopt
but which facilitates action to promote justice. It needs to depict a world
that they recognize but direct their attention in ways that may not come
naturally. I begin this task in the next chapter.






4
Ugly Progress and Unhopeful Hope

In early 2003, workers at the Matamoros Garment factory in Puebla, Mexico,
sought to improve the poor wages and working conditions at the factory by
trying to organize an independent union. They were producing garments
for sale in the US market for the German apparel and footwear firm Puma.
These workers were denied union certification on the basis of a highly sus-
pect technicality and suffered mass firings, harassment, and intimidation
by factory management. Workers’ attempts to resolve the violations via the
appropriate legal domestic channels were unsuccessful, and so they pressed
their claims in international forums. They argued that the Mexican gov-
ernment was failing to enforce its own laws, which would violate the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the related North American
Agreement on Labor Cooperation (NAALC). With the assistance of NGOs
in the United States and Canada, they filed a complaint under NAALC,
which led to hearings in 2004 before panels in the United States and Mexico.
Following the hearings, both panels found in favor of the workers and
recommended what’s called “Ministerial Consultation”—that is, the US and
Canadian government officials who heard the complaints asked that their re-
spective cabinet members for Labor meet with their Mexican counterpart
to press them to resolve the situation.! Such recommendations were the
strongest possible remedies available under NAALC. Four year later, the re-
sultant consultations produced a joint declaration from the labor ministers
announcing that Mexico’s Secretariat of Labor and Social Welfare would con-
vene a meeting of federal and state officials “for an exchange of information
on best practices” regarding the administration of labor law; in addition, all
three countries pledged to work together to produce better “informational
materials” informing workers of their rights.> No remedies for the particular
injustices suffered by the Matamoros workers were adopted. The Matamoros
workers were denied a union and, in the years that followed the ministerial
joint declaration, the United States officially announced a “general failure” to
protect the freedom of association and right to organize in Mexico, contrary
to its treaty commitment.>

Disorienting Neoliberalism. Benjamin L. McKean, Oxford University Press (2020). © Oxford University Press.
DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780190087807.001.0001.
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How can the conception of freedom in the previous chapter inform an
effective orientation to these events and to the broader neoliberal global
economy of which they are a part? The answer cannot be straightforward.
Anyone who wants to resist the injustices of neoliberalism today will never
be able to enjoy the outer limit of freedom. They have already grown up under
those institutions and their identity is already partly constituted by unjust re-
lations with others; they will never be in a position to look back at the forces
that have made them who they are and freely affirm them. Indeed, in light of
the way existing political institutions typically realize multiple and contra-
dictory values, some may suggest that the hope of anyone ever enjoying such
freedom is a pious wish. What then is the orienting value of a conception of
freedom that, while appealing, may not ever be fully realized?

Hegel and Rawls are of limited help here. For his part, Hegel argued that
really existing political and social institutions already embody reason and
express freedom—a view that Rawls understandably found impossible to ac-
cept after witnessing the horrors of the twentieth century.* Rawls thought
that the best response to those horrors was to develop an ideal theory of jus-
tice as a form of consolation and a source of hope. But the resultant vision of
society, which he called a “realistic utopia,” doesn’t readily orient us to our
own nonideal world; while a realistic utopia may ameliorate despair in the
face of injustice, it doesn’t draw attention to our world’s contradictions and
flaws but rather encourages us to look beyond them. Yet Rawls clearly saw
those flaws; he critiqued welfare state capitalism for creating a small ruling
elite with a larger permanent underclass denied the equal political liberty
required to realize justice.” The result is that while Rawls believed existing
political and social institutions to be unjust, he provides inadequate tools
to orient us to them.® Egalitarian liberals who want to resist neoliberal in-
equality will accordingly need to go beyond Rawls’s conceptual tools if they
are to realize the values they hold dear.

In Rawls’s well-ordered society, the content of the ideal of the outer limit
of freedom is supplied by what exists; one affirms the forces that have shaped
their life. But that’s not possible in an unjust society, so what gives the outer
limit of freedom content and makes it potentially action guiding? What is
it that can be freely affirmed and how does it help us orient ourselves to the
injustices we face? For answers to these questions, I turn to W. E. B. Du Bois
and the orientation to freedom that he provides in The Souls of Black Folk.
Drawing from the same Hegelian framework that Rawls used to fashion
his account of a well-ordered society, Du Bois illuminates the relevance of
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dispositional freedom to unjust circumstances by introducing the concepts
of double consciousness, second sight, and the veil. Taken together, these
concepts show how adopting the outer limit of freedom as an egalitarian
ideal can inform our orientation to the real world injustices of contempo-
rary neoliberalism—first, by providing a characterization of the distinctive
deformations of individual identity that injustice causes; second, by illumi-
nating the capacity of ordinary people to nevertheless find the normative
grounds to reject those deformations by experiencing the resistance to in-
justice as an expression of freedom. In the way that it specifies the ideal to
be promoted through the negation of really existing injustices, we can see
Du Bois employing dispositional freedom along the lines of what Theodor
Adorno called a negative dialectic. We cannot say precisely what fully free
institutions would look like; on the contrary, we have good reason to believe
that our view of them is distorted, since our vision is affected by the injustice
that has shaped us. But we can see from our own experiences that we are not
free and the negation of that unfreedom can inform an ideal that facilitates
further resistance. The act of rejecting what exists can give content to the
outer limit of freedom in a way that facilitates pursuing it further.

The Souls of Black Folk is a complicated, sometimes contradictory text
with many different political strands running through it—alternatively elitist
and egalitarian, promoting assimilation and self-assertion, endorsing po-
litical protest but concerned about respectability—and it draws on many
different traditions of thought and expression. In this chapter, I trace just
one key thread of the book: its analysis of how injustice impairs freedom,
which employs and transforms the conception of freedom at its outer limit
developed in the previous chapter. For Du Bois, the outer limit of freedom
is unattainable for many Americans because they are subject to segregated
institutions and habituated to racial injustice, either as victims or complicit
beneficiaries.” In stark opposition to Milton Friedman’s neoliberal vision
of segregation as the unfortunate result of individuals freely choosing ac-
cording to their preferences, Du Bois employs a dispositional framework to
show how segregated institutions shape the self-conceptions of those subject
to them; as a result, their desires and choices may express not their freedom
but rather their adaptation to oppressive circumstances. Du Bois shows how
taking the outer limit of freedom as an orienting ideal can help the privileged
and the oppressed become aware of each others’ circumstances and, through
common knowledge of the veil between them and the freedom this denies
them, be oriented to each other as partners.
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Through its critical employment of the ideal of dispositional freedom, Du
Bois’s concepts can help provide a useful orientation to the circumstances like
those faced by the Matamoros workers—one that suggests how workers and
consumers might, in light of this ideal, perceive the political institutions that
they are subject to as a shared obstacle to their enjoyment of the outer limit
of freedom. However, many contemporary egalitarian liberals extend Rawls’s
account without accounting for how systematically it must be transformed in
light of our unjust circumstances. To highlight the utility of my view, I con-
clude the chapter by showing how these unreconstructed views cannot effec-
tively promote their values because they lack the tools to understand what
individuals should do when institutions fail to operate as they ideally should.
We can do a better job understanding what individuals should do in the face
of global injustices when we see what leads Du Bois to argue that when we
are oriented to injustice by the outer limit of freedom, we will recognize the
need for a partnership between those who are directly oppressed and those
who want to reject the advantages they enjoy as a result of others” oppression.

Injustice in Sight

The dispositional account of political duties in a well-ordered society relies
on individuals readily acquiring appropriate habits and attitudes from their
ordinary interactions with existing social and political institutions; in a
just society, performing such duties expresses freedom by affirming one’s
own political status, though it was never the object of choice. But what
happens when the institutions that exist are unjust? What attitudes should
individuals take up toward their social world and others who are subject
to its institutions? And how could habituating oneself in that way express
freedom? To understand the challenges posed by the relationship between
unjust institutions and individual dispositions, I turn to Du Bois’s The Souls
of Black Folk. Thanks to the work of Shamoon Zamir, Robert Gooding-
Williams, Stephanie J. Shaw, and others, it is now widely accepted that Du
Bois’s arguments in Souls—particularly its first chapter, “Of Our Spiritual
Strivings”—draw centrally on Hegelian themes with which Du Bois became
familiar while studying at Harvard from 1888 to 1892 and at the University
of Berlin from 1892 to 1894.8 Du Bois’s conception of double consciousness
advances the dispositional account in three ways: it shows how to extend the
framework to understand nonideal institutions; it introduces an important
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connection between perception and disposition through the concepts of
“second sight” and the veil; and it shows why political action can be worth
engaging in even though it will always reproduce injustice to some extent.

The idea of using Du Bois to think about circumstances like those of the
Matamoros workers may seem surprising at first glance, since he is too rarely
included in discussions of egalitarian justice.’ In fact, Du Bois’s conception
of freedom in Souls draws on the same Hegelian resources already consid-
ered in order to understand the attitudes facilitated by unjust institutions
that oppress some individuals and offer unjustified privileges to others.!? Joel
Williamson first noted that “It would be fruitless to search for a one-to-one
appropriation of Hegelianism in Du Bois’s essay. But yet it is fundamentally
Hegelian, and it is useful to consider it in that light”!! By contrast, Shamoon
Zamir has gone so far as to write, “ ‘Of Our Spiritual Strivings’ constitutes it-
self as a narrative structure by reference to key sections of the narrative that
dominates the central part of Hegel's Phenomenology, from the differentiation
of self-consciousness from consciousness to the vision of the ethical state, or
Sittlichkeit”'? In this section, however, I place Du Bois’s essay in the context
of the dispositional account of freedom I drew from Hegel’s Philosophy of
Right in the previous chapter. While Du Bois was undoubtedly influenced by
the Phenomenology’s famous discussion of the struggle for recognition be-
tween master and slave, an emphasis on this dyadic encounter between two
consciousness can obscure the institutional context and group dynamics that
are crucial for understanding the relevant obstacles to and opportunities for
freedom.!? Reading Souls in the context of the Philosophy of Right rather than
the Phenomenology also better fits the kind of expressivist view of freedom
that we find there. In this, my argument both represents a novel contribution
to our understanding of Du Bois’s views and helps to illuminate further how
a dispositional account can address unjust circumstances.

Du Bois is an outstanding guide for this task because the political
circumstances he addressed prefigured our own in important respects. Du
Bois published Souls in 1903, a time he identifies as “an age of unusual ec-
onomic development” as well as “an age when the more advanced races are
coming in closer contact with the less developed races, and the race-feeling is
therefore intensified”!* Though it predated neoliberal globalization, the con-
text for Du Bois’s writing was a time when economic thinking was of height-
ened salience and a globalizing economy meant that in his view, advocates
of racial justice could never achieve success in one country without transna-
tional transformation. In rejecting the idea that Black people could become
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free by leaving the United States, Du Bois wrote, “nothing has more effec-
tually made this programme seem hopeless than the recent course of the
United States toward weaker and darker peoples in the West Indies, Hawaii,
and the Philippines—for where in the world may we go and be safe from
lying and brute force?”!> In other words, Du Bois is writing in a world in
which political economy makes it a pressing question how to be oriented
across borders.!®

Du Bois also notes how pervasive economic thinking can be an obstacle
to freedom. He laments that among Black people, “the habit is forming of
interpreting the world in dollars”—a habit acquired from whites, among
whom it is already widespread.!” A key element of his famous critique of
Booker T. Washington is precisely that Washington promotes the adoption
of this habit and mistakenly sees it as facilitating Black people’s freedom.
Much of Du Bois’s critique of Washington concerns the practical impossi-
bility of pursuing economic development without political power, but he also
sees Washington’s endorsement of market freedom as constraining freedom
more directly. Du Bois writes of Washington, “so thoroughly did he learn the
speech and thought of triumphant commercialism, and the ideals of material
prosperity, that the picture of a lone black boy poring over a French grammar
amid the weeds and dirt of a neglected home soon seemed to him the acme
of absurdities. One wonders what Socrates and St. Francis of Assisi would
say to this”!® Washington’s political program, Du Bois concludes, appears
“almost completely to overshadow the higher aims of life.”! Clearly Du Bois
isn't recommending learning French grammar as an investment in human
capital. But what kind of freedom does Du Bois envisage that leads him to
invoke Socrates here? How is such education and self-development related
to freedom?

Living in an avowedly racist society and mindful of the ways that existing
circumstances shape the desires and self-conceptions of individuals, Du Bois
offers a conception of freedom in which the ideal is revealed in part by the
shape of the obstacles we face to experiencing it. Here, Du Bois’s account
of the double consciousness experienced by the oppressed and the veil that
divides them from the unjustly privileged provide invaluable models. Du
Bois famously writes:

After the Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton and
Mongolian, the Negro is a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted
with second-sight in this American world,—a world which yields him no
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true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revela-
tion of the other world. Itis a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness,
this sense of always looking at one€’s self through the eyes of others, of meas-
uring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt
and pity. One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls,
two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark
body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder.?°

This suggestive paragraph has been analyzed and recontextualized endlessly
since its publication.?! In the context of developing an orientation to injus-
tice, I wish to draw attention to three important elements: first, the way in
which it can be seen as a straightforward application of the dispositional ac-
count in providing a descriptive account of how individuals will be disposed
under systems of unjust privileges for some made possible by the oppression
of others; second, the way in which it introduces the potent visual metaphors
of second sight and the veil into the dispositional account, enabling a richer
description of the perceptions of both the oppressed and the privileged;
and third, the way in which these elaborations complicate the normative
demands on individuals and their dispositions by presenting the problem of
how to live among oppressive institutions.

First, consider double consciousness as an application of the dispositional
approach to describing the effect of institutions that unjustly discriminate
so that some are oppressed and others concomitantly and unjustly privi-
leged. Robert Gooding-Williams helpfully glosses double consciousness as
“the false self-consciousness that obtains among African Americans when
they observe and judge themselves from the perspective of a white, Jim
Crow American world that betrays the ideal of reciprocal recognition due
to a contemptuous, falsifying prejudice that inaccurately represents Negro
life”?2 We can see that Du Bois’s account contains the same three moments
of freedom as does Hegel’s and in the same relation, but now deployed to
explain an experience of unfreedom. Objectively, the institutions of en-
forced segregation and discrimination materially restricted the freedom of
Black people.?® Subjectively, the pervasiveness of this experience in every
area of life invariably habituated individuals to its expectations. Concretely,
these objective and subjective elements find their expression in the double
consciousness of the individual—that is, the disposition of Black people
to judge themselves from the perspective of the Jim Crow institutions that
impair their freedom. As Zamir notes, “The process by which an external
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struggle is internalized in Du Bois is also identical to that in Hegel’?* But
for Du Bois, the relevant political disposition both expresses the unfreedom
of the segregated world and further impairs freedom by hampering action
and autonomy. It is, after all, a false self-consciousness; discriminatory white
institutions endorse false prejudicial views, which distort self-understanding
when internalized. Rather than the easy comfort in and familiarity with the
world expressed by Hegelian patriotism or Rawlsian reciprocity, double con-
sciousness represents the dispositions developed from the experience of con-
stant alienation and discomfort—precisely the feeling of an inability to be at
home, even in one’s own skin.

However, while alienation is a form of unfreedom, the distance from ex-
isting institutions that it creates also makes it possible to be oriented to them
in a way that can facilitate resisting them. Double consciousness is thus im-
portantly connected to but distinct from the useful concepts of second sight
and the veil, which Du Bois uses to describe how perception operates under
unjust institutions. Second sight is the capacity to perceive from the per-
spective of social institutions that are not one’s own. On Du Bois’s account,
this can have a crippling effect on Black people under Jim Crow, as they per-
sistently perceive themselves from the perspective of discriminatory white
institutions. But Du Bois also notably refers to second sight as being “gifted”
to Black people and second sight clearly possesses a certain efficacy of its own.
As Thomas Holt argues, “Pressing the logic of Du Bois’s formulation suggests
a radical proposition: that African-Americans should celebrate their aliena-
tion, for it is the source of ‘second-sight in this American world’ . . . Because
they live in two worlds at once, African-Americans possess the power to see
where others are blind”?® In other words, second sight helps its bearers to see
injustice more clearly; painful as it is, the contrast and tension between the
multiple perspectives they occupy is productive of knowledge.

The meaning of actions and events can look quite different depending
upon one’s status in a segregated society, as Du Bois emphasizes throughout
Souls. In the chapter that serves as a biographical sketch of the minister and
activist Alexander Crummell, Du Bois describes Crummell’s efforts to go
to school in New Hampshire, where “the godly farmers hitched ninety yoke
of oxen to the abolition schoolhouse and dragged it into the middle of the
swamp.’?® The ironic use of “godly farmers” deftly reveals both how they con-
ceived of themselves as well as how they are perceived from the other side of
the color line. This capacity to simultaneously perceive individuals, actions,
and events against quite different contexts throws the entwining of objective
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circumstances and subjective attitudes into relief, giving perception a dif-
ferent quality than it has for people for whom the world seems already a
home. In describing her own experience as a queer chicana, Gloria Anzaldua
calls this effect of second sight la facultad—“the capacity to see in surface
phenomena the meaning of deeper realities, to see the deep structure below
the surface . . . a kind of survival tactic that people caught between worlds
unknowingly cultivate”?” Second sight is thus a kind of embodied prac-
tical knowledge, a sense of how to navigate a world in which the meaning of
things is not fixed by or for the powerless—though the powerful can often
determine their fate. Where feeling at home in a just world allows one to be
easily oriented and capable of navigating it effortlessly, alienation from un-
just institutions accompanies the habitual need to navigate them strategi-
cally, wary of the consequences of any misstep. Those accustomed to being
privileged in relation to racial injustice have not had to acquire such practical
knowledge about how to navigate the world and, as a result, alienation from
the status quo may require their conscious, deliberate effort as they try to
retrain the way they see things—for example, by coming to see their “good,
“safe” local public schools as the product of on-going, unjust racial exclusions
and the lack of efforts to address the widening racial wealth gap. Note that
seeing these schools as the product of injustice does not show that they aren’t
“good” and “safe;” but recontextualizes those attributes, showing how they
are tied to the position of others in society with a different and inferior status.

This has important implications for thinking about how injustice can im-
pair the freedom even of those who materially benefit from it. When one
benefits from racial hierarchy, there is rarely a felt need to look carefully to
see how things are; precisely because they can make a home in the world as
it is, social institutions can appear to whites as just and appropriate when
they are anything but. Alternative perspectives are available, but there may
be little obvious motivation to acknowledge or take them up explicitly. If an-
ything, there is an aversion to them and an anxiety about being confronted
with one’s own bad faith.?® As David S. Owen puts it, “It is the content of
whiteness (the norms themselves) that is visible and the function and opera-
tions of whiteness within the social order that remain invisible (especially to
whites)”? In other words, white people are perfectly well aware that Black
people are treated differently; what they are disposed to avoid seeing is what
the world looks like without having privilege normalize the injustice under-
lying their perspective. This disposition, which Charles Mills calls “white ig-
norance,” is reinforced by legitimating concepts that purport to explain the
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lower status of Black people (biological inferiority, a culture of poverty, and
so on) as well as the enshrinement of particular historical narratives in edu-
cational institutions, public monuments, and popular culture.*

While nowhere near as damaging to freedom as being oppressed, this in-
coherent form of perception born out of the receipt of unjustified benefits
has its own disadvantages. Describing Southern whites as “deeply religious
and intensely democratic,” Du Bois charitably notes that “such an essentially
honest-hearted and generous people cannot cite the caste-levelling precepts
of Christianity, or believe in equality of opportunity for all men, without
coming to feel more and more with each generation that the present drawing
of the color-line is a flat contradiction to their beliefs and professions.”3!
Living in contradiction with one’s own deeply held convictions is compatible
with enjoying material wealth, but generates its own quandaries. As Charles
Mills describes the situation, whites and blacks in a segregated society “are
not cognizers linked by a reciprocal ignorance but rather groups whose re-
spective privilege and subordination tend to produce self-deception, bad
faith, evasion, and misrepresentation, on the one hand, and more verid-
ical perceptions, on the other hand”?? Strategies of disavowal that seek to
deny the existence of such contradiction can cause significant distortions in
whites’ self-conception and practical commitments; they can readily become
averse to making an effort to live in accord with their egalitarian convictions
when confronting the practical difficulties of implementing them in some
areas can dislodge the mental coping mechanisms developed to deny the
contradiction that remains protected in other realms.

These distortions suggest some of the cost of racial injustice to whites. To
see how such injustice can prevent them from enjoying the outer limit of
freedom, I turn to Du Bois’s account of how a segregated society denies its
inhabitants self-knowledge. Central to Du Bois’s account of ethical percep-
tion is his figure of the veil. He writes, “It dawned upon me with a certain
suddenness that I was different from the others; or like, mayhap, in heart and
life and longing, but shut out from their world by a vast veil,” and “In those
sombre forests of his striving his own soul rose before him, and he saw him-
self,—darkly as through a veil; and yet he saw in himself some faint revelation
of his power, of his mission”** Note that in the first passage, the veil stands
between Du Bois and the world while in the second, the veil is internal to his
self-perception. Du Bois thus gives us another way to understand the rela-
tionship between the objective and subjective as institutionalized prejudice
gets internalized as the split figured by the veil. In other words, second sight
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is the ability to perceive the veil in the world which most whites try to avoid
noticing—and which is in part constituted by this very obliviousness—while
double consciousness is the disposition forced on Black people by the veil
in the world that results in habitually taking up the white perspective. Black
people in a segregated society are thus denied the outer limit of freedom not
only in the sense that they cannot retrospectively affirm the forces that have
shaped them, but further in the sense that the internalized veil denies access
to a clear picture of one’s undistorted self. As a result, it’s difficult to see what
it would be like to enjoy the outer limit of freedom when the individual who
could freely accept the unchosen forces that shaped their identity could be so
different from the individual they are.

By contrast, white people face different epistemic obstacles to enjoying
the outer limit of freedom. Importantly, white people in a segregated society
enjoy more freedom than Black people; denying that would itself be a form of
white ignorance. But because white people fail to perceive the veil already in
their world, they can affirm the false unity of their perspective—and thereby
remain ignorant of the way in which they would reject the forces that have
made them who they are if they better understood those forces. Such a so-
ciety fails to be transparent in the way Hegel and Rawls saw as necessary for
freedom. Feeling at home among institutions from which one’s convictions
ought to produce alienation generates barriers to self-knowledge that are
not easily overcome. As the dispositional framework makes clear, the habits
one acquires from developing in particular circumstances do not vanish in
a single flash of insight. While one might come to recognize the existence of
a social veil, that doesn't itself produce any knowledge of what’s on the other
side, for example. Nor does it stop the continuing existence of the veil in daily
life from structuring one’s opportunities for action in a way that perpetuates
certain kinds of habituation. As a result, white people who are privileged with
respect to racial injustice have good reason to distrust their intuitions about
what parts of their lives they can freely affirm as consistent with their con-
sidered convictions—and they should expect that uncertainty to persist. So
whites too face obstacles to self-knowledge that prevent them from enjoying
the outer limit of freedom.

Recall that an effective orientation to politics has three components: a
description of how existing social and political arrangements operate; an
explanation of the prevailing means of making those arrangements intelli-
gible and legitimate; and an account of normative values that ought to be
promoted. In this section, I've focused on how Du Bois offers the resources
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to transform the account of freedom found in Rawls and Hegel so that it can
be adequate to the first two components. Du Bois’s account shows how injus-
tice not only impairs the freedom of the oppressed directly, but also generates
new obstacles to freedom, as individuals develop habits from being subjected
to unjust circumstances. Those subject to injustice may perceive their un-
freedom clearly while finding it hard to imagine a free self; those who un-
justly benefit from that oppression may find self-knowledge so difficult and
painful to acquire that they avoid it. How can the outer limit of freedom
orient people to these circumstances in a way that facilitates effective polit-
ical action?

Dwelling in Freedom Amid Injustice

To see the usefulness of Du Bois’s transformation of the outer limit of
freedom thus far, let’s apply it to circumstances like those of the Matamoros
workers. Using Du Bois’s analysis of how unjust institutions habituate their
subjects, we can readily imagine both some of the psychic barriers that
supply chain workers face to contesting authority as well as why US con-
sumers would be disposed to avoid acknowledging the unjust conditions of
supply chain workers and even to actively reproduce the conditions that tend
to leave them ignorant. But the relevance of Du Bois is not merely analogical;
the veil of the color line is also present in relations along the supply chain, as
workers of color in developing and often formerly colonized nations produce
for predominantly white consumers in wealthier developed countries—that
is, in states which those workers are generally prohibited from entering.’*
Consequently, it is entirely apt for Charles Mills to describe global inequality
as perpetuated in part by “global white ignorance” and to describe many con-
sumers as reproducing this phenomenon.*® Remember that such ignorance
need not entail total unawareness of suffering in the Global South; many con-
sumers in the Global North regard the circumstances of sweatshop workers
as unfortunate, for example. But they remain ignorant of the processes by
which such oppression and violence is normalized as a necessary part of
the global economy as well as their relationship to this normalizing process;
they fail to perceive themselves as sharing with workers the status of being
subjected to supply chains, as described in chapter 2, for example. Race often
plays an important role in such normalization. Many people readily accept
that deplorable wages and working conditions are the natural state of things
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in Mexico and Bangladesh; they may even find such conditions unjust, but
think that no particular explanation is required for why such conditions are
found there. Such consumers are like the sympathetic but ignorant whites
who, lacking any idea what it would mean to treat Du Bois as a genuine equal,
don’t know how to talk with him and “instead of saying directly, How does it
feel to be a problem? they say, [ know an excellent colored man in my town.”3

Having used double consciousness and the veil to describe the nature of
the obstacles to freedom we experience amid injustice, in this section, I look
at how freedom can nevertheless be experienced in some ways. That atten-
tion to how an orienting ideal can be partly realized amid injustice stands
in contrast to Hegel’s confidence in the rationality of existing political and
social institutions as well as Rawls’s vision of a realistic utopia, which directs
our attention away from existing injustice in order to provide the hope that
justice might one day be achieved.?”

We can say that double consciousness is the appropriate disposition for
Black people in Jim Crow America in the descriptive sense that it is the ex-
pression of a segregated social world. But double consciousness does not pre-
sent itself phenomenologically as a settled or normatively desirable end state;
it is rather a feeling of constantly being torn asunder. The practical question
for Du Bois is, how can this experience of unfreedom be resolved or allevi-
ated? What actions should follow from being oriented to its causes and the
means of their legitimation? If the veil blocks the outer limit of freedom,
what relationship can someone who desires freedom have to this ideal?

Recall Du Bois’s objection to Booker T. Washington’s endorsement of
market freedom; Du Bois rejected Washington’s scorn for the value of
learning French grammar and wondered what Socrates and St. Francis would
say. In his own vision of freedom, Du Bois returns to such figures, writing, “I
sit with Shakespeare and he winces not. Across the color line I move arm
in arm with Balzac and Dumas, where smiling men and welcoming women
glide in gilded halls. From out the caves of evening that swing between the
strong-limbed earth and the tracery of the stars, I summon Aristotle and
Aurelius and what soul I will, and they come all graciously with no scorn
nor condescension. So, wed with Truth, I dwell above the Veil”* Here Du
Bois offers a vision of how to experience freedom amid injustice, if only tem-
porarily: to dwell not behind but above the veil through the experience of
unconstrained thought. The experience of philosophy and art makes it pos-
sible for him to imagine free, egalitarian relations emancipated from racial
injustice, thereby providing an image that facilitates envisioning freedom at
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its outer limit. What's more, this imaginative vision is itself an expression of
freedom despite the constraints imposed by existing injustice; above the veil,
Du Bois can affirm that there is a true sense in which he enjoys his status as
free and equal despite the white world’s refusal to acknowledge it. This is a
limited experience of freedom, but it is enough to make a temporary resolu-
tion of double consciousness’s tension possible.

This experience of freedom does not look away from contemporary in-
justice, but is in an important sense made possible by it. Immediately pre-
ceding the paragraph on dwelling above the veil, Du Bois writes, “Herein the
longing of black men must have respect: the rich and bitter depth of their
experience, the unknown treasures of their inner life, the strange rendings
of nature they have seen, may give the world new points of view and make
their loving, living, and doing precious to all human hearts”* It is precisely
the “rich and bitter depth of their experience” that makes genuinely new
thinking and art possible. The truth that Du Bois connects with freedom—
what he has to say in conversation with Shakespeare and Aristotle—is thus
not an invocation of any “true” or authentic self that has been left untouched
by injustice; rather than divest himself of the distorted parts of his iden-
tity, the free individual he imagines is still one shaped by his own history of
encounters with injustice but now able to stand in a different relationship
to those parts of his identity.*> As Du Bois notes, he is himself permanently
marked by the veil and cannot experience the outer limit of freedom that
comes from freely affirming the unchosen forces that have shaped him. He
writes, “Surely there shall yet dawn some mighty morning to lift the Veil and
set the prisoned free. Not for me,—1I shall die in my bonds,—but for fresh
young souls who have not known the night and waken to the morning.”4!
So Du Bois does not expect that his struggle with the veil, both internal and
external, will end. But being able to dwell above the veil, even if only tempo-
rarily, gives him an experience of freedom that changes his perspective on
and recontextualizes life within the veil. For one thing, it provides hope—not
through a description of the institutions of another, more fully just world, but
by providing some confidence that this world, which is decidedly not a home
for him, is nevertheless not entirely inhospitable. Such hope is necessary be-
cause, as he notes, “the facing of so vast a prejudice could not but bring the
inevitable self-questioning, self-disparagement, and lowering of ideals which
ever accompany repression and breed in an atmosphere of contempt and
hate”*? But dwelling above the veil—the experience of a freedom that feels
out of this world—makes it possible to develop other dispositions and habits
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of mind, to work toward a different self-conception than the one fostered
by his circumstances. Freedom and self-development are thus importantly
connected for Du Bois.

