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Conflicts between domestic inequality
and global poverty: lexicality versus
proportionality

Francisco Garcia Gibson*
Consejo Nacional de Investigaciones Cientificas y Técnicas, Buenos Aires, Argentina

Abstract

Current views on global justice often hold that affluent states are under at least two duties: a duty to
reduce socioeconomic inequalities at home and a duty to reduce extreme poverty abroad. Potential
duty conflicts deriving from resource scarcity can be solved in broadly two principled ways.
The ‘lexical’ principle requires all disputed resources to be allocated to the weightiest duty. The
‘proportionality’ principle requires resources to be distributed between the two duties according to
their relative weight (the weightiest duty receives the largest resource share, but the less weighty
duty receives a share too). I argue that the proportionality principle is morally preferable. I show
that it is sensitive to a number of factors that are intuitively relevant when solving duty conflicts: the
number of affected individuals, the size of the benefits each individual could get, and the time it
could take to eventually comply with the less weighty duty. Some argue that the lexical principle
should nevertheless be preferred because domestic egalitarian duties are duties of juszice, and they
are therefore lexically prior to mere humanitarian duties to reduce global poverty. I reject this view
by showing that duties of justice are not necessarily lexically prior to humanitarian duties, and that
(even if they were) duties to reduce global poverty can be regarded as duties of justice too.

Keywords: lexical; proportionality; duty conflicts; global poverty; equality; justice;
humanitarian

Most current theories of global justice agree that affluent states have a duty to
alleviate extreme global poverty. At the same time, many of those theories also hold
that affluent states have a duty to reduce inequality within their own territories.' If
both duties actually exist, they seem to be currently unfulfilled to some extent. Severe
poverty affects millions around the globe, and domestic socioeconomic inequalities
persist even in the wealthiest states.? Because fulfilling both duties can be costly, and
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resources are scarce, there is potentially a conflict between them. In some cir-
cumstances, fulfilling one might hinder fulfilling the other.

In this article, I discuss several principles for solving this duty conflict. The first
section locates this discussion in the broad debate on global justice. The second
section shows that a conflict between domestic and global duties is possible.
The third section introduces two types of principles for solving duty conflicts:
proportionality principles and winner-take-all principles. The fourth section assesses
which of these principles are appropriately sensitive to a number of factors that are
intuitively relevant when solving duty conflicts: the number of individuals which are
involved in the conflict, the size of the benefits each individual could get, and the
time it could take to eventually comply with both duties. I argue that proportionality
principles are more sensitive (than winner-take-all principles) to those factors. The
fifth section shows that winner-take-all principles cannot be defended by appealing
to the distinction between duties of justice and humanitarian duties.

This article focuses on a particular disagreement between different egalitarian views
in the global justice debate. A view is egalitarian if it claims that distributive shares of
certain goods among certain subjects should comply with a certain standard that is
appropriately sensitive to share inequalities.’ There is strong disagreement between
egalitarians regarding the relevant goods (income, capabilities, opportunities, and
rights) and subjects (individuals and certain types of group), as well as regarding the
proper standard (strict equality, moderate inequality, and prioritarianism) to be met.
However, these disagreements are not the subject here.

Another disagreement that is zot the subject here is the disagreement about the
scope of egalitarian duties. David Wiens and Christian Barry helpfully distinguish
between the following two views on scope. ‘Restricters’ claim that only inequalities
between compatriors should meet egalitarian standards, while ‘extenders’ argue that
inequalities between all human beings should (also) meet those standards.* In other
words, restricters claim that duties to reduce inequality are domestic in scope, while
extenders claim that their scope is global. This debate is however mostly irrelevant to
my discussion.

In order to identify the particular disagreement that I focus on here, we need
first to identify a series of agreements in the egalitarian literature on global justice.
All restricters and many extenders agree that each state is under a duty to reduce
inequality among its residents. The reason why extenders agree with this seemingly
contradicting claim can be circumstantial (‘domestic inequalities matter given the
shape the world has today, but ideally they do not’) or principled (‘domestic
inequalities matter regardless of the shape the world has’).’ But the important point
is that many extenders care not only about global inequality but also about domestic
inequality.

Restricters and extenders also agree that affluent states are under a duty to reduce
global poverty. But they agree with this claim for different reasons. Restricters agree

2

(page number not for citation purpose)



Lexicality versus proportionality

because they usually adhere to a sufficientarian principle demanding that affluent
states reduce the number of human beings unable to meet their basic needs.®
Extenders, on the contrary, agree because they claim that reducing global poverty is
required by an egalitarian principle that is global in scope.’

