
differentiates nationality from ethnic identi-
ty, explaining why egalitarian concerns
should apply across ethnicities within one
country but not across national borders.
Without discrediting this rationale and offer-
ing a widely acceptable substitute, Caney can-
not show his readers that they are, in spite of
themselves, committed to the global scope of
egalitarian principles.

In light of these difficulties with Caney’s
position, it may after all be wiser to frame a
cosmopolitan conception of justice in insti-
tutional terms. To be sure, such an institu-
tional conception is informationally more
demanding. In contrast to Caney’s, it does
not base a justice assessment on the mere fact
that, avoidably, some enjoy a privileged life
from birth while others are born into condi-
tions of life-threatening deprivation. Instead,
it draws in further causal information about
the factors that give rise to severe depriva-
tions and inequalities, and about the involve-
ment of human agents in such factors. It
attaches great moral significance to the severe
deprivations in our world being mostly due

to a global institutional order that foreseeably
and avoidably aggravates inequalities among
persons worldwide.And it attaches moral sig-
nificance to whether and how specific human
agents participate in designing and uphold-
ing this global order. By focusing on the
causal role of social institutions and of those
who design and impose them, such a concep-
tion of justice is more intuitive and more
forceful through the negative duties it entails.
And it does not prevent us from also recog-
nizing additional negative duties not to harm
human beings in noninstitutional ways, as
well as positive duties to reduce severe depri-
vations and inequalities to which social insti-
tutions have made no causal contribution.

To stimulate thought about this terrific
book, I have critically focused on how Caney
conceives of the cosmopolitan approach to
social justice. This critique should not
obscure my admiration for his rich and
learned work.

—Thomas Pogge
Centre for Applied Philosophy and Public Ethics

(ANU) and Columbia University
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Each year, nearly six million people in the
developing world die of malaria, tuberculo-
sis, and HIV/AIDS. Yet, of the $70 billion
spent annually worldwide on pharmaceuti-
cal research and development (R&D), only
about 10 percent is focused on finding vac-
cines and drug treatments for diseases
affecting 90 percent of the global popula-
tion. Michael Kremer and Rachel Glenner-
ster address this alarming disparity in Strong
Medicine: Creating Incentives for Pharma-
ceutical Research on Neglected Diseases. They
employ empirical data about neglected dis-

eases and the current pharmaceutical mar-
ket to draw support for a scheme encourag-
ing vaccine development for such diseases.

The current system of rewarding pharma-
ceutical innovation through exclusive
patents fails to create incentives to produce
drugs and vaccines for diseases primarily
affecting the poor. Pharmaceutical compa-
nies must invest heavily into R&D, and will
do so only insofar as they expect to recoup
expenses and make a profit from sales of the
final product. So even if a successful vaccine
for preventing malaria were to be developed,

Strong Medicine: Creating Incentives for Pharmaceutical Research on
Neglected Diseases, Michael Kremer and Rachel Glennerster (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2004), 152 pp., $24.95 cloth.



pharmaceutical companies would be unable
to make a profit on it, since their potential
buyers, the poor, could not afford the vac-
cine at any but very low prices.

Against this backdrop, the authors sug-
gest creating a scheme that offers new incen-
tives for research on diseases dispro-
portionately affecting the poor, with the
goal of making development of neglected
disease vaccines a lucrative endeavor for
pharmaceutical companies. The basic idea is
to fund prizes that would be awarded as fol-
lows: If the desired vaccine was developed, a
sponsor would be committed to purchasing
a minimum amount at a given price per
unit.After a set amount of vaccines had been
purchased, the inventor firm would be
required to lower the price of the vaccine to
just above its manufacturing cost, thereby
granting access to the poor. Even with the
vaccine eventually being sold cheaply, if the
purchasing commitment were set at a suffi-
ciently high level in terms of price and quan-
tity, it would allow inventor firms to recoup
their R&D expenses and to make a consider-
able profit, which would be set high enough
to offset the risks of failure.