Isolated contemplation of great works is not the only way to dwell above
the veil or to retrain one’s habits of mind; Du Bois makes it clear that there
can be other spaces for actions that express freedom amid injustice, though
they are often narrow. Du Bois notably discusses dwelling above the veil in
connection with his very first experience of double consciousness, which
takes place not in the Jim Crow South but in his New England elementary
school. Students there exchanged cards with each other but one girl refused
his card because he was Black. As a result, he writes in a passage I quoted
from briefly earlier, “it dawned upon me with a certain suddenness that I was
different from the others; or like, mayhap, in heart and life and longing, but
shut out from their world by a vast veil. I had thereafter no desire to tear
down that veil, to creep through; I held all beyond it in common contempt,
and lived above it in a region of blue sky and great wandering shadows” Du
Bois here employs the trope of living above the veil as a place where he feels
free because he thinks he has made himself indifferent to the effort to rec-
tify racial injustice, having no desire to forge relations with whites. But this
professed indifference is belied by Du Bois’s experience that he feels most
free when he could demonstrate his superiority in comparison to his white
classmates. He continues, “That sky was bluest when I could beat my mates
at examination-time, or beat them at a foot-race, or even beat their stringy
heads. Alas, with the years all this fine contempt began to fade; for the worlds
I longed for, and all their dazzling opportunities, were theirs, not mine”** In
other words, Du Bois’s actions expressed freedom when they were actions
that affirmed himself and left double consciousness behind. But opportuni-
ties for such actions are constrained by circumstances and the freedom Du
Bois experienced through his abilities as a child was increasingly denied as
racial injustice widened the gap between where he and his white classmates
were permitted; his focus had to shift from objective freedom to subjective
freedom. Efforts at self-development that reshape one’s self-conception con-
sequently become increasingly important as opportunities to experience and
express freedom.

Dwelling above the veil is consequently not an unmixed source of hope
since the experience of freedom it provides also heightens the intolerability of
really existing injustice. And it is impossible to remain above the veil for long.
As Du Bois writes in the moving chapter about the death of his first child, in
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an unjust world, it is only at birth and in death that one can be entirely free
of the veil. Admiring his infant son Burghardt, Du Bois feels “a vague unrest”
as he contemplates the child’s appearance; recognizing that the fairness of
Burghardt’s features is the product of a long history of racial mixing that has
been disavowed by whites, Du Bois writes, “thus in the Land of the Color-
line I saw, as it fell across my baby, the shadow of the Veil” (160).** One can
be free of injustice’s influence at birth, but not for much longer. Tragically,
Burghardt contracted diphtheria and, refused care by Atlanta’s white doctors,
Du Bois watched “the shadow of the Veil” become “the Shadow of Death.”
Amidst his grief, Du Bois’s reaction to his son’s death includes a feeling of
great relief that Burghardt has been spared further injustice and its attendant
deformations of the self. He writes, “All that day and all that night there sat
an awful gladness in my heart,—nay, blame me not if I see the world thus
darkly through the Veil,—and my soul whispers ever to me saying, ‘Not dead,
not dead, but escaped; not bond, but free. . . . Fool that I was to think or wish
that this little soul should grow choked and deformed within the Veil!”
Du Bois’s awful gladness that his son has escaped is a stunning illustration
of the severity of the harms of injustice. As Annie Menzel puts it, Du Bois
evinces “an agonizing paradox: the clearest expression of love for a child may
be the wish for its corporeal death . . . Life’s duration under these conditions
means at least some degree of spiritual death; conversely, life in its expansive
fullness may perhaps only be preserved by an early corporeal death”*® Du
Bois directly links this back to his vision of freedom, ending the chapter on
Burghardt’s death by writing, “Sleep, then, child,—sleep till I sleep and waken
to a baby voice and the ceaseless patter of little feet—above the Veil.”¥” Du
Bois describes the freedom from injustice that Burdhardt finds in death with
the same language that he uses to describe the freedom he experiences in the
thinking that lets him dwell above the veil.#8

Why associate freedom and death? Many have pointed to the echoes of
German romanticism in this gesture, which arguably points to a sublime exit
from the world, but I want to focus on its contribution to a practical ori-
entation to resisting injustice.*” The experience of dwelling above the veil is
not an ideal that floats free from the world as it is, but is instead intimately
linked to the pain of injustice. Such pain punctures the legitimations of our
world and impels us to conceive ways of experiencing freedom; the experi-
ence of freedom in turn both heightens the pain of injustice by revealing its
contingent character and offers hope that can sustain resistance to injustice.
Burghardt, whom Du Bois called “this revelation of the divine,” functions as
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a totem of both ways in which one might dwell above the veil, symbolizing
their intimate relation.

Anzaldtaargues for the general applicability of the perceptual intertwining
of pain and freedom, writing that “anything that breaks into one’s everyday
mode of perception, that causes a break in one’s defenses and resistance, an-
ything that takes one from one’s habitual grounding, causes the depths to
open up, causes a shift in perception. This shift in perception deepens the
way we see concrete objects and people”®® By breaking through habitual
ways of thinking about the world and about ourselves, pain from injustice
opens up the possibility of something like second sight even to people who in
other respects benefit from injustice. As Anzaldua notes, such interruptions
are inherently forms of loss: “We lose something in this mode of initiation,
something is taken from us: our innocence, our unknowing ways, our safe
and easy ignorance . . . Confronting anything that tears the fabric of our eve-
ryday mode of consciousness and that thrusts us into a less literal and more
psychic sense of reality increases awareness and la facultad”>! Though harm
would be appear to be unambiguously negative in a world where the outer
limit of freedom could actually be enjoyed, such loss can facilitate freedom in
our unjust world by jarring us from the self-understandings we’ve developed
under existing circumstances and making new critical perspectives possible,
even necessary.>> This has important implications not only for the oppressed
who already regularly confront harm, but for those privileged in relation to
existing injustice, highlighting a reason to welcome the loss of their privilege
that justice entails.

Freedom’s Negative Dialectic

One way to sum up what I've said so far is that employing the outer limit of
freedom in an orientation to injustice interprets this ideal along the lines of
what Adorno called a “negative dialectic.”>* Hegel affirms the fundamental
rationality of what exists and argues that the failures and injustices of the past
were necessary to the achievement of our society, vindicating the harms of
the past and present as consistent with reason. By contrast, Adorno argues
that “the smallest trace of senseless suffering in the empirical world belies
all the identitarian philosophy that would talk us out of that suffering.”>* For
Adorno, the pain of injustice serves as a standing refutation of any attempt
to argue that the present can be affirmed. And like Du Bois and Anzaldda,
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Adorno argues that this pain is intimately linked to the kind of freedom we
can experience; where Du Bois describes how the “bitter depth” of life also
makes it temporarily possible to dwell above the veil, Adorno suggests we
can experience freedom in “the power of the mind to retain its self-control
in the face of the sorrow” caused by injustice.”® Like Du Bois before him and
Anzaldua after, Adorno sees the capacity to engage in thinking as an experi-
ence of freedom that can change our orientation to the world as it is. Where
Hegel sees the outer limit of freedom affirmed in a world where objectively
and subjectively free individuals are disposed to readily express that freedom
through patriotism, these thinkers see freedom expressed in a negation of
the world as it is, which affords most people neither objective nor subjective
freedom.*

This negation of the world is not a counsel of hopelessness. Instead, it
promotes an attitude that better facilitates action against injustice than
Rawls’s image of a realistic utopia free of the injustices of our world. Oriented
by the outer limit of freedom, people on both sides of the veil might come to
see the act of working against injustice as itself an expression of their freedom
and therefore worth undertaking together as partners, despite the uncer-
tainty of success. Kwame Anthony Appiah describes the practical import of
such negation, writing, “The history of our collective moral learning.. . . starts
with the rejection of some current actual practice or structure, which we
come to see as wrong. You learn to be in favor of equality by noticing what is
wrong with the unequal treatment of blacks, or women, or working-class or
lower-caste people”” Notably, Du Bois characterizes his infant son’s attitude
toward the veil as “a hope not hopeless but unhopeful” and I will argue that
this serves as an apt characterization of the attitude that Du Bois believes
accompanies an orientation to the outer limit of freedom as an ideal.”® Such
unhopeful hope changes our view of political action, encouraging us to rec-
ognize that resisting injustice can be meaningful even though such actions
are themselves not wholly free. Because injustice habituates us to its perpet-
uation, even our actions to resist it will often reproduce injustices since our
self-conceptions remains shaped by them. As we've already seen, Du Bois
makes it clear that life in the shadow of the veil has shaped him irreversibly so
that he will never be entirely free. Du Bois’s text itself reflects this habituation
to injustice; even as it highlights the emancipatory possibilities found amid
grave racial injustice, Souls reproduces oppressive tropes that normalize
gender and class hierarchies.®® Because it is generally true that individuals
are habituated by such unjustified hierarchies, political action is pervasively
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imperfect and likely to reproduce elements of injustice. Consequently, we
should not expect any political action to be an unambiguous expression or
achievement of freedom—but neither should we become unduly discour-
aged when we find this to be the case.

One key way that unjust circumstances habituate individuals to reprodu-
cing injustice is through forcing them to make tragic choices in which any
action possible for them produces some wrong. Du Bois writes, “To-day
the young Negro of the South who would succeed cannot be frank and out-
spoken .. . he must flatter and be pleasant, endure petty insults with a smile,
shut his eyes to wrong; in too many cases he sees positive personal advan-
tage in deception and lying”®® Racial domination pushes Black people to
respond either by adapting themselves to its demands or by suffering poten-
tially grave penalties for acting as they would prefer. Du Bois writes sympa-
thetically of those who act as injustice demands, “With this sacrifice there
is an economic opening, and perhaps peace and some prosperity. Without
this there is riot, migration, or crime”s! While it would be most hopeful to
suggest that doing the right thing and standing up for oneself against injus-
tice will invariably have good effects in the world, Du Bois denies this; per-
haps refusing to comply with unjust demands is the right thing to do, but
Du Bois acknowledges that it may nevertheless cause harm. Adorno put the
point in general form when he wrote, “Wrong life cannot be lived rightly”®2
And strikingly, in Souls, Du Bois generalizes this tragic dilemma too, writing
“Nor is this situation peculiar to the Southern United States, is it not rather
the only method by which undeveloped races have gained the right to share
modern culture? The price of culture is a Lie.”®* Du Bois’s expansion of the
critique here—from Black people in the South to all of what would come to
be called the Third World—prefigures Adorno in its pithy formulation of the
practical paradoxes faced by those who resist injustice, but attends to the ra-
cial dimensions of global injustice that Adorno largely ignored.®* That rec-
ognition is crucial because “wrong life” means different things for the young
Black man forced to lie and the alienated white man who cannot live in ac-
cord with his egalitarian convictions; those divergent circumstances matter
when we think about who bears the costs of actions that unavoidably repro-
duce some injustice. For both authors, the paradigmatic form of guidance
that philosophers and theorists can provide is not to identify a morally unim-
peachable path forward that puts us above reproach, but to provide concep-
tual tools for orienting their readers to the practical dilemmas that they face.
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Just because wrong life cannot be lived rightly does not mean that there are
not better and worse ways to live.

Attending to the losses that accompany political action may seem to dis-
courage people from resisting injustice—an interpretation bolstered by
Adorno’s reputation as an academic mandarin who disdained activism.® But
I believe it is more in keeping with Du Bois’s unhopeful hope to see how this
critical employment of the outer limit of freedom helps us perceive new pos-
sibilities for action. I want to highlight two ways that attention to the loss
that attends political action serves this function. First, we have already seen
the way that loss itself can jar individuals into new perspectives and impel
further efforts to express freedom. Efforts to identify unimpeachable acts
that avoid loss will be self-defeating and falsely equate freedom with con-
trol over our actions, their meanings, and their effects. Such a conception
of freedom emphasizes consent as the central experience of freedom, but as
the outer limit of freedom shows, crucial experiences of freedom cannot be
understood on that model; we can never consent to the unchosen forces that
shape our lives before we're capable of choice, but we can aspire to be in a
position to affirm them. In that spirit, Adorno argues that we will be freer if
we accept that we do not always know where our freedom is to be found. He
writes, “Good is what wrenches itself free, finds a language, opens its eyes.
In its condition of wrestling free, it is interwoven in history that, without
being organized unequivocally toward reconciliation, in the course of its
movement allows the possibility of redemption to flash up.”®® In Du Bois’s
language, we might more readily find ourselves dwelling above the veil if we
do not imagine that there is foolproof way to get there or that we already
know what things will look like when we do. Conceding that our subjection
to injustice limits us in ways that we cannot always anticipate or avoid thus
better facilitates actions that do express freedom than the assumption that we
might be able to identify and perform an unimpeachably free act. The acts
we can perform are interwoven with injustice, but can still be expressions
of freedom—even though they, in turn, have features that must themselves
be negated. This negative dialectic is thus guided by the ideal of freedom at
its outer limit without claiming to know under what circumstances such an
ideal could be fully realized.

Second, this acknowledgment that actions under unjust circumstances
can express freedom and resist injustice while nevertheless having a re-
mainder of loss can contribute to resisting the sociodicy of neoliberalism.
Neoliberalism sociodicy, which explains why market forces necessarily
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produce the best possible results despite the fact that no particular outcome
can ever be predicted, is the latest iteration of the thought that progress is of
unambiguous benefit to all. Du Bois recognized a version of this thought in
Booker T. Washington’s commitment to economic advancement as a cure-all
and showed how his own experience belied such unjustified faith in progress.
The chapter of Souls devoted to his two summers volunteering as a school
teacher in rural Tennessee is entitled “Of the Meaning of Progress” and Du
Bois closes the chapter by describing his experience returning a decade later
and seeing what had changed. Of seeing what replaced the building where
he taught, Du Bois writes, “My log schoolhouse was gone. In its place stood
Progress; and Progress, I understand, is necessarily ugly . . . As I sat by the
spring and looked on the Old and the New I felt glad, very glad, and yet—"%"
Where Du Bois surprises the reader with the awful gladness he felt at the sad
event of his son’s needless death, here he records the unexpected ambivalence
he feels seeing material resources for the very poor happily improved. Du
Bois’s recognition of loss entails understanding that progress does not benefit
all and is instead “necessarily ugly.” This necessary ugliness leads Du Bois to
hesitate—to feel “glad, and yet”—because he knows that this progress came at
a cost and required leaving others behind. Du Bois has just learned the fates
of his former students and found that Josie, his most enthusiastic student,
essentially worked herself to death in her efforts to materially support her
parents and sibling. This leads Du Bois to ask at the end of the chapter, “How
shall man measure Progress there where the dark-faced Josie lies? How many
heartfuls of sorrow shall balance a bushel of wheat?”%® Du Bois suggests here
that prevailing conceptions of progress, whether Hegel's philosophy of his-
tory or Washington’s belief in economic development, fail to adequately reg-
ister its necessary ugliness and, as a result, they overlook the oppression that
accompanies the growth of what they identify as freedom. Drawing atten-
tion to the loss that accompanies action thus promotes freedom by helping
to ensure we attend to real unfreedom; untroubled sociodicies that assure us
rising material wealth benefits everyone mask the constraints on freedom
that they impose. This is what Adorno calls “the absurdity that it is progress
itself that inhibits progress.”® Neoliberal sociodicy presents itself as a story
of progress—the unshackling of the market that will, by definition, produce
greater material for all over the long run—but the acceptance of this story
as legitimating the inequalities and injustices produced by market freedom
blocks the way to addressing those obstacles to freedom. The remedy is to
focus on losses, which can jar us from our habitual perceptions in accord
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with the prevailing forms of legitimating existing arrangements: “Having
arisen socially, the concept of progress requires critical confrontation with
real society””? Attention to those who are left behind or are harmed by prog-
ress prevents the concept from becoming a tool for normalizing injustice and
reproducing ignorance.

Partnerships Across the Veil

So let us return to “real society” and ask again, what does all this mean for
an orientation to the circumstances of the Matamoros workers? Du Bois’s
analysis shows how injustice predictably divides society. Those who are
most directly oppressed face distinctive subjective and objective obstacles
to freedom, but their habituation to injustice also leads them to acquire a
keener sense of society’s actual operation; meanwhile, those who benefit
from injustice—even if only from the comparative advantages they enjoy as
a result of not being oppressed—tend to be averse to acknowledging the na-
ture of their position and, as a result, face obstacles to enjoying both self-
knowledge and self-respect. Individuals on either side of the veil have been
shaped by forces that they would reject if they have egalitarian convictions
and, as a result, cannot experience the outer limit of freedom. But there are
other, more limited experiences of freedom available to them, including
through the work of retraining their attitudes and habits. They are more likely
to act to resist injustice when they recognize that, under unjust conditions,
there is no perfect way to do so; any action will likely have some meaning or
effect that reproduces injustice and will need to be negated in turn, leaving
the struggle against injustice without a clear endpoint. Consequently, while
the outer limit of freedom provides a guiding ideal, actions that seek to ex-
press freedom by resisting injustice do not require images of distant utopias,
however “realistic,” but can be oriented by more proximate concerns.

For Du Bois, this combination of features has an important practical up-
shot: people on both sides of the veil should work together to resist injus-
tice. Du Bois’s ideal of freedom thus facilitates the identification of injustice
as a shared obstacle to freedom that at least some people on both sides of
the veil have reason to work together to remove.”! We can see this in two
ways: first, the audience that Souls addresses; second, the actual argument
of Souls. Du Bois models and anticipates the cross-racial coalition necessary
to resist racial injustice with the audience to which he addresses Souls. Souls
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offers white and Black readers different paths to this conclusion. Second sight
entails that Du Bois’s Black readers already possess some understanding of
the perspective of white institutions; to them, he addresses arguments that
explain the mechanisms of double consciousness in order to explain what
gives rise to such a widespread disposition and thereby facilitate actions
that express freedom. For the same reason, he engages debates about Black
political strategy, including his critique of Booker T. Washington. For his
white readers, Du Bois positions himself as a guide who can show them a
world otherwise hidden from them. As he explains in the “Forethought,” “I
have stepped within the Veil, raising it that you may view faintly its deeper
recesses.” Identifying himself as “bone of the bone and flesh of the flesh of
them that live within the Veil,” Du Bois seeks to model a cross-racial part-
nership through his engagement with a white reader.”> As Melvin Rogers has
argued, “In suggesting that they (speaker and listener) will arrive at shared
judgments regarding the plight of blacks and the deficiencies of the polity,
[Du Bois] also suggests that they will have tied themselves together in a
community based on shared emotional dispositions regarding the subject
matter””® In particular, Rogers argues that “the power of Souls is bound up
with its aspiration to persuade through an appeal to affirmative and nega-
tive emotional states, namely, sympathy and shame”* In portraying ter-
rible injustices like the unnecessary death of his son—and the way whites
responded to his burial procession not merely with cold indifference but vi-
tuperative racial slurs—Du Bois aims to elicit from his white readers an em-
pathetic identification with black suffering.”

On Rogers’s interpretation, the unjust and unnecessary character of such
suffering works to shame the concerned whites who would actually read
Souls, making vivid the distance between their egalitarian convictions and the
inegalitarian reality from which they benefit. Rogers writes, “Shame honors
the judgment of the reader by encouraging a self-critical stance toward one’s
treatment of African-Americans that reflexively reveals the moral deficit
within oneself and one’s political community, which should in turn generate
outrage regarding racial injustice.””® As we've seen, this inward-looking work
to retrain one’s self-understanding is an important part of Du Bois’s account
of how freedom can be experienced. But it is not all of it; among other things,
self-criticism by whites is likely to partially reproduce a lifetime of habitua-
tion to injustice. Centering this approach also risks instrumentalizing Black
suffering to the furtherance of white self-improvement through sympathy.
As Rogers puts it, “Du Bois thus attends to the ‘souls’ of black folk—both the
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work they may yet contribute and the deprivation they experience—in order
to reveal and redirect the ‘souls’ of white folk””” If that formulation were the
whole story, then relations between deprived Blacks and sympathetic whites
would remain fundamentally inegalitarian, with whites addressed primarily
as political agents and Blacks addressed primarily as suffering victims.

The avoidance of shame can undoubtedly be a powerful motivator to
address racial injustice. As Christopher J. Lebron argues, “Shame, then,
challenges us to display principled consistency between beliefs and attitudes
and actions. I imagine this being a deeply valuable tool for a society largely
populated by morally and ethically disadvantaged agents, for it is a mech-
anism whereby persons can come to affirm the principles of justice in accord-
ance with their own account of basic principles of rightness and goodness””®
Like Rogers’s, Lebron’s optimistic reading of the deployment of shame in pol-
itics suggests that it can drive whites to resolve the contradiction between
their convictions and their habitual actions in favor of living a more consist-
ently egalitarian life. However, other coping strategies exist and may be more
readily adopted; an aversion to shame may instead drive whites to deepen
segregation so that they live only among the likeminded and consequently
need not fear the shameful exposure of their hypocrisy. Such an outcome
may be even more likely in cases of pervasive injustice when wholly divesting
oneself of unjustified privileges is all but impossible. After all, no individual
white citizen can singlehandedly abolish white privilege and thereby live in
accord with their considered convictions. That is not to say that they don't
have an obligation to promote movements that seek racial justice—quite
the contrary—but it is important to note that in such cases, even individuals
acting in good faith to promote justice may find something shameful about
their circumstances.

Shame thus has important limits as a political tool. Rather than centering
shame, I interpret Du Bois as arguing that the best way to lift the veil is for
concerned whites and Blacks to work together as partners who understand
their interdependence. Addressing the question of how whites and Blacks
should be oriented to each other, he writes, “the future of the South depends
on the ability of the representatives of these opposing views to see and ap-
preciate and sympathize with each other’s position . . . They both act as re-
ciprocal cause and effect, and a change in neither alone will bring the desired
effect. Both must change, or neither can improve to any great extent”””” The
stakes of the struggle are, of course, very different for the two sides. Du Bois
has already lost a son to the veil while sympathetic whites face threats to their
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self-respect and self-knowledge; such harms are not as grave as the oppres-
sion faced by Black people, though individuals who feel threats to the integ-
rity of their self-conception may be more readily moved to action than those
who rightly fear retaliatory violence. And it is obvious that white people in a
Jim Crow society have vastly more power than Black people. With respect to
social power, the testimony of a white person could send a Black person to jail
or get them lynched; with respect to political power, most have some access
to the ballot, which was largely denied to Blacks. That’s one reason why it is
useful for Black people to ally with concerned whites, who may protest where
they cannot. But it is important to recognize the limits of a white individual’s
power; while unjust circumstances endow them with great power to harm
Black people, that doesn’t entail that they have great power to change the
unjust circumstances which grant them this unjustified hierarchical status.
What’s more, they lack the knowledge necessary to remove the veil them-
selves because of the habitual ignorance of the veil and the lives behind it
that even concerned whites are disposed to; lacking a certain self-knowledge,
they often don’t even know what they don’t know. They too have reason to ally
with Black people in order to realize their egalitarian convictions so they can
achieve greater knowledge of the forces that have shaped them and acquire
the self-respect that comes from the confidence that one’s achievements are
justly one’s own.

In short, by employing the outer limit of freedom as an ideal and thereby
identifying grounds for both Black and white people to understand racial
injustice as impairing their freedom, Du Bois gives them reason to see the
veil as a shared obstacle to freedom, one that they should address as part-
ners in resistance. That orientation to the veil importantly differs from one
centered on sympathy with others’ suffering, which exhibits a more altruistic
attitude. In that way, having whites avow their own interest in achieving ra-
cial justice better facilitates egalitarian relations than efforts to move them to
act exclusively because of harms done to others. This returns us to the ques-
tion of the appropriate orientation to the circumstances of the Matamoros
workers, who endured terrible wages and working conditions in a factory
in Mexico producing garments for a German brand that were sold to US
and Canadian consumers. Following Du Boiss framework, workers and
consumers should see the transnational supply chain as a shared obstacle
to freedom. The Matamoros workers themselves had such an awareness
as they reached out to US and Canadian groups for support; that’s unsur-
prising as Du Bois’s framework suggests that they're likely to be in a better
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epistemic position to navigate injustices than those who benefit from their
oppression. But consumers generally should consider how injustices along
the supply chains which they rely on threaten their own integrity and self-
respect; they should reflect on the extent which their self-conceptions nor-
malize injustices—for example, because of the race of the oppressed or the
purported necessity of their oppression for the greater good—and engage in
the work of retraining their habitual perceptions of the world. As I argued in
chapter 2, consumers already tend to regard the products of transnational
supply chains as uncanny when they reflect on them and it is difficult to over-
come this uncanniness without changing the actual social relations that give
rise to supply chains; as Anzaldta argued that la facultad is “the capacity to
see in surface phenomena the meaning of deeper realities,” we can see in
the experience of the supply chain’s uncanniness an intuition of the great
power that they have over our lives. For this reason, consumers seeking to
resist their habituation to injustice have all the more reason to regard supply
chain workers as partners and to take action with them to resist supply chain
injustices—for example, by protesting the failure of Puma and the Mexican
government to protect the freedom of association of the Matamoros workers.
In doing so, they may find the experience of taking action against injustice
to express their own freedom; by contesting supply chain authority, they are
politicizing neoliberal policies that treat them unjustly as well, showing that
durable freedom requires more than the freedom to choose in the market. As
I argue in the next chapter, such solidarity between workers and consumers
is the key to resisting not only supply chain injustices but neoliberalism more
broadly.

Prevailing Perceptions of Global Injustice

In this chapter, I've shown how the ideal of the outer limit of freedom must
be modified in order to guide action in a world of injustice and unfreedom.
Du Bois suggests three important ways it can do so: first, by showing how the
difficult work of retraining one’s habitual attitudes can be an expression of
freedom; second, by showing how working for justice can be meaningful even
though the injustice of our world means that such work will not itself be fully
free; third, by facilitating the identification of injustice as a shared obstacle
to freedom that at least some people on both sides of the veil have reason
to work together to remove. This orientation to solidaristic partnership in
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political action is quite different from the predominant way that Rawls’s view
hasbeen applied in the egalitarian liberal literature on global justice, so I want
to conclude this chapter by highlighting some of the problems with that way
of proceeding before further developing my own view in the next chapter.
Because Rawls’s dispositional account of freedom has been overlooked, the
focus of egalitarian liberals for the past several decades has been largely on
principles of justice for institutions as well as the related questions of their le-
gitimacy and appropriate scope. As a result, when they do consider the ques-
tion of how individuals should respond to injustices in the global economy
like those faced by the Matamoros workers, this literature tends to assume
that individuals should draw their orientation from existing institutions. But
as we've already seen, the orientations that individuals develop under unjust
circumstances tend to facilitate actions that reproduce those circumstances.
As a result, most egalitarian liberal arguments about why individuals have
duties of justice that cross borders lack any account of how to specify them.
I've argued that egalitarian liberals can be an important part of a coalition
to resist neoliberal injustice. That can be facilitated by breaking with these
prevailing approaches, which assume that because principles of justice apply
to institutions first of all, the focus of theorizing about global justice should
be on determining the most just rules for international institutions. Liam
Murphy captures the foundation of this conventional wisdom with his asser-
tion that Rawls believed “the two practical problems of institutional design
and personal conduct require, at the fundamental level, two different kinds
of practical principle” Murphy objected to this position, which he called
“dualism,” and argued for “monism,” which rejects the idea that “that there
could be a plausible fundamental normative principle for the evaluation
of legal and other institutions that does not apply in the realm of personal
conduct”® These are complicated and abstract debates about the nature of
normativity, but they have important stakes for how we should be oriented
to existing institutions. Most importantly, Murphy’s framing assumes that
individuals and institutions are two distinct and separable kinds of things,
where, as I argued in chapter 3, we should see them as co-constituting. That
insight lends itself to the view that our principles for evaluating individuals
and institutions stand in a relation of dialectical interdependence; principles
for evaluating individual behavior should be attentive to their institutional
context, principles for evaluating institutions should be attentive to the kind
of individuals that growing up under such institutions tends to produce, and
so on. As we've seen, Du Bois shows how this view should lead us to consider
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how our own development in unjust circumstances should condition our
employment of an ideal that guides our actions; that we should expect our
actions to reproduce injustice suggests that progress toward justice will nec-
essarily be ugly rather than the clean, unmediated application of normative
principles through individual action.

Rather than acknowledging how their own practice of theorizing is
shaped by our unjust circumstances, many defenders of Rawlsian egalitarian
liberalism against Murphy instead accept the latter’s basic terms and argue
in favor of dualism. Thomas Nagel identifies dualism—which he dubs “plu-
ralism,” to recognize multiple levels of principle—at the core of his rejection
of global justice while Thomas Pogge’s defense of global economic justice
takes pains to show that it is compatible with dualism.®! This conventional
wisdom about Rawls’s dualism fits neatly with a picture of individual polit-
ical duty as primarily institutional compliance. Because dualism proclaims
that principles for individuals and institutions are different in kind, this often
entails a practical “division of labor” with institutions responsible for the
basic rules of society and individuals responsible for following those rules.®?
But a dualist view has a hard time accounting for individual responsibility
in the absence of just rules, other than an admonition to help change the
rules in an unspecified manner; even then, institutional justice retains a kind
of priority since it is assumed that one cannot effectively act against unjust
institutions without a conception of the just rules that one should advocate
for.%3 Monism and dualism share the hope that if you follow the right rules,
you can otherwise stop worrying about justice; on this view, an important
way to experience freedom is to be free of justice’s demands.3* But as I have
argued, the negative or critical use of freedom better orients us and facilitates
effective political action to promote justice. Given the way we are shaped by
forces before we could ever choose them, there is no way to assure in advance
that our actions will be entirely free of injustice and therefore free of evalua-
tion from the perspective of justice.

