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Abstract

This exploratory essay examines how asymmetric power may govern the conditions of value cre-
ation, the circulation and return of value, and participants’ capacity to revise governing arrangements.
Building on Eglash and colleagues’ work on generative justice and engaging research on structural
power, capabilities, and institutional persistence, it proposes a conditional, pathway-specific mech-
anism: a rule may erode a participant’s capacity for continued generation; that erosion may subse-
quently diminish the participant’s effective ability to inspect, contest, exit, or redesign the rule. The
two causal links require distinct evidence, and their conjunction neither demonstrates equilibrium
nor establishes injustice by itself. The essay distinguishes persistence from strategic equilibrium and
dynamical stability, and examines countercases involving beneficial concentration, restored capac-
ities without institutional change, and cooperation sustained by safeguards despite distrust. It also
connects value return to warranted trust and prospective responsibility without equating unequal
exposure with equal suffering. A multiscale discussion considers how aggregate continuity may
conceal locally significant losses and how normative judgments depend on representational choices.
The questionDo All Beings Suffer? therefore expresses an open ethical inquiry into unequal benefits,
harms, and obligations within interconnected relations. The proposed contribution is a diagnostic syn-
thesis and research programme; it makes no claim to a validated model of international equilibrium
or to empirical verification of the mechanism.

Keywords: generative diminishment; generative justice; structural power; international political econ-
omy; value circulation; asymmetric equilibrium; trust; multiscale ethics
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Discussion Paper Note

This manuscript is an independent exploratory investigation into generative diminishment and the per-
sistence of asymmetric relations in international political economy. It examines how power may shape
the conditions of production, the recognition and circulation of value, and participants’ capacities to
participate in the revision of these arrangements. The analysis draws on the research programme of gen-
erative justice developed by Ron Eglash and collaborators, alongside established scholarship in political
economy, peace research, and international relations.

The term generative diminishment is employed here as a provisional analytical extension inspired
by that scholarship. It is not represented as a separate, formally established technical term introduced by
Eglash. The manuscript likewise uses asymmetric equilibrium as a candidate explanatory object, pend-
ing an explicit choice of state variables, transition mechanisms, empirical domain, and stability criterion.
The durability of a relation, its strategic equilibrium, and its normative legitimacy are analytically distin-
guishable.

The paper treats states, institutions, firms, and communities as historically constituted participants in
relationships, without proposing a complete ontology or assuming that their capacities can be converted
into one common scalar quantity. The historical ordering of generative activities, the capacity to con-
ceive alternatives, and the availability of revisions are matters for inquiry rather than universal features
presumed in advance.

The current version contains all nine planned English sections and an expanded bibliography with
scoped source-verification records. This completes a conceptual first draft, while validated technical or
empirical models, comparative case studies, and a peer-review process remain prospective. Hypothetical
cases throughout are analytical illustrations, not empirical comparisons. The English text supersedes the
earlier bilingual introduction draft.
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Responsible Use and Rights Reservation

This statement requests responsible scholarly use separately from the legal permissions of the licence. It
neither amends the licence nor creates additional contractual conditions.

The author welcomes scholarly discussion, critical engagement, teaching, and responsible adaptation.
Application of the ideas to diplomacy, international development, economic governance, and peacebuild-
ing should distinguish theoretical proposals, observed institutional mechanisms, causal attribution, and
justified normative obligations. References to generative capacity, value return, or system-level balance
should preserve the visibility of particular participants, asymmetric harms, rights, and opportunities for
redress. A speculative concept of relational equilibrium is not sufficient grounds for interventions affect-
ing others.

Except where otherwise indicated, copyright © 2026 Wanhong Huang. Original material is made
available under the Creative Commons Attribution–NonCommercial 4.0 International licence (CC BY-
NC 4.0), subject to applicable law. Third-party material retains its respective rights. Nothing here over-
rides statutory exceptions or implies endorsement by a cited author or institution. Legal text: https:
//creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.
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Notices

Publication status. Independent preliminary discussion draft, version 1.6, 23 October 2026. All nine
planned sections have been drafted in English. The manuscript has not undergone peer review, and
its proposed explanatory mechanisms are neither established equilibrium laws nor results of original
empirical tests.

Licence. Unless otherwise indicated, copyright © 2026Wanhong Huang. Original content is provided
under Creative Commons Attribution–NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0). The licence
and applicable law determine permitted uses. The separate responsible-use request above does not narrow
the permissions granted by the licence. Full text: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-n
c/4.0/.

AI-assisted research and preparation. OpenAI’s ChatGPT assisted with research dialogue, prelim-
inary source discovery and checking, English drafting, LaTeX preparation, and editorial review. The
human author directed the research questions and substantive commitments and remains responsible for
accuracy, citations, interpretation, and subsequent dissemination. ChatGPT is not identified as an author.

Independence and evidence. The study represents independent conceptual research. Its examples do
not assert findings about identifiable states, organizations, or communities. No institution or cited scholar
is presumed to endorse the argument.

Suggested citation. Huang, Wanhong. “Do All Beings Suffer? Generative Diminishment and Equi-
librium in International Relations.” Independent exploratory discussion draft, version 1.6, 2026.
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1 Introduction: Generative Conditions in Asymmetric Relations1

This section establishes the relational problemmotivating the paper: how power in international political2

economy may affect both the conditions under which value is created and the pathways through which3

that value circulates, with consequences for participants’ capacities to continue creating, cooperating,4

and revising the structures in which they participate. The central question concerns the persistence of5

asymmetric arrangements. Some arrangementsmay endure partly because their normal operation impairs6

the capacity of less powerful participants to revise the arrangements themselves. The section develops7

this possibility through an expressly hypothetical production network, situates it in relevant scholarship,8

and identifies the conceptual, explanatory, and normative tasks for the rest of the inquiry. Its approach is9

interpretive and mechanism-oriented; neither a general law of international equilibrium nor an empirical10

estimate of generative loss is presupposed.11

The title, Do All Beings Suffer?, gives this analysis an ethical rather than a merely classificatory12

horizon. Within the present paper, suffering may refer to lived injury, the impairment of conditions for13

meaningful activity, or a predicament produced by dependence and responsibility within a relational14

structure. These senses require careful separation. It remains entirely possible for some positions in15

a given arrangement to confer substantial and persistent benefits. The question mark therefore guards16

against a premature assertion of universal or equally distributed suffering. The inquiry is concerned with17

the structure of interdependence and with the unequal distribution of its opportunities, constraints, harms,18

and obligations.19

The paper advances a question at the intersection of several established approaches rather than in-20

troducing structural power, global value-chain governance, or the social ecology of generative justice21

as new discoveries. Barnett and Duvall already conceptualize power through relations that shape ac-22

tors’ capacities, Gereffi and colleagues analyze capability-sensitive forms of value-chain governance,23

and Eglash and colleagues theorize generative circulation and multiscale self-governance [3, 12, 7, 8]. A24

general feedback between agency and institutions is itself no discovery of this paper: Sen links substan-25

tive capabilities to the public exercise of agency and to policies that can expand those capabilities, while26

Greif and Laitin analyse endogenous institutional self-reinforcement and change [28, 14]. The more27

specific proposal developed here is a pathway-level diagnostic: rules affecting the renewal of value may28

also alter actors’ effective means of inspecting, contesting, exiting, or redesigning those very rules. This29

paper asks when such a mediated mechanism is evidenced, whether it makes different predictions from30

existing explanations of persistent asymmetry, and what its presence would change in the allocation of31

prospective responsibility.32

Analytical vocabulary. Throughout the paper, generative capacity designates situated resources and33

relations that enable specified activities to be sustained, varied, or reorganized. Pathway control denotes34

effective authority to admit, classify, route, interrupt, or revise the circulation of value. Revision capacity35

denotes an affected participant’s practically exercisable ability to obtain relevant information, organize,36

seek remedies, exit, or alter governing rules. These terms name different empirical objects: income or37

productivity cannot serve as a proxy for effective institutional voice without additional evidence. Gener-38

ative diminishment is the hypothesized impairment of a specified capacity relative to a justified historical39

or institutional contrast, rather than a universal deficit score. Whether that impairment is wrongful re-40

quires further normative premises.41

1.1 Positions and Pathways in Value Creation42

Consider a hypothetical production network extending across several societies. A coastal community43

sustains a historically accumulated set of practices involving labor, ecological stewardship, and craft44

knowledge. Its members obtain materials from local lands and waters, maintain techniques through in-45

tergenerational learning, and exchange their products with distant markets. Other participants occupy46

pivotal positions in the network: they establish product classifications, certification standards, financing47
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requirements, market-access conditions, and transport arrangements. These rules may pursue recogniz-48

able purposes, including quality assurance, reduction of transaction costs, coordination of supply, and the49

commercial interests of their designers. The community itself may gain income, technical information,50

and new opportunities through access to the network.51

The analytically important issue arises when those producing value possess limited influence over the52

conditions under which that value is classified, priced, circulated, and returned. The resources required to53

renew land, skills, education, and collective organizationmay depend on rules that local participants have54

little capacity to revise. A producer could receive a higher monetary return from a particular transaction55

while losing meaningful control over a subsequent production process, the transmission of knowledge,56

or the selection of trading partners. Conversely, a policy that limits some short-term production may57

help maintain the ecological conditions supporting several communities. These possibilities distinguish58

immediate revenue, the allocation of benefits, the persistence of productive conditions, and the ability to59

transform those conditions.60

The example is a thought experiment, not a claim about an observed supply chain. It assumes neither61

malicious intention among the better-positioned actors nor continuous net losses among the producers.62

Its purpose is to separate several objects that can otherwise appear as a single problem of distribution:63

the kinds of value generated; the authority to recognize or appraise them; the routes along which value64

moves; the power to redirect, obstruct, or terminate those routes; and the ability of creators to sustain or65

revise the conditions of subsequent creation. It also directs attention to different forms of value. Money,66

productive knowledge, ecological regeneration, institutional voice, and durable cooperation may be con-67

nected without being interchangeable in any unqualified sense.68

International relations are enacted through states, public and private institutions, firms, financial ar-69

rangements, communities, and networks whose internal interests and capacities are heterogeneous. Ac-70

cordingly, an advantaged or disadvantaged participant designates a position in a specified relationship71

and domain of activity, rather than a permanent essence attached to a country or population. A partici-72

pant may have considerable influence over finance while depending on another participant’s ecological73

resources, scientific knowledge, or political consent. The investigation therefore requires a situated74

account of control, institutional boundaries, historically formed dependencies, and opportunities for col-75

lective action. The existence of unequal positions does not by itself identify either the causal mechanism76

or the proper assignment of responsibility.77

1.2 Generative Justice, Structural Power, and Prior Accounts of Harm78

Ron Eglash’s research on generative justice provides the principal economic and normative foundation79

for this inquiry. Eglash connects the generation and unalienated circulation of labor, ecological, and80

expressive value with forms of participation in which value-generating communities retain meaningful81

capacities to benefit from and help organize their own productive conditions [4]. In this account, value82

has significance beyond its exchange price, and the organization of its circulation matters to the ability of83

human and nonhuman systems to reproduce and regenerate. The contribution extends beyond a demand84

for compensation following extraction: it concerns arrangements through which value generation can85

become a self-sustaining activity.86

Eglash and colleagues subsequently develop a reparative orientation in which creators participate in87

control of their systems of production, are protected against extractive loss, and benefit from the return88

and unalienated circulation of the values they generate [7]. Their analysis includes ecological, labor,89

and social dimensions, and explicitly examines micro-, meso-, and macro-level arrangements. These90

contributions are substantive predecessors to the present argument. The term generative diminishment91

is used here as a provisional descriptive and analytical extension of the concerns raised by that research.92

The paper does not attribute to Eglash the formal establishment of a separate technical construct bearing93

that exact name. It asks how the weakening of a participant’s generative conditions might enter the94

explanation of international power and relational persistence.95

International political economy already offers extensive theories of power operating through the96
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Table 1: Established explanatory resources and the narrower pathway-specific comparison proposed here.
This table does not imply that prior scholarship cannot address the questions in the right-hand column.
Prior approach Established analytical focus Additional distinction to test here

Eglash and colleagues Nonalienated value circulation,
creator control, regeneration and
return

Can a change in value-return rules
also change effective power to revise
the rules?

Sen’s capability approach Substantive freedom, agency and
participation in policy formation

Can capacities for productive renewal
be distinguished from capacities for
pathway governance?

Structural and network
power

Relational constitution of capacities,
institutional influence, and control of
network access

Does governing a pathway generate
identifiable capacity-mediated effects
beyond direct exclusion or coercion?

Institutional persistence and
change

Increasing returns, self-enforcement
and endogenous reinforcement

Does a particular loss of generative
support mediate changes in the
capacity to alter institutional rules?

background organization of action. Susan Strange’s account of structural power emphasizes the capacity97

to shape the frameworks within which others act, particularly in the interrelated structures of security,98

production, finance, and knowledge [29]. The perspective directs attention to the organization of op-99

tions and constraints, extending inquiry beyond individual bargaining victories. Scholarship on global100

value chains also gives an explicit account of unequal authority within production networks. Gereffi,101

Humphrey, and Sturgeon identify transaction complexity, the codifiability of information, and supplier102

capabilities as central variables associated with different governance forms and degrees of power asym-103

metry [12]. The basic observation that powerful actors influence production, standards, and circulation104

is therefore an established starting point rather than a discovery of this paper.105

Peace research supplies a further indispensable antecedent. Johan Galtung’s discussion of structural106

violence examines arrangements that constrain the realization of human potential, including forms of107

harm for which no individually identifiable intention to injure supplies an adequate explanation [11].108

That contribution requires a precise statement of the present paper’s proposed addition. The inquiry fo-109

cuses on the conditions for continued generation and transformation: whether participants can develop110

knowledge, maintain regenerative ecologies, organize alternative exchange routes, and participate in111

revising the institutions governing their activities. Such capacities intersect with welfare, capability, re-112

sources, and the realization of potential, yet their separate identification and measurement remain matters113

for future work. The claim is consequently one of possible analytical integration and extension, subject114

to comparative scrutiny against established approaches.115

Together these literatures make several relevant relations visible. Eglash and collaborators examine116

the regeneration and nonalienated return of value; Strange studies structural positions that shape what117

actions become available; value-chain scholarship analyzes variations in governance and supplier capa-118

bility; and Galtung examines harms embedded within social arrangements. The present essay proposes to119

consider these contributions jointly through a historically situated question: how might control over the120

generation and circulation of value alter a participant’s capacity to continue generating, and how might121

that alteration affect the participant’s capacity to change the relation itself? The cited theories retain their122

separate concepts, explanatory purposes, and unresolved disagreements. Their juxtaposition does not123

establish their equivalence. Table 1 states the comparison as a programme of explanatory discrimination124

rather than a claim of conceptual priority.125

1.3 Generative Diminishment and Nonintentional Mechanisms126

For the purposes of this inquiry, generativity refers provisionally to the historically and relationally con-127

ditioned capacities through which a participant can initiate, sustain, revise, and develop activities and128
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relations. These capacities include skills, resources, ecological conditions, and opportunities for institu-129

tional participation, as well as the practical ability to transform some of these conditions. They depend130

partly on what participants are able to recognize, imagine, learn, and organize in particular circumstances.131

A complete inventory of future possibilities is neither available nor required for the initial argument. The132

field of conceivable alternatives may itself evolve through experience, interaction, and epistemic change.133

Generative diminishment then designates a process in which identifiable conditions enabling such134

activity are eroded, foreclosed, or reorganized to the disadvantage of a specified participant or practice.135

A community might lose secure access to productive resources, opportunities to participate in technical136

standard-setting, or sufficient returns to sustain knowledge transmission and common infrastructure. The137

processes may accumulate and reinforce each other, but their presence does not demonstrate a decrease138

in a universal aggregate of generativity. A restriction on environmentally damaging production, for139

example, could constrain one activity while protecting the generative conditions of other participants.140

Normative evaluation must therefore identify the affected agents, domains, rights, available alternatives,141

and the reparability of particular losses.142

A central hypothesis concerns diminishment occurring through the ordinary operation of institutions143

whose designers or controllers have other aims. A powerful participant may maintain certification pro-144

cedures, lending rules, intellectual-property arrangements, or commercial standards to coordinate eco-145

nomic activity. Such procedures may possess defensible functional purposes. Yet producers with lim-146

ited representation, financing, or alternative channels may be unable to develop skills, diversify part-147

ners, or preserve regenerative resources under the resulting constraints. The causal inquiry then requires148

specification of which rules restrict which capacities, what institutional alternatives were available, how149

decision-making authority is distributed, and whether the disadvantages depend upon the relevant actors’150

actual control. Intention, causal contribution, foreseeability, benefit, and moral or institutional responsi-151

bility are connected dimensions of analysis, each requiring its own evidence and justification.152

The diminution of generative conditions could also have a recursive effect. Control over a circula-153

tion pathway affects the resources and opportunities retained by creators. The resulting change in capac-154

ities may alter their ability to negotiate, create alternative standards, form organizations, or redesign the155

pathways through which value moves. Where the constraints reinforce existing control over successive156

rounds of institutional adjustment, they supply a candidate mechanism for the persistence of asymmetric157

relations. This possibility does not imply that disadvantaged participants are passive or structurally inca-158

pable of change. Knowledge innovation, cooperative organization, political mobilization, cross-border159

solidarity, and revision of legal arrangements may disrupt such feedback. The explanation must remain160

open to these countervailing generative processes and to cases in which existing inequality fails to repro-161

duce itself.162

In this sense, the project asks about both the distribution of generative conditions and the distribution163

of capacities for revising their distribution. The second dimension is particularly significant. Material164

transfers can improve current livelihoods while leaving unchanged the unilateral authority to decide165

when, where, and by whom future transfers or productive exchanges take place. Conversely, institutional166

voice without sufficient resources may have limited practical effect. A defensible account of generative167

autonomy would therefore attend to their interaction and to the possibility that effective forms of agency168

depend on relationships that are themselves shared and evolving.169

1.4 Unequal Predicaments and Relational Responsibility170

The ethical question carried by the paper’s title requires distinctions among forms and locations of suf-171

fering. Participants in relatively weak positions may bear disadvantages in value creation and exchange172

while having limited ability to revise the rules under which the disadvantages occur. A loss of generative173

autonomy may also affect the grounds on which trust could reasonably develop. When essential routes174

can be changed unilaterally, and when compensation, representation, and remedies lack credible institu-175

tional guarantees, a demand for unconditional trust shifts the risks of cooperation toward those already176

exposed to structural constraints. This is a relational explanation of the difficulty of trust; it neither as-177
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sumes distrust is inevitably justified in every instance nor treats trust as a simple virtue that less powerful178

participants are obliged to provide.179

Advantaged actors, meanwhile, occupy positions of dependence as well as control. Their produc-180

tion, revenues, legitimacy, security, and institutional continuity may depend on the sustained generative181

activity of others. If the exercise of structural power undermines these supporting conditions, gover-182

nance costs, conflict risks, and pressures for institutional adjustment may change. Their predicament183

can therefore concern the maintenance of a relational order within which their own activity is situated.184

Such a predicament need not entail comparable subjective suffering or a net economic loss. A powerful185

actor may benefit from an extractive arrangement for a long period, shift many of its costs elsewhere,186

or avoid significant responsibility in practice. The title’s question mark is essential precisely because187

neither shared interdependence nor asymmetrical control establishes a uniform distribution of pain.188

Responsibilities likewise should not be averaged across participants merely because all participate in189

the same relation. A more discriminating account would examine control over the mechanism producing190

harm, the information reasonably available to each actor, foreseeable consequences, benefits received,191

causal influence, and capacities for repair. Greater control may create stronger opportunities to alter192

the institutions involved and may support greater obligations, although the nature and extent of such193

obligations still require independent normative reasoning. A relational account of shared conditions is194

fully compatible with asymmetric responsibility. Recognizing an advantaged actor’s institutional costs195

or dependencies does not excuse an infringement of rights or the imposition of avoidable harms.196

The repair and unalienated-circulation framework of Eglash and colleagues offers a particularly rel-197

evant starting point for a more practical inquiry [7]. Value return may involve material resources, but198

also the capacity of creators to participate in determining productive conditions, the recognition of their199

contributions, and the architecture of circulation. This places the building of trust within a broader200

field of governance. Verifiable fulfillment of commitments, representation in rule revision, indepen-201

dent remedies, and institutions capable of correction may provide grounds for warranted cooperation202

that a unilateral promise of benevolence could not provide on its own. The precise design and effects203

of those mechanisms belong to subsequent examination of governance, international cooperation, and204

peacebuilding. The present discussion establishes their analytical connection to generative conditions205

and unequal power.206

1.5 Equilibrium, Scale, and Normative Visibility207

The term equilibrium enters international relations through several distinct traditions. Structural accounts208

of international politics, including Waltz’s theory, investigate the relation between the distribution of209

capabilities, state security concerns, and patterns of balancing [32]. The present paper examines a related210

but different set of questions: how control over particular value pathways can persist, why participants211

might have unequal capacities to change those pathways, and whether the erosion of some participants’212

generative conditions contributes to the reproduction of the arrangement. Persistence may result from213

institutional inertia, recurrent bargaining, strategic incentives, or dynamical stability across an identified214

timescale. An empirical claim of equilibrium or an attractor would require specified state variables,215

transitions, observations, and criteria of stability. Mere longevity is insufficient.216

The use of dynamical language in the generative-justice literature has a relevant predecessor. Eglash217

and Garvey employ the concept of basins of attraction in discussing social-ecological arrangements con-218

ducive to generative justice [6]. The present paper develops a complementary exploratory possibility:219

under specified conditions, enduring control of value-circulation routes and a diminished capacity to re-220

organize those routes may help sustain an asymmetric diminishment equilibrium. This phrase currently221

identifies a research hypothesis, not a derived theorem or validated empirical category. A comparative222

account would have to investigate arrangements that sustain extractive constraints alongside those that223

enable repair, negotiated revision, and regenerative cooperation. Stable arrangements may be beneficial,224

harmful, mixed, or contested; stability itself carries no automatic normative endorsement.225

The relationship between local and systemic generativity also raises a question of scale. Labor and226
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knowledge practices at the level of persons, governance within organizations and communities, and in-227

ternational regimes of trade and finance may be represented at different levels of analysis within one his-228

torical relational process. An analogy with the study of a heated liquid helps clarify the point: molecular229

interaction and thermodynamic quantities offer different descriptions appropriate to different questions.230

Yet the analogy does not prove that the dynamics or ethical categories of political life obey a renormal-231

ization group of the physical kind. It invites investigation of which mechanisms remain relevant when232

descriptions move between local and systemic scales, and which information is lost in the process.233

Macro-level indicators of output or institutional stability may conceal the losses experienced by par-234

ticular groups, including losses of authority to set goals, capacities for exit, or the continuity of ecological235

and cultural practices. List and Valentini use an analogy with the levels of description in science to ar-236

gue that political normative facts may operate at a coarser-grained level than facts in moral theory [21].237

That work offers a relevant point of departure for two further inquiries: the organization of responsibility238

across scales, and the ethical significance of choosing a scale, retaining some information, and discarding239

other information in the construction of a representation. The legitimacy of a macroscopic conclusion240

depends in part on the normative questions to which the representation is applied.241

Effective descriptions at different scales may exhibit emergence, approximation, and feedback. They242

need not yield equivalent moral evaluations. The loss of a particular community’s rights or future-243

generating conditions may remain normatively significant even where aggregate outcomes improve. In244

this paper, the proposed unity of systemic generativity and situated generative autonomy concerns their245

potential participation in a common historical relational process. It leaves open the evaluative irreducibil-246

ity of particular lives and communities. The multiscale approach consequently sharpens the obligation247

to make asymmetric effects visible. A more elaborate treatment of normative emergence, scale transfor-248

mation, and the ethics of coarse-graining is reserved for separate studies.249

1.6 Research Programme and Limits of the Present Inquiry250

The inquiry proceeds from generative justice and value return to the institutional regulation of pathways,251

and then to the proposed two-link mechanism of diminishment and restricted revision capacity. Subse-252

quent sections examine persistence, responsibility, warranted trust, and multiscale ethical visibility. This253

sequence organizes a conceptual investigation; it does not impose a universal causal or temporal order254

on the represented relations.255

Three methodological boundaries remain decisive. A conceptual connection between value circula-256

tion and power does not establish a particular causal explanation without further inquiry. The durability257

or dynamical stability of an arrangement does not demonstrate its ethical legitimacy. And the transfor-258

mation of descriptions from local to macro-level forms does not itself determine which harms, rights,259

or obligations ought to matter. Within those boundaries, the question Do All Beings Suffer? remains260

an invitation to investigate a shared yet internally unequal relational condition. It asks how participants261

may constitute a common system while occupying positions with markedly different capacities, oppor-262

tunities, losses, and responsibilities. Such discrimination of positions is a condition of an adequate study263

of generative diminishment and international relational equilibrium.264

2 Generative Economy and Unalienated Value Circulation265

This section establishes the economic basis for studying generative diminishment. Eglash’s generative266

justice treats the renewal of labor, ecological, and social capacities, together with creators’ control over267

the conditions and circulation of value, as central concerns. The analysis distinguishes products and268

transfers from the conditions of further creation, examines heterogeneous value and micro-, meso-, and269

macro-level arrangements, and specifies the narrower question taken up here: how pathways of value270

circulation affect the ability of differently situated participants to regenerate and revise their relations.271
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2.1 Generative Value and the Conditions of Its Renewal272

Generative economy directs attention to the capacity of human and nonhuman systems to participate in273

the creation and renewal of value. In Eglash’s formulation, the relevant domains include labor, ecology,274

and social or expressive activity. Skilled making, shared knowledge, living soil, community solidarity,275

and the institutions that enable meaningful participation can produce benefits while also contributing276

to the conditions for further productive activity. Eglash’s historical account of makers and unalienated277

production places these possibilities within a longer discussion of the extraction of value from labor278

and nature, while his account of generative justice gives particular importance to bottom-up circulation279

among value-generating participants [5, 4]. This orientation contributes an economic and ethical vocab-280

ulary for asking whether productive arrangements preserve the sources upon which their achievements281

depend.282

An initial distinction concerns the product of an activity and the capacity to continue or transform283

that activity. A crop, a machine, a musical work, or a technical service may be priced and exchanged. Its284

creation, however, may depend on living ecosystems, accumulated skills, relations of care, institutional285

access, and cooperative knowledge that are only partly reflected in its transaction price. In some cases286

these enabling conditions are renewed through the activity itself. In others, the activity uses up conditions287

for whose maintenance another participant must bear the cost. The relation between value creation and288

regenerative capacity is therefore an object of analysis in its own right.289

Eglash’s account is unusually helpful because it treats human labor, ecological relations, and social290

life as interconnected sources of unalienated value. The discussion of regenerative ecology includes291

activities that return nutrients and sustain soil systems. Labor-oriented examples attend to makers’ ca-292

pacity to shape their work, share knowledge, and benefit from what they produce. The social dimension293

includes forms of cooperative organization, expression, and democratic participation that can sustain the294

communities in which value is created [4, 7]. These are established features of the generative-justice re-295

search programme, rather than new categories introduced here. The present paper inherits their attention296

to the reproduction and revision of productive conditions, while asking how the unequal regulation of297

those conditions enters international relationships.298

A generator of value need not be imagined as an isolated person, an autonomous nation, or a single299

physical site. Productive practices are sustained through changing relational configurations that may300

extend across families, workplaces, ecological systems, public institutions, and transnational networks.301

