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Democratic Agents of Justice* 

JOHN S. DRYZEK 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Justice and democracy are two of the more central topics in political theory, whose 

connection remains contested. The subject of justice is the allocation of benefits and 

burdens (such as rights and obligations), as well as the factors such as recognition 

or oppression that either enable or inhibit particular allocations. The subject of 

democracy is the collective construction, application, distribution, and limitation of 

legitimate public authority. Institutions that are democratically defensible will not 

necessarily conform to the demands of justice, and there is no guarantee that more 

democracy means more justice. Or so conventional wisdom would have it. Dowding, 

Goodin, and Pateman claim that ‘The central questions about the relationship 

between democracy and justice… remain largely unaddressed.’1 If that is still true, it 

is not through want of trying,2 though the fact that even the most recent such 

treatments generally begin with a lament about disjuncture suggests that no 

completely compelling connection has yet been established.  

I will argue that justice requires democracy by looking at the agents who are 

necessary to put justice into practice. I show why the action and interaction of these 

agents must take democratic form to be effective (though that does not release 

agents from the obligation to promote justice should they find themselves in 

undemocratic settings). I will argue that democracy provides mechanisms to correct 

for problematic features of agents of justice, and that democratic theory is needed to 
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provide standards to evaluate claims to particular kinds of agency. The connection 

between justice and democracy then deepens to the extent the promotion of justice 

requires the interaction of different categories of agents. I will address global justice, 

a hard case for the argument given that global governance is still widely seen as a 

democracy-free zone. I therefore conclude that global justice requires global 

democracy (though certainly not anything like a global state). The particular agents 

I scrutinize are those looming large in existing treatments of global justice: states, 

international organizations, the rich, the poor, advocacy groups, public intellectuals, 

corporations, and citizens. 

 

II. AGENTS OF JUSTICE 

The concept of agents of justice was introduced by O’Neill as a corrective to theories 

of justice that emphasize only the recipients of justice and the rights and goods they 

can claim.3 Such theories are radically incomplete if they do not specify who exactly 

should put into effect the obligations that justice imposes and the rights it grants. An 

agent of justice is an actor upon whom the prescription to promote justice rests. For 

advocates of global redistributive justice such as Singer and Pogge the agents of 

justice are those with resources who could redistribute to the poor, be they 

relatively wealthy individuals, or governments of rich states.4 For libertarians the 

agents would be all those capable of resisting encroachment by the state on private 

property. O’Neill argues that the implicit agents in the 1948 Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights are states, who have obligations to uphold the rights listed in the 

Declaration.5 
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I will argue that current treatments, both those that explicitly recognize 

agents and those that leave the specification implicit, are limited in how they 

conceptualize agents of justice – and that these limitations can be overcome by a 

generally democratic and specifically deliberative conception of agency that puts 

democracy at the heart of justice. Existing accounts of agents of justice, especially 

those that see these agents in terms of actors under obligation, would seem only to 

confirm the separation of justice and democracy, inasmuch as agency is something 

that is properly only something that exists in order to further a defined conception 

of justice, rather than justice as conceived in ongoing political (let alone democratic) 

interaction. 

In her original presentation of the idea, O’Neill distinguishes between 

primary and secondary agents of justice.6 Primary agents are those ‘with capacities 

to determine how principles of justice are to be institutionalized within a certain 

domain’. Secondary agents for their part lack such choice, and ‘contribute to justice 

mainly by meeting the demands of primary agents’ (for example, to pay taxes). For 

O’Neill the most prominent primary agent, especially when it comes to justice in the 

international system, is the state. (In practice, states can of course often also 

promote injustice.) She allows that especially when states are weak, actors such as 

NGOs and corporations can also be treated as potential primary agents.   

There is an unacknowledged third kind of agent implicit in O’Neill’s scheme: 

those who determine in the first instance what justice should mean and so what 

exactly needs institutionalizing by her primary agents. This third kind of agent 

cannot be called tertiary, because what such agents do is logically prior to O’Neill’s 
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primary agency. They can be termed formative agents of justice, because they give 

form to what justice should mean.  

 

III. FORMATIVE AGENCY 

Formative agents are those who give shape to the normative principles of justice 

that should be adopted in a particular situation, drawing on more general ideas 

about justice, recognizing the specifics and circumstances of the issue at hand. 

Formative agents are real not hypothetical (and so individuals in Rawls’s original 

position or Habermas’s ideal speech situation do not qualify). They can be 

individuals or collective actors. They can deal in the interpretation of specific 

principles of justice - as for example if a court determines that discrimination on the 

basis of sexual orientation violates the principle of equal protection under the law. 

More importantly, formative agents can also resolve basic questions concerning for 

example whether justice should be conceptualized as a matter of distribution, 

recognition, or both, or neither; or whether the units of concern and obligation 

when it comes to global justice should be individuals or states; or the balance that 

should be struck between national-level and global-level justice; or whether justice 

should apply to future persons as well as present ones. I will look at what happens 

when particular categories of actors engage (or fail to engage) formative agency, 

why that engagement (or lack of engagement) might be problematic, and how the 

problems might be corrected. Of course particular actors can exercise more than 

one sort of agency. For example, states are formative agents when they participate 
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in international negotiations about the content of a treaty, primary agents when 

they enact the obligations upon them imposed by the treaty.  

When I say that justice requires democracy, this does not mean that a 

properly arranged democracy populated by formative agents is guaranteed to 

produce an outcome that is just according to some standard external to the 

interaction of these agents. Nor does it simply entail democratic authorization of the 

enforcement of some such externally specified principles of justice. In neither case 

would agency in a democracy be truly formative, for it would merely be in the 

business of validating principles that have their origins somewhere else. Absent 

such a standard, justice should not however then be defined as whatever the 

outcome of a defensible democratic process produces. Effective formative agency 

does not fully constitute justice in these terms.   