Because it frames so much of the contemporary global justice literature,
call the standard view the claim that the content of individuals’ duties of
justice derive from the rules of existing political institutions. On this view,
individuals retain humanitarian and other moral duties, but their political
obligations are exhausted by compliance with the rules of well-functioning
institutions. Several elements of Rawls’s thought support this reading. The
first is the well-known formulation that “justice is the first virtue of social
institutions, as truth is of systems of thought.”®® The priority that Rawls here
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accords to principles of social justice for institutions is often understood
precisely as a way of minimizing the importance of individual duties. Along
these lines, Rawls writes, “If this division of labor can be established, individ-
uals and associations are then left free to advance their ends more effectively
within the framework of the basic structure, secure in the knowledge that
elsewhere in the social system the necessary corrections to preserve back-
ground justice are being made.”®® In other words, so long as you follow the
rules, justice sounds like someone else’s problem. Even more strikingly, he
writes, “There is, I believe, no political obligation, strictly speaking, for citi-
zens generally”® In a society that is just or nearly so, normal politics thereby
becomes something most citizens need not worry about, from the perspec-
tive of justice, and so they have no additional political obligations.®®

Taken together, these slogans leave the impression that egalitarian liber-
alism has little to say about what political actions individuals ought to take—
a problem greatly exacerbated by the circumstances of international politics,
where a multiplicity of institutions must be accounted for. Adherents to the
standard view have pursued three different strategies for addressing these
circumstances. As I discuss at greater length in chapter 6, Thomas Nagel
holds that the standard view entails that duties of justice are limited to the
nation-state; since the global economy is not properly political and conse-
quently outside the scope of justice, individuals can buy coffee and clothes
from abroad without considerations of justice ever entering.®* By contrast,
Thomas Pogge argues that the institutions of the global economy are political
and characterized by unjust rules of sovereign recognition that, for example,
allow dictators to reap the economic benefits of natural resources that re-
ally belong to the people they rule; individuals who benefit from these rules,
he argues, have duties to “judge ourselves more harshly” and “not to sup-
port...an unfair institutional order.”®® For his part, David Miller tries to steer
a middle path and writes, “our thinking about global justice should primarily
be focused on institutions: we should be looking at the institutions at global
level that primarily determine people’s life chances, and asking which princi-
ples of justice apply to them” while also arguing that individuals have distinct
but attenuated duties of justice internationally that derive from the fact that
existing international institutions are weaker than domestic ones.”! On this
account, the strength of such duties proportionately tracks the strength of
existing institutions. For all three varieties of the standard view—call them
the statist, globalist, and proportional views, respectively—the paradigmatic
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political duty of individuals is not their being properly disposed but objective
compliance with institutional rules.

Consider what each of the three variations of the standard view see as sa-
lient for orienting an American consumer to the unjust circumstances of
the Matamoros workers. Recall that the Matamoros workers filed a com-
plaint about the Mexican government’s failure to protect their rights with
the United States and Canada under the authority of the labor side agree-
ment to NAFTA, known as NAALC. Each considers the primary determi-
nant of the political action that American consumers ought to take—what
their political obligations are—to be the institutional nature of NAALC,
which lacks independent coercive enforcement capabilities. The statist view
notes that these institutions fall short of statehood and concludes that they
consequently give rise to no political obligations except insofar as they are
laws of their respective states; NAFTA thus gives individual US citizens no
reason to perceive citizens of Mexico or Matamoros workers in any partic-
ular way. By contrast, the globalist view concludes that the existence of such
transnational institutions effectively brings about full political obligations
between citizens of the member states. Because it holds that the global ec-
onomic and political order as a whole is both sufficiently tightly integrated
and sufliciently harmful that we should understand our political obligations
as being effectively identical to individuals everywhere, there is nothing
distinctive to say about how individuals should respond to this particular
case; beyond the imperative to reform an unjust global order and perhaps
reform NAALC particularly, there are no political duties that obviously apply
to American consumers specifically in relation to the Matamoros workers.
Pogge makes this failure especially clear with his self-regarding reference to
“the global poor, whose best hope may be our moral reflection.”®? As we've
seen, self-criticism undertaken by those privileged with respect to an injus-
tice in isolation from the oppressed is likely to be flawed; here Pogge’s glob-
alist institutionalist approach to justice leads him to position consumers as
the saviors of the poor rather than as their partners. The proportional view
does distinguish among existing institutions and concludes that very weak
institutions are accordingly subject to correspondingly weak egalitarian po-
litical norms; these norms apply in the first instance to the rules of the in-
stitution itself and duties for individuals derive from how egalitarian norms
are instantiated in the institutions. For example, when Joshua Cohen and
Charles Sabel consider individual duties in international politics, they ask,
“Why not say that citizens in member states are expected to take account
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of WTO decisions . . . 27?3 In the case of NAALC, one might charge that the
decision-makers who fashioned the institution were insufficiently account-
able to the workers but because standard views focus on rule compliance, it is
unclear if the institution as it stands requires anything of individuals. Perhaps
in this case, they could be said to have a weak duty to encourage the officials
of their government to take seriously the recommendations for reform is-
sued by the NAALC office, but again there is nothing particular to say about
how individuals in the United States should perceive the status of oppressed
Mexican workers. In each case, the standard view orients us to institutions
to determine what we owe to others (and what they owe us); what the others
themselves have to say—what they ask of us—is only relevant insofar as insti-
tutional rules direct it.”*

The resultant orientation doesn’t merely fail to guide political action ef-
fectively, but naturalizes the injustice of existing neoliberal institutions even
as it purports to critically evaluate them. David Miller’s description of his
orientation to global injustice illustrates this process. He writes, “I switch on
the television to watch the evening news. The main stories today are all from
what we used to call the Third World, and they all speak of human suffering”
Miller goes on to describe the images he sees: the corpses left by Baghdad
car bombs, the flies on the faces of the starving children of Niger, would-be
immigrants injured while trying to cross into the EU. Miller also describes
his distinct emotional reactions to each of these situations of poor, wounded,
dying people—sympathy and anger, but also confusion and incomprehen-
sion at what has caused these situations and even a touch of exasperation at
those trying to enter the EU illegally.”> Miller invites his reader to identify
with him; given the daily routine implied by the fact that international injus-
tice only comes into his awareness during the evening news, it appears quite
natural that questions of international injustice seem to be about things hap-
pening to others elsewhere. Their suffering triggers the viewer’s reflection,
but it appears natural that these questions can be impartially answered by the
viewer, on his own.

Miller’s scenario is thus worth reflecting on because of the way it illustrates
why the orientation that comes naturally from interacting with unjust
institutions helps reproduce them—as well as our own ignorance. Because
our focus is habitually directed to the events on screen, we are oriented away
from the ways in which we viewers are ourselves in the midst of international
politics all the time—for example, the economic and political relations that
resulted in the TV being manufactured and imported; those that led to the
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production of the news program itself; and, indeed, the entire set of rela-
tions that make it the case that Anglo-American political philosophers could
experience international politics through a screen. Miller’s TV screen thus
exemplifies the veil that operates in the global economy; while he can see
through it, he doesn’t note how it distorts his vision, rendering invisible the
very structures he purports to scrutinize. Here again we see the importance
of Du Bois’s conceptual tools for developing an orientation to freedom that
can promote effective political action, as this veil divides predominantly
white viewers on one side from the minoritized people who suffer on the
other side. As Charles Mills notes, the “virtual absence of any discussion of
race and racism” is pervasive in the egalitarian liberal literature on global jus-
tice, but acknowledgment of the racial divide at work in global injustice may
also spur recognition of the multiple ways that this veil disposes consumers
to reproduce their ignorance and orients them away from taking effective ac-
tion.”® Or, as Mills puts the point, “Global justice demands . . . ending global
white ignorance.”’

By contrast with the standard view and its variants, the dispositional ac-
count makes it a question of justice not just what institutional rules are, but
how institutions are inhabited and how others subject to them are perceived,
which is more useful for understanding what individuals can do in an unjust
society. While it is often uninformative to demand that individuals comply
with rules of institutions like NAALC, it is clear that individuals can take up
particular perspectives on those institutions and on others who are subject to
them—and seeing things from a certain point of view can dispose us to act
in particular ways. Orientation captures this connection: when we are ori-
ented to alocation, we see it not as a collection of structures but as a town that
we know our way around. The spatial nature of the metaphorical concept of
orientation indicates how a disposition to activity is related to the norma-
tive requirements on our perceptions; what we see guides how we act. Seeing
things rightly facilitates acting rightly, but the standard views cannot incor-
porate this beyond the model of rule-following.

As T argued in the introduction, a theory that makes inequality presump-
tively illegitimate still has critical uses today, but realizing the values of egal-
itarian liberalism should move its adherents toward a theoretical practice
more aligned with critical theory in three senses: first, by recognizing the
importance of the connection between an ideal and the context of its social
world; second, by acknowledging that our knowledge of the ideal is likely
to be impaired by our own social development in inegalitarian conditions;
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and third, by thinking self-reflexively about our theories as a source of self-
conceptions. To claim this as a way to realize egalitarian liberal values may
prompt skepticism. Stephen K. White argues that talk about dispositions
is incompatible with political liberalism, because “an ethos inquires not
only about the justness of basic structures but also about how we go about
‘living . . . the structures’ (in Charles Taylor’s words),” implicating founda-
tional issues addressed by comprehensive doctrines.”® However, far from
undermining them, the shift to political liberalism if anything deepens
the importance of these requirements. First, as Rawls makes clear when he
introduces the “duty of civility” as a moral duty derived from the guidelines
of public reason, political liberalism does not preclude requirements on the
attitudes that individuals display toward their institutions or each other.”
Second, the kinds of attitudes and dispositions that are required of individ-
uals are derived from their political status and the work of habituation need
not touch any element of comprehensive doctrine, as it will occur signifi-
cantly apart from propositional content; as we've already seen, significant
transformations in an individual’s orientation and self-conception are pos-
sible without altering their principled convictions and can often make it pos-
sible to realize those convictions more effectively.

Any egalitarian who wants to achieve distributive justice when individ-
uals are shaped by neoliberal governmentality must think seriously about
what kind of work is required for individuals to be appropriately oriented
and disposed. As I'll argue in the rest of the book, the best way to retrain
our self-conceptions and express dispositional freedom amid neoliberal in-
justice is by joining transnational social movements that promote solidarity
among those subject to neoliberal institutions. Participation in such social
movements both promotes freedom by working to change existing social
arrangements and expresses freedom by facilitating new relations and conse-
quently new identities that can be more readily affirmed.






5
The Significance of Solidarity

How can we resist a neoliberal global economy that routinely violates our
freedom and promotes inequality? Episodic catastrophes like the 2008 finan-
cial crisis and the Rana Plaza collapse can jar us out of habitual ways of seeing
and provide opportunities to reorient ourselves, but that does not mean it is
obvious how to take advantage of those opportunities and adopt an orienta-
tion that can more effectively promote freedom and equality. In the absence
of a meaningful alternative orientation that can organize resistance, neolib-
eral institutions and policies endure and the widening inequalities that have
characterized both the United States and the world persist. Capital remains
highly mobile while restrictions on the mobility of persons have increased.
Between 2007 and 2016, the value of financial assets continued to grow faster
than the value of nonfinancial assets, leading to widening wealth inequality in
every region of the world between 2007 and 2016.! Nor have trends changed
with respect to income in the United States. Between July 2017 and July 2018,
in an economy with a low official unemployment rate nominally not in a re-
cession, the real value of average wages nevertheless declined. Despite the
financial crisis and widespread protests by the Occupy movement, another
4 percent of national income has shifted from workers wages and salaries to
corporate profits since 2000, continuing a trend since the early 1970s.2

In these circumstances, it can seem like your best shot at economic success
and security is to embrace the necessity of your status as an entrepreneur of
the selfand try to build your brand in every area oflife in the hopes that it pays
offin one of them. Who knows? If you get lucky and play your cards right, the
cute videos of your two-year-old that you post on Instagram could net you
two million followers—and with them, enough corporate sponsorships to
support your family.® But that's a long shot, and if you want to have any hope
of getting it right, you'll need to habituate yourself and your family to be con-
stantly on the lookout for viral content. You may even need to send your kids
for training at Social Media Star Camp, “The first sleepaway camp dedicated
to creating social media stars” As the Social Media Star Camp “Team” point
out, the fact that anyone can post on social media and make their own bid
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for the kind of fame that would give them financial security means that “the
competition is fierce—When anyone can, everyone is.”*

While the chance to succeed by extending the economic grid throughout
your life and monetizing your intimate relations is slim, the costs are clear
and immediate. When the best way to significantly change your economic
position requires becoming an entrepreneur of self, youre always at work.
As an enterprise of one, you have to train yourself to be constantly ready to
perceive and act on opportunities to build your personal brand; whatever
else they are, experiences and opportunities to act are necessarily perceived
through the lens of potential future income. And, to the extent that brand-
building requires the use of social media—or even just the extent to which
economic opportunities of any kind require owning a smartphone—you are
subjecting yourself to constant surveillance by the corporations that main-
tain the platforms on which you seek to appear. As we saw in chapter 2, it’s
no hyperbole to say that companies like Facebook and Google track all of
our movements in the world and online; they track everything down to the
movements of your mouse on the screen in order to monitor how you pay
attention to your computer.® These corporations then aggregate this data in
order to find patterns and learn ways to direct our attention even more ef-
fectively. They may not be particularly interested in you as an individual, but
they ensure that through your actions, you are contributing to their efforts to
guide your future behavior in ways that you may never notice—and if asked,
they may share this information with government agencies interested in sur-
veilling you specifically.® If your social media presence does go viral, you risk
drawing the ire of your current employer, who may fire you if they don’t like
the attention it draws to them.

Opting out of all this feels impossible. We're told that jobs from professor
to housecleaner increasingly require maintaining a personal brand; not only
does this exacerbate the need to adopt neoliberal self-conceptions, but it also
turther entrenches inequality, as marketing skills and reliable internet access
become necessary for even entry-level jobs.” What's more, the most recent
generations to enter the workforce have done so with unprecedented debts,
as neoliberal policies have largely shifted the costs of job training away from
corporations onto individual workers, who are now held responsible for the
development of their own human capital. Over the past thirty years, the real
cost of tuition and fees at four-year nonprofit private colleges in the United
States grew by 129 percent—and grew 212 percent at public colleges; not co-
incidentally, public spending per student for higher education is 13 percent
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lower per student than it was thirty years ago.® As a result, student debt is now
the second-largest source of household debt after housing, with over $1.4 tril-
lion in student loans outstanding.” For many people, even when their princi-
ples lead them to reject the justice and legitimacy of neoliberal institutions,
it can feel like they have little choice but to adopt a neoliberal orientation in
order to navigate daily life. In light of such material circumstances, it is un-
surprising that the global financial crisis could throw neoliberal sociodicy
into doubt without generating significant changes in how we act.

In this chapter, I propose an alternative orientation to the global economy
that facilitates actions to promote egalitarian justice. As I've argued, an ef-
fective orientation combines an explanation of how things work, an account
of how they are legitimated, and a conception of the values that should be
promoted. To that end, I've argued that appreciating the actual operation of
transnational supply chains should lead us to see how economic practices di-
verge from their neoliberal justifications; rather than the apolitical outcome
of distributed and independent choices, transnational supply chains should
instead be understood as political institutions to which both consumers
and workers are subjected. I've also developed an alternative to the market
freedom that has helped legitimate existing institutions, arguing that the
outer limit of our freedom, when we can freely accept the unchosen forces
that have shaped us, can provide an orienting ideal. I've argued that those
of us living under unjust institutions cannot experience the outer limit of
freedom, but we can express our freedom in actions and habits that resist
injustice. I now bring together my account of an effective alternative ori-
entation to the global economy by arguing that those who are subject to its
unjust institutions should be disposed to solidarity with others who are also
subjected. The disposition to solidarity promotes and expresses freedom
and equality in a way appropriate to our unjust circumstances, reflecting our
common entanglement in injustice and the need to cooperate if we are to
meaningfully resist it.

As we've seen, leading contemporary approaches to global justice have
generally overlooked the existing operations of the global economy to
focus on debating the ideal scope of international institutions.!® Yet mani-
fest injustices abound every day in transnational supply chains—rape and
sexual harassment in factories, mass layoffs of union activists, factories that
shut down in the middle of the night to avoid paying wages for hours already
worked. However, while injustices like these are obvious, what we should do
in relation to them is not. By this I mean that we lack not only a good idea of
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what action to take, but also of why we should take it. Adopting a disposition
to solidarity answers this need. By disposing ourselves to attend to others’
calls for solidarity, we can determine the particular actions to take in a way
that treats these others not exclusively as objects of concern but as political
partners, which better models the freedom and equality we want to realize.

By acting this way, my partners and I meet what can broadly be called
the demands of justice. The language of justice is indispensable for properly
orienting ourselves to neoliberal policy outcomes like growing inequality as
well as catastrophes like the Rana Plaza collapse, which are properly seen not
asisolated tragedies but as evidence of an unjust system. By calling the global
economy unjust, 'm identifying it as a political problem, contrary to the ne-
oliberal depoliticization of market outcomes, and asserting that we need to
do our part to reorganize our common life. Because justice concerns the na-
ture of our relationships, it cannot be brought about unilaterally; it requires
the coordination of many people to change our collective circumstances. In
other words, acting to promote justice forces us to engage in politics. But
in a world of unjust institutions, meeting the demands of justice can strike
individuals as impossibly broad and the prospect of meeting its requirements
paralyzing, especially since we know not everyone will even try to do so. That
is why I say that the demands of justice can be met by individuals when they
are disposed to solidarity with others who share an interest in resisting and
replacing the unjust institutions to which they are subjected. On my view,
cultivating and maintaining a disposition to solidarity is a sufficient (but not
strictly necessary) condition for meeting our duty; while individuals may be
able to find other ways that the duty can be met under our circumstances,
my view best accounts for how reforming or replacing institutions requires
collective political action by differently situated people. Individuals cannot
generally decide on their own how best to advance this project, but must do
so through coordination with others. To be effective, a judgment about how
to make lasting institutionalized change needs to be taken up by others. Asa
result, meeting our duty is not as simple as following ethical rules that I can
theoretically identify in isolation.

Given the complexity of our entanglement with existing injustice, the
particular groups with whom we should act in solidarity often cannot be
determined apart from actual calls for solidarity. Unjust institutions are det-
rimental to some of the interests of those subject to them, but in diverse ways.
Consequently, we should extend the presumption to others that they too
have an interest in living under institutions they regard as just and are willing
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to act to advance that interest, but we generally act in solidarity against in-
justice only when others are willing to do the same. We must therefore be
alert to their calls for solidarity and when we are asked to support efforts
to resist or replace unjust institutions to which we are subject, we must be
willing to do so. In short, this disposition entails perceiving relevant others
as potential partners in reform, being ready to take seriously their appeals
to act alongside them, and understanding the achievement of one’s own in-
terest as dependent upon them attaining theirs. In the rest of this chapter,
I elaborate this argument for orienting our actions to meeting the demands
of justice, highlight the advantages of my account of solidarity in comparison
to rival conceptions, and show how it applies to the garment factory cases
I began with.

The Role of Interest in Justifying the Natural Duty
of Justice

The egalitarian coalition of theoretical traditions that can endorse my ac-
count agree we ought to act against injustice, even if they may disagree about
the reasons grounding that “ought.” Accordingly, I do not engage with meta-
ethical questions about the status of the demands of justice in this chapter
because the answers to such questions do not help orient us to our practical
circumstances. Instead, I focus on practical reasons for understanding our
actions as oriented to meeting the demands of justice. In offering a polit-
ical account of why we should orient ourselves this way, this chapter again
extends and transforms John Rawls’s egalitarian liberalism to make it useful
for a range of people navigating an unjust world. Rawls similarly brackets the
ultimate normative grounding of justice, but somewhat confusingly speaks
of individuals having a “natural duty of justice,” which may sound to some as
though the duty stands outside politics. However, this duty is “natural” not in
the sense that endorsing the duty relies on any particular deep claim about
our innate, prepolitical nature or ontology, but in the sense that one does
not need to do anything to acquire the duty; it’s just part of what we mean
when we say that something is unjust that people should do something to
stop it. Nevertheless, making the natural duty of justice part of an effective
orientation requires a transformation akin to the one that made the dispo-
sitional conception of freedom appropriate to unjust circumstances. In par-
ticular, Rawls’s argument assumes a uniform practical interest in living in a



152 DISORIENTING NEOLIBERALISM

just society, but an unjust society includes both those who are oppressed and
those who are privileged in relation to any injustice. An argument that each
group should meet the demands of justice needs to acknowledge the dif-
ferent senses in which they have an interest in achieving justice. In addition,
the natural duty of justice applies differently to those who claim authority in
unjust institutions and so act or direct others to act to cause injustice, such as
apparel company executives. As I elaborate later in the chapter, such individ-
uals are not partners in resisting injustice, but perpetrators of it; their duty s,
first of all, to cease being so.

Solidarity is a fitting specification of the natural duty of justice in our un-
just world because it best reflects the role that interest appropriately plays in
orienting the actions and defining the political duties of individuals. Rawls
argues that people have a natural duty of justice that not only “requires us
to support and comply with just institutions that exist and apply to us,” but
that also “constrains us to further just arrangements not yet established,
at least when this can be done without too much cost to ourselves” ! Yet
while Rawls’s claim that this natural duty binds us to just institutions has
been defended and contested at length, his accompanying claim that we
must further just arrangements has received comparatively little attention.!?
Egalitarian liberal discussions of political obligation amid injustice have
more often focused on civil disobedience and conscientious objection—that
is, on exceptions to the duty to comply with partly just states—than on fur-
thering just arrangements not yet established.!?

Rawls himself did little to explore what the natural duty of justice
requires in our unjust world. However, because his theory of justice is im-
portantly relational—that is, he holds that the principles of justice apply
to people subjected to the same basic structure rather than to humanity as
a whole—many have assumed that when it comes to individuals’ duties of
justice, priority would evidently be determined by existing institutional
relations and consequently go to co-nationals. But this moves too quickly.
In fact, Rawls asserts that natural duties “hold between persons irrespec-
tive of their institutional relationships; they obtain between all as equal
moral persons. In this sense the natural duties are owed not only to def-
inite individuals, say to those cooperating together in a particular social
arrangement, but to persons generally”!* Here Rawls’s own account again
helps to identify injustice even as he failed to develop an effective orien-
tation to it. Rawls recognized that in “our world as it is with its extreme
injustices, crippling poverty, and inequalities,” achieving justice requires
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that we look beyond existing national borders, but the “realistic utopia” he
describes in his Law of Peoples envisions a world of distinct peoples who
are not interdependent and who already enjoy political autonomys; it’s un-
clear how such an ideal can effectively guide action in our world.!

A central feature of Rawls’s view that can be usefully taken up by an ef-
fective orientation to these injustices is his argument that a natural duty of
justice is in our interest. Rawls emphasizes this feature by addressing his ar-
gument to people who have taken up the perspective of the original position
and, as he reminds us, “although the parties in the original position take no
interest in each other’s interest, they know that in society they need to be
assured by the esteem of their associates”® Of course, one need not enter
the original position to justify the natural duty of justice; the device of the
original position is meant to restrict what we consider, but opening up our
reasoning to consider how individuals actually care for each others’ interests
does nothing to undercut the case for a duty of justice. What’s important is
that the argument does not simply insist on the primacy of justice; rather, it
appeals to an interest in living in a just society. This does not derive from a
prudential worry that once the veil of ignorance is dropped, one may find
oneself at the bottom rung of society; instead it comes from the fact that cer-
tain desirable goods necessary to live well are public goods and can only be
enjoyed if everyone has access to them. Rawls illustrates this with his similar
argument in favor of the duty of mutual aid. Given the vulnerability of human
life, you may be put in a position to benefit narrowly from this duty—if you
find yourself drowning in a pond, for example—but more important, Rawls
says, is “its pervasive effect on the quality of everyday life” He writes, “The
balance of gain, narrowly interpreted, may not matter. The primary value of
the principle is not measured by the help we actually receive but rather by the
sense of confidence and trust in other men’s good intentions and the know-
ledge that they are there if we need them?”!” This is an important good—one
essential to most life projects—that can be enjoyed every day; we can readily
identify a self-interest in living in a society that publicly affirms its respect for
duties of mutual aid.

People likewise have an interest in living in a just society where they can
enjoy the outer limit of freedom. Not only do they benefit from knowing that
they need not worry about structural injustice turning on them, but they
also benefit from knowing that their relations with others under the same
basic structure are characterized by freedom and equality. Because of these
fair background conditions, one can expect that relations with others will
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generally be free of negative reactive attitudes like resentment, guilt, and dis-
trust that are endemic to the public spheres of unjust societies. There is no
need to worry that the projects one undertakes are only possible because of
structural injustice; each can enjoy the self-respect that comes from knowing
one’s achievements are one’s own and not achieved because of unfair ad-
vantage. This shared interest in justice also helps us to make sense of why
Rawls limits the duty to promote just arrangements not yet established to
those cases “when this can be done without too much cost to ourselves”!®
This is not an ad hoc addition since the duty is partly justified by appeal to
self-interest. Of course, there is significant ambiguity about what counts as
“too much cost” and as I will discuss, some people clearly benefit enough
from their position in the structures perpetuating injustice that appealing to
them on grounds of solidarity is inappropriate; though we may still want to
say that they have an interest in living in a just society, their duties in relation
to injustice will have a different character.

Understanding these public goods as common interests that we share a
duty to promote helps address the collective actions problems that beset po-
litical life. Consider Rawls’s argument for why the natural duty of justice best
accounts for the duty to obey just institutions. Accounts that require individ-
uals to undertake some intentional act in order to acquire the political obli-
gation to obey—whether that be actual consent to the institution, the willing
acceptance of its benefits, or something else entirely—all face two features of
collective action that constitute what Rawls calls “the assurance problem.”®
First, rational individuals all prefer to free ride; second, they worry that
others will free ride. This leads to instability, “since even with a sense of justice
men’s compliance with a cooperative venture is predicated on the belief that
others will do their part, citizens may be tempted to avoid making a contri-
bution when they believe, or with reason suspect, that others are not making
theirs” As a result of this suspicion that others are not bound to do their part,
Rawls notes that “a greater reliance on the coercive powers of the sovereign
might be necessary to achieve stability.”2° But Rawls rejects the centrality of
coercion to politics urged by neoliberals; like Hegel, he regards such exten-
sive reliance on coercion as undesirable and ineffective at promoting stability
over time. Instead, he argues, all of this can be avoided if we concede that no
voluntary action is necessary in order to acquire political duties. He writes,
“The parties in the original position do best when they acknowledge the nat-
ural duty of justice. Given the value of a public and effective sense of justice,
it is important that the principle defining the duties of individuals be simple
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and clear, and that it insure the stability of just arrangements’?! The common
knowledge that just institutions are due obedience simply in virtue of their
justice results in a more stable society than an account that focuses on volun-
tarily acquired obligations and thus better explains the grounds of the funda-
mental requirements on individual political action.

Assigning duties to individuals without them taking any voluntary action
may seem to constrain their freedom, but it is deeply in accord with the logic
of egalitarian liberalism and with dispositional freedom more generally. As
Rawls notes, “The basic structure is the primary subject of justice because
its effects are so profound and present from the start”?> One reason why
institutions should meet the standards of social justice is precisely that they
affect us deeply before we could ever choose them. Consequently, it makes
sense that the natural duty of justice requires no action in order to apply to
individuals; the same interest in freedom and equality that justifies the ap-
plication of the principles of justice to the basic structure of society likewise
requires that individuals uphold those values.

However, when we consider the duty to obey just institutions, this line
of thought gives rise to a well-known “particularity” problem: if this duty
is grounded in an appeal to the value of freedom and equality generally, it is
not clear why we should be bound to the particular institutions that claim
to govern us rather than any institution that meets this standard.?® Notably,
even if one accepts this criticism that a nonrelational natural duty of jus-
tice fails to explain our duty to comply with our particular institutions, one
can still accept the part of the duty I consider here—the duty to further just
arrangements—since that part is not vulnerable to the particularity objec-
tion. Indeed, John Simmons, the foremost proponent of the particularity ob-
jection, writes, “I think that, as Rawls suggests, we do have a natural duty to
support and assist in the formation of just institutions, at least so long as no
great inconvenience to ourselves is involved.”?* But while there is no partic-
ularity objection to this part of the duty itself, we are faced instead with a
problem of focus: in a world of many injustices, how can we judge what to
respond to?