We are now in a position to identify this article’s main question: How should
affluent states address potential conflicts between their duty to reduce domestic
inequality and their duty to reduce global poverty? Notice that this is a conflict
between two duties that both restricters and (many) extenders recognize as real.

There are other related duty conflicts which I do not address here, such as conflicts
involving domestic duties of basic justice. These are state duties to secure residents’
fundamental freedoms and rights, including the right to subsistence. Most extenders
and all restricters agree that states have domestic duties of basic justice which are
weightier than global duties to reduce global poverty. If a state has to choose between
securing food to a number of residents or to the same number of nonresidents,
residents should be prioritized.®

Before turning to the next section, it is important to introduce some terminology.
In this article, state duties to reduce domestic inequality will be called ‘domestic
duties’ for short. State duties to reduce global poverty will be called ‘global duties’
for short. And the conflict between these two duties will be called ‘domestic—global
conflict’ for short.

There are a number of ways to deny that domestic and global duties may conflict.
One simple way is to claim that at least one of these duties does not exist. For ex-
ample, some libertarian authors deny that there is a duty to reduce global poverty.’
Others deny that domestic duties of socioeconomic equality are at all defensible.'°
Another way is to claim that both duties exist, but one of them is merely an
instrument for discharging the other. For example, in the ‘moral division of labor’
theory of domestic duties, these duties are mere conventions that serve as a means for
complying with our general duties to humanity at large.’! If this theory is correct,
whenever compliance with a domestic duty would hinder compliance with a global
duty, the domestic duty ceases to exist, because the very reason why it exists is to
promote global duties.'?

Addressing these two challenges would require dealing with fundamental issues in
moral philosophy—such as the issue whether there are basic rights to subsistence and
whether consequentialist theories are more justifiable than deontological theories—
which I cannot address here. Therefore, the rest of this article should be read as
asking the following conditional question: 7f both domestic and global duties actually
exist (and none of them is a mere instrument for complying with the other), how
should conflicts between them be solved? As mentioned in the last section, this is a
relevant question for most egalitarians.

Another way to deny that conflicts are possible is by showing that any theory
containing domestic and global duties at the same would be incoherent. Consider,

3

(page number not for citation purpose)



FE Garcia Gibson

for example, Samuel Scheffler and David Miller’s views. Similarly to most authors,
they claim that there are impartial moral principles that ground general duties. But
Scheffler and Miller argue that those general duties coexist with independently
grounded special duties which arise purely from special relationships.'®> These views
have an element of inconsistency, given that to some extent they adhere to the
impartialist idea that all human beings matter equally, while at the same time they
seem to claim that some individuals (those who stand in special relationships with
someone) matter more than others.'® There are other theories, however, that are
capable of avoiding this inconsistency while still claiming that humans are
simultaneously under general and special duties. There are, that is, fully impartialist
views that are capable of grounding domestic and global duties at the same time.
Michael Blake, for example, showed how the universal principle of autonomy can
ground different duties in different contexts, some of which have a general scope
(such as the duty to reduce global poverty) and some of which are only local in scope
(such as the duty to reduce domestic inequalities)."’

There is yet another way to deny that conflict is possible which focuses on the
difference between relative and absolute distributive duties. Notice that duties to
reduce extreme global poverty are concerned with the absolute level of goods
controlled by individuals, while domestic egalitarian duties are concerned with
relative shares. But then a state could first comply as much as possible with its global
duties, and then use whatever remaining goods to comply with its domestic duties.
Since domestic duties are only concerned with relative deprivation, it does not matter
how much is left to be distributed, but zow it is distributed. To illustrate, suppose
that at t1 affluent state S has achieved equality, and at t1 every resident has 100 units
of goods (to simplify things, assume that the relevant egalitarian ideal is strict
equality). At t2, state S decides to comply with its global duties, so it taxes its
residents to obtain goods and transfer them to nonresidents (assume for the moment
that taxing and transfers are effective means to reduce global poverty global poverty).
Is domestic equality compromised by the new tax? Not necessarily, because state S
could tax every resident by the same amount (say, 75% of their goods), so at t3 each
is left with, say, 25 units of goods. Every individual would be left with the same
amount of goods, so strict equality is preserved. It is true that at t3 every resident is
worse off than at t1, but equality is not compromised because what matters for strict
equality is relative shares, not absolute shares.'®