Formative agents can in practice produce injustice as well as justice; my 

claim is simply that they are more likely to produce justice than injustice to the 

degree they act and interact in democratically defensible fashion. This claim 

depends on the identification of ways in which agency (or its absence) can produce 

injustice, and corresponding democratic correctives.  

Formative agents can be conceptualized as operating in particular contexts 

defined by both shared and contested meanings relevant to justice. Now, if there is 

contestation there is also pluralism, and formative agency can involve resolution 

across plural justice claims (such as an intergenerational equity principle, the 

difference principle as articulated by Rawls which prioritizes the interests of the 

least advantaged members of society, or a libertarian principle about the primacy of 
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property rights), be it by picking out one idea of justice as most appropriate or 

attempting reconciliation across them (see especially my later discussion of public 

intellectuals).  

However, formative agency is not restricted to such resolution, because its 

remit can also reach into specification of the relevant units of concern and 

obligation (persons, states, corporations, generations, and so forth), and more 

deeply still into identities that merit recognition, the interpretation of factors 

relevant to the pursuit of justice, the phenomenology of marginalization and 

privilege (ie what it feels like to be oppressed or advantaged), the standing of which 

sorts of actors needs to be advanced or impeded in order to facilitate relevant 

expression and action, the kinds of knowledge that are relevant to specification of 

claims and obligations, and the historical sources of injustice. The meanings and 

interpretations of key terms can be disputed, developed, rejected, or adopted.  

To illustrate, consider the case of climate justice. The original terms were set 

in the 1992 agreement that established the United Nations Framework Convention 

on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which referred to ‘common but differentiated 

responsibilities’ for action when it comes to reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

Since 1992, the UNFCCC process has been engaged by states, civil society 

organizations, various sorts of activists, and occasional new claimants for 

recognition (such as indigenous peoples). They have debated, among other matters, 

what is common, and what is differentiated; whether commonality and 

differentiation should apply across states, or across categories of persons; the 

extension of the principle to adaptation to the effects of climate change; what sorts 
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of knowledge can legitimately be brought to bear on the categorization of different 

sorts of claimants and primary agents; and how special vulnerability to the effects of 

climate change should be recognized when it comes to voice as well as ameliorative 

action. The UNFCCC and its surrounding process themselves have created a kind of 

community of inquiry. We should not of course exaggerate the effectiveness, unity 

or public-spiritedness of this community. Since 1992 the process has featured 

power plays, evasions, distortions of language, dubious assertions of victimhood 

(for example when fossil fuel producers lament their loss of future income), 

attempts of countries to avoid obligations, lack of participation by the most 

vulnerable, bending of the language of justice to serve the material self-interest of 

particular parties, and strategic deployment of justice claims to block progress in 

the negotiations. Much of the more incisive criticism of these shortcomings has 

emerged from within the process itself, from actors working without reference to 

any well-defined theoretical conception of justice – but rather attuned to some very 

particular wrongs that the process seems to be yielding (for example, when 

programs to plant trees to absorb emissions involve evicting poor farmers, or when 

the main beneficiaries of offset schemes appear to be traders and the consciences of 

rich consumers). What climate justice means is the provisional outcome of these 

complex processes engaged by myriad formative agents. 

I will not develop a perfectly general set of principles to constrain the 

exercise of formative agency, though based on lessons from practice as well as 

theory I will identify some standards for the evaluation of formative agency in 

particular contexts. However, none of these standards is going to be able to apply in 
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identical fashion across all conceivable agents, because the situation of those actors 

is so radically different: it makes little sense to seek constraining principles that 

apply in equal measure to  (say) the President of the World Bank and an illiterate 

lower-caste villager in India. The very idea of a set of principles that should 

constrain agency implies that effective agency exists; as we will see, the core 

problem associated with some kinds of individual and collective actors is an 

inability to exercise agency that needs remedying. In addition, the kinds of 

constraints applicable to collective actors such as states and international 

organizations can be different to those applicable to individuals. Moreover, 

democracy can supply corrective mechanisms – not just constraining principles. 

While the main focus of my treatment is formative agency, I will occasionally 

reach down into primary agency and show that it too sometimes requires 

democratic correctives. I will also show how democratic thinking can illuminate the 

conditions of interaction of formative, primary and secondary agency. Formative 

agency proves particularly important when it comes to the democratization of 

justice, because it means democracy is required in the specification of justice, not 

just in the implementation of justice, which is where primary and secondary agency 

can be found.  Agents in undemocratic settings may still be under an obligation to 

promote justice – but that can only be a matter of their primary agency, whose 

exercise presumes we already know what justice means. 

 

IV. FROM OBLIGATION TO FORMATIVE AGENCY 
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The importance of formative agency can be driven home in light of critiques of the 

treatment of the poor in prominent accounts of global justice such as those of Singer 

and Pogge. To the extent these accounts present the substance of justice as well-

defined, they lack any developed notion of formative agency.  These accounts see 

agents as under an obligation to do what justice requires. The agents of justice are 

the relatively wealthy and powerful, the recipients of justice are the relatively poor 

(though Pogge does criticize the way wealthy countries have unfairly constrained 

the ability of poor countries to address their own problems). Now, critics of this 

standard approach to global justice point out that ignoring the agency of the poor 

may have detrimental consequences such as continued dependence on the largesse 

of wealthy donors. It is unclear that a transfer of resources from global rich to global 

poor is a better policy instrument than (for example) political reform that enables 

empowerment of the poor, or structural change that enables the poor to compete 

more effectively in the global political economy,7 or efforts to increase the 

capabilities of the poor.8 

Deveaux argues for treating the global poor as agents of justice. Criticizing 

O’Neill’s stress on the capacity to act and Pogge’s emphasis on culpability for 

injustice as the criteria for identifying agents, Deveaux argues for ‘the moral agency 

of the poor [that] stems from their capacity for moral concern and action in 

response to their own lived experience of poverty’, as well as that of ‘poor advocacy 

groups’ whose ‘capacity for moral concern and action follow from bearing witness 

to the experiences of the poor, and from a concern for social justice’.9 This 

recognition of the agency of ‘poor advocacy groups’ is consistent with O’Neill’s 
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acceptance that when states are weak, NGOs can take on roles as primary agents of 

justice. 