The description of a particular creator is thus indexed to a question and a scale of analysis. An exporter302

may create a marketable product while depending on care work, shared infrastructure, ecological pro-303

cesses, and inherited knowledge. Identifying the exporter as the contractual seller does not by itself304

identify the whole set of contributing sources. Conversely, identifying a broad community as the bene-305

ficiary of an activity does not settle which persons or groups possess legitimate authority to represent it.306

Questions about attribution and standing require their own evidence and normative reasoning.307

The relevant temporal terms also require restraint. A capacity for further generation is not simply308

a future stock that already exists and can be counted in advance. Its exercise depends on institutions,309

ecological contingencies, new knowledge, and the ways a relationship may be continued or transformed.310

An account of generativity may accordingly compare historically situated conditions for continuation311

and modification without presupposing a complete inventory of possible outcomes. This distinction will312

matter when a later section considers whether a particular arrangement diminishes a participant’s capacity313

to reorganize its productive relations.314

2.2 Alienation, Extraction, and Regenerative Return315

The distinction between value circulation and value extraction is central to generative justice. In Eglash’s316

earlier work, alienation concerns the separation of value from those whose labor, ecological activity, or317

social expression generates it [5, 4]. Eglash and colleagues subsequently state the reparative objective in318

institutional terms: value generators should be able to influence the conditions of their production, protect319

what they generate from destructive extraction, and participate in forms of unalienated circulation that320
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benefit their originating human and nonhuman communities [7]. The emphasis lies on relations capable321

of supporting continued generation, not solely on the destination of a financial transfer.322

A consequential nuance deserves explicit attention. Material movement away from its point of origin323

is not necessarily an instance of harmful extraction. Eglash and colleagues distinguish taking material324

from a system from alienating value in a manner that damages the system’s self-generative abilities [7].325

Harvesting, trade, or the circulation of knowledge may form part of arrangements that sustain produc-326

tive relations through reciprocal contribution, replenishment, and negotiated exchange. The relevant327

evaluative question is how these activities affect the conditions of continued generation, including the328

distribution of control over those conditions. An interpretation that classified every outward flow of329

money, goods, or information as loss would obscure precisely the forms of interdependence that the330

generative-justice literature seeks to understand.331

Consider a hypothetical coastal fishery whose catch is sold to distant markets. In one arrangement,332

harvest rules, replenishment practices, reliable payment, and collective participation in decisions allow333

the fishery’s ecological and social conditions to be maintained. In another, market-access requirements334

and short contractual cycles encourage production patterns that weaken those conditions while providing335

little authority to the fishers who bear the consequences. The same physical direction of trade may appear336

in each arrangement; the organization of return, risk, decision-making, and ecological renewal differs.337

Neither configuration can be evaluated adequately from export revenues alone. Both are hypothetical338

and require ecological, institutional, and social evidence before being assigned an actual regenerative or339

extractive character.340

Value return can take several forms. Monetary proceeds may finance livelihood and reinvestment.341

Knowledge return may equip producers to adapt techniques or maintain independent expertise. Insti-342

tutional return may include meaningful participation in rules governing certification, market access, or343

the use of local knowledge. Ecological return may include restorative practices that sustain the living344

conditions upon which production depends. The practical adequacy of one form cannot simply be in-345

ferred from the amount of another. Compensation may be substantial while the authority to determine346

productive conditions remains concentrated elsewhere. Similarly, a nominal grant of decision-making347

authority may have little effect if the corresponding technical and material capacities are unavailable.348

This is why the reparative perspective of Eglash and colleagues reaches beyond the transfer of re-349

sources. Their 2024 study examines technologies and organizational arrangements intended to support350

producers’ control over production and enable circular, nonalienated forms of exchange [7]. Such pro-351

posals should be assessed as substantive predecessors for the present inquiry. The new question pursued352

here concerns the international consequences of unequal capacities to secure, redirect, and govern these353

forms of return. The issue is especially important when the distribution of control over circulation path-354

ways is itself an outcome of earlier rounds of productive activity.355

2.3 Circulation Pathways as Institutional Arrangements356

A value pathway is an analytically identified sequence or network of relationships through which re-357

sources, goods, knowledge, services, rights, or other benefits become available to participants. Its or-358

ganization may involve technical infrastructures, contractual terms, regulations, standards, reputational359

mechanisms, transport links, platforms, and financial intermediaries. Different pathways can coexist,360

intersect, or become unavailable as their governing institutions change. The concept of a pathway is361

consequently broader than a physical transport route or a monetary payment chain.362

The possibility of return depends partly on what pathways permit. A producer may receive payment363

while lacking access to downstream design knowledge. A community may contribute a cultural practice364

to a commercial product while obtaining limited influence over its reinterpretation or licensing. A pub-365

lic institution may subsidize infrastructure that enables exchange while facing limited capacity to revise366

the terms under which the infrastructure is used. Each example directs attention to a distinct interface367

between creation, circulation, and the ability to determine the conditions of participation. The relevant368

question concerns the distribution and exercise of authority at particular interfaces, not a presumed in-369
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Table 2: Analytical dimensions of generative value circulation and their evidentiary limits.
Dimension Analytical question Evidence and caution

Generation Which practices and relations sustain the
creation of value?

Productive, ecological, care, and
knowledge contributions may be dispersed
across actors.

Recognition Who can define, classify, value, or
authorize contributions?

Formal prices and classifications may omit
relevant sources and meanings.

Circulation Which pathways move benefits, and who
can route or interrupt them?

Trade and payment flows alone do not
establish control or harm.

Return Which benefits support creators and their
conditions of activity?

Compensation, ecological repair,
knowledge, and governance rights may
differ.

Revision Who can challenge rules, create
alternatives, or change participation?

Effective influence depends on institutions,
resources, and enforceable protections.

tention to injure among the participants occupying them.370

Existing international political-economy research offers indispensable analyses of these mechanisms.371

Strange’s account of structural power emphasizes the capacity to shape frameworks in which production,372

finance, knowledge, and security are organized [29]. Gereffi, Humphrey, and Sturgeon examine how373

characteristics of transactions and supplier capabilities relate to different forms of global value-chain374

governance and unequal authority among firms [12]. These contributions already establish that decisions375

about standards, market access, and production coordination can involve substantial asymmetries. The376

specific extension proposed in this paper concerns how such asymmetries bear upon the capacity of377

producers and communities to maintain, reinterpret, or change their generative conditions.378

A useful preliminary distinction separates the circulation of a given benefit from the authority to mod-379

ify the conditions under which that benefit circulates. The distinction also clarifies why an apparently380

favorable transaction may coexist with long-term dependence. An actor may receive a high price for a381

product while depending on a single certification regime, financing system, or platform whose require-382

ments it has little capacity to influence. Alternatively, the same actor may maintain several viable routes,383

retain knowledge needed to change production, and participate in the governance of shared infrastructure.384

These situations may differ in their capacity for adjustment even when observed trade volumes appear385

comparable.386

Table 2 summarizes the analytical dimensions that the paper carries forward. The categories iden-387

tify questions for inquiry; they do not provide a validated index of generative justice or a completed388

measurement procedure.389

The dimensions in Table 2 also caution against substituting control over exchange for control over390

production. A participant may influence pricing without determining how ecological costs are borne.391

Another may own a productive asset yet lack the institutional authority to change the terms of market392

entry. Power can operate at several interfaces, and different participants may hold different kinds of393

control. Section 3 examines these relationships in detail; the present distinction explains why circulation394

alone is an incomplete measure of renewal.395

2.4 Heterogeneous Value and Incomplete Commensurability396

Labor, ecological regeneration, knowledge, and social expression need not be reducible to a common397

unit for their circulation to have political and economic significance. A community may exchange a398

product for money while maintaining relationships that make the product possible. A technique may399

pass between institutions while remaining embedded in tacit practice and local expertise. An ecological400

intervention may impose a financial cost while supporting biodiversity, water quality, or other living401

conditions. The evaluation of these effects depends on the question asked, the participants recognized,402
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and the kinds of value under consideration.403

The distinction resembles the three domains of generative justice, while allowing more fine-grained404

inquiry into the relations through which particular benefits are produced and transformed. Eglash’s work405

identifies labor, ecological, and expressive or social sources of unalienated value [4, 7]. Robinson and406

colleagues further develop community-based economic arrangements that link ecological, labor, and407

social value, with principles of prefigurative design, generative circulation, and solidarity [27]. These408

frameworks give substantive guidance about regeneration and participation; they do not authorize the409

assumption that every value conflict admits a numerical solution.410

For example, a producer may gain revenue by licensing inherited knowledge, while some community411

members regard the manner of circulation as inconsistent with legitimate stewardship. Other members412

may value the new resources and access that the agreement provides. A purely monetary account could413

miss both the cultural and institutional dimensions of the disagreement. Yet the presence of heteroge-414

neous values does not settle which parties should prevail. The inquiry requires attention to representa-415

tion, informed participation, affected interests, and the institutions through which disagreement can be416

expressed and revised. The ethical evaluation remains a distinct task from identifying the circulation of417

value.418

Heterogeneity also complicates the interpretation of diminishment. Declining revenue may accom-419

pany stronger ecological renewal or increased autonomy. Increased revenue may accompany weakened420

ecological or institutional conditions. The direction of change may vary across participants, domains,421

and scales. A responsible analytical account must therefore specify the affected generative capacity, its422

relevant relationships, and the sense in which its modification constitutes a loss. Where empirical com-423

parison is attempted, the choice of baseline and counterfactual is itself consequential. The present paper424

will not impose a universal scalar measure of total generativity on these diverse phenomena.425

The circulation of heterogeneous value is also a locus of potential conflict among legitimate interests.426

A rule that constrains pollution may reduce some actors’ productive opportunities while maintaining the427

ecological conditions of other actors and communities. A requirement to share certain information may428

strengthen public oversight while creating risks to privacy or intellectual autonomy. Such examples429

show why a decline in one participant’s available actions cannot, by itself, establish an unjust generative430

diminishment. The relevant normative reasoning must address rights, standing, accountability, and the431

unequal capacity to participate in specifying the terms of exchange.432

2.5 Micro-, Meso-, and Macro-Level Economic Arrangements433

Generative circulation can be organized at several interdependent scales. Eglash and colleagues’ 2024434

study explicitly distinguishes micro-level support for productive practices, meso-level connections435

among enterprises and institutions, and macro-level prospects for alternative economic networks [7].436

Their account of experimental technologies, participatory processes, and community-based economic437

infrastructures is both conceptually and practically relevant. The reported work begins from situated438

collaborations, particularly artisanal and worker-owned enterprises, and describes the development439

of means for supporting more autonomous and regenerative exchange. It does not claim to have440

demonstrated a general international equilibrium mechanism.441

Subsequent research by Robinson, Eglash, and colleagues elaborates a sociotechnical framework for442

community-based economies, emphasizing prefigurative processes, generative circulation, and solidar-443

ity across scales and domains [27]. This work is an important antecedent for the present paper’s attention444

to multiscale value return. Its implications extend beyond immediate compensation: the institutional and445

computational arrangements through which participants exchange resources can also influence whether446

they retain practical capacities for cooperative decision-making, adaptation, and mutual support. The447

cited authors’ specific empirical settings and normative commitments remain distinct from the interna-448

tional political-economy hypotheses considered here.449

Ostrom’s research on the governance of common-pool resources provides a complementary institu-450

tional point of reference. Her case analyses examine how resource users establish, monitor, and modify451
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rules for managing shared resources through varied institutional arrangements [24]. The relevance to gen-452

erative economy is the practical possibility of rule-making by participants who depend on the resource453

system and must respond to its changing conditions. The cases do not supply a ready-made model for ev-454

ery international institution, and their transfer across domains would require examination of differences455

in scope, membership, authority, and enforceability.456

At a local productive scale, an arrangement may permit a maker or cooperative to retain meaningful457

control over tools, techniques, working practices, and distribution. Across organizations, the coordi-458

nation of transport, financing, certification, and information exchange may create either diverse routes459

for participation or concentrated points of dependence. At wider scales, legal systems, cross-border in-460

stitutions, trade agreements, and financial infrastructures can establish conditions under which narrower461

arrangements are formed and revised. These descriptions identify nested or overlapping governance rela-462

tionships, though they do not yet demonstrate that a physical renormalization-group formalism applies to463

them. Such a formalization would require an explicit coarse-graining map and criteria for what remains464

significant across scales.465

The interdependence of scales creates a distinctive normative challenge. An intervention that im-466

proves an aggregate indicator may coexist with losses concentrated among particular creators. Con-467

versely, an arrangement designed around one small group may create constraints or externalities for468

neighboring groups. The recognition of value at one scale therefore requires an inquiry into which469

sources and affected participants remain visible at another. Detailed treatment of the ethics of scale470

selection and representation belongs to the accompanying research programme on multiscale normative471

ethics and the ethics of renormalization. For present purposes, this observation places a limit on infer-472

ences from national export growth, sectoral productivity, or institutional endurance to the regenerative473

condition of participating communities.474

2.6 Generative Diminishment as an Analytical Extension475

The foregoing literature establishes that value circulation may either sustain or impair the conditions476

through which value is generated, and that the ability of creators to participate in governing those condi-477

tions carries normative significance. The present article uses generative diminishment as a provisional478

name for a more specific relational process: an identifiable impairment of a participant’s capacity to479

sustain or transform value-generating activity, occurring through the organization and operation of rela-480

tionships in which that participant is situated. The term is inspired by generative-justice scholarship, but481

it is introduced here as an analytical extension rather than attributed to Eglash as a separately formalized482

construct.483

The hypothesis includes several potentially distinguishable dimensions: impairment of productive484

or ecological capacities; loss of practical access to alternative participation routes; weakened ability485

to revise institutional rules; and reduced capacities to maintain knowledge, cooperation, or other con-486

ditions required by a specified activity. These effects may be coupled without being identical. Their487

identification requires a stated focal system, an account of the capacity at issue, evidence of the relevant488

transformation, and a defensible comparison. In particular, attribution of diminishment to an unequal489

power relation requires more than noting that the disadvantaged participant has fewer resources. It re-490

quires an explanatory connection between the relational arrangement and the alteration of its generative491

conditions.492

An impairmentmay arise without a participant intending to impose it. A dominant intermediary could493

apply uniform commercial standards that serve its organizational purposes while imposing adjustment494

costs on producers who lack access to compatible equipment, expertise, or alternative markets. The495

outcome could reduce some producers’ practical freedom to maintain or change production methods,496

even if individual transactions remain voluntary in the narrow contractual sense. This possibility is497

consistent with established analyses of structural power and global value-chain governance [29, 12].498

Whether the relevant arrangement actually produces generative diminishment would require evidence499

about viable alternatives, benefits received, constraints encountered, and the distribution of governance500
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authority. Intentional wrongdoing and structural causal contribution should be investigated separately.501

The reverse possibilities must remain visible. A uniform standard may expand market access, in-502

crease safety, or reduce uncertainty. A restriction on some extractive activity may create conditions for503

broader ecological and social regeneration. A wealthy actor might create routes that allow other par-504

ticipants to develop independent capabilities, while a locally controlled arrangement might reproduce505

exclusion within the community. Accordingly, the presence of unequal authority, a restriction on choice,506

or an outward value flow is not sufficient to establish the normative status of a relationship. The objects507

of evaluation include the actual effects of the arrangement, the rights and interests involved, and the508

distribution of capacities for contestation and repair.509

A distinct possibility motivates the next stage of the inquiry. If participation in a pathway affects a510

creator’s ability to develop alternative routes, obtain independent knowledge, and revise the rules gov-511

erning exchange, then the pathway may help reproduce the power relations through which it operates.512

Under some conditions this recursive effect could contribute to the persistence of an asymmetric arrange-513

ment. The claim remains provisional: persistence is not by itself a proven equilibrium, and generative514

diminishment does not necessarily stabilize a system. Empirical investigation would need to consider in-515

stitutional safeguards, changing coalitions, alternative opportunities, collective action, and the possibility516

of abrupt or gradual transformations.517

The extension pursued here concerns how circulation arrangements condition participants’ capacities518

to revise them. This places Eglash’s generative-economy account in dialogue with scholarship on power519

and institutional change, without claiming either foundation as novel.520

3 Power over Generative Conditions and Pathways521

This section specifies how power operates through conditions of value generation and the rules governing522

circulation. Structural and network-power scholarship already explains forms of institutional constraint523

and strategic leverage; the focus here is on what follows for creators’ regenerative capacities and their524

effective authority to revise pathways. Admission, routing, valuation, return, and rule revision must525

be examined separately because control over one function neither establishes control over another nor526

proves that a participant has suffered harm.527

That distinction entails a further evidential separation. A participant may control network entry while528

possessing little influence over downstream pricing; anothermay set technical standardswithout deciding529

how returns are distributed; a third may determine adjudication procedures while depending on indepen-530

dent producers to maintain the underlying knowledge and ecological inputs. The effect of one control531

right cannot be inferred from the existence of another. In a concrete institutional history, the analyst532

should therefore specify which decision right is exercised, by whom, through what enforceable proce-533

dure, with what feasible alternatives, and how its exercise changes the conditions of subsequent value534

creation. This decomposition avoids treating positional centrality as a sufficient indicator of generative535

diminishment.536

3.1 Power within the Conditions of Generation537

The analysis begins with a conception of power that includes the ability to shape the conditions under538

which other participants can act. Susan Strange’s account of structural power is a central predecessor.539

Her treatment of security, production, finance, and knowledge concerns the organization of the interna-540

tional political economy and the ability to influence the frameworks within which economic and political541

possibilities are constituted [29]. In this perspective, authority may operate through the provision of a542

necessary resource, the definition of a market rule, or control of access to expertise. An observer attend-543

ing solely to commands issued by one government to another may consequently overlook significant544

sites at which the conditions of action have already been shaped.545

Barnett and Duvall develop a related, though analytically distinct, account of power as the production546

of effects through social relations that shape actors’ capacities to determine their circumstances. Their547
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taxonomy distinguishes compulsory, institutional, structural, and productive power, and directs attention548

to direct and diffuse relations of interaction and constitution [3]. This literature already includes the549

insight that power affects capacities. The extension proposed here therefore requires greater specificity:550

the relevant capacities concern the continued generation of heterogeneous forms of value and the ability551

of their creators to participate in governing the relationships through which those values are produced,552

recognized, circulated, and renewed. The extension concerns an additional object of analysis, not the553

discovery that power can have constitutive effects.554

Consider a hypothetical network of producers who rely on a shared certification system to sell a555

specialized product. The certified standard may improve safety, comparability, and the credibility of556

exchange. Its governing body also influences which techniques count as acceptable, how compliance can557

be demonstrated, what evidence is recognized, and which organizations may participate in revising the558

standard. Some producers may thereby acquire new opportunities for learning and participation. Others559

may face compliance burdens that their current relationships cannot readily support. Both effects can560

arise from one institutional arrangement. A useful analysis would investigate the rule’s public purposes,561

the affected producers’ capabilities, the availability of assistance and alternatives, and the distribution of562

authority over revision.563

A generative condition can accordingly be a material resource, an ecological relation, a technical564

competence, a pattern of trust, a legal entitlement, or a capacity for coordinated decision-making. Condi-565

tions are historically situated and partially dependent on one another. Technical knowledge can expand566

market access while depending upon institutions that determine whose expertise is certified. Ecologi-567

cal renewal may support long-lived productive practices while depending upon obligations extending568

beyond a contractual buyer and seller. Governance can sustain some such relations while constraining569

others. To identify a power effect, the analyst must specify the focal participants, the conditions at issue,570

and the mechanisms through which those conditions become more or less available.571

3.2 Admission, Routing, Conversion, and Return572

Circulation pathways are governed at several distinguishable points. Admission concerns the conditions573

for entering a network, using a platform, obtaining finance, or receiving institutional recognition. Rout-574

ing concerns which intermediaries, exchanges, infrastructures, and jurisdictions a flow must traverse.575

Conversion concerns the rules by which one kind of contribution becomes a legally recognized product,576

a credential, a monetary claim, an intellectual-property right, or another form of value. Retention and577

return concern who may keep benefits, who bears the costs of reproduction, and which arrangements578

enable value to contribute again to its originating relations. Revision concerns the ability to challenge,579

renegotiate, or transform these arrangements. These dimensions are analytical distinctions; in observed580

institutions they may be bundled in contracts, infrastructures, organizational routines, or public law.581

An advantage over admission can permit an actor to require safety guarantees and strengthen con-582

fidence in a transaction. It may also permit exclusion based on costs or requirements that only well-583

resourced participants can meet. Advantage over routing can make a network efficient by concentrating584

transport, settlement, or verification functions. Concentration can simultaneously reduce the availabil-585

ity of independent channels. Control of conversion can authorize socially useful standards, yet it may586

also determine which knowledge is visible as expertise and which labor is recognized as economically587

valuable. Control over return can affect the renewal of equipment, communities, and ecosystems even588

when the formal price of the final product appears acceptable. Revision rights influence whether the589

participants can change the pathway when its effects become evident.590

The governance of global value chains provides an established point of comparison. Gereffi,591

Humphrey, and Sturgeon associate distinct forms of value-chain governance with transaction complex-592

ity, codifiability, and supplier capabilities, and analyze variation in explicit coordination and power593

asymmetry [12]. The present paper does not reinterpret these categories as measures of generative594

justice. It asks a supplementary question: given a governance arrangement of some describable kind,595

what happens to the situated capacities of suppliers, workers, affected communities, and ecological596
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Table 3: Analytical sites of power over value pathways and their possible generative significance. The
entries identify questions for inquiry, not observed effects or a ranking of institutional forms.
Site of power Illustrative governing operation Generative question requiring evidence

Entry and
recognition

Setting credentials, standards, eligibility,
or documentation

Who can participate, and what support
and alternatives are available?

Routing and access Selecting intermediaries, gateways,
settlement, or transport routes

Can participants reach other pathways
and reorganize exchange?

Valuation and
conversion

Defining accepted outputs, quality, data
rights, or conversion rules

Which contributions gain recognition,
and which lose visibility?

Retention and
return

Allocating revenues, risks, knowledge, or
restorative obligations

Are conditions of further generation
sustained and governed by creators?

Revision and
contestation

Assigning voice, veto, appeal, audit, and
rule-making rights

Can affected participants influence and
transform the pathway?

systems to sustain productive activity and participate in governing its terms? Table 3 summarizes the597

proposed sites of inquiry and the evidence that would be needed to investigate them.598

The table emphasizes a distinction between using a pathway and having influence over its constitu-599

tion. Access to a market may produce substantial material benefits while leaving the entrant dependent600

on decisions that it cannot challenge. Conversely, a formally granted right to participate in governance601

may remain ineffective if the participant lacks time, finance, technical information, or collective orga-602

nization. A satisfactory evaluation therefore attends both to nominal entitlements and to their practical603

exercise. It also considers the interests of those whose value-generating contributions are omitted from604

contractual documentation, including workers, care networks, and ecological relations.605

The contribution of network position to a theory of generative diminishment requires a further, sep-606

arately evidenced step. Farrell and Newman analyze how jurisdiction over central hubs, together with607

domestic institutions, can permit information-gathering or denial of access [9]. A demonstration of ei-608

ther network mechanism would not, on its own, establish that value-generating participants have lost609

capacities for further creation or institutional revision. This article asks whether and how that additional610

effect occurs under particular rules, alternatives, and histories.611

3.3 Network Position, Interdependence, and the Capacity to Redirect Flows612

Power over circulation frequently depends on the organization of networks rather than ownership of all613

their components. Farrell and Newman analyze weaponized interdependence through the position of614

central nodes in global economic and informational networks. They distinguish a panopticon effect, in-615

volving privileged access to information, and a chokepoint effect, involving the capacity to deny access616

to essential flows under specified jurisdictional and institutional conditions [9]. Their contribution pro-617

vides a concrete account of how network structure may generate asymmetries of power across states. It618

also helps establish a necessary distinction for this paper: deliberate coercive use of a network position619

is one possible mechanism, while unequal consequences of routine administration constitute a different,620

separately investigable possibility.621

A hypothetical settlement network illustrates the latter question. Suppose several productive commu-622

nities can accept payment for their goods only through a small number of recognized intermediaries. An623

intermediary changes its documentation or compliance procedures to satisfy legitimate organizational624

requirements. A well-resourced exporter adapts readily, whereas a smaller cooperative encounters de-625

lays, fees, and risks of interrupted payment. The intermediary may have sought consistency or legal626

compliance, with no intention to impair the cooperative’s productive capacity. Nevertheless, the cooper-627

ative may need to redirect labor away from production, defer investment, or withdraw from a beneficial628

exchange. Whether these changes amount to generative diminishment depends on their magnitude, re-629

versibility, effects on further productive activity, and the availability of other viable arrangements. The630
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scenario is illustrative and makes no empirical allegation about a particular settlement infrastructure.631

Centrality alone, however, does not establish arbitrary domination. A node may be technically nec-632

essary, legally constrained, collectively governed, and subject to review. Its scale may lower costs and633

permit widespread access. Nor is decentralization always an improvement. Duplicated infrastructure can634

impose burdens on smaller communities, while fragmentation can weaken protection, interoperability,635

or ecological coordination. The practical significance of a gateway therefore depends on the interaction636

of technical position, legal authority, institutional purpose, accountability, and the capabilities of those637

relying upon it. A network description that records only graph-theoretic centrality would leave these638

dimensions unresolved.639

The distinction between a current route and the capacity to redesign routes is particularly important.640

Participants may possess an acceptable contract today while having little influence over a revision of641

standards, payment conditions, or data access rules that determines the continuation of their activities.642

A historically dependent participant can therefore be vulnerable even when observed exchanges seem643

mutually advantageous. Such vulnerability should be established through counterfactual and institutional644

analysis: what alternative arrangements were accessible, what resources were needed to adopt them, and645

how would the participant’s generative conditions have differed? The mere existence of dependence646

does not settle these questions.647

For causal inquiry, pathway power should be disaggregated into at least three functions: authority to648

set conditions of admission, authority to allocate or interrupt flows under current rules, and authority to649

redesign those rules. These functions may be held by different institutions. A buyer with strong price-650

setting leverage may have limited power over public technical standards; a standards body may govern651

eligibility without receiving the resulting profits; and a regulator may possess revision authority while652

lacking the resources to enforce it. The analytical distinction prevents the conflation of central network653

position, effective domination, and the receipt of distributive advantage. It also identifies circumstances654

in which concentrated control can protect producers or ecological conditions, rather than diminish them.655

The consequences of power therefore depend on identifiable rights, enforcement capabilities, alternatives,656

and the uses to which authority is put.657

3.4 Recognition, Conversion, and the Politics of What Counts as Value658

The authority to organize circulation also includes the authority to recognize particular contributions as659

valuable. Commercial quality grades, scientific accreditation, procurement criteria, data licences, and660

measures of productivity translate complex activities into forms accepted by institutions. These trans-661

lations often enable cooperation among otherwise distant participants. At the same time, the chosen662

categories can affect which productive relations receive investment, compensation, or protection. Knowl-663

edge that resists codification, contributions shared without formal titles, and regenerative practices whose664

benefits emerge across organizations may be underrepresented in a particular scheme of accounting.665