This scenario could be altered to make it more realistic. For example, imagine
another state T which has also achieved equality at t1. Again, when trying to comply
with its global duties at t2, state T taxes each resident by the same amount. However,
due to contingent differences between each resident’s circumstances, the tax does
not have the same effect on everyone, which results in inequality at t3. Now, it could
be argued that domestic duties and global duties do not conflict even in this scenario.
It is still possible for state T to implement yet another tax in order to correct
inequalities and achieve strict equality at t4. This new tax could be imposed on the
better off only, and then the goods could be transferred to those who were left less
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well off. Even if the amount left to each individual at t4 is very low, strict equality is
nevertheless restored.

This objection may be answered in two ways. First, the objection may be sound
when directed against some egalitarian conceptions such as strict egalitarianism, but
certainly not against all such conceptions. For instance, the objection is unsound
when applied to prioritarianism, according to which the position of the worse off
individual (defined in terms of the relevant currency) should be maximized. In the
scenario involving state S, the position of the worse off individual is worse at t3 than
at t1, which means that imposing a tax at t2 in order to reduce global poverty would
be forbidden by a prioritarian theory of domestic justice.'” Therefore, if we interpret
prioritarianism as part of the broad egalitarian family, reducing global poverty can be
in tension with preserving domestic equality.

Second, the objection may be answered by reference to non-ideal theory. Let us
grant that strict egalitarianism (or another non-prioritarian egalitarian conception)
is the relevant egalitarian ideal and that this ideal is therefore equally satisfied at
tl and t3 (in the scenario involving state S). But now consider the scenario involv-
ing state T. Achieving equality at t4 may take some zime. There may be a transition
period of inequality between t3 and t4 which should be computed as a cost in terms
of equality. There are two reasons why restoring equality may take time.
First, redistributive measures, including many kinds of tax, often do not generate
their intended effects immediately. For a progressive income tax to generate
redistributable revenue, for example, some time needs to pass by until the wealthy
actually declare and pay for their income.® Second, achieving institutional changes
such as tax reforms is often politically costly and slow. It could be the case that
restoring equality (or at least reducing inequality) at t4 by changing the tax scheme
(or by any other means) is extremely infeasible given current social and political
circumstances at t3. Given that the transition period should be computed as a cost in
terms of equality, we should conclude that even under strict egalitarian theories
domestic—global conflicts are possible.

The claim that conflicts are possible in non-ideal scenarios is strengthened if one
considers which policy instruments would be actually effective in the fight against
global poverty. Economists often argue that resource transfers from affluent countries
to developing countries (as in the two scenarios above) are unable to reduce global
poverty and may even be counterproductive.'® Perhaps a more effective and feasible
means is to remove restrictions on trade and immigration from poor to affluent
countries. However, this type of measure may have a greater negative impact on the
less well off in affluent countries than on the better off, thereby creating or increasing
inequality. This seems to be the case in the following example.?® In 1965, the United
States reformed its immigration law, which became more accepting of worse off
nonresidents. Apparently, this had the effect of lowering wages in the United States,
especially in the (less well educated) bottom 9% of the workforce but not so much in
the rest of the population.?’ This means that immigration seems to have increased
inequality, because the negative impact of immigration on wages was especially felt by
the worse off (non-immigrant) Americans, not by the relatively better off. On the

5

(page number not for citation purpose)



FE Garcia Gibson

other hand, the open immigration policy probably reduced global poverty. This is
because it improved the situation of new immigrants—and of their families through
remittances—, some of which had suffered severe poverty in their countries of
origin.*?

Consider one final way to deny that domestic—global conflicts are real. It is
sometimes claimed that affluent states have a ‘large surplus of opulence’ that enables
them to comply with domestic and global duties simultaneously.?> This claim is often
backed by pointing to expensive domestic projects engaged by affluent states such as
the Millennium Dome in Britain. What is striking about these projects is that they do
not seem to be aimed at addressing local inequalities, but at providing amusement
and other luxuries. This motivates the impression that affluent states have solved or
are capable of easily solving their local inequalities, and that they would still have a
surplus of money to spend on other ends such as reducing poverty abroad.?* The
argument here is not that domestic—global conflicts are impossible, but that conflicts
do not currently occur. This argument does not fare very well. The fact that affluent
states engage in pharaonic projects (not directly aimed at inequality reduction) does
not imply that it is feasible for those states to spend resources elsewhere. Political
constraints may make it hard to redirect those resources to global poverty reduction.
And even if such feasibility constraints were not in place, recall that international
resource transfers seem to be a counterproductive way to reduce global poverty. And
effective, feasible ways to reduce global poverty (such as trade and immigration
liberalization) are prone to conflict with domestic egalitarian duties in the world as it
is today.