Given obstacles to their exercise of primary and secondary agency, 

recognition of the moral agency of the poor really only makes sense to the degree 

that they participate in determining what conception of justice should be adopted in 

particular contexts. This is in direct contrast to the treatment of the rich by (for 

example) Pogge and Singer, for the rich only need to do what justice requires. Thus 

in the accounts of critics such as Deveaux, the agency of the poor is prescribed in 

terms that make it formative, and so of a higher order than the agency of the rich as 

prescribed by Pogge and Singer. Yet appeals to recognize the agency of the poor in 

these terms have little practical effect unless we can figure out how their formative 

agency can be exercised; and how it can be integrated with the formative, primary 

and secondary agency of more obviously capable actors, such as states, international 

organizations, corporations, and relatively wealthy people. 

I will now show that the standing of all agents of justice (not just the poor) is 

problematic and so contestable; it is in addressing the problematic character of 

claims to standing that some specific features of democracy come to the fore. For 

some agents democracy provides a mechanism for correcting their problematic 

character, for some agents democratic theory provides standards for assessing the 

claim to legitimate standing as an agent of justice. The connection to democracy is 

then solidified to the degree we recognize the need for distributions of agency 

across actors producing justice, as opposed to putting the entire burden of justice on 

a single category of agent. The interaction between agents can then itself be 
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addressed in democratic terms. In short, democratic thinking can be deployed to 

enable a rich treatment of the agency in justice, and so show why there can be no 

justice without democracy. 

 

V. DEMOCRATIC REMEDIES FOR THE PROBLEMATIC CHARACTER OF ALL AGENTS 

OF JUSTICE 

Before proceeding to examination of each category of agent and the particular 

problems associated with each, let me discuss briefly one pervasive problem that 

applies to many of them: the tendency to interpret and advance justice in terms that 

serve their own material self-interest. Note that it is not the mere pursuit of self-

interest that is problematic here, but rather the veiling of self-interest in the 

language of justice. There are a number of democratic mechanisms that might 

induce more genuine concern for the more general good. One of these is publicity. 

The need actually to justify positions in public deliberation ought to induce such 

concern, for arguing in terms of the public interest is likely to be more persuasive 

than arguing in terms of private interest. Even if individuals so arguing do not 

actually hold a public interest motivation, Elster’s ‘civilizing force of hypocrisy’ can 

ensure that their attempts to bend the language of justice to serve their material 

self-interest are thwarted;10 and proposals for collective action will come to be 

framed in ways that respond to the content of the public interest oriented 

discussion, not unexpressed private desires.11  Brennan and Pettit argue for 

‘unveiling the vote’ on the grounds that public voting means socially acceptable and 
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so more public interest-regarding motivations are more likely to inform the 

individual’s vote choice.12 

Yet self-interest is not necessarily antithetical to justice: it may be in an 

individual’s self-interest not to have his or her rights violated, or material conditions 

of life undermined. It may be in the material interests of a small island state not to 

disappear as a result of rising sea levels caused by climate change. Democratic 

theory can illuminate the circumstances of when it is, and when it is not, legitimate 

for an actor to define justice in materially self-interested terms in policy 

deliberations. Mansbridge et al argue that the pursuit and expression of self-interest 

is democratically defensible (especially if a proposed course of action might mean 

danger or severe disadvantage for an individual or actor) but that ‘the expression 

and pursuit of self-interest must be curtailed both by the universal constraints  of 

moral behavior and human rights and the specifically deliberative constraints of 

mutual respect, equality, reciprocity, fairness and mutual justification.’13 These 

kinds of constraints could be applied to the definition of justice in terms that serve 

self-interest just as easily as to the unveiled expression of self-interest (which is the 

specific concern of Mansbridge et al). While Mansbridge et al’s appeals to ‘moral 

behavior and human rights’  and ‘fairness’ are imported from outside democratic 

theory, the other ‘specifically deliberative constraints’ are more grounded in 

democratic theory, and staples of deliberative democratic theory in particular. 

Moreover, they point directly to a deliberative credibility mechanism of the sort 

discussed in the previous paragraph. This mechanism could be reinforced to the 
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degree deliberation induces reflection on the content of one’s own interests.14 I will 

give some examples for particular agents below, beginning with states.  

 

A. STATES 

The state is a ubiquitous presence when it comes to thinking about the agency in 

justice. We cannot of course assume that states will pursue justice simply because 

morally they should. States are not straightforwardly free to produce justice; and a 

glance at history shows that justice (however described) may be low on their 

priority list, compared to (say) competing and surviving in an environment of 

potential enemies, securing the conditions for economic growth, or keeping internal 

order. Explaining why states do what they do is grist for theories of the state 

(notably pluralist, elitist, Marxist, public choice, feminist, post-modern, globalization, 

networked), most of which mix interpretive, explanatory, and normative inquiry. 

Rather than take on theories of the state in all their variety, it is possible to 

focus on the most problematic feature of states as they enter the international arena 

as formative agents of global justice. The propensity to define justice in terms that 

serve the state’s material self-interest is ubiquitous, especially when the stakes are 

high. Consider for example the multilateral negotiations held under the auspices of 

the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. For the G77 group of 

developing countries plus China, justice should be historical: the countries that built 

their wealth on a long history of fossil fuel use should now bear the sole 

responsibility for bearing the burden of cutbacks in greenhouse gas emissions. The 

United States in contrast sees justice in terms of fairness in the terms of trade: for 



 14 

rich countries to bear the sole burden of emissions reduction would unfairly benefit 

their competitors such as China. Both the G77+China and the United States 

arguments take nation-states as their unit of analysis, concern, and obligation.  