Such effects should be evaluated in light of the heterogeneous sources of value emphasized in666

generative-justice scholarship [4, 7]. A community may create ecological, technical, economic, and667

expressive value through one intertwined activity. A contract may recognize a monetary component with668

considerable precision while providing limited institutional visibility to the ecological replenishment or669

local knowledge upon which the activity depends. The issue concerns the fit between a representation670

and its purpose, the participation of affected parties in constructing the representation, and the conse-671

quences of the resulting institutional decisions. A valuation scheme may be useful for exchange while672

remaining insufficient as a complete account of regenerative well-being.673

Power over recognition can become power over continuation. If access to finance depends on a674

short-range revenue measure, participants may reorganize activity around what can be shown through675

that measure. If the costs of renewing soil, expertise, or cooperative trust remain outside the recognized676

accounts, the associated capacities may receive inadequate support. This causal possibility warrants em-677

pirical investigation, including whether supplementary governance mechanisms already compensate for678

the omitted dimensions. The formal representation of a value should not be conflated with the existence679
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or worth of the relationships through which it arises.680

There is a further reflexive question. Any scholarly inquiry into generative diminishment itself se-681

lects categories of capacity, value, and impairment. The proposed framework thus has no privileged682

exemption from the politics of recognition that it analyzes. Researchers must state why some actors,683

practices, and pathways are included, and remain open to objections from differently situated partici-684

pants. This observation anticipates the accompanying studies of multiscale normative ethics and the685

ethics of renormalization, where the choice of a scale and the erasure of locally significant information686

become explicit normative problems.687

3.5 Revision Power, Exit, and the Practical Meaning of Choice688

The capacity to alter governing rules deserves attention alongside the capacity to participate under ex-689

isting rules. Hirschman’s distinction between exit and voice illuminates how participants respond to690

deterioration in organizations and other arrangements, and how the availability of one response may691

change the effectiveness of the other [18]. In international political economy, the analogous responses692

may include changing buyers, switching settlement channels, organizing collective representation, chal-693

lenging a certification decision, negotiating a standard, or creating a shared alternative institution. These694

activities differ materially in feasibility and legitimacy. Their comparison should consider the practical695

resources required, as well as the costs that different participants incur when exercising them.696

For a powerful participant, leaving an arrangement may be one available strategy among several.697

For a resource-constrained participant, exit may interrupt livelihoods, technical access, or cooperation698

that has developed through substantial cumulative investment. Voice may likewise require expertise,699

recognized standing, and protection against retaliation. A rule that formally permits appeal can offer700

meaningful review under appropriate conditions; an appeal process that is prohibitively costly may pro-701

vide little effective recourse. The relevant dimension of freedom is therefore the situated capacity to take702

part in revising a relation, including through collective action and institution-building. That capacity is703

not adequately represented by the number of nominal options appearing in a contract.704

Ostrom’s research on the governance of common-pool resources establishes important antecedents705

for studying participants’ involvement in making and monitoring rules, although its institutional findings706

concern particular kinds of resource settings and should not bemechanically generalized to interstate rela-707

tionships [24]. The present inquiry treats collectively governed pathways, shared monitoring, negotiated708

thresholds, and accessible dispute-resolution procedures as candidate institutional arrangements requir-709

ing contextual assessment. Their potential benefits include the development of participants’ capacities to710

govern the sources of value upon which they depend. Their potential risks include exclusion of less orga-711

nized members, unequal representation, and the capture of ostensibly participatory processes by actors712

with greater resources.713

Consider two otherwise comparable procurement arrangements. Both pay a supplier a substantial714

price and impose the same technical requirement. In the first, the purchaser alone controls the require-715

ment, including future revisions. In the second, suppliers and affected communities have meaningful716

procedures for proposing changes, receiving technical support, and contesting decisions. The immediate717

financial returns could be identical. The relationships may nevertheless differ in the extent to which cre-718

ators can sustain, adapt, or redirect their activities. This thought experiment isolates a possible effect of719

institutional agency; it does not establish in advance that the second arrangement will perform better in720

every setting. Governance procedures themselves carry costs, can be dominated, and require evaluation721

against other obligations.722

3.6 Routine Rule-Making and Non-Intentional Generative Diminishment723

The analysis can now identify a candidate sequence of relations. An actor or institution with significant724

authority establishes or maintains a rule for production or circulation. The rule changes the costs, op-725

tions, recognized contributions, or revision capacities of differently situated participants. Under some726

conditions, those changes impair the maintenance or transformation of particular generative capacities.727
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The impairment may then influence the participants’ ability to challenge the rule or establish alternative728

pathways. This sequence specifies a possible mechanism of structural generative diminishment. Its ele-729

ments require separate evidence, and the sequence should not be treated as a law applying to asymmetric730

systems generally.731

A distinctive feature of the hypothesis is the independence of causal effects from a demonstrated732

purpose to harm. Institutional actors can pursue legal compliance, predictability, efficiency, safety, or733

organizational survival while sustaining arrangements that impose disproportionate adjustment costs on734

less powerful participants. The analytically relevant questions include whether adverse effects were735

foreseeable, whether affected participants had practical alternatives, what authority the governing actors736

exercised, whether the rule was justified by competing public purposes, and what forms of revision or737

remedy were accessible. Questions about intention, causation, normative responsibility, and remedy738

should remain distinct even when they are considered together. Structural accounts of violence and739

harm provide a broader intellectual precedent for examining adverse conditions whose explanation is740

not exhausted by the identification of an individual aggressor [11].741

Power asymmetry alone supplies insufficient evidence of generative diminishment. A dominant par-742

ticipant may transfer technology, support ecological restoration, provide predictable demand, or finance743

alternatives that expand the capacities of less powerful participants. Conversely, a formally egalitarian744

arrangement may undermine regeneration through short-term incentives, collective-action failures, or745

ecological ignorance. Regulations that prevent harmful extraction can restrict particular activities while746

preserving other lives and productive relations. The normative judgment must consider rights, the dis-747

tribution of benefits and burdens, the available alternatives, and effects at multiple relevant scales. An748

impairment of one actor’s unconstrained option set need not imply a net diminution of ethically relevant749

generativity across all affected participants.750

A careful causal study would compare concrete arrangements rather than contrast an observed out-751

come with an imagined world free of power. It could examine institutional change, differences between752

comparable pathways, revisions of standards, shifts in the distribution of returns, and participants’ doc-753

umented experiences of access and contestation. Historical evidence could establish how an asymmetry754

developed and what forms of collective knowledge or infrastructure depend upon it. Quantitative data755

might describe fees, delays, investment, participation, or environmental conditions; qualitative evidence756

would be needed to interpret what those measures signify to affected creators. Together, these methods757

could assess whether a proposed relationship actually contributed to the loss or renewal of generative758

capacity.759

3.7 Reciprocal Dependence and the Boundaries of Pathway Power760

The relative advantage of a powerful actor does not remove its dependence on the productive and so-761

cial relationships through which the pathway functions. A dominant purchaser may require suppliers’762

knowledge and continued investment. A financial intermediary may depend on users’ confidence and763

compliance. A state that influences transnational standards may depend on the cooperation of firms,764

agencies, workers, and foreign institutions. Such dependencies can create incentives to sustain partici-765

pants’ regenerative conditions. They can also be obscured by the ability to substitute one supplier for766

another, externalize costs, or transfer risks to those with weaker bargaining positions. The existence of767

interdependence therefore leaves open how burdens and benefits are distributed.768

This point offers an initial interpretation of the paper’s title. The less powerful participant may expe-769

rience restricted access, diminished control, and fragile conditions of value return. The more powerful770

participant may face costs of administering networks, maintaining legitimacy, responding to the con-771

sequences of their deterioration, or managing dependencies that cannot be removed without cost. Yet772

these predicaments are neither necessarily simultaneous nor comparable in severity. Some advantaged773

actors may obtain sustained benefits with little experienced hardship. The term suffering consequently774

functions as an open normative question about situated predicaments, while responsibility concerns the775

separate issue of what obligations arise from authority, causal influence, knowledge, and the availability776
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of reasonable alternatives.777

Network structures may themselves evolve through responses to existing authority. Communities778

can share standards, form cooperatives, develop alternative institutions, or negotiate new terms. Domi-779

nant actors can provide channels for participation or resist changes they perceive as threatening. Addi-780

tional states, social movements, enterprises, and international organizations may transform the effective781

rules. These processes make any account of pathway power historically contingent. Such historically782

contingent shifts motivate a separate account of capacity erosion, pathway foreclosure, and relational783

reconfiguration in Section 4. Persistence and responsibility then require their own causal and normative784

assessments.785

4 Structural Power and Generative Diminishment786

Generative diminishment is developed here as a situated analytical hypothesis: an impairment of capaci-787

ties, feasible pathways, or relational conditions necessary for continued creation and institutional revision.788

The task is to distinguish these possibilities from changes in income alone, trace mechanisms through789

routine institutional operations, and formulate causal and normative tests. Neither unequal power nor an790

observed loss by itself identifies structural causation, unjust harm, or the responsibility of a particular791

institution.792

4.1 The Situated Unit of Generative Capacity793

The language of generativity can be deceptively expansive. A country produces goods, a scientific com-794

munity produces knowledge, a family reproduces forms of care, and an ecosystem enables cycles of795

renewal. These activities involve different agents, relations, evaluative commitments, and material con-796

ditions. A finding that a country’s exports increased therefore provides limited information about whether797

the communities producing those exports gained the capacity to maintain their practices or govern their798

productive conditions. Conversely, the closure of one production process may be accompanied by sub-799

stantial improvements in public health, ecological renewal, or the capacities of other participants. An800

analytical claim of diminishment must identify its situated object.801

For present purposes, the generative capacity of a participant in a specified domain designates the802

historically constituted ability to initiate, sustain, adapt, and participate in shaping processes that produce803

or reproduce forms of value. A participant may be a person, an organization, a political community, or804

an emergent set of relations defined by the question under study. A domain may concern livelihood,805

scientific inquiry, ecological maintenance, cultural expression, or the governance of productive institu-806

tions. The designation is relational: productive ability depends partly upon access to other participants,807

infrastructures, knowledge, social recognition, and environments. It is also open to revision, since a808

participant’s identity and productive practices may themselves change with those relations.809

This proposal has identifiable intellectual neighbors. Sen’s capability-oriented account places sub-810

stantive freedoms and the real opportunities available to persons within the evaluation of development811

[28]. Galtung’s account of structural violence directs attention to arrangements that constrain realizable812

human potential [11]. Eglash’s generative justice locates regenerative conditions in ecological, labor, and813

social value circulation, with particular attention to the control exercised by value generators over pro-814

ductive systems [4, 7]. These frameworks already oppose an exclusively output-based assessment. The815

present inquiry asks a more restricted, complementary question about the continued organization and816

transformation of value-generating relations under asymmetrical power. It does not assume a decisive817

conceptual separation from the established capability, structural-harm, and generative-justice traditions.818

Whether the proposed category yields additional analytical discrimination remains a matter for compar-819

ative research.820

This inquiry must separate three comparisons. A descriptive comparison establishes whether the821

capacity in question changed for a specified participant and activity. A causal comparison considers822

whether an identified institutional rule or exercise of authority contributed to that change relative to823
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credible alternatives. A normative comparison asks whether the resulting constraint was unjustified in824

light of protected interests, the rights of affected parties, external effects, and practicable institutional825

alternatives. The first comparison cannot by itself resolve the second, and the first two cannot settle the826

third. A restriction that reduces a firm’s immediate discretion may preserve the ecological renewal and827

substantive freedoms of others; in such a case a reduction in one activity’s feasible options is insufficient828

to establish generative injustice.829

Three specifications are necessary for ameaningful assessment. First, the investigator should identify830

whose generative conditions are at issue, including actors whose activities are excluded from formal831

contracts or national accounts. Second, the relevant forms of value and reproduction should be described832

without presuming that ecological continuity, political agency, cultural meaning, and monetary return833

share a natural unit. Third, the inquiry should explain the basis on which a change counts as a loss834

or disadvantage. Participants’ judgments, basic rights, institutional commitments, and the effects upon835

others may each be relevant, and may conflict. A descriptive inventory of curtailed options alone cannot836

resolve every normative disagreement.837

4.2 Capacity Erosion, Pathway Foreclosure, and Generative Reconfiguration838

A provisional taxonomy distinguishes three related forms of change. Capacity erosion concerns the839

weakening of enabling conditions within a recognizable practice. It may take the form of depleted soil,840

degraded equipment, loss of specialist knowledge, shrinking reserves for reinvestment, or deterioration841

in relations of care and cooperation. Capacity erosion can occur while gross production remains high,842

particularly when maintained output is financed by the consumption of reserves or unpaid reproductive843

work. Its empirical identification requires more than observing a disadvantageous exchange rate. The844

investigator must show changes in particular enabling conditions and establish their significance for the845

continuation or adaptation of the practice.846

Pathway foreclosure concerns the loss of feasible routes through which participants can create, ex-847

change, recognize, or return value. Examples include an inability to use alternative payment infras-848

tructure, restrictions on access to knowledge necessary for independently developing a technology, or849

exclusion from the procedures through which an industry standard can be revised. The key distinc-850

tion is between possessing several nominal options and having the practical conditions to exercise them.851

Information, financing, legal status, collective organization, and time may each determine whether an852

ostensible alternative functions as a genuine route. The relevance of exit and voice is established in853

Hirschman’s account of organizational responses to decline [18]. The specific extension here concerns854

the ability to create new routes, rather than merely selecting among routes already authorized by others.855

Generative reconfiguration concerns changes in the organization through which further capacities856

and pathways can arise. A shift in procurement rules may redirect the formation of skills; a new plat-857

form may alter the relations among researchers, funders, and data owners; a restructuring of land rights858

may change who can initiate ecological practices. Reconfiguration can expand the powers of some par-859

ticipants and narrow those of others. In certain cases, its effects may include the disappearance of a860

practice, the emergence of a new collective subject, or a redistribution of the authority to determine what861

qualifies as value. These possibilities make it misleading to infer a single scalar change in a system’s862

total generativity from a visible change in a limited set of indicators.863

The three forms can coincide. Consider a hypothetical coastal production community whose access864

to an export market is mediated by a single certification and logistics network. Higher documentation865

costs may divert funds from maintaining equipment (capacity erosion). Exclusive contracts may im-866

pede movement to a different distributor (pathway foreclosure). A shift toward standardized, externally867

prescribed techniques may make certain locally developed skills less useful and affect who participates868

in production decisions (generative reconfiguration). None of these effects follows necessarily from869

centralization or certification. The institutional rule could improve food safety, reduce destructive prac-870

tices, and secure more reliable income. Assessment requires evidence about the actual combination of871

outcomes, affected participants, and feasible institutional arrangements.872
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Table 4: Provisional dimensions of generative diminishment and their evidentiary implications. The
distinctions are conceptual and do not constitute mutually exclusive empirical classes.
Analytical dimension Illustrative locus of change Evidence and interpretive caution

Capacity erosion Resource renewal, technical skill, care
relations, investment capacity

Trace enabling conditions across a
defensible comparison; distinguish
temporary adjustment from enduring
impairment.

Pathway foreclosure Payment routes, alternative partners,
standard-setting access, appeal

Assess practical alternatives, required
switching resources, and participants’
ability to create or revise routes.

Generative
reconfiguration

Changed authority, organization of
production, recognition of knowledge

Examine heterogeneous winners and
losers, emergent practices, and changes
in who defines value.

Table 4 identifies the observations required to examine each dimension. It also warns against treating873

a decrease in one measured capability as an adequate representation of the entire relation. A restriction874

can be protective, coercive, redistributive, or jointly several of these, depending on its context and effects.875

In evaluating any dimension, the inquiry should distinguish changes to the existence of an option, its876

affordability, its effective exercise, and the participant’s authority to reconstitute the option itself.877

4.3 Diminishment through Ordinary Institutional Operations878

Structural power can affect generative capacities without a decision-maker’s purpose of producing a loss.879

International production and financial arrangements are sustained through many linked acts of standard-880

setting, procurement, certification, lending, licensing, and administration. Individually defensible rules881

can interact in ways that concentrate the costs of participation among actors with limited reserves or882

institutional representation. The outcome may be distributed across organizations, each of which sees883

only a small part of the causal process. An explanation that looks solely for a hostile command may884

therefore miss the organization of the relation in which disadvantage is recurrently produced.885

The distinction between harmful effects and hostile intentions has important antecedents. Galtung’s886

formulation of structural violence draws attention to social arrangements through which avoidable im-887

pairment can occur without identifiable personal violence [11]. Young’s social connection model treats888

responsibilities arising through participation in structural processes that generate injustice and distin-889

guishes those responsibilities from an exclusively fault-based model of liability [34]. The present paper890

draws on these insights while concentrating on a specific question: when a structure disadvantages some891

participants, does it also alter their ability to maintain the resources, relations, and institutional powers892

through which they can change the structure? This focuses attention on the possible recursiveness of893

structural impairment.894

Suppose a cross-border research consortium adopts a uniform data-curation requirement to improve895

integrity and interoperability. Institutions with sustained technical staffing can satisfy the rule through896

routine workflows. A smaller laboratory may have to redirect substantial research time toward com-897

pliance, while receiving little authority over the standard’s design. The resulting burden could limit898

training, independent inquiry, and continued participation. That conclusion remains conditional: the899

same rule might also provide indispensable quality assurance or facilitate shared use of knowledge. The900

relevant questions concern design alternatives, the proportionality and distribution of costs, training sup-901

port, representation in revision, and the ways compliance changes the laboratory’s research activities. A902

legitimate collective purpose and a harmful distribution of effects may coexist.903

In such examples, at least four analytically distinct propositions must be examined: a rule or institu-904

tion has a particular operational effect; the effect contributes causally to a change in specified generative905

conditions; the change disadvantages the relevant participants under stated normative considerations;906
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and particular agents or organizations bear responsibilities in relation to the process. Establishing one907

proposition does not automatically establish the others. The institution’s stated purpose may illuminate908

intention without settling causation. Evidence of burden may warrant concern without providing a com-909

plete account of alternatives. The identification of structural effects may support responsibilities for910

review or repair while leaving questions of individual legal fault unresolved.911

4.4 Mechanisms, Counterfactuals, and the Identification of Structural Effects912

The proposed category will be useful only insofar as claims of generative diminishment can be made913

accountable to evidence. Mechanism-based social explanation offers amethodological point of departure.914

Hedström andYlikoski survey the relation between socialmechanisms, explanation, and causal inference,915

emphasizing the need to specify processes capable of generating observed outcomes [17]. A claim that916

an international production regime reduces a community’s autonomy should accordingly identify the917

relevant rules, the situated actions through which they operate, their effects on productive relations, and918

the evidence connecting those effects to the stated outcome.919

Consider a hypothetical procurement system that introduces an exclusive intermediary. A proposed920

mechanism might identify a change in eligibility rules, a loss of alternative buyers, an increase in the921

cost of adapting production, a decrease in resources available for technical training, and diminished ca-922

pacity to establish an independent distribution channel. The mechanism is a sequence of interacting923

dependencies to be investigated, rather than a causal law assumed to hold in every setting. Rival inter-924

pretations could point to changes in demand, ecological conditions, internal governance, technological925

obsolescence, or decisions made independently of the intermediary. A satisfactory explanation would926

assess such alternatives instead of assuming that the actor with greater bargaining power caused every927

adverse outcome.928

Counterfactual comparison offers one way to organize the inquiry. For a specified participant or prac-929

tice i, domain d, and admissible institutional arrangement r, let Ci,d(r;h) denote a set of relevant gen-930

erative conditions associated with a historically described relational setting h. The semicolon marks the931

role of the represented history without requiring a universal time coordinate. A comparison of Ci,d(r;h)932

and Ci,d(r
′;h) asks which aspects of the generative conditions may differ under a defensible alternative933

arrangement r′. The two descriptions are interpretive and potentially set-valued: they need not support a934

single numerical subtraction. Their causal interpretation requires explicit assumptions concerning back-935

ground conditions, interference between participants, institutional feasibility, and the ways a change of936

arrangement may transform the participants themselves. Such comparisons can guide case selection and937

evidence gathering, but the notation alone supplies neither an identified counterfactual nor a measure of938

loss.939

A defensible inference requires more than selecting a preferable hypothetical arrangement after ob-940

serving an unfavorable outcome. At minimum, the comparison should specify the decision or rule whose941

effect is questioned, the participant and domain of interest, a historically admissible alternative, and the942

mechanism expected to connect the rule with a change in generative conditions. The comparison should943

also identify relevant confounders and the evidence that would count against the proposed explanation.944

Differences in participant preferences or baseline capabilities may explain both their pathway choices945

and later outcomes; unmeasured ecological shocks may alter regenerative conditions independently of946

the governing institution. A counterfactual assessment can consequently be informative without isolat-947

ing a single numerical “amount” of diminishment. Its task is to discriminate between plausible causal948

accounts at an explicitly described level of analysis.949

It would be especially problematic to select as the sole comparator an imagined condition of unlimited950

autonomy or frictionless exchange. Useful alternatives may include a feasible revision of a standard, a951

collectively governed clearing arrangement, an appeal procedure, or a carefully specified counterfactual952

history. Historical investigation can reveal why the relevant arrangement came to exist and what options953

were actually within the reach of differently situated participants. Interviews and participatory inquiry954

can establish how actors interpreted and navigated choices. Institutional records, budgets, contracts,955
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and technical documentation can help track changing rights and dependencies. Comparative or quasi-956

experimental approaches may be appropriate where identification conditions and suitable data exist. The957

methods are complementary, and their credibility depends on the object being investigated.958

The possible indicators are also heterogeneous. Training expenditures, equipment maintenance, eco-959

logical recovery, bargaining opportunities, the number of practicable distribution channels, and the ef-960

fectiveness of a grievance procedure can each illuminate a particular aspect of generativity. They do961

not automatically form a coherent index. A rise in revenue can coexist with diminished power to revise962

contracts; a decline in one technology may coincide with the emergence of safer or more sustainable963

techniques. Indicators should therefore be tied to described mechanisms, relevant standards of interpre-964

tation, and the testimony of affected participants. Aggregation should be a justified decision, not an965

unexamined premise.966

4.5 Historical Dependence and the Reproduction of Asymmetry967

Generative diminishment becomes particularly significant for a theory of international relations when an968

impairment alters the participant’s ability to respond to the relation that produces it. A supplier whose969

retained earnings are insufficient for independent certification may become increasingly reliant on a970

purchaser’s compliance services. A research community deprived of authority over technical standards971

may invest in meeting external requirements at the expense of building its own governing institutions.972

An ecological community experiencing depletion may confront urgent demands that reduce its practical973

capacity to negotiate longer-term restorative arrangements. These examples suggest distinct ways in974

which a relational effect may modify the conditions of subsequent participation, although their strength975

and direction remain empirical questions.976

Tilly’s analysis of durable inequality offers a major predecessor concerning the reproduction of cat-977

egorical disparities through organizational processes and relations of dependence [30]. For the present978

inquiry, the distinctive analytical emphasis is the relation between the circulation of value and the ability979

to generate and govern alternative circulations. A participant’s weak position may contribute to dimin-980

ished returns; diminished returns may constrain investment in alternative pathways; reduced capacity to981

change pathways may help reproduce the initial asymmetry. Each link needs a separate causal account.982

The presence of unequal outcomes across several observations does not establish that this full recursive983

process exists.984

Historical dependence also means that the boundaries of the participant and of the activity being as-985

sessed cannot always be held fixed. A displaced practice may give rise to a new institution; a community986

may reorganize through collective action; an apparently dominant organization may lose control when987

its partners coordinate. This is a reason to examine historical relations and transformations without pre-988

suming that a participant possesses an immutable identity or that an unrealized possibility is merely an989

event waiting to occur. In the present framework, a continuation names an admissible generative trans-990

formation under specified conditions, while a represented history records the situated relations invoked991

as evidence. No metaphysical distinction between a privileged present and an already determinate future992

is presupposed by the analysis.993

Three forms of interruption are plausible. Participants may secure new sources of knowledge, orga-994

nization, or finance that change their position in negotiation. More powerful actors may revise pathway995

rules, extend the sharing of returns, or make their decisions contestable. Third parties may change the996

effective structure through law, collective agreements, international institutions, or technological inno-997

vation. These interventions can also produce new constraints or inequalities. Their significance lies998

in the possibility that the reproduction of asymmetry depends on changeable relations, rather than on a999

universal tendency for disadvantaged positions to deteriorate.1000

4.6 Normative Evaluation, Competing Generativities, and Responsibility1001

The identification of generative diminishment is not exhausted by a causal description. A restriction on1002

a polluting activity, for example, may impair the continuation of one firm’s production while protecting1003
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the health, livelihood, and ecological conditions of other communities. A prohibition on an exploitative1004

contract may restrict the contracting choices of a powerful buyer while enlarging the bargaining powers1005

of dependent producers. An international standard may reduce short-run autonomy while supporting1006

learning, safety, or valuable interoperability. Evaluative disagreement can remain even where causal1007

relations are well documented. The analyst should therefore state who benefits, whose practices are con-1008

strained, which rights and public purposes are at issue, and which losses may be reversible, compensable,1009

or incompatible with the relevant ethical commitments.1010

Eglash and colleagues’ approach to generative justice offers a substantive standard concerning value1011

generators’ control over production, protection from extraction, and the sustaining circulation of value1012

across human and non-human communities [7]. Yet a difficult question remains when several forms of1013

generativity conflict. Whose capacity to generate should prevail in a dispute over water, land, knowl-1014

edge, or public health? A general appeal to aggregate generativity could suppress the interests of a small1015

community, while unrestricted autonomy for one producer could compromise the generative conditions1016

of many others. Answers require normative reasoning about rights, responsibilities, unequal power, col-1017

lective goods, and the institutions through which disputes may be heard and revised. The paper’s later1018

discussion of multiscale normative ethics returns to this issue without assuming a universal conversion1019

rate between diverse forms of value.1020

Responsibility must also be discriminated from suffering. A powerful participant may receive the1021

benefits of the present arrangement and experience limitedmaterial or psychological hardship. Its control1022

over a critical pathway can nevertheless create obligations of inquiry, consultation, justification, and1023

repair, depending on its causal involvement, available knowledge, effective capacities, and applicable1024

legal and institutional duties. Young’s social connection model provides a precedent for responsibility1025

directed toward the transformation of structurally unjust processes, while leaving questions of blame1026

and liability to additional analysis [34]. The proposed inquiry asks how obligations may be connected1027

to the control of generative conditions and the feasibility of protecting affected participants’ capacity1028

for institutional revision. Section 6 develops these responsibility criteria, without equating institutional1029

duties with the experience of suffering.1030

The inquiry should also avoid treating affected participants as merely passive recipients of loss. Com-1031

munities can possess substantial practical knowledge, collective organizational capacity, and moral au-1032

thority while facing severe disadvantages within a particular network. They may reject offered com-1033

pensation that reinforces dependency, or prefer arrangements that protect control over land, data, skills,1034

and institutions. A description of diminishment should remain sensitive to these differences and incor-1035

porate informed participation in the definition of the relevant generative goods. Failure to recognize1036

agency would reproduce, within the analysis itself, the reduction of participants to variables controlled1037

by others.1038

4.7 Adversarial Cases for the Diminishment Diagnosis1039

A generative-diminishment diagnosis should be exposed to cases in which the apparent indicators point1040

in different directions. Consider a producer collective whose discretionary earnings decline after adop-1041

tion of an expensive environmental standard. That observation might indicate erosion of an investment1042

resource. It might also accompany cleaner water, reduced health burdens, transferable certification skills,1043

and greater access to future purchasers. A defensible assessment would specify which actor’s capacity,1044

which admissible activities, which ecological relations, and which period or historically justified order-1045

ing are being compared. Net income alone cannot determine the direction of the generative change. The1046

converse problem arises where monetary payments increase while access to local knowledge, indepen-1047

dent infrastructure, or revision procedures deteriorates. Such a case might supply evidence of pathway1048

foreclosure, but only if the relevant restrictions and practical consequences are documented.1049