Rawls suggests that this is not an easy task; he says of the natural duties for
individuals, “The real difficulty lies in their more detailed specification” and
notes, “It would seem that the theory for the basic structure is actually sim-
pler”? Nevertheless, as [ argue in the next section, the concept of solidarity
provides a clear framework for specifying how individuals who live among
unjust institutions can meet the demands of justice. Because Rawls’s duty
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is justified by the widespread compliance that is necessary to bring about
a public good, nonideal circumstances where we must reckon with partial
compliance change what the duty requires. Rawls writes, “The social system
shapes the wants and aspirations that its citizens come to have. It determines
in part the sort of persons they want to be as well as the sort of persons they
are. Thus an economic system is not only an institutional device for satisfying
existing wants and needs but a way of creating and fashioning wants in the
future”?® As I argued in chapters 3 and 4, this has significant implications
for individuals who grow up in an unjust society that Rawls failed to grapple
with. Not everyone will develop a fully functioning sense of justice in such
circumstances and so partial compliance is to be expected; even those who
do desire to meet their duty may have a distorted sense of themselves and
their interests as a result of the profound influence of unjust institutions on
their development. Moreover, since we lack a shared public basis for justifi-
cation, both domestically and internationally, we cannot always appeal to the
same kinds of shared values in determining what it is reasonable to expect of
other people. So what does the natural duty of justice require of individuals
when they cannot expect everyone to comply and when others may even dis-
agree about the requirements of justice?

The Disposition to Solidarity as Nonideal Specification
of the Natural Duty of Justice

I am hardly the first to suggest the relevance of solidarity to questions of
global justice. Perhaps the most common usage is descriptive and associ-
ated with cultural or familial ties. Kwame Anthony Appiah describes that
kind of solidarity as the thought that “‘Because I am an L, an L will say, ‘T
should do this thing for that other L?”?” Starting from this definition, some
then argue that global justice and international solidarity are impossible be-
cause national identity will always trump identification with humanity as a
whole.?® Others endorse international solidarity but seek to make it a value
distinct from or even trumping justice.?? However, there is another tradition
that uses solidarity summarized by the slogan “An Injury to One is An Injury
to All,” which was popularized in the United States by the Industrial Workers
of the World (IWW) union in the early twentieth century. This is the sense
of solidarity “when people form a group to stand up for common interests,’
as Kurt Bayertz describes it.>* Philosophically, this conception of solidarity
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has been developed most extensively within feminist philosophy.3! Solidarity
of this kind, which Sally Scholz calls political solidarity, directs our attention
to how injustice experienced directly by relevant others can impair our own
interests—paradigmatically, our exercise of freedom.

Political solidarity differs from two other normative senses of solidarity
important in the philosophical literature: cosmopolitan solidarity simply
in virtue of common humanity as well as the civic solidarity of the welfare
state.’? These forms aren’t appropriate to the circumstances I consider; the
existence of unjust institutions makes civic solidarity inappropriate and cos-
mopolitan solidarity fails to account for the existence of people who unam-
biguously benefit from injustice as well as the absence of general compliance.
Political solidarity is an appropriate means of meeting the duty of justice in
unjust circumstances because those who avow a shared interest can be ex-
pected to take action more readily, helping to address the assurance problems
faced by those who can expect only partial compliance.®® But if the relevant
group is neither a nation-state nor all of humanity, which individuals share
an interest in resisting unjust circumstances and consequently should act in
solidarity with each other?

Most obviously, individuals who are directly oppressed or disadvantaged
by such circumstances have an interest in making institutions more just
in order to lessen their oppression. But the world is rarely divided simply
into those who oppress and those who are oppressed, those who exclu-
sively have an interest in preserving the status quo and those who entirely
lack it; in most cases, circumstances are more complicated and the set of
those with an interest in furthering just arrangements cannot be so easily
delimited. As Chandra Talpade Mohanty notes, “The interwoven processes
of sexism, racism, misogyny, and heterosexism are an integral part of our
social fabric, wherever in the world we happen to be. We need to be aware
that these ideologies, in conjunction with the regressive politics of ethnic na-
tionalism and capitalist consumerism, are differentially constitutive of all our
lives in the early twenty-first century.”** Individuals stand in different rela-
tions to each of these axes of oppression, potentially benefitting from some
while being constrained by others. What’s more, even oppressed individuals
often also receive some benefits from the unjust institutions that mistreat
them—for example, when one is exploited but still receives some much-
needed income—and retaining those benefits may appear impossible or un-
certain if the institution is replaced. Likewise, individuals who are privileged
in relation to an axis of oppression may still have an interest in resisting an
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injustice which grants them some advantages; a consumer who benefits from
the exploitation of garment workers may still find that the governmentality
of supply chains shapes them in ways they want to reject and that the neolib-
eral policies which makes transnational supply chains pervasive constrain
their freedom in other ways.

Consequently, determining what is in one’s interest overall requires
judgment and can change even without significant shifts in one’s material
circumstances. As Roberto Mangabeira Unger puts it, our interests are often
“substantively ambiguous in the sense that they are never unified or detailed
enough to provide the occupants of any given social station with a single
uncontroversial view of their interests.”>> Those who willingly profit from
injustices that they have the power to stop may be net losers in the transition
to a just society, but many others will find the balance of gain favors justice or
is unclear. This is why meeting the demands of justice requires a disposition
to solidarity; habitually perceiving others as potential partners in resisting
injustice can and should play a role in how we judge our overall interests.
Unjust institutions realize multiple, conflicting values so our habituation to
injustice is never so complete that alternative self-conceptions are impossible.
Seeing others as our partners can change how we see ourselves. In a similar
vein, Allison Weir argues, “shared interests are not simply given or discov-
ered, but are constructed through our attention to what is significant and
meaningful to us. Thus, feminist solidarity plays an important role in consti-
tuting women’s identity.”** Which of our interests we prioritize depends on
our self-conceptions and as we've seen in chapter 4, our desire to express our
freedom can give us reason to work on shifting our conception of our self;
though consumers of supply chain goods may most readily conceive of our-
selves as entrepreneurs of self, we have also seen ample reason for discontent
and frustration with this self-conception. Orienting ourselves to others as
their partners in resistance provides an alternative. While the expectation of
partial compliance and uncertain prospects of institutional change can make
it seem more rational to accept the status quo rather than shoulder the costs
of resisting injustice if others fail to take part, a disposition to solidarity can
shape judgment of our overall interests in a manner consistent with meeting
the duty to further just arrangements not yet established.

That many people have interests in both the maintenance of an unjust
status quo and in its replacement thus means that the boundary of the sol-
idarity group cannot always be clearly defined in advance of calls for soli-
darity. Trying to antecedently impose boundaries on the group called to
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solidarity leads to a spurious clarity while allowing for vague boundaries
better captures how most of us are complexly enmeshed in injustice. To see
this, consider Tommie Shelby’s account of Black political solidarity, which he
also links to an interest in correcting injustice. He defines Black interests “in
terms of the unfair social disadvantages that some individuals or groups face
because they are (or their ancestors were) socially defined as members of the
‘black race’”?” On the resultant conception of Black political solidarity, he
writes, each Black person should promote “identifying, correcting, and ulti-
mately eliminating race-based injustices. In this way, black political solidarity
should be understood as black collective action in the interest of racial jus-
tice, not on behalf of an ideal of blackness.”*® Shelby assumes that being dis-
advantaged by racial injustice is on its own sufficient to create an overriding
interest in promoting racial justice, thereby making it possible to clearly dis-
tinguish the group that should be in solidarity. However, as Robert Gooding-
Williams points out, this assumption that every member of the group stands
in the same relation to injustice creates important problems. Black feminist
political theory has shown “there is no generic, antiblack racism that targets
all blacks regardless of their gender, class, age, and sexuality—and that all
blacks, qua blacks, have an interest in eliminating—but instead a multiplicity
of intersecting antiblack racisms (again, clusters of antiblack stereotypes and
beliefs), each of which targets some but not all blacks.”*® The result of this
internal diversity of interests, obstacles, and views of justice is that the soli-
darity group should not be imagined as somehow objectively latent, waiting
only to be roused.*® Rather, it must be constructed by building coalitions—
and the process of doing so does not only reflect pre-existing interests but
shapes how people judge their interest.

The natural duty of justice is not merely a directive to pursue what is al-
ready one’s unambiguous self-interest but rather gives a reason to weigh cer-
tain factors—for example, an interest in reducing exploitation, the work of
others already acting to reduce exploitation, their requests for support—in
the process of judging one’s overall interest or deciding with which interest
one wants to identify most closely. Solidarity thus takes the form of listening
for a call to act in support of a shared interest and to be disposed to act in
response. This is more appropriate than seeing the natural duty of justice
as directing us to particular actions—both because judgment about one’s
interests can change when presented with a call to solidarity but also because,
under conditions of partial compliance, it is more rational to act when there
is some assurance that others will act with you.
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For example, in June 2016, the Wal-Mart Chinese Workers Association
(WCWA) reached out to a US-based group of Walmart workers called
Organization United for Respect at Walmart (OUR Walmart) to ask for
solidarity before the former began an illegal strike to protest work sched-
uling policies at Walmart stores in China.*! It would be easy for American
workers to orient themselves on the assumption that their interests are con-
trary to those of Chinese workers in a competitive world economy. However,
these workers considered the call for solidarity and agreed to provide sup-
port because the Chinese workers articulated a shared interest; rather than
seeing each other as competitors for scarce resources, they identified their
subjection to the same corporation as a shared obstacle to justice and saw
each other as partners in the effort to overcome it. Victories in China create
useful precedents for workers in the United States to hold the company ac-
countable, reduces the company’s arbitrary power, and so on. By the same
token, for people who see each other as partners, a setback for one is un-
derstood as a setback for the others; injustice done to a partner in solidarity
both augments the obstacle to achieving justice and, by harming a partner,
reduces the collective capacity to act effectively. In that sense, an injury to
one becomes an injury to all.*? Specifying the natural duty of justice as a dis-
position to solidarity thus provides the kind of assurance that is possible
under conditions of partial compliance; by identifying a shared interest, it
singles out the people who can most be relied on to act to be ready to do so
when called upon. Where Rawls argues that a disposition to reciprocity in a
well-ordered society requires citizens to view one another as “free and equal
in a system of social cooperation over generations,” we can see analogously
that a disposition to solidarity requires seeing others as potential partners in
a joint effort with a goal—to reform or replace unjust institutions for mutual
advantage.®3

It might be thought inappropriate to link solidarity to interest and jus-
tice in this way. From one perspective, solidarity is too independently val-
uable to be subordinated to justice; from another perspective, however, the
requirements of justice are too weighty to be met by a mere disposition to sol-
idarity. With respect to the first objection, Avery Kolers shares my view that
solidarity is an appropriate response to structural injustice but nevertheless
argues for distinguishing duties of solidarity from duties of justice because
valuing solidarity as a means of achieving justice obscures solidarity’s own
distinctive value and overriding importance. Kolers argues that what he calls
“teleological views” that emphasize solidarity’s instrumental value to justice
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cannot explain why we should enter into solidarity when the prospects of
achieving justice look grim. He writes, “Solidary actions often fail to achieve
the justice that they seek, and the strong likelihood of failure is knowable in
advance. Nonetheless some fights are worth joining even if defeat is virtually
inevitable . .. This fact sits badly with teleological justification.”* Kolers goes
so far as to argue that the value of solidarity should trump justice, writing,
“In solidarity one may, as it were, have an obligation to give oneself an in-
justice by refusing a deserved benefit simply because others cannot get their
deserved benefits”*> Kolers’s project differs from my own in that I am not
seeking to provide a context-independent conception of solidarity, but rather
an account of the value of solidarity as part of an orientation to an unjust
global economy legitimized by neoliberalism. In this context, a disposition
to solidarity is both practically useful as a way to meet the demands of justice
and, by facilitating acts of resistance to injustice, expresses freedom in a way
appropriate to our circumstances; where neoliberal freedom sees others pri-
marily as competitors, a person disposed to solidarity sees acting in partner-
ship with others on basis of a shared interest in justice as the best expression
of freedom’s outer limit possible in our circumstances. Contra Kolers’s cri-
tique, a solidaristic partnership aiming at justice can thus be desirable even
when the chances of success are hard to discern.

In seeking to explain how solidarity could be of such overriding impor-
tance that we should understand it as paradigmatically independent from
justice or any other value that we might have an interest in realizing, Kolers
makes it more difficult for solidarity to guide action. Unlike my account,
Kolers’s justification of a duty to solidarity makes no reference to the interests
of the individual who have a duty to be in solidarity. He writes, “Solidarity
offers a general reason r for the choice of a particular object group G, saying
that everyone should in principle be in solidarity with G. Solidarity is thus
agent-neutral”*® But this agent-neutrality makes orientation more difficult.
It suggests that everyone stands in the same relationship to solidarity, which
provides no help in thinking about, for example, the differing relations that
workers, consumers, and supply chain managers have to neoliberal injustice.
Kolers’s commitment to providing a context-independent, agent-neutral ac-
count of solidarity as conceptually unconnected to justice or interest also
ends up producing a counterintuitive view that departs significantly from
the common understanding that solidarity entails valuing the relationship
one has to the others in solidarity. Kolers writes, “Since solidarity is reason-
driven rather than relationship-driven, it does not entail any longer-term
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arrangement or dedication to a particular movement or cause.”” Kolers’s
view makes thus solidarity unduly ascetic and unappealing; rather than en-
tering solidarity to express one’s own freedom and find partnership with
others in a world that often isolates individuals by training us as competitors,
he sees solidarity as expressing “a Kantian ‘purity of heart. 748

Sally Scholz similarly makes the appeal of solidarity unnecessarily puz-
zling by preserving an attenuated link to justice but severing the link to in-
terest. A group in political solidarity, she writes, “is unified not by shared
attributes, location, or even shared interests. The unity is based on shared
commitment to a cause.”* However, while the cause itself furthers justice,
Scholz rejects any natural duty of justice and asserts that “there is no inherent
duty to join in political solidarity itself” because “there is no justification for
mandating that someone form a relationship that carries potentially heavy
obligations and even sacrifices with a non-familial person”® Instead, she
argues, the commitment to solidarity stems from a kind of groundless exis-
tential decision: “In contrast to the liberal autonomous choice based on ra-
tional decision-making, an existential commitment encompasses all aspects
of an individual’s existence and merges the individual’s project with the
projects of others”>! But as I've argued, when political solidarity is based in
a shared interest in furthering just arrangements, it can be rational to be dis-
posed to it. Conceptualizing solidarity as so burdensome a relation that not
even justice can compel us to enter into it seems self-defeating; if we lack any
interest or duty, entering into solidarity again appears unappealing and un-
reasonable. By contrast, when political solidarity advances a shared interest
in justice, we can see not only what benefits would lead people to engage in it,
but also why its justification places a limit on the costs it can require.

One might instead object that my view thus treats solidarity too lightly.
A duty to be properly disposed may seem insufficiently weighty in light of the
importance of justice and the significant injustice of existing institutions. But
while they may seem inconsequential individually, promoting dispositions
can be an appropriate response to structural injustice; when sufficiently
widespread and public, individual dispositions can play an important role in
rectifying and compensating for institutional failure. In his account of civil
disobedience, Rawls notes, “By resisting injustice within the limits of fidelity
to law, it serves to inhibit departures from justice and to correct them when
they occur. A general disposition to engage in justified civil disobedience
introduces stability into a well-ordered society, or one that is nearly just”>?
While the natural duty of justice has a broader scope than domestic civil
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disobedience, this still provides a useful model. When a disposition to justi-
fied civil disobedience is required of individuals, they have an obligation to
regard themselves as potential political agents disposed to identify and act to
correct injustice; the same is true for the natural duty of justice more gener-
ally. The work of disposing oneself to be prepared to act should the opportu-
nity arise has a comparatively low cost, but it comes with important political
consequences for one’s own self-understanding. Seeing myself as being dis-
posed to engage in political action to further just arrangements requires a
host of preparatory acts and attitudes if my self-conception is to be coherent.
I also have to be willing to take smaller actions, to defend my self-conception
to others, and to encourage others to dispose themselves similarly.

I further discuss ways in which participation in social movements can be
emancipatory in the book’s conclusion. For now, I want to note that people
have undertaken precisely these tasks of shaping their self-understanding in
the face of international injustice since at least the anti-slavery sugar boycotts
of the late eighteenth century. What is consequential is not the efficacy of the
boycott alone, but the way that it helped spread a disposition to take action
to abolish the slave trade—a disposition that facilitated many more directly
political actions, such as petitions, mass meetings, and so on.>* Once aboli-
tion became part of people’s self-conceptions, they were often willing to bear
much greater costs. The American Civil War badly disrupted the economy of
Lancashire, England, where cotton mills had relied heavily on slave-picked
cotton from the US South; denied access to Southern cotton largely due to a
Union blockade, hundreds of thousands of people were thrown out of work.
The Manchester Chamber of Commerce pressured the English government
to recognize the South, but Manchester cotton workers assembled and passed
aresolution declaring their support for the Emancipation Proclamation and
for the very blockade that kept them starving and out of work.>

Solidarity and Deference

Meeting the demands of justice by cultivating a disposition to solidarity
and making specific actions dependent on a call to solidarity better reflects
the relationship between justice and interest in a nonideal world than other
leading accounts of solidarity. While my account presumes that individuals
are often willing to act when they share an interest in furthering justice, it
leaves open much else. Rather than bringing a comprehensive view of the



164 DISORIENTING NEOLIBERALISM

world to bear on others and insisting they must act for reasons that they may
not recognize, a call to solidarity is public in seeking to offer a reason to act
that, based in shared interest, one’s partner can recognize. However, this does
not mean that each individual has ultimate authority over his or her own
interest. Instead, as other theorists of political solidarity have argued, indi-
viduals who benefit from existing institutions owe deference to those who
do not. This goes back to the profound influence that institutions have on
us before we can choose them; since nonideal institutions will tend to habit-
uate people to existing injustice, as we saw in chapter 4, individuals may need
to “look harder” to see if the intuitive interpretation of political life that we
read off of official institutional status is the best available. In particular, those
who are privileged in relationship to injustice will need to work hard to make
sure that they do not take the perspective of their advantaged position to be
natural.”

Consequently, justice requires us to cultivate a certain alienation from our
habitual perceptions under unjust institutions and a greater openness to the
claims of others that we share an interest with them in reforming existing
institutions. In our world, while domestic norms like equality before the law
and “one man, one vote” generate some imperfect force toward developing
the disposition to acknowledge the equal political status of co-citizens, other
domestic institutions—including elements of the criminal justice system like
the “war on drugs” and felony disenfranchisement as well as entrenched sys-
tems of discrimination in civil society, including the media—encourage the
development of dispositions that fail to acknowledge equal political status.
Because of the deep influence of social institutions on our self-conceptions
and on our ways of seeing, we should dispose ourselves to accept the ever-
present possibility that we have failed to perceive accurately the political
status of others, particularly the oppressed. Disruptive social movements like
Black Lives Matter can be essential to prompting people to undertake these
revisions.*® In the international case, that means we should not be so quick to
write off distant others as obviously standing in no relation to us, especially if
they make claims to the contrary.

However, other theorists of solidarity go too far in suggesting that compar-
atively privileged individuals should invariably defer to others. Kolers’s view
of solidarity is again overly strong. He writes, “Solidarity involves the agent’s
choosing sides without confidence that the chosen side is in the right*” He
gives the example of joining Amnesty International to support human rights
and says that even if you disagree sharply with Amnesty’s stance in favor of
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abolishing the death penalty, one must support their work to do so and “even
show up to oppose the death penalty if asked.””® He argues that deference to
the group must be so strong because “if social movements worth the name
are to be possible people must be disposed to both join and stay with the
group despite lacking a rationally compelling justification of the group’s aims
and tactics”® But this is false, for both practical and conceptual reasons.
Practically, Kolers’s view implies a view of social change in which political or-
ganizations are so vulnerable that disagreements must be stifled for them to
survive. Yet many successful social movements are internally democratic and
do not require uniformity in order to succeed.

Conceptually, Kolers worries that people who link justice and solidarity
will never truly be in solidarity so long as they retain their own judgment.
He writes, “Since the justice of the goal and the necessity of extraordinary
means are inevitably questions for the agent herself to determine, teleolog-
ical solidarity cannot handle the deferential aspect of solidarity; the agent
her- or himselfis the ultimate judge of the moral and strategic challenges that
confront the political struggle”®® But this dichotomous view in which any
exercise of judgment necessarily collapses into the sovereignty of individual
conscience excludes a dispositional approach in which deference is habitual
but not a matter of strict necessity. If someone privileged in relation to an
injustice frequently refused to defer to the oppressed in cases of disagree-
ment, then we can certainly say that he is not disposed to solidarity, but one
does not need to entirely exclude the possibility of exercising one’s own judg-
ment to arrive at that conclusion. A dispositional approach that builds upon
Du Bois’s concepts of the veil and second sight provides ample reasons in-
ternal to the account for the privileged to generally defer. It also values part-
nership as a means of realizing and expressing freedom across the veil; it’s
hard to describe a relationship in which one party is required to refrain from
exercising their judgment as a partnership. While the comparatively privi-
leged have good reason to defer to the oppressed, exceptional circumstances
may still require them to exercise their own judgment—not only because the
reasoning of the oppressed is fallible and can be warped by the same unjust
institutions that shape the privileged, but also because the privileged may
have a better understanding of some political matters than the oppressed
(e.g., American consumers may be better informed about how to pressure
the US government than workers in Bangladesh).

On my conception of political solidarity, the privileged retain legitimate
interests in their own freedom and do not become obliged to sacrifice them
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on the say-so of others. In the following sections, I elaborate on this interest
and the practical uses of recognizing it. For now, I want to note that the le-
gitimate interests of the privileged need not conflict with the interests of
the oppressed—in contrast to perpetrators of injustice, for example—since
which of our interests we identify with often changes once we've sought to
meet the demands of justice and responded to calls for solidarity. For ex-
ample, Mark R. Warren documents how involvement with movements for
racial justice can transform whites’ understanding of their interest. One
white woman who reports being “raised in the lap of luxury” would seem
likely to have little to gain from racial justice and thus participate for altru-
istic reasons, if at all. Instead she describes her actions to promote racial jus-
tice as “not really about contributing to someone else’s cause. I feel that I'm
contributing to the world that I would rather want to live in . . . So I see it as
serving myself. I see it as working for what I want”®! Of course, there will still
be conflicts of interest, but because acting to promote justice can change how
we understand our interests, we need not assume that what initially appears
to be a conflict will still be one once a call to solidarity has been heeded.

How Institutions Shape Calls for Solidarity

How does the natural duty of justice help orient us to the unjust institutions
of a neoliberal global economy? Contrary to other approaches to individual
duties within global justice, I argue not that the existence of institutions
grounds our duties but rather that existing institutions help specify how
we should meet duties that are otherwise indeterminate.®?> As I've argued
throughout this book, an effective orientation incorporates an under-
standing of relevant political status and we can say that those subjected to an
institution have some political status with respect to it. Supply chain workers
and supply chain consumers have many different interests, but their joint
subjection to the governmentality of supply chains makes it appropriate to
describe them as sharing a political status—one that can be incorporated in
their orienting self-conceptions and which can lead them to identify more
closely with their shared interest in resisting the institutions that seek to di-
rect their actions.

This importantly differs from Iris Marion Young’s influential account of
this connection.®* As I've noted throughout, my approach in this work draws
from Young’s spirit and method in many respects, but here I emphasize some
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problems with her specific account of how supply chains relate workers and
consumers and how justice should lead them to act. Describing her view,
Young writes, “The social connection model of responsibility says that indi-
viduals bear responsibility for structural injustice because they contribute by
their actions to the processes that produce unjust outcomes.” Because of their
causal contribution through participation in social processes, Young argues,
“All who dwell within the structures must take responsibility for remedying
injustices they cause, though none is specifically liable for the harm in a legal
sense”’%* By arguing that individuals acquire the responsibility to promote
justice through their actions, Young’s view diverges from the argument I've
considered for viewing our relationship to justice as an unacquired, “natural”
duty. At the same time, drawing from Anthony Giddens, William Sewell,
and Pierre Bourdieu, Young offers a social theoretical account of the sys-
tematic causes of injustices like oppressive wages and working conditions in
garment factories, which she describes as “a specific kind of moral wrong,
structural injustice, which is distinct from wrongs traceable to specific in-
dividual actions or policies.”® In other words, individual participation is
not best understood as causing injustice, which diverges from Young’s ar-
gument about how and why we acquire a responsibility for justice. Since in-
dividual consumer choices don’t play a meaningful causal role in bringing
about sweatshops, alternative consumption choices that they make are likely
to have little effect on the circumstances of workers, as she acknowledges.
She identifies “middle-class clothing consumers in the developed world” as
“relatively privileged persons who have relatively little power as individuals
or in their institutional positions, at least with respect to that issue of justice”
Since this stands in tension with her claim that responsibility for justice rests
on our participation causing injustice, she writes of such consumers that “As
beneficiaries of the process, they have responsibilities.” But that is a very dif-
ferent normative ground for assuming responsibility, since one can receive
benefits from injustices caused entirely by others.*

In short, Young grounds a responsibility to further justice on one’s par-
ticipation in existing institutions, though she also argues that because of the
nature of structural injustice, the particular participation of most individuals
makes no causal difference. As many critics have noted, this is symptomatic
of Young’s failure to consistently reconcile her commitment to provide an
account of responsibility focused on guiding future action to promote jus-
tice with her backward-looking invocation of participation as a cause of pre-
sent injustice.%” This has two important effects. First, because this view tends
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to make all forms of structural injustice functionally analogous, it provides
an inadequate basis for orienting us to specific economic forms like supply
chains. The emphasis on structural processes for which no one is respon-
sible tends to direct attention away from the particular claims of authority
made by brands that lead supply chains, for example. As Michael Goodhart
observes, “Because she abjures considerations of culpability and causation
and treats all connections as generating moral responsibility, the distinctive-
ness of power relations gets lost.”®8

Second, Young’s account provides an unstable ground for the respon-
sibility to further justice since institutional participation is invoked at the
same time that its import is undercut.®® This turns her to other descriptions
of what constitutes the connection between garment worker and consumer,
including the latter’s receipt of benefits, as I noted earlier. Young’s most sus-
tained argument for a grounding connection is ultimately the idea that the
consumer’s action puts her into a relation with the garment workers where
her action relying on or taking advantage of the worker’s exploitation
requires justification to the worker herself. She writes, “By the simple act of
buying a shirt I presuppose the actions of all those people who are involved
in growing the cotton, making the cloth, gathering the cutters and sewers to
turn it into garments, the cutters and sewers themselves, and all the agents
involved in shipping the garments and making them easily available to me””°
This implicit reliance on an unjust process then generates a responsibility
for justice even though my act itself may not cause any harm. Young argues,
“To the extent that these practices result in harming workers, my intention
to buy cheap shirts is implicated in that harm, even though I do not intend
the workers harm, and even when I plausibly judge that my own constrained
circumstances make it necessary for me to buy either inexpensive clothes or
none at all””! The intuition here is that by taking advantage of a bad situa-
tion, I owe something to those disadvantaged by those circumstances. Note,
though, my action needn’t actually benefit me in order for me to acquire that
responsibility; if I end up the subject of scorn and ridicule for the ugly shirt
that I bought and rue the day I purchased it, this does nothing to diminish
my act’s reliance on other agents or my subsequent responsibility.

Though this approach avoids some of the issues associated with grounding
a responsibility for justice in the receipt of benefits, it creates several other
problems for Youngs account. Onora O’Neill, on whose account Young
draws here, says only that we are obliged to attend to the well-being of those
we rely on, which is different and potentially more paternalistic than a shared
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interest in justice.”? Given the causal story Young identifies, it's not obvious
that I can't justify on those grounds the discrete act of buying the clothes to
the workers I rely on. The worker would be no better off if the consumer in-
stead did not purchase the garment; indeed, workers are often quite clear that
they want consumers to employ boycotts sparingly.”? What's unjustifiable is
the larger supply chain structure, which requires a more detailed examina-
tion than Young provides. Yet focusing on the need for a justification of my
individual act ends up fixing in place the very unjust institutions that should
be the object of our resistance; my own “constrained circumstances” are
taken for granted and the possibility that they are themselves related to the
constraints faced by the workers is ignored.

This focus on justifying the discrete act of consumption places respon-
sibility in the wrong place. To say that someone becomes responsible for
sweatshop conditions in virtue of their consumption focuses our attention
on the act where, as Young acknowledges, they actually exercise little power.
It too readily accepts the supply chain manager’s vision of the consumer as
related to the worker only at the moment of consumption and doesn’t incor-
porate the way that the consumer too is subjected to power. Disconnected
from any urgent interest of the consumer and without real causal power, eth-
ical consumption is easily reduced to an aesthetic preference—one readily
perceived as sanctimonious and off-putting to others.”* Holding individuals
responsible for structural injustice that they didn't cause ironically echoes
the neoliberal effort to hold individuals responsible for market outcomes
that are simultaneously held to be out of their control.”> Michael Goodhart
aptly notes that Young never analyzes the importance of how “consump-
tion is the primary modality of expressing freedom” today.”® As a result, her
account does not recognize resisting injustice as an opportunity to experi-
ence freedom by breaking from a neoliberal orientation, but instead sees
a consumer’s responsibility to promote justice as effectively reiterating the
paradoxical neoliberal circumstances which likewise hold her responsible
for causes beyond her control. Despite Youngs official refusal to blame con-
sumers, that is the all but inevitable result of her argument.

Finally, it's unclear how this argument about a connection grounded in
reliance applies to the responsibility for justice of the worker herself. It’s true
that the workers’ actions are reliant on consumers purchasing goods, but the
temporal view here is different; it is a prospective reliance on a hypothetical
consumer rather than a specific one. It need not be me that purchases the ap-
parel so long as there is sufficient aggregate demand to keep her employed.
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What's more, it’s not clear on Young’s account how this reliance is related to
a responsibility for justice that would connect the worker to the consumer.
It seems perverse to argue that a worker needs to justify her reliance on a
consumer purchasing the goods she produces; that would seem to hold the
worker responsible for her own disadvantaged position.