States can be treated as either unitary actors able to define justice; or as 

themselves encompassing a variety of views which might give them a more critical 

capacity to question the content of the state’s interest. Yet internal pluralism means 

that the standing of the state as a collective agent then becomes problematic. Social 

choice theory warns us of arbitrariness, instability, and the concomitant 

vulnerability to manipulation in collective choice under conditions of divergent 

preferences across multiple actors.15 If a state falls victim to these dangers it is in no 

condition to be an effective agent of anything – including justice. States in practice 

can avoid instability and arbitrariness through three mechanisms: dictatorship, 

structure-induced equilibrium, and deliberation.16 Dictatorship would return us 

straight to the problem of states defining justice in ways that serve their self-

interest (now the interest of the dictator). So if that path is ruled out, democratic 

theory is necessary to figure out what makes for stability-inducing institutional 

structure, or effective deliberation, or some combination of the two. Democratic 

theory does then help show how states can be effective agents under conditions of 

internal pluralism, though now it is their agency per se, rather than that pertaining 

to justice in particular, which is the target. 

Beyond internal pluralism, the deliberative credibility mechanism I discussed 

earlier can also help regulate the propensity of states in their international 

interactions to define justice in terms that serve material self-interest. To return to 
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the climate justice example, states would be more credible (and eventually more 

legitimate) formative agents of justice to the degree they abided by Mansbridge et 

al’s deliberative democratic principles of reciprocity (striving to communicate in 

terms that can be accepted by those who do not initially share one’s framework) and 

mutual justification, even as they advanced notions of justice consistent with their 

self-interest.17 They could enhance credibility by accepting that the principles they 

urge upon others should also apply to themselves. So China for example could 

enhance its credibility by accepting that the responsibility for historical emissions 

argument also applies to its own sub-population of rich consumers.18 The United 

States for its part could allow that fairness in the terms of trade means accepting 

that it should not be able to embed more emissions in the goods and services it 

produces than countries at a comparable level of development (such as Germany 

and Japan). This particular deployment of democratic theory requires stretching 

democracy beyond national boundaries into the international system and 

recognizing that collective actors such as states can be held to the same democratic 

standards as individuals. Yet conceptualizing the state in its entirety as an agent (of 

justice) makes it amenable to treatment in these terms. Denying the possibility of 

such treatment would mean denying that the state can be a moral agent at all. 

 

B. INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS 

International organizations can produce or impede international and global justice, 

and so can be treated as primary agents of justice.19 Erskine insists that the United 

Nations in particular can be analyzed as a (potentially) moral agent on the grounds 
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that it possesses ‘an identity that is more than the sum of its constituent parts; a 

decision-making structure; an executive function; … an identity over time; and a 

conception of itself as a unit.’20 To the degree international organizations develop 

autonomy in the way Erskine suggests, there is a risk that (just like states), when it 

comes to formative agency they will seek to define justice in ways that serve their 

own interest, and so the democratic remedies discussed in the previous subsection 

become relevant. In practice, such autonomy can be limited because international 

organizations are conditioned by the treaties that establish them. These treaties are 

negotiated by states, which means that international organizations will only be 

granted real power to the degree its exercise is expected to be consistent with the 

shared core material interests of the states whose support is needed to set 

organizations up and enable them to operate. (States can withdraw from or try to 

undermine any international organization that develops autonomy.) So the United 

Nations reinforces the core security interests of states, the International Monetary 

Fund, World Bank, and World Trade Organization reinforce the core economic 

imperatives of states. The IMF, World Bank, and WTO pursue and enforce a 

neoliberal conception of justice that stresses economic growth through unregulated 

markets.  

The problematic character of their agency is revealed to the degree that 

international organizations stick to a strict version of the principles that set them up 

in a way that is unresponsive to the concomitant production of injustice. The IMF, 

World Bank, and WTO have long been criticized for unbending adherence to the 

‘Washington Consensus.’ (though the World Bank eventually reconsidered) On the 
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face of it, slavish adherence to one doctrine might seem to mean that primary 

agency can be secured in the implementation of that doctrine, but formative agency 

is precluded. However, ignoring criticism and other versions of justice is itself a kind 

of formative agency.  The criticisms often come from those who do not share a 

neoliberal view of justice, and point to (say) the suffering of the poor caused by the 

austerity conditions accompanying structural adjustment packages implemented by 

the World Bank, or the suppression of any concern with environmental damage in 

WTO decisions. But the criticism also comes from those who think that (say) 

structural adjustment packages actually impede rather than promote the economic 

growth that is the main justification of neoliberalism. Criticism from the point of 

view of non-neoliberal concerns implicitly targets the formative agency of 

international organizations, while criticism from the point of view of economic 

growth implicitly limits itself to the effectiveness of the primary agency of these 

organizations. How then might international organizations gain a more self-aware 

critical capacity that would make them less problematic formative and primary 

agents of justice? 

In domestic politics, this kind of critical capacity accompanies pluralist 

democracy (see the discussion of the state above). Global elections may be a distant 

prospect, but all that means is we need to think harder about what sorts of 

representation, accountability, and legitimation mechanisms would facilitate 

democratization in global governance. The specifics might range from a more 

cosmopolitan framework of international law to enhanced role for transnational 

civil society in consultation with international organizations to contemplation of 
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international regimes as sites for democratization to thinking about the positive role 

that protest and disruption might play (think of the effects anti-globalization 

protests had on the operating principles of the World Bank21). 