A more serious rival concerns institutional voice. A less powerful producer can lose financial re-1050

serves and nevertheless acquire effective influence through collective organization, public legal aid, a1051

new standards coalition, or the demonstrated indispensability of its specialized knowledge. If actual in-1052
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spection, negotiation, or revision capacities expand under such conditions, the proposed link from lost1053

resources to lost pathway agency is contradicted for that case. Conversely, a producer may possess1054

substantial income and expertise yet face an enforceable exclusion from rule-making. Institutional in-1055

capacity in that setting may be explained by legal authority or coercion without a capacity-mediated1056

effect. The proposed categories of erosion and foreclosure identify different objects precisely so that1057

their association does not become an automatic causal inference.1058

For these contrasts, the relevant evidence includes a baseline description of the generative activity,1059

an independently observed change in its enabling relations, comparison cases with plausible alternative1060

rules, and documentation of actual opportunities to exercise voice and exit. The comparison must also1061

account for the ability of affected participants to define which activities and values matter; an analyst’s1062

preferred indicator of productivity cannot settle that question. A framework that labels every unfavorable1063

event as diminishment, and every favorable event as an offsetting form of generativity, would evade em-1064

pirical refutation. The diagnosis earns explanatory force through its capacity to reject such classifications1065

as well as to support them.1066

4.8 Research Boundaries and the Transition to Equilibrium Analysis1067

The proposed dimensions of diminishment are neither exhaustive categories nor validated common met-1068

rics. A structural explanation requires independent evidence of pathway effects, while an ethical as-1069

sessment requires separately articulated rights, harms, and duties. Neither income change nor a rule’s1070

persistence suffices to establish both.1071

The hypothesis that follows is conditional: pathway control may diminish the capacities required1072

to revise a pathway and thereby contribute to the persistence of asymmetry. Collective organization,1073

alternative infrastructure, legal protection, or institutional reform may interrupt the relation. A claim of1074

equilibrium would additionally require a defined state space, transition mechanisms, and an appropriate1075

criterion of stability. The distinctive object retained here is the unequal capacity for further creation and1076

revision, which a purely distributive description can conceal.1077

5 Persistence and Equilibrium of Asymmetric Relations1078

The central explanatory question is whether diminishment can contribute to the continuation of asymmet-1079

ric institutional relations by also weakening affected participants’ capacity to revise them. This section1080

distinguishes observed persistence, strategic self-enforcement, and dynamical stability; specifies the two1081

empirical links required for a recursive account; and considers rival mechanisms, counterconditions, and1082

pathways of institutional change. The vocabulary of equilibrium remains conditional upon the kind of1083

evidence and model actually available.1084

5.1 Persistence, Strategic Equilibrium, and Dynamical Stability1085

The proposition that an asymmetric international relationship persists can be understood in several ways.1086

Observed persistence concerns a recurrent pattern of authority, resource dependence, or constrained1087

pathway choice across a specified sequence of observations. An international purchasing network may1088

repeatedly allocate price-setting authority to one group of organizations while assigning production and1089

adjustment costs to another. Such a pattern may remain recognizable while contracts, prices, partici-1090

pants, and technologies change. Persistence supplies a phenomenon to explain; by itself it gives limited1091

information about the mechanisms producing that phenomenon.1092

Strategic equilibrium requires a specification of participants, available choices, information, and the1093

consequences that guide those choices. In a stylized situation, a dominant intermediary may prefer the1094

existing contractual network to a voluntary relinquishment of its control rights. A dependent producer1095

may prefer continued participation to an expensive or uncertain exit. The resulting arrangement could1096

be self-enforcing under those particular alternatives even when its participants regard it as unequal. The1097
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weaker participant’s continued participation would then signify the comparative attractiveness or feasi-1098

bility of available responses, rather than satisfaction with the arrangement. Hirschman’s account of exit1099

and voice offers an established starting point for examining organizational responses under constrained1100

alternatives [18]. An inquiry into international relations needs to distinguish formal permission to exit1101

from an effective ability to finance, coordinate, and govern an alternative pathway.1102

Dynamical stability requires a different analytical commitment. A model specifies a state, a transfor-1103

mation law, a class of admissible disturbances, and the extent to which transformed states remain near1104

or return toward a reference configuration. These features may involve financial allocations, pathway-1105

control rights, resource-renewal conditions, institutional rule-making capacities, and relations of depen-1106

dence. A stable pattern need not be stationary: a cycle, recurrent institution, or evolving region of1107

admissible configurations may provide a more suitable representation. Mathematical stability also de-1108

pends upon the state variables and scales selected by the investigator. Calling an actual international1109

arrangement an attractor therefore requires more than observing several repeated outcomes.1110

A minimal illustration helps separate the latter two ideas without offering a measured model. Let xn1111

represent an explicitly selected set of institutional and generative conditions at observation index n, let θ1112

encode fixed assumptions of the model, and let Φθ be an effective transformation between observations.1113

A fixed-point representation has the property stated in Equation 1.1114

Φθ(x
∗) = x∗. (1)1115

The index n labels an ordered family of represented observations or institutional adjustments; it does not1116

commit the account to an independent universal clock or to an ontologically privileged present. A fixed1117

point is locally attracting under the additional condition that suitable perturbations of x∗ generate rep-1118

resented trajectories approaching that reference state. In sufficiently smooth finite-dimensional discrete1119

models, spectral conditions on a local linearization can sometimes establish such attraction. Neither a1120

state space nor an empirically grounded transformation law has yet been identified for the international1121

relationships discussed here. Equation 1 therefore clarifies what a stronger claim would demand, while1122

leaving the existence of an actual equilibrium unproved.1123

The normative implications of the three notions also differ. Repetition may perpetuate injustice, a1124

strategic equilibrium may be sustained by restricted alternatives, and a dynamically stable system may1125

deplete the ecological or social conditions upon which particular participants depend. Conversely, an1126

unequal distribution of capacities may remain comparatively stable while institutions providemeaningful1127

contestation, protective standards, and viable pathways for value return. The question is consequently1128

which relational mechanisms and affected capacities a description of equilibrium preserves, rather than1129

whether a pattern can simply be called stable.1130

5.2 Recursive Coupling between Generative Capacity and Pathway Control1131

The proposed generative mechanism begins with two analytically distinct relations. First, governance1132

of production and circulation affects the resources, knowledge, ecological conditions, and institutional1133

access available for further creation. Second, these generative conditions affect the ability of participants1134

to influence the governance arrangements to which they are subject. Together, they allow a possible1135

recursive connection between distributive consequences and the capacity for institutional revision. This1136

connection is consistent with scholarship on durable relational inequality and structural power, while1137

introducing a focused question concerning the regeneration of the ability to alter value pathways [30, 29,1138

3].1139

The recursive claim should be treated as a conjunction of two empirical propositions, each of which1140

may fail independently. First, alteration of pathway rules must affect the conditions required for further1141

generation or institutional action, relative to a defensible comparison. Second, a change in those con-1142

ditions must affect the participant’s feasible influence over the pathways or their governing institutions.1143

Observed concentration together with declining returns cannot establish either link. The mechanism is1144

not uniquely identified by an institutional actor’s advantages or by a producer’s capability deprivation:1145
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structural power, capabilities, and recursive institutional change are all established analytical categories1146

[3, 28, 14]. The proposed contribution lies in isolating whether a specific change in the conditions of1147

generative renewal mediates a later change in effective pathway-revision agency rather than merely ac-1148

companying it. The researcher should also distinguish a relation repeatedly reproduced through strategic1149

responses from a locally attracting dynamical regime, since the latter requires a specified state descrip-1150

tion and transition rule. Empirical sequences can be reconstructed with evidence of decision-making and1151

institutional change without presupposing a universal clock or one privileged causal ordering for every1152

domain.1153

Imagine an association of producers supplying goods through a network controlled by a small num-1154

ber of intermediaries. Compliance with external certification, financing, and logistics arrangements may1155

be valuable: it can improve safety, reduce uncertainty, or provide buyers that would otherwise remain1156

inaccessible. Yet suppose the contractual terms leave producers with too few freely disposable resources1157

to maintain cooperative storage, acquire independent knowledge about alternative purchasers, or partici-1158

pate in standards development. Their capacity to organize an alternative route may then weaken even as1159

the export network continues to operate. When the capacity to revise contracts depends on that same or-1160

ganizational infrastructure, the consequences of an unequal flow of returns can reinforce the institutions1161

shaping the flow.1162

The mechanism has several separable links. A pathway-governing institution shapes the distribution1163

and control of returns. Particular allocations affect the renewal of resources and collective capacities.1164

These capacities help determine how effectively participants can engage in voice, exit, negotiation, or1165

rule modification. Responses to those opportunities affect the durability and revision of the governing1166

institution. Each link requires its own evidence. The resulting cycle is a hypothesized feedback structure,1167

whose direction and intensity may vary across conditions. A high level of inequality can coexist with vig-1168

orous collective bargaining; a momentary loss may prompt innovation; and an intervention that initially1169

limits production may improve ecological and economic renewal. Thus the recursive account offers a1170

mechanism to investigate, not a law that inferior power invariably implies increasing diminishment.1171

An additional distinction concerns the continuation of productive activity and the continuation of the1172

power to create productive pathways. A participant can sustain output through a single licensed tech-1173

nology while losing the ability to acquire alternatives or influence technical standards. In another case,1174

a reduction in current revenue may be accompanied by meaningful investments in shared knowledge1175

and independent infrastructure. These outcomes have different implications for institutional change. An1176

inquiry restricted to net transfers may miss the second-order effects through which value circulation1177

either expands or contracts participants’ powers over subsequent arrangements. The proposed analyt-1178

ical gain of generative diminishment lies in identifying these second-order effects with sufficient em-1179

pirical specificity, while recognizing that capability-based agency, structural power, and institutional1180

self-reinforcement are already substantial literatures. If the purported feedback merely renames famil-1181

iar observations about poverty, bargaining weakness, or path dependence, it supplies no independent1182

explanatory gain. It becomes informative only if its mediating variables, counterfactual contrasts, and1183

scope conditions enable distinctions that a less elaborate account would miss.1184

Recursive reinforcement also need not be deliberate. Rules may be maintained through bureaucratic1185

routines, risk management, professional conventions, contractual templates, or a collection of individ-1186

ually defensible decisions. Advantageous institutions can survive without a coherent collective inten-1187

tion to deprive weaker participants. Nevertheless, an absence of hostile intention does not establish the1188

absence of causal responsibility. The later analysis of relational responsibility will differentiate causal1189

position, knowledge, control, available alternatives, and obligations to change processes that foreseeably1190

undermine the capacities of affected parties.1191

5.3 Strategic Dependence, Outside Options, and Institutional Lock-in1192

Strategic interaction complicates the relationship between diminished capacity and persistence. Partic-1193

ipation in an asymmetric agreement can remain rational when the alternatives are prohibitively costly.1194
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An export community may accept a narrow share of returns because it needs access to existing logis-1195

tics, emergency credit, or regulatory certification. A powerful buyer may continue to operate under the1196

same conditions because its current sourcing model is profitable and replacement arrangements impose1197

transition costs. Neither party needs to regard the arrangement as fair or desirable across all dimensions.1198

Local decisions reflect the constraints and information available to the decision-makers, and they may1199

reproduce an institutional pattern with which many participants remain dissatisfied.1200

The practical status of an outside option is therefore central. Legal entitlement to negotiate or trade1201

independently may coexist with insufficient financing, knowledge, transport infrastructure, political pro-1202

tection, or collective organizational capacity. Capacity erosion and pathway foreclosure can increase1203

the cost of developing outside options, further reducing their effectiveness as bargaining resources. In1204

Hirschman’s terms, voice may require capacities accumulated through prior participation, while exit may1205

be technically permitted yet difficult to exercise [18]. The proposed extension concerns how unequal cir-1206

culation of value can affect the production and maintenance of those capacities themselves.1207

Political-economic research already provides important precedents for this interpretation. Acemoglu1208

and Robinson show how the distribution of de facto political power can help preserve elite-favoring eco-1209

nomic institutions even when formal political rules change; their model explicitly permits institutional1210

persistence through different channels of power [1]. This is an established account of institutional re-1211

production, and the present paper does not claim to discover persistence through asymmetric power. Its1212

narrower proposal is that losses in the capacities for creating and governing pathways may help spec-1213

ify one family of processes through which de facto power is maintained in transnational settings. Such1214

a proposition must be differentiated from other explanations, including coercion, ideology, macroeco-1215

nomic incentives, and organizational coordination problems.1216

Institutional lock-in also has a historical dimension. Pierson’s account of increasing returns clar-1217

ifies how timing, sequence, adaptation, and accumulated investments can make established political1218

pathways increasingly difficult to reverse [26]. Greif and Laitin further show how the reproduction of1219

institutions may change the very quasi-parameters that support continued adherence, producing both1220

self-reinforcement and endogenous erosion [14]. These approaches caution against a purely static equi-1221

librium analysis. A structure that reproduces existing advantage may also create new organizations,1222

competencies, vulnerabilities, or conflicts that change the conditions supporting its continuation.1223

Path dependence is therefore neither inevitability normoral destiny. Resources can bemobilized from1224

outside the dominant network; a new cooperative arrangement can redistribute the cost of switching;1225

regulatory reform can alter access to infrastructure; and technological change can reduce dependence1226

on an established intermediary. Powerful actors may also have incentives to support these transitions1227

when the deterioration of partner capacities threatens reliability, quality, supply continuity, or social1228

legitimacy. Conversely, a powerful actor may remain profitable despite severe losses elsewhere. The1229

ethical relevance of amechanism cannot be deduced from a claim that self-interest will eventually compel1230

the dominant party to repair it.1231

5.4 Generative Diminishment and the Stability of Asymmetry1232

A specific hypothesis can now be stated in conditional form. Where the dominant regulation of value1233

pathways materially diminishes the capacities by which affected participants can finance alternatives, co-1234

ordinate collective action, contest rules, or participate in institutional design, such diminishment may con-1235

tribute to the persistence of asymmetric arrangements. Its strength is expected to depend upon available1236

countervailing institutions, resource renewal, substitute pathways, and the distribution of rule-making1237

authority. Persistence may be reinforced when the costs of revising an arrangement rise as the capaci-1238

ties available for revision decline. The resulting relation could remain stable within a limited range of1239

conditions while carrying important losses for those within it.1240

It is useful to distinguish self-reinforcing asymmetry from depletion-driven instability. In the former,1241

the constrained participant retains sufficient capacity to continue production and exchange, while lacking1242

the resources or institutional position to alter their terms substantially. In the latter, declining capacities1243
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jeopardize the activity upon which even the powerful participant depends. An arrangement may then1244

face withdrawal, failure of supply, environmental damage, political resistance, or reconfiguration by an1245

external institution. The same mechanisms that help preserve power at one level can undermine the con-1246

ditions supporting its exercise at another level. This is one reason the title’s language of suffering should1247

remain interrogative: positional responsibilities and relational exposures are analytically important, but1248

the actual distribution of hardship is variable and may remain highly unequal.1249

The contrast also illuminates different meanings of system-wide generativity. A transnational pro-1250

duction network may increase total output while exhausting local knowledge systems and reducing al-1251

ternative means of livelihood. A national economy may report gains while a small community loses1252

control over the ecological conditions that support its continued practice. A stable international standard1253

may enable interoperability while excluding otherwise competent groups from meaningful participation1254

in its revision. Evaluating these outcomes requires an explicit choice of focal participants, values, and1255

dimensions of renewal. A single aggregate indicator could conceal substantial local diminishment; a1256

local account could fail to capture protective benefits or adverse externalities elsewhere. The multiscale1257

problem is therefore present within the analysis of equilibrium itself, even while its extended normative1258

treatment is reserved for Section 8.1259

Eglash and Garvey have already brought the language of attractor basins into generative-justice re-1260

search, exploring social ecologies that support self-organizing patterns of egalitarian and regenerative1261

value circulation [6]. The present discussion takes this precedent seriously. A hypothetical diminishment-1262

supporting region of persistence is not offered as a newly established class of attractor. It names a1263

possible empirical target: a set of configurations in which restricted pathway agency and diminished re-1264

newal repeatedly reproduce each other. Demonstrating an attraction basin would require a specified state1265

space, perturbation model, transition rules, and evidence that relevant initial conditions yield sustained1266

proximity to or recurrence within such configurations. Changes in institutional categories and participant1267

identities could also make an ordinary fixed-state analysis inadequate.1268

These qualifications matter because a social process may have multiple partially overlapping tra-1269

jectories. A community can acquire political representation even as ecological resources deteriorate. A1270

regional alliance can reduce exposure to coercion while concentrating financial power in new institutions.1271

A beneficial technological standard may preserve shared capabilities while narrowing the autonomy of1272

certain developers. Labeling the entire relation stable or unstable without specifying the observed vari-1273

ables risks flattening the distinct relations in which generative capacities are enabled, diminished, or1274

transformed. The inquiry therefore treats equilibrium as a question about identifiable relational mecha-1275

nisms and scale-specific effective descriptions, with ethical evaluation remaining a separate but closely1276

connected task.1277

5.5 Institutional Revision and Alternative Generative Pathways1278

The reproduction of unequal pathways invites investigation of the conditions under which affected par-1279

ticipants acquire the practical ability to alter those pathways. A change in formal rules is one possibility,1280

but the effective distribution of organizational resources and infrastructural control may outlast that re-1281

form. Acemoglu and Robinson’s analysis demonstrates the importance of distinguishing formal political1282

authority from de facto power when studying institutional persistence [1]. Similarly, a newly negotiated1283

procurement rule could leave an exclusive payment network or indispensable certification database un-1284

der the same authority. An assessment of institutional transformation should trace changes in practical1285

control alongside changes in legal entitlement.1286

There are at least four analytically distinct routes for modifying an asymmetric arrangement. Replen-1287

ishment improves the resources and capabilities of existing value generators, such as durable access to1288

knowledge, ecological restoration, or investments in locally controlled production. Pathway diversifica-1289

tion enlarges the range of practically available partners, technologies, and circulation infrastructures. In-1290

stitutional voice changes whose claims and knowledge can influence rules and how objections are heard,1291

negotiated, and remedied. Rule revision changes the authority and procedures through which admission,1292
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valuation, circulation, and returns are governed. These categories overlap, and none offers a universal1293

recipe. Their significance lies in separating assistance that leaves underlying control unchanged from1294

interventions that alter the conditions of future collective action.1295

Generative justice places particular weight on the circulation of value back to those who generate it1296

and on the ability of creators to exercise meaningful control over productive processes [4, 7]. Applied to1297

an international arrangement, a transfer of funds may support resource replenishment without securing1298

pathway diversification or institutional voice. Conversely, granting representation in a committee may1299

have little material effect if participating communities lack the time, technical support, and resources1300

required to exercise that role. The relevant governance challenge is to align value return with feasible1301

agency over the conditions and paths of creation. Whether this alignment develops justified trust, or1302

instead preserves dependency in a more acceptable form, remains a substantive question for Section 7.1303

Powerful participants may encounter a further dilemma when the institutional reforms that sustain1304

a wider relational ecology also redistribute some of their discretionary control. It is plausible that pre-1305

serving the generative conditions of a system and enabling constituent participants’ generative autonomy1306

describe closely connected tasks at different scales. It would nevertheless be premature to claim their1307

practical equivalence. An incumbent institution might preserve aggregate output by suppressing local1308

options, and an unqualified appeal to autonomy could expose other participants to unacceptable harms.1309

An empirically and ethically defensible analysis must identify the scale, the affected capacities, the con-1310

flicts among rights and values, and the authority through which competing claims are decided. The issue1311

will recur in the discussions of asymmetric responsibility and multiscale normative ethics.1312

5.6 Contrasting Histories of Persistence and Change1313

Three schematic histories clarify the conditional character of the proposed mechanism. They are thought1314

experiments concerning institutional possibilities, rather than descriptions of particular countries or es-1315

timates of their likely evolution. Each concerns a network in which a central intermediary governs an1316

important market-access pathway and a producer association has a weaker position in rule-making.1317

In History A, export contracts yield enough income to sustain production but provide few resources1318

for common infrastructure or independent market intelligence. Producers repeatedly accept existing1319

arrangements because the alternatives are costly and uncertain. Rule-making authority remains con-1320

centrated, and dependence continues across successive contract revisions. The case illustrates self-1321

reinforcing asymmetry under the maintained assumption that constrained renewal also constrains effec-1322

tive outside options. It establishes neither that every participant is dissatisfied nor that the arrangement1323

has an empirically demonstrated dynamical attractor.1324

In History B, the same network includes a value-return arrangement financed through jointly gov-1325

erned contributions, transferable technical knowledge, accessible dispute resolution, and feasible paths1326

to alternative buyers. Producer groups gradually acquire organizational capacity and become more in-1327

fluential in revising standards and contract terms. The existing network may persist, yet its internal1328

distribution of agency changes. Here institutional continuity coexists with a transformation of the terms1329

on which persistence is achieved. The example illustrates the potential relevance of value return com-1330

bined with pathway agency, without assuming that the cooperative form guarantees success or resolves1331

all conflicting claims.1332

InHistory C, a governing intermediary captures immediate gains through contractual and financial re-1333

strictions while productive conditions deteriorate. Reinvestment becomes insufficient to maintain quality1334

or ecological renewal, and disruptions increase. The resulting failures weaken both producer livelihood1335

and the reliability of the network upon which the intermediary depends. A later intervention may re-1336

structure the network, or the affected communities may bear most of the losses while the intermediary1337

relocates to other suppliers. In either case, diminished generativity does not imply a stable asymmetric1338

equilibrium. The scenario shows why a theory of structural diminishment must also attend to instability,1339

displacement of costs, and the replacement rather than reform of particular relations.1340

Table 5 highlights why both value renewal and pathway agency matter. Its columns do not imply a1341
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Table 5: Three schematic histories with different relations between value circulation, pathway agency,
and institutional persistence. These histories are conceptual counterfactuals, not empirical observations
or forecasts.
History Value renewal Pathway agency Institutional pattern

A:
Reinforcement

Output continues; limited
discretionary resources for
renewal

Alternatives and rule
revision remain costly

Persistent asymmetry under
constrained responses

B: Revision Jointly governed return
supports capacity
development

Voice, alternatives, and
revision capacities expand

Institutional continuity with
redistributed agency

C: Breakdown Productive and ecological
conditions deteriorate

Participants face disruption
or forced adjustment

Instability, replacement, or
displacement of losses

standardized measure of generativity, and its narratives do not claim that one history is more probable1342

than another. They display alternative configurations that a historical or comparative study could attempt1343

to differentiate. They also expose the causal ambiguity of institutional persistence: a network may retain1344

its formal identity while changing its power relations, and an apparently stable arrangement may be1345

maintained by mechanisms that weaken the capacities of some participants to shape the conditions of1346

continued participation.1347

5.7 Causal Inquiry, Observable Implications, and Rival Mechanisms1348

A serious empirical application would need to operationalize the hypothesized feedback while making1349

the relevant historical assumptions visible. Evidence of asymmetrical profits, market concentration, or1350

continuing participation would be insufficient on its own. The analyst would need to identify control1351

rights and actual decision practices, trace the flow and use of returns, and examine changes in the re-1352

sources and institutions through which affected participants can create, maintain, and revise circulation1353

pathways. The chosen observation sequence, its relevant causal ordering, and the comparability of the1354

units under study would require justification. These requirements are consistent with the general empha-1355

sis on specifying mechanisms in social-scientific explanation [17].1356

Potential observable implications include changes in the availability of independent infrastructure,1357

cumulative costs of switching, organizational membership and bargaining capacity, the distribution of1358

technical knowledge, actual influence in standards procedures, and the frequency and disposition of1359

appeals to governing institutions. Such indicators are neither uniformly desirable nor interchangeable.1360

Collective membership, for example, may increase without effective influence; an abundance of nominal1361

trading partners may provide little protection if all require access to the same bottleneck. Ecological and1362

cultural capacities can also be poorly represented by transactional data. A defensible inquiry would1363

combine historical process tracing, institutional documentation, participants’ accounts, and quantitative1364

evidence appropriate to the particular domain.1365

The proposed mechanism has identifiable rivals. Persistent inequality could arise predominantly1366

from coercive enforcement, inherited legal rights, geography, macroeconomic shocks, technical special-1367

ization, or conflicts among participant preferences, with diminishment of revision capacities playing a1368

minor role. Alternatively, diminished renewal could result from ecological or commercial processes1369

relatively independent of the governing intermediary. One should also distinguish concentration that1370

facilitates legitimate cooperation from concentration whose design or operation generates unjustified1371

burdens. The analytical task is to establish whether pathway regulation causally changes generative1372

conditions and whether those changes, in turn, affect the capacity to revise pathway regulation. Both1373

relations should be investigated independently before a recursive explanation is accepted.1374

A particularly discriminating comparison would begin with two arrangements that generate simi-1375

lar observed production and monetary returns but differ in independently enforceable rights to inspect1376
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rules, establish alternative routes, or challenge unilateral revisions. If the latter rights improve but orga-1377

nizational capacity and effective influence remain unchanged, a claim that rights automatically enhance1378

generative autonomy would fail. Conversely, two arrangements with similar formal revision rights but1379

different resources for independent legal, technical, and collective action can help test whether produc-1380

tive renewal mediates the actual exercise of voice. A result in which unequal governance persists despite1381

substantial improvements in both renewal and effective voice would favor a direct institutional, coer-1382

cive, or political account over the proposed capacity-mediated reinforcement. These comparisons are1383

conceptual designs requiring identification, not evidence already obtained.1384

One feasible research design would use two distinct institutional contrasts rather than a single com-1385

parison of high- and low-power cases. For the first link, the investigator could compare changes in a1386

specified circulation rule across otherwise comparable producer groups while recording prior capabili-1387

ties, exposure to demand shocks, and external financing. For the second, the investigator would trace1388

whether independently documented changes in the producer groups’ organizational, technical, or legal1389

capacities altered their actual ability to negotiate, appeal, exit, or modify rules. The second comparison1390

must not define revision capacity merely as retained income: the effective exercise of voice and rule1391

change requires separate institutional evidence. When an intervention affects both returns and formal1392

representation directly, the two causal channels must be disentangled before the observed change is at-1393

tributed to a capacity-mediated feedback loop. A credible rival is that concentrated authority reproduces1394

itself through law or coercion even when producer generativity improves.1395

Evidence capable of challenging the hypothesis is equally important. Where constrained participants1396

accumulate effective rule-revision capacity despite low retained returns, where alternative pathways re-1397

main affordable and robust, or where reforms to generative conditions fail to affect the distribution of1398

institutional control, the proposed feedback may be absent or weaker than expected. Where power asym-1399

metry persists through unrelated mechanisms after affected participants gain substantial pathway agency,1400

the theory should restrict its explanatory reach. Such findings would refine the scope conditions rather1401

than be treated as exceptions to an assumed universal law. A further research programme might compare1402

institutions with similar levels of market concentration but differing arrangements for value return, voice,1403

and independent infrastructures, while addressing selection effects and other sources of confounding.1404

5.8 Stability Claims under Countervailing Dynamics1405

The strongest objection to the proposed account is that capacity–institution feedback has long been an1406

object of research and does not, by itself, establish an additional mechanism. Sen’s account of substan-1407

tive freedom and political participation, Greif and Laitin’s approach to self-reinforcing and changing1408

institutions, and Barnett and Duvall’s analysis of the productive and structural forms of power already1409

make capacities and institutions mutually consequential [28, 14, 3]. The proposed narrower object is1410

the empirically traced mediation of rule-revision capacity by specific losses in the renewal of value-1411

generating relations. It would add little explanatory value where direct coercion, monopoly rights, or1412

political preferences fully explain the governance outcome without that mediation.1413