In this section, I present several types of principle for solving duty conflicts. The idea
of ‘solving’ a conflict does not refer here to what would be the most prudent or
pragmatically expedient thing to do in that conflict (although this is a valid question
as well). In this article, a principle properly solves a conflict when it correctly states
what is the morally required thing to do to address that conflict.

Duty conflicts will be addressed using the following theoretical framework. First,
two or more duties are in conflict when one of them (or a part of it) cannot be fulfilled
if the other duty (or a part of it) is fulfilled. The reason why two duties may conflict is
that their fulfillment typically uses up ‘goods’. (Again, the idea of a good is taken here
in a wide sense which includes income, capabilities, opportunities, rights, etc.)
Relevant goods can be scarce, making it infeasible to fulfill the two duties at the same
time.>>

Second, I employ the useful metaphor that duties have ‘weight’ (or force, stringency,
and importance). How do we know how much a duty weights? ‘Intuitionist’ con-
ceptions assign weight to conflicting duties by means of mere intuition, while
‘theoretical’ conceptions determine weight by means of an explicit standard or
rule.?® In what follows I will adopt a particular theoretical conception, according to
which weight can be a function of two things. On the one hand, weight is determined
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by the reason or ground why the duty is a duty in the first place.?” This is the
fundamental or basic weight assignment. On the other hand, basic weight can be
adjusted for a variety of case-specific factors such as the number of individuals who
would benefit from the duty being fulfilled, the size of that benefit, the degree of
responsibility (primary or derived), etc.

Third, principles for solving duty conflicts have two parts. (1) A rule for assigning
weights. As mentioned, basic weight is a function of the ground why the duty is
a duty, but weight can also be sensitive to case-specific factors. A principle is
more ‘strict’ if it allows for less case-specific factors to influence duty weight. More
‘moderate’ principles make room for case-related factors that can in some
circumstances tip the scales in favor of an initially less weighty duty (i.e. a duty
that would lose the contest if only its basic weight were considered). (2) The actual
rule or principle—I take them as synonyms here—for solving the conflict. There are
two possible principles: winner-take-all and proportionality.?®

The distinction between winner-take-all principles and proportionality principles
can be introduced using the following example. Suppose, I have two duties today: a
duty to take care of my baby daughter (feed her, play with her, and put her to sleep)
and a duty to water my neighbor’s huge garden while she is on holiday. There is,
however, a duty conflict: watering the whole garden would require all day, and
properly taking care of my daughter would require all my time as well. Assuming that
the duty toward my daughter is weightier there are two possible principles to guide
me in how to distribute my scarce goods (my time). I can adopt a winner-take-all
rule, in which the weightiest duty recerves all the goods under dispute—so my neighbor’s
garden does not get watered at all. Or I can adopt a proportionality rule, in which
each duty gets an amount of goods in proportion to its relative weight—so, I spend most of
my time taking care of my daughter, and I spend at least some time (although less
time) watering my neighbor’s garden.

The strictest form of winner-take-all principle is the lexical principle.? A principle
is lexical when all case-related factors (such as number of targeted people and benefit
size) are completely irrelevant for determining weight. What matters is only each
duty’s ground, and then the contest is solved by winner-take-all.

In the aforementioned daughter case, a relatively strict winner-take-all principle is
employed, because size of benefit is not relevant. Indeed, a more moderate winner-
take-all principle would produce a different outcome. Given the fact of decreasing
marginal utility of most goods, it is likely that the last minutes spent with my
daughter would add little to the goal of taking care of her, while those minutes spent
in the garden would make a big difference. Therefore, there is a point after which an
extra minute spent on my daughter will weigh less than a minute spent on the garden.
A moderate winner-take-all principle which is sensitive to benefit size would
therefore require me to spend at least a few minutes watering the garden.’® The
lexical principle, recall, required me to spend even those last few minutes with my
daughter.