  

C. THE RICH 

The standard approach to global justice in particular emphasizes the primary 

agency of the rich on the grounds of their capacity to reallocate resources. The 

persistence of injustice in a world dominated by the rich suggests immediately their 

unreliability. Should they conceptualize justice at all, many of the rich might define it 

in ways that serve their material self-interest, be it in libertarian fashion or through 

appeal to trickle-down mechanisms for the spreading of wealth (in which case the 

Mansbridge test for self-interested argument in democratic deliberation discussed 

above could be applied). Yet even should the rich decide to act upon the pleas of 

Singer and others, their agency would remain problematic. Republicans would point 

out that so long as justice depends upon the largesse of the rich, then unjust 

conditions of domination remain.22 The poor are rendered ‘moral patients’.23 So 

relying on the rich as the main primary agents of justice violates one particular 

theory of justice, in which freedom is conceptualized as non-domination. The 

remedy is simply the extension of agency beyond the rich toward the poor – 

especially when it comes to formative agency, whose conclusions about what justice 

should mean could then condition any primary agency held by the rich. Such 

extension at the level of formative agency pretty much defines the basic idea of 
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democracy as opposed to plutocracy (though of course the formative agency of rich 

individuals acting as ordinary citizens is democratically acceptable).   

 

 

D. THE POOR 

Libertarian theories of justice would not see ‘the poor’ as a category meriting 

recognition, let alone agency.24 Other theories of justice would validate the poor as a 

category – so Rawls’s second principle of justice famously prioritizes the ‘least 

advantaged’,25 though no grant of agency to the poor follows from this recognition, 

only that their interests are paramount when it comes to justifying inequalities in 

society. The idea that the poor should be the main beneficiaries of justice is of 

course also central to prominent accounts of global justice such as those of Singer 

and Pogge. Amartya Sen has long stressed the agency of the poor as helping to 

constitute justice.26 However, for Sen, this agency is mainly in the form of the poor 

exercising control over their own lives, rather than having any systemic effects that 

would make them agents of justice (though the kind of autonomy Sen stresses 

would facilitate the ability of the poor to become agents of justice).  

As we have seen, the poor are explicitly promoted as agents of justice by 

critics of Singer and Pogge (such as Kuper and Deveaux). Yet the visibility of pro-

poor advocacy groups confirms the most problematic feature of the poor as 

potential agents of justice: they often lack the capacity to exercise agency, which 

would require more in the way of linguistic skills, free time, education, and places 

where their voice might be expressed and heard. Theorists who seek the agency of 
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the poor generally fail to specify any mechanism whereby this agency might be 

enabled, without which advocacy of the agency of the poor is empty. Even Caney, 

while recognizing the claim to agency of victims of injustice, treats it only as a 

matter of local resistance to unjust rules.27 

The most obvious solution to this problem would be the direct one: provide 

the poor with the material conditions (education, income, etc.) that would enable 

their agency. The conceptual difficulty here is that such material redistribution 

means that the poor revert to being recipients of justice that will render them no 

longer poor, and so their lack of agency is confirmed.  

The alternative is to provide a mechanism for the poor to exercise their 

agency without having to wait for material redistribution and its eventual impact on 

capabilities that would render them no longer poor. Such a mechanism might be 

created by the poor themselves organizing social movements that claim agency – 

historically one of the cornerstones of social democracy. Alternatively, institutions 

can be designed for the more effective participation of the poor. While currently 

there is nothing obvious operating at the global level, more promising developments 

can be found at local and national levels. Rao and Sanyal contrast the welfare 

systems of the United States and rural India. In the United States, ‘the individual 

beneficiary is a powerless subject’ at the mercy of public officialdom.28 In India, the 

state-mandated gram sabha that exists in villages ‘creates a space for public 

interaction among the dominant and the dominated, the literate and the illiterate’ 

and is ‘vested with the authority to monitor the activities of the local state and 

demand accountability’.29 Given that one of the main topics of the gram sabha is the 
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administration of welfare, the Indian institution enables the poor to be formative 

and primary agents of justice, whereas the US institution denies agency to the poor. 

Interpreting gram sabhas as institutions of deliberative democracy, Rao and Sanyal 

go on to show that their operation does much to counter inequalities in a caste-

divided society, it ‘creates a relatively level discursive field. It briefly releases people 

from inequality traps and allows them the freedom to speak’,30 corroborating the 

theoretical claim that ‘participation in a deliberative democracy is expected to 

produce more cognitively competent and well-informed people’.31  Consistent with 

the idea that recognizing the agency of the poor necessitates their helping 

determine what justice should mean, Rao and Sanyal show how this ‘deliberation 

shapes the meaning of poverty’32 – though the deliberation is highly contestatory, as 

different groups with varying economic deprivation and caste position (the two do 

not necessarily coincide) make claims. 

Rao and Sanyal’s inquiry is largely empirical, though informed by democratic 

theory.  It is democratic innovation of a particular kind that enables the poor to be 

effective formative and primary agents of justice, and there is a large literature on 

the design and operation of deliberative and participatory forums that can be drawn 

upon.33 Clearly it is a stretch from local institutions such as gram sabhas to global 

justice – but the challenge could conceivably be met by institutional designs for 

direct participation of the poor. So for example Wisor develops a proposal that 

shows how poor individuals could be recruited into citizens’ assemblies that 

deliberate global development goals.34 
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E. ADVOCACY GROUPS 

The fact that the poor themselves may not in a good position to exercise agency 

(beyond local forums of the sort just discussed) means that advocacy groups – non-

governmental organizations and political activists – often step in to speak on behalf 

of the poor. Ypi celebrates the avant-garde agency of activists committed to 

cosmopolitan justice ideals.35 But in practice any such advocacy can be highly 

controversial. Celebrity activists such as Bono have appointed themselves 

representatives of the poor – in Bono’s case, the poor of Africa in particular.36 Bono 

has been criticized for depicting the African poor in a particular kind of way: as 

claimants on the conscience and charity of the rich, but with no agency of their own.  

Such agency for the poor is not recognized in the world dominated by global elites 

(such as the G8 or G20 groups of large economies) targeted by celebrity activists 

who implicitly claim for themselves the formative role of determining what justice 

should mean, and for global elites the role of primary agents of justice. The 

campaign by activists from developing countries ‘Not About Us Without Us’ was 

launched as a corrective to the celebrity-studded ‘Make Poverty History’ 

campaign.37 (At a 2013 G8 meeting Bono was pursued by protestors with placards 

declaring ‘Make Bono History’.) Such controversy suggests that ‘bearing witness’ 

and ‘a concern for social justice’38 are not in themselves sufficient warrant for 

formative agency in the absence of any check on how such agency is claimed and 

exercised. If the critics are right, advocacy groups may actually obstruct justice by 

keeping the poor in their place. 
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Speaking on behalf of the poor is clearly a kind of representative claim, and 

so can be scrutinized in light of the democratic theory of representation, which has 

in recent years moved way beyond electoral representation. Of course the claim in 

question is not warranted by authorization and accountability via electoral means. 