The authors justify their exclusive focus on
vaccines by their greater cost-effectiveness
in comparison to drugs. Curative treatments
for neglected diseases, they point out, are
both expensive and often difficult to admin-
ister in poor countries due to improper
monitoring of patients’ treatment adher-
ence and patients’ quick development of
resistance. In contrast, vaccines are a desir-
able alternative because they are much
cheaper and easier to administer. Addition-
ally, they contribute to containing the spread
of the disease, thus benefiting others beyond
the vaccinated individual.

While vaccines are appealing, they are
certainly not sufficient to eradicate the dis-
ease burden in the developing world. Kre-

mer and Glennerster’s scheme does not
address the current lack of incentives to
develop treatments for neglected diseases,
nor the inability of the poor to access already
developed but unaffordable drugs that
could save millions of lives annually. In this
sense, vaccine commitments should be
regarded as a program with likely benefits,
but not as a comprehensive solution to the
current market failures in the medical field.
By focusing solely on preventive treatments
for specified diseases, these commitments
do not offer pharmaceutical companies the
flexibility to develop alternative solutions
that may be more cost-effective than those
specified by the sponsors.

It would be interesting to examine how
the proposed vaccine commitment scheme
measures up against other ways of incen-
tivizing R&D in the area of neglected dis-
eases. One alternative is an international
health fund that rewards new drugs and vac-
cines according to their impact upon the
global disease burden. As with vaccine com-
mitments, inventor firms would be paid on
the basis of results, but without specific
product guidelines. Thus, they would have
greater flexibility to choose the concentra-
tion of their research, and their focus would
shift from the mere means of drug or vac-
cine creation to the ultimate end of disease
reduction. While this scheme may avoid the
constraints on inventor firms to meet strin-
gent specifications set by sponsors, it has the
disadvantage of providing less predictability
for inventor firms. Companies would face
greater risks because, even if they are the first
to develop a useful drug, they may still not
be able to recoup their expenses because of
unforeseen circumstances that might pre-
vent the use of the drug from alleviating the
global disease burden.

The final chapter of the book discusses
how to move forward with vaccine commit-
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ments. This discussion raises two major
questions: First, who will fund them? And
second, how can the scheme be brought into
operation? In considering potential spon-
sors, Kremer and Glennerster conclude that
the most likely and capable candidates for
this endeavour are rich-country govern-
ments and multilateral organizations, such
as the World Bank. Turning to the second
question, they conclude: “Despite wide-
spread enthusiasm, no vaccine commitment
has been put in place. This is in part because
there is no ready-made political constituen-
cy with a strong interest in such a commit-
ment . . . a vaccine commitment would need
a political champion to move forward” (pp.
118–19). Having formulated a detailed and
well-constructed plan to create incentives for
pharmaceutical companies to broaden the
scope of R&D efforts, the authors do not
offer constructive discussion of how vaccine
commitments might be made politically
appealing to sponsors. Their work is valuable
in its consideration of correcting the current
market failure that harms the poor, but the
issue of how potential sponsors themselves
may have political incentives to make sub-
stantial commitments of the kind proposed
is one that requires consideration.

The authors’ pessimism regarding timely
political action may be justified by the cur-
rent lack of attention to the global health cri-
sis, but they are too quick to discount the
likelihood of moving forward with vaccine
commitments. Affluent nations’ govern-
ments are expected to be resistant to spon-
soring vaccine commitments because they
see them as benefiting the poor abroad but
not their own constituencies. In an era of sig-
nificant global economic and political inter-
action, however, the elimination of large
concentrations of disease, resulting in more
stable regional economies by allowing poor
areas to develop with healthier and more

productive populations, would have benefits
to the developed world. In addition, Western
governments would be seen as supporting a
measure that effectively addresses the suffer-
ing of the poor, bolstering their own image.
In light of the ever-increasing gap between
the rich and the poor, a good-faith effort to
address seriously the health and poverty con-
cerns of the poor countries can play an im-
portant role in reducing anti-Americanism,
which may have positive implications on
security and terrorism concerns.