Overall, understanding our actions as guided by a natural duty of justice
better reflects how subjection to unjust institutions shapes the interests of
both garment workers and consumers. For Young, the connection between
our interests and our acts to promote justice are contingent, which leads to
her inconsistent reliance on causation to explain why responsible workers
and consumers might promote justice together. As we've seen, Young makes
no effort to explain what interest consumers might have in living in a more
tully just society, despite recognizing the constraints that they face; instead,
the focus is on the benefits that the consumer already enjoys. With respect
to workers, Young writes, “Sometimes agents’ interests coincide with the re-
sponsibility for justice. Victims of structural injustice in particular have an
interest in undermining injustice, and they ought to take responsibility for
doing s0.”’” But here Young makes a symmetrical error. Where she ignores
the interest that consumers have in a more just world, Young ignores the
interests that workers have in the status quo. As a result, she makes it seem so
obvious that workers’ interests dictate resisting injustice that she overlooks
the costs they would bear in doing so; by assuming workers’ interests to be
univocal, she risks holding them more responsible for their own oppression
than the privileged. With respect to both workers and consumers, Young tells
unappealing stories because she discounts the role that justice should play in
our judgment of our interests and our actions.

An Interest in Freedom?

Consider again the situation of Bangladeshi workers like those who suffered
the Tazreen factory fire. The incident is clearly an injustice and while the
government of Bangladesh failed to protect its citizens, they are hardly the
only ones culpable; Walmart and the other American corporations that pro-
duced there had some responsibility too. Indeed, they acknowledge this and
a significant division of Walmart is now devoted to what they call “ethical
sourcing” But they too failed. Despite claiming to have a comprehensive
monitoring system to check for these problems, three different Walmart
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lines were produced at the factory even after potential fire safety issues were
flagged. These corporate policies are fundamentally different than actions
grounded in a shared status and shared interest in justice; they express not
a form of political solidarity, but rather an effort to preserve the legitimacy
of their authority by exercising their power more benevolently. Of course,
it is usually better for power to be exercised with greater benevolence and
less malevolence, but such interventions are ultimately better understood as
aiming to preserve existing hierarchy rather than to improve workers’ wages
and working conditions. To the extent that they succeed at legitimating cor-
porate authority, they entrench neoliberal orientations and privatize political
power behind the technocratic logic of the efficient supply chain manager.”

Yet even by these technocratic standards, ethical sourcing audits have
largely had no impact on workers. As discussed in chapter 2, their repeated
failure to achieve even modest reductions in illegal mandatory overtime
have been clearly demonstrated over the roughly two decades since ethical
monitoring was first popularized.”” That they persist anyway suggests that
they have other functions that lead corporations to see them as worthwhile,
such as directing attention away from the fundamental problems with the
structure of supply chains that make injustice a predictable outcome.® These
would be much more costly to change: the just-in-time production model
that frees brands from needing to keep large inventories, the lack of collective
bargaining, and the low prices brands offer to factories that make it impos-
sible for them to offer the legal minimum.®!

These institutional failures made the injustice of the fire possible and also
make it reasonable for the workers there to appeal to Americans to act in sol-
idarity and expect them to respond. This is not just because Walmart is an
American corporation and Americans have Walmarts in their communities,
but because of the whole system of bilateral and multilateral agreements and
institutions that make it possible for Bangladesh to export $18 billion in ap-
parel each year. These are agreements and institutions to which Americans
are subjected too and which significantly affect their interests. Nevertheless,
it would be inappropriate for Americans to try to meet the demands of jus-
tice by acting unilaterally. Such efforts can easily run afoul of the workers’
interests; well-intentioned efforts to boycott Bangaldeshi goods might make
the workers’ situation more difficult, for example. This reflects solidarity’s
grounding in the need for coordinated collective action; the production of
a shared good by diverse individuals typically requires consultation, as re-
flected in the requirement to attend to calls for solidarity.
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So what acts of solidarity could these workers reasonably ask for? First,
Americans could pressure the government of Bangladesh to improve its labor
laws and enforcement. For example, the government promised the families
of the workers who died at Rana Plaza roughly $20,000 each, but failed to de-
liver anything near that until international solidarity forced the government
to make the payments and indict the factory owner for murder.®? Second,
the US government maintains significant relations with the government of
Bangladesh and so American citizens have some standing to call for that re-
lation to be reformed. This too has had some effect. In the wake of the Rana
Plaza collapse, President Obama suspended some of Bangladesh’s trading
privileges and made progress toward protecting worker rights a condition of
their restoration.®® Finally, an appeal might ask those in solidarity to pressure
Walmart or the other corporations producing at the factory to act directly to
improve factory safety. Such action led directly to the formation of the legally
binding Accord on Building and Fire in Bangaldesh signed by many major
apparel brands, though Walmart itself notably refused to participate.®

Crucially, there are limits to solidarity because unjust institutions create
a situation where some people have genuinely antagonistic interests. While
consumers receive benefits like cheap clothes from unjust institutions, their
role differs from those who have institutional decision-making power, like
the CEOs of apparel companies. Such individuals are in a position to change
the policies and structures that produce injustice and by failing to do so, they
not only receive benefits but also actively perpetuate unjust institutions.®> An
appeal to interest is inappropriate for those individuals whose employment,
wealth, or income is only possible because of injustice, such as supply chain
managers themselves.®® Any actions they take to promote justice should be
understood under a different self-description. We might more readily iden-
tify it with a negative duty to avoid harm or with Rawls’s account of the po-
litical obligation acquired by those who voluntarily advance their interests in
a system; Rawls identifies that kind of obligation with noblesse oblige, which
is quite different from solidarity.3” Specifying principles of justice for supply
chain managers to apply—or arguing that supply chain managers have a duty
to quit their jobs to avoid complicity with injustice—is thus a different pro-
ject from the one I pursue here. To the extent that supply chain managers
habituate themselves to identify shared interests with workers and seek to
perceive them as partners, I suspect that they will find their self-conception
in tension with their role at work, where their position remains hierarchical;
ethical supply chain managers and social responsibility auditors are likely to
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find that their jobs fit more readily with the humanitarian orientation I de-
scribe and critique in the conclusion.

The situation of a consumer who benefits from the low prices of goods
produced through exploitation is different. Consider two kinds of con-
sumers. One has been so disadvantaged by the neoliberal global economy
that she has no choice but to seek out the cheapest possible goods in order to
get by. She might understand herself to have an interest opposed to that of the
Bangladeshi workers in that their sweatshop wages and working conditions
make it possible for her buy fantastically cheap goods. But she can also un-
derstand herself to share an interest with the Bangladeshi workers in that
they both would benefit from replacing existing international economic
institutions and norms with more just alternatives. The natural duty of justice
counsels individuals to habituate their attitudes so that they come to identify
with the second interest without denying the full force of the first. Depending
on how the consumer identifies their interests, they may articulate shared
interests with garment workers in multiple ways. The overwhelming ma-
jority of garment workers are young women of color. American consumers
of color may identify a shared interest in resisting the global color line that
makes the exploitation of the developing world appear natural to so many.
White American consumers may realize that their interest in resisting supply
chains also leads them to share an interest in removing the racial veil that
makes the exploitation of workers in the developing world seem natural. US
women consumers may recognize that fighting sweatshops helps to resist the
habitual assumption that women can be paid less because they are not sup-
posed to be heads of household, so their wages should merely be sufficient to
supplement a man’s.®8

These claims of a shared interest in solidarity might prompt greater skep-
ticism when confronted with another, more privileged consumer—one who
materially benefits from the global economy as currently constituted.® It
might seem more rational to suffer the minor inconvenience of the injustice
than the potential costs of action to further a more just arrangement. Earlier,
I noted the public goods that are only available in a just society; here, drawing
from my argument in chapters 3 and 4, I specify how supply chain injustice
also affects the freedom of privileged individuals in a way that gives them a
reason to be in solidarity. One needn’t be a Hegel scholar to recognize that
the institutions which help protect freedom need the compliance of many
people to make them work; I can’t durably enjoy freedom as a solitary in-
dividual.”® But this compliance isn’t the product of prepolitical individuals
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freely choosing to obey; we grow up under and are shaped by institutions
from the very start, long before were capable of anything like free choice.
We need political institutions to enjoy freedom, but having such institutions
also means that they shape us before we could possibly get to choose them.
AsIargued in chapter 3, our inability to choose the institutions under which
were born should shape the conception of individual freedom to which we
can aspire. Because we are inevitably habituated by institutions we cannot
choose, we can envision as an ideal being habituated by just institutions to
understand the role that they play in enabling their freedom.”! Consequently,
complying with those institutions—by doing your duty as specified by the
laws, by respecting the rights of others, and so on—wouldn't feel like a con-
straint on your freedom but an expression of it. Though individuals living
under just institutions have not chosen their society, they can affirm it freely
and so feel at home in it. This ready disposition to affirm the forces that are
beyond our control but that make us who we are is the outer limit of freedom.
For anyone who aspires to live under institutions we can freely affirm, in-
justice ensures that the social world cannot be a home in the fullest sense to
either the privileged or the oppressed.

While the material benefits of unjustified privilege facilitate many pos-
sible actions, they prevent an individual from being able cooperate with
others freely and fairly, since the other party is necessarily constrained.
Given the structure of the global garment industry, it is impossible for me
to purchase apparel manufactured in a manner consistent with justice; I am
forced to wear a violation of my principles every day—and to become all but
inured to this condition. In short, I am denied the outer limit of freedom.
Obviously, many people choose to forgo exactly this kind of freedom every
day, but at least we can say that it is possible, reasonable, and desirable to
do otherwise—to identify the enjoyment of one’s own freedom with that of
others, not simply out of altruistic concern but as a way of affirming one’s
own interest in freedom. As I argued in chapters 3 and 4, living in a society
that constrains the freedom to act in accord with one’s conscientious beliefs
about justice can do real damage. Knowing that one’s accomplishments in
life were only possible because of injustices done to others can rob them of
meaning. Individuals constrained to act in a manner inconsistent with jus-
tice may have to deceive themselves or alter their character in order to cope,
giving up their beliefs in order to maintain a consistent self-understanding.

Nor is it only at freedom’s outer limit that most consumers face unjusti-
fied constraints. Consider some of the cases that I've already introduced.
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Consumers of sweatshop goods are the same people who are facing a gen-
eration of stagnant real wages and widening inequality. They are the same
people who feel pressured to build their brand on social media or on plat-
form apps where they can solicit work. They live in a world in which freedom
is identified with choice in the marketplace but in which they are constantly
subject to corporate surveillance, which is justified as freedom-enhancing
by helping them make better market choices. My own employer requires
its employees to complete an extensive biometric and psychological profile
every year in order to be eligible for a better health insurance rate; employees
are also incentivized to install an app on their smartphone which, among
other things, give you points that can reduce the cost of your health insur-
ance if you let it monitor your fitness and count your steps.®? In other words,
the price of more affordable health insurance is giving your employer data
about where you are at every moment. Under these circumstances, it is not
surprising if individuals who enjoy real material benefits from neoliberalism
nevertheless feel that circumstances constrain their freedom and they share
an interest in resisting them with those who are more obviously oppressed.”

Practicing Solidarity

In arguing that a range of people subject to unjust institutions have an in-
terest in meeting the demands of justice, I certainly do not mean to deny
the powerful attractions of being privileged in relation to injustice, especially
when so much else seems uncertain about one’s fortunes under neoliber-
alism. Beyond the material comforts derived from such advantages, knowing
that someone else is disadvantaged in comparison to you can be a great
comfort. As Alexis de Tocqueville noted about the transition to a capitalist
economy, “When the aristocracy of birth is supplanted by the aristocracy of
money, things change . . . The immediate result of this is that all citizens are
secretly at war with one another.”** But this feeling of perpetual competition
and perpetual uncertainty is hard to bear. On Tocqueville’s analysis, white
supremacy alleviates this feeling by installing “an aristocracy founded on vis-
ible and imperishable signs,” which enables whites to feel like they needn’t
worry about competing with or falling below blacks.?®

Similarly, Du Bois famously describes how white planters were able to
defeat Reconstruction and install Jim Crow institutions because “the white
group of laborers, while they received a low wage, were compensated in part
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by a sort of public and psychological wage.” Whites received this psycholog-
ical wage through their experience of a racialized public sphere: “They were
given public deference and titles of courtesy because they were white. They
were admitted freely with all classes of white people to public functions,
public parks, and the best schools.”*® Even when schools for poor whites were
bad, white parents could comfort themselves that they were better than the
schools for blacks. But the habitual receipt of this wage came with a high cost.
As Du Bois put it in his 1920 essay pointedly titled “The Souls of White Folk,”
Du Bois notes that experience of this unjustified superiority and the ability
to enter spaces from which others are restricted leads whites to think that
“whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!”” With
such wild self-aggrandizement, the existence of black people in public comes
to seem an affront, leading whites to take “fierce, vindictive joy” from seeing
violence done to them.”®

In the face of such grotesquely warped character, Du Bois still afirms the
view of freedom that we saw him endorse in chapter 4: “A true and worthy
ideal frees and uplifts a people; a false ideal imprisons and lowers” White
folks are “a people imprisoned and enthralled, hampered and made miser-
able for such a cause, for such a phantasy” of white supremacy.” By choosing
the material and psychological benefits of unjustified hierarchy over part-
nership in solidarity and the outer limit of freedom, they have been satisfied
with fewer material benefits than they would otherwise accept and, in the
process, denied themselves the benefits that come from living in a just so-
ciety and warped themselves to justify what they’ve done. With respect to
global injustice, American consumers who eagerly defend their status argu-
ably do something analogous, choosing the psychological wage of nationalist
identification with American hegemony over transnational partnerships to
resist neoliberalism. But neoliberalism arguably makes this choice less and
less attractive; as Nikhil Pal Singh and Thuy Linh Tu have argued, neolib-
eral austerity and inequality have led to “the stagnation of these wages of
whiteness.”1%0

Importantly, the number of individuals moved to act justly need not be
large for solidarity to produce social change. Consider that in 1961, only
24 percent of white Americans supported the Freedom Riders’ successful
campaign to desegregate interstate buses.!’! On the eve of the March on
Washington in 1963, only 23 percent had a favorable impression of the dem-
onstration; even after he won the Nobel Peace Prize, more Americans had
an unfavorable view of Martin Luther King Jr. than had a favorable view.!??
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Yet the fact that a majority of Americans never supported key leaders and
actions by the civil rights movement did not prevent the movement from
changing political institutions and policies. By the same token, the number of
individuals who are disposed to solidarity and respond to calls for solidarity
from transnational supply chain workers has been small but effective relative
to their size. For example, in the period of 1999 to 2001, the group United
Students Against Sweatshops (USAS) was active on roughly 180 campuses
with groups ranging in size from 10 to 100 members. Despite being a network
that almost certainly had fewer than 10,000 members in the United States,
USAS was able to organize highly effective campaigns that resulted in the
foundation of the Worker Rights Consortium (WRC), an independent mon-
itoring organization that responds to worker complaints about injustices in
the supply chains that produce university-licensed apparel.!®> More than 190
colleges and universities who collectively license the production of billions
of dollars of apparel are now members of the WRC.!** Ohio State University
alone has a contract with Nike worth more than $250 million, giving them
substantial leverage to press for improvements in the supply chain—when
they care to use it.!1®> USAS continues its solidarity work and has achieved
other major changes to supply chains, including a successful campaign
supporting workers in Honduras who organized unions in all of Fruit of the
Loom’s factories there.!% These actions are obviously exceptional, but they
suggest how effective a more widespread disposition to solidarity could be
if more Americans came to identify their shared interests with supply chain
workers.

Doing so need not involve a detailed explanation of how Hegel, Rawls,
or Du Bois understand freedom. To see the way in which our unfreedom is
clearlyinvoked in ordinary discourse, consider three kinds of rationalizations
typically offered to justify the receipt of benefit from sweatshop exploitation.
While each explanation purports to affirm existing institutions, each also
makes it clear that they are not and cannot be affirmed freely, as is possible
at freedom’s outer limit. First and perhaps most common is simple avoid-
ance; people are generally averse to thinking about the topic because it is
discomfiting, as I noted in the book’s introduction. Second, they might jus-
tify it by referring to exploitation’s purported necessity for economic devel-
opment. Again, the claim is essentially that we are not free to make things
otherwise; insofar as existing arrangements are affirmed, it is not because
we are capable of choosing them but precisely because they are put outside
of our ability to choose. Third, privileged individuals may express a desire
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that it be otherwise but emphasize their own powerlessness to change things;
this again suggests that even the privileged are not free to act or affirm as
they wish. This list is not exhaustive of the ways that sweatshops might be
defended as compatible with freedom, but it suggests the following general
point: insofar as sweatshop defenders agree that these working conditions are
regrettable, then they must explain why the institutions that produce them
could be freely chosen by those who are exploited by them and so without
recourse to claims about the necessity of these institutions. Libertarians and
neoliberals of sincere conviction may be able to do so—though, as T argued in
chapters 1 and 2, their orientation renders coercion and power in the work-
place all but invisible—but others who find market freedom inadequate for
articulating their own experience of unjustified constraints can find common
cause with supply chain workers. However, some egalitarians argue that such
transnational solidarity distracts us from a more effective tool to resist neo-
liberalism: unconstrained state sovereignty. In the next chapter, I consider
and critique that view.



6
Why Sovereignty Is Not the Solution

In this book, I have argued that resisting neoliberalism requires reorienting
our view of the economy; rather than regarding it paradigmatically as an
apolitical place where most people exercise market freedom, we should in-
stead see it as saturated with coercive authority that aspires to legitimacy
in order to function effectively and is thus appropriately subject to contes-
tation, including democratic demands for representation by workers and
consumers. This reorientation recognizes the supply chains traversing our
globe as political entities, with their own governmentality and political ra-
tionality. By seeing supply chains as the essentially spontaneous product of
independent private decisions by separate enterprises, a neoliberal orienta-
tion renders them apolitical. The actions to address supply chain injustices
that naturally follow from that view—corporate codes of conduct enforced
by lead brands, consumers expressing preferences for higher labor standards
through purchases in the market, and so on—have proven to be largely inef-
fective over the past twenty years. Addressing the obvious injustices in supply
chains like the Rana Plaza factory collapse is better facilitated by politicizing
supply chains—and consequently neoliberalism more broadly—through
promoting the freedom of association to build transnational coalitions of
those the chains seek to govern and, ultimately, by seeing our own freedom
expressed in a disposition to solidarity with each other.

That embrace of transnational politics runs counter to an alternative ap-
proach promoted by a broad and diverse group that seeks to resist global
neoliberalism by revitalizing domestic politics against the international.
This view appeals to an ideological common sense that attracts adherents
from across the political spectrum. Notably, it seems to captures a key part
of Donald Trump’s electoral success. Trump often made rhetorical attacks
on the global economy a centerpiece of his campaign, characteristically
asserting that “this wave of globalization has wiped out totally, totally,
our middle class. It does not have to be this way” and assailing “a leader-
ship class that worships globalism over Americanism?” Instead, Trump held
out “Brexit,” the United Kingdom’s vote to leave the European Union, as a
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model, approvingly noting that “Our friends in Britain recently voted to take
back control of their economy, politics and borders”! We also see similar
comments from Trump’s political opponents; Senator Bernie Sanders has
also described the global economy as one where other countries represent
threats to the American working class. In one such tweet, he writes, “We must
say to corporate America loud and clear: you can’t continue sending our jobs
to China while millions are looking for work”? Such rhetoric suggests that
efforts to achieve domestic social democracy orient us in the first instance to
workers abroad as threats or competitors rather than potential allies or coa-
lition partners.

These arguments are not found only in partisan electoral politics; we also
find related strains of thought among egalitarian liberals, critical theorists,
and others who suggest that resisting neoliberalism needs to start at home—
typically, by trying to restore the effective welfare state that purportedly
preceded neoliberalism. Tony Judt argued along these lines that “if so-
cial democracy has a future, it will be as a social democracy of fear. Rather
than seeking to restore a language of optimistic progress, we should begin
by reacquainting ourselves with the recent past”® Likewise, Samuel Moyn
argued that concern for human rights abroad has helped enable the erosion
of the welfare state at home, writing, “in the long view, the search for rights
beyond [the state] may have been at a considerable price: the loss of the in-
clusive space of membership that the concrete state, and even empire, had
long provided in some form or other* These views represent an important
challenge to my project. The electoral success not only of Trump but also of
Brexit demonstrates that the discursive framework of autarkic withdrawal
from the global economy can move people to political action. To the extent
my argument suggests that we need to repoliticize neoliberalism in order to
resist it, the nation-state might then appear to be the most natural and effica-
cious site of such a project.

To take a concrete case, consider the political theorist Richard TucK’s
arguments for “Lexit”—that is, left-wing reasons to support Brexit. Having
the United Kingdom leave the European Union was originally the project
of the virulently anti-immigrant UK Independence Party (UKIP) and was
taken up by some leaders of the Conservative Party, but Tuck and others have
argued that the left should welcome Brexit despite its origins as a right-wing
project. For Tuck, Brexit offers the best opportunity to repoliticize and resist
the injustice of the global economy through a renewed focus on the state’s
supremacy over the market. He writes, “The political debate the EU has
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closed down is the central question of our time, the debate over the role of
the market, which dominated the 20th century and which has been revived
across the world since the financial crash.” Settling whether or not the EU is
most aptly described as “constitutionalised neoliberalism” (in the phrase of
Lexit supporters Joe Guinan and Thomas Hanna) is beyond the scope of this
chapter, but the logic of Tuck’s turn to the state is characteristic of the larger
view I'm tracing.® Tuck rebukes efforts to build transnational institutions and
argues that in directing attention to forming transnational coalitions to de-
mocratize the EU, “the British left risks throwing away the one institution
which it has, historically, been able to use effectively—the democratic state—
in favor of a constitutional order tailor-made for the interests of global capi-
talism and managerial politics””” For Tuck, the only real tool that can address
economic injustice is “an omnicompetent democratic legislature . . . not
constrained by a constitution.”® What matters to Tuck here is the state’s ul-
timate authority, which grants it a free hand with respect to internal and ex-
ternal affairs; only a power that is unconstrained and capable of intervening
wherever it sees fit can serve as a sufficient bulwark against the depoliticizing
power of a neoliberalism that seeks to “encase the world economy.”

Life in the neoliberal market is necessarily unpredictable and success
through one’s own efforts can never be guaranteed; rather than seeking such
power and self-determination, neoliberal subjects make life in the market tol-
erable by adhering to a “sociodicy” that justifies embracing market outcomes.
Against this acceptance of powerlessness, Tuck desires a strong state; his re-
jection of constitutional constraints is not incidental.!® A Lexit pamphlet
that Tuck coauthored with political scientist Christopher Bickerton claims
that British citizens became fearful when told that the United Kingdom is
constrained from regulating immigration from EU member states. They
write, “Though fear of this [constraint] was inevitably intertwined with
hostility to immigration, the fact of powerlessness was real, and it presaged
powerlessness in other areas in the future. This is the key thing Remainers,
and especially Remainers on the Left, have to realize. Brexit is therefore
above all about sovereignty’!! It is only sovereignty—understood specifi-
cally as unconstrained state power with final, omnicompetent authority in
a territory—that can take on global markets. Efforts to politicize neoliber-
alism transnationally will flounder because they fail to recognize that poli-
tics is essentially state-bound; in the absence of a sovereign in the form of a
super-state or a world state, transnational relations will always be vulnerable
to control by powerful nonstate actors like corporations.
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This emphasis on unconstrained sovereignty as the key to resisting eco-
nomic injustice is the through line of the views that I consider in this chapter.
Some of the most prominent egalitarian liberals in the Rawlsian tradition
argue that such sovereignty is a necessary precondition for even calling ec-
onomic inequality an injustice at all—a claim they link to the argument that
sovereignty is a practical precondition to making distributive justice effec-
tive. Critical theorists like Wendy Brown argue that “the neoliberal revolu-
tion takes place in the name of freedom—free markets, free countries, free
men—but tears up freedom’s grounding in sovereignty for states and subjects
alike”'? and “wholly abandons the project of individual or collective mas-
tery of existence”!® Resisting neoliberalism and reestablishing freedom,
this line of thinking suggests, requires taking back up the mantle of uncon-
strained state sovereignty since it alone enables us to take control and achieve
mastery. Similarly, Wolfgang Streeck argues that “the surrender of national
sovereignty to supranational institutions, like international assistance and
cross-border regulation, becomes a tool not only for the protection of fi-
nancial investment and the collection of debt but also for the insulations of
‘the markets’ from political interference in the name of corrective social jus-
tice”’!* In response, he argues that the Staatsvolk must reclaim their national
sovereignty from the Marktvolk who have taken it if social justice is ever to be
achieved. Efforts to build transnational coalitions to democratize the global
economy are counterproductive; Streeck writes, “Under today’s conditions,
a strategy that places its hopes in postnational democracy, following in the
functionalist wake of capitalist progress, merely plays into the hands of the
social engineers of self-regulating global market capitalism.”*® In line with
Tuck’s invoking border control as the key test of sovereignty, Streeck has
prominently argued for immigration restrictions as part of resisting neolib-
eralism, writing, “By fighting for deregulation of national borders to allow for
open and open-ended immigration, the Left abandons a central element of
its historical pro-regulation agenda, which importantly involved restricting
the supply of labor in order to limit competition in labor markets’1®

Notably, Streeck develops his defense of national sovereignty in part
through a critique of Jiirgen Habermas’s account of sovereignty, which does
not see sovereignty as necessarily bound to the state or nation and which
consequently opens conceptual space for transnational polities and trans-
national politics.!” On the Habermasian view, sovereignty is not under-
stood as the unconstrained power of unitary nation-states, but instead as the
product of multiple institutions and consequently as sharable among them.



WHY SOVEREIGNTY IS NOT THE SOLUTION 183

Adjudicating the overall merits of such a conception is beyond this chapter,
but I do want to note two relevant features of it: first, precisely because the
Habermasian account does not posit sovereignty as unconstrained but in-
stead as dependent upon reciprocal relations among peoples and institutions,
it cannot satisfy those who believe resisting neoliberal globalization requires
a unilateral assertion of control; second, because the Habermasian account
does not posit sovereignty as unconditional and unilateral but necessarily
relational and conditional, it escapes the critique I develop in this chapter.
My argument is aimed at those who see sovereignty’s political value today
stemming from the potential for unconstrained sovereignty to bolster the
state over and against the market.!® There are other potentially produc-
tive conceptions of sovereignty I do not consider; for example, indigenous
assertions of sovereignty aimed at curtailing the power of settler-colonial
states are also not the target of my critique here."”

The source of unconstrained sovereignty’s broad appeal as a way of
resisting globalization is obvious. Neoliberal thinkers like Hayek conspicu-
ously critique sovereignty as an “unnecessary” and “misleading” concept, so
resuscitating it naturally seems like a promising strategy for those who want
to protect the achievements of social justice from being further undermined
by neoliberalism.?® But neoliberalism is not straightforwardly opposed to
state sovereignty and efforts to bolster sovereignty can do more to reinforce
neoliberalism than to undermine it. Neoliberals are not uniformly in favor of
international institutions constraining state sovereignty; many of them op-
posed the creation of the EU and we find them on both sides of the Brexit de-
bate.?! Whether or not international institutions effectively encase markets
or instead constitute an extension of state power that should be regarded
as dangerous because it can be democratized and turned to other ends is a
source of tactical disagreement among neoliberals themselves; taking sides
in that debate is not enough to resist neoliberalism.

HayeK’s view is representative of neoliberalisms ambivalence. On the
one hand, sovereignty expansively justifies government power and indeed
asserts the supremacy of political power, which contradicts the neoliberal
view of legitimacy resting on economic eflicacy. On the other hand, neo-
liberalism welcomes the way that sovereignty can not only justify govern-
ment coercion, which it regards as necessary, but grant the government a
monopoly on legitimate force within its territory.?? As a result of this claim
to monopoly, economic coercion becomes ultimately attributable to the
government rather than intrinsic to the market; economic exchange—and
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international economic activity in particular—becomes very difficult to rec-
ognize as political in the sense defended in chapter 2. In other words, ap-
pealing to sovereignty as an ultimate, omnicompetent authority will tend to
reinforce neoliberalism’s depoliticization of the economy. What’s more, such
aggrandizing of state power makes itself an all-too-convenient foil to neo-
liberalism; in seeking to critique state power, neoliberalism has developed a
more acute sense of the practical limits of what sovereign states can accom-
plish than those who counterfactually endow them with omnicompetent
mastery over all that transpires within them. In this chapter, I develop these
arguments to show that the elevation of unconstrained sovereignty is un-
likely to be a successful path to resisting neoliberalism, whatever particular
justification is provided. After all, it’s hard not to notice that while Trump and
Brexit supporters framed their campaigns as sovereign resistance to an un-
fair global economy, their victories have not resulted in the restoration of the
welfare state but rather continuing and deepening neoliberal austerity.