Advocacy groups and individuals are unelected and often self-appointed. Yet their 

representation claims can still be tested, criticized, and possibly validated. Saward 

suggests examining the degree of connectedness of the representative within a 

political system, the extent to which there exists a constituency that could 

corroborate a representation claim, the independence of the representative from 

strategic benefit within the system, and their freedom from structural imperatives 

constraining action associated with (potentially repressive) states.39  Montanero 

believes we should ask if the representative promotes formation and empowerment 

of a constituency of the affected that can subsequently ‘authorize and demand 

accountability’ of the representative, so representatives who promote formation of a 

constituency only of donors and advocacy group members fail the test.40 The 

general point is that the theory of democratic representation can be deployed to 

scrutinize the potentially problematic claims of advocacy groups and activists acting 

as formative agents of justice.41 

 

F. PUBLIC INTELLECTUALS 

There are people who make their living thinking about what justice should mean: 

political theorists and philosophers of justice.  Yet they only become formative 

agents of justice once they leave the academy and act as public intellectuals, seeking 
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to advance justice on the political stage. Individuals such as Singer, Pogge, and Sen 

happily play this role, as have libertarians such as Milton Friedman. It is on the 

public stage that the problematic character of their agency is revealed: they disagree 

with each other about the proper content of justice. Such dispute is of course not 

problematic within academia, which thrives on such disagreement.  

Public action requires that such disagreement somehow be resolved, if only 

locally and temporarily. Resolution could be achieved by political leaders simply 

adopting one particular view of justice to the exclusion of others: so former British 

Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher once famously took a copy of Hayek’s 

Constitution of Liberty and slammed it on a table to interrupt a meeting at her 

party’s Research Department, saying ‘This is what we believe!’  

Thatcher did not believe in reasonable disagreement (a trait she shares with 

some of the more uncompromising philosophical proponents of global 

redistribution). But once we accept the plausibility of different conceptions of 

justice, some way is needed to sort out their relative merits. Any attempt to do so in 

the abstract would only continue the disagreements of academic moral and political 

philosophy. The alternative is to proceed in particular policy contexts, with a view to 

deciding only what should be done in that context. Now, such a process might 

involve only public intellectuals; so MacIntyre notes that moral philosophers who 

disagree on ethical fundamentals can nevertheless often agree on particular policy 

prescriptions.42 The rights-based Pogge and the utilitarian Singer can and do 

support each other’s conclusions (and even arguments) about measures to promote 

global redistributive justice.  
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However, any restriction of such a process to public intellectuals themselves 

would effectively deny their publicness; in ‘going public’, intellectuals by definition 

open themselves to a range of interlocutors. For Amartya Sen, plural justice claims 

should then enter a process that is democratic in the sense of its openness to a 

broad variety of participants, and deliberative in the terms of their interaction.43 

Likewise, Fraser seeks democratic adjudication of competing ways of framing 

justice (such as national versus international versus cosmopolitan).44 Valentini 

believes that under ‘deep reasonable disagreement’ about what justice requires, 

democracy in the form of mutual justification is actually intrinsic to justice, rather 

than merely instrumental to it.45 However, Valentini’s argument here turns on prior 

acceptance of equal respect as a universal ideal, and so has substantively liberal 

presuppositions. Similarly, Forst specifies a universal right to justification as a way 

of getting at the democracy in justice.46 

Beyond appeal to democracy as public discussion or public reason, these 

accounts of democracy as it confronts plural justice claims are under-specified when 

it comes to identifying the range of legitimate participants in particular contexts, 

how dialogue should proceed, and how it should produce collective decisions. 

Moreover they do not recognize problems caused by truly deep moral disagreement 

(that would for example negate Valentini’s liberal presuppositions), and the variety 

of forms that public reason itself can take in different cultures with different 

communicative norms. Democratic theory can be called upon to address these 

lacunae, and so provide more precise accounts of the democracy in adjudicating 

plural justice claims.47 So for example an all-affected principle could help specify 
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who should participate;48 standard principles from the theory of deliberative 

democracy could be applied to how dialogue about different ideas of justice should 

proceed; thinking about incompletely theorized agreements49 to how collective 

decisions might be reached when partisans continue to disagree; and recent 

contemplation in democratic theory of the construction of intercultural imaginaries 

to the plurality of public reason.50 These are not the only solutions to the plurality 

problem; the general point is that solutions do exist in democratic theory that 

illuminate the conditions for resolution of plural justice claims. 

 

G. CORPORATIONS 

Corporations clearly have a legitimate role as secondary agents of justice in O’Neill’s 

terms, acting upon demands made by primary agents (for example, through 

governmental regulation, or pressure exerted through advocacy group campaigns). 

O’Neill herself points out that especially in the presence of weak and failed states, a 

corporation (along with NGOs) might usefully take on primary agency, though only 

to the extent it is a ‘responsible corporation’ whose motive cannot be reduced to 

profit.51 Even then, it is hard to argue that corporations have a duty to act as 

primary agents of justice, rather than just making a choice to do so.52 Skeptics might 

insist that corporations are unreliable primary agents of justice because they are 

hard-wired for the pursuit of profit. In this light, corporations may exercise social 

responsibility and adopt ethical codes of conduct only to the extent such behavior is 

instrumental to profit (because it is required by law or regulation, good for the 

corporation’s image among potential customers, or heads off boycotts). The 
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defensibility of their standing as primary agents therefore turns on the degree to 

which corporations can be socially responsible without that responsibility being 

instrumental to profit, and that is a matter for the theory of the firm to determine, 

rather than democratic theory. Yet from a democratic point of view, it is hard to 

muster a case that whatever the case when it comes to primary agency, corporations 

should also be recognized as formative agents of justice. Earlier, I emphasized the 

problem of actors defining justice in a way that serves material self-interest. This 

problem applies a fortiori to corporations, as indicated by the enormous resources 

they can and do bring to bear in financing campaigns against a tax or regulation that 

would hurt their interests. 