Reasons need to be given in favor of using one principle or the other, given that
each principle has substantially different practical consequences. For example,
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consider the domestic—global conflict. If the lexical principle were used, one of those
two duties would be left completely unattended until the other is fully complied with.
If, on the contrary, a proportional principle were used, both duties would be
complied with at the same time (although probably to different degrees). The next
two sections assess arguments in favor of different principles and show that a
proportionality principle should be preferred.

It is important to warn from the start against a tempting fallacy.>! When facing a
duty conflict, it is natural to reason this way: ‘Duty A and B are in conflict; but duty
A is weightier than duty B; therefore, duty A is lexically prior to duty B’. In the
domestic—global conflict, an argument with that form would look like this: ‘duties to
reduce global poverty are weightier than domestic duties; therefore, global duties are
lexically prior to domestic duties’. But the conclusion does not necessarily follow. As
explained above, the fact that a duty outweighs another duty could elicit two types of
response: a winner-take-all (lexical or non-lexical) solution or a proportional
solution. Given that both are equally possible ways to solve duty conflicts, an
additional argumentative step is needed to show that the lexical solution is the
morally required solution.

In this section, I argue that the right principle for solving the domestic—global
conflict is a proportionality principle. I assess alternative principles and show that
they are insufficiently sensitive to a number of concerns that are intuitively relevant.

To simplify matters, principles will be tested in a hypothetical duty conflict
scenario involving only two individuals. In this scenario, a state S has to choose
between reducing resident A’s inequality or reducing nonresident B’s extreme
poverty. Both choices are obligatory. There are no other alternatives. And both
choices use up disputed goods that can be infinitely fractioned. (When necessary this
basic scenario will be modified to involve more than two individuals.)

Consider first the strictest form of winner-take-all principle, the lexical principle.
Several authors claim that global duties are lexically prior to domestic duties.>? This
means that in cases of conflict, domestic duties should be left completely unfulfilled.
Only if (or once) there is no conflict, and complying with domestic duties causes
absolutely no impediment to complying with global ones, can domestic duties be
complied with.

The lexical principle has many shortcomings. First, it is insensitive to benefit size.
Imagine that there are only two feasible options: to reduce B’s poverty by an
extremely minimal amount or to reduce A’s inequality by an enormous amount. The
lexical principle requires that we choose the first option. But this is unreasonable,
given that A would receive comparatively huge benefits if we chose the second
option.
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Second, the lexical principle is insensitive to time. Imagine that fully complying
with global duties to B takes a long time (all or almost all the time that is left in A’s
life). The lexical principle requires state S to completely postpone its duties to A until
its duties to B are fully complied with. This is problematic, because sometimes it
takes long to comply with complex duties such as the duty to reduce global poverty.
If duties to A are taken seriously they should be at least partially discharged at some
point in the near future, or at the very least before A’s death. But if the lexical
principle is adopted, there is no guarantee that duties will be complied with on time,
not even partially.

Third, the lexical principle is insensitive to numbers. Imagine a modified scenario
in which there are only two feasible alternatives: reducing B’s poverty by a moderate
amount or reducing inequality for millions of S’s residents by a moderate amount.
The lexical principle unreasonably requires that we choose the first alternative.

These three unintuitive insensitivities may be summarized by the idea that the
lexical principle is insufficiently sensitive to the less weighty duty. By assigning all
disputed goods to the winning duty regardless of numbers, benefit size and time, the
lexical principle does not to take the losing duty seriously enough.>?

Moderate forms of winner-take-all principles are able to overcome some of the diffi-
culties with the lexical principle. Consider, for example, David Miller’s proposal.>*
He believes that duties toward compatriots are ceteris paribus weightier than duties
toward nonresidents.’> And he seems to adhere to a winner-take-all principle.*®
However, his principle is not lexical because for him a duty’s ground is not all that
matters for determining its weight.>” On the contrary, Miller claims that relative
weight can be influenced by several factors.’® First, duty weight depends on the
number of individuals that are targeted by the duty.’® Miller’s solution is therefore
sensitive to numbers. Second, Miller claims that weight should be sensitive to benefit
size.*® The bigger the benefit, the stronger the duty. So Miller’s proposal is capable
of overcoming two important objections to lexical principles: insensitivity to benefit
size and to numbers.*!