An informative inquiry would examine crossed contrasts rather than selecting only dependent produc-1414

ers with unfavorable outcomes. In one pair, the formal rules of admission, appeal, and revision remain1415

closely comparable while differences in access to regenerated resources, independent technical knowl-1416

edge, or collective infrastructure are observed. If these differences systematically affect the exercise of1417

pathway agency after appropriate controls, the capacity-mediated channel receives support. In a second1418

pair, effective capacities remain comparable while legal standing and the distribution of rule-making au-1419

thority differ. If governance outcomes vary mainly with those direct institutional rights, the importance1420

assigned to the proposed mediation must diminish. Neither pairing is an automatic natural experiment:1421

participant selection, strategic anticipation, spillovers, and the historical construction of the categories1422

require attention.1423

Even a documented two-link feedback does not suffice to establish equilibrium. Feedback may am-1424

plify divergence, trigger defection, or redistribute losses until a network is dissolved or replaced. Strate-1425
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gic equilibrium would require specified actors, information, options, and incentives under which uni-1426

lateral deviation does not improve the relevant outcomes. A dynamical stability claim would require1427

an explicit state space and transformation operator, a specified set of perturbations, and an appropriate1428

criterion for bounded response or attraction. A shift in the variables selected by an investigator can1429

change whether the same historical record appears stable. At the present evidential stage, persistence1430

supported by a candidate reinforcing mechanism is the most defensible description of the observed kind1431

of phenomenon that the paper proposes to study.1432

Three potential findings would require substantial revision of the hypothesis: genuine growth in1433

revision capacity while generative resources contract; durable control concentrated by legal or military1434

means despite significant independent renewal and agency; or institutionally successful coordination1435

that preserves and strengthens the generative conditions of dependent participants. These are positive1436

research obligations, not marginal exceptions. Asymmetric authority can facilitate standards, collective1437

provision, and predictable dispute resolution, and in such settings the relationship between concentration1438

and capacity loss may be weak, absent, or reversed.1439

5.9 Equilibrium, Relational Predicaments, and the Distribution of Responsibility1440

The proposed mechanism may support persistence when pathway controls impair resources needed to1441

contest those controls. Whether the result is a strategic or dynamical equilibrium depends on the formal1442

assumptions distinguished in Section 5.1. Persistence alone establishes neither stability nor normative1443

justification.1444

The distinction sets the stage for the paper’s title. Weaker participants may face diminished opportu-1445

nities for creation, retention, and institutional revision. Powerful participants may face responsibilities1446

associated with their control over common generative conditions, along with potential dependence on1447

the continued productive capacities of others. These exposures and obligations do not produce equal1448

suffering. Certain powerful actors may preserve their advantage through exit, substitution, or the trans-1449

fer of costs, while weaker actors suffer losses that are difficult or impossible to remedy. Recognition of1450

relational interdependence therefore sharpens, rather than erases, the asymmetries of agency and moral1451

responsibility.1452

The capacity-mediated account remains falsifiable through the independent institutional and resource1453

comparisons specified above.1454

6 Asymmetric Predicaments and Relational Responsibility1455

This section returns to the question in the paper’s title by examining the unequal distribution of hardship,1456

dependence, and responsibility within shared relations. Control over conditions essential to others’ gen-1457

erative activity can ground prospective duties without implying that powerful participants necessarily1458

suffer, or that weaker participants are passive. Causal contribution, culpability, effective control, and1459

justified remedial duties therefore require separate analysis, especially where appeals to system-level1460

continuity compete with participants’ autonomy and rights.1461

6.1 Unequal Exposure within Shared Relations1462

The expression Do All Beings Suffer? can be read as a question concerning how a relational system dis-1463

tributes the capacities to create, the burdens of sustaining that creation, and the risks attached to changes1464

in its governing arrangements. Its interrogative form is important. Participation in a common system1465

entails neither equal benefits nor equal suffering. A highly influential participant may secure favorable1466

terms over a long interval; another may bear recurrent production costs, declining ecological conditions,1467

or exclusion from decisions that shape its opportunities. Their circumstances belong to an interacting1468

history, but the existence of a connection does not settle the distribution of burdens or its ethical appraisal.1469
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One form of exposure concerns the impairment of established capabilities: the loss of productive1470

tools, knowledgeable collaborators, environmental support, or the means of subsistence. Another con-1471

cerns pathways that could connect a participant’s effort to the results of its effort: access to markets,1472

mechanisms for retaining created value, opportunities to learn, and channels for changing institutional1473

rules. A further form concerns the authority to determine which possibilities receive recognition in the1474

first place. A community may create forms of care, ecological maintenance, or knowledge that contribute1475

substantially to the continuation of social life, while prevailing accounting systems recognize only a nar-1476

row range of marketable outputs. The resulting difference concerns valuation and political voice as well1477

as income. Eglash’s account of generative justice and unalienated value circulation is directly relevant,1478

since the renewal of the productive source and the return of value to those who generate it are central to1479

that framework [4, 7].1480

Such exposure may vary within a nominally unified actor. A state may acquire greater export earn-1481

ings while particular workers, regions, or ecological communities sustain losses that aggregate national1482

indicators obscure. Conversely, new market access may strengthen some producers’ independent capa-1483

bilities even within an unequal trade relation. An analysis of generative diminishment therefore requires1484

an explicit specification of affected subjects, their forms of value creation, and the conditions that en-1485

able their continued activity. Sen’s capability approach provides a significant predecessor for assessing1486

substantive opportunities rather than relying exclusively on aggregate commodities or income [28]. The1487

present inquiry additionally asks whether affected participants can participate in the alteration of the1488

relational structures that shape their opportunities.1489

A relational explanation can identify common dependencies without converting them into a presump-1490

tion of common culpability. The fact that actors participate in an interdependent network does not imply1491

that each had comparable information, bargaining power, causal influence, or access to feasible alterna-1492

tives. A producer who accepts disadvantageous terms to preserve an immediate means of subsistence1493

may be exercising practical judgment within a constrained choice set. The acceptance of those terms1494

provides weak evidence of consent to the system’s wider distribution of control. This distinction re-1495

calls Hirschman’s analysis of exit and voice: the option to leave or contest an arrangement has practical1496

meaning only in relation to the costs and institutions through which it can be exercised [18].1497

6.2 Causal Participation, Fault, and Prospective Responsibility1498

A structural account of generative diminishment needs to distinguish at least three judgments. A causal1499

judgment concerns how an actor’s conduct, an institutional rule, or a network relation contributes to1500

an identified consequence. A judgment of fault concerns the violation of an applicable duty, together1501

with whatever requirements of intention, knowledge, negligence, or lawful excuse that duty specifies. A1502

prospective judgment of responsibility concerns the actions reasonably required of participants who can1503

help prevent, mitigate, or transform unjust outcomes. These assessments can be related while remaining1504

distinct. Neither causal participation nor structural advantage by itself determines the whole content of1505

blame, legal liability, or remedial duty.1506

Galtung’s account of structural violence offers an early formulation of how social arrangements can1507

constrain the realization of human potential even when the explanation does not identify a deliberate1508

attacker [11]. Young subsequently elaborates a social-connection approach to political responsibility,1509

addressing the participation of many actors in structural processes with unjust consequences and the col-1510

lective, forward-looking task of changing those processes [34, 35]. Her work provides a particularly1511

important antecedent to the present argument. Accordingly, the hypothesis that routine international1512

relationships can produce non-intentional harms should be attributed to a longstanding theoretical dis-1513

cussion. The narrower proposed extension here is to investigate how such relationships affect the ability1514

of their participants to renew generative conditions and revise the paths through which value and power1515

circulate.1516

Consider a stylized international procurement arrangement. An organization with extensive access1517

to credit and markets sets delivery schedules, product standards, and prices in order to guarantee reliable1518
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supply. Its decisions may be made in good faith and may deliver valuable goods to consumers. Yet1519

the resulting adjustments may be borne chiefly by dependent producers, whose inability to accumulate1520

reserves or finance alternative production routes becomes persistent. Establishing a causal claim would1521

require evidence concerning actual contracts, prices, adjustment costs, and feasible alternatives. An1522

ethical appraisal would further inquire into basic protections, consent, information, foreseeability, and1523

appropriate standards of fairness. Allocating specific duties would require attention to the organization’s1524

control rights, its capacity to change practices, and the roles of other participating institutions.1525

This differentiation also guards against an indiscriminate enlargement of responsibility. If every1526

distant consequence of a complex network imposed an unlimited obligation on everyone connected to1527

it, the resulting framework would offer little guidance about feasible actions. Young’s account instead1528

gives weight to political participation in changing structural processes, and Goodin grounds extended1529

responsibilities in vulnerability to others’ choices [35, 13]. A generative perspective can treat these1530

approaches as resources for a disciplined allocation inquiry, while preserving distinctions among moral1531

obligation, institutional competence, and legally enforceable rights.1532

A prospective responsibility claim must therefore specify its addressee, the relevant domain of con-1533

trol, a foreseeable or reasonably investigable impact, and an institutionally feasible response. A position1534

of advantage alone does not demonstrate responsibility for every loss occurring within a connected net-1535

work, and responsibility for prevention or remedy does not by itself imply culpability for a prior wrong.1536

Conversely, the absence of proven hostile intention need not settle prospective duties where a participant1537

can materially alter a known risk to the generative conditions of others. Public explanation, access to1538

independent scrutiny, and the ability of affected participants to challenge an institutional decision may be1539

appropriate responses even while causal attribution remains contested. Such measures should be shaped1540

with affected parties rather than presumed to express their interests from above.1541

The criteria for assigning a prospective duty should not be conflated with the distribution of felt1542

burdens. A rule-making institution may be accountable for foreseeable damage to others’ regenerative1543

conditions even if it is insulated from reciprocal losses. Conversely, experiencing the costs ofmaintaining1544

a system does not itself discharge an obligation to repair a preventable injury. In institutional analysis,1545

evidence of discretionary control, capacity to investigate, effective remedy, and affected participants’1546

standing matters more than a presumption that all positions suffer in analogous ways.1547

6.3 Power, Dependence, and Grounds of Responsibility1548

Powerful positions confer several kinds of influence relevant to responsibility. An actor may control1549

admission to a value chain, select permitted routes, establish the terms of valuation, allocate returns,1550

or participate disproportionately in rule revision. Such influence should be investigated at the level of1551

specific decision rights and institutional mechanisms. Strange’s analysis of structural power, Barnett and1552

Duvall’s account of different forms of power, and research on network chokepoints provide established1553

resources for this investigation [29, 3, 9]. These accounts clarify how the capacity to shape options can1554

matter alongside direct coercion.1555

At least four considerations may bear on an actor’s obligations. Causal contribution concerns the1556

role of its actions or rules in producing a relevant outcome. Effective capacity concerns whether the actor1557

can reasonably prevent, mitigate, or alter the mechanism. Dependence and vulnerability concern the1558

extent to which others’ basic interests or continuing capacities are exposed to decisions under its control.1559

Institutional standing concerns legitimate authority, agreed commitments, participatory procedures, and1560

the actor’s own obligation to respect the rights of those affected. Benefits from an arrangement may1561

provide another relevant consideration, especially when they are connected to avoidable disadvantage,1562

but the bare fact of benefit is insufficient to establish culpability.1563

Table 6 gathers these considerations as an analytical inventory. The entries specify questions for1564

assessment, rather than a universal ranking or numerical weighting of duties.1565

A participant’s structural position may create an obligation to exercise available power respon-1566

sibly even when that participant did not intentionally create the dependence in question. Goodin’s1567
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Table 6: Candidate dimensions for analyzing responsibility in asymmetric generative relations. The
questions are provisional and require context-specific ethical and institutional justification.
Dimension Relevant inquiry Normative precaution

Causal participation Which practices and rules contribute to
impaired generative conditions?

Distinguish causal explanation from
intention, fault, and legal liability.

Effective control Which actors can alter admission,
routing, valuation, return, or revision?

Assess real alternatives, competence,
coordination costs, and limits of
authority.

Vulnerability and
dependence

Whose capacities and protected interests
rely on the decisions of others?

Attend to unequal exposure and to harms
obscured by aggregate outcomes.

Participation and
remedy

Who can contest rules, obtain reasons,
and seek effective repair?

Avoid equating delegated benefits with
autonomous participation.

vulnerability-centered argument helps illuminate why duties can extend beyond voluntary promises and1568

contractual agreements [13].1569

A stronger prospective responsibility claim requires a bounded duty-holder and duty-object. In par-1570

ticular, the capacity to influence a transnational network should be distinguished from direct authority1571

over its standards, discretionary authority to suspend participation, responsibility to provide access to1572

appeal, and practical ability to finance remedial transitions. Where these functions are divided among1573

states, firms, standard-setting organizations, and affected collectives, duties may be differentiated rather1574

than assigned wholesale to a nominally dominant actor. This approach is consistent with Young’s struc-1575

tural account of political responsibility, while leaving determinations of legal liability to the applicable1576

legal framework [34]. The distribution of obligations may nonetheless vary with control, knowledge,1577

resources, and the claims of the affected. A government, an intermediary enterprise, a standards orga-1578

nization, and a community association can possess different powers and thus different feasible forms of1579

responsibility within the same arrangement.1580

The inquiry also needs to distinguish an actor’s influence over a relationship from authority to govern1581

the lives of others. A powerful organization’s capacity to arrange value circulation does not by itself1582

supply a mandate to decide what another community ought to value. Institutions seeking to protect1583

generative conditions may therefore have reason to expand the affected participants’ ability to question,1584

negotiate, and change their own pathways. That consideration leads from the allocation of responsibility1585

to the possible ethical limits on its exercise.1586

6.4 The Predicament of Concentrated Power1587

The title’s reference to suffering includes the predicament of actors occupying advantageous positions.1588

This predicament has to be specified carefully. Concentrated power can generate obligations, dependen-1589

cies, and risks associated with the continuation of a shared system. It does not follow that a powerful1590

actor experiences the same level of distress as those exposed to its decisions, or that the powerful actor1591

necessarily experiences distress at all. Some actors may successfully transfer costs, substitute partners, or1592

continue to benefit from arrangements that diminish other participants’ capacities. Ethical responsibility1593

remains meaningful under those circumstances.1594

A powerful actor’s dependence can nevertheless be substantial. The authority to purchase, finance,1595

license, transport, or certify value relies on systems of production, knowledge, cooperation, and ecolog-1596

ical maintenance located beyond its immediate control. A purchasing organization may determine the1597

terms on which a supplier participates while depending on that supplier’s continuing ability to produce1598

reliably. An international institution may shape the availability of development finance while depending1599

on local organizations to maintain the services and practices through which funded activities acquire1600

practical meaning. These examples concern kinds of dependence; their particular extent is an empirical1601

matter.1602

A first responsibility concerns the protection of generative conditions that others depend upon: avoid-1603
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ing foreseeable degradation of essential capacities, undertaking proportionate risk assessment, and en-1604

abling repair when identifiable harms occur. A second concerns the governance of power itself: making1605

consequential rules contestable and allowing affected participants ameaningful role in their revision. The1606

two responsibilities can reinforce one another, yet they can also generate conflict. A dominant intermedi-1607

ary might claim that centralized control is necessary to preserve an efficient network, while a dependent1608

producer might require independent access to markets and decision processes that reduce that interme-1609

diary’s power. The claimed efficiency of centralized control should be investigated through evidence1610

about alternatives and burden distribution rather than accepted as sufficient normative justification.1611

The distinction also has a temporal and historical dimension. A present allocation of decision rights1612

may rest on a long formation of infrastructure, contracts, exclusions, and accumulated capabilities. As-1613

signing responsibility requires an explicit account of the relevant history and its available traces, espe-1614

cially when some harms persist through transformed or successor institutions. Responsibility for main-1615

taining current practices, responsibility for repairing an established injury, and responsibility for enabling1616

a different institutional trajectory are related inquiries with different evidentiary and normative require-1617

ments. Historical succession cannot be treated as a self-explanatory linear chain; the representation must1618

specify which continuity relations and decision processes matter for the case.1619

The problem is sometimes described as a choice between sustaining the generative capacities of a1620

whole system and securing the generative autonomy of its participants. A relational approach suggests1621

that these are dimensions of a common process considered at different levels of organization. Yet their1622

ethical evaluations require further care. An increase in aggregate production may coexist with the deteri-1623

oration of a particular community’s indispensable conditions. Conversely, an independent local pathway1624

may initially reduce the measured efficiency of a consolidated network while making the system more1625

adaptive to disruptions or disagreements. System-level stewardship therefore requires explicit considera-1626

tion of whose capacities enter the accounting, which harms remain visible, and how affected participants1627

can contest the account itself.1628

6.5 System Stewardship, Situated Claims, and Normative Limits1629

The idea that system-level renewal and situated generative autonomy concern one relational process1630

offers a way to avoid treating “the whole” and “its participants” as metaphysically isolated objectives. It1631

does not yield an ethical identity between their evaluations. In particular, there is no reason to assume1632

that an increase in total generative output compensates for an infringement of a protected right, that losses1633

borne by one community can be offset by gains accruing to another, or that every activity preferred by an1634

affected community is justified regardless of external consequences. The unity of the represented relation1635

leaves these normative questions open. A system-level claim must identify its affected participants and1636

justify its treatment of their interests before it can support any specific obligation.1637

Consider a hypothetical river basin in which a public authority limits a profitable industrial activity1638

in order to maintain water quality across several settlements. Restricting that activity can reduce one1639

firm’s options while protecting the health and productive conditions of downstream communities. A1640

restriction may be warranted even though it closes an immediate generative pathway; the proper inquiry1641

concerns its legal authority, effects, alternatives, and the distribution of burdens. Consider a contrasting1642

arrangement in which an intermediary appeals to “regional continuity” to exclude a community from1643

inspecting allocation rules, although less restrictive protections are feasible. The same appeal to the1644

whole cannot justify the exclusion without a further argument. Neither case is resolved by summing1645

output, nor by treating local preference as an unconditional veto.1646

Four questions should therefore be kept analytically separate. First, protected claims: which rights,1647

vital interests, and ecological conditions impose constraints on permissible arrangements? Second, in-1648

stitutional standing: who is entitled to reasons, information, meaningful participation, and remedy, in-1649

cluding affected persons outside a particular contract? Third, coordination evidence: which features of1650

concentrated or distributed authority actually sustain relevant generative conditions, under what alterna-1651

tives and costs? Fourth, revisability: can an arrangement be corrected when its evidence, distribution of1652
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effects, or representation of affected participants proves inadequate? These questions do not constitute a1653

universal decision algorithm. They supply an explicit agenda through which a claimed duty to preserve1654

an international system may be appraised, contested, and bounded.1655

A powerful actor’s obligation to support continuation should consequently be understood as a fam-1656

ily of context-specific duties grounded in control, foreseeable effects, justified claims, and institutional1657

competence, rather than as a duty to maximize an unspecified quantity named generativity. Young’s1658

social-connection model and Goodin’s vulnerability-based reasoning offer distinct sources for prospec-1659

tive responsibilities, while the evaluation of local authority can draw on established work on collective1660

self-governance [34, 13, 24]. Under this account, an obligation to preserve shared conditions and an obli-1661

gation to support meaningful autonomy can concern the same history without having identical addressees,1662

priority rules, or remedies.1663

6.6 Generative Autonomy, Vulnerability, and Non-Domination1664

Generative autonomy may be provisionally understood as an actor’s historically situated ability to partic-1665

ipate meaningfully in the creation, circulation, and governance of value, including the capacity to sustain1666

relevant productive conditions and influence the rules governing its options. Autonomy so described is1667

compatible with extensive mutual dependence. A community may rely on shared infrastructure, spe-1668

cialized suppliers, and cooperative institutions while retaining substantive opportunities for revision and1669

collective decision. The relevant contrast concerns relationships in which other parties hold largely dis-1670

cretionary power over crucial options and in which affected actors have inadequate means of challenge1671

or protection.1672

Pettit’s conception of freedom as non-domination identifies exposure to arbitrary power as a distinct1673

political problem [25]. The proposed notion of generative autonomy is related, although it adds an1674

explicit concern with value creation, regenerative conditions, and power over circulation pathways. It1675

should be assessed alongside Sen’s attention to substantive capability, rather than assumed to supplant1676

that literature [28]. An independent capacity to change the terms of participation may matter even when1677

the immediate income or services received under the existing terms are substantial.1678

Consider two hypothetical arrangements offering producers similar financial returns. Under the first,1679

an intermediary reserves unilateral authority to change payment formulas, impose new compliance re-1680

quirements, or exclude participants without accessible reasons or meaningful appeal. Under the second,1681

affected producers possess enforceable participation rights, independent information, and credible proce-1682

dures for challenging revisions. The two arrangements can generate equalmeasured returns at a particular1683

observation while distributing the capacity to shape further opportunities quite differently. The differ-1684

ence suggests why value return, important as it is to generative justice, must be examined together with1685

pathway autonomy and institutional voice [7, 24].1686

Vulnerability does not imply incapacity or moral inferiority. A participant can retain considerable1687

knowledge, creativity, and collective agency while lacking financial reserves or legal protection against1688

abrupt pathway changes. Moreover, interventions intended to protect a vulnerable group can become1689

paternalistic if stronger actors reserve exclusive authority to identify its interests, interpret its history,1690

and prescribe its development. Protection of a community’s continuing capacities should therefore be1691

linked, where feasible, to participation, accessible remedy, and the ability to revise institutional relation-1692

ships. The precise institutions depend on the affected rights, the kind of value created, and the wider1693

circumstances of the relationship.1694

6.7 Trust, Legitimacy, and the Limits of Moral Demands1695

Trust introduces a further asymmetry. A dependent participant may be asked to accept a powerful ac-1696

tor’s assurance that a rule will be fair, that accumulated value will eventually return, or that delegated1697

authority will be exercised responsibly. Yet the costs of misplaced trust may be borne chiefly by the de-1698

pendent participant. If the more powerful actor can alter contracts, withdraw market access, or redefine1699
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compliance unilaterally, a request for unconditional trust transfers risk without necessarily changing the1700

structure that produces it.1701

Baier’s philosophical account places vulnerability within the analysis of trust and the moral risks of1702

relationships in which others exercise discretion over matters that concern us [2]. O’Neill’s work on trust1703

and trustworthiness further cautions against equating the demand for more trust with sound grounds for1704

trusting and questions whether indiscriminate accountability mechanisms necessarily produce trustwor-1705

thy relationships [23]. These established accounts provide a better starting point than treating trust as a1706

generalized attitude that weaker parties are morally obliged to display.1707

In the present inquiry, the term warranted trust designates a relation in which the party exposed to1708

risk has defensible reasons, appropriate to the context, for relying on another actor’s commitments. Such1709

reasons may include verifiable conduct, clear rules, independent oversight, protections against arbitrary1710

revision, and workable means of appeal or compensation. Warranted trust remains defeasible. Repeated1711

compliance can strengthen justified expectations, while documented failures may warrant withdrawal of1712

trust. Cooperation can also proceed through enforceable agreements and independent verification when1713

interpersonal or institutional trust is limited.1714

A stronger actor’s ethical task is consequently to improve the conditions under which reliance can1715

become reasonable. This may involve sharing relevant information, honoring reciprocal commitments,1716

supporting effective remediation, and relinquishing discretionary control over some pathways. Such1717

measures would need to be specified as actual governance arrangements rather than symbolic expres-1718

sions of goodwill. The United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights provide an1719

important, though domain-specific, institutional precedent for distinguishing a state duty to protect, a cor-1720

porate responsibility to respect human rights, and access to remedy; they also address human-rights due1721

diligence and adverse impacts in business relationships [31]. This document establishes a human-rights1722

framework, not a general legal obligation to maximize generativity, and its specific provisions should1723

not be silently transferred to unrelated international actors.1724

The fuller treatment of trust formation belongs to Section 7 and the companion paper on governance1725

and relational repair. Here the normative point is bounded: structural vulnerability can make demands1726

for unconditional trust inappropriate, while trustworthiness, contestability, and remedies may alter the1727

actual risks of cooperation. The discussion separates trust as an evaluative attitude, reliance as a practical1728

dependence, and legitimacy as a claim concerning the justification of institutional authority.1729

6.8 Normative Evaluation across Relational Scales1730

A governance arrangement can appear productive at one level of description while exposing identifiable1731

persons, communities, or ecosystems to severe losses at another. The responsibility to maintain a func-1732

tioning international system and the responsibility to protect the participants’ autonomy may thus refer1733

to a single relational process represented at different scales. Their connection does not imply that aggre-1734

gate improvement compensates every local injury. A persuasive ethical assessment must specify both1735

the transformation of the system and the rights, capacities, and vulnerabilities retained in its description.1736

The analogy with scientific coarse-graining is instructive within limits. A physical system can be1737

represented through molecular interactions or effective thermodynamic properties; those representations1738

preserve different information for different purposes. Likewise, national trade statistics, organizational1739

financial accounts, and local histories reveal different features of a single political-economic relation. But1740

normative judgment introduces additional questions concerning which omissions are permissible, who1741

chooses the variables, and who bears the consequences of misrepresentation. List and Valentini’s discus-1742

sion of different levels of normative facts provides a relevant point of departure for this problem [21]. A1743

rigorous claim of renormalization would require specified transformations and effective variables; this1744

section offers an interpretive analogy rather than a demonstrated renormalization-group model.1745

A particularly consequential loss can occur when the representation of collective productivity omits1746

local capacity to change rules. Suppose a regional development project increases aggregate output, while1747

an affected community loses control of productive knowledge and access to previously available routes1748
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for sustaining its livelihood. The macro-level gain and the local diminution can coexist. Ethical evalua-1749

tion then depends partly on whether the loss affects protected interests, whether consent and representa-1750

tion are meaningful, and what alternatives were available. The relevant question concerns the relations1751

between scales, including the ways in which an aggregate report can influence future decisions and1752

thereby alter the conditions it represents.1753

Attention to scale also applies to the holder of responsibility. Decisions may be distributed across1754

officials, enterprises, intermediaries, professional bodies, and transnational organizations. No single par-1755

ticipant may possess complete control over a harmful arrangement. The absence of a single controller1756

does not establish the absence of obligations; it makes the allocation of feasible collective responsibili-1757

ties a central issue. The social-connection approach and institutional self-governance literature provide1758

existing frameworks for examining these distributed tasks [34, 24]. Whether duties should be allocated1759

through compensation, participatory revision, constraints on discretionary authority, or collective coor-1760

dination remains a context-sensitive question, to be developed in later sections.1761