 

H. CITIZENS 

John Rawls eventually came to interpret his first principle of justice as entailing the 

equal chance of individuals in a society to influence policy decisions,53 flowing from 

the rights to vote, hold office, speak, and assemble that were listed as among the 

basic liberties in that principle. In this way he recognized citizens as agents of justice 

(though for Rawls this agency is not formative when it comes to the basic structure 

of society, which is the prerogative of a more idealized public reason). While Rawls 

himself was reluctant to let individuals loose on the global stage (preferring instead 

to stress the agency of ‘peoples’, which in practice means states54), cosmopolitan 

theorists of justice need have no problem in recognizing global citizenship.  

While ideal citizens can be defined in such a way as to be unproblematic 

agents of justice, real citizens are problematic in any a number of ways stemming 
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from human frailty and fallibility. Landemore argues that collective ‘democratic 

reason’ can nevertheless result from the joint participation of fallible individuals in 

voting and deliberation, because cognitive diversity across individuals proves to be 

able to correct for incompetence within individuals.55 Landemore draws on a 

variety of sources, including the ‘wisdom of crowds’ and the Condorcet jury theorem. 

For Landemore, a combination of inclusive deliberation and majority rule proves 

especially appropriate for reaching good decisions. Majority rule is harder to 

conceptualize at the global level than within states, but it can still be the case that 

citizens acting jointly and democratically are more rational than when they act 

individually. 

Aside from being collectively competent, if citizens are to be effective 

formative agents of justice then presumably they also need to act on the basis of 

something more than material self-interest. Now, rational egoism might be 

instrumental to justice, at least in comparison to destructive passions such as fame, 

honor, glory, and religious zealotry (Hirschman locates this comparison in ‘political 

arguments for capitalism before its triumph’56). But beyond securing a degree of 

social peace by laying the foundations for commercial society, it is hard to see how 

rational egoism can then serve justice. There might seem to be an exception here for 

libertarian theories of justice, for which rational egoism forms the basis for the 

justice of an unfettered market. But even for libertarians, it is only rational egoists 

acting as producers, dealers, and consumers who are functional for the market; 

rational egoists acting as citizens will behave in all the rent-seeking ways that 

libertarians believe make politics so dysfunctional. Thus even for libertarian 
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theories of justice, all the democratic mechanisms and standards to constrain 

material self-interest I discussed earlier are indispensable when it comes to 

establishing what justice means – though of course they will not necessarily yield 

substantively libertarian conclusions. 

 

VI. BUT MUST THE REMEDIES BE DEMOCRATIC? 

I have identified democratic remedies for the problematic aspects of different 

categories of agents of justice. The remedies described are not necessarily the only 

democratic ones available, and some may be controversial. The general point is that 

democratic theory and practice are rich sources of correctives: agents are far more 

likely effectively to promote justice to the extent they are situated in a democracy. 

For international organizations, the rich, the poor, public intellectuals, and citizens, I 

have identified operative democratic mechanisms; for advocacy groups and 

corporations, it is more a matter of democratic theory supplying criteria to assess 

claims to particular kinds of agency; for states it is a bit of both. 

Now, it might be argued here that there may exist non-democratic 

correctives for all the problematic aspects of agents I have identified. Indeed, at two 

points I identified a possible dictatorial corrective. I pointed out dictatorship is a 

possibility when it comes to rendering the state a coherent agent in the face of the 

problems identified by social choice theory, and in adjudicating between contending 

theories of justice advanced by public intellectuals. But if dictatorial remedies are 

not available for all the other problematic aspects of agents I identified, then it is 

hard to see how dictatorship could be adopted only for the purpose of rendering the 
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state a coherent agent that can choose to adopt a particular theory of justice, 

without at the same time destroying all these other democratic correctives. 

Moreover, in the absence of the democratic correctives, there is no mechanism to 

induce any such dictatorial state to seek to pursue justice – as opposed to the 

unconstrained self-interest of the dictatorship. Even setting aside these problems, a 

perfectly benevolent dictator would still violate freedom as non-domination, 

because everyone would become what Kuper calls ‘moral patients’57 dependent on 

the discretion of the dictator, thus violating one particular substantive conception of 

justice.  

Thus the problem with dictatorial remedies is that even if they work as 

intended, their unintended effects will destroy the other corrective mechanisms I 

have identified. The same test should be applied to any proposed non-democratic 

remedy: it must either (a) be capable of co-existing with democratic remedies, or (b) 

provide a complete substitute for all the democratic remedies I have identified. Only 

(b) would completely erase the democracy requirement for agents of justice. There 

may exist a package of measures that would be a complete substitute for all the 

democratic mechanisms I have identified. Aside from dictatorship, the only other 

obvious mechanism that would apply across all the categories of agents I have 

discussed would involve everyone setting aside interest in favor of a shared 

morality (competing moralities would return us to the problems of disagreement I 

highlighted when it comes to public intellectuals). In other words, we would have 

angels of justice rather than agents of justice. In the absence of angels, the beauty of 

the democratic measures is that they are mutually reinforcing. 
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VII. INTERACTING AGENTS OF JUSTICE 

Justice is rarely something yielded by a single category of agent acting in isolation, 

but more often produced or obstructed in the interaction of different sorts of 

agents.58 So do the conditions of their interaction need to be democratic? 