Sovereignty and the Space of Politics

Because the authors that propose a reassertion of national sovereignty
against global injustice represent a spectrum of political views and theoret-
ical approaches, I should say a bit more to situate their views and explain
why it makes sense to consider them together. Taking politics to be a space
with distinct values whose scope is defined by sovereignty is often associated
with Carl Schmitt and, like the thinkers I'm discussing, Schmitt argues that
the state is “in the decisive case the ultimate authority” and criticizes efforts
to “subjugate [politics] to economics” by depoliticizing certain questions.??
For Schmitt, the sovereign’s final, omnicompetent authority can never be
constrained by a constitution, but is in fact defined by the ability to depart
from it when necessary; in his famous formulation, the sovereign is “he who

decides on the exception.”?*

But Schmitt’s concept of the political purports
to be free of ethical content and ultimately grounds itself in the necessity of
“the real possibility of physical killing”* By contrast, the thinkers I'm con-
sidering here don't justify sovereignty as an existential necessity free of nor-
mative content; instead, they both see it as necessary and as an essential tool
to promote normative values like freedom and justice in a global economy

that undermines them. As a result, these views share an orientation in which



WHY SOVEREIGNTY IS NOT THE SOLUTION 185

politics is the essential realm in which to realize those values, but in which
international politics is only derivatively political.

Such an orientation is liable to practical incoherence in a world where,
as I've argued, forms of economic organization that cross state borders are
best understood as political entities. However, the role that necessity plays
in justifying sovereignty on these views helps make them appear coherent.
As T explained in the introduction, an effective orientation incorporates
some explanation of how existing political and social arrangements work;
a description of the prevailing justifications that make those existing
arrangements seem justifiable or at least intelligible; and an account of the
values political action should promote. Making sovereignty a necessary con-
dition of politics, when politics is understood as the appropriate realm in
which to realize certain values, runs these dimensions together in a way that
produces a misleading understanding of really existing political institutions.
Arguments about the necessary shape of political institutions risk confusing
institutions as they are with institutions as they ought to be. Where neolib-
eral thinkers invariably explain market failures as the result of inappropriate
constraints on the market rather than as resulting from any problem with
markets themselves, those who elevate sovereignty can likewise suggest that
the failure of the state to achieve its ends is the result of too many constraints
on it. But invocations of practical necessity can stand in tension with the po-
litical values they seek to promote; these are two different kinds of norma-
tivity that may not always fit together. To put it more practically: insisting
that we see the state as necessarily the site of an ultimate omnicompetent
authority risks empowering real institutions that can use the purported ne-
cessity of being unconstrained to threaten the normative values we seek to
promote. Note that I am not arguing really existing states are irrelevant as
sites of resistance to neoliberalism; rather, my argument is that this view of
sovereignty badly orients us to them for this purpose.

To draw this out, this chapter looks in detail at egalitarian liberal
arguments for the state as the necessary site of justice. Though these views
differ in important respects from others that yoke sovereignty to resistance
to international economic injustices, I focus here for several reasons. These
arguments have been foundational to the extensive literature on global jus-
tice that proliferated in the past fifteen years and many subsequent important
contributions have been attempts to refute them. While these arguments do
not always name neoliberalism explicitly, the distributive justice that they see
sovereignty as a tool to realize is starkly opposed to it; they expressly oppose
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much economic inequality as unjustifiable and consequently seek for the state
to curb market outcomes. In doing so, these arguments posit politics as the
space in which social justice is pursued and achieved. Against the Schmittian
view of politics as an agonistic space of contention, which valorizes the
form of politics rather than its content, I share with these authors the view
that politics is better understood in normative terms as where injustice is
resisted and freedom is sought. However, by tightly linking justice and sover-
eignty, these liberal egalitarians offer an exceptionally clear example of how
arguments for an omnicompetent ultimate authority come into conflict with
the normative values such arguments are meant to support. As I will argue,
these views readily facilitate seeing transnational supply chains as neoliber-
alism portrays them. Their focus on unconstrained sovereignty leads them to
see political power as chiefly wielded through coercion, which brings their
view of supply chain injustices startlingly close to libertarian defenders of
sweatshops. More generally, holding up unconstrained sovereignty as the
sine qua non of politics orients us to the global economy as a constitutively
apolitical, even ahistorical space and makes it harder to conceptualize both
domestic and transnational social movements as essential and fully political
means for achieving justice.

This argument may seem quixotic. Few distinctions within political sci-
ence seem better secured than that between domestic and international pol-
itics. The division between them organizes both the common sense and the
disciplinary structure of the field, shaping conceptual imaginaries, journals,
panels, and all manner of other aspects of our practice and theory. Even polit-
ical theory and philosophy that takes transnational issues of global justice as
its focus often assumes domestic politics as the norm and registers questions
of global justice as both a historical and theoretical departure. For example,
Laura Valentini describes her egalitarian liberal project as one of “offering
a plausible answer to the question of extension: ‘Can principles of justice be
meaningfully extended from the domestic context to the world at large?” 26
Consistent with this framing is an emphasis on global justice as a question
only arising now as a new problem to confront, as though previously do-
mestic politics occurred in isolation from events elsewhere. Again, Valentini
offers a standard characterization: “Nowadays, if we want to get a sense of
what is, or might be, happening at home, we also need to take a look at what
is, or might be, happening abroad . . . Globalization opens up new possi-
bilities and generates new challenges” While Valentini, like many others,
accompanies this with a de rigueur citation to Kant’s claim in Perpetual Peace
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that even in his time, “a violation of rights in one part of the world is felt
everywhere,” this literature offers comparatively little reflection on the actual
historical transformations that took place between 1795 and today.?’

What is the character of this globalization that opens up the question
of global justice for egalitarian liberal theorists like Valentini? Absent any
historical background—other than perhaps the fall of the Soviet Union,
understood as the end of organized state opposition to capitalism—these
global justice theorists tend to default to the belief that the global economy
has somehow, due to forces internal to it, outstripped or exceeded the
boundaries of our state-bound political arrangements, which now need to
catch up.?® Such a framing overlooks the political developments required
to create contemporary globalization and, by making them virtually nat-
ural facts about the world, hampers consequent theorizing about how to
respond. The period of decolonization from the end of World War II to
the mid-1960s; the dramatic economic developments of the 1970s, from
Nixon’s ending the use of the gold standard to the oil crises of 1973 and
1979; and the rise of neoliberalism and its spread through the Washington
Consensus implemented by the IMF and WTO through the 1980s are all
rarely given even lip service.”? Without some account of these historical
transformations, it is unclear what makes the present moment unique
since the economy of Kant’s time saw similarly impressive and increasing
global interdependence. Not only did the sale of chattel slaves create the
Atlantic “triangle trade” that connected the Americas to Africa, but the
same transportation network also facilitated the harvest of seal skins off
South America and Australia for sale to China; fortunes in Massachusetts
rose and fell with fashions in Guangzhou even then.*°

With this long history of global interdependence in mind, how does the
distinction between domestic and international politics retain its character
as a self-evident fact? Among other factors, an unconstrained conception
of sovereignty enables so much contemporary theorizing about global jus-
tice to accept this distinction as foundational and, as a result, perpetually
restage globalization as though nations are today encountering each other
for the first time. Taking the autarkic sovereign state as the normal point of
departure almost invariably leads globalization to be understood as a prac-
tical but fundamentally apolitical organizational challenge to that form of
government—something alien that comes from outside it. To pose “the ques-
tion of extension” is then to ask if existing tools can master these apolitical
outside forces and make them familiar and controllable. Such theories are



188 DISORIENTING NEOLIBERALISM

ill-suited to orient us to the thoroughly political character of neoliberalism
and consequently unlikely to facilitate effective political action in relation to
these real obstacles to justice. Even if one is concerned only with domestic ec-
onomic injustice, the neoliberal forces that produce inequality and constrain
our freedom are themselves transnational.’! Consequently, I argue that ef-
fective political movements seeking to achieving social and political equality
must also be transnational if they are to be successful. Such transnational
movement will often operate through and against particular states, as when
the survivors of the Rana Plaza factory collapse in Bangladesh appealed to
supporters in the United States to urge the US government to sanction the
government of Bangladesh until it provided improved worker protections.
My argument thus does not entail any belief that state power is waning or
irrelevant; on the contrary, it suggests that state capacity is an empirical ques-
tion rather than a matter of conceptual or a priori argument. The ideological
common sense that makes “the question of extension” seem like a natural
approach even to advocates of global justice thus needs to be undermined in
order to clear space for effective orientations to constitutively transnational
politics.

Coercion and the Burdens of Justice

The ideological common sense that sovereignty divides the world into
normal, domestic politics and derivative, international politics has a par-
ticularly stark effect on egalitarian liberal thinkers in the Rawlsian tradi-
tion, which requires justifying a social order to its worst-off members. This
represents a shift from some earlier liberal thinkers, for whom the protection
of rights against unwarranted interference constituted the bulk of the work
of justice. Ensuring the effective protection of such rights seems to place rel-
atively few burdens on individuals; it does not seem too difficult to refrain
from violating the rights of others. This appearance may turn out to be de-
ceptive, but the intuitive impression of straightforward obligations that are
easy to meet often remains.>? In seeming contrast, egalitarian liberalism
appears to require much more from individuals—not least their active par-
ticipation in a redistributive scheme that could limit inequality by requiring
them to give up access to or use of some resources.

These potentially demanding burdens lead to the question: How far must
concern for relative standing take us? How widely are we obliged by justice
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to redistribute in a world of enormous inequalities? As I've noted, this de-
bate about expanding concern across the globe in thought coincided with
the implementation of policies to limit or rollback existing domestic redis-
tribution; philosophers debated the possibility of extending the “difference
principle” to the globe while the public political culture that supported its
domestic application was undercut by neoliberalism. It is in that context that
some liberal egalitarians have advanced arguments to limit the scope of con-
cern about inequality to the fellow members of one’s state. If the welfare state
is already imperiled, one way to diffuse antagonism to it might be to assure
its opponents that it does not push us down a slippery slope to global re-
distribution. Enter sovereignty, understood as the condition of possibility of
legitimate political power. If states have a singular ability to coerce people
legitimately, it seems quite natural to think that those people share a spe-
cial relationship unlike what they have with others. I'll call coercion theory
this family of views which hold that political borders represent the limits of
obligations of egalitarian justice because of the nature of state coercion and
the possibilities for its legitimation.*

Yet while its adherents seek to defend the normative uniqueness of the
sovereign state in order to promote redistributive social welfare policies, co-
ercion theory fatally undermines itself. Justifying state sovereignty because
of its unique relationship to the legitimacy of coercion leads them to con-
ceptualize purely economic relations as apolitical and free of coercion—
with fatal effects for the view’s ability to resist neoliberalism, which shares
this same basic orientation to the market and the government. Moreover, by
imagining that economic inequality can be rectified simply by strengthening
the state, coercion theorists shore up the legitimacy of the state’s penal power
even while they conceptually concede that the state could recede from the
market. In the end, I will argue that these efforts to defend what might be
called “Rawlsianism in One Country” represent a dead end and suggest that
this failure has important lessons for other egalitarian views that share its
conception of unconstrained sovereignty. Centering this view of political
power directs our attention away from other exercises of coercive authority
that the state cannot control, notably social norms, and delegitimizes forms
of political power actually in reach of ordinary citizens, such as participation
in social movements.

If sovereignty is understood as the omnicompetent authority to deter-
mine what transpires within state borders, then coercion is the sovereign’s
indispensable tool for wielding that power. I understand coercion to be that
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species of force which has the effect of securing compliance with some aims
through the threat of sanction.** Other forms of force, which might be called
direct applications of force, are those which don’t depend on my altering my
behavior in order to succeed. So, mugging me to get my wallet involves coer-
cion since I turn over the wallet in order to avoid being killed whereas simply
assassinating me without warning is a lot of bad things but does not coerce
me (it may, however, be coercive of others insofar as it is meant to intimi-
date, silence, etc.). Obviously, coercive force may depend on direct force for
its eflicacy; I comply with your coercive threat because I believe you have the
means and the will to use your direct force against me. Coercion is generally
more efficient than the simple use of direct force itself since it often requires
less effort to threaten consequences and secure compliance, and it is partly
this aspect that makes it so important to the political realm of coordinating
behavior in groups.

Coercion is undeniably important to states, then. But according to what
I'm calling coercion theory, what makes states unique is not their use of coer-
cion; rather, coercion theory asserts that the uniqueness of states stems from
their ability to legitimate this coercion by the state itself and other designated
agents. As a result, the scope of our obligations of justice is coextensive with
the scope of the state’s legitimate ability to coerce. In other words, when citi-
zens get the state to coerce other citizens, they are also obliged to be attentive
to the relative equality of those individuals if that coercion is to be justifiable.
Understanding justice in this way frames further questions in a particular
direction: Namely, in what kinds of relations do obligations of justice obtain?
And what kinds of relations must be formed to satisfy those obligations?

Coercion theory represents a particularly stark and distinctive example
of a larger family of egalitarian liberal views which offer similar answers to
these questions and which hold that there is necessarily a marked discon-
tinuity between domestic and international justice. Proponents of disconti-
nuity hold that there is something unalterably distinctive about the state that
ties the idea of justice to domestic institutions; this may be coercion, but it
may also be the public political culture or something else.?> Regardless of the
trait they hold to be distinctive, discontinuity theorists—coercion theorists
included—agree that we may have various moral obligations to others out-
side our borders; these obligations may even be significant and onerous, but
they will primarily be obligations of an apolitical and humanitarian kind.*®

As T've said, these discontinuity views face a potential tension between
their endorsement of sovereignty as a practical necessity and the normative
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values of freedom and justice that they want to promote. That tension reveals
itself with exemplary clarity in the work of coercion theorists, who endorse
two premises that are common within egalitarian liberal approaches to global
justice. First is the view that achieving justice is primarily a matter of having
the right kinds of institutions and so duties of justice for individuals prima-
rily concern compliance with institutional rules. This view, which I looked at
in chapter 4, echoes (often self-consciously) the argument for the necessity
of the sovereign state found in Kant’s political philosophy, so I will call it the
Kantian premise. For Kant, justice is characterized as the state of everyone
enjoying their rights through proper protection and enforcement of those
rights by the coercive institution of the state. Kant links rights to institutions
because he believes that an institution with universal jurisdiction in its ter-
ritory is a priori the only possible method of rights enforcement. His basic
point is that cases in which the rights of two individuals seem to conflict must
rationally admit of a definitive resolution; such a resolution is only possible
if everyone gives up their right to be judge of their own rights and delegates
this capacity to a single final authority—the state. For Kant, this is not a prob-
abilistic, empirical argument but a conceptual, a priori truth. The state is the
condition of possibility of justice, and so there can only be relations of justice
where institutions make authoritative decisions with no further possibility
of appeal.*” As Thomas Nagel writes in a seminal paper critical of global jus-
tice that structured much of the subsequent debate, “What creates the link
between justice and sovereignty is something common to a wide range of
conceptions of justice: they all depend on the coordinated conduct of large
numbers of people, which cannot be achieved without law backed up by a
monopoly of force”*® Note that this argument for an ultimate, omnicompe-
tent authority is not one that appeals only to liberal egalitarians, but echoes
other views that see sovereignty as necessary to politics. Strikingly, it justifies
a state monopoly of force with reference to its effects rather than to any pop-
ular authorization; in that, it structurally mirrors neoliberal justifications for
state coercion, which likewise see state power as justified by its capacity to
counter private coercion, regardless of whether the government is democrat-
ically authorized.

But this is only half the story. As we have already seen, coercion theorists
also endorse a second premise: that justice requires relative social equality.
Call this the egalitarian premise. Kant himself seems to have been content
to accept great inequality; rather than prescribe economic redistribution
to remedy the domination created by economic and social inequalities, he
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classed those who were economically dependent on others, including vir-
tually all women in his time, as “passive citizens” properly regarded as in-
capable of exercising their own political will.** This solution is found to be
insufficient once egalitarian liberals accept that inequality cannot always
be justified to the worst-off; for them, political institutions must operate so
that they preserve and reproduce a justifiable level of social and economic
equality. As Michael Blake writes, “The political and legal institutions we
share at the national level create a need for distinct forms of justification.
A concern with relative economic shares, I argue, is a plausible interpreta-
tion of liberal principles only when those principles are applied to individ-
uals who share liability to the coercive network of state governance.”*? This
links justice and coercive institutions in a quite different way than Kant did
since such equality is concerned with relative position (or at least the reason-
able expectation of it). This is an extremely important shift, as it means that
arguments about justice cannot be made completely a priori. Our duty of jus-
tice may still require living under a state and complying with its rules, as Kant
held, but the state now in turn must demonstrate its bona fides by showing
that it is actually capable not merely of resolving disputes between conflicting
rights but also of reproducing a permissible level of equality. This additional
requirement of justice changes the conceptual nature of states considerably
and stands in some tension with the first premise I've considered.

Because it concerns adopting rules that can reasonably be expected to
have an appropriately egalitarian outcome, this liberal framework stands in
tension with traditional understandings of state sovereignty. The approach
is “anti-sovereigntist” in the sense of placing exterior moral limits on state
action that are not simply self-limiting. By contrast, the Kantian premise
assumes sovereignty as supreme authority. As Blake puts it, “[The state] is
right, because it is final; it is not final because it is right”; any law with the
appropriate legal form defines right within its territory.#! The shift from
formal to substantive equality thus complicates the normativity of sover-
eignty significantly. Rawls makes this explicit in his Lectures on the History of
Moral Philosophy, where he asserts, “aliberal conception will deny that states
have the two traditional powers of sovereignty: the right to war to pursue
their own rational interests and the right to internal autonomy.*? Note how
broad the claim is; Rawls says any liberal view must limit the internal and
external sovereignty of states, constraining its purported omnicompetence
and setting up other values in opposition to its ultimate authority.** Once a
theory extends justice beyond the legal form of the state into a broader sense
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of relations, it will necessarily direct state action so as not to interfere with
the establishment of justice in civil society, limiting the state’s internal sov-
ereignty and potentially the circumstances under which war with internally
just states is permitted. When these kinds of limits are required, then sover-
eignty understood as an end in itself for states of all kinds must be renounced
by the theory; sovereign authority must be justified by reference to other
values and potentially balanced against other considerations, like human
rights.

The tension in justifying an ultimate omnicompetent authority on
grounds of both necessity and particular normative values confronts all the
views that counsel unconstrained sovereignty as the decisive tool to resist a
neoliberal global economy, with important implications for how individuals
should orient themselves. Kantian justice is easy to determine since it is a
matter of evaluating whether one’s actions comply with sovereign legislation.
In egalitarian liberal justice, on the other hand, the potential for a relation to
be justice-relevant is much greater because one cannot prejudge whether a
relation contributes to unacceptable relative inequality without examining
it in the context of all the other potentially justice-relevant relations in the
basic structure. Rawls suggests as much when he writes, “the spheres of the
political and the public, of the nonpublic and the private, fall out from the
content and application of the conception of justice and its principles. If the
so-called private sphere is alleged to be a space exempt from justice, then
there is no such thing”** From the perspective of this egalitarian premise, it
is not immediately obvious how supply chain consumers in the developed
world should be oriented to workers in the developing world that manufac-
ture their clothes; it is a partly empirical question whether these relations
are relevant to social justice, but it is conceptually possible that workers and
consumers should regard each other as political partners acting against a
common injustice, as I argue in chapter 5. This makes vivid the task of the
coercion theorist: to find a justification for sovereignty that conforms with
their egalitarian premise while still maintaining a strict domestic/interna-
tional divide.

Coercion and Necessity

In the ideal world described by coercion theorists, states should coerce only
their own citizens and those citizens thereby owe obligations of egalitarian
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justice only to each other, rendering domestic and international politics dis-
continuous realms.* Of course, as an empirical matter, states often coerce
noncitizens; in addition to the domestic case of resident aliens, states often
exert their power and influence internationally through war and other forms
of intervention. These cases have given rise to an important debate about
whether or not coercion can ever successfully ground discontinuity between
domestic and international politics.* In this section, I want to bracket that
question and argue that even domestically, the view that state sovereignty
necessarily defines political power fails to orient us effectively to economic
inequality and injustice. While coercion theory argues that state sovereignty
and distributive justice are necessarily coextensive, it focuses on an unjusti-
fiably narrow range of constraints on freedom, one surprisingly consistent
with both neoliberalism and libertarian defenses of sweatshops. Even on
those narrow grounds, because it aggrandizes the state, coercion theory
overlooks the essential role that norms play in sustaining political and so-
cial life—a recognition crucial to reorienting our view of neoliberalism, as
Iargued in chapter 1.

With respect to their understanding of how coercion violates freedom,
coercion theorists again see themselves as broadly in the Kantian tradition.
According to Michael Blake, coercion is objectionable because it violates
autonomy, which “reduces the will of one person to the will of another,
while Thomas Nagel asserts that coercion is objectionable because it “claims
our active cooperation” in some way without our so choosing.*” Coercion
theorists appeal here to a view of unfreedom not unlike the one articulated
by Hayek and Milton Friedman; coercion is presumptively wrong because
of how it forces us to choose something that we wouldn’t otherwise. What
distinguishes the state is its unique ability to justify and legitimate its coercion
successfully by returning freedom to its subjects, thereby redeeming its co-
ercive violations of freedom. Subjects of state coercion become the recipients
of justice so that as much autonomy as possible can be restored to them—and
to the extent that you can be held responsible for the state of which you are
citizen, you thereby acquire obligations of justice to others who are similarly
coerced. As Nagel puts it, “This complex fact—that we are both putative joint
authors of the coercively imposed system, and subject to its norms, that is,
expected to accept their authority even when the collective decision diverges
from our personal preferences—that creates the special presumption against
arbitrary inequalities in our treatment by the system.”* Note again that this
differs from Kant’s own argument for the state, which is an a priori argument
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for the state based on the conditions of possibility of freedom. Here we find
a posteriori justifications of the state which presume the existence of state
coercion and see that as orienting subsequent political action and duties; as
Blake puts it, “coercive enforcement might be legitimated with reference to
reciprocity—but the coercion itself begins our story, and we do well to keep it
in mind.”*° That priority of bare coercion is striking. What makes sovereignty
so normatively special that we should invariably orient our political relations
around it is not that it is legitimate, but that it is potentially legitimate. Where
Kant defends an account of the state that relies on pure practical reason, co-
ercion theorists must rely on some claim to practical efficacy in achieving
equality. Yet on their account, a proper orientation to politics centers even on
sovereigns that fail to achieve such equality, since they are the condition of
possibility of a fully political relation in which inequality can be unjust.

The political primacy of bare coercion places these egalitarian liberals
in some decidedly inegalitarian company. As I noted earlier, the forward-
looking component of this argument rests the legitimacy of sovereignty on
the consequences of its actions rather than, for example, on its democratic
credentials; in that way, it orients us to the state in a manner similar to Milton
Friedman’s ledger, which looks to the consequences of government action to
determine its legitimacy without regard for how the decision to act is arrived
at. Nagel does refer to subjects of sovereign power as “putative joint authors,”
but as I will discuss, this putative authorship requires only that the sover-
eign act in the name of its subjects, not that the subjects themselves have any
control over or democratic voice in the acts in question. Indeed, as we have
seen, Hayek suggests such voice may not even be desirable since benevo-
lent authoritarians can be more judicious in their use of force than a dem-
ocratic people and Friedman praises undemocratic 1980s Hong Kong as his
ideal state.

While coercion theories obviously depart from neoliberal thinking in de-
manding state action to achieve and preserve economic equality in order
to be legitimate, their view of the unfreedom that triggers this requirement
importantly echoes neoliberal market freedom. Blake’s view is representa-
tive. Blake grounds his overall account in autonomy, which he says entails
“more than the simple exercise of practical reasoning. It demands that the
set of options provide adequate materials within which to construct a plan
of life that can be understood as chosen rather than as forced upon us from
without”** In other words, freedom understood as full autonomy has ma-
terial preconditions that mere market freedom lacks; many things other
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than coercion can violate autonomy, including poverty. However, despite
this more robust account of freedom, Blake argues that it is state coercion
alone that orients us to others as fellow citizens and requires our relations to
be characterized by social justice. He writes, “Whether an individual faces a
denial of autonomy resulting from coercion cannot be read oft simply from
the number of options open to her. Coercion is not simply a matter of what
options are available; it has to do with the reasons the set of options is as
constrained as it is. Coercion is an intentional action, designed to replace the
chosen option with the choice of another”>! While coercion theorists believe
that citizens deserve to enjoy a wide range of options, that governments ought
to provide material benefits that help citizens learn how to choose well, and
so on, they also believe that the failure to ensure these things does not trigger
obligations of justice in the absence of state coercion.’ The more expansive
conception of autonomy is only relevant on the back end; what triggers the
demands of social justice on the front end remains “the coercive nature of the
laws, and not simply their effects upon welfare.”>* Violations of the freedom
to choose still orient us to the state, in the first instance. While the failure to
enjoy autonomy due to, for example, earning a subsistence wage may violate
one’s freedom, the only relationship that requires being oriented to that situa-
tion as a political problem is co-citizenship; the roles of consumer, employer,
and so on have no particular status here.

As a result, coercion theory orients us to transnational supply chains in a
way that startlingly resembles libertarian defenders of sweatshops. Consider
the workers who took jobs in the Rana Plaza factories that collapsed in 2013.
They accepted jobs with subsistence wages in dangerous conditions because
they were poor and had few other options. To use Blake’s terminology, we can
certainly say that these workers do not enjoy full autonomy, but were they
coerced into taking the job? As Benjamin Powell and Matt Zwolinski note,
“No participant in the current debate [about sweatshops] holds that typical
workers are coerced into taking sweatshop jobs”>* Under the definition of
coercion shared by Nagel, Blake, Hayek, and others, there is no coercion here
because no one has manipulated the wills of the individual workers in order
to force them to take the job; neither does any law force them to work there.
Consequently, making coercion the beginning of the story means that for co-
ercion theorists and libertarians alike, there’s no reason for developed world
consumers to be oriented to workers being forced to accept sweatshop jobs as
a political problem.>
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Now let’s consider the situation of the workers who noticed the cracks in
the factory building and entered anyway because a manager told them they
would be fired if they didn't get to work. Were they coerced? Powell and
Zwolinski conclude that, in such cases, what these workers are being asked to
do might be wrong but it is not a coercive demand. Notice their reasoning: “If
the demands above indeed qualify as coercive.. . . then so too does almost any
instance of an employer demanding her employee to X or else be fired—even
the demand that the employee show up regularly to work at the scheduled
time. If these are genuine examples of coercion, then coercion is every-
where in the workplace. And an account of coercion that has this implication
seems too overinclusive to be much use in moral theorizing”>® As I argued in
chapter 2 by reading the work of economist Ronald Coase against the grain,
it is absolutely correct to see that coercion is everywhere in the workplace;
that is a key part of why we should be oriented to transnational supply chains
as political entities. But coercion theorists, like libertarians, have to reject
this conclusion because they argue that coercive authority is uniquely tied to
the state.

Indeed, since poverty constrains autonomy without counting as coercion,
focusing on coercion makes it appear that laws to regulate sweatshops are a
bigger constraint on freedom than sweatshops themselves. Zwolinski writes,
“Poverty reduces a worker’s options, but so long as he is still free to choose
from among the set of options available to him, we will do him no favors
by reducing his options still further [through minimum wage legislation,
building safety regulation, and so on]. Indeed, to do so would be a further
form of coercion”” In other words, we have an apolitical, though perhaps
unfortunate, situation where individuals are exercising market freedom
until the state enters. On this view, workers who act collectively against their
employers may be engaged in economic bargaining, but absent state coercion
as a trigger, their contestation is not properly political; a developed world
consumer might take a humanitarian interest in the workers’ circumstances,
but there is no reason to see it as a shared political struggle. In light of their ar-
gument, coercion theorists have no choice but to agree with the libertarians’
description of the situation, though they will of course argue that coercively
enforced state regulations are a justifiable form of interference.



198 DISORIENTING NEOLIBERALISM

State Sovereignty and Social Order

What makes state coercion so different from other violations of autonomy
that it alone triggers duties of distributive justice and makes great inequality
impermissible? As described earlier, the argument is that state coercion is a
practically necessary condition of an ordered society, and that this necessity
is what generates special obligations of justice as a kind of recompense for
being subjected to that coercion. All other forms of coercion are in principle
unnecessary and so can be rectified through their cessation, but because
state coercion is necessary and cannot cease, its coercion can be rectified and
legitimized through distributive justice. As Blake puts it, “Since the institu-
tion of the state is not likely to disappear at any point soon, and because some
form of political coercion seems necessary for autonomous functioning,
I think we must instead seek principles by which state coercion could be jus-
tified.”>® The way Blake separates these clauses is a telling equivocation that
recalls neoliberal sociodicy. Do we need to justify the state because it is a
coercive apparatus that we seem stuck with, and living with an unjustified
imposition would be psychologically difficult? Or do we justify the state be-
cause it is actually necessary? Assuming that he means to put forward the
latter, the argument is that we all share something like a rational interest in
social order as a precondition to our other desires and consequently, state
coercion is necessary in practice to achieve social order.”® Since it is practi-
cally necessary, the bare existence of the sovereign does not need to be justi-
fied, but the particular laws it enforces do; only laws that produce appropriate
levels of equality can be justified to all who are subject to them. Notice the
Hobbesian dimension of the argument—not only does the practical impor-
tance of creating order ground the necessity of the sovereign, but the orienta-
tion that this argument produces is aptly pictured by the famous frontispiece
of Leviathan: citizens turned in the first instance to the sovereign as the head
of politics, their political equality a product not of their relation to each other
but of their mutual subjection.