It might also be useful to contrast the cost-
effectiveness of this scheme with various
forms of aid and loans to poor countries.
Securing greater commitments to aid and
loans has become increasingly difficult, as
critics point to the lack of results despite the
significant sum of money transferred to the
developing world over the years. A plan of
vaccine commitments avoids two of the pri-
mary issues that render aid ineffective. First,
aid can have the potential pitfall of paying for
a worthwhile public project, but in doing so
endowing corrupt governments with funds
(that might otherwise have been used for
public purposes) to spend for less desirable
objectives, such as building personal militias.
In the case of vaccine commitments, money
spent by rich-country governments goes
directly to vaccine creators, and the good
being distributed to the poor is vaccines
themselves, which unlike money is a non-
fungible good—that is, the distribution of
vaccines to a population cannot be translat-
ed into benefits to be enjoyed by a corrupt
government. Second, aid is often criticized
for being ineffective, as it is filtered through
bureaucracy and thus only a low proportion
of it actually reaches its intended recipients.
Unlike direct funding for a specific project,
which is the typical structure of aid and
loans, vaccine commitments do not dole out
money and hope for fruitful returns, but

recent books on ethics and international affairs 105



During the last few years, many of the
commonly accepted assumptions in main-
stream international law in the United
States have been questioned by a group of
conservative legal scholars. Many of these
scholars are experts in constitutional legal
aspects of U.S. foreign policy—sometimes
referred to as foreign relations law—which
often presents a view of international law
that gives primacy to U.S. foreign-policy
interests instead of approaching interna-
tional law as the law of the entire interna-
tional community. Several of them are also
former government officials. One of the
authors of The Limits of International Law,
Jack Goldsmith, served in the Justice
Department that helped to craft the Bush
administration’s controversial positions
on the Geneva Conventions. The impor-
tance of this book lies in this fact: it does
not simply represent the arcane internal
debates of international lawyers about cus-
tomary international law or compliance,
but also intellectual justifications of the
more controversial foreign policies of suc-
cessive U.S. administrations. It thus offers
a theory of international law that is a blue-
print for the exercise of American hege-
mony in world politics.

The Limits of International Law has a
polemical edge, and is crafted in the lan-

guage of policy analysts. This makes the
book highly readable, even as it questions
many of what are usually believed to be the
central tenets of modern international law.
Some of the tenets that Goldsmith and Eric
Posner take on include the ideas that most
states actually obey international law most
of the time; that international law is much
more than a product of states’ collective
interests and represents a cosmopolitan
vanguard to resolve most global problems;
that international law is much more than
the tool of powerful states; and that inter-
national law actually pulls states toward
compliance, even when it is not in their
interests. These beliefs could be said to
form the core of the post–World War II
international law academy in the United
States. The authors provide a powerful, if
historically thin, critique of the main-
stream positions. They argue that interna-
tional law simply reflects state interests and
not the goals of a wider community or a
constraint on state behavior contrary to
their interests (pp. 3, 15). State interests,
they maintain, are simply instrumental
rational choices by states to further their
own power and welfare (pp. 7–10). They
argue that even in such a Hobbesian world,
collective goals become possible only under
particular conditions, which they term

rather pay strictly on the basis of results.
Therefore, the cost-effectiveness of vaccine
commitments, which promise money only
insofar as vaccines that impact upon health
are delivered, is expected to be much higher
than that of typical aid and loans by avoid-
ing the uncertainty of success after payment.
These issues all deserve further attention,

because innovative programs like the one
sketched out in this book have no chance of
implementation until long-term political
commitments from potential sponsors can
be secured.

—Rekha Nath
Centre for Applied Philosophy and Public

Ethics (ANU)
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