We can begin here by returning to the relationship between formative agents, 

whose standing as agents rests on some moral claim to have a say (which does not 

have to involve a stake in the decision), and primary agents, whose standing rests in 

the first instance on their capacity to secure and institutionalize justice as defined in 

formative agency. So it is easy to see why the poor, advocacy groups, citizens, and 

public intellectuals might claim formative agency (if on different grounds), and 

equally easy to see why corporations and the rich might be assigned primary agency. 

It is less easy to see how corporations and the rich might claim formative agency 

(though rich individuals can claim formative agency as citizens – just not as a result 

of being rich). Especially in acting internationally, states are formative as well as 

primary agents of justice, though they combine these two roles domestically as well. 

International organizations too are both formative and primary. Wherever it is 

produced, justice requires that formative agency conditions primary agency, which 

in turn conditions secondary agency. 

Can democratic thinking speak to the content of this interaction? Recognition 

of the agency of multiple categories of actors who in their interactions decide what 

standards the content of collective outcomes should aim to meet and what collective 

actions should be adopted to meet those standards begins to sound a lot like 
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democracy (or at least polyarchy). This resemblance deepens to the degree that the 

process of interaction should be inclusive of formative, primary, and secondary 

agents, and involve communication that is meaningful and competent, rather than 

strategic manipulation or symbolic cheap talk. So does the interaction of agents of 

justice need to proceed in such democratic terms? 

To begin, such interaction can be thought of in terms of debates and 

discourses that are formative (as opposed to agents that are formative). Here, 

followers of Foucault would highlight the danger of hegemonic discourses that 

constitute power and perpetuate injustice. Agonists and deliberative democrats 

could point to the need for contestation across discourses in the public sphere to 

counter such hazards. Such contestation defines at least one version of deliberative 

democracy.59 

Formative agency will have little real-world effect unless it can be linked to 

good effect to primary agency. Let us begin with the poor, whose moral claim to 

formative agency faces all kinds of obstacles in its realization – even before we get 

to any conditioning of the primary agency of other actors. Earlier, using the example 

of gram sabhas in India, I argued that designed democratic forums could enable the 

poor to give more effective voice to their concerns. At the local level, Besley, Rao, 

and Pande find that at least in South India, ‘it is the more disadvantaged social 

groups who attend village meetings and that holding such meetings improves the 

targeting of resources towards the neediest groups’60 – suggesting that institutional 

design can link the formative agency of the poor to the primary and secondary 

agency of local government. Once we move beyond the local level matters become 
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more complicated, and the formative agency of pro-poor advocacy groups and 

individuals seems to become more necessary – though of more questionable moral 

legitimacy. But as discussed earlier, citing Montanero, the agency of advocacy 

groups and activists can be legitimated as a democratic representation claim to the 

degree it also helps create a constituency that could validate the claim. If in contrast 

the agency of advocacy groups seeks to substitute for such a constituency, it is 

democratically indefensible. Saward’s emphasis on the existence of a constituency 

that could validate the claim and connectedness of the advocate within the political 

system deepens the need for connectedness of formative agents with each other 

(and to primary agents).61 

Once the connection between the poor and advocacy groups is put in good 

order, the next question concerns how their formative agency can influence primary 

agents of justice such as the state and international organizations to good effect. So 

for example Ypi in her ‘statist cosmopolitanism’ hopes that ‘avant garde’ global 

justice advocates can influence the states she believes are potentially the most 

effective primary agents.62 Any primary or secondary agent that is not also a 

formative agent (I have argued that the rich and corporations should be so 

characterized) will need interaction with the latter simply to know what principles 

of justice need institutionalizing. The means of influence can range from argument 

to rhetoric to ridicule to threat of violence. The theory of justice itself cannot easily 

distinguish defensible from indefensible means, but the theory of democracy can. 

Notably, the deliberative systems approach so prominent in recent democratic 

theory would apply a systemic test: does the means in question contribute to the 
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deliberative qualities of the system as a whole?63 The means at hand need not be 

intrinsically deliberative; it is a core tenet of the deliberative systems approach that 

non-deliberative actions can have deliberative consequences. So (non-deliberative) 

ridicule of primary agents might induce reflection and justification on the part of the 

latter. For example, at one point in the global UN-sponsored climate change 

negotiations a Japanese negotiator took to the floor to explain his country’s position 

on carbon capture and storage – his stated reason being to avoid Japan being given 

another ‘Fossil of the Day’ prize (awarded to great fanfare by the Climate Action 

Network to the country deemed to have behaved most obstructively that day).64 

This kind of systemic test is the closest it is possible to come to a general principle 

that can be applied to constrain the exercise of formative agency. 

The linkages I have described across the poor, advocacy groups, and the 

state/international organizations constitute just one set of connections across 

different kinds of agents of justice that can be illuminated by democratic thinking. 

There are others. Beginning with other formative agents discussed earlier, citizens 

may be more likely to engage in reflection that would underpin effective formative 

agency to the degree they believe that what they think and do will actually have 

some effect on collective decisions made by primary agents such as the state – an 

effect which pretty much defines the basic idea of democracy. Turning to public 

intellectuals, contextually-specific resolution of the disagreements of public 

intellectuals about the content of justice does, as I noted earlier, require openness to 

a range of interlocutors, simply as a result of the intellectual ‘going public’ and 

therefore departing the academy for the public sphere. The disagreements among 
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public intellectuals concerning what justice should mean therefore need to be 

resolved in particular policy contexts featuring deliberation by other formative 

agents – be they advocacy groups, citizens, the poor, or states. And again, these 

other interlocutors are only likely to take the deliberation seriously if they believe 

there will be an impact on primary agents. 

 

VIII. CONCLUSION 

To move from principles to practice, justice requires formative, primary, and 

secondary agents. Whether acting alone or in interaction with other categories of 

agents, they need to operate within democracy in order to produce justice. 

Democratic thinking is also capable of providing criteria to evaluate the claims to 

standing of different kinds of agents. In short: no justice without agents of justice, no 

effective agents of justice without democracy, and no global justice without global 

democracy. 
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