Let us accept this view that the state is a practical necessity for the sake of
argument, though people have lived under various nonstate arrangements
for much of history.%* Note that accepting the practical necessity of state co-
ercion does not show that state coercion is a sufficient condition to create an
ordered society, so there may well be other necessary conditions to which
we should be oriented. It is plain, in fact, that state coercion is not suffi-
cient to create order. At least as necessary to the maintenance of order are
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the norms and practices of a society, as I showed Hegel and Rawls to argue
in chapter 3. For the most part, society continues in virtue of the fact that
its participants do not desire to stop its functioning. Yet in order to ground
the importance of unconstrained sovereignty, coercion theory overlooks the
crucial political importance of the practical acceptance of the legitimacy of
state coercion found in the everyday practices of citizens. Neither stage of
the coercion theorists’ argument—not the bare necessity of the sovereign nor
the justification of the particular sets of coercive laws enforced—makes any
reference to citizens as political agents or their actual acceptance of the state
and its laws; what matters is the nature of the state and not the actions of its
subjects. This leaves it vulnerable to neoliberals who are better attuned to
the practical limits of state power and the political importance of citizens’
self-conceptions. As Hayek puts it, “The basic source of social order, how-
ever, is not a deliberate decision to adopt certain common rules, but the ex-
istence among the people of certain opinions of what is right and wrong”®!
While the state has the capacity to coerce and control any single individual,
it cannot successfully coerce an entirely or even largely unwilling populace.
To be practically effective, most people have to want to comply and these so-
cially sustaining desires and behavioral regularities are reproduced through
social practices and norms, not through state coercion.

To focus entirely on the state’s relationship to violence and enforcement
produces a poor understanding of how society functions and badly orients
us to its institutions. This has not gone unnoticed by neoliberals themselves,
whose recognition that neoliberal subjects need to be produced makes them
more cognizant of the importance of social norms and practices. Though
it sits awkwardly with their association of politics with state coercion,
neoliberals do acknowledge that contracts and market exchanges need social
norms to work; no market can function if market-bypassing behavior like
fraud is pervasive.®? Indeed, as I argued in chapter 1, this grudging recog-
nition of the importance of social norms opens the way for a reorientation
that can facilitate resistance to neoliberalism. But coercion theorists deny
themselves this opportunity. If the reason for believing state coercion should
orient our politics and demands for justice is that it is necessary to create
order, then one could argue that the self-conceptions, norms, and practices
of ordinary citizens are just as important to defining the scope of politics
and justice because they are just as necessary. But if that’s so, then coercion
theorists have failed to identify anything unique about the state while con-
ceding to neoliberals both that the state’s primary function is to constrain
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freedom of choice through coercion and that the legitimacy of this coercion
rests on its having efficacious consequences rather than any democratic au-
thorization. Defining the state through its use of coercion doesn't even orient
us properly to the welfare state that these theorists seek to defend; a focus on
coercion obscures the other ways states wield political power as well as the
tremendous variety of social service and regulatory activities that states un-
dertake. Indeed, rendering such activities nonessential to the real business
of government further reinforces the neoliberal view that promotes limiting
government functions to the punitive sphere.

Monopoly and Legitimacy

Against my view that we should be oriented to the global economy as a polit-
ical realm saturated with coercive authority that crosses borders and which
should be contested through international movements that bring together
the workers and consumers subjected to transnational supply chains, rival
accounts argue that we should instead focus on domestic politics and resus-
citate state sovereignty as the essential tool for resisting neoliberalism. So far,
I've argued that views positing unconstrained sovereignty as a precondition
to politicizing and resisting neoliberal globalization face a tension between
the asserted necessity of unconstrained sovereignty and the normative values
of justice and freedom that they seek to promote. I've shown that coercion
theory tries to resolve this tension by making sovereignty necessary for social
order, but that it fails to do so because the argument relies on a fatally incom-
plete social theory. This failure is consequential because, in orienting their
conception of politics around state coercion, theorists like Nagel and Blake
reinforce key elements of neoliberalism. Not every conception of sovereignty
faces these problems, but in the remainder of this chapter, I want to show how
these problems are endemic to arguments that assert both that politics and
unconstrained sovereignty are coextensive and that politics is the proper do-
main in which to advance freedom and justice. Recall that sovereignty here
is understood as the state’s ultimate, omnicompetent authority; while these
authors seek to empower the state in order to promote particular values, to
do so, they first establish that state power is conceptually unconstrained by
those values or any others. Recall how Bickerton and Tuck talk about the
state’s unconstrained power alleviating citizens’ feeling of powerlessness and
Wendy Brown’s objection that neoliberalism “wholly abandons the project
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of individual or collective mastery of existence.”®* These claims suggest the
powerful appeal of envisioning the state as an institution capable of control-
ling everything that happens in its territory, especially when neoliberals pro-
mote the very unpredictability of market outcomes as their signal virtue.5*
In light of this desire for sovereignty as a means of control, it’s notable that
Nagel asserts the possibility of justice depends on “law backed up by a mo-
nopoly of force”®> Nagel’s phrase, of course, recalls Max Weber’s definition
of the state in “Politics as a Vocation” as “a human community that (suc-
cessfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a
given territory”®® Weber elaborates: “The state is considered the sole source
of the ‘right’ to use violence. Hence, ‘politics’ for us means striving to share
power or striving to influence the distribution of power, either among states
or among groups within a state”®” This offers a different and perhaps more
promising way of making politics and state sovereignty coextensive; rather
than define the state by its necessity to creating order, Weber argues that “one
can define the modern state sociologically only in terms of the specific means
peculiar to it,” not its end.®® What makes sovereignty definitive of politics is
its monopoly on the use of force itself, not any order-creating end for which
it has purportedly acquired this monopoly. What’s more, Weber’s definition
of the state incorporates successful claims to legitimacy, which appears to
address the importance of individuals actually desiring and participating in
the daily reproduction of their society, which coercion theorists overlooked.
Yet despite these advantages, Weber’s view doesn’t solve the problems
faced by those who insist neoliberalism can only be resisted through the sov-
ereign state. First, Weber’s claim that the right to force always derives from
the state depoliticizes the economy by positioning it as a place where force
only exists as a result of the state’s withdrawal; particularly when invoked as
a failsafe tool against neoliberalism, it inflates the state’s power by suggesting
that it can unilaterally determine market outcomes while depoliticizing the
market by not seeing the coercion that noncontingently has its home there.
Second, it implies that government force is essentially homogenous—that all
those subject to it stand in the same relation to it. But this assumption is dan-
gerous and can facilitate policies that reinforce existing unjust inequalities,
contrary to the aims of those invoking sovereignty. Ultimately, Weber’s view
preserves the tension between exercising sovereign power and its underlying
legitimating values that characterizes all these views; the state’s claim to mo-
nopolize force in its territory counterfactually endows the state with uncon-
strained power that resists any limits that would legitimate it. In particular,
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defining the state by its monopoly on legitimate violence supports sover-
eignty understood as an omnicompetent, ultimate authority but hollows out
claims that this is legitimate because it constitutes a form of popular sover-
eignty. The conceptions of the people that result from trying to marry these
ideas oscillate between making state power the people’s in name only and
assuming a homogenous, prepolitical people that matches the homogenous
relationship citizens are imagined to have to state violence.

To show this, I want to reflect on what it means to monopolize force.
Though it’s now familiar, the idea of a monopoly on the legitimate use of
physical force is a peculiar idea. To say that the state can determine what force
is legitimate assumes that the state is capable of preventing or punishing un-
authorized violence; repeated, visible failures to do so ensure the state’s claim
to monopoly will fail. In other words, other forces exist within its borders
only through the state’s tolerance of them; the state must be endowed with
the unlimited powers that sovereignty protects, lest some other force have
more resources at its disposal by virtue of being unconstrained. So states
need to establish an overwhelming capacity for force in order for questions
about legitimacy to be in order. But that means the violence establishing state
capacity precedes questions of legitimacy and is in a sense prepolitical; it is
bare violence. Unsurprisingly, this echoes the way coercion theory defends
the state’s existence as practically necessary in a way that initiates politics
but isn’t itself political. Nagel clearly recognizes the character of this move-
ment of thought. In his view, this shows that “the path from anarchy to jus-
tice must go through injustice” since the task of establishing a monopoly
requires wielding force that cannot yet be legitimated.® Kant is likewise clear
in Perpetual Peace that the formation of government, however it occurs, is “a
great step . .. taken toward morality (though it is not yet a moral step).””° This
reliance on prepolitical force that stands outside of legitimation at the same
time that it establishes the possibility of political legitimacy is inherent in the
idea of a monopoly that can be the “sole source” of right and politics.

One effect of this equation of politics with a sovereign state that can com-
prehensively determine what force is allowed within its territory is an orien-
tation that again neglects how coercive authority might structure other areas
of life and thereby helps naturalize inequality in those areas. These theories
are consequently ill-equipped to help us see coercion in the economy as an-
ything other than incidental, which suggests that they are not well-placed
to defend distributive justice against a neoliberalism that likewise enjoins
us to see the market as a space of freedom and the government as reducible
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to violence. Coercion theorists again offer a particularly clear illustration
of this, here in their accounts of property and trade. Domestically, Michael
Blake writes, “Real property in the United States must be—in theory, if not
in legal practice—traced back to an original grant from the sovereign for it
to be legally cognizable as property””! While coercion theorists intend for
this to give property a political basis, its effect is to orient us away from ec-
onomic power in the marketplace, effectively making economic issues only
derivatively political. Within the state, struggles about ownership, working
conditions, wages, and the scope of an employers” authority are never re-
ally fights directly between employer and employees or between classes
but rather are ultimately efforts by two sides to appeal to the sovereign to
make a determination in their favor; we can always interpret the sovereign’s
failure to intervene as a kind of implicit legitimation of the balance of forces.
What’s more, by exaggerating the sovereign’s power in order to establish
the supremacy of politics over economics, coercion theory lends itself to
overlooking the ways that economic power invariably shapes the exercise
of political power. Even beyond the general influence of money in politics,
sovereigns themselves directly acquire debt and sovereignty itself being
bought and sold is not a historical anomaly.”?

Internationally, coercion theory turns the global economy into a politics-
free zone by asserting that (a) international trade exists as a result of
agreements between sovereign states and (b) since no one is sovereign over
those states, their agreements cannot be matters of justice. Nagel writes, “I
doubt that the rules of international trade rise to the level of collective ac-
tion needed to trigger demands for justice, even in diluted form. The rela-
tion remains essentially one of bargaining, until a leap has been made to
the creation of collectively authorized sovereign authority . . . contracts be-
tween sovereign states have no such background [of collectively imposed
property and tax law]: They are ‘pure’ contracts, and nothing guarantees the
justice of their results””® Coercion theorists here essentially replicate the
neoliberal view of complex social organizations as entirely reducible to a
nexus of individual contracts. This does not mean that they are completely
free from normative evaluation. Nagel notes that “even self-interested bar-
gaining between states should be tempered by considerations of humanity”
and Blake concedes that “international practices can indeed be coercive—
we might understand certain sorts of exploitative trade relationships under
this heading, and so a theory concerned with autonomy must condemn
such relationships”’* Nevertheless, the global economy is not properly
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understood as political because the coercive practices found in the global
economy are contingent and we should consequently be oriented to them
primarily as matters that concern us as humanitarians rather than as political
agents. The aggrandizement of state power by coercion theorists thus offers
little help in understanding neoliberal forms of governmentality like trans-
national supply chains or export processing zones and works to depoliticize
economic development.

These problems stem from being oriented to the global economy as
a threat coming from outside politics rather than as a set of political
arrangements with a political genesis. Consequently, they are not limited
to coercion theorists, but shared by all the views that define sovereignty as
unconstrained, omnicompetent power. Weber says politics occurs “either
among states or among groups within a state,” which leaves no conceptual
space for transnational supply chains or the social movements that con-
test them. Weber’s definition of politics does allow for the international
economy to be a matter of politics but reduces it to a contest for power be-
tween states, without regard for its differential effects among citizens. This
isn't incidental to the framework; orienting politics around unconstrained
sovereignty means that the only real international politics is a nationalist
competition between states. Much as Bernie Sanders sometimes implicitly
pits US workers against Chinese workers, Richard Tuck’s sovereignty-based
argument for Lexit denies that the British working class has any reason to ally
with, for example, the Polish working class; what matters in the first instance
is the former reasserting their right not to share territory with the latter. By
focusing on unconstrained sovereignty, we orient ourselves away from the
different political statuses of classes and groups within the state; from the
perspective of a Weberian orientation, what matters is that they are all ulti-
mately vulnerable to violence and subject to the state’s monopoly over it. This
purportedly homogenous relation to the state has profound implications for
invocations of popular sovereignty, as I explore in the next section.

The Effects of Depoliticization

I want to reiterate that my criticism here concerns views that see sover-
eignty as an appealing lever against neoliberalism precisely because it is
unconstrained, but as I noted earlier, these are not the only views of sover-
eignty possible. For example, Jean Cohen argues that sovereignty remains an
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important defense against imperialism, but asserts that “the absolutist con-
ception of sovereignty . .. has long since been abandoned” and that “limited
sovereignty is not an oxymoron.””> This acceptance of constraint is internal
to Cohen’s conception of sovereignty; she writes, “The discourse of popular
sovereignty implies that government is representative government. Precisely
because sovereignty is a relational concept, it cannot be located in any po-
litical body.””® In Cohen’s view, it is not the state itself that is sovereign and
so the state’s capacity is neither conceptually nor practically unconstrained.
Cohen’s view of sovereignty as constrained and relational consequently
stands in very different relation to international politics; ultimately, while it
maintains a domestic/international divide, it does not naturalize this divide
and to some extent even prioritizes international politics over the domestic.
She writes, “The mere fact that there are rules obligating states or rules that
ascribe competence over what were once considered internal matters to su-
pranational bodies does not mean that states are no longer sovereign, for it
is the rules of international law that tell us in what sovereignty consists”””
On this conception, transnational structures like the European Union may
be flawed but they are not constitutively opposed to sovereignty and may be
fashioned into useful tools for realizing democratic values.”®

By contrast, for views that defend sovereignty as ultimate and omnicom-
petent state authority, international law can only ever be a constraint. As
I've shown, the defense of unconstrained sovereignty against neoliberalism
makes force the defining feature of the state and posits a homogenous rela-
tionship between citizens and state violence. But though the state is defined
by force, that force can be legitimized by associating it with popular sover-
eignty. But who are the people, on this view? As Nagel puts it, they are “pu-
tative joint authors of the coercively imposed system.””” But because of how
defenses of sovereignty prioritize bare force, their putative authorship comes
after they are coerced, not before. As a result, their authorship has more to
do with how the sovereign regards them than how they regard themselves.
One can see this in Nagel's odd claim that “if a colonial or occupying power
claims political authority over a population, it purports not to rule by force
alone. It is providing and enforcing a system of law that those subject to it
are expected to uphold as participants, and which is intended to serve their
interests even if they are not its legislators.”® In other words, what makes this
a political relationship has nothing to do with those who are ruled, but the
self-description of the sovereign as ruling in their name. On this account,
the orientation and duties of citizens to each other are no different under
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colonial rule than in a democratic state; both entail what Nagel calls the “spe-
cial involvement of agency or the will that is inseparable from membership in
a political society”8!

This homogenous account of political relations under an unconstrained
sovereign empties the content of the “popular” in “popular sovereignty.
Ironically, this thin, homogenous characterization of the people who legit-
imize such sovereignty makes it all the more important to distinguish be-
tween insiders and outsiders. It’s not a coincidence that immigration thus
becomes a flashpoint. Tuck’s case for Lexit makes this explicit. He writes,
“The left should also appreciate that the traditional heart of modern left-wing
politics, a planned welfare state, is rendered virtually impossible if Britain
stays in the EU, since no one will have any idea of the population numbers
in the United Kingdom even in the near future. This is an illustration of the
way the free movement of people, as well as of goods and capital, in the EU
almost necessarily entrenches markets rather than collective planning”®?
When they see unconstrained sovereignty as the best way to fight neoliber-
alism, purportedly left-wing arguments for Brexit end up in the same place as
the right-wing arguments they are meant to be distinguished from: in favor
of closing borders. This follows from the nationalism of the underlying con-
ception of politics; rich and poor Britons are united by being subjected to the
same monopoly on force while the working classes in the United Kingdom
and Poland, lacking a common sovereign, have no fundamentally political
relation. And who is it precisely that counts as a member of the British people
that is a deserving recipient of state welfare? What is it rich and poor Britons
share? Surely not equal opportunities to exercise sovereign power. Despite
the official lack of cultural or racial content in the citizenship relation, such
categories are often employed here to fill the gap.%

Consider the so-called Windrush generation who came to the United
Kingdom from the Caribbean after World War II. Many were children who
accompanied parents that moved for work and more than 50,000 of them
have been long-term residents of the United Kingdom for decades; their
residency was authorized by the 1971 Immigration Act and many did not
even know that they were not technically British citizens. But under poli-
cies implemented by Theresa May, first as Home Secretary and then, after
the Brexit vote, as prime minister, the UK government began to deny them
government services, jail them in detention centers, and deport them to
countries of which they had little or no memory.3* Much like so-called
DREAMers or DACA recipients in the United States, these people have
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ambiguous political status but in both cases, the same governments that
promote sovereign autarky decided in favor of resolving that ambiguity
through closure when it comes to groups that are racially coded.

States have an interest in making the claim to monopoly on legitimate
force because it contributes to the practical consolidation of their power.
But that is not a reason for people with an interest in resisting neolib-
eralism to accede to this claim. States do not have monopolies on force
for the same reason that they are not sufficient to create order; there are
some forces in politics that they cannot defeat or eliminate, actually or
counterfactually. In particular, many social norms cannot be eliminated
through applications of force; they have to be replaced by other norms,
which the state itself cannot accomplish on its own. But as I've argued,
such norms are at the heart of political life and are essential to achieving
and maintaining equal status. Given the great force at the hands of most
states, the state can surely control any given individual. Social norms, how-
ever, are distributed throughout society in such a fashion that coercing
any single individual is all but irrelevant. Even more efficient than the
threat of incarceration by the state, which can be costly, can be the threat
of sanctions by peers, who each need only exert a small effort in order to

t.85 The confusion is that states are

have a cumulatively devastating effec
good at killing people—the best around, even today—but that does not
mean we should be oriented to them as the sole source of legitimate force.

The claim that other forms of force exist only at the sufferance of the
state does not survive reflection when we consider the social practices
that shape our lives. Racism and sexism—or, more generally, social
practices of race, gender, and sexuality—are coercive. But could a state
counterfactually eliminate such norms, and thereby retain its monopoly?
Or must democracy and civil society—and with them, a less-sovereign-
centered and more pluralist conception of politics—enter into the picture
not just as the passive recipients of state force but also as an active contrib-
utor that is equally necessary? After all, the task of changing norms can
be slow, complicated work—a long process of changing minds and habits
of which altering state-sanction-based cost/benefit calculations is only
one part. Effectively changing norms means, among other things, that
sanctions also have to come from social peers; there is a need for collec-
tive political action.®® For example, challenging white supremacy in this
country made crucial advances with the passage of the Civil Rights Act
of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, but such institutional reforms
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did not end racist patterns of coercive behavior nor could they do so. That
work requires a continuing social movement to accomplish, as the Black
Lives Matter movement has sought to do. Such practices are of course
mutable and the state can play a role in changing them. But in no kind
of plausible counterfactual world can the state alone be imagined to end
them by fiat; their constitutively political nature and potential legitimacy
is not derivative of the state’s. Neoliberals see this limit to the state’s power
as evidence that the market must be left to its own devices—and if that
means people choose to live in whites-only neighborhoods, then that is
unfortunate but there is no alternative. Those who want to resist neolib-
eralism through sovereignty, on the other hand, want to rule out such an
inegalitarian outcome but lack the resources to do so because they cannot
account for the political importance of citizens’ dispositions and habitual
attitudes toward each other.

By offering justifications for unconstrained sovereignty in the hope
of defending domestic social democracy where it exists, these theorists
counterproductively affirm the oppressive exercise of coercive state power
and render themselves unable to analyze the neoliberal politics under-
mining the redistributive policies they want to preserve. Their focus on
state sovereignty as a homogenous source of power ignores the differen-
tial impact of coercive relations that such practices entail. For example,
women of color bear a disproportionate burden of violence in the United
States. Many communities of color are reluctant to call the police to stop
partner abuse and other coercive acts because they experience state force
directly in police brutality and elsewhere; some women of color in such
communities who are victims of domestic violence then become caught
on the horns of a dilemma—to potentially experience great violence by the
state or remain subject to local force and patriarchal violence.®” Theories
that respond to this injustice by granting the state further powers or duties
cannot effectively orient us. Yet the concept of a monopoly of force hides
these important differential experiences, giving institutional membership
in the state a particularly untextured import by refusing the possibility
of justice-relevant distinctions among relations; centering unconstrained
state sovereignty in our resistance to neoliberalism thus orients us away
from important forms of injustice. The problem is not just that shoring up
the legitimacy of sovereign force in order to resist neoliberalism will make
no sense to Black Lives Matter activists protesting police brutality. It is
also that theorists of unconstrained sovereignty have no way of orienting
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themselves to such social movements since their political power is not
well conceptualized as deriving from the sovereign. Considering such
movements in our theorizing is important because without them, the
values we promote will not be realized.®® Consequently, I complete my ac-
count of an effective orientation to the global economy in the conclusion
by showing how participation in social movements can help us meet the
demands of justice and express freedom in an unjust world.






Conclusion

Freedom and Resentment Amid Neoliberalism

In developing my account of freedom, I've emphasized how our actions and
attitudes are shaped by unjust circumstances, which they tend to reproduce.
Mindful of that, I want to begin this concluding chapter by reflecting briefly
on the circumstances that have shaped my own thinking and the field of ar-
gument that I am contributing to. Reflecting on the forces which have shaped
you can be an experience of freedom, and in some respects, this book is it-
self the product of such a process. But I have no doubt that in the arguments
made here, I have reproduced the imperfections of the movements that T have
participated in as well as added some imperfections of my own. My hope is
that others take up these arguments and negate them in turn in a spirit of
solidarity so that we can better understand what justice requires of us today.
In the first instance, I became an activist against supply chain injustices
as a college student. Jarred out of my habits by the beginning of freshman
year, I looked for familiarity and found that the only other student on campus
from my high school was involved in labor activism; within a month, largely
due to the contingency of this social network connection, I was participating
in protests to demand that the school publicly disclose the locations of the
factories that made its licensed apparel. I quickly found that my participation
in this movement was meaningful and helped me to put my other activities in
perspective. After graduation, I worked full time as an organizer for United
Students Against Sweatshops for a few years before deciding to attend grad-
uate school. Studying political theory, I encountered the burgeoning litera-
ture in global justice and was surprised by what I found. The kinds of debates
and demands for justice that I saw theorists considering didn’t track my expe-
rience of the global justice movement, where people tended to be much more
concerned about the distribution and abuses of power than, for example,
the viability of global luck egalitarianism. This divergence was deepened
when al Qaeda’s attack on the World Trade Center led activist attention to
focus on protesting the Bush administration’s invasions of Afghanistan and
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Iraq. The 1999 WTO protests in Seattle, as well as the subsequent protests of
International Monetary Fund and World Bank meetings that followed, had
very effectively raised questions of global justice and politicized neoliber-
alism, demonstrating publicly that the global economy is the product of con-
testable political decisions.! As the “War on Terror” proceeded, philosophers
continued to debate global inequality, but many of the voices that might have
drawn their attention to the specific injustices and violence generated by ne-
oliberal political and economic institutions were otherwise occupied. This
book is very much a product of my own dawning realization of how I un-
derstood these circumstances and my actions within them rather than an at-
tempt to develop action-guiding principles through philosophical reflection
independent of politics.

The egalitarian liberalism I encountered in graduate school is one of the
most extensively developed political theories of the past century. By making
unjustified inequality the paradigm of injustice, it should be well placed to
critique a neoliberal world of widening inequality, but it has largely failed to
develop an effective orientation to the global economy. Susan Buck-Morss
offers an explanation in keeping with W. E. B. Du Bois’s insights about the
epistemic disadvantage of having oppressive power. She writes, “Rather
than collective wisdom being the product of civilizational dominance, these
two variables may well be inversely correlated: The greater the power a civ-
ilization wields in the world, the less capable its thinkers may be to recog-
nize the naiveté of their own beliefs’? In other words, it is because of the
veil that accompanied Western power and prosperity that Rawls’s two prin-
ciples of justice could have appeared to affirm the basic structure of really
existing American society rather than requiring a transformation of it. As
neoliberalism became hegemonic, the legacy of postwar wealth made it pos-
sible for those on one side of the veil to see widening inequality as an unfor-
tunate deviation from the norm. But the 2008 financial crisis jarred many
from this habitual understanding of our institutions, opening up possibili-
ties for new actions as well as new modes of legitimation, both progressive
and reactionary. I've offered an account of freedom that can help orient us
to each other in a way that facilitates resistance to neoliberal inequality and
promotes equality, but the disposition to solidarity that I propose is obvi-
ously not how most people have responded to this political moment; the Tea
Party movement has arguably proven even more consequential than Occupy
Wall Street, for example. In chapter 6, I argued that attempts to resist neolib-
eralism by appealing to unconstrained state sovereignty badly orient us to
our circumstances and are likely to be counterproductive. Here, I conclude
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my account by, first, analyzing other widespread orientations that appear to
break with neoliberalism but which are more likely to reinforce it, including
reactionary resentment and humanitarian concern. Second, I explain how
and why the disposition to solidarity can become widespread through par-
ticipation in social movements. As my own story attests, people do not need
to be moved to action in the first instance by deeply held convictions or well-
formulated principles in order to find these experiences of solidarity mean-
ingful and emancipatory.

Circuits of Pity and Resentment

Instead of solidarity, many have responded to widening neoliberal inequality
with reactionary resentment or compassionate concern. These orientations
have been effective in the sense that they have successfully galvanized pop-
ular social and political movements that have adopted them in the years
since the financial crisis, but as I will argue, they are not effective orientations
for resisting neoliberalism. First, the past decade has seen the resurgence of
a reactionary orientation that departs from neoliberal forms of justification
while nevertheless legitimizing its institutions. This way of seeing rejects
the neoliberal sociodicy that reconciles its subjects to the experience of ec-
onomic precarity by offering them assurance that markets make everyone
winners in the long run; in its place, this reactionary orientation defiantly
asserts the justice of a world in which there are definite winners and losers
and provides some assurance that its adherents are, if not winners them-
selves, at least on the side of the winners. That assurance is typically provided
by an overtly nationalist claim with clear racial implications. We can see the
global popularity of such an appeal in the ascendance of a right-wing xen-
ophobia that targets immigrants and minorities but which accepts or even
embraces elements of the economic elite. Consider the way that the popular
politics of Donald Trump rhetorically breaks from a neoliberal orientation
while reinforcing most of its institutions. Trump’s embrace of the “birther”
conspiracy that claimed Barack Obama was not a natural-born citizen of the
United States launched his political career by making it clear that from his
perspective, not all citizens of the United States are “real Americans.” Trump’s
promise has been to ensure that the economy’s “winners” are real Americans,
who belong at the top of a global hierarchy. Trump’s view departs from neo-
liberalism in connecting market outcomes with merit—he wants to see the
people who deserve to win be the winners—but sticks close to neoliberalism
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in suggesting that the best way to see who deserves to win is generally by
seeing who has already won; under normal circumstances, wealth is pre-
sumptively justified as evidence of previous victories.>

How then can Trump’s orientation explain why many real Americans who
deserve to be winners seem to have been denied their birthright? On this
view of the global economy, the United States has been a loser because its
trading partners are cheating; that’s why the actual winners aren't always
the deserved winners. In a reactionary orientation, Americans ought to see
workers in China and Bangladesh as our opponents in a zero-sum game;
the explanation for the unfair, “rigged” outcomes in the US economy is that
some foreigners are taking advantage of us, whether by breaking the rules of
trade or by sneaking into the country.* These accusations of unfairness are
often underwritten by a sense of racial hierarchy, as Trump made explicit
in the bigoted comments about Mexico with which he launched his presi-
dential campaign.® This orientation does not leave neoliberal policy totally
untouched; the Trump administration’s moves to raise tariffs on Chinese
goods to advance the interests of particular industries do depart from ne-
oliberal orthodoxies.® But this scapegoating also acts as a kind of release
valve. By orienting us to entire nations as winner or losers, it directs atten-
tion away from the inequalities within countries, allowing Americans to
identify as winners and overlooking how, for example, Chinese trade rules
do not uniformly benefit everyone in China. A nationalist orientation not
only badly orients us to multinational corporations and their global supply
chains by identifying them exclusively with a particular country, but it also
overlooks the way that neoliberal policies make it all but impossible for
some people and communities ever to become “winners.” Such an orienta-
tion thus perpetuates the inequality brought about by neoliberalism by nat-
uralizing a hierarchy of winners and losers as the appropriate state of the
world.” This organizes widely felt resentment at an unfair system by directing
anger at “rightful” losers who refuse to accept their place, such as by pub-
licly objecting to the race and gender hierarchies that have so long been used
to identify winners. While such an orientation is plainly incompatible with
egalitarian convictions, many Americans have found it to be a plausible way
of making sense of a world in which the rise of supply chains has contributed
to wage stagnation and the erosion of global labor standards. Yet to the extent
it allows them to identify as winners while legitimating the institutions that
continue to sustain enormous inequalities, this orientation does not facilitate
actions that will bring about the conditions its adherents desire.
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Another alternative orientation rejects the reactionary pleasure of looking
on the world’s “losers” as confirmation of one’s own status as a “winner,” but
instead attends to them with concern for their suffering. A diverse coalition
converges on the idea that we should conceive of our duties to distant others
primarily as a humanitarian moral duty. Among them are liberal egalitarians
who reject the idea of duties of international justice, a group I considered
in chapter 6. For them, there is no such thing as “global justice” or an in-
ternational politics of freedom; instead, they support engagement on the
basis of a disinterested and humanitarian sympathy.® The group also includes
thinkers like Richard Rorty, Stephen K. White, and Peter Singer, who em-
phasize understanding our shared vulnerability to suffering or death as the
key to orienting us to injustice generally.” A leading promoter of this ori-
entation in recent years has been the “effective altruism” movement, which
tries to improve the efficiency of charitable giving and altruistic concern
more generally.!® Singer famously analogizes the situation of the global
poor to a drowning child, arguing we have a duty to act because of their suf-
fering. Shared interests with drowning strangers are irrelevant; rather than
embracing the solidaristic slogan “An Injury to One is an Injury to All” he
might say, “An Injury to Anyone is An Injury”—it should be attended to re-
gardless of institutional context. For this reason, despite the deep and impor-
tant differences among these accounts, I treat them together as promoting
humanitarian concern as the appropriate response to events like the Tazreen
fire and Rana Plaza collapse.