Miller’s moderate winner-take-all principle, however, is still insensitive to time.
This is a problem that no winner-take-all principle can overcome: if we adopt that
principle, it is at least theoretically possible that the losing duty will never be
discharged during its target’s life. Suppose, for example, that inequalities in Sweden
could be eliminated if foreign aid were suspended for 20 years. And suppose that
reducing inequality for one additional individual in Sweden is not excessively costlier
than (1) reducing poverty to a very large extent for a single nonresident or (2)
reducing poverty to a moderate extent for a large amount of nonresidents. In these
circumstances, Miller’s principle would require suspending foreign aid for 20 years.
Now, for some people living in poor countries this suspension would mean that their
claims to subsistence are going to be left completely unattended for the rest of their
lives, because many will die before the 20 years have passed.
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We would face similar problems if instead of Miller’s principle we adopted the
opposite moderate winner-take-all principle: a principle claiming that global duties
are weightier than domestic duties. Indeed, imagine that the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal of ending poverty can be met by 2030 if at least some affluent states
postpone their domestic egalitarian duties until then.** In these circumstances, the
principle would require those states to postpone their domestic duties until 2030.
But for some people in affluent states (especially those over 65 years old), this would
mean that the state will leave their claims to more equality completely unattended for
the rest of their lives (given that overall life expectancy is around 78 years in the EU
and 79 years in North America).

Proportionality principles can overcome all shortcomings of winner-take-all
principles. Much in the same way as moderate winner-take-all principles, propor-
tionality principles can incorporate rules requiring duty weight to vary according to
how many people would be benefited and according to how much bigger these
benefits are when compared with benefits provided by competing duties. Now,
proportionality principles have a crucial advantage: they are inherently sensitive to
time. In every duty conflict, each side gets at least one portion of the disputed goods.
Therefore, resident A does not have to wait a long time to see his or her claims at
least partly fulfilled. Proportionality principles thus take losing duties relatively more
seriously: they receive due recognition by always being assigned a proportional part
of the disputed goods.*?

A proportionality principle for the domestic—global conflict would look like this:
‘each affluent state must comply with its domestic and global duties to the maximum
possible extent; in case of duty conflict, states must satisfy each duty in proportion to
its relative weight; weight should be adjusted for the number of individuals who
benefit from compliance, and for the size of this benefit’. At this point the question
may arise, what is the relative weight of domestic and global duties (before adjusting
for numbers and benefit size)? This article remains neutral regarding this question
and expects its conclusions to apply to all competing views about relative weight.

It is of course possible to bite the bullet and argue that there are strong theoretical
grounds for adopting the lexical principle, whatever its unintuitive consequences. In
this section, I present and reject an argument that is based on the usual distinction in
practical philosophy between duties of justice and humanitarian duties, and on the
related distinctions between perfect and imperfect duties, enforceable and non-
enforceable duties, and duties that are correlative to rights and duties that are not.**
Although the following discussion refers to the lexical principle, the conclusions
apply indistinctly to all winner-take-all principles.

Consider the following argument: (a) duties to reduce domestic inequality are
duties of justice, while (b) duties to reduce global poverty are humanitarian duties;
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(c) duties of justice are lexically prior to humanitarian duties; therefore, (d) domestic
duties are lexically prior to global duties.*’

Claim (c) could mean at least two different things. We could make first a
‘definitional’ interpretation, according to which that claim would mean the
following: (c.1) ‘the proper use of the term “duty of justice” refers to a duty that
is lexically prior to humanitarian duties; therefore, for something to count as a duty
of justice, it must be true that it is lexically prior to humanitarian duties (among
other conditions)’. Under this interpretation, it is clear that the reasoning from (a) to
(c) is insufficient to reach conclusion (d). It needs to be shown first that domestic
egalitarian duties really are duties of justice, that is, that domestic duties truly are
lexically prior to humanitarian duties (and that global duties really are humanitarian,
that is, lexically inferior to duties of justice). But this is what the argument was trying
to show (conclusion (4)). Therefore, the definitional interpretation of claim (c)
renders the argument superfluous.

But claim (c) could also have the following ‘implicational’ interpretation: (c.2) ‘the
proper use of the term “duty of justice” refers to a duty that has has attributes X, Y,
Z; attributes X, Y, and/or Z imply lexical priority over humanitarian duties’. Under
this interpretation, claim (c) could clearly support an argument for lexically
prioritizing duties.