6.9 Relational Responsibility and the Conditions of Transformation1762

The foregoing discussion gives a qualified meaning to the proposition that those who govern the genera-1763

tive capacities of others bear responsibility for their continuation. Such responsibility may involve iden-1764

tifying foreseeable harm, preventing avoidable erosion of essential capacities, protecting paths through1765

which value can return to its creators, providing reasons and remedies, and making consequential rules1766

open to appropriate challenge. The proposed obligations arise through different moral and institutional1767

grounds, including causal participation, vulnerability, effective control, established commitments, and1768

the rights of affected participants. No single consideration yields a complete formula for every interna-1769

tional arrangement.1770

For weaker participants, the predicament can consist of the simultaneous need to rely on an existing1771

relationship and the loss of capacities needed to revise it. Formore powerful participants, the predicament1772

can consist of dependence on the continuing generativity of others, competing institutional responsibili-1773

ties, and the consequences of exercising concentrated control. The former may entail immediate material1774

or political injury; the latter may entail an ethical obligation without an equivalent personal burden. Con-1775

sequently, describing both as relational predicaments offers a way to examine mutual implication while1776

preserving differences in suffering, benefit, power, and blame.1777

The title Do All Beings Suffer? thus remains a question. It invites inquiry into how burdens and de-1778

pendencies emerge through historically specific relationships, while refusing to infer universal suffering1779

from interdependence or uniform responsibility from participation. Understanding the predicament of1780

an actor with considerable power should sharpen analysis of its duties and of the alternatives within its1781

control. It should not diminish the standing of those experiencing exclusion, dispossession, or impaired1782

generative opportunities.1783

Section 7 will investigate the practical implications of this argument for the return of value to its1784

creators and the formation of warranted trust. The immediate task will be to distinguish material trans-1785

fers from changes in control over value pathways, and to examine institutional arrangements through1786

which commitments become credible without requiring those most exposed to risk to assume uncondi-1787

tional trust. A generative account of responsibility ultimately requires attention to the conditions under1788

which participants can participate in transforming the structures that shape their lives. This remains a1789

proposal for normative and empirical investigation rather than an accomplished demonstration of a just1790

international equilibrium.1791
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7 Value Return and the Formation of Warranted Trust1792

This section considers value return and the institutional conditions under which reliance on powerful1793

participants may become warranted. Building on Eglash’s account of unalienated circulation, it distin-1794

guishes resources returned to creators from creators’ effective power to inspect, challenge, and change1795

the rules governing those returns. It then considers credible commitments, remedies, institutional stress1796

tests, and relational repair. Cooperation may be possible without interpersonal trust, and a vulnerable1797

participant’s refusal to trust may be reasonable.1798

7.1 The Object of Return in Asymmetric Value Circulation1799

A demand that value return to its creators can appear straightforward where a determinate output is sold1800

and a monetary payment can be assigned to a recognized producer. The demand becomes more complex1801

where production depends on accumulated knowledge, care, ecological maintenance, public infrastruc-1802

ture, and the cooperation of several communities. In these circumstances, the identity of a value generator,1803

the form of a return, and the institutional conditions for another cycle of creation are themselves matters1804

of inquiry. Income distributed to one participant may coincide with a decline in the ecological conditions1805

or shared capabilities maintained by others. Conversely, a circulation pathway may legitimately transfer1806

resources beyond the site at which an immediate output originated while strengthening the longer-term1807

generative conditions of that site.1808

Eglash’s formulation of generative justice addresses precisely the relations between value generation,1809

control over conditions of production, and self-sustaining circulation. Its treatment of labor, ecological,1810

and social value provides an established foundation for examining the sources of value whose continued1811

generativity may be impaired by extractive arrangements [4, 7]. The account of computational repa-1812

rations by Eglash and colleagues also offers concrete, community-oriented approaches to supporting1813

unalienated value flows, emphasizing participatory transformation rather than an externally imposed al-1814

location alone [7]. The present discussion draws on that foundation. Its proposed extension concerns1815

how power over institutional pathways can affect the reliability, contestability, and revision of value1816

return across asymmetric international arrangements.1817

In this paper, value return provisionally denotes an arrangement through which the material and1818

immaterial fruits of a generative process contribute to the continued capacities, relationships, and envi-1819

ronments of the relevant generators. It is a relational description rather than a claim that every component1820

of value possesses a single owner or an objectively calculable price. Determining the relevant generators1821

may require attention to contributors omitted from immediate transactions, including workers providing1822

care, communities transmitting knowledge, and ecological systems affected by extraction or restoration.1823

The language of return does not decide in advance the proper shares, forms of property, or modes of1824

public provision. Those judgments require their own legal, historical, and ethical grounds.1825

A distinction between the amount of return and the conditions governing return is especially impor-1826

tant. A dependent supplier might receive a favorable payment while an intermediary retains unilateral1827

power to change prices, revoke access to a platform, or prohibit alternative transactions. The favorable1828

return at a particular observation may therefore coexist with vulnerability concerning the conditions of1829

further generation. Alternatively, a producer might voluntarily accept a variable return within a cooper-1830

ative arrangement that grants enforceable decision rights, shared information, and means of addressing1831

changes in conditions. The present analysis proposes that these arrangements have different generative1832

implications even where a snapshot of net income appears similar. This is a hypothesis about institutional1833

relations, not a conclusion that can be established from income statistics alone.1834

7.2 Material, Regenerative, Institutional, and Epistemic Return1835

For analytical purposes, four partially overlapping dimensions of return can be distinguished. They1836

concern distinct mechanisms of renewal and should not be aggregated without an account of their com-1837

mensurability.1838
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Material return concerns the distribution of financial proceeds, productive resources, essential ser-1839

vices, and other identifiable benefits. Such return may enable investment or immediate subsistence, but1840

its amount cannot by itself reveal whether the recipient can determine the future use of its productive1841

capacities. Regenerative return concerns the renewal of human and nonhuman conditions supporting1842

creation: the restoration of soils and ecosystems, reproduction of knowledge, care and education, main-1843

tenance of infrastructures, and opportunities to cultivate new skills. Some of these benefits can be repre-1844

sented monetarily; other dimensions require qualitatively different forms of evidence.1845

Institutional return concerns the ability of generators to participate in the rules through which value1846

is recognized, exchanged, retained, and reinvested. Representation, collective bargaining, rule-revision1847

procedures, and protection against arbitrary exclusion can alter the structure through which later re-1848

turns become possible. Epistemic return concerns the recovery and continued availability of knowledge,1849

records, cultural recognition, and interpretive authority that have contributed to a generative process. The1850

recognition and circulation of knowledge can sustain further creation; it can also involve legitimate lim-1851

its concerning privacy, culturally restricted knowledge, trade secrets, and claims to intellectual property.1852

Treating unrestricted disclosure as inherently emancipatory would therefore be unwarranted.1853

The quality of a return arrangement can also be assessed under an adverse revision scenario. Suppose1854

a powerful intermediary later changes a technical standard, terminates a contract, or redirects a payment1855

channel. Do creators retain inspectable records of the value generated and returned? Can they invoke in-1856

dependent review, coordinate a collective response, and access feasible alternative routes while a dispute1857

is pending? These questions test institutional robustness rather than reported trust alone. A payment that1858

appears generous under discretionary administration may offer limited security if it can be withdrawn1859

without explanation or remedy. Conversely, a relationship involving little interpersonal trust may sup-1860

port meaningful cooperation when constraints on discretion and procedures for redress remain reliable.1861

The proposed governance inquiry therefore treats warranted reliance and pathway autonomy as indepen-1862

dently observable institutional properties.1863

Table 7 records the analytical distinctions. The examples are candidate mechanisms for case-specific1864

study, rather than a comprehensive catalogue of rights or policy requirements.1865

Table 7: Dimensions of value return and their institutional questions. The categories can overlap, and
the indicated measures require contextual interpretation.
Dimension Relevant mechanism Question for assessment

Material Payments, access to resources,
distributive provisions

Which generators receive identifiable
benefits, and with what security?

Regenerative Repair of ecosystems, skills, care, and
shared infrastructure

Are the conditions supporting further
creation sustained or depleted?

Institutional Voice, participation, appeal, and
authority to revise rules

Can affected participants influence the
pathways governing return?

Epistemic Access to knowledge, recognition, and
governance of records

Can contributors retain or contest
control over relevant knowledge?

These dimensions bring two normative cautions into view. First, return to an identifiable generator1866

can conflict with other justified claims. A community’s preferred productive activity may affect neigh-1867

boring ecosystems or the rights of people who did not participate in a bargaining process. The legitimacy1868

of return must therefore be assessed alongside affected interests and applicable constraints. Second, the1869

authority to define who counts as a generator may itself be concentrated. A purchasing company, research1870

institution, international organization, or public agency may determine eligibility for benefits while ex-1871

cluding contributors who lack documentation or recognized legal personality. An apparently generous1872

scheme can reproduce diminishment if its classificatory rules systematically deny relevant participation1873

or alternative routes of recognition.1874

The object of investigation is thus a configuration of relations through which returns are produced,1875

distributed, and governed. The contribution of this paper lies in connecting that configuration to asym-1876
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metric power and the conditions of warranted reliance. It does not propose a universal unit of generative1877

value or a formula permitting direct comparison of labor, ecological integrity, and cultural expression.1878

7.3 Creators, Nonparticipants, and the Grounds of Return1879

A value-return claim should not presuppose that the “creator” is a single, bounded owner who can au-1880

thorize every consequence of production. The conditions enabling creation often involve layered con-1881

tributions: inherited knowledge, public research, ecological processes, unpaid care, infrastructure, and1882

participation by differently situated groups. Eglash and colleagues expressly locate generative justice in1883

human and nonhuman communities as well as in systems of production and unalienated circulation [4,1884

7]. Their work provides the conceptual starting point; the additional task here is to identify what institu-1885

tional claims can legitimately be asserted across an asymmetric circulation network when contributors,1886

beneficiaries, and affected parties are not coextensive.1887

A hypothetical agreement may return most financial revenue to a recognized producer collective1888

while transferring ecological risks to a neighboring community that holds no seat in the agreement. The1889

collective’s improved revenue and stronger bargaining position are genuine changes, but they cannot1890

settle the claims of those bearing the environmental costs. Conversely, an administrator may invoke1891

benefits to an expansive “community” to conceal the exclusion of actual producers from controlling their1892

methods or returns. The category of a beneficiary cannot simply be substituted for that of a contributor1893

or a rights-holder. Contractual consent by one association is likewise insufficient evidence of the consent1894

of every affected person.1895

For each proposed form of return, analysis should therefore distinguish (i) documented generative1896

contributions, (ii) actual recipients of material or institutional benefits, (iii) parties exposed to positive1897

and adverse external effects, and (iv) the grounds on which any party can claim decision authority, pro-1898

tection, or remedy. Some claims may be grounded in rights or commitments rather than contribution1899

to measurable production. Recognition of contributors does not erase claims associated with vulnerabil-1900

ity, ecological interdependence, or the public provision of essential services. An inquiry into a justified1901

distribution should not assume that these interests can all be reduced to shares of a homogeneous value1902

stock.1903

The resulting governance question is more demanding than how much money returns to a designated1904

producer. It concerns who has authority to define the relevant generators and affected communities,1905

which evidence supports those classifications, which important interests escape them, and whether chal-1906

lenges can be made without exposing already vulnerable participants to disproportionate risk. These1907

conditions may strengthen the credibility of return arrangements, but they do not guarantee trust, con-1908

sensus, or a particular distributive outcome. They also provide a boundary on any inference that more1909

local control is always sufficient: institutional voice must be assessed together with the rights of affected1910

outsiders and with legitimate coordination needs.1911

7.4 Trust, Reliance, and Institutional Trustworthiness1912

International cooperation often requires actors to act while information is incomplete and the conduct1913

of partners cannot be guaranteed. Yet dependence on another actor and trust in that actor have different1914

meanings. A producer may continue delivering goods because no feasible alternative buyer is available.1915

A community may accept a financial arrangement because refusal would jeopardize essential services.1916

Such behavior can demonstrate reliance, strategic accommodation, or constrained compliance without1917

establishing confidence in the counterparty’s goodwill or the legitimacy of the rules. Hirschman’s anal-1918

ysis of exit, voice, and loyalty offers an established vocabulary for distinguishing practical alternatives1919

to continued acquiescence [18].1920

The philosophical analysis of trust likewise resists its treatment as an unquestioned social good. Baier1921

highlights the vulnerabilities through which reliance on another’s discretion becomes morally consequen-1922

tial [2]. O’Neill argues that the central practical issue concerns grounds for judging trustworthiness and1923
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cautions that formal demands for transparency or accountability can become counterproductive when de-1924

tached from good institutional design [23]. Hardin develops an account of trust in relation to the trusted1925

party’s perceived interest in taking the trustor’s interests into account [16]. Levi and Stoker’s review of1926

political trust and trustworthiness situates assessments of governments and institutions within research1927

on compliance, participation, and cooperation [20]. These works provide distinct accounts. The present1928

discussion draws on them without claiming that they share a single definition of trust.1929

For an institutionally warranted reliance claim, the evaluator should therefore name both the promise1930

and its failure mode. A contractual return is exposed if one party can redefine eligible value after produc-1931

tion; a procedural right is exposed if appeal bodies depend financially upon the disputed regulator; an1932

exit right is exposed if alternative platforms share the same indispensable bottleneck. Each arrangement1933

may nonetheless support useful cooperation. Evidence of trustworthiness should concern documented1934

performance, independence of review, accessibility of remedies, and the practical consequences of con-1935

testation. Surveys of confidence alone cannot demonstrate that an institution deserves confidence, while1936

distrust following historical injury may remain reasonable even after material improvement.1937

Within this inquiry, warranted trust refers to a context-dependent judgment that reliance on another1938

actor’s undertaking is supported by reasons accessible to the exposed participant. The reasons may1939

consist of documented conduct, constraints on discretionary authority, feasible independent verification,1940

credible procedures for revising commitments, and workable remedies when obligations are breached.1941

Themeaning and sufficiency of these grounds vary with the stakes of the relationship. A small, reversible1942

transaction and a long-term arrangement affecting the ecological basis of a community’s subsistence1943

demand different forms of protection.1944

Trustworthiness is analytically prior to efforts to increase expressed trust. An international institution1945

might solicit declarations of partnership and report favorable attitude surveys while leaving the decision1946

rules governing value circulation unchanged. Such signals could reflect genuine improvement, diplo-1947

matic courtesy, institutional dependence, or pressures on respondents. The present theory proposes that1948

assessments of trust formation should examine the relation between expressed confidence and changes in1949

the underlying risks, capabilities, and opportunities for contestation. Increased willingness to cooperate1950

can be desirable, but it is an ambiguous indicator when the capacity to refuse or revise a relationship is1951

diminishing.1952

A further distinction concerns the possibility of cooperation without extensive trust. Reliable con-1953

tracts, third-party monitoring, independent arbitration, and transparent methods of calculating returns1954

may enable mutually beneficial activity between actors who retain substantial reservations about each1955

other. These arrangements can create conditions in which trustworthy conduct becomes observable, with-1956

out requiring any participant to suspend prudence or historical judgment. Their own legitimacy remains1957

contestable: independent oversight may be costly, inaccessible, or controlled by interested parties. Trust1958

building should consequently be understood as a provisional relational process, open to revision when1959

evidence or authority changes, rather than a demand for irreversible confidence.1960

7.5 Credible Commitments and the Distribution of Revision Power1961

Promises concerning future value return acquire different practical meaning depending on who has au-1962

thority to alter the terms, how compliance can be observed, and which remedies affected participants1963

can invoke. A dominant buyer’s voluntary policy might provide benefits during favorable market con-1964

ditions while permitting its unilateral cancellation under commercial pressure. An otherwise similar1965

arrangement might embed obligations in jointly governed contracts, independent auditing, and enforce-1966

able procedures. The distinction concerns the allocation of discretionary authority and the reliability of1967

commitments under changing circumstances.1968

The problem of credible commitment has a substantial theoretical history. North and Weingast ex-1969

amine institutional restraints on arbitrary governmental action in their historical analysis of public com-1970

mitment and property rights [22]. Greif, Milgrom, and Weingast analyze collective organization and1971

enforcement in medieval trade, showing how institutions can support credible undertakings where rulers1972
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and merchants have different incentives and capacities [15]. These studies establish neither a generative-1973

justice theory nor a blueprint for contemporary international governance. They do demonstrate why1974

goodwill and abstract promises alone cannot explain the reliability of cooperation within asymmetric1975

authority structures.1976

In a generative account, the credibility of an arrangement must be considered together with the right1977

to challenge its substantive terms. An enforceable contract might reliably maintain an arrangement that1978

provides inadequate returns or excludes important value generators. Conversely, a participatory proce-1979

dure might allow affected parties to propose revisions but lack the resources to enforce an agreed change.1980

Credibility and contestability are therefore complementary institutional dimensions that can also be in ten-1981

sion. Strong commitments protect participants against sudden opportunism, while appropriate revision1982

procedures allow adjustment when continued compliance would damage essential generative conditions.1983

The allocation of revision power can be analyzed through several questions. Who may initiate a1984

proposal for change? Who receives the information required to evaluate its likely consequences? Which1985

actors can delay, veto, or impose a revision? What measures protect participants against retaliation for1986

dissent? How are costs distributed if a rule that once seemed workable becomes harmful? When power1987

asymmetry is significant, nominally identical procedural rights may yield unequal effective influence1988

because participants have different legal expertise, reserves, translation access, or capacity to endure1989

prolonged negotiation. Institutional design must therefore be examined in relation to the means of exer-1990

cising rights as well as their formal recognition.1991

The relationship to generative autonomy is direct. A value-generating community that possesses only1992

a claim to receive transfers may remain dependent on the continuing discretion of those controlling the1993

channel of distribution. A community possessing effective opportunities to inspect, contest, and revise1994

pathway rules has a different capacity to participate in the formation of its relational conditions. These1995

differences may influence the generation of justified trust, although the direction and magnitude of the1996

influence depend on the history of the relationship and the actual conduct of the parties.1997

7.6 Governance of Value Return and Relational Repair1998

The practical implications of this inquiry can be organized as a set of governance functions rather than1999

a single institutional model. An arrangement may need to identify relevant value generators, represent2000

the pathways through which value moves, make decisions and changes intelligible, establish safeguards2001

for essential conditions, and provide ways to address grievances. The appropriate organizational form2002

may range from contractual provisions and cooperative associations to public regulation or transnational2003

agreements. Which design is defensible depends on the affected domains of value, the underlying legal2004

structure, and the available capacities for governance.2005

Elinor Ostrom’s study of collective-action institutions provides a major precedent for analysing par-2006

ticipation in rule-making, monitoring, conflict resolution, and nested arrangements [24]. Its empir-2007

ical and theoretical subject is neither identical to international value circulation nor reducible to the2008

generative-justice literature. It nonetheless supplies a reason to examine governance as an arrangement2009

of situated collective capacities and practical institutional rules. A separate institutional precedent ap-2010

pears in the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, whose protect, respect,2011

and remedy framework addresses state duties, corporate responsibilities, human-rights due diligence,2012

and access to remedy within its specified domain [31]. The present paper uses that framework as an2013

illustration of institutional differentiation. The Guiding Principles do not impose a general international2014

legal obligation to optimize generativity.2015

Five governance functions merit particular attention. The first is traceability with appropriate pro-2016

tections: affected actors need sufficiently reliable information to identify how value moves and which2017

decisions bear on their productive conditions, subject to legitimate privacy, confidentiality, and secu-2018

rity interests. The second is participatory pathway revision: creators and affected communities require2019

feasible channels for influence, representation, and challenge, with protections against mere token par-2020

ticipation. The third is regenerative safeguarding: relevant ecological, labor, knowledge, and social2021
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conditions should be included in assessments of foreseeable institutional effects. The fourth is effective2022

remedy: a breach or injury should have accessible routes for correction, compensation, restoration, or2023

other contextually appropriate response. The fifth is distributed review: parties should have means to2024

learn from outcomes and amend arrangements when their effects diverge from stated purposes.2025

These functions can conflict. A requirement for comprehensive traceability can subject vulnerable2026

participants to surveillance, disclose protected knowledge, or shift administrative costs onto those least2027

able to bear them. A uniform participation rule can marginalize small groups unable to attend lengthy2028

negotiations. Restorative payments may alleviate immediate losses while leaving control over essential2029

infrastructure unchanged. A decision procedure intended to secure consensus may entrench the veto2030

of an actor that already controls the principal circulation pathway. Each measure therefore requires an2031

assessment of the power exercised through its implementation, including the possibility that governance2032

designed as a repair mechanism reproduces the conditions of diminished autonomy.2033

Relational repair has an epistemic dimension. Participants can reasonably disagree about the causal2034

history of harm, the value of particular losses, the boundaries of relevant communities, and the identity2035

of a satisfactory remedy. An accountable procedure should make disagreements examinable and provide2036

forms of participation capable of revising mistaken assumptions. Equal influence over every decision2037

is neither practicable nor invariably justified; the aim is to prevent concentrated discretion from render-2038

ing affected participants invisible or unable to challenge consequential arrangements. The normative2039

and institutional details are substantial enough to justify the separate companion paper on generative2040

governance and trust building.2041

7.7 Contrasting Institutional Histories2042

A paired hypothetical case clarifies why value return and power over its pathways should be considered2043

together. Consider a regional network in which small producers supply specialized components to a dom-2044

inant purchasing intermediary. The producers contribute skilled labor and accumulated local knowledge.2045

Their dependence on the intermediary arises through technical certification, transport infrastructure, ac-2046

cess to international finance, and limited alternative markets. The network is a conceptual illustration: it2047

is not a representation of an identified country or company, and its outcomes are not empirical findings.2048

In Arrangement A, the intermediary introduces a substantial supplementary payment to producers.2049

The payment improves immediate income and enables some reinvestment. Yet the intermediary retains2050

unilateral authority to change the certification standard, suspend purchases, revise data access rules, and2051

determine eligibility for further support. Producers have limited means to inspect decisions or challenge2052

exclusion. The arrangement can produce genuine material benefit; its long-term generative effect nev-2053

ertheless remains exposed to discretionary pathway changes. A rise in reported satisfaction would not2054

itself demonstrate that the underlying vulnerability had diminished.2055

In Arrangement B, producers receive a similar supplementary payment and participate in a jointly2056

specified process for reviewing standards, verifying payment calculations, and appealing exclusion deci-2057

sions. A shared technical programme supports alternative routes to certification, and safeguards protect2058

locally generated know-how. The arrangement can involve greater administrative expense, slower deci-2059

sions, and conflict over which actors legitimately represent the producers. Its potential advantage lies2060

in the redistribution of practical authority over the conditions governing continuation, not in a guarantee2061

of harmony or equal outcomes. A genuinely independent pathway might also reduce the intermediary’s2062

ability to sustain the present network; whether the transition increases system-level generativity requires2063

further examination.2064

The comparison separates three evaluative dimensions: observable material return, effective ability2065

to revise rules, and the resulting reasons for reliance. The same transfer can have different institutional2066

meaning according to how the parties may alter the arrangement and how its continued operation af-2067

fects their respective capacities. Nor does Arrangement B necessarily generate greater interpersonal2068

trust. Some participants may remain skeptical because of earlier violations or continuing differences in2069

bargaining strength. In such a case, improved rights and remedies can still make cooperation more defen-2070
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sible. The comparison illustrates a conditional mechanism rather than a universal ranking of governance2071

forms.2072

A third variation exposes an additional tension. Suppose that the network’s current production de-2073

grades a shared watershed. Returning a larger proportion of income to the producers, or expanding their2074

authority to govern that particular production channel, may leave neighboring communities exposed to2075

ecological injury. A defensible arrangement must then address affected nonparticipants and the regenera-2076

tive conditions of the environment. Value return and pathway autonomy cannot be evaluated in isolation2077

from other justified claims. The identification of the relevant relational system is thus a normative as2078

well as an analytical problem.2079

7.8 Evidence, Evaluation, and the Limits of Trust Metrics2080

The mechanisms proposed in this section require a research design capable of distinguishing announced2081

reforms from changes in practice. Evidence of material return might include revenues, payment volatil-2082

ity, ownership terms, or access to productive resources. Evidence of regenerative effects might include2083

conditions of ecological maintenance, skill reproduction, research and learning capacity, or the function-2084

ing of indispensable local infrastructure. Evidence of pathway autonomy might involve the distribution2085

of rule-setting authority, actual cases of appeal, access to alternative markets, and the ability of affected2086

actors to obtain and interpret the information needed to contest decisions. None of these observations is2087

sufficient alone to establish an ethical conclusion.2088

Trust-related evidence poses additional problems. Surveys can reveal attitudes, expectations, and2089

reported experience, but expressed trust may reflect dependence, deference, fear of retaliation, or di-2090

vergent cultural meanings. Contract compliance can demonstrate reliable performance while leaving2091

the terms of the contract unjust or unrepresentative. Institutional transparency can expand public over-2092

sight while also enabling intrusive surveillance. The trust literature counsels attention to the distinction2093

between expressed confidence and the grounds on which institutions deserve reliance [23, 20]. An eval-2094

uation should therefore triangulate participants’ accounts with documented decisions, institutional rules,2095

historical changes, and feasible alternatives.2096

Causal identification must remain separate from normative judgment. A new cooperative institution2097

may coincide with greater producer independence, yet market shifts, public investment, or technological2098

changes may provide alternative explanations. The relevant inquiry would compare plausible pathways,2099

identify decision points throughwhich power was exercised, and examine how those decisions altered the2100

feasible options of affected participants. A finding of improved output does not demonstrate generative2101

repair when important local harms remain unrecorded. Conversely, documented contestation and conflict2102

can accompany an increase in substantive autonomy, since newly available voice may make previously2103

suppressed disagreements visible.2104

This caution extends to the history implied by the word formation. The analysis should not presume a2105

common clock, a universal sequence from distrust to trust, or the simple restoration of an earlier condition.2106

Relations of confidence, dependence, contestation, and production may evolve along partially ordered,2107

heterogeneous histories. A local institutional repair may change which paths of creation are admissible2108

and what counts as an effective commitment. Representing these differences may call for multiscale2109

methods, but a particular renormalization procedure or dynamical law is beyond the present section’s2110

evidentiary scope.2111

7.9 Cooperation under Warranted Distrust2112

The proposed institutional account faces a further objection: if trust cannot be presumed, perhaps coop-2113

eration and value return should be evaluated without treating the generation of trust as an objective at all.2114

This objection has force. A community can have strong reasons to distrust an intermediary while still2115

participating in a contract that is independently enforceable, narrowly bounded, and materially benefi-2116

cial. A government may cooperate in a technical regime while retaining safeguards against opportunistic2117
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rule changes. In both cases, cooperation may be defensible even if mutual confidence remains low. In-2118

stitutional trustworthiness, expressed trust, and sustained cooperation are therefore distinct analytical2119

outcomes.2120

The more demanding institutional test concerns the position of the vulnerable participant when the2121

relationship becomes adverse. Can an independent reviewer inspect the calculation of returns? Can2122

affected parties challenge an eligibility rule without losing essential access? Are remedies accessible2123

when the stronger participant changes its terms, transfers liabilities, or withdraws from the arrangement?2124

Can a participant decline a proposed repair without forfeiting standing in other domains? The availability2125

of these protections may help justify reliance without guaranteeing that trust will form. Their existence2126

must be established through actual procedures and their use, rather than declarations of shared values.2127

The distinction accords with scholarship that studies trustworthy conduct and the vulnerability inherent2128

in trust, while the particular pathway test is proposed here as an analytical extension [2, 23, 16].2129

Value return also has a possible paternalistic failure mode. A concentrated institution might unilat-2130

erally transfer resources to a recognized group while treating the transfers as justification for excluding2131

that group from deliberation. The resulting benefits may be real, and a beneficiary may rationally ac-2132

cept them, yet the arrangement leaves the authority to alter or terminate the pathway intact. At the2133

same time, a demand for direct participation in every technical decision could make an essential network2134

unworkable or disadvantage less organized affected parties. The governance inquiry should therefore2135

distinguish decisions that require shared authority, those appropriate for delegated expertise, and those2136

requiring accessible contestation and remedy. No single institutional procedure follows universally from2137

the value-return principle.2138

7.10 Generative Trust within Asymmetric International Relations2139

The argument of this section is an invitation to assess international cooperation through the conditions2140

that render participants capable of sustaining and revising their relations. Value returnmatters because the2141

continued generation of economic, social, ecological, and epistemic value may depend on its circulation2142

to the relevant creators and their supporting environments. Warranted trust matters because cooperation2143

exposes participants to other actors’ decisions, sometimes under sharply unequal conditions of control.2144