Political solidarity and humanitarian concern lead to very different
orientations to international politics. Humanitarian concern directs us to at-
tend to distant others as victims of a violation; we care for them not because
of who or what caused the violation, but in virtue of their suffering. Political
solidarity, by contrast, disposes us to see them as partners in efforts to re-
place or reform institutions to which we are both subjected in different ways.
In addition, acting on the basis of humanitarian concern leads to particular
self-conceptions on the part of the agent—when there are significant dis-
parities in power at work, as there are in many forms of international injus-
tice, humanitarianism can easily lead us to identify ourselves as benevolent
paternalists acting in the best interests of our object of concern while polit-
ical solidarity calls for deference and the identification of shared interests.

Rorty is quite clear about the imperial structure of this orientation. His
conception of solidarity is explicitly meant to promote “the ethnocentrism
of a ‘we’ (‘we liberals’) which is dedicated to enlarging itself, to creating an
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ever larger and more variegated ethnos”!! This reference to ethnocentric en-
largement is entirely consistent with an orientation that emphasizes one’s
own agency while minimizing the agency of the oppressed. The privileged—
liberals, in Rorty’s telling—are the ones who must act while the suffering and
humiliated others are acted upon; their only possible contribution to the en-
largement of the ethnos is to accept it. An orientation to pity thus directs
us away from the voice and agency of the oppressed, making an attitude of
partnership difficult to maintain. As Jennifer Rubenstein documents, this
orientation leads its adherents to see themselves as “heroic rescuers,” special
protagonists in an unfeeling world who are helping the helpless.!? The ap-
peal of such a self-understanding in a neoliberal context is obvious; neolib-
eral institutions really do constrain people and habituate them to prioritize
self-interest, so to experience empathetic agency can feel like a break from
prevailing ways of being.

However, it is important to remember that there are good reasons for the
oppressed to be suspicious about acting in solidarity with those who have
benefited from their oppression. Many Bangladeshi workers are justifiably
suspicious of US consumers given the history of American imperialism and
the continuing power disparity between parties. My conception of solidarity
can alleviate some of these worries while an emphasis on humanitarian con-
cern may deepen them.!® Individuals disposed to solidarity in my sense un-
derstand their actions as political interventions that also promote their own
interest, not as altruistic charity; this can lead privileged parties to articulate
nonpaternalistic and self-interested reasons for their actions, which in turn
makes it easier for workers to challenge the privileged when they overstep
their appropriate role. By contrast, a humanitarian orientation more closely
resembles the ethical sourcing approach that lets supply chain managers treat
workers as the objects of concern rather than partners in reform; because hu-
manitarian concern directs us away from the causes of injustice to the fact of
suffering itself, it can reinforce institutional hierarchies that thwart freedom.

If the reactionary orientation doesn’'t turn out to be an alternative to neo-
liberalism because it ultimately legitimizes existing hierarchies, the human-
itarian orientation likewise doesn’t provide an alternative to neoliberalism
because it too incorporates those hierarchies into the self-understanding it
promotes, with varying degrees of explicitness. Orienting an approach to
global injustice around the suffering of others and reserving political agency
for the privileged can lead humanitarians to tolerate or even valorize neolib-
eral inequality because of how some of the wealthy make use of their power.
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For example, Singer writes, “It isn’t clear that making the rich richer without
making the poor poorer has bad consequences, overall. It increases the
ability of the rich to help the poor, and some of the world’s richest people, in-
cluding Bill Gates and Warren Buffett, have done precisely that”!* Similarly,
William MacAskill, cofounder of the effective altruist movement, inverts
Occupy’s focus on American inequality between the “1%” and the “99%” and
instead emphasizes that many working class and middle class Americans are
themselves the “Global 1%.” Where Occupy sought a more egalitarian so-
ciety, MacAskill happily notes, “The fact that we’ve found ourselves at the top
of the heap, globally speaking, provides us with a tremendous opportunity to
make a difference”!® Rather than seek to change the structures that generate
this inequality, MacAskill encourages altruists to pursue lucrative careers in
finance and consulting (with sales and marketing as less lucrative back-up
options for those who lack math skills) so that they can donate more money
to humanitarian charities.!® As one effective altruist puts it, “Earning a lot of
money is another way of doing good in the world1”

Humanitarian concern thus tends to emphasize and reinforce the
differences between the privileged and the oppressed rather than any shared
benefits or interests. Indeed, Singer goes so far as to claim that all Americans
have reliable access to quality health care in order to highlight the importance
of providing health care in Africa and Haiti.!® This represents a great missed
opportunity. Rather than emphasizing a common interest in the provision of
health care that might motivate a coalition of those demanding better health
care that stretches across national boundaries, Singer suggests that poorer
Americans should minimize their own interests in favor of attending to those
of distant others who are even worse off.! This is more likely to foster resent-
ment than solidarity. If we perceive distant others as akin to drowning chil-
dren, we will never expect to see any return or benefit from our assistance and
consequently will be more likely to perceive only the costs of our action—
and perhaps less likely to act.?® As Singer himself writes, “Asking people to
give more than almost anyone else risks turning them off, and at some level
might cause them to question the point of striving to live an ethical life at
all” We can see here how humanitarian and reactionary orientations form
a circuit: humanitarian demands produce resentment that fuels adoption of
the reactionary orientation, which encourages people to be angry at “losers”
who are concerned about undeserved disadvantage; humanitarians, in turn,
can feel their righteous acts are validated by the reactionaries” ostentatious
indifference to others. Singer recognizes his view can provoke a backlash but



218 DISORIENTING NEOLIBERALISM

his solution is simply to ask people to do less than he believes justice requires;
since they can’'t handle the truth, he suggests, “we should advocate a level of
giving that will lead to a positive response,” even though this will lead people
to wrongly affirm themselves as just.?!

This ad hoc response does not address the underlying problem. Consider
estimates that as many as 2.4 million US workers lost work as a result of im-
port growth from China between 1999 and 2011.?2 The reactionary orienta-
tion sees this as a zero-sum competition that the United States has unfairly
lost, but the humanitarian orientation does little better; it gives its adherents
nothing to say to these workers that is likely to move them to action or draw
them away from a reactionary orientation that can at least articulate their
grievances. From the perspective of humanitarianism, the poverty alleviated
by growing wealth in China is more significant than the suffering inflicted by
lost jobs in the United States. This suffering can also make unemployed US
workers an object of humanitarian concern, but it gives the workers them-
selves no way to conceive of their own agency nor any reason to think that
they have any shared interests with Chinese workers that would lead them to
perceive each other as partners rather than opponents. Here again we see the
humanitarian and reactionary orientations forming a circuit.

This is not a small problem, but gets to the heart of what it means to be
effectively oriented to the global economy today. According to Christoph
Lanker and Branko Milanovic, the story of the global economy over the past
generation is summarized by what’s come to be called an “elephant graph”
of global income distribution; looking at the relative gain in real household
per capita income between 1988 and 2008, they argue that we can see the rise
of a “global middle class” in places like China while the world’s very richest
have grown much, much wealthier and income has stagnated for lower- and
middle-class Americans.?* How should unemployed Americans think about
this situation? Should they regard the improved economic circumstances of
many people in China as evidence that they are rightfully seen as competitors?
Or should they instead identify what Milanovic calls “the emergence of a
global plutocracy” as an obstacle to justice that they share with the majority
of the world’s population, including most people in China??*

After all, rising wealth in China has also been distributed very unevenly;
while China now has more billionaires than the United States, rising real es-
tate prices are already squeezing the new urban middle class.?® The same cap-
ital mobility that led transnational supply chains to manufacture in China is
now at work within the country, moving production around various regions
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to avoid paying higher wages. Despite prohibitions on the freedom of associ-
ation, the combination of great inequality with low wages and unstable em-
ployment has led to an enormous growth in worker protests as factories have
closed.?® Meanwhile, as workers in both the United States and China face
some similar challenges, the wealth of global plutocrats has more than dou-
bled as a share of global GDP.?” According to Oxfam International, there are
slightly more than 2,000 billionaires and their wealth increased by $762 bil-
lion over the course of 2017; the sixty-one richest billionaires own as much
wealth as the poorest 50% of the planet.?® In other words, it is not neces-
sary for Americans who lost their jobs as a result of trade with China to see
Chinese workers as competitors since it is not those workers who have re-
ceived the majority of the gains over this period—or who determined how
those gains were distributed. Rather than adopt a reactionary orientation
that demonizes their Chinese or Mexican counterparts, they can instead see
the world’s plutocrats as a shared obstacle to more just circumstances. When
disposed to respond to calls for solidarity by identifying and acting on shared
interests, we can see that “An Injury to One is An Injury to All” can be not
merely a slogan but a guide to our own freedom.

Theories Of and In Social Movements

In the remainder of this conclusion, I will argue that participation in social
movements to resist injustices in supply chains is one of the best available
ways to meet the demands of justice and express freedom amid injustice.
I also explain why individuals find that participation is in their interest, in
keeping with my account of meeting the demands of justice in chapter 5.
In the following section, I look specifically at the experience of agency
associated with movement participation and show how it offers an exem-
plary experience of freedom and equality that stands in contrast to market
freedom, reactionary resentment, and humanitarian concern.

The centrality of solidarity reminds us that the actions that promote
egalitarian justice cannot be unilaterally determined. As I've argued, a
freedom that genuinely breaks with neoliberalism cannot take as its ex-
emplar the consenting individual who aspires to a life in which nothing
happens without his permission. By disavowing our complex inter-
dependence, such an aspiration is likely to generate resentment when
confronted with evidence of its failure and consequently often converges
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with the reactionary orientation just discussed; both tend to channel
frustrations at economic outcomes through identification with the coer-
cive power of the sovereign nation-state. What’s more, effective resistance
to unjust institutions requires collective action. Consequently, we can see
how the action of participating in social movements to resist neoliber-
alism expresses freedom as it is possible for us. Doing so provides a model
of how to negate forces that shape us but without reasserting a conception
of freedom that ultimately reinscribes individual choice in the market as
its implicit ideal. This is the first use of social movements that I want to
emphasize: social movements are an apt form of political organization for
those disposed by solidarity to see each other as partners.

This also helps explain the importance of listening for calls for solidarity.
In light of our habituation to existing injustice, it can be hard to see beyond
the veils that we've grown up with.? The idea of a “call” to solidarity is thus an
especially useful figure because of how it reminds us that we can hear things
we cannot see. We may not know what the sounds mean, at first, but if they
are loud enough, they may be able to get our attention even while we cannot
at first see where they come from. Cultivating this posture of listening and at-
tentiveness to the voice of others is thus of particular importance to individ-
uals who have been habituated by the global color line to regard themselves
as the agents of history paternalistically charged with a responsibility to pro-
mote the development of others. As James Tully notes, genuine partnership
across such lines requires people “to see their role, not as superior judges and
guardians but as treaty partners in an intercultural dialogue”°

Such dialogue requires translators, which is the second function of so-
cial movements essential to the achievement of justice. I mean translation
in two related senses: first, translating events into demands; second, literally
translating between languages. First, while attentive individual consumers
in the United States can read about disasters like the collapse of the factories
at Rana Plaza in the English-language press, these articles may not convey
the demands being made in response to such injustices, since they often re-
produce the assumptions that poverty and suffering are the natural state of
the developing world. Transnational activist networks can and do convey
this information, connecting social movement participants more directly.*!
Second, this kind of work requires literal translators who can speak, for ex-
ample, Bengali and English so that genuine dialogue can be conducted. These
functions of social movements are crucial. We have many ways we can dis-
avow our knowledge of injustice, so we shouldn’t think that this information
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is sufficient, but it is nevertheless necessary. For this reason, some interna-
tional institutions that lack coercive authority may still be important for their
role in facilitating communication and circulating information. This poten-
tial is obscured if we regard political institutions as reducible to coercively
enforceable rules, as some views I've critiqued do.

Third, social movements reduce the cost of political action for individ-
uals, who do not need to heroically reinvent the wheel in order to meet their
duty of justice. In addition to information, social movements provide im-
portant context and models for action, helping people see what to do in re-
sponse to the information they’ve learned about injustice. As I discussed
in chapter 5, individuals responding to injustice face a collective action
problem since actions to promote justice can be costly and ineffective if
taken in isolation from others. Social movements help to solve this by speci-
fying an injustice to be targeted, reducing the cost of political action by pro-
viding accessible models to emulate, and creating reliable norms that can be
incorporated into planning one’s own projects. Individuals concerned about
supply chain injustice can rely on social movements to inform them about
the particular circumstances where actions can make a difference, such as
a pressuring US brands to sign the Accord on Fire and Building Safety in
Bangladesh. These movements make it possible to play a role in furthering
just institutions without making it necessary for every participant to be a
“role entrepreneur” who must invent or discern the particular requirements
of her political status.

Fourth, social movements create networks of commitment and account-
ability. Such movements provide an entitlement to assume some others will
be disposed to act along with you and can reasonably be held accountable
for their failures to do so; if you claim to be disposed to solidarity but never
respond to any calls to action, I can tell you that you are failing to live up to
your own commitments. Both empirically and normatively, it is reasonable
for me to plan my projects in a way that relies upon the assumption that so-
cial movement participants will take some actions aimed at meeting their
stated objective.

Fifth, being involved in social movements can be transformative of our
self-conceptions in emancipatory ways. For one thing, the experience of ac-
tually being accountable to others can further deepen our appreciation for the
social nature of our freedom. Allison Weir calls this “transformative identifi-
cation” and writes that it “involves a recognition of the other that transforms
our relation to each other, that shifts our relation from indifference to a



222 DISORIENTING NEOLIBERALISM

recognition of interdependence. Thus identification with the other becomes
not an act of recognizing that we are the same, or feeling the same as the
other, or sharing the same experiences. Identification becomes a process
of remaking meaning”*? In other words, if we see others in the movement
as partners, we may no longer experience international politics as an over-
whelming and distant phenomenon, but recognize ourselves as already en-
gaged in a shared political enterprise with fellow human beings.

This experience of standing together can help counteract the uncanny al-
ienation workers and consumers alike experience from supply chains. From
the perspective of workers who object to being treated like fungible units,
there is ample testimony of how standing together changes their relation-
ship to the world. Writing about the role of such self-assertion in the US
civil rights movement, Richard H. King writes, “To (re-)gain self-respect,
in this view, one must assert his or her equality of moral worth or capacity;
and one way of doing this may be to engage in public protest against the
conditions producing this injured sense of self. To quote . . . A. C. Searles of
Albany, Georgia: ‘What did we win? We won self-respect. It changed all my
attitudes. ”# In circumstances that deny people agency in part by individual-
izing them and setting them against each other, standing together can ironi-
cally restore their feeling of efficacy as individual agents.

Something similar can be true of consumers who stand with workers. As
a consumer, one doesn’t face the same oppression one does as a worker, of
course. However, by being made reliant on unjustly produced goods to ad-
vance their own plans and projects, neoliberal consumers are denied the self-
respect that comes from knowing their achievements are truly their own.
Acting in solidarity with workers does not itself change the fact that, for ex-
ample, we live in a neoliberal economy that only makes available for purchase
apparel produced through exploitation contrary to my convictions, but while
the outer limit of freedom is denied me, I may be able to do more to make a
home in an unjust world knowing that I am trying to change it. As one labor
organizer put it, “The only way I can live in this racist and oppressive society
is to feel like ’'m part of a struggle to build a more just world.”** By bringing
together individuals who seek to further just arrangements not yet estab-
lished, social movements can create counterpublics that sustain alternative
self-conceptions that break with those facilitated by hegemonic neoliberal
circumstances.’® Engaging in a community-building social movement in
the context of an individualizing neoliberal world can be freeing. One global
justice activist notes, “That sense of community helps me keep going in a
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world that is really, really disempowering and really, really degrading in a lot
of ways 3¢

Finally, participation in social movements is also freedom-enhancing in
that the skills one acquires through political action make it easier to nav-
igate the world and reveal new ways of experiencing freedom in our rela-
tions of equality with others. Participating in social movements can involve
learning skills like public speaking, negotiating, cooperating with diverse
others, deliberation, and assessing the value and meaning of information.?’
As John Medearis puts it, “A march or sit-in may be geared toward some ap-
parently external end, but planning it, organizing it, and carrying it out are
often valued in themselves as both an exercise and a development of one’s
political powers—as a chance to enjoy the experience of one’s agency, one’s
ability to overcome resistance, to intervene in the troubled political world,
and to enjoy active cooperation and camaraderie”*® It's no wonder that many
social movement participants report that they find their engagement to be in
their own self-interest, as the range of skills one can acquire appeals to many
different people.*®

Messy Agents in Messy Movements

Importantly, the experience of agency that one has through social move-
ment participation is not the experience of a solitary individual imposing
his will in an effort to control his environment. Social movements them-
selves are irreducibly messy; they are more complicated than the member-
ship organizations and NGOs which partly constitute them. As Charles
Tilly and Lesley ]. Wood note, “Social movements organizations (SMOs)
and social movements are by no means identical; movements are interac-
tive campaigns, not organizations. SMOs sometimes outlast campaigns, and
campaigns almost always involve multiple organizations, shifting coalitions,
and unnamed informal networks’*? That messiness and lack of clear bound-
aries has led much of analytic liberal political philosophy to avoid en-
gaging with the centrality of social movements to achieving justice, since
they largely fail to conform to the best models of collective action that they
have developed.*! These accounts of joint action, while useful and sophisti-
cated for understanding some important cases, seek to draw sharp lines be-
tween participants and nonparticipants and thus rely on elements that are
often lacking in social movement participation, such as individuals being
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linked by formal institutional procedures and common knowledge of the
shared intentions of participants.*? This reliance on participants linked by a
common public structure makes these accounts inapt for understanding ne-
oliberal forms of governance that privatize power, like transnational supply
chains, as well as the messiness of the social movements that arise to resist the
resultant injustices.*?

In fact, there is no clear boundary between who counts as a social move-
ment participant and who does not. As Ziad W. Munson argues, becoming a
social movement participant is generally “a dynamic, multistage process, not
a singular event or discrete decision.”** As a result, it does not make sense to
think of joining a social movement to resist neoliberalism on the model of a
kind of existential leap into solidarity, as Sally Scholz describes in an account
I critiqued in chapter 5. People decide to take action for all kinds of reasons
and “action in the movement actually precedes commitment” to its ideas in
most cases.*” Jarred out of their habits, they may just be curious or bored. One
of the most common reasons to become involved is simply because other
members of one€’s social network are, as friends ask them to spend an after-
noon together at a march and so on.*¢ Finding oneself a committed social
movement participant who can articulate and defend consistent principles
is a result of action, not a cause; rather than an existential leap, the change is
more akin to a dawning awareness where one retrospectively acknowledges
undergoing a process that was less clear as it was being experienced.*’ The
messiness of movements facilitates this. My own organizing experience
reflects both the role of social networks in recruiting participants and the
way commitment is often something recognized retrospectively. Did I be-
come a participant the first time I attended a protest? When I tried to bring
friends to a protest? Or when I first organized a protest myself?

The porousness of movement boundaries means that barriers to entry can
be low since one doesn’t need to have fully articulated principles in order to
be moved to participate, but this does not render membership meaningless.
On the contrary, the core activities of social movement participants can be
meaningful experiences of freedom. Hahrie Han usefully distinguishes be-
tween the political activities of organizing and mobilizing. Social movements
contain both activities and they can look similar; each involves political
groups trying to get people to engage in public support of their positions.
Mobilizing is about trying to “maximize participation by minimizing costs”
while organizing concerns “developing people’s capacity to act on behalf of
their interests.”*® For example, e-activist “clicktivism” that generates lots of
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petition signatures but no other engagement is an example of mobilizing, as
is getting lots of people to attend a rally without expecting them to participate
in any future activities. By contrast, as Han uses the term, organizing refers
to efforts to deepen an individual’s relationships to movement participants
and to engage them in activities that develop their skills so that they can be-
come more effective movement participants themselves. To nonparticipants,
much of the organizing work of movements is invisible and so they are likely
to associate movements exclusively with mobilizing, which can make them
appear less durable and expressive of freedom than they are.

Both mobilizing and organizing can be experiences of freedom for move-
ment participants. One needn’'t be a movement leader in order to engage in ei-
ther activity; someone who has decided to attend a rally and asks their friends
to come along is mobilizing them while someone who works on recruiting a
friend to come along to a planning meeting is organizing them. Mobilizing
for public assembly can play a vital role in reconstituting an experience of the
public; physically sharing the same space can exceed the individualizing and
privatizing orientation fostered by neoliberal circumstances.*® Nonphysical
manifestations of group size can also be meaningful; generating petition
signatures from multiple countries can be a powerful sign of transnational
connection and evidence that one’s local struggle is perceived as a matter of
shared concern. But I want to focus on the experience of organizing, because
it is often less public and consequently its connection to freedom is in some
ways less obvious. In particular, I return to Michel Foucault, whose analysis
of neoliberalism as a way of shaping self-conceptions remains an impor-
tant starting point for analyzing both its appeal and its injustice. Foucault
provides a language for understanding how we can experience and express
freedom and equality through organizing.

Organizing is, in essence, a form of governmentality available to individ-
uals in their relations with each other. Foucault writes, “Perhaps the equiv-
ocal nature of the term ‘conduct’ is one of the best aids for coming to terms
with the specificity of power relations . . . The exercise of power is a ‘con-
duct of conducts’ and a management of possibilities. Basically, power is
less a confrontation between two adversaries or their mutual engagement
than a question of ‘government.”*° This idea of a conduct of conducts is an
apt description of the activity of organizing. Individual social movement
participants aren't the state; they can’t coerce people to take particular actions
to promote justice. Nor can they employ the forms of governmentality
deployed by firms to habituate consumers to purchase the products of their
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supply chains. Rather, if they want to promote justice, they must take other
kinds of actions if they are to change how others understand their own
interests and come to identify with social movements. These exercises of
power are available to ordinary people and represent an essential means of
resisting neoliberalism. By conducting the conduct of others, individuals not
only experience an efficacy that neoliberalism may otherwise deny them, but
they can express their freedom and equality with those they seek to conduct.
This may seem like a strange claim to make, but as Foucault notes, “power
relations are not something that is bad in itself, that we have to break free of”
Rather, he says, our aim is “not to try to dissolve them in the utopia of com-
pletely transparent communication but to acquire the rules of law, the man-
agement techniques, and also the morality, the éthos, the practice of the self,
that will allow us to play these games of power with as little domination as
possible.”>! Effective organizing models this practice, treating the individuals
one organizes as free and, when oriented to them as a partner, as equals who
can likewise hold the organizer accountable for continuing his or her own
work to promote justice. In that way, social movement organizing can exhibit
precisely the kind of “reversibility” in a relationship that Foucault argued was
a sign of nondomination.”> Where Hayekian neoliberalism emphasizes how
the market is a form of order that emerges spontaneously from independent
individuals making self-regarding choices, successful social movement orga-
nizing is a form of intentional but fluid ordering that shows how free and
equal people can cooperate.

I emphasize these advantages of participating in social movements
resisting neoliberalism in order to counteract the prevailing assumption that
meeting a duty of justice does not benefit the agent herself. This is not to
idealize such movements inappropriately; of course, many existing social
movements work for unjust ends, are ineffective at attaining their stated aims,
and lack internal accountability. After all, social movement participants have
themselves developed in unjust circumstances that have habituated them to
injustice. The unjust inequalities that make movements for justice necessary
also make it difficult for them to succeed; asymmetries of knowledge, power,
and cultural capital all lead social movements to reproduce the oppression
that they purport to confront.>

Partly because of this but also because of the pervasiveness of good faith
political disagreements, individuals disposed to solidarity will still need to ex-
ercise their own judgment. Calls to solidarity rarely come from a completely
unified group. Solidarity requires individuals who are privileged with respect
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to injustice to defer to the oppressed, but when the oppressed disagree among
themselves, there can be a question of whom to defer to. Kate MacDonald
recounts the story of rival groups in Nicaragua who each presented them-
selves as the voice of workers asking for solidarity—a predominantly male
union that sought a confrontational strategy and a more risk-averse NGO
with women leaders. As MacDonald points out, this makes it possible for
solidarity movements to exercise discretion and support “selective groups of
workers whose interest and preferences most closely aligned to their own.”>*
As T argued in chapter 4, injustice makes tragic choices common and leaves
us with no way to remain above reproach; no matter which organization one
decides to support, there may be grounds for the other to rebuke you. In such
circumstances, those who are privileged in relation to an injustice should do
what they can to be held accountable for their actions by those who ask for
their solidarity.>

As challenging as such circumstances are, I hope to have shown that
they are worth confronting. Throughout this book, I've developed an argu-
ment to show how neoliberalism can be understood to impair the freedom
of many people, including some of those whom it materially benefits.
Avoiding difficult judgments about which calls to solidarity to heed does
nothing to change that. We face a global economy of great inequality
where the rich get richer and the circumstances of most others only seem
to get more precarious; where the ubiquitous commodities of everyday life
in the developed world are unavoidably the product of unfair treatment in
the developing world; where the prevailing conception of freedom trains
individuals to think of themselves on the model of an entrepreneur of
human capital, making them feel like they are always at work; and where
the decisions that produced these outcomes are veiled by a technocratic
form of justification that appears to put them beyond political contesta-
tion. There is widespread interest in changing these circumstances, but
because neoliberalism combines a way of seeing and valuing with a set
of policies implemented by a range of actors, its diffuse hegemony can
be difficult to target, especially for people who have been habituated to
the attitudes and forms of perception that make a neoliberal orientation
seem like common sense. I've taken the workers and consumers linked by
transnational supply chains as exemplary because their common political
status as subject to governance by supply chains creates a shared interest
in resisting them. That specifies a more proximate target than neoliber-
alism in its entirety, but by politicizing corporate authority, such demands
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create an opportunity to contest neoliberalism more broadly by making
visible and challenging its common sense assumptions and the disparities
in political power they obscure.

When the people whom supply chains seek to govern become partners in
resisting those claims to authority, their actions express the freedom they
have and may expand the opportunities for further exercising freedom. As
a result of their habituation to injustice, they may not know and may not
share an image of what freedom looks like, but they know it’s not here. As
I argued in chapter 4, giving content to an ideal of freedom in our world
requires negating rather than affirming existing injustice; unlike the outer
limit of freedom available in a just society, in an unjust world, actions ex-
press freedom not through acceptance of what has shaped individuals but
through the refusal and negation of a specific obstacle to fuller freedom.
The way that we express freedom is thus at least partly determined by the
injustice we oppose rather than determined independently. Consequently,
we can see freedom expressed in the demand that corporations act in ways
that are responsive not to the market logic of efficiency but rather the
democratic logic of accountability to those they seek to govern.

The experience of making and winning such demands also creates the
possibility of larger breaks with neoliberal ways of seeing and acting. The
importance of demanding better wages and working conditions in supply
chains is consequently not reducible to the importance of the policy
changes themselves. If we counterfactually imagine such changes being
unilaterally implemented by beneficent supply chain managers, they
would be changes for the better but their implementation would not un-
dermine the putatively authoritative hierarchy of the supply chain—as they
can when those changes are brought about because they are demanded
by those who are normally excluded from decision-making. That is why
consumers can have an interest in workers’ demands even when they do
not directly benefit from them. Demonstrating that supply chains can be
responsive to such claims can pave the way for demands that are more
obviously mutually beneficial, such as demanding respect for freedom of
association, understood to include not only the right of workers to or-
ganize in response to workplace problems without fear of retaliation but
also, for example, data privacy protections for consumers so that they can
be assured that their actions won't make them and their friends subject to
corporate surveillance.
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By facilitating the transformation of self-conceptions from competing
entrepreneurs of our own human capital to partners in political action,
the disposition to solidarity thus helps individuals meet their duty of
justice while also expressing their freedom. Retraining ourselves so that
we no longer habitually adopt the self-conceptions fostered by unjust
circumstances can be an important expression of freedom. In this case,
the perception of workers and consumers as partners in political action
expresses the equal status that egalitarian justice promotes because it
sees freedom as only possible under conditions of fair interdependence.
Neoliberalism denies the relevance of such standards of fairness in the
service of legitimating unequal outcomes and endorses a narrow under-
standing of freedom sustained by a hierarchical politics. Justice cannot
be immediately realized in a neoliberal world where the wealthy have dis-
proportionate political power, but by working together, we can prefigure
in our attitudes and actions the fuller freedom and equality that we seek.
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