There are, however, some decisive obstacles against this move. First, it is not clear
what are those ‘attributes’ in duties of justice that imply lexical priority over
humanitarian duties. Duties of justice are usually defined as being enforceable and
correlative to rights.*® Now, enforceability does not seem to imply lexicality. At most,
an enforceable duty can be regarded as weightier than a duty that is not enforceable,
but we have learned above that this cannot be enough to prefer a lexical solution over
a proportional solution. Perhaps, lexicality is implied by correlativity to rights. Duties
which are correlative to rights seem to be lexically prior to, or ‘trump’, duties which
are not.*” But what does it really mean that ‘duties which are correlative to rights are
lexically prior’? Again, there could be a definitional and an implicational interpreta-
tion. Under the definitional interpretation, we have the same problem as with (c.1)
above: it still remains to be shown that domestic duties really are correlative to rights
(in a lexicality-implying sense). Under the implicational interpretation, it is not clear
which attributes possessed by right-correlative duties could imply lexical priority.
And, of course, it cannot be argued that ‘right-correlative duties are lexically prior
because they are duties of justice’, because this would lead to circular reasoning (given
that we started by asking why duties of justice are lexically prior to humanitarian
duties).

There is a second obstacle to the implicational interpretation. Even if it could
be shown that attributes such as correlativity to rights and enforceability do imply
lexicality, it could be argued that global duties possess those attributes as well (so
premise (b) is false). In other words, it could be argued that the domestic—global
conflict is not a conflict between a duty of justice and a humanitarian duty, but
between two duties of justice. This is a complex point to make, and I will here
provide just a few supporting remarks.
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Consider first correlativity to rights. It is often argued that in order to meaningfully
speak of a right, one must be able to identify a correlative perfect duty, that is, one
must be able to identify a specific duty bearer, with specific responsibilities to specific
right bearers. Now, it seems that duties to secure basic needs to every human being
are not perfect: there are no institutions assigning specific responsibilities to provide
those goods and services required to satisfy the basic needs of every human being.*®
Henry Shue has convincingly answered this challenge by providing a more complex
picture of the universal right to secure basic needs. According to him, this right is
correlative to ‘mediating duties’, which are imperfect duties to create (or reform)
institutions that assign perfect duties.*’

Duties to secure basic needs to every human being can also be regarded as
enforceable. This depends, however, on what is meant by saying that a duty is
enforceable. If it means that there are actual institutional mechanisms in place for
forcing compliance or penalizing non-compliance, then duties to secure basic needs
are not enforceable. International institutions are currently incapable of forcing
compliance or issuing credible threats to back the relevant duties (and these duties
are not even clearly assigned yet). Now, if enforceability simply means a moral
permussion or requirement to enforce a duty, then duties to secure basic needs can be
regarded as enforceable. There are reasons of fairness for this. If mediating duties
required creating institutions for distributing perfect duties without at the same time
requiring the creation of enforcing mechanisms, free rider problems would ensue.
Those unwilling to comply with their duties would bear fewer costs than those who
are willing, which is unfair. Moreover, those willing to comply may even be required
in non-ideal situations to shoulder the duties of those who are unwilling, which is
even more unfair.’® Mechanisms coercing compliance or penalizing non-compliance
help solve these fairness concerns.

In sum, the argument built around the distinction between duties of justice and
humanity is incapable of showing that the lexical principle should be preferred to the
proportionality principle. Given that the lexical principle (and all moderate winner-
take-all principles) also has unintuitive consequences as well, there are strong reasons
for solving the domestic—global conflict in a proportional way.

In this article, I have analyzed several principles for solving conflicts between
domestic duties to reduce inequality and global duties to reduce extreme poverty.
The lexical priority principle is insensitive to a range of important considerations: the
number of people who would benefit from compliance with a duty, the size of those
benefits, and the time it takes to comply with a duty. Insensitivity to time is not
exclusive of the lexical principle, but affects all winner-take-all principles. I have
shown that proportionality principles are immune to all these problems, so they are
better suited as a solution to duty conflicts. I have also assessed an argument using
the distinction between duties of justice and humanitarian duties, which aimed to
show that domestic duties are lexically prior to global duties. This argument was
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found lacking because nothing in duties of justice or their defining attributes implies
that they are lexically prior to humanitarian duties. The conclusion is that domestic
duties and global duties should be complied with simultaneously, dividing available
goods between both duties in a way that matches their relative weight.
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