Pathway autonomymatters because the terms of value return and reliance can themselves become objects2145

of political action.2146

For a participant with concentrated authority, responsible governance may involve stabilizing es-2147

sential returns, creating mechanisms for contesting decisions, repairing identifiable harms, and sharing2148

effective control where continued unilateral discretion undermines others’ generative capacities. The2149

content and allocation of obligations depend on established rights, historical contributions, actual capac-2150

ities, and foreseeable effects. A participant occupying a weaker position has reasons to evaluate such2151

measures without relinquishing the capacity to refuse, question, or renegotiate. Trustworthiness is a2152

quality to be investigated through conduct and institutional safeguards; trust is a judgment that affected2153

parties may reasonably withhold.2154

These observations return the inquiry to the article’s equilibrium problem. An asymmetric arrange-2155

ment may become persistent partly because weakened participants cannot readily exit, exercise effective2156

voice, or sustain alternative pathways. Institutional changes enabling return, contestation, and generative2157

renewal may alter that feedback, although they can introduce new conflicts and burdens. The theory has2158

not demonstrated that such interventions produce a stable, regenerative equilibrium. It has identified2159

mechanisms and conditions whose interaction merits comparative historical and empirical investigation.2160

Aggregated returns may also conceal local losses of practical independence; Section 8 examines this2161

representational problem.2162
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8 Multiscale Generativity and Normative Ethics2163

This section examines how the same relational arrangements appear at different levels of description and2164

why aggregate performance can coexist with local generative losses. A qualified analogy with statistical2165

mechanics helps separate coarse-graining from renormalization, while a minimal factorization criterion2166

asks when a simplified representation preserves a specified normative judgment. The purpose is to clarify2167

the connected questions of ethics across scales and the ethics of scale selection, not to assert a validated2168

social renormalization group.2169

The connection to the preceding sections is substantive. Value creation and its return occur through2170

pathways that cut across persons, organizations, communities, states, and international networks. Power2171

affects these pathways and the ability to revise them. An assessment that identifies a system as produc-2172

tive or stable can therefore coexist with evidence of serious diminishment among particular participants.2173

Conversely, a locally restrictive rule can protect the longer-term regenerative conditions of a broader2174

community. The analytical problem concerns the relations among these descriptions, the judgments that2175

each can support, and the information that an observer retains when moving between them.2176

8.1 Relational Scales and Emergent Descriptions2177

A familiar illustration concerns a body of water. At a microscopic level, a model may describe inter-2178

acting molecules and distributions of kinetic energy. At a macroscopic level, temperature and other2179

thermodynamic quantities provide effective descriptions of collective behavior. Macroscopic variables2180

are related to microphysical processes through statistical and theoretical constructions; they are neither2181

independent substances nor merely rhetorical summaries of individual trajectories. The adequacy of a2182

description depends on the question, observational conditions, and assumptions connecting the levels.2183

Work on scaling in statistical physics provides a rigorous instance of this general methodological insight2184

[19, 33].2185

The analogy suggests a productive question for international relations. A person’s opportunities, a2186

producer cooperative’s regenerative conditions, a country’s institutional capacities, and an international2187

network’s ability to maintain cooperation may be descriptions of overlapping parts of an evolving re-2188

lational process. These descriptions can be connected without presupposing that all their ethically sig-2189

nificant features reduce to a single scalar quantity. The entities themselves are historically constituted2190

and institutionally represented. A person may participate in several organizations; a firm may operate2191

through contracts spread across jurisdictions; a community’s ecological conditions may depend on actors2192

who fall outside the unit chosen for national economic accounting. Relational scales consequently need2193

not form a neat tree of disjoint containers.2194

For the present analysis, a scale is a specified level of description or intervention, determined by a2195

selection of relational units, observable distinctions, aggregation rules, and relevant interactions. This2196

working definition leaves open whether a scale is primarily spatial, organizational, temporal, causal, in-2197

formational, or normative. Scale selection may itself alter which participants become visible and which2198

decision-makers appear to possess effective control. Calling a state a macroscopic unit, for example,2199

does not establish that people and subnational communities are dispensable micro-level variables. The2200

boundaries of the state, its capacities, and its representation in a model require historical and legal inter-2201

pretation.2202

Nor is there a single privileged ordering of scales from morally minor individuals to morally2203

paramount systems. A legally binding decision made by one person may transform a transnational2204

network, while a change in global financing rules may reshape an individual’s material options. The2205

direction and strength of these relations are empirical and institutional matters. Multiscale analysis2206

should identify the relevant pathways of influence rather than assign ethical rank to organizational size.2207
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8.2 Coarse-Graining, Effective Models, and Renormalization2208

Coarse-graining selects or combines distinctions within a more detailed representation to construct a de-2209

scription suitable for another analytical purpose. Depending on the model, it may aggregate transactions2210

into sectoral flows, replace a network with summary statistics, group individual acts into institutional2211

practices, or represent diverse testimony under a common administrative category. Such transforma-2212

tions can be indispensable. The detailed description of each transaction in a global production network2213

may be too costly and too fragmented to explain system-level dependencies. A deliberately simplified2214

model may also make a large-scale pattern intelligible to participants who need to act upon it.2215

Renormalization denotes a more specific family of theoretical procedures. In statistical physics,2216

Kadanoff’s block-based scaling construction and Wilson’s renormalization-group formulation investi-2217

gate how descriptions and their effective couplings change with scale, including when fixed-point be-2218

havior and scaling relations arise [19, 33]. Their technical results depend on specified models, trans-2219

formation laws, and mathematical conditions. The use of the word renormalization in a theory of in-2220

ternational relations should therefore identify additional structure beyond aggregation alone: a coherent2221

family of transformations, an account of effective interactions, and a basis for assessing whether the2222

resulting descriptions retain predictive or explanatory content.2223

A simple structural candidate clarifies the requirement. Let X be a class of sufficiently enriched2224

relational histories for a stated empirical purpose. Let Rℓ : X → Xℓ produce a description at scale ℓ.2225

Let F : X → X be a stipulated change operator, and Fℓ : Xℓ → Xℓ its proposed effective counterpart.2226

A scale-consistent model might seek the relation in Equation 2.2227

Rℓ ◦ F ≃ℓ Fℓ ◦Rℓ. (2)2228

Here ≃ℓ is an explicitly chosen relation of acceptable approximation at the target scale. It might con-2229

cern selected observables, an error tolerance, or a distribution of outcomes. Equation 2 is a modeling2230

desideratum; it states neither the existence of an effective operator nor a general law of international2231

development. The operator F denotes an admitted transformation within a declared model. It does not2232

assert a universal time coordinate, an ontologically complete collection of futures, or a privileged present.2233

Historical order, available evidence, and admissible continuations would require separate specification.2234

Even where effective dynamics can be constructed, explanatory adequacy and ethical adequacy are2235

different tests. A model may predict aggregate trade flows accurately while overlooking which com-2236

munities retain control over vital ecological conditions. Alternatively, a model suitable for allocating2237

public resources may need fewer micro-level details than an investigation into alleged wrongdoing. The2238

appropriate scale depends partly on what the model is for and on whose claims may be affected by using2239

it.2240

8.3 Generative Autonomy and System-Level Renewal2241

Two normative concerns motivated this inquiry: the maintenance of generative capacities across a rela-2242

tional system and the effective autonomy of participants in sustaining or modifying their own generative2243

conditions. They can be understood as linked questions about the same evolving relations. The resources,2244

knowledge, ecological supports, and institutions that enable local creation also contribute to wider net-2245

works of production and cooperation. Conversely, a wider system’s stability and ability to coordinate2246

may provide critical conditions for local activity. This conceptual unity does not make the resulting2247

normative judgments identical.2248

Suppose a transnational supply network registers higher aggregate output after adopting a common2249

technical standard. The standard may improve safety, interoperability, or access to certain markets. At2250

the same time, a group of smaller producers may lack the equipment or representation necessary to satisfy2251

or revise it. If their only feasible routes to exchange become inaccessible, the network’s aggregate gains2252

can coincide with a decline in the group’s capacity to maintain skills, accumulate reserves, or pursue2253

alternative forms of production. These possibilities require empirical examination in a real case. As a2254
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thought experiment, they show why neither aggregate growth nor local hardship alone determines the2255

normative evaluation of an institutional rule.2256

Consider a contrasting case in which a community restricts a profitable form of extraction to protect2257

a shared watershed. Certain production pathways are closed, but the restriction may sustain ecological2258

conditions on which several groups depend. The analysis must distinguish a loss of one activity from a2259

loss of the conditions for continuing to generate value. Eglash’s account of unalienated circulation and2260

protection of regenerative conditions is pertinent here [4, 7]. Yet the normative justification of any actual2261

restriction also requires evidence about affected rights, justified claims, feasible alternatives, and unequal2262

burdens. A state or corporation cannot automatically invoke the language of system-wide generativity2263

to override a vulnerable community’s expressed interests.2264

These two cases suggest that generative autonomy should be specified relationally. It concerns fea-2265

sible influence over the conditions and pathways through which a participant’s generative activity is2266

maintained and transformed. Autonomy can depend on collective institutions as well as individual free-2267

doms. Sen’s capability approach is a relevant precedent for evaluating substantive opportunity instead2268

of inferring well-being from income alone [28]. Pettit’s account of domination directs attention to ex-2269

posure to another party’s arbitrary power even where actual interference is limited [25]. The present2270

inquiry does not collapse these theories into a unified criterion. It uses them to identify questions that an2271

aggregate productivity measure cannot answer.2272

The extent to which local autonomy supports wider generativity is therefore an object for historical2273

investigation, not an axiom. Some arrangements of shared authority can improve information, trust-2274

worthiness, and adaptive capacity. Others may introduce coordination failures, exclusion within local2275

groups, or collective-action burdens. Systemic renewal and participant autonomy are related through2276

institutions whose performance and legitimacy must be examined rather than inferred from the preferred2277

scale of analysis.2278

8.4 Cross-Scale Unity without Normative Substitution2279

A common relational history can be described at several levels without authorizing unrestricted substitu-2280

tion between their evaluative conclusions. A state-level summary, for example, may accurately describe2281

the continuity of a supply network while a community-level account identifies lost access to land, knowl-2282

edge, or independent channels of exchange. Both can concern the same institutions and activities. Their2283

coexistence presents no logical contradiction, because the descriptions answer different questions about2284

distinct properties of the same relations. Ethical conflict emerges when a decision-maker treats success2285

under one description as sufficient to dismiss an objection formulated under another.2286

A defensible cross-scale inquiry consequently distinguishes at least three tasks. Explanatory linkage2287

asks how a local capacity and a wider institution depend on one another, using evidence adequate for a2288

claimedmechanism. Representational adequacy asks whether aggregation preserves information needed2289

for the question at hand. Normative justification asks whose claims count, which constraints govern2290

permissible actions, and which procedures authorize a decision affecting those claims. The third task2291

cannot be derived solely from successful performance on the first two. In particular, a technically correct2292

mapping does not identify the rightful institutional decision-maker or establish that an infringement of a2293

protected interest is compensated by other benefits.2294

The thermal analogy clarifies the issue’s limited form. A macroscopic thermodynamic description2295

and a molecular description may capture properties of one physical system without having interchange-2296

able variables or explanatory aims. An analogous relation between collective generativity and situated2297

autonomy can be investigated, but there is no established physical analogue that converts normative le-2298

gitimacy into a conserved quantity. No universally defined ethical utility function, natural normative2299

cutoff, or privileged “system perspective” is assumed here. The questions of legitimate constraints and2300

decision authority must be argued for the particular relations and institutions under study.2301
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8.5 Normative Facts across Levels of Description2302

A more direct philosophical precedent is supplied by List and Valentini. They argue that normative2303

political theory can address facts at a more coarse-grained level than moral theory, and that differing2304

lower-level normative facts may support the same political-level characterization [21]. Their proposal2305

is a substantive intervention into the relation between moral and political reasoning. The present paper2306

adopts neither a complete hierarchy of normative facts nor the claim that one level can automatically2307

determine another. It takes their argument as a reason to distinguish the questions posed by different2308

institutional scales.2309

Generative-justice research also supplies an important direct predecessor to multiscale governance.2310

Eglash and colleagues examine fractal scaling in AI governance as a possible connection between lo-2311

cally emergent self-governance and universal human-rights protections [8]. Their proposal is neither a2312

renormalization-group derivation of social norms nor an argument that all local practices should be re-2313

duced to one global metric. It nevertheless demonstrates that generative approaches to the coexistence2314

of local agency and higher-level commitments already exist. The contribution proposed here is more2315

limited: to ask which ethically material distinctions survive a specified representation change, and how2316

selection of that representation may itself be subject to public accountability. The present paper claims2317

no original discovery of multilevel generative governance.2318

At the scale of an individual encounter, relevant evidence may concern a promise, consent, a particu-2319

lar decision, or a foreseeable injury. At the scale of a production organization, it may concern conditions2320

of collective bargaining, role allocation, ownership, and decision review. At the scale of a national or2321

international system, it may concern legal protections, structural exclusion, cumulative burdens, and in-2322

stitutional mechanisms for contesting power. These objects of evaluation can overlap. They may also2323

require different normative principles, types of evidence, and forms of remedy. A precise statement of2324

which facts are being represented is preferable to treating all levels as instances of one undifferentiated2325

moral score.2326

Young’s social-connection account of responsibility offers another useful distinction. Participation2327

in structural processes can ground forward-looking responsibilities concerning change even where con-2328

ventional blame or individual liability does not capture the whole pattern of injustice [34, 35]. In a2329

multiscale setting, an international institution’s duties of oversight may arise from the authority it exer-2330

cises over a network, while a local actor’s duties may arise from specific commitments or feasible actions.2331

The two forms of responsibility can be connected through institutional design, information flows, and2332

actual leverage. Their content need not be the same, and the existence of one does not cancel the other.2333

A difficulty appears whenever the representative unit conceals internal asymmetry. The phrase coun-2334

try A benefits from a rulemay describe a rise in national income, increased fiscal capacity, or an advantage2335

accruing primarily to a small set of firms. Each statement may be meaningful in its own domain. Treat-2336

ing them as interchangeable can wrongly transfer the interests or achievements of one group to the rest2337

of the population. Similar problems arise when community preferences are attributed to a group whose2338

dissenters have limited voice, or when system resilience describes a network that survives by shifting2339

hazards toward less powerful nodes. Normative evaluation needs an articulated relation between units,2340

beneficiaries, burdens, and the evidence supporting the attribution.2341

8.6 Normative Information Preservation under Coarse-Graining2342

The information problem can be given a minimal mathematical expression without assuming that ethical2343

evaluations are numerical. LetH be a set of represented histories enriched with the identities of affected2344

participants, relevant actions, authority relations, material effects, and admissible evidence. Let Qν be2345

a set of evaluative outcomes or judgments under an explicitly specified normative context ν, and let2346

Jν : H → Qν assign such an outcome to each history for which the evaluation is defined. The codomain2347

may be categorical or partially ordered. Let R : H → Z be a coarse-graining map into an aggregate2348

representation. An exact aggregate evaluation would require a map Jν satisfying Equation 3.2349

Jν = Jν ◦R. (3)2350
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Equation 3 expresses a factorization condition, not a derivation of the normative function Jν . Such a2351

function must already be justified independently within its stated domain. On the image of R, a factor-2352

ization exists exactly when the evaluation is constant on every fiber of R: whenever R(h1) = R(h2),2353

we also have Jν(h1) = Jν(h2). Necessity follows because the same aggregate representation receives2354

the same evaluation under Jν . Sufficiency follows by assigning the common value of each fiber to its2355

aggregate image. Nothing is asserted about aggregate representations outside that image unless their2356

evaluation is separately specified.2357

The criterion applies to a particular evaluation Jν and a particular representation R. Its truth cannot2358

establish that the evaluation is ethically justified, that every affected subject is represented, or that the2359

historical record is complete. It is also stronger thanmany practical design requirements: institutionsmay2360

use a coarse-grained indicator for preliminary allocation and retain disaggregated evidence for appeal.2361

In such a system the appropriate test concerns the entire decision-and-review procedure, including who2362

can access the omitted information, rather than the initial summary alone. Approximate preservation,2363

selective retention, privacy protection, and unequal access to the right to challenge aggregation remain2364

distinct ethical problems requiring their own criteria.2365

A simple counterexample shows what this criterion excludes. Consider two stipulated institutional2366

histories with the same total production, recorded return to producers, and measured continuation of2367

output. In h1, producers can inspect the network’s rules, appeal exclusion, and share effective authority2368

over later revisions. In h2, an intermediary can withdraw access without an effective appeal, although it2369

has chosen not to exercise that discretion during the observation period. SupposeR records the identical2370

output and transfer quantities while discarding the different decision rights. A normative assessment2371

sensitive to domination or effective pathway autonomy may distinguish h1 and h2. Under that specified2372

assessment, the aggregate record fails the fiber condition. This is an analytical counterexample about2373

representation; its ethical force depends on reasons for treating arbitrary authority and contestability as2374

relevant [25, 23].2375

A failure of exact factorization has a modest but important consequence. It shows that the selected2376

aggregate variables are insufficient for that particular evaluation. It does not show that aggregation in2377

general is illegitimate, or that a single fully detailed history would settle all normative disputes. Dif-2378

ferent normative contexts may select different distinctions, and participants may disagree about their2379

importance. A practical response may be to enrich R with information about effective control, distribu-2380

tions of loss, ability to contest decisions, and material pathways of return. Another response may be to2381

retain links to disaggregated records so that an aggregate decision can be challenged. The best response2382

depends on the purpose, available evidence, legitimate privacy claims, and the costs of representation.2383

Plural evaluation and the limits of a single factorization. The exact condition above pertains to a2384

selected evaluative function Jν and a selected historical domain. Different affected groups or justified2385

normative approaches may use distinct evaluations Jν1 and Jν2 whose relevant distinctions do not co-2386

incide. A coarse representation adequate for one of them may lose information essential to the other.2387

Retaining the information needed to reproduce several evaluations is therefore a problem of jointly spec-2388

ifying those evaluations and the domain of permissible loss, rather than averaging their outputs into a2389

presumed common scale. Likewise, preserving an evaluation under R does not establish that the evalu-2390

ation is substantively justified, that its users have legitimate authority, or that relevant alternatives have2391

been admitted into the model. Those are separate normative and institutional questions.2392

8.7 Scale Selection, Epistemic Power, and the Ethics of Renormalization2393

The preceding test concerns which normative distinctions survive a mapping. It introduces a second ques-2394

tion concerning the construction and use of the mapping itself. An analyst, regulatory agency, multina-2395

tional firm, or international organization may select the units to be counted, establish thresholds, decide2396

which reports are credible, and define the aggregate indicators used to govern a network. These are exer-2397

cises of epistemic and institutional authority. Where they influence access to resources or remedies, the2398
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Table 8: Selected questions for examining generativity and responsibility across relational scales.
Focus Local or situated inquiry Aggregate or institutional inquiry

Generation Which capacities and ecological or social
supports are sustained?

Which conditions allow cooperation and
renewal across connected groups?

Circulation Can creators inspect, contest, and alter
effective pathways?

How are bottlenecks, dependencies, and
returns distributed through a network?

Responsibility Which actors exercised control and what
alternatives were available?

Which organizations possess leverage,
authority, and duties for structural
revision?

Normative visibility Which injuries, exclusions, and justified
claims appear in local accounts?

What relevant differences vanish through
aggregation or standardized categories?

Correction Can affected participants seek evidence
and effective remedies?

Are aggregate decisions reviewable
against disaggregated histories?

design of a representation can become part of the power structure that the representation is intended to2399

describe.2400

The issue can arise without intentional concealment. A common statistical standard may be adopted2401

for administrative efficiency and comparability. It may nonetheless categorize unlike conditions as equiv-2402

alent, discount unregistered forms of labor, or obscure environmental harms borne by an excluded com-2403

munity. Conversely, disaggregated monitoring can improve accountability while exposing individuals2404

to surveillance or permitting retaliation. Fricker’s analysis of epistemic injustice is relevant where per-2405

sons are wronged in their capacity as knowers or lack shared interpretive resources through which their2406

experience can be recognized [10]. Her framework does not itself establish that every loss of model res-2407

olution constitutes an injustice. A specific judgment requires evidence that the representational practice2408

disadvantages persons in normatively salient ways.2409

For clarity, the present paper distinguishes two complementary research directions. The renormal-2410

ization of ethics asks how normative objects, evaluative principles, and responsibility structures may2411

transform across levels of description and organization. It is a question about the relations among ethi-2412

cal descriptions, including whether one admits an appropriate effective account of another. The ethics2413

of renormalization asks which obligations and injustices may arise through choosing, applying, legiti-2414

mating, and revising scale transformations. It treats the practice of constructing an effective description2415

as a potentially consequential institutional act. The term renormalization remains provisional in both2416

directions until a sufficiently specified family of transformations and its domain of validity have been2417

developed.2418

The two directions interact. An institution might choose an aggregate measure that gives greater2419

prominence to system-level continuity than to local capability losses. It may then use that measure to2420

justify policies that alter the very local conditions being summarized. The policies can change what evi-2421

dence is available for subsequent aggregation, and the resulting record can appear to confirm the value of2422

the initial policy. The possible feedback joins representational authority, political power, and generative2423

capacities. Demonstrating it would require evidence on indicator construction, decision procedures, af-2424

fected participants, and changes in feasible institutional pathways. Its plausibility as a mechanism does2425

not make it a universal consequence of measurement.2426

8.8 A Comparative Multiscale Assessment2427

A practical assessment should distinguish the level at which a claim is made from the level at which its2428

underlying evidence is collected. Table 8 offers a tentative set of questions for comparing representations.2429

The rows identify investigative functions; they do not constitute a validated index or an exhaustive theory2430

of justice.2431

An assessment of this kind requires attention to how evidence is produced. Official aggregates,2432

institutional reports, participatory testimony, contract records, ecological measurements, and historical2433
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accounts may reveal different aspects of a system. Their disagreements can be substantively meaningful2434

rather than simply measurement error. Independent verification may be necessary, but its structure can2435

reproduce existing imbalances if participants lack access, translation, technical support, or protection2436

against retaliation. The aim is a sufficiently accountable set of representations through which interested2437

and affected parties can evaluate decisions, rather than a complete or final picture of relational reality.2438

The general insight also qualifies proposals for responsibility at the level of the whole system. A2439

participant with substantial power over network rules may be expected to attend to harms that are difficult2440

to see from its own aggregate reports. This expectationmust still be translated into specific duties through2441

applicable law, institutional commitments, causal contribution, feasible capacity, and other defensible2442

normative grounds. A claim to maintain overall generativity supplies an object for inquiry, but it does not2443

independently authorize overriding the claims of less powerful participants. The governance literature on2444

participation and nested institutions provides precedents for considering both collective coordination and2445

situated rule-making [24]. The present argument extends those concerns to the informational adequacy2446

of cross-scale generative assessments, while retaining their domain-specific limitations.2447

8.9 Scope, Historical Dependence, and Research Interfaces2448

No general empirical metric of generativity is assumed, and a successful aggregate explanation may2449

remain normatively incomplete. Conversely, the omission of some ethically relevant information does2450

not invalidate an aggregate description for a different purpose. The physics analogy neither supplies a2451

social renormalization-group flow nor establishes a preferred historical direction.2452

Historical dependence matters in a deeper sense. A scale transformation is made by historically2453

situated observers using available evidence, instruments, categories, and institutional authority. It can2454

alter the conditions under which further observation and action become possible. The comparison of de-2455

scriptions must therefore avoid assuming that all relevant relations can be placed along a shared, natural2456

temporal coordinate. Observed records, causal or procedural partial orders, feasible institutional trans-2457

formations, and represented continuations are distinct analytical objects. A future-oriented normative2458

judgment should not treat an unrepresented possibility as merely a known event that has not occurred.2459

This caution is compatible with an empirically oriented inquiry into the conditions under which pathway2460

revisions become possible.2461

Two companion inquiries can develop the present framework further. One would investigate multi-2462

scale normative ethics, including how responsibility, relevant value, and normative evaluation can be2463

related across distinct relational representations. Another would examine the ethics of renormaliza-2464

tion, including the obligations associated with scale selection, retention of normative information, model2465

provenance, and contestability. The minimal factorization criterion in Equation 3 provides one precise2466

interface for these studies, while leaving open the substantive principles and institutional facts needed to2467

evaluate particular cases.2468

A cross-scale account must therefore examine the effective representation together with the locally2469

relevant rights, losses, and opportunities for challenge. Macroscopic continuity may conceal diminish-2470

ment, while a local restriction may sometimes protect collective renewal. These possibilities cannot be2471

settled by aggregation alone.2472

9 The Generation and Transformation of International Equilibrium2473

This concluding section brings the preceding arguments to bear on the reproduction and transformation2474

of asymmetric international relations. It distinguishes alternative configurations of institutional order,2475

considers the conditions under which return and revision rights might change them, and connects respon-2476

sibility and trustworthiness with multiscale evaluation. A research agenda then separates potentially ob-2477

servable feedback mechanisms from claims requiring further normative interpretation. Neither durable2478

asymmetry nor structural transformation is treated as an inevitable outcome.2479
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9.1 Generativity within the Reproduction of International Order2480

An account of international equilibrium ordinarily begins with the distribution of power, the strategic2481

choices available to actors, or the institutional arrangements through which conflict and cooperation are2482

organized. Each remains important. The present inquiry introduces a connected analytical object: the2483

effects of those arrangements on participants’ capacities to sustain, redirect, and reorganize the processes2484

through which value is generated and circulated. An international order may distribute recognized bene-2485

fits while organizing unequal control over the conditions that make further production and institutional2486

change possible. Accordingly, a description of present allocations alone cannot establish how the order2487

contributes to its own continuation.2488

Generative justice supplies a substantive foundation for this shift of attention. Eglash’s account of2489

unalienated value circulation concerns the ability of creators and their associated human and ecological2490

systems to retain the conditions necessary for continued generation [4, 7]. Scholarship on structural2491

power already examines the capacity to shape the frameworks within which others act, while research2492

on global value-chain governance and network interdependence identifies particular forms of authority2493

over production, standards, and exchange [29, 3, 12, 9]. The proposed extension concerns a feedback2494

relationship among these domains. Rules shape the regeneration of capabilities; regenerated or dimin-2495

ished capabilities shape practical access to voice, exit, and rule revision; and the distribution of revision2496

power can affect the continuity of the rules themselves.2497

The argument adds a specific explanatory question to established political economy rather than a2498

new general definition of power or justice. Neither network centrality nor an unequal allocation of value2499

is sufficient to infer this recursive mechanism. Necessary evidence includes a traced consequence of a2500

pathway rule for a named generative capacity, a separately substantiated effect of that capacity on the2501

ability to alter governance, and an account of how the resulting strategic or institutional responses affect2502

the rule’s continuation. Even jointly observed links need not yield equilibrium: positive feedback can2503

destabilize an arrangement, and countervailing regulation, coalition formation, or technological change2504

can interrupt reinforcement. This qualified sequence states both the intended contribution and its limits.2505

This relationship can be investigatedwithout presuming that an actor occupies a single, enduring posi-2506

tion as creator, beneficiary, or regulator. A state may have privileged access to finance while depending2507

on technologies supplied by other states. A firm may coordinate trade while remaining vulnerable to2508

suppliers whose knowledge is difficult to replace. Communities can be advantaged along one pathway2509

and disadvantaged along another. Moreover, an apparent national gain may coexist with diminishment2510

among particular workers, regions, or ecological systems within that state. The relevant configuration2511

is therefore a historically specified network of powers and dependencies, whose boundaries and internal2512

relations require explicit justification.2513

The term generative diminishment is useful here only if it directs inquiry toward losses in the capacity2514

to generate, renew, or alter relations, and does not rename every disadvantage. A reduction in income2515

may be relevant insofar as it damages continued creation; an imposed restriction can preserve long-run2516

ecological renewal; a temporary loss in production may accompany greater control over subsequent pro-2517

duction conditions. These distinctions prevent the proposed theory from collapsing into a preference for2518

immediate output or an indiscriminate objection to limits. They also guard against treating the continued2519

operation of a value network as evidence that its participants’ generative conditions remain adequate.2520

9.2 Asymmetric Orders and Their Generative Consequences2521

Section 5 distinguished persistence, strategic equilibrium, and dynamical stability. At the level of the2522

entire argument, their most important implication is methodological: a relatively durable international2523

arrangement may support several distinct mechanisms of renewal, constraint, and adjustment. The same2524

observed distribution of trade or authority can be compatible with markedly different forms of partici-2525

pation and institutional change. Table 9 records four illustrative configurations that permit a more dis-2526

criminating inquiry. These configurations are analytical possibilities, not empirically identified types of2527

country or a presumed sequence of historical development.2528
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Table 9: Illustrative configurations of asymmetric relational order and their generative consequences.
Configuration Relevant relational mechanism Analytical and normative question

Persistent
diminishment

Controlled pathways weaken renewal
and the practical capacity to contest
governing rules.

Can the weaker participant sustain
creation and institute viable alternatives?

Adaptive asymmetric
cooperation

Unequal authority coexists with credible
safeguards, shared gains, and effective
avenues of institutional revision.

Are participation and remedy
meaningful despite asymmetry?

Relational
recomposition

Participants alter pathway access,
returns, and rule-making authority
through negotiated or contested changes.

Which capabilities are regenerated,
redistributed, or impaired by the change?

Disruptive
disintegration

Existing pathways fail or are severed
while replacement capacities remain
insufficient or unevenly distributed.

Who bears transition losses, and which
generative supports are endangered?

In the first configuration, diminished capacity to challenge rules participates in the persistence of2529

those rules. A producer group may be unable to finance alternative logistics, independent verification,2530

or representation in standards bodies, although participation in the prevailing network remains the least2531

damaging available choice. This case captures the paper’s principal mechanism: the organization of2532

circulation can reduce the ability to change that organization. Its interpretation requires proof of the2533

intermediate links and consideration of other causes of limited bargaining power.2534

The second configuration clarifies why power asymmetry and generative injustice cannot be treated2535

as interchangeable. Specialized coordination, public regulation, and the concentration of particular tech-2536

nical capacities may sometimes support extensive cooperation. An institution with considerable power2537

can facilitate renewal if affected participants retain meaningful ways to examine decisions, challenge2538

harmful practices, secure proportionate returns, and influence the revision of governing rules. The rel-2539

evant inquiry concerns effective freedoms and safeguards in context, not merely the numerical concen-2540

tration of decision rights. Conversely, formal rights can coexist with prohibitively costly exercise; a2541

seemingly generous distribution of benefits can coexist with unilateral authority to withdraw those ben-2542

efits.2543

The third configuration describes a change in the relations governing production, circulation, and re-2544

vision. It may involve collective bargaining, institutional redesign, shared standards development, new2545

routes of exchange, redistribution of decision authority, or legally supported remedies. None of these2546

instruments automatically produces generative justice. Their effects depend on the affected parties, the2547

ecological and social conditions at stake, and the allocation of costs as well as benefits. The fourth con-2548

figuration adds a caution: an arrangement that is extractive can also support indispensable coordination.2549

Its sudden breakdown may impose immediate harms upon participants who were already disadvantaged2550

by its ordinary operation. Structural transformation therefore involves the difficult task of preserving2551

vital generative conditions while changing institutions that constrain them.2552

These configurations support a modest reformulation of the idea of balance. An observed balance2553

of bargaining power, enforcement capacity, or strategic incentives leaves open the question of whose2554

generative activities the arrangement maintains, and at what cost. A generative assessment examines the2555

possibilities for renewal and institutional revision within the same relation. Neither description replaces2556

the other; each makes different consequences visible.2557

9.3 Conditions of Relational Transformation2558

The recursive mechanism advanced in this paper does not imply irreversible entrapment. Institutional2559

histories may contain alternative circulation routes, latent capacities for coordination, external legal con-2560

straints, ecological thresholds, and changes in what participants recognize as valuable. Research on2561

increasing returns and endogenous institutional change provides established reasons to investigate both2562
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reinforcement and transitions within apparently durable arrangements [26, 14]. The notion of attractor2563

basins in social ecologies has also appeared explicitly in Eglash and Garvey’s work on generative justice2564

[6]. The present argument draws upon these precedents while remaining agnostic about whether the2565

illustrative international networks possess mathematically identifiable attractors.2566

A potential transformation may begin when affected participants acquire practical means to identify2567

the sources of diminished capacity. Transparent accounting, independent research, public access to rel-2568

evant contracts, and the recognition of previously discounted forms of value can make consequences2569

available for examination. Such epistemic conditions matter because an inability to describe an injury or2570

identify the relevant decision authority can itself obstruct the formation of collective responses. However,2571

greater visibility may expose participants to retaliation or appropriation. Information access is therefore2572

connected to protections governing its use and to participants’ authority over its interpretation.2573

A second condition concerns alternative pathways. Exit has limited force when nominal substi-2574

tutes depend on the same bottleneck, legal architecture, or inaccessible infrastructure. Investments in2575

cooperative institutions, technical knowledge, mutual support, interoperable systems, and diversified2576

relationships may alter the feasibility of creating and governing value. This possibility resonates with2577

Hirschman’s analysis of exit and voice andwith research on collectivemanagement of common resources2578

[18, 24]. Yet diversification is costly, and not every small-scale alternative can provide the coordination2579

required for safety, ecological stewardship, or complex technical systems. Effective autonomy conse-2580

quently concerns the quality and adaptability of accessible pathways, rather than the sheer number of2581

formally imaginable alternatives.2582

A third condition is the allocation of institutional revision power. Consultation can improve under-2583

standing while leaving basic rules unaltered. In some settings, meaningful participation may require2584

access to agenda formation, representation in standard-setting, review of evidence, independent adjudi-2585

cation, and the capacity to require or negotiate modifications. Which powers are appropriate depends2586

on legal status, the nature of the relationship, affected rights, and the consequences of each decision.2587

The practical capacity to alter a rule is analytically distinct from receiving favorable treatment under an2588

unchanged rule. This distinction connects pathway governance to generative autonomy.2589

Finally, transformation involves the problem of continuity. A powerful participant may control re-2590

sources or infrastructure upon which less powerful parties presently depend. Abrupt withdrawal of that2591

support can undermine the very conditions a reform seeks to preserve. Negotiated transfers of capability,2592

transitional financing, repair of ecological damage, and independent monitoring are possible responses,2593

although their adequacy must be established in each case. The possibility of transition should be eval-2594

uated through alternative histories and admissible institutional choices, rather than by imagining that2595

every constraint can be removed at once without consequences. Reforms may create new concentrations2596

of power, and their effects on generativity can differ across locations and scales.2597

9.4 Relational Responsibility under Unequal Power2598

The title’s question returns most forcefully when the framework is applied to the participants occupy-2599

ing unequal positions within these arrangements. For a less powerful participant, the predicament may2600

include depleted resources, suppressed capacity to negotiate, heightened exposure to institutional discre-2601

tion, and uncertainty about the terms on which continued cooperation is possible. Such a participant can2602

have strong reasons to avoid extending trust, even if the more powerful participant does not intend injury.2603

The absence of unconditional trust may thus be a reasonable response to the structure of exposure, rather2604

than a moral failure or an irrational obstacle to peace.2605

The predicament associated with a powerful position is analytically different. Extensive authority2606

over finance, infrastructure, standard-setting, or coercive institutions can generate dependencies on the2607

continued functioning of systems shaped by that authority. The exercise of power can also bring diffi-2608

cult choices concerning system maintenance, protection of vulnerable participants, and the distribution2609

of transition costs. These conditions may create burdens, conflicts, or risks. They do not entail an equiv-2610

alent experience of suffering. Some powerful actors may enjoy sustained net benefits and successfully2611
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shift costs elsewhere. The paper’s account of shared relational involvement therefore leaves open the2612

empirical question of suffering while retaining the normative question of responsibility.2613

Forward-looking responsibility can be grounded, under different normative approaches, in effective2614

control, contribution to a structural process, vulnerability imposed on others, and practical ability to2615

change institutional arrangements. Young’s social-connection account, Goodin’s account of vulnerabil-2616

ity, and Pettit’s analysis of domination provide distinct foundations for examining aspects of these duties2617

[35, 13, 25]. Their principles should not be silently conflated. Nor does the present discussion derive2618

a general legal duty solely from a claim about generativity. Specific obligations and liabilities require2619

attention to applicable law, institutional commitments, the identity of duty holders and right holders,2620

knowledge, causation, and available remedies.2621

The central ethical suggestion is therefore relational and asymmetric, while leaving the distribution2622

of lived suffering open to historical evidence. Substantial power over others’ conditions of generation2623

may create a stronger reason to prevent foreseeable deterioration, investigate complaints, and support2624

feasible means of correction. One manifestation of this responsibility may be the deliberate reduction of2625

unilateral discretion over circulation rules. Such restraint can be compatible with maintaining necessary2626

coordination; the outcome depends on what institutional powers are delegated, shared, reviewed, or2627

subject to independent challenge. A system’s continued output cannot by itself establish that the authority2628

used to secure it is legitimate.2629

This distinction also prevents the language of collective generativity from licensing sacrifice without2630

accountability. A regulator might defend restrictions by pointing to collective ecological renewal, while2631

an enterprise might invoke network continuity to resist independent bargaining. Both justifications raise2632

real questions about coordination, but neither settles whose claims count, which alternatives exist, or2633

whether those affected can contest the decision. Responsibility at one scale is therefore connected to the2634

protection of normatively salient distinctions at others, as Section 8 proposed.2635

9.5 Normative Conditions of a Claimed Regenerative Equilibrium2636

A more generative international order cannot be inferred solely from greater aggregate output, a higher2637

rate of value return, or more extensive formal participation. A value-circulation arrangement can im-2638

prove the resources of designated producers while shifting ecological harms to excluded neighbors; it2639

can increase local voice while leaving dissenters without remedies; or it can stabilize network production2640

by concentrating authority in institutions whose decisions cannot be contested. These are not equivalent2641

outcomes, and their comparison depends on the protected claims, affected subjects, and feasible arrange-2642

ments identified in the relevant history. System continuity is an object of inquiry, not an independently2643

sufficient standard of normative legitimacy.2644

The proposal developed across Sections 6–7 therefore puts substantive conditions on any description2645

of a desirable transformation. The claims of affected participants, including those who are not recognized2646

as producers, require an explicit account. Where a participant controls a pathway essential to others, its2647

duties must be linked to an identifiable kind of influence, available alternatives, and grounds of respon-2648

sibility. A return mechanism should be evaluated for its contribution to regenerative conditions and for2649

the availability of warranted scrutiny, challenge, and remedy. Claims about shared benefits should be2650

checked against disaggregated evidence capable of detecting transferred burdens. None of these condi-2651

tions prescribes one constitutional or economic form across all settings.2652

This qualified normative account also constrains the use of the term equilibrium. Even a demon-2653

strated stable pattern of mutually adjusted behavior would establish neither its justice nor its desirability.2654

Conversely, an arrangement with contestation and changing rules may protect participants better than a2655

superficially stable one. The analytical problem is to explain persistence and transformation; the norma-2656

tive problem is to assess those processes under defensible and revisable standards. Their connection is2657

historically consequential but not logically automatic.2658
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9.6 Value Return, Trustworthiness, and Institutional Feedback2659

The transformation of an asymmetric arrangement cannot be evaluated solely by the intentions expressed2660

by its central participants. A stated commitment to reciprocity offers limited reassurance if the commit-2661

ting party also retains unrestricted authority to define value, suspend payments, terminate access, and2662

decide complaints. A stronger inquiry concerns the governance of the conditions under which commit-2663

ments are made credible and revisable. The account of value return in Section 7 therefore remains central2664

to the proposed explanation of equilibrium transformation.2665

Value return can include material resources, restoration of productive and ecological conditions,2666

recognition of knowledge and other heterogeneous contributions, and participation in the rules organizing2667

circulation. These domains interact without becoming interchangeable. Increasing monetary payment2668

while maintaining an opaque and unchallengeable dependence may improve welfare yet leave pathways2669

of self-directed generation constrained. A procedural reform may increase voice without supplying the2670

resources required to make participation effective. Their combination can enable a different range of in-2671

stitutional choices, but only if the arrangement provides usable protections and addresses adverse distri-2672

butional consequences. This use of value return follows the generative-justice emphasis on regenerative2673

circulation while opening the additional question of who possesses authority to redirect its pathways [5,2674

7].2675

Trust is an important possible consequence of these arrangements, but it is neither a substitute for2676

enforceable safeguards nor the sole measure of legitimate cooperation. Baier’s attention to vulnerabil-2677

ity, O’Neill’s treatment of trustworthiness, and Hardin’s account of relations supporting trust point to2678

different ways of examining the grounds on which reliance is warranted [2, 23, 16]. Participants may2679

collaborate through enforceable contracts, independent dispute resolution, or carefully limited author-2680

ity while withholding interpersonal trust. Such cooperation may be appropriate where historical injury2681

remains salient or where the consequences of misplaced confidence are severe.2682

The proposed feedback mechanism is accordingly conditional: reforms can improve the material2683

and institutional bases for continued generation; strengthened capacities can broaden access to voice2684

and feasible alternatives; those alternatives may constrain discretionary pathway control; and observable2685

performance under altered rules can affect subsequent judgments of institutional trustworthiness. Each2686

connection can also fail. Remedial institutions may lack enforcement resources, unequal parties may face2687

retaliation, alternative networks may reproduce extraction, and trust may be undermined by unrelated2688

political events. A programme of inquiry should therefore document these intermediate changes rather2689

than infer relational repair from the presence of a participatory label or an improved aggregate trust score.2690

9.7 Multiscale Evaluation and Normative Visibility2691

The account of international equilibrium extends across different relations and scales. A multinational2692

supply network can appear robust while local ecological renewal is impaired. A state can report increas-2693

ing exports while particular producers lose opportunities to develop independent technical capabilities.2694

A regional agreement can improve aggregate coordination while assigning the burdens of compliance2695

to communities with little representation. Such contrasts motivate attention to both local and aggregate2696

descriptions. They do not establish a single formula for converting all heterogeneous capacities into a2697

common score.2698

The analogy with statistical mechanics is useful to the extent that it clarifies how different levels of2699

description can refer to the same relational process. It also clarifies the risks of inference from one level2700

to another. The factorization condition in Equation 3 specifies one stringent case in which a normative2701

evaluation could be recovered exactly from a coarse-grained representation. Where ethically distinct2702

histories map to the same description, that precise recovery fails. Institutions using aggregates should2703

consider the possibility of normatively relevant omitted differences, especially when aggregate findings2704

govern eligibility, sanctions, financial transfers, or remedies. An effective aggregate model may remain2705

valuable for its stated task while requiring disaggregated evidence for specific judgments.2706

The choice of scale is itself situated within power relations. Authorities may select indicators, set2707

63



DR
AF
T

measurement thresholds, choose categories of beneficiaries, and determine who may challenge records.2708

These choices can alter what becomes administratively visible and what avenues for redress can be pur-2709

sued. Conversely, unrestricted collection of local information may create threats to privacy and auton-2710

omy. The ethics of cross-scale representation therefore involves the purposes, provenance, permissions,2711

omissions, and revision procedures of a description. The companion investigations on multiscale nor-2712

mative ethics and the ethics of renormalization can formalize aspects of these problems. The present2713

discussion does not claim to have constructed a social renormalization-group transformation or derived2714

a scale-independent ethical law.2715

A final implication concerns the word system. It is often a useful shorthand for a connected field of2716

relationships, but its boundary is a modeling and institutional decision. Cross-border production may de-2717

pend on ecological processes, unpaid care, public infrastructure, and knowledge practices excluded from2718

conventional transaction datasets. These conditions may be connected causally to observed circulation2719

while resisting adequate description at the scale used by an international organization. The responsibility2720

to maintain a system’s generativity is consequently an incomplete ethical formulation until the relevant2721

participants, generative supports, affected interests, and means of representation are made sufficiently2722

explicit.2723

An empirical test should specify a matched comparison for each link in the proposed feedback, rather2724

than relying on an observed correlation between inequality and institutional persistence. The first com-2725

parison asks whether a defined pathway rule changes a named participant’s capacity to renew value under2726

a credible alternative rule. The second asks whether the induced change in that capacity alters effective2727

options for contesting, exiting, or revising the rule, holding relevant rival influences under scrutiny. The2728

comparison should include cases of beneficial concentration or successful contestation, because those2729

observations can narrow or disconfirm the hypothesized reinforcement. These are design requirements2730

for prospective research, not findings reported in this article.2731

9.8 Empirical Tests, Counterconditions, and Research Design2732

A theory of generative diminishment in international relations will need to confront evidence beyond2733

conceptual plausibility. The first task is case selection. Research could compare value networks with2734

similar technical functions but different rights of pathway inspection, alternative exchange, decision par-2735

ticipation, and remedy. It could also examine institutional changes within a single network, tracing the2736

conditions under which relevant capabilities expanded or contracted. Historical accounts, contracts, bal-2737

ance sheets, administrative archives, ecological measurements, interviews, and process-tracing evidence2738

may offer complementary access to different parts of the mechanism. The relevant units and periodiza-2739

tion should be derived from the specific relations under study rather than assumed as fixed properties of2740

a nation-state.2741

Four provisional propositions offer a focused agenda. P1, pathway dependence: where actors con-2742

trolling crucial circulation channels can revise rules unilaterally, materially similar participants with2743

fewer effective alternatives may have less leverage over the conditions of value return. P2, recursive2744

diminishment: where a reduction in retained generative resources impairs organization, knowledge de-2745

velopment, or institutional participation, an existing asymmetry in pathway control may become more2746

difficult for affected participants to challenge. P3, contestable return: arrangements combining regen-2747

erative returns with feasible rights of scrutiny, challenge, and revision may support stronger generative2748

autonomy than arrangements offering comparable immediate benefits subject to unilateral discretion.2749

P4, cross-scale omission: aggregate measures of network performance may classify together institu-2750

tional histories with materially different distributions of harms, capabilities, or procedural rights. These2751

are hypotheses requiring operationalization and attention to context, not propositions established by the2752

manuscript.2753

The propositions refer to distinct analytical targets and should not be collapsed into a single general2754

assertion of structural injustice. Nor does their conjunction by itself amount to a new general theory of2755

endogenous institutional change, for which Greif and Laitin provide a substantial predecessor [14]. In a2756
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comparison with sufficiently specified conventional models of bargaining, network control, institutional2757

enforcement, and capability deprivation, a pathway-mediated account earns explanatory standing only2758

where the intermediate change in revision capacity helps account for the observed sequence more pre-2759

cisely than those alternatives. A failed incremental test would warrant treating generative diminishment2760

as a useful normative and descriptive vocabulary rather than an independently supported equilibrium2761

mechanism. P1 concerns variation in effective alternatives conditional on otherwise comparable mate-2762

rial circumstances. P2 requires a sequence linking losses of generative support to weakened institutional2763

revision capabilities, with pathway control then remaining concentrated. P3 compares the consequences2764

of contestable and discretionary returns while tracking differences in bargaining capacities and back-2765

ground protections. P4 concerns the information preserved by an aggregate representation relative to an2766

explicitly named normative question. In each case, institutional documents, accounts from differently sit-2767

uated participants, and competing explanations should be sought before an ethical verdict is drawn. The2768

framework is useful only insofar as it helps investigators distinguish situations that earlier descriptions2769

treated alike, and recognizes circumstances where established explanations are sufficient.2770

Each proposition admits alternatives and counterevidence. Asymmetry may persist because it sup-2771

ports coordination that participants knowingly prefer to available substitutes. Diminished income may2772

be offset by collective investment or technological innovation. A nominal opportunity for participation2773

may be captured by local elites, while independent regulation under concentrated authority may protect2774

vulnerable participants effectively. Higher levels of trust can coexist with inadequate oversight, and low2775

trust can coexist with legally secure cooperation. Such possibilities indicate that comparative research2776

should study the relation between formal authority and effective capability, and distinguish measured2777

outputs from the mechanisms producing them.2778

A particularly demanding causal claim concerns non-intentional diminishment. Evidence that a less2779

powerful participant suffered a loss while a powerful institution benefited does not, by itself, identify the2780

mechanism that produced the loss. Research should establish the rules and decisions at issue, document2781

effects on generative conditions, investigate feasible counterfactual arrangements, and assess compet-2782

ing explanations including ecological shocks, domestic policy, technological change, and choices made2783

within the affected group. Mechanism-based approaches to social explanation can inform this work [17].2784

Ethical evaluation would require additional attention to who could foresee and alter the relevant conse-2785

quences, the distribution of rights and duties, and the remedies available. This separation is necessary if2786

the theory is to be useful for both explanation and responsible institutional design.2787

9.9 Adversarial Assessment and the Boundaries of Explanation2788

The paper’s explanatory proposal should face objections that are capable of changing its scope or de-2789

feating its central mechanism. The relevant intellectual predecessors already address constitutive power,2790

institutional self-reinforcement, capabilities, generative-justice circulation, and the role of credible insti-2791

tutions [3, 14, 28, 7]. Table 10 identifies discriminating objections and the evidential burden each creates2792

for this inquiry. It is a research protocol for critical assessment, rather than a list of objections assumed2793

to have been answered.2794

The first objection concerns incremental explanatory value. A historical narrative can be entirely2795

consistent with the present account while another theory explains the same record with fewer unobserved2796

elements. It is therefore insufficient to show that structural power and constrained agency coexist. The2797

proposed diagnosis makes a narrower claim when independent evidence reveals that the reproduction2798

of a pathway rule runs in part through diminished capacities to inspect, contest, or change that rule.2799

Where this mediation is absent, the explanation should defer to direct institutional, strategic, or coercive2800

mechanisms. This gives the framework a domain of potential application and a domain of acknowledged2801

redundancy.2802

The second and third objections concern its descriptive and normative boundaries. Generativity is2803

not a common scalar shared by economic earnings, ecological renewal, cultural expression, technical2804

capability, and political standing. An apparent gain can conceal a loss, and a restriction can conserve2805
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Table 10: Adversarial objections and conditions for retaining the proposed explanation. Each row iden-
tifies a possible limitation, not an observed international result.
Objection Alternative account or countercase Discriminating requirement

Redundant mechanism Legal coercion, fixed rights, or prior
institutional theory explains persistence.

Demonstrate a separately observed
capacity-mediated pathway effect
beyond direct governance power.

Ambiguous
diminishment

Income contracts while knowledge,
ecology, or autonomy improves.

Specify situated generative activities
and disaggregated changes; test
competing interpretations.

Beneficial
concentration

Coordination strengthens weaker
parties’ renewal and enforceable rights.

Compare net generative conditions and
independent contestability under
alternative feasible designs.

Equilibrium
overstatement

Two-link feedback produces exit,
rupture, or cumulative divergence.

Specify strategic or dynamical criteria;
otherwise claim only historically
observed persistence.

Normative substitution Aggregate output rises while protected
local claims are violated.

Evaluate affected parties and rights at
adequate scales; justify the normative
standard independently.

Compelled trust Continued participation reflects
necessity, not confidence.

Inspect actual refusal, appeal,
enforcement, return, and revision
opportunities.

generative conditions at another scale. Decision-makers may also exercise concentrated authority for2806

legitimate purposes when delegated coordination includes enforceable constraints and suitable avenues2807

of redress. A descriptive diagnosis of impairment must therefore be stated relative to situated practices2808

and evidence; a judgment of injustice must additionally disclose protected interests, alternatives, and2809

responsibility criteria. Neither judgment follows directly from the numerical magnitude of control.2810

The fourth objection concerns the paper’s title and the proposed international equilibrium. Repeat-2811

edly observed asymmetry has an explanatory significance, but the stronger mathematical terms require a2812

model of the relevant transformation. A feedback loop that weakens an institution’s revenue base may ac-2813

celerate breakdown rather than stabilize it. A formally stable aggregate may nonetheless be normatively2814

indefensible. Accordingly, this manuscript identifies a candidate persistence mechanism, examines con-2815

ditional strategic and dynamical interpretations, and withholds a demonstrated stability claim. In future2816

work, institutional comparison should assess both the continuation of an arrangement and the distribution2817

of capacities for changing it.2818

The final objections concern ethical standing and trust. Beneficial transfers to recognized creators can2819

coexist with uncompensated injury to outsiders, and system-wide regeneration can coexist with violations2820

that cannot be justified by aggregation. Similarly, compliance with a powerful intermediary does not2821

establish trust, particularly where exit and remedy are inaccessible. The practical standard is therefore the2822

quality of accountable relations under disagreement: who can inspect consequences, advance contrary2823

claims, invoke protections, and participate in revision. These criteria are neither an automatic moral2824

formula nor a guarantee of agreement. They specify the evidence and normative deliberation needed to2825

avoid confusing successful coordination with either universal well-being or ethically warranted authority.2826

A successful explanatory extension would identify a class of historically situated relationships in2827

which the measured capacity-mediated link changes predictions or diagnoses compared with otherwise2828

adequate established explanations. An unsuccessful extension would either find no such differentiating2829

cases or collapse into unrestricted reinterpretation of every possible outcome as evidence of generativ-2830

ity. Both prospects must remain open if the proposed framework is to function as a corrigible research2831

programme.2832
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9.10 The Question of Suffering and the Conditions of Continuation2833

Do all beings suffer? The question is deliberately open. Interdependence cannot establish a common ex-2834

perience of suffering, and responsibility need not be experienced as a burden by those whose power gives2835

them the capacity to prevent harm. In an asymmetric relation, some participants may obtain durable bene-2836

fits while others lose capacities necessary for meaningful creation or political revision. These differences2837

must remain visible even when the relation is described as one system.2838

The essay has considered a particular mechanism by which such inequality might persist: pathway2839

rules may impair the renewal of specified capacities, and that impairment may reduce the practical agency2840

needed to change those rules. This is a testable possibility, not a general law. Concentrated authority may2841

instead support renewal, and participants may gain effective voice despite material losses. Even where2842

the proposed causal links hold, equilibrium requires additional strategic or dynamical specification.2843

The normative question extends beyond whether the system continues. It asks how its continuation2844

affects those whose labor, knowledge, environments, and cooperation help sustain it; what rights those2845

participants possess; and which powers make protection and remedy feasible. Returning value, enabling2846

contestation, and protecting viable alternatives may supply conditions for warranted cooperation. None2847

authorizes an aggregate assessment to erase a situated claim, or permits trust to be demanded merely2848

from a position of authority.2849

The relational unity at issue is therefore compatible with irreducible differences in harms and obli-
gations. International balance may be examined not only through the durability of an arrangement but
through the generative conditions it supports, impairs, or makes revisable. Where authority can be exer-
cised without intending diminishment, responsibility still requires attention to foreseeable consequences
and feasible correction. The question of suffering directs inquiry toward those consequences while leav-
ing the empirical and ethical answers